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SUMMARY OF THE CONSERVATION OF MAGIC
 
This is a Modern Epic Fantasy Adventure Novel and Book #1 in The Science of Magic Series.
-----------------------------
Merrick has a job. A girlfriend. A life. But upon the death of his father, he finds out that his past is a lie and that he is not even a member of the human race. Instead, he discovers that he belongs to an ancient species that has co-existed with mankind since its inception and whose members can use sound to command the elemental forces of nature.
Join Merrick on an adventure that takes him from the suburbs of Washington D.C. to the Highlands of Scotland and the jungles of Mexico, as he strives to overcome his own weaknesses, confronts a family of ethereal dragons, and races to discover his true self in time to save the world from a fiery end.
-----------------------------
**This book deals with topics such as adult relationships and death, but contains no explicit scenes or gratuitous violence. It was written for adults but is suitable for ages 12+.
 



[I came] through every form capable of life, in water, in earth, in air, in fire. And there happened unto me every severity, every hardship, every evil, and every suffering, and but little was the goodness or joy before I became a man…joy cannot be obtained without seeing and knowing everything, but it is not possible to see or to know everything without suffering everything…And there can be no full and perfect love that does not produce those things which are necessary to lead to the knowledge that causes joy. 
Anonymous Bardic Translation
 
 
Then spoke the thunder
Da
T.S. Eliot, The Wasteland
 



PART ONE
From the Tale of Abred
 
BEFORE THE WORLD was formed there were four dragons that lived in the Manred—the stuff of creation from which all else would one day spring. 
There was Terrada of the Earth, her sister, Sigela of the Fire, and their brothers, Lagu of the Water, and Araki of the Wind. These were not dragons of scale and tooth, but were living embodiments of the very elements of the world.
All were born from the cosmic womb, and through this connection they could speak to and understand one another. Each dragon also possessed its own distinct language, a reflection of the elemental power at each of their commands. 
Since their birth, the dragons had raged and battled for dominion over the Manred, but always to impasse, until one day Sigela called her siblings together to put an end to their warring. 
The Fire Dragon spoke of her plan to create a being—a creature summoned from inconsequential but equal amounts of each of their powers. Their creation would be alive, but would not be a dragon. Its only purpose would be to choose who among the four dragons would rule the others.
Seeing no better recourse, and after much discussion, the other three consented and began their work to create this being. 
Terrada created the sphere of the world and drew forth the form of the creature from the dirt of the planet.
Sigela filled the center of this new world with flame, and imbued their new creature with the passion to live. 
Lagu poured water across much of the land and gave the creature the power of movement. 
Araki blew across the face of the world so that their creature might breathe. 
And it was so that the first Drayoom, Abred, was born, naked and shivering, lying in the cold slime of his own forming. 
The four dragons began teaching Abred their languages so that each might converse with him and convince Abred of his or her worthiness to rule the Manred. 
This is how Abred came to understand each of their tongues.
After a short while, the dragons demanded that Abred choose one of them to be sovereign. But as he had come to understand each of the dragons, he had also learned of their wrathful natures and knew that any reply he gave would be met with anger from the other three. 
And so he refused to speak. 
Undaunted, the dragons began to entice Abred with their soothing tones, each tempting him with rewards and power.
Araki showed him the birds overhead and promised to teach him to fly above the mountains of the world. 
Lagu showed him the gentle power of a stream, and swore that Abred too would move mountains and forge great valleys one day. 
Sigela showed him a dancing flame and promised that Abred would always have the passion to live and to rule over the other creatures of the world. 
Finally, Terrada showed him the patience of a single tree and vowed to give shelter and sustenance to him and his descendants for all time.
Instead of feeling at ease, Abred was more confused than ever. His tears fell to the mud beneath him, and he shook with frustration—afraid of being destroyed no matter what choice he made.
Their patience at an end, the dragons rose up in fury around him. Their words, once comforting and kind, now surrounded him as roaring waves, explosive lightning, towering wind spouts, and shaking earth. His insides vibrated violently, and his fear mounted until it could grow no further. 
That is when Abred’s fright blossomed into rage and finally into bravery.
With sudden strength, he forced himself to stand firm amidst the raging dragons with raised fists and upturned chin, and he bellowed a single chord that none of the four dragons had heard before—a single but complex sound stronger of timbre and richer than any power ever before unleashed in the Manred. 
All of the dragons fell silent, for Abred unknowingly had spoken the creation names for each of the dragons, one on top of the other, and in so doing, he had created a perfect tone that gave him power over the very elements of the universe. 
A dying rumble of thunder swept across the sky, and for the first time since the creation of the Manred, all was quiet and still.
Abred was afraid no more.


 



CHAPTER 1
 
LAZY JAZZ MELODIES trickled to the street from the open second-story window of the 520 Bar in the Old Town section of Alexandria, Virginia. The rainstorm had mostly passed, and the streets were fresh and smelled of raw life. Remnant flashes of lightning flickered soundlessly above while Merrick and Mona strolled together down the wet cobblestone sidewalk in the cool October evening. 
He had sandy brown hair that was only slightly receding and boyish cheeks that showed when he smiled. Even though he had only just turned thirty, he had been in better shape even a year ago than he was today, with the trend heading in the wrong direction. 
Where he gave the impression of not caring about his appearance with his ill-fitting clothes and his drugstore purchased glasses, she radiated style. Nothing about her appeared to be by accident, from her business-cut dark brunette hair to her designer jeans and imported shoes. 
They stepped off the curb to cross the street as a rogue peal of thunder cracked the night without warning. He flinched at the noise, and the stone pendant under his bulky sweater burned like an ember searing his chest. 
He fumbled with the hot stone through the wool of his sweater, but the heat dissipated as suddenly as it had appeared. In an instant, it was cold again, causing him to shiver. He released the pendant and let it settle against his bare skin again. The pendant was a mystery he would have to solve later, after their date. A slight blush colored his cheeks as he hoped that Mona had not noticed his odd behavior. 
She stopped walking and looked up at him. Her face conveyed equal parts concern for his well-being and suspicion that her boyfriend had suddenly lost his mind. 
“Just felt a little chilly all of a sudden,” he said with a shrug. 
Mona raised one eyebrow, and the two of them continued on their way.
When another thunderclap erupted, this time farther in the distance, he flinched again.
“What’s bothering you, tonight?” she said.
He glanced at her, then back at the sidewalk. He let out a laugh that he immediately knew sounded fake.
“I thought the storm was supposed to be over already.”
Mona sighed and pulled him along; only this time, she didn’t make eye contact with him.
They passed an antique store that was dark—closed for the evening. He glanced at his reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows and groaned at what he saw. It wasn’t much yet, but there it was—the start of a belly. 
He didn’t like looking at himself nowadays, especially when he was out with Mona in public. Even though they were the same age, unlike him, she remained slim and athletic and was much better looking than he felt he deserved. 
He didn’t like being reminded of that, especially since she had been pushing him to commit to the next step in their relationship. Her attractiveness gave her the upper hand in their negotiations. 
“We can find a place that’s still open,” she said, “if you want to wait indoors until the storm has completely passed.”
He turned away from his reflection and looked into her light gray eyes. A burst of wind ruffled her blouse. Her faded jeans and her red silk blouse were just tight enough to show off her compact but shapely figure. She had taken care to look good tonight as usual, whereas he had dressed for comfort. 
“Let’s keep walking,” he said. “It’s a nice evening. Other than all those bolts of lightning almost hitting us, of course.”
This time, he made her laugh.
But he wanted to do more than that.
He wanted to tell her how he felt—to speak in the language of relationships that she wanted to hear. He wanted to tell her how he had never dated anyone as good for him as she was—that being with her made sense and that he didn’t want to be alone. 
He might have figured out a way to tell her all of that, but he wasn’t ready to tell her that he loved her yet.
He shook his head and laughed uncomfortably. 
Mona stopped walking and let her hand drop from his.
“Out with it. Is this something to do with us?”
He took a deep breath, filled with the scent of wet leaves, and looked up at the fading orange sky. 
She lightly grabbed his sweater sleeve and pulled him down to her until their faces were only inches apart. 
He shut his eyes. 
Being so physically close to people, even Mona, made him uncomfortable, like he was being inspected—like she could see through his public disguise and read his thoughts or even catch a glimpse of his true self that he sometimes saw when he looked in the mirror. 
When he opened his eyes again, she had backed away, standing with her arms crossed and her lips pursed. She wasn’t going to take another step until they had the discussion that she wanted. 
The two stood motionless, locked in a face-off that he knew he had no chance of winning. A young couple swerved by them like Mona and Merrick were concrete statues set permanently in the sidewalk.
He tried to stay focused on Mona, but he couldn’t help but watch as the happy couple walked away from them, arm in arm, laughing and smiling, sneaking kisses. It wasn't possible that they were in love as much as they seemed—it didn’t happen that way in real life. 
Forcing a break to their stalemate, he took Mona’s hand and led her down an older, empty side street, away from the main boulevard. She half resisted, but reluctantly followed his lead. As they continued along the cobblestone, the lampposts suddenly went out, as another crack of lightning sounded, and they were left in the darkness of the night, illuminated only by the moon. 
She stopped again and forced a smile that did little to cover her frustration. Her voice was level and calm.
“I’m not sure what’s going on up there in that head of yours, but I’m not going to beg. You have to open up to me, Merrick. I love you, but I have my limits.” 
“I like you more than anyone I’ve ever dated before,” he said, “and I want to share with you…some of the things I’ve been feeling lately, but…” 
She stared up at him. The breeze tussled her hair as she waited in silence. The word like was not the one she had wanted to hear, and he knew it. 
He opened his mouth to speak again, but before he could say a word, a beefy hand shot out from behind him and clamped down hard over his mouth. A large man started to drag Merrick down a narrow side alley, while another man pulled Mona along behind them by the back of her hair. 
Merrick tried to shake loose, his arms flailing. His attacker spun around and pushed him into the brick wall. The back of his head made a wet smacking noise. 
The other man pinned Mona to his chest with one hand and covered her mouth with the other. Merrick saw Mona’s eyes go wide with fright. 
He redoubled his struggle, but a fist slammed into his stomach so hard that his feet lost contact with the ground, and he couldn’t breathe. He sank down to the cobblestoned street on his knees, sucking at the air around him. 
As hard as he tried, he couldn’t make his lungs expand, and something sharp inside kept sticking him with each failed attempt. He wiped blood from his eyes and lost his balance, almost toppling. If he didn’t get a full breath soon, he was going to pass out. 
The men were bragging about what they were going to do to Mona.
Still on his knees, he tried to pull out his wallet with a shaking hand. Maybe if he offered them money, they would leave her alone—leave them both alone. 
Before he could force his hand to move, the man kicked him in the jaw, knocking his glasses to the ground amidst a rain of blood. 
Merrick struggled to prop himself up, but he slipped on his own blood and hit his head on the stone street. Black flecks swarmed at the edges of his vision, and he knew that he was close to unconsciousness. His mouth filled with the pungent taste of copper while his attacker rolled him onto his stomach and took his wallet.
Struggling to find Mona, he could only see blurs of dark colors moving in jerky patterns, but the sounds that came from her painted a picture that was all too vivid for him. In his mind, he could see her frightened eyes peeking over the top of a brutish hand. 
The thought of her being raped or hurt in any way by these animals welled up inside him, turning his despair to rage. He had to help her, but he had no strength. If only the men would just go away or, even better, die.
The stone pendant that hung around his neck burned again like it was made of searing coals. He reached for the stone automatically but stopped short as a combination of vibrations began to grow inside him—a humming so low that it shifted his internal organs and threatened to shake him to pieces. 
Electricity crackled all around him, pulsing in time with the sound that rattled his core. 
His ears popped, as every note of the all-engulfing chord was amplified ten-fold. He raised his hands to his head and knew that he was screaming in pain even though he could not hear his own cries. 
His world had turned into one of pure sound. 
Suddenly, in mid-howl, the vibration ceased, everything around him went silent, and the air reeked of sulfur. 
He stood up on shaky legs, able to breath now but falling back against the brick wall, blinking, trying to clear his sight enough to find Mona. 
As his hearing gradually returned, so did his balance and his vision. He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hands. He could see the details of the alley better than when he had been wearing his glasses earlier—so much so, that his surroundings were surreal in their crispness. 
A few feet away, Mona lay motionless on the ground, surrounded by a pile of restaurant trash. He moved closer and knelt beside her. 
He spoke her name, first in a whisper and then louder, but she did not move. 
He reached out to feel her neck for a pulse. It was there, but weak. Looking down at her still form, he realized somewhere in the back of his mind that he was no longer in any sort of pain—that he, in fact, felt physically remarkable. 
The only thing that hurt was the sight of Mona. 
He lifted his head as he heard the slapping of feet running away at the far end of the alley. A fleeing man scrambled over a tall wooden fence and disappeared into the darkness. 
The wind turned direction, carrying with it the foul odor of burning hair and flesh. Merrick retched twice. Several feet away, the thug who had held Mona now lay motionless on his back. His arm jutted out from his body at an impossible angle, and a wisp of dark smoke floated up from his chest. 
Certain that the man was dead, Merrick turned his back on him and brushed Mona’s hair from her eyes. He whispered her name again, but she still did not move. 
He sat down next to her and carefully placed her head on his lap. Her face was calm and more perfect to him now than it had ever seemed before. He wished her awake as hard as he could, but nothing happened. 
With a shaking hand, he took out his cell phone, hit the emergency call button and told the operator where he was. 
He rested the back of his head against the cold brick wall and caressed Mona’s cheek. In minutes, the wails of approaching sirens filled the air. A clanking in the alley startled him, but when he looked, there was nothing there but the smoldering body of their attacker. 
A swirl of fallen leaves scuffled against the cobblestones and spiraled into the night. Beyond the leaves, an ambulance and a police car lurched to a stop and silenced their sirens. 
The alley filled with strobe light whites and washes of reds and blues as human silhouettes raced toward him and Mona. He lowered his head, hiding his face from the police officers and the paramedics as it started to rain.
Nausea rolled over him. Even though common sense told him that some sort of freakish lightning strike must have been responsible for killing the mugger and for injuring Mona, he knew instinctively that somehow he had been the cause of it all. 
He reached inside his shirt and touched the stone that hung against his chest. It was no bigger than a grape and was once again as cold as the dirt in a grave. It resembled polished black granite but with pulsing metallic green and red veins that swirled and changed hue like smoke just beneath its shiny surface. 
The truth that he had been adopted was the first thing his dad had given Merrick on his deathbed a few weeks ago. The enigmatic stone that was the only clue to the identity of his real father had been the second. 
#
Larry sprinted through the back streets of Old Town—his heart beating twice as fast as his feet pounding on the wet sidewalk. He tried to remember where his car was, but it was hard to think straight, and he still couldn’t hear worth a damn. Whatever happened back there with that fat loser and his bitch girlfriend had royally screwed up his head.
All his life he’d been the strongest of his friends, and people had either feared or followed him. In high school, his counselor had called him a bully, but Larry knew that wasn’t right. He was a predator, just like that dinosaur in that movie he rented last week. He sure didn’t feel much like one of those dinosaurs now—running for his life while Bobby was sprawled out dead back there in the alley.
The two of them had made a good team, setting up their marks, taking their time, hunting people like animals. Tonight, they were just plain unlucky. Picked the wrong couple at the wrong time. Might have been just a goddamn freaky storm, but he had a bad feeling that if he had waited around to figure it out, he’d be dead right now, too.
Everything had been going great until four-eyes had opened his mouth and that weird sound had come out of him—like hitting a bass note in a rock concert with the stacks of speakers turned all the way up. The whole alley had started to shake and stuff was jumping all over the place. He knew it was time to get out of there when he felt like there was a million little ants crawling all over his skin—right before that loud bang and that friggin’ lightning that fried Bobby.
Last thing he remembered was looking over his shoulder on his way to the fence and Bobby being on the ground with a damn big smoking hole in the middle of his chest. He felt bad just leaving him like that, but it was survival of the fittest in the streets.
And now, he was still fit, and Bobby was stone cold dead.
Just a few more turns and he’d make it to his car. He’d high tail it out of there before the cops started looking for him and be home in no time flat. 
Stopping to rest for the first time since the alley, he stood at the street corner, bent over with his hands on his knees, struggling to breathe. He looked up and smiled. There it was, right across the street. He checked around just in case someone was looking, then started walking slow and easy like nothing was even going on. Soon, he’d be home sacked out in front of the tube with a cold beer in his hand and some painkillers in his gut.
His foot touched down in the center of the street just as a rickety car lurched around the corner. He tried to jump out of the way, but the car still clipped his leg and sent him spinning. He landed face down in the next lane over. He slowly rolled onto his back and wiped at the blood and gravel covering his forehead.
The car that hit him had smashed into the side of a parked van just twenty feet away. The driver hung limply out of the driver’s side window. Looked like some old lady that shouldn’t have been driving anyway. He heard the sound of a baby crying its head off from the wreckage and just shook his head. Survival of the fittest in action once again.
Larry tried to stand up, but his left leg collapsed under his weight as he fell back to the asphalt. First he cursed, but then he started laughing. He was the luckiest guy alive. He’d cheated death twice in one night, and so what if he had a broken leg? He also had an alibi in case anyone came around asking questions. But officer, how could I have mugged anyone with my leg all broke up like this?
The road trembled and Larry twisted around in time to see a pair of headlights barreling toward him as he realized that his luck had finally ran out. The taxi hit him full on as he was crushed beneath the car’s grille.
 



CHAPTER 2
 
THE AMBULANCE SURGED through the red river of taillights typical of a rainy Saturday evening in Old Town. The driver steered hard to the right, shot the vehicle through an open pocket in traffic, and brought the ambulance to a hard stop. He cursed, blasting his horns and sirens before speeding forward again as more cars struggled to clear out of the way.
Merrick and the paramedic lurched in the back of the ambulance with the vehicle’s jerky rhythm, while Mona was held fast, strapped to the gurney, still unconscious. 
“Hey man, can you tell me what happened back there in the alley?” the paramedic asked. 
Merrick stared entranced at the red and white lights refracted in the droplets of water on the back windows of the ambulance. He wasn’t sure himself what had happened, and the paramedic wouldn’t have believed what Merrick was beginning to suspect.
The paramedic leaned slightly forward and lowered his voice.
“Look, whatever fried that guy who attacked you back there was packing a lot of electricity. I’m guessing it was a lightning strike. Direct hit to the guy and your girlfriend got a secondary shock.” 
Merrick turned to look at the man’s face, but said nothing. The paramedic waited for an answer, then shook his head and turned his back to Merrick so his face was hidden from Merrick’s view.
“Hey, man, can you hear me?” the paramedic said plainly. “Say something if you can hear me.”
When the paramedic turned back around, Merrick nodded and raised his hand a few inches. The paramedic shuffled over and knelt in front of him. He shined a pen light into each of Merrick’s eyes, then reached around and palpated the back of his head. The paramedic sighed and sat down next to the outstretched and still unconscious Mona.
“Lightning can do some strange things. Pass through one person and fry the next guy completely. But there’s usually some kind of mark—burns that look like feathering. That thug had a smoking hole in his chest, but the girl here…besides those bruises on her wrists and her face, I’m not seeing anything.”
The paramedic looked at Merrick, waiting for him to pick up the conversation. After a long pause, the man looked back down at Mona.
“Like I said, lightning can do strange things.”
Merrick stared again at the two portal windows in the back doors of the vehicle. He had only wanted to help. Wanted their attackers to just stop. But he hadn’t wanted anyone dead…or had he? And Mona…he had never meant to hurt her. He had messed everything up and she was the one paying for whatever darkness had escaped from inside him.
Thunder shook the ambulance, and flashes from the sky turned the night on and off like a natural strobe light. Rain pelted the roof like drops of lead, and the wind blustered and tossed the ambulance back and forth as it dodged through traffic. 
Maybe it wasn’t his fault. Maybe lightning, ball lightning or some weird version of it, had torn through the alley, killed that man, knocked Mona into a coma, and missed him completely. The likelihood seemed remote, but it could have happened—was more likely than some strange power emanating from Merrick’s brain causing the whole thing.
Even as he thought of the scenario where he wasn’t to blame, he knew it was a lie. There were too many other things that were wrong.
Merrick ran a mental diagnostic on his body for any hints of pain and found none. He raked his hand through his hair. It was full and thick like it had never been before, even in his youth. He probed his stomach. It was flat and hard. Looking around, he could see the inside of the ambulance in sharp detail, even though he had left his broken glasses in the alley. And his teeth. He was pretty sure he had lost several of them in the fight, but none of them were missing now, and cracked and missing teeth didn’t just grow back. 
No storm, no matter how odd, could explain his improved physical condition. Blaming everything on electricity from the sky was convenient and logical, but it was also a lie. He knew guilt when he felt it, and he was full of it now. Somehow, even though it made no sense, he or something inside of him was responsible for what had happened back there. He was the one who led them down that alley. He was the one who had released god-knew-what from within. It was all his fault, and he was the one who had to make things right.
The ambulance jerked to a stop. The paramedic sprang out of his seat and opened the back doors. A crowd of hospital workers in scrubs and lab coats flooded the back of the ambulance. They pulled Mona’s gurney out, extended its wheeled legs, and hurried her inside. A chubby nurse offered to help Merrick. Her smile was practiced and her accent too southern to be native to Northern Virginia. She took Merrick by the hand and led him to a wheelchair on the sidewalk.
She wheeled him in to the emergency room where he spotted Mona being parked in a makeshift room with walls made of heavy curtains on ceiling tracks. As soon as she was in place, a latex-gloved hand reached out and whipped the curtains closed.
Merrick started to get up from his wheelchair, but the nurse firmly pushed down on his shoulder and deposited him in his own curtained chamber at the other end of the emergency room.
“Can I get up now?” 
“Just sit tight,” the nurse drawled. “Someone will be along to take a look at you in a minute.”
“I need to know how she’s doing.”
The nurse locked in her smile and placed herself firmly at the exit to his room.
“Are you related to that young lady you came in with?”
“She’s my girlfriend.”
“I know it must be tough, Hon, but only relatives get to see her right now. Just wait here and I’ll find out how she’s doing for you. The best way you can help her is to let the doctors do their jobs and let someone take a look at you when they get a chance. Now, do you know the names of any family members we should contact for Miss…?”
Merrick blushed. Mona and he had been together for over a year now, but he didn’t know any details about her family. He was pretty sure that her parents lived in Ohio, but that was about it.
“Her name is Mona Whittle, but I’m not sure how to get in contact with her family. I can check her apartment later and look for her address book.”
“Have you two not been going out for very long?”
Merrick muttered something about having a bad memory. He had never been able to remember dates that were important to himself, much less other people. The nurse rolled her eyes and turned so sharply that her white tennis shoes squeaked against the floor.
As soon as the nurse left, he stood up and peeked through the curtains. The emergency room bustled with men and women and tables on wheels zipping past each other, all parts of a synchronized but chaotic dance.
He watched as two doctors holding clipboards briskly entered Mona’s room. A few minutes later, one of them left and walked over to the nurse, who pointed to his room. Merrick made it back to his wheelchair just before the doctor entered, closing the curtain behind him. The doctor sat down on a low stool in front of Merrick, flipping back and forth through several papers on his clipboard before looking up.
“It says here in the police report that you and Miss Whittle were attacked tonight.”
Merrick nodded. He would just answer the doctor’s questions as simply as possible, but he had dealt with enough medical professionals to know that there was no way this man would believe the truth about what had happened. Even he still didn’t believe it as much as he instinctively knew it.
“One of the men who attacked you is dead and your girlfriend is in pretty bad shape—most probably in a coma although we have yet to determine the cause. So, now we see how you’re doing. Let’s have a look at your hands.”
Merrick held his hands out in front of him as the doctor squeezed them and turned them over before letting them go.
“They look fine,” he said as he continued his examination. “Anything you can tell me about what happened tonight would be helpful.”
Merrick absently swept his hand across his flat stomach. He reminded himself silently to keep his answers simple. There had been two of them. He had tried his best to stop them, but it hadn’t been enough. Then lightning struck. And he couldn’t remember anything else. 
“Did they hit you in your stomach?” the doctor asked, noticing Merrick’s hand.
He nodded again. 
The doctor asked Merrick to take off his sweater and raise his shirt. When he did, the doctor pressed on different parts of Merrick’s abdomen, looking up expectantly for some signs of soreness or pain. Finding none, the doctor tapped his pen on his clipboard and rolled his chair backwards, staring at Merrick as if trying to solve a puzzle.
“She’s in a coma?” Merrick asked.
“Appears to be. No obvious signs of injury that would be that traumatic—a couple of bruises on her shoulders and wrists—but nothing that should warrant her condition. I’m a little concerned about you right now, though. No signs of external injury, but the report says you were beaten by one of the men in the alley. Could be some internal damage as well, but the report says there was a lot of blood, and from the looks of your clothes, I was assuming that at least some of it was yours. But you say you’re feeling okay?”
“Just a little sore and tired, but otherwise…”
Merrick shrugged as he pulled his sweater back on, noticing that the blood stains were real enough. He hadn’t imagined that at least.
“I want to take some X-rays just the same. Depending on what we find, maybe even a CT scan. Might be something going on that we can’t see with the naked eye.”
Maybe the doctor was on to something. What if he was hallucinating? Lightning did funny things—jumped around, killed one person and left others unharmed. That’s what the paramedic had said. Maybe he really had been hit and his mind wasn’t working right. Maybe he only thought he was in better shape than he used to be.
“Hey, Doc, can I ask you a question?” 
The doctor looked up from his clipboard and nodded.
“Would you say that I was overweight? You looked at my stomach. Do you think I have a gut?”
“I don’t think you should be worrying about that right now.”
“Just tell me, please.”
The doctor squinted at Merrick and frowned.
“Mr. Jones, I’m not trying to accuse you of anything, but I have to ask if either of you were drinking or using illicit drugs tonight.”
“I’m just thinking that if Mona was hit by lightning and I was hit by lightning…well maybe what I think I’m seeing isn’t real.”
The doctor raised his eyebrows expectantly.
“As of yesterday,” Merrick said, sheepishly, “I remember having the beginnings of a pretty good-sized gut.”
Even as he said it, Merrick knew he had divulged too much information. Now the doctor would be curious.
“If that’s what you remember, there’s a chance you might have a concussion. I want to get you to X-ray right away.”
“Maybe I didn’t have a gut yesterday,” Merrick stammered. “I can’t remember. What I meant to ask was, can lightning do something like burn someone’s fat off or something like that?”
“If it could, everybody would be walking around with lightning rods in their hands.”
“Okay, so let me just ask if I look normal to you—physically speaking.”
“I was going to ask about the heavy scarring around your umbilicus, but other than that, your stomach is…well, not only do you not have a gut, but I’d like to see you with some more subcutaneous fat in your abdominal area. If you really feel that you’re overweight, I have someone you should speak with after we get things cleared up here.”
The rest of the doctor’s words entered Merrick’s ears as muffled sounds, unconnected and meaningless. The doctor had just confirmed that he wasn’t hallucinating or delirious. This wasn’t a dream. Somehow, his body had been physically altered, improved, and there was no logical explanation. Once again, there was only one thing left for him to consider, and that was the illogical and the absurd—that his thoughts or his panic had unleashed a dark power from within him that had very real consequences. And that the mysterious stone from his real father had somehow been involved.
The doctor’s hand on his shoulder snapped him out of his thoughts. 
“Stay here and I’ll have a nurse take you down to radiology,” the doctor said, scribbling on a slip of paper. “It should only take about half an hour. I’ll see you when you get back.”
The doctor left the room, and within minutes, Merrick’s nurse entered. She asked how he felt, unlocked his wheelchair with a stomp of her foot, and rolled him away.
When they arrived at the radiology department, the nurse checked him in. Soon a peppy technician with short sandy brown hair called his name and wheeled him back to be X-rayed. She asked him if he felt well enough to stand. Merrick assured her that he was fine, and then she asked him to take his shirt off. For the first time in his life, he did so without embarrassment. He thought he caught her glancing at his abdomen muscles as she motioned for him to remove his pendant from around his neck. He hesitated, but did as she requested, feeling suddenly vulnerable without the stone resting against his chest.
For a second he considered trying to convince the nurse to take an X-ray of the stone itself. Two days after his father’s funeral, he had taken it to a jeweler to have it turned into a pendant. The rock had proven too hard to pierce and had destroyed one of the jeweler’s best diamond-tipped drill bits. The next day, he had wound a leather cord tightly around the stone and hung the pendant around his neck. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he knew it wasn’t a normal stone. There was something very different about the rock that seemed connected to him at an almost molecular level. It was also the only link he had to his real father. Somehow, Merrick needed to find out more about it. 
Deciding to explore the nature of the stone later, he set it on top of his balled up shirt and stood where the nurse asked him. After she snapped the required shots, she smiled and told him that he looked familiar but that she couldn’t place where she had seen him before. He slipped the leather cord with the stone back around his neck and tried to offer a few places where they might have met, but he could only come up with the name of his local grocery store. Shaking her head, she told him to get dressed and to sit back down in the wheelchair. As she pushed him into the waiting room, she said that she would see him later and told him that his films would be ready in a few minutes.
His mind bounced between concern for Mona and the additional guilt of wanting to see the friendly technician again. He couldn’t help himself, even when Mona was in a coma right down the hall. He liked Mona so much, but there was just something missing—something that he felt like he had to keep looking for. 
About forty-five minutes later, a husky male intern called Merrick’s name and handed him an oversized manila envelope stuffed with large sheets of black film. 
Merrick wondered where the female technician had gone as the nurse pushed him back to the emergency room. Entering through the automatic glass doors he was engulfed again by the swarm of frenetic activity. The doctor spotted him and directed the nurse to deposit him in a dimly lit side office with a light board mounted on the wall. The nurse left them and closed the door behind her. The jumble of noise hushed to a murmur. 
The doctor opened the envelope and slapped the pieces of film up on the light board as if dealing floppy, oversized cards. He hummed as he looked over a printed report from the radiologist. He leaned closer to the translucent black squares and nodded his head a few times.
“No concussion,” the doctor said, looking back and forth between two of the X-rays. The doctor moved his face closer to one of the soft white images and furrowed his eyebrows.
“How’s your throat feel?”
“A little hoarse from all the talking tonight, but that’s all.”
The doctor cleared his throat.
“How about your balance?”
“I’m not sure, since no one will let me out of this wheelchair.”
The doctor motioned impatiently for him to stand up.
“Balance feels fine. Does something look wrong?”
“Just some blurring probably. You may have moved a little when they took the film, but I don’t see a reason to run another series right now. Make sure you come back if you feel anything strange in the next few days.”
“When can I see Mona?”
“The police officers want to ask you a few questions about tonight. When you’re done, have a seat in the waiting room and I’ll give you an update in a little while—maybe let you in to see her for a minute or two.”
The doctor motioned for Merrick to leave the room with him, closing the door as the two stepped into the emergency room. Merrick turned around to thank the doctor for his help, but the doctor was already gone.
Merrick wove through the turmoil of people until he stood outside Mona’s room. He moved the curtains just an inch and saw she was alone. His heartbeat sped up as he prepared to do whatever he could do to help her. A young couple with a screaming baby jostled past him on their way into the curtained room next door.
Merrick slipped into Mona’s room and eased the curtain into place behind him. There she was, tube down her throat, tethered by wires to the monitoring device at the side of her bed. She looked like a piece of hospital equipment more than a human.
He brushed his fingertips across her shoulder. As their flesh met, a tingle ran through his body—like a weakened dose of the energy from the alley. He jerked his hand away, and the sensation abated. He reached out to touch her again. This time he did not move his hand away as the electrical current pulsed between them. 
He closed his eyes and focused on what he had felt like the moment right before the explosion in the alley—remembered how his insides had vibrated, had usurped his body. Gradually, he felt the same power swell inside him again. He envisioned Mona wide awake and out of her coma. Nothing happened. Desperate to not lose touch with the energy he had re-summoned, he remembered the rage and pain he had felt earlier. He nurtured his anger for Mona’s attacker—remembered the burning hatred that had seized his chest when he had so desperately wished that the mugger would stop.
In an instant, Merrick’s mouth flew open almost unhinging his jaw as an impossibly low tone filled the space around him—inaudible except through its vibrations. Everything around him shook uncontrollably. He fell to his knees. His head arched back as he looked around frantically. He had once again unleashed a fury of sound over which he had no control.
He held the note longer than humanly possible—and then the vibration grew in strength and split again and again until the room was saturated with electric static like several channels signing off for the night hissing through the air. The noises oscillated against each other, in and out of the range of human hearing, coming closer and closer together until they slammed into one another, converging on a new discordant chord that made Merrick’s teeth ache and his eyes clench.
The room exploded in a flash of hot white light. A deafening clap of thunder immediately followed. Merrick jerked free of Mona’s shoulder and sank to the floor. The chaotic rhythm outside the room shifted—confusion tinted the shouts and moans of the terrified herd of people with no frame of reference or explanation for what they had just experienced. Within the shelter of Mona’s room, air swished in and out of her respirator as her monitoring device beeped steadily. Merrick slid back from Mona’s bed, still on the floor and staring blankly at Mona, exhausted, waiting for any sign of movement. He touched the stone hanging around his neck and jerked his hand back, surprised that the stone was not only warm, but seemed to be undulating, moving as if alive.
He looked down at the stone, but the shrill tone of a flat line jarred his attention.
Mona’s monitor still showed her heartbeat. The high note of death was coming from the next room over—the same one that the couple with the baby had entered in such a hurry just moments before. The curtain that separated the two rooms did little to dampen the combination of shouting and crying. Above it all, a baby wailed.
Merrick heard retching sounds and turned his attention back to Mona. She was sitting up, awake, glaring at him and tugging at the tube threaded down her throat. She ripped out the thin plastic hose and gagged. Her chest rose and fell with her labored breathing, as she stared at Merrick who was still sitting on the floor. He started to get up, but she screamed and scrambled away from him. Her bare feet slipped as she tried to gain traction on the slick bed sheets. Merrick stood up and reached for her, but she threw herself onto the concrete floor as far away from Merrick as she could be in the room.
“Get away from me!” she screamed as she backed herself into the curtain wall and clutched the heavy fabric.
“Mona, it’s me. You’re going to be okay now. I’m going to get the doctor. Just stay there.”
She dove past him and bolted from the room. Loose tubes and wires trailed behind her. Before he could follow, she was brought back, limbs flailing as she tried to escape the grip of a muscular male nurse. Merrick’s own nurse followed behind them and frowned at him as she helped force the frantic Mona back into bed.
A doctor burst through the curtains and breezed past Merrick to Mona’s bed. The nurses held her down as best they could while the doctor injected something into Mona’s arm. Almost instantaneously, she began to calm down and was soon lying back on the bed, her chest heaving and her eyes blinking rapidly as she fought to stay conscious. The doctor and the nurses turned to look at Merrick, all of them sweating and breathing heavily. They looked at him, not as Mona’s savior, but as if he had committed some horrible crime. Merrick closed his eyes and wished that he were gone. He gripped the stone hanging from his neck and tried to force the power to take him away—anywhere but here—but there was no tingle, no sound, nothing. When he opened his eyes, he was still in Mona’s room.
The male nurse stood at the corner of Mona’s bed, crossing his arms in front of him.
Mona was still fighting the drugs, her eyelids fluttering with her effort.
“Go away,” she rasped.
Why was she telling him to leave? He had just saved her life. He knew that she must be in shock, but he couldn’t help but feel rejected by Mona and hurt. That she was somehow mad at or disappointed in him.
“Mona…” he pleaded.
“Not again, please,” she whispered.
Quietly, he stood up, slipped outside of the curtained room, and walked towards the exit. The doctor followed closely behind him and then hurried over to the police officers who were talking on their radios and with each other, trying to make sense of the recent explosion. They looked perturbed at first when the doctor interrupted, but their faces turned serious as the doctor gestured toward him.
The police would listen to the doctor’s version of what had happened or at least what the doctor thought had occurred. He couldn’t blame them. It was obvious that Mona was terrified of him. Maybe after she had some time to think, she’d realize that he had never meant to hurt her, that it was all a mistake, and that he was the one who had saved her in the end.
Merrick ambled through the sliding glass doors of the emergency room, leaving the clatter behind. He stood under the awning, stuffed his hands into his pants pockets and shivered as he watched the rain falling down in sheets just beyond his reach. He sniffed the moldy air and turned his left ear toward the din of the rain. He had never noticed before, but the energy of falling water, the magnitude of power in the roar of the countless drops of rain was incredible.
His shadow stretched ahead of him across the neon-lit asphalt as he tucked his stone pendant under his shirt and stepped off the curb. He trudged through ankle deep water, following his shadow into the darkness. Behind him, through the curtain of sound from the rain, a man called out his name. Merrick kept walking.
#
By the time they arrived at the hospital, Brad’s mother had been in the emergency room for an hour. She was in critical condition, but the doctor had given her a high probability of survival, even at her age.
Everything was going as well as could be expected until an explosion shook the room. At first, he couldn’t hear anything, temporarily deafened by the blast. Then came the ringing in his ears, and gradually, the flat tone that signaled the cessation of his mother’s heart.
Even with the ensuing confusion, the doctors and nurses had been quick to respond and had tried their best, but there was no coming back for his mother.
Brad straightened his posture as his mother always had taught. He held his wife close with his left arm and their screaming baby boy with his right. His wife cried for the loss of Brad’s mother, but her tears were not from anguish alone. He knew that she wept also with relief and joy that their baby boy had survived the car accident that Brad’s elderly mother had not.
 



CHAPTER 3
 
ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY FEET below the ground-level Rune Corp lobby, Cara slouched in her sleek black ergonomic chair, clicking her boot heel against the hard plastic floor like a jittery second hand on a watch. At the other end of the oval worktable, Chris and Melanie sat oblivious to the noise. Their chins were tucked close to their chests, heads bowed as if immersed in prayer. On the table in front of each of them was a fist-sized cube of polished black stone that glowed and pulsed with veins of crimson and greens. The light from the cubes painted their faces with flickering swatches of color. A drop of sweat fell from the back of Chris’s left ear onto his warm neck.
Cara yawned and stretched her arms above her head. This was going to take forever. Despite their stillness, she knew that Chris and Melanie were straining mentally to bridge the gap between the way their brains operated and the way the cubes transformed energy into stored information. 
For humans, they were adept at working the cubes, but…well, they were still only human. They couldn’t vocalize even the simplest of creation names stored in the cubes without the enunciation collars and the hearing boosters that she had invented. She may have been born half-Drayoom, but she was blessed with all of the perks of a full-blood. Her extra vocal folds allowed her to vocalize four tones simultaneously, and her superior inner ear intuitively distinguished the densely overlapped sounds stored in the cubes. 
Without the advantages of being Drayoom, Chris and Melanie had no hope of creating a better interface to the cubes than the one she herself had built three years ago.
That, however, was an argument that Cara was not going to win with her boss, the great Ohman, who also happened to be her father. After a Rune Corp employee had died last month experimenting with a newly discovered creation name, her father decreed that a new cube interface be built—one that a human could easily grasp and more safely operate. Ohman believed that if humans were using the cubes, one of them had to design the interface no matter how difficult the task and regardless of the cost. For the last four weeks, she had worked with Chris and Melanie non-stop trying to carry out her father’s wishes while also trying to keep the two of them sane…and alive. 
With an impatient huff, she swiveled in her chair and looked up at the rack of enormous pulsing cubes that lined the wall behind her. Data from Melanie and Chris’s cubes whizzed across two large flat screens hanging from the ceiling. Their thoughts along with the information from their cubes flickered past, captured in a series of symbols that served as a four-layered, phonetic alphabet for the creation names, the building blocks of all the dragon languages.
Her stomach suddenly twitched, filling her with a rising sense of nausea. She stopped tapping her foot as an invisible force rolled through her like concentric circles on the surface of a pond. Chris and Melanie were still working, either too focused on their work or unable to register the disturbance. The feeling was gone as quickly as it had appeared, leaving in its wake a vague aftertaste of unrest. She hoped that whatever she had felt had not emanated from the tests that Chris and Melanie were running.
Reconstructing the languages of the dragons was hazardous work. Since dragon tongues had no syntax, patterns, or consistency, there was no way of knowing exactly what a new name or combination of names would conjure without speaking them out loud and hoping for the best. That was why they conducted all testing of new words below ground in what was essentially a plastic bunker encased in solid stone—granite and amphibolite hand-selected by her father to isolate and insulate the testing chamber. Any repercussions would supposedly be contained and dampened before they could reach the human population above.
Theoretically, the process worked both ways, keeping any hazardous energy above from making its way into the lab as well. Cara was bothered because she had sensed an unknown spike of power as if she had been walking unprotected on the street. Whatever it was must have been stronger than anything she had experienced before, especially this far away from other Drayoom. Maybe her father was experimenting on his own upstairs. Regardless, she needed to talk to him about what she had just felt.
She opened her mouth to tell Chris and Melanie to pack it up for the night, when one of the data screens above her suddenly went black. Turning around, she saw Chris walking into the containment area marked off by bright yellow paint on the floor. He stopped in the center of the area, wearing the standard headset gear and adjusting an enunciator collar around his throat. In his right hand, he held his cube. 
She called to him, but a thick sheet of translucent plastic dropped from the ceiling, sliding into place behind him, separating him from the rest of the room. A second later, a translucent cylinder rose from the floor and thudded firmly into a circular groove in the ceiling, encasing him in an airtight, soundproof chamber.
Beyond him, dozens of recessed lights flared to life, illuminating the far reaches of the testing lab stretching as far as a football field in the underground distance. All types of natural earthen materials were either mounted on the walls and floor or hanging from the ceiling. Pieces and parts of different types of wood, stone, and plants shared the space with shelves of petri dishes containing soil samples and any other organic material of substance the employees and her father had been able to collect over the years.
She watched as his cube glowed a brighter green, and one of the pieces of wood hanging from the ceiling some twenty yards away exploded into a cloud of sawdust. This was not the time for him to be blowing off steam. She had to get up top as soon as possible and find her father.
Before she could hit the intercom button to yell at Chris, his cube pulsed again. The floating particles of sawdust swarmed together and reformed back into the original piece of wood. Cara stopped breathing as the chunk of wood fell to the floor. 
It was always easy to move an object toward entropy. Destruction was relatively simple, but restoring order from chaos was another matter altogether. In fact, she had never seen someone use a cube to restore an object to its original state of energy. It was impossible, but Chris’s new interface must have worked. The force she had felt just moments before must have emanated, not from above, but from his cube. Her shoulders dropped as she exhaled.
Across the lab, Chris turned to face her and Melanie. He removed his headset and smiled. Melanie slumped down in her chair as the two protective barriers retracted, and he approached. Cara noted that he looked somewhat older since arriving for work—one of the side effects of working so intensely with the cubes.
“That was impressive,” she said.
Chris looked down at his feet, his face turning a deep shade of crimson.
“I want to take a look at the names you used to perform your little trick before we celebrate. Right now.”
“Me too,” he said with a cough as he removed the enunciator from around his neck and placed his cube back into the square indentation carved into the table. As the cube uploaded its information, two strings of phonetic symbols along with sound wave patterns and explanatory text appeared on the screen.
“I don’t recognize the first combination of names or the second,” Cara said. “Testing out this many new names at once was stupid, Chris. You know the rules—only one new name at a time or it’s impossible to figure out their separate functions. Only one variable at a time. Basic scientific procedure. With all these new names introduced simultaneously, your experiment as it stands is useless. And you’re lucky you didn’t blow us all up as well.”
“I know the rules,” he said. “And, I didn’t break them. The cube did.”
“What did you say?” Melanie said, finally joining the conversation.
“I gave the cube the commands in English. I didn’t use any of the creation names we already know. I just told it what I wanted, and it did the rest.”
Whether Chris was hallucinating from being so tired or playing a practical joke, Cara couldn’t deny that he may have just accomplished something remarkable. Her father would want to hear about it as soon as possible.
“Listen,” she said, “if what you say is true—if we can verify it by repeating your experiment, this could be really good, but it could also be very dangerous. No more messing with this until I’ve had a chance to look at your interface and we talk to Ohman. For now, hard as it might be, I think we should all get out of here, and you two should go home and rest.”
As Chris started to protest, Cara’s inner ear vibrated, signaling an incoming call. She motioned with one hand for the two of them to be quiet and covered her ear with the other.
“Answer,” she said, giving the command for her implanted phone to pick up the call.
 Her father’s voice filled her head as clearly as if he were standing next to her. He had felt the same ripple of power as she, but had instantly known its meaning. The moment Ohman had been waiting for all his life had finally arrived. Despite his excitement, his voice was steady and controlled as always. Cara, Melanie, and Chris were to stay in the testing lab, and Ohman would call them once it was safe to come to the surface. Before she could argue, her father ended the call.
Chris and Melanie looked at her with questioning stares. 
A film of perspiration covered her skin. She knew what her father was talking about—the only thing it could be. The surge of magic she had felt had nothing to do with Chris or his interface. It was something both more exciting and terrifying. The second Son of Earth and Fire had awoken from his slumber, and her father was going on his own to find him before the first Son of Earth and Fire did.
Even with all his power, her father was going to need her help. She had to get out of the building before he activated the security wards. 
Without saying anything to Chris and Melanie, Cara sped out of the room and ran down the hall. She hurried to the elevator doors and slapped the up button.
She tapped the wall impatiently as she waited for the elevator doors to open. Her father had recited to her the ancient prophecy of the Sons of Earth and Fire and of Sigela’s return many times. Two brothers would be born—each with the blood of Earth and Fire running through his veins, but one would be ruled by Terrada and the other by Sigela. They would be abandoned at birth as aberrations, separated from one another, wanted by neither of their clans. The first brother would devote his days to finding his lost sibling, while the second brother would spend his life as if in a dream, unable to remember his true self. It was foretold that they would one day find each other and that their magic would merge and become so powerful that the dragons themselves would be forced to obey their will. Together, the brothers would release Sigela from her exile in the heavens and the world would be consumed by fire destroying all but the followers of Sigela, the Fire Dragon.
A soft chime sounded. The elevator door opened and Cara stepped inside. She heard Chris and Melanie running to catch up to her but she hit the close button without waiting.
“Hey, hold up,” Chris shouted. “I’m not getting stuck in here again like the last time the old man ran off on one of his emergencies.”
Chris and Melanie dashed into the elevator just before the doors closed, and the car began its ascent to the Rune Corp lobby.
The ride to the ground level was quiet except for Chris and Melanie’s labored breathing. The elevator doors whooshed open and the three of them entered a massive atrium filled with multitudes of greens and browns from plants and trees growing throughout. A thick yew tree stood like a sentinel in the middle of the lobby, its evergreen branches reaching almost completely to the steeped glass ceiling five floors above. Cara sped past the tree as Chris and Melanie followed behind her.
“I know you can’t tell us what’s going on, but is everything going to be alright?” Melanie asked as she struggled to keep up.
Cara kept herself focused as she ran.
“I have no idea,” she said gravely as they came to the row of glass doors leading to the outside.
Cara slapped her badge up to the door’s scanner plate and glanced upward. Beyond the glass of the atrium ceiling, clouds glided across the full red moon as the sky lit up with washes from distant lightning. The floor vibrated and hummed with the rumbling of approaching thunder. The storm was close.
The security door clicked. She jerked it open and stepped into the vestibule. As soon as the glass door closed behind her, the outside door clicked open and she rushed into the open air.
Behind her, she heard the crackle of the security spells being activated one by one. She breathed in the crisp pre-storm atmosphere. The dragons were already restless in anticipation of the events to come. 
Cara watched as Chris and Melanie stood anxiously in their respective vestibules listening to the security warning that played every time a regular employee left the building. They had no way of knowing that another soundtrack was playing simultaneously below their conscious hearing range—a set of dragon words that would cloud the details of their workday, effectively burying their knowledge of Rune Corp’s true nature and its work until they entered the building again. 
Just before the last security ward sizzled into place, Chris and Melanie stepped outside. Their memories had been suppressed, and their life forces restored by the spell as well. Despite the rapid aging that came from working so intensely with the cubes, Chris appeared young once again.
They both looked up at the approaching storm and then at Cara as if she had appeared from the ether.
“Hope you’re not just coming into work at this time of night,” Chris said.
Cara smiled.
“On my way home just like the two of you as a matter of fact.”
Chris and Melanie seemed puzzled for a moment, but then they said goodnight and started walking to their cars. Cara tried to ignore the rippling of the elemental fabric around her until they were both pulling out of the parking lot. As soon as she was alone, she closed her eyes and released a deep harmonic sound from her throat. Her voice reached out to the unseen web of dragons, intertwining with the natural discord of the encroaching storm that encircled her. She felt her way across the concentric ripples of the echo from the magical blast she had felt earlier until she found the epicenter. 
She opened her eyes, ran for her car, and within seconds was speeding away. She knew that the second Son of Earth and Fire was one of the most powerful Drayoom ever to be born, but she guessed that after being asleep for all his life, he would also be one of the most vulnerable—at least until he remembered who he was.
#
Chris rubbed his forehead as he waited for the light to change. He liked his work, but today had really worn him out. He tried to remember the details of the day, but his headache kept him from concentrating. Nothing that made him feel this bad could be worth it. He fingered the edge of the badge hanging around his neck and popped the car’s dome light on. He squinted at the holographic photo of his face and the etched silver patterns layered over the swirling greens of the card. The photo was taken only three years ago, but he looked like a boy compared to how old he had been feeling lately.
He had been so excited on his first day at Rune Corp, landing a job right out of college. Five years later and he was at the same company, starting to make some real money, and about to buy his first townhouse. The only thing he was missing was a girlfriend…and a life.
He turned off the dome light. He couldn’t remember how many weekends he had worked in a row, but it had been a lot. He could stand a few days with no work. If he called in sick on Monday he could take Jazzy to the dog park, and maybe even meet a gorgeous woman that loved dogs. Besides, the park was always less crowded during the week and according to the latest forecast, Monday was supposed to be beautiful. He laughed. If that was the weatherman’s prediction, it would almost certainly rain.
Of course, going to work would at least give him another chance to see Cara. She was beautiful and smart—the perfect woman, except for three things. She worked more hours than he did, she was the CEO’s daughter, and she wasn’t interested in him as anything other than one of her top programmers. He had wanted to ask her out since the first time they met and wasn’t sure why he hadn’t at least tried. Just because she would have said no and probably would have fired him was no excuse. 
The traffic light turned green and he hit the gas, filled with a renewed sense of determination. Regardless of the outcome, he’d start a conversation with Cara on Monday and invite her to have dinner or coffee with him after work. Even Cara had to eat. All he had to do was to be himself and to hope that there was some kind of magic between the two of them.
 
 



PART TWO
From the Tale of Abred
 
THE DRAGONS DID NOT REMAIN SILENT for long. They began speaking to Abred again, although this time more cautiously. No longer did they threaten him, but instead they asked him what he desired and then went about making the world to his liking with the magic of their words. As they spoke to the Manred, shapes and colors sprung forth from the vibrations of their voices. Abred himself remained silent as the dragons continued to wait for him to choose a leader from among four. The years that passed were nothing to the dragons, but it was not so for Abred.
He began to grow tired and had to rest now and then. He became thirsty and had to drink, and was hungry and had to eat. As he grew older, he realized that the body the dragons had given him would not last forever. Terrada told him one day that his life would be like the passing of the seasons and that one day his body would return to the earth from which it sprang. 
Along with his body, his memory of the words the dragons had whispered to him on the day of his birth began to fade as well. Abred feared that he would soon forget all that they had taught him and that he would once again be at their mercy, but he could think of no way to capture his fleeting knowledge.
He tried using all manners of symbols and signs scratched on the walls of caves, burnt onto long strips of bark, even etched into his skin. But the sounds of the dragon words eluded his simple written codes. In the end, he described the meanings of the most powerful of the dragon words he could remember as best he could through his own language and symbols. Fearful of the dragons discovering his fading memory and destroying his written records of their languages, he confided in Terrada. 
The Earth Dragon led Abred to a cave over a hundred times his height with a hole in its side that was stopped with a large stone the shape of a giant’s fist. The stone fist slid to the side with a low rumble, and Abred hid his inscribed pieces of shaved bark inside the cave. Terrada replaced the rock and explained that the fist of stone could not be shifted by the wind, or worn away by the rain, or burnt down by fire. It would, however, move aside for Abred’s descendants one day.
Abred added to his library at the end of each day. After a long time, he looked at his oldest manuscripts. He recognized his symbols, but could no longer decipher their meanings.
He placed his writings in the cave and asked Terrada to seal it forever. As he returned to his camp, a great storm grew like the ones in the days before the world had been calmed.
The other dragons had discovered his weakened mind. 
Fearing the time when his growing weakness would be discovered, he had memorized the names of all of the dragons and the perfect tone that was created by speaking them all at once. Surrounded by the fury from all the dragons except for Terrada, Abred raised his arms and spoke that perfect tone, as he had done on the day of his birthing.
Bound by his word, the dragons once again relented to Abred’s will. This time, however, he demanded a companion—someone with whom he could speak and share his life. And with whom he could begin his own family.
 



CHAPTER 4
 
“MERRICK,” SHE WHISPERED, still unable to see clearly. “Are you there?”
No reply, but Mona could feel him—the residue from where his hand had touched her last. She willed her head to one side. A dark blue shape hovered at the foot of her bed, blending in with the shimmering patchwork of white and off-white where she hoped to find Merrick. She blinked, forcing her senses to work together until the blue form revealed itself to be only Merrick’s sweater balled up on a wooden chair.
She winced, remembering being attacked in the alley earlier. The smell of drugstore cologne and stale cigarettes still hung inside her nostrils. She remembered seeing Merrick, his body unmoving on the alley floor with a puddle of blood leaking from his head, dead or close to it. Then her skin had begun to itch as if covered with a million nibbling ants. The alley had exploded in light as bright as the day, and finally there had been a single crack of thunder like a pair of giant hands clapping right above her head. She couldn’t remember anything after that deafening noise except for a dream in which the ants returned and she had to run for her life to escape them.
A doctor with a closely cropped white beard and a chubby nurse entered the room, interrupting her thoughts.
“Are you feeling better, dear?” the nurse said, reaching out to touch her lightly on the shoulder. “You’re safe now.”
“Where’s Merrick?” she said.
The nurse smiled.
“This is Doctor Brannigan. The more you tell him, the more he can help you.”
She turned to look at the doctor.
“He’s dead, isn’t he?” 
“Mr. Jones isn’t here, but he’s not dead. Far from it.”
“What does that mean?” 
“Did the two of you get in an argument tonight—something that turned perhaps more physical than usual?”
It made no sense to her, but for some reason, the doctor thought that Merrick was the one who had hurt her. Hadn’t he seen that Merrick had been close to death earlier?
Mona shook her head back and forth, trying to clear her mind.
“We were both attacked tonight. You saw how bad Merrick looked.”
The doctor glanced at the floor and then back at her. “Your boyfriend wasn’t injured at all. I’d even go so far as to say he was in excellent physical health.”
The doctor cleared his throat and straightened his posture. His face reddened slightly.
“The police want to talk with you for a minute. I can tell them you need some more time if you’d like, but you might want to just get them out of the way.”
She nodded slowly. Better to set things straight right now before things got out of hand. After that, she could get out of the hospital and check on Merrick herself. There was no way he had walked away from that alley without major injuries. Either they had the wrong guy or the doctor had made a mistake.
“I’m the closest thing you’re going to find if you’re waiting for one of his family members to show up,” she said. “His father died last week, so if there’s something going on with him that you don’t want to share with me…”
The doctor absently smoothed his beard before adjusting his clipboard, like he was thinking about whether or not to confide in Mona.
“Everything was fine on Merrick’s X-rays, except for one thing. The profile shot of his throat shows four vocal folds just under his larynx.”
“Where are they supposed to be?”
“They’re in the right place, or at least one of them is.”
“And the other three?”
“They shouldn’t exist. Humans only have one.”
Mona was silent.
The doctor shrugged.
“He could have moved when they took the shot, or maybe he was wearing something metal that caused a visual echo. It’s probably nothing, but I want to get some clean film on him just the same. Once we find him, of course.”
The doctor left as two police officers entered the room—one male and one female. The woman had short black hair and a pudgy body. The male officer was skinny with an overly pronounced Adam’s apple. Both of them had bone white skin, probably from pulling too many graveyard shifts, Mona thought.
The female police officer cleared her throat and flipped through the pages of a small wire-bound notebook.
“I’m Officer Diggs. This is Officer Crane. We’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes, Ms. Whittle, but I’ve got some questions first. Your boyfriend, Mr. Merrick Jones, told the doctor that you and he were accosted tonight at approximately 6:00 PM by two strangers in the alley off of Washington and Third. That right so far?”
Mona nodded.
“Ask about the boyfriend,” Crane said.
“When we arrived on the scene,” Diggs said, ignoring her partner, “we found Mr. Jones sitting on the ground with your head in his lap.”
“A few feet away,” Diggs continued, “we found a dead man with smoke coming out of a big hole in his chest.”
The officer paused and looked up at Mona.
“Any idea how that happened?”
“I’m not sure if you noticed,” Mona said, “but I was in a coma at the time. I remember a bright flash and some thunder and that’s it until I woke up in here.”
“I’ll take that as a no,” Diggs said.
“What about your boyfriend?” Crane asked, this time directly to Mona.
“Right. How long have you two been dating?” Diggs said.
“Almost a year.”
“Know him pretty well?”
“I think so. I mean, yes.”
“He ever hit you?” Crane blurted.
Both Mona and Diggs turned to look at Crane. 
“Never,” Mona said. “Didn’t you see what those animals did to him?”
Diggs motioned with a tilt of her head for her partner to leave.
He skulked out of the room. Diggs pulled up a stool and sat down next to Mona.
“Here’s the problem. Merrick didn’t have so much as a scratch—not a single injury on him. So something’s not adding up. And I hate when things don’t add up.”
Mona waited, digesting the fact that Merrick was uninjured.
“The dead guy with the smoking hole in his chest had a record. Then we got another career criminal came in here a while ago, flattened by a car a few streets down from your alley. I figure the two of them were working together, so that part of your story holds water. I’m also convinced that you were attacked tonight. I’m just not sure who did it—the two dead guys, or the boyfriend without a scratch, or maybe all three of them. Your relationship is your own deal, but I got three dead people and one missing boyfriend, and that’s my problem.”
“Three dead people?”
“The guy with the hole in his chest, his partner that got hit by the car, and the first driver that hit him.”
“I don’t understand.”
“The perp got hit twice, best we can tell. The second driver finished him off and kept going, so we have a car out looking for him. But the first driver was a nice grandma-type who probably clipped him, then lost control and ran into a van parked on the side of the road.”
“And she died, too?”
“That was the grandma’s flat line going off a little bit ago next door, when you were running around trying to get away from your boyfriend. Before he fled the scene. Might have nothing to do with him at all. Might not, but it sure looks connected.”
Mona shook her head. This couldn’t be happening. The officer thought Merrick had something to do with all of those dead people. If she could remember how the man in the alley had died, she could help sort this out, but her memory was filled with bright flashes and rumbling vibrations and not much more.
“He didn’t do any of this,” she finally said. “Merrick’s a victim, like me.”
“I know you don’t want him to get in trouble, and I believe you if you say he didn’t do anything, but if I could just find him and talk to him, maybe he could tell me what happened in his own words.”
Despite the seeming care in the officer’s voice, Mona knew that she was just trying to use her to find Merrick. But she wasn’t the only one who could act.
“If I knew where he was, I swear I’d tell you,” Mona lied. “I said he didn’t kill anyone, but I never said he wasn’t a jerk. We broke up tonight, and frankly I don’t want to see his face right now. I just want to go home and relax and forget about him and those men in the alley…unless you have any more questions for me, Officer Diggs.”
“You could save me a phone call by giving me Merrick’s address. Other than that, I guess we’re done for now, but you’d better check with the doc before you just up and leave.”
“Can he force me to stay here?”
The officer squinted at Mona.
“I’m not going to answer that.”
She closed her notebook and started out of the room.
“If you see your boyfriend—I mean, your ex-boyfriend—before I do, tell him we want to ask him a few questions. Just call the police station and ask for Officer Diggs. I’ll send the doc back in and you can talk to him about leaving.”
 The officer closed the curtained door behind her, leaving Mona alone in the room. She ripped off the circular pads adhered to her chest and carefully removed the tube from her arm. She used a corner of her bed sheet to apply pressure to the tiny hole in her arm.
She looked around the room. She wasn’t going anywhere dressed in a backless paper gown. Satisfied that her arm wasn’t going to gush blood, she hopped off the bed and looked for her clothes. She found them folded under the gurney bed and started to get dressed.
Just as she was pulling her shirt down over her stomach, the chubby nurse stormed in.
“You’re supposed to be on bed rest. Lie back down and I’ll tell the doctor to come see you first chance he gets.”
Mona pulled her shoes on and smiled at the nurse.
“Police said I could leave,” she said, standing up straight. “Talk to them if you want, but I feel fine, actually better than usual, and I have to go.”
Mona picked up Merrick’s sweater from the chair and glided past the nurse. She made her way through the clamor of the emergency room and emerged into the chilly dampness of the night. The cool rain felt wonderful after being closed up in the emergency room for so long. She looked at her watch—almost midnight.
She heard a splash next to her and looked over to see a nurse trying to light a cigarette in the rain. The inside of her cupped hands glowed each time her lighter sparked. The nurse finally gave up, as a yellow cab stopped in front of her and she opened the back door to get in.
The nurse sat down and yelled out to Mona.
“Want to share the fare? I’m heading for Herndon.”
It would feel great to go home and lie down in her own bed, safe and warm for the night, but she had to find Merrick, and his parked car was as good a place as any to start looking.
“No thanks,” she replied. “I think I’m going to walk.”
The nurse seemed nice enough, but Mona wasn’t in a trusting mood.
The nurse glanced out at the downpour and then back at Mona. She raised an eyebrow and closed the cab’s door. The brake lights of the car illuminated the wet asphalt as it wheeled around the corner and out of sight.
The rain tapered to a light drizzle. Mona put on Merrick’s sweater and walked down the sidewalk to the bus stop. Luckily there was a meager overhang that she could stand under to keep from getting completely drenched. When a taxi pulled up ten minutes later, she hopped in, told the driver to take her to Old Town, and slouched down in the back seat.
She couldn’t remember exactly where Merrick had parked, but she was fairly certain it was on one of the side streets off of King. She arched her back, stretching her neck as her mind flashed back to the alley earlier that evening. King was a long street, and unless she got lucky, it could take her a while to find his car. The chances of her being attacked again were pretty slim, but her stomach still clenched in apprehension of strolling around Old Town by herself, so late at night.
After a half-hour cab ride, with an increasingly impatient driver, she spotted the jazz bar she and Merrick had passed earlier. The driver pulled to the curb, letting her out as she walked briskly through the misty night. This time, she instinctively stayed under the light of the street lamps as much as possible even though plenty of people were still milling around outside the various bars and restaurants now that the rain had let up.
She quickened her pace, peering down each side street as she passed, hoping to recognize Merrick’s truck. After checking only three streets, she saw his black four-wheel drive parallel parked alongside the curb. It was dirty and dusty despite the rain. She walked over and looked in the windows—no Merrick.
Neon lights advertised cheap beer and live music at a bar just a few yards away. Merrick didn’t usually drink, but after tonight, anything was possible.
Strolling past the bouncer, she entered the candle-lit restaurant and climbed a narrow set of red-carpeted steps that led to the bar upstairs. A quick survey of the room and a few questions to the bartender convinced her that Merrick hadn’t been there.
She walked back down the stairs and past the bouncer again. The rain had completely stopped now, and people were spilling out onto the street. It would take more time and energy than she could muster tonight to search all the night spots of Old Town. Because Merrick had driven, she would either have to hang out by his truck or just pay another cab to take her home and wait for a phone call—hopefully from Merrick and not the police. She hated to abandon him, but she had had a tough night as well, and she was more than a little nervous about waiting all night on the street by herself.
She flagged two cabs that were cruising by—one behind the other on the far side of the street. One of the taxis had a large dent in the chrome of its front fender. The other looked brand new and sparkled with the water that beaded across its freshly waxed body. The shiny cab continued slowly past. The taxi with the dented fender screeched its wheels and pulled a U-turn coming to an abrupt stop in front of her.
She leaned over and looked at the driver—olive skinned with thick black hair and dark half moons under his eyes.
“Can you take me to Herndon, please?”
The driver stared at his front windshield and nodded. She got in the back seat and closed the door behind her.
“Where in Herndon?” he spoke in a tired voice.
“Stonymeadow Apartments, off of Elden,” she said. “Do you know where that is?”
“I’m a taxi driver,” he said. “Of course I do.”
Mona looked out the window as they passed stores that were battened down for the night, with metal gates guarding their front doors.
She had survived her first mugging and maybe been struck by lightning all in the same night. She leaned back against the vinyl seat and inhaled deeply of the artificially sweet air that emanated from the cab’s four pine tree air-fresheners.
 The universe wouldn’t dare throw anything else at her tonight. She would make it home in one piece. Merrick would call—probably even apologize for leaving her alone at the hospital. They’d spend the night together, and tomorrow he could explain to that policewoman what had happened in the alley. Everything would work out fine.
#
This woman would be his last fare for the night and then he would turn his cab in and go home. Nothing would look out of place—except for his front fender. Most cars in the fleet had lots of dings or dents, but Esco’s had been in almost perfect condition before tonight. If the dispatcher noticed or complained about it, he would say that a shopping cart had rolled into the middle of the road or that someone backed into him and left before he could get the driver’s information. They would surely believe him. He was one of their top earners, pulling double shifts six days a week to give his wife and three children the kind of life they deserved for following him to this country.
He glanced in his rear view mirror. The woman in his back seat was nothing to look at, not like his wife, but she would be a good tipper. He could tell because of the guilt in her voice when she asked if he could take her all the way to Herndon, as if he was doing her some sort of favor and not just doing his job.
He winced at the memory of crunching chrome and bone and of his car jolting like it had just gone over a speed bump. He had wanted to stop, but he knew that the man he hit was dead. There was nothing he could do about it, and he could not afford to go to jail. What happened to him was of no consequence, but his family would be destitute without him, and that was unacceptable. He had worked too hard to let a careless pedestrian in the middle of the road take everything away from him.
He slammed his hand on the steering wheel, honking at the driver in front of him. With a flick of his wrist, he whipped the steering wheel to the right and gunned past the slower driver.
The woman in the back seat flinched, obviously nervous. He wondered what her reaction would be if she knew that she was riding with a killer.
 



CHAPTER 5
 
THE RAIN STOPPED just as Merrick found his truck. Now that he could finally go home, he wasn’t sure he wanted to. He turned toward the garbled roar of a nearby bar.
Normally, he hated being around drunks. Their true personalities were unleashed by the alcohol and almost always were better kept suppressed by sobriety. Tonight was different. Losing his self in a throng of mindless people would help get his mind off of Mona and give him time to think.
He slipped his truck keys into his pocket, walked over to the pub and went inside. The steaming hot room was packed with sweaty bodies preventing him from seeing the floor. His skull pulsed in time with the blaring music while the Scottish soccer game played on in silence on the oversized flat screen television.
He shoved his way through the crowd to the bar, trying to avoid getting splashed with beer from the tilting cups of the screaming sports fans. As he arrived, two women abandoned their chairs and he quickly sat down.
The bartender tapped on the top of the bar and asked what he wanted to drink. He shouted for a whisky but doubted that the man behind the bar could hear him. A minute later and the bartender placed a shot of whisky in front of him. He paid for it, took a whiff of the walnut colored liquid, and drank it in one gulp. He couldn’t breath at first, but the initial shock to his system diminished as the trail of fire spread down his throat and warmed his stomach. He breathed deeply and tasted the first hint of the numbness he was looking for—no dead man with a smoking hole in his chest, no hospital, no police, and no Mona—just him and some time to figure things out where no one could find him.   
He ordered another shot, while his mind sorted through everything he knew about lightning. Bolts of lightning were hotter than the surface of the sun—he remembered that much from television. They didn’t really come from the sky or strike downward. They shot upward from the ground so quickly that the human eye couldn’t see them snaking skyward to meet their other halves extending down from the clouds. He also remembered that lightning often left red marks on its victims like dead tree branches—scorch marks from the electricity traveling through the victim’s veins.
He downed his second whiskey as soon as it showed up and then looked at his forearm—no red marks. Lightning just couldn’t be the answer. It didn’t explain his restored eyesight, his rippled abdomen, his fixed teeth, his full head of hair, or what had happened to Mona. It made no sense, but his body had been reshaped physically by some force or power that was beyond his understanding. He laughed, thinking how any sufficiently advanced technology was the same thing as magic. Whatever it was called, he had not only been affected by it, he had made it happen by his own force of will, and he had no idea how he had done so.
He ordered another shot and looked up at his new thin-faced reflection in the mirror behind the bar. He did not feel his normal urge to contort his face into that of a stranger. Despite being upset about how Mona had reacted to him when she came out of her coma, he liked the person he saw in the mirror. For some reason, he thought he was looking at his real face for the first time. 
The bartender set down his third shot. Merrick reached for the small glass, blinked his eyes hard, and shook his head. The alcohol was already making it hard to focus. It probably wasn’t the best timing, but he decided that there was only one way to see if his powers were real.
He closed his eyes and tried to call on the energy he had tapped earlier. He concentrated as hard as he could and thought that he felt the beginning of the familiar tingle that signaled the onset of his power. He chased the sensation, trying to catch it—to harness it. 
Then it was gone.
He sipped his whiskey, then drooped his head, feeling worn and suddenly tired. He didn’t want to give up his place at the bar, but he had to go to the bathroom. He stood up and steadied himself with one hand placed on the edge of the bar. The floor felt like it was made of sponge as he tried to focus on weaving through the dense maze of people without running into anyone.
Once inside the men’s room, the noise of the crowd muffled to a low drone. Merrick squinted against the buzzing fluorescent lights. He gently swayed back and forth as he waited for a large man reading the newspaper displayed in the glass frame in front of the urinal to finish. The man walked away and didn’t flush. He brushed Merrick’s shoulder as he left and muttered something unintelligible. Merrick sauntered up to the urinal. After relieving himself, he went to the sink and rubbed the grainy pink liquid soap into his hands.
He looked up at his new reflection in the men’s room mirror. Despite his exhaustion, he looked and felt younger—better than he ever had. He laughed and then smiled. The smile looked more foreign on his face than any of his physical changes, but he liked it. He threw away the paper towel he used to dry his hands and paused at the door, preparing to re-enter the drone of humanity on the other side. Usually, the clatter of so many people was like a discordant grating. Tonight, he couldn’t wait to dive into the herd.
He straightened himself and pushed open the men’s room door. The crowd’s noise surrounded him as he collided with a woman who had just come out of the ladies room.
She raised her face to look up at him. She was stunning, with short, dirty blonde highlighted hair, a soft, but distinct jaw and full lips. He struggled through an apology, and the woman laughed—a gentle, warm chuckle. At first he was entranced, but then he feared that she was laughing at him, probably thinking he was trying to pick her up.
He turned to walk away, but the woman touched his shoulder.
“I didn’t mean to laugh, but you weren’t who I was expecting.”
He was so startled that he barely wondered whom she had been expecting.
“I thought I scared you,” he said.
“How could a girl be scared of a nice guy like you? God knows we could use more of them around. I don’t mean to be forward, but would you let me buy you a drink? Just one to help you get your buzz back. You seem to have lost it because of me.”
She dipped her head just enough for her hair to fall in front of her left eye like an animal peeking out from its hiding place. She had probably practiced that move in the mirror countless times to get it just right, but he didn’t care. A beautiful woman wanted to buy him a drink, and after the night he’d had, he wasn’t about to refuse. It was time to try out his new looks. He followed closely behind her as she walked to the bar. This was just what he needed to put all thoughts of Mona and whatever was going on with him out of his mind. 
 To his surprise, the two seats were still open at the bar. He sat sideways on his barstool, propping his elbow up on the bar, as he stared into her light brown eyes. Four drinks later, he hadn’t moved and was telling her all about his life. She kept buying him drinks, and he kept talking. 
“I guess my childhood was pretty normal,” he said “or at least I used to think it was. I hated high school—didn’t fit into any of the cliques. I liked college though. Took a job at the computer lab and used their supercomputers at night to try out my own software. Nothing too exotic, just some search algorithms.”
Merrick hesitated.
“You used to think your childhood was normal?” she asked.
He looked down into his empty whisky glass.
“My father told me I was adopted just before he died a few weeks ago.”
She nodded, leaned forward, and touched his arm. 
“I’m sorry about your father…or your adoptive father, I mean. I wish there was some way I could help take your mind off of things.” 
She brushed her leg against his knee. Despite a lifetime of self-deprecation, he was convincing himself that he had a chance with her. He was drunk, but she looked like she was having a good time, really enjoying being with him. 
An image of Mona begging him to share with her appeared in his mind. He tried to stuff it back down, but there it was. He took another sip of whiskey.
The blonde woman’s laughter faded into the background as he thought about Mona. She had told him to go—to leave her alone. The venom in her eyes had been obvious. At the same time, he felt guilty about leaving her in the hospital. She’d never forgive him for leaving her alone, even though it was her idea in the first place. Life was so complicated with Mona, and it was so easy with this new woman. 
A cold blast of air swept through the bar. Merrick shivered and turned toward its source. His vision blurred, and he almost slid off his barstool. The people in the crowd were stretched like they were in a fun house mirror. He felt sick in his stomach. Through the chaos, he could just discern the fuzzy image of an old man with long gray hair standing in front of him. He heard far away words in the blonde woman’s voice—something about getting home to see the kids. Was the old man her husband? Black static crackled at the edges of his field of vision. He should have known it was too good to be real. The woman was married, and he was about to get leveled for the second time that night, this time by an angry husband.
Someone grabbed hold of his arm and forced him to stand up. Merrick winced, waiting for the first blow, but it never came. He looked up trying to figure out what was going on. His stomach tightened, and his throat burned as he vomited. An invisible hand pulled at him. Now he was outside, cold. The wind stung his face, slapping him with near-frozen droplets of water. The pain felt good. At least he could still feel something. He shivered, trying to make sense of his surroundings. The side of his face slid against the cool soft leather of a car seat. His insides vibrated as an engine roared to life. He thought he was going to be sick again. His blurry world spun around one last time before he surrendered to the warm safety of unconsciousness and fell asleep.
#
Officer Diggs liked watching the reality-based police shows on television—even though they were as far away from her reality as she could imagine. She spent most of her time filling out paperwork or sitting in stale unmarked cars like the one she and Bob were in now. They’d been watching Mona Whittle’s bedroom light for three hours, waiting for Merrick to show up.
Diggs was convinced that Merrick was the key to understanding what had really happened in the alley, and she knew that Mona was holding something back—either about his current location or his role in the evening’s events. Separately, everything made sense, but together there were too many interconnections to be coincidental. Her job was to connect the dots and to see whether the pieces added up, or were even part of the same puzzle.
Diggs sipped her coffee and sunk down in the car seat. 
The coroner confirmed that the first mugger, Bobby Marks, died from a large surge of electricity, but no one on the streets remembered any direct lightning strikes.
The second mugger, Larry Sullivan, got himself flattened by a car, but the partial tread mark taken off of what was left of his face didn’t match the dead grandma’s car. The old lady had run into Larry, but someone else had finished him off and hadn’t stuck around for questioning.
Then there was Mona Whittle. Diggs had never seen anyone recover so quickly from being in a coma. She didn’t even ask the doctors once about her own health—just interested in her boyfriend. Maybe Bobby and Larry had tossed Merrick around a bit after all, but if that was the case, he sure didn’t bruise easily. The doctor said that Merrick was in great shape with no sign of recent trauma or injury at all. 
Of course, Merrick left the hospital before Diggs got a chance to talk to him, hadn’t shown up back at his apartment, and his vehicle was still parked back in Old Town last time one of their units had driven past. 
Mona Whittle was hiding something, and Merrick Jones was just plain hiding.
 
 



CHAPTER 6
 
MERRICK PEELED HIS FACE from the sticky leather of the couch on which he was sprawled. He tried to sit up but fell back into the sofa, unable to keep his balance. His stomach pitched as he rolled onto his side and willed himself not to vomit. He was still hung over and needed more sleep, but first he had to figure out where he was.
The room was adorned with antique stained wood furniture and smelled of dirt and grass and living things. Wide wooden floor planks ran the length of the room and ended at a set of tall double doors. A mahogany desk stood in front of a large circular window that was crisscrossed with bands of oak interlaced across the glass. The full range of greens and browns from the plants scattered throughout the room reminded Merrick of a forest more than an office. 
He struggled to his feet and steadied himself against the wall. He took a deep breath and absently touched his stomach. He was still thin—that part wasn’t a dream. He remembered the alley, Mona, the hospital, and the woman at the bar. He had talked to her for what seemed like several hours, but couldn’t remember her name.
Merrick rubbed his forehead as he made his way around the huge desk and over to the window. He looked through his own dark reflection into the night and saw that he was several stories above ground. In the distance, the perfect clusters of trees and the familiar high-rise office buildings still aglow with fluorescent lights told him that he was somewhere in Tysons Corner, close to where he worked.  
Merrick turned as the room’s heavy wooden doors creaked open. A thin old man with long gray hair in a ponytail wore a full-length black robe of thick natural fiber and seemed to float across the floor toward him. The beautiful blonde from the bar followed behind the old man. She was as physically perfect as he remembered but her face showed none of the warmth from earlier or any hint of recognition. He should have known that a woman with her looks wouldn’t have been interested in him.
The old man stopped on the other side of the desk that Merrick stood behind.
“I am honored to meet you at last,” the old man said with a wistful smile.
His voice was deep and rich with a full timbre and his words echoed despite their softness. 
“I thank Terrada that you awoke so close to our home. My name is Ohman, and I believe you already know my daughter, Cara.”
The woman suddenly seemed demure and fragile, but he was certain that this was just another of her performances. 
“Why am I here? And where the hell is here?” 
“Forgive me,” Ohman said. “You are on the top floor of the Rune Corp building in Tysons Corner. Simply put, you are here because our futures depend on you.”
Merrick paused, unsure of how to respond.
“I have to be getting home before my girlfriend starts worrying and calls the cops.” 
“There is no one waiting for you at home,” the old man said. “You are in no danger here, nor is there a need to worry.”
“I’ll call the cops myself if I have to,” he said as he reached into his empty pocket for his cell phone. 
“You don’t need that anymore,” Ohman said. “Besides, I must insist that you hear me out before doing anything rash.”
Merrick leaned against the back wall, crossing his arms in front of him in what he hoped was a defiant, powerful stance.
“Okay. What do I have to do with your future?”
“Not just my future—the future of the world, or at least this incarnation of it.”
Merrick hung his head and let out a long sigh.
Cara walked over to a wet bar in the corner of the office, and poured a glass of orange juice. She offered it to him across the desk.
“This will help with your hangover…and the aftereffects of the sedative,” she said with an even tone.
He waved the drink away. He was dehydrated, but not stupid enough to accept anything to drink from her again.
“You drugged and kidnapped me,” he said, moving out from behind the desk. “I’m going to walk out of here and catch a taxi home, and neither of you is going to try to stop me.”
Ohman frowned, his eyes turning the color of arctic ice.
“You cannot leave. You are completely unaware of the events and of the danger unfolding around you. You are safe in this building for the moment, but not for long. What happened to you earlier is only the beginning of how your life has changed.”
Merrick got up and moved toward the door.
“You’re both nuts, and you’re making my head hurt more than it already does. Now I see where crazy girl gets it from…”
Ohman made a slight wave of his hand and muttered something that sounded like leaves scuttling about. A gust of wind slammed into Merrick’s chest, sending him across the room and pinning him down into the leather sofa. 
Merrick’s heart rate doubled and his arms went cold. The windows and doors were closed, and the air in the room was still, as if nothing had happened. He broke out in a thin sheen of sweat as he struggled to put what had just happened to him into a logical context. Finding none, he ran for the door. 
Once again, Ohman waved his hand, and Merrick was slammed back into the couch by an invisible force. He looked up at Ohman and Cara. The sound of his labored breathing filled the room.
He didn’t trust the two people standing in front of him, and he wasn’t going to be held against his will because of a couple gusts of wind. He was confused, and his conscious mind tenaciously refused to accept that magic or something similar to it existed. At the same time, he knew what he had experienced earlier was also real. He willed himself to search for that well of power he had tapped in the alley, but he found only fog. His temples throbbed from the effort, but nothing happened—he was defenseless.
Ohman’s face settled into an impatient scowl. 
“Please don’t try that again,” Ohman said. “A considerable amount of effort has been spent restoring the energy you threw away this evening. Please try not to waste it again so pointlessly.”
“I don’t know how, but the only thing I did in that alley was to save Mona’s life and mine!”
“And to kill others.”
“The guy in the alley deserved it.”
“And the woman in the hospital?”
Merrick was silent. He didn’t remember a woman dying in the hospital.
“Most of the energy you used was not your own, but was instead siphoned from those around you. Your attempt at summoning your power just now failed because my daughter and I are trained in our crafts and were able to resist your intrusions…and because you no longer possess this.”
Ohman held up the stone that Merrick’s father had given him.
“A gift from your real parents.”
“Did you know them?”
“I knew of them. They were of my kind, as are you. It was said that your father was a just man and a mighty warrior, a pure-blooded Drayoom in the truest sense. Your mother was also a pure blood, but perhaps not as deserving of her station as your father.”
“They’re dead?”
“Nothing dies. Things simply change form.”
“You know what I mean.”
Ohman was silent.
“And I’m like them? Like you?” Merrick asked.
“That is still to be determined. But one thing you must know is that this stone allows you to draw upon your own inner magic. We call this magical stone, divinium. When you are not trained in how to use it, it releases just enough of your own energy to draw on that of others. To accomplish such a feat as calling down the lightning, even with the divinium, so soon after your awakening, proves that you have great potential. It also reminds me that you are a child without the wisdom to use your power without destroying those around you. That must change quickly.”
“Like I said before, that guy who attacked Mona got what he deserved. I don’t care if I took his energy to save our lives. I’d do the same thing again.” 
Ohman exhaled audibly and shook his head.
“You didn’t use his energy. You killed him using the life force that you stole from your girlfriend. You—not your attackers—are the reason she almost died last night.”
“But, I saved her later,” Merrick said in a distant voice. “I made things right.”
“You made things right only for yourself and your small world. The woman in the room next to you paid for your ignorance with her life.”
Merrick remembered the scene at the hospital—touching Mona’s ankle and pouring life-giving power into her. Then, he remembered the flat line coming from the next room over. His stomach clenched and he tasted bile in the back of his throat. Had he actually killed an innocent person to save Mona?
“I didn’t mean to hurt anyone,” he said flatly.
“Intention is nothing. The laws of magic are not so different from your laws of physics. Magic can neither be created nor destroyed. Balance is maintained regardless of intention. There is always action and reaction, cause and effect, decision and consequence. One life is saved. Another is lost. You took from those around you unknowingly, but you are still responsible. To take from a single source until it is depleted of life is the greatest sin among our kind. To do so marks you as one without knowledge of your craft—someone to be both feared and pitied.”
Merrick sunk further into the couch. He understood what Ohman was saying, but he hadn’t known the rules. Now that he did, he told himself that he’d never repeat the same mistake, but he knew he was lying to himself. If Mona’s life were threatened again, he would change nothing.
“I can’t exactly turn myself in for killing someone with magic. They’d just lock me up in a rubber room somewhere.”
“You can only focus on the future and learn from your mistakes so that you do not make them again. For now, you must rest. Tomorrow, you will begin your studies.”
“I can’t go back to sleep. I’ve got things to do. I have to talk to Mona—try to explain what happened.” 
 “If you leave this building without my guidance, your brother will find you and use your energy to destroy the world.”
Merrick was too stunned to speak for a few seconds.
“I have a brother?”
Ohman turned his back to Merrick and touched one of the plants hanging from the wall. 
“His name is Eudroch, and he is surely drawing closer even as we speak. Unlike yourself, he has been aware of his magic since the two of you shared your mother’s womb. He tried to kill you before you were even born, you know. He will stop at nothing to reclaim that which he believes is his.” 
“He’d kill me for the stone my father gave me?”
“This is a trinket to him. He craves nothing less than all of your magic. He believes that you should never have existed and that your energy is his birthright—that you stole it from him inside your mother.”
Ohman pointed at Merrick’s stomach and motioned for him to raise his shirt. He did as he was asked, revealing his flat stomach and the dense scar tissue around his umbilicus. He had never known where the scars had come from.
“Those are the marks of your brother’s first attempt at taking your magic.”
Merrick imagined the scars being made by the small hand of an unborn fetus and let go of his shirt in disgust. Cara offered him the orange juice again. This time, he accepted and took a sip, cradling the glass in his shaky hands.
Ohman walked over to the circular window behind his desk. He stood with his back to Merrick and Cara, his hands clasped behind him.
“Your life so far has been a diversion, meant to keep you and the world safe from your brother. When your human father gave you that piece of divinium, your real life began. I can only pray to Terrada that it will last long enough for you to fulfill your destiny.”
Ohman cocked his head as if listening to something far away.
“Cara will show you where you can sleep for the night.”
“If magic can neither be created or destroyed,” Merrick said, “then how can I regain what I’ve spent?”
“This building is built around an ancient friend of mine. The earth itself will give of its own force so that you will be healed as you sleep. Few places are so blessed.” 
Cara started to lead Merrick out of Ohman’s office. Merrick stopped and turned to look at Ohman.
“When I was in the bar, before Cara showed up, I…tried to summon my power. It didn’t work, but that’s how you found me, isn’t it?”
Ohman turned around and nodded.
“That’s the same way my brother’s tracking me.”
“You have been listening,” Ohman said with a wry grin. “The resonance of your raw magic is as easy to follow as the ripples in a still pond. This building is shielded—magic within these walls cannot easily be detected from the outside. Eudroch will find us eventually, but you will be safe here tonight.”
“What if I leave in the middle of the night?”
“You would never make it to the elevator.”
Merrick swallowed hard and turned to follow Cara down the hall. The great doors to Ohman’s office swung shut.
“Does he sleep in there?” he asked.
“I’m not sure he sleeps at all anymore, but he’ll spend the night there. He seldom leaves his work.”
Cara stopped at a door just a few yards down the hall. She put her hand on the doorknob and motioned for Merrick to enter.
Inside, the décor was similar in nature to Ohman’s office—the smell of plants and dirt filled the room. Cara pushed a button near the light switch. A narrow bed telescoped out from the wall. 
“It’s not much, but it beats my father’s couch any day.”
Merrick sat down on the edge of the bed. Cara turned to walk away.
“Cara, listen…I just want you to know that this is a lot to take in at once. I meet your father who actually knew my real parents. I have a brother, and he wants to kill me. On top of all that, I find out that magic, or something like it, really exists. I’ve seen it with my eyes. I’ve felt it. I’ve even done it, but it’s still hard to believe…I guess you haven’t had that problem before.”
Cara leaned against the wall and crossed her arms.
“I grew up with magic, so I haven’t had the problem of accepting it, but the people who work here are humans. They’ve all had to go through this. Sometimes they accept it quickly. Sometimes it takes months for the concept of magic to sink in. Eventually, they become comfortable with the world as it really is—the world they were told never existed. You will, too. But, you have to let go of the rules you’ve been taught—not the logic—just your preconceptions about how the world works. Most Drayoom have their entire lives to learn their craft. You only have a short time to believe in yourself and to learn your way. I don’t know when Eudroch will find you, but you have to be ready when he does.”
“In other words, stop thinking about whether magic’s real or not and get on with it already.”
Cara smiled. “Exactly.”
“I’m still a little peeved about being poisoned,” he said with a quick grin, “but I’d like a chance for us to start over. Maybe you could hang out for a while and talk. I’m not as tired as your father thinks.”
Cara didn’t answer, but walked to the door and flicked off the light switch. As the room went dark, Merrick wondered why he still was attracted to her? He didn’t trust her, not like he trusted Mona, but she was so beautiful that it was hard to believe she was anything else on the inside.
Through the darkness, he could make out Cara’s face awash in blues from the moonlight seeping through the blinds. 
“I’m going to say goodnight to my father,” she said. “If you’re still awake when I come back, we can talk for a while.”
Cara walked out the door and closed it behind her. Merrick stretched out on the bed and stared at the alternating bands of light and dark stretching across the ceiling. As soon as he was still, he began to fall asleep, even though he desperately wanted to be awake when she returned.
#
From his car, Chris could see that something was going on in the old man’s office. The lights were on, and Ohman and a man Chris had never seen before had already flitted in and out of sight a few times. He didn’t care if Ohman wanted to work on a Sunday night, but he did care about Cara. He knew she was up there because her car was parked in its usual spot at the back of the lot.
He got out of his car, quietly closing the door behind him and moved closer to the building so he could see better.
When the light in Cara’s office came on he stopped in the middle of the empty parking lot. His heart raced as he saw her illuminated through her office window. She was smiling and as radiant as ever. He imagined that she was smiling at him that way. His warm fantasy was replaced with a chill. What if she could see him staring up at her? 
The last thing he wanted was to be caught spying on her. She’d never go out with him if she thought he was a pervert, but her image kept him rooted where he stood.
He frowned as the same strange man from Ohman’s office walked up and stood beside Cara in front of the window. Chris looked around. There were no other cars in the parking lot, so the stranger had probably arrived with either her or Ohman. When Chris looked back up, both offices were dark.
She was up there alone in the dark with some guy she probably picked up at a bar—someone who wasn’t even half as smart as he was.
He shuffled back to his car to wait. Fifteen minutes later, Cara’s office was still dark. He squeezed the steering wheel tightly. She was going to spend the night with him right there with her father next door the whole time.
He ran his hand through his hair and pressed the back of his head against the headrest. It was going to be tough working with Cara in the morning. If she asked him a question, he’d have to answer. Maybe he’d even smile at her, but inside he was going to be like ice. Information was everything in corporate America, and he wasn’t going to forget about Cara’s little affair.
 



CHAPTER 7
 
CARA STOOD IN THE darkened doorway to her father’s office. Although she couldn’t see him, she knew he was there.
“Why can’t he stay?” she whispered into the darkness. “He needs a teacher.”
“He must first discover his true self. Neither you nor I can teach him that.” 
She tried to control her voice so that it would not betray her frustration. 
“He’ll be naked and vulnerable without our help. He won’t last long enough to remember his creation name.”
“I will take him where he will be safer than he is with us. If he stays here, Eudroch will find him, and you are right, Merrick will not have enough time to prepare. Eudroch will destroy him and then he will destroy everything we have built. His presence endangers him and our work. If Merrick fails, our work may be the only chance this world has of surviving.” 
“The world will have no chance if Eudroch takes Merrick’s power and fulfills the prophecy. I ask you again, why won’t you help him?”
 Ohman did not answer, but she could feel the entire room vibrate with a low hum, as her father’s power expressed what he would not put into words. Slowly, stillness and with it silence returned.
“I need you to continue our work to rebuild the dragon lexicon,” he finally said. “The knowledge we have collected will be needed in the battle to come.”
Cara was silent. He was giving her an order to stay in the human world and to leave Merrick alone.
Ohman’s shaky voice rose from the darkness.
“The wooden box I gave you as a child—do you still have it?”
The box was one of the few gifts her father had ever given her. She still remembered the day when she was just a child. He had handed her the intricately carved case surrounded by two bands of iron. She immediately had tried to pry it open, but could not. He told her that she shouldn’t open the box until after he had passed along. He hadn’t used the word death—the term meant nothing to him or any other Drayoom, but she had understood the finality of her father’s words just the same. 
“It is very important,” Ohman had said, “that you open the box when I die. It contains…my legacy to you. Keep it safe.”
“You know it’s hidden somewhere safe,” she said. “But, if Merrick is leaving and doesn’t need you as a teacher, then why are you talking about passing?”
“Get some sleep, my daughter. Even when I leave this shell, I will be with you.”
As usual, her father shared only the information that he thought was necessary for her to know. Cara turned to leave. Her father’s voice reached her ears as if he was standing suddenly next to her.
“Do not become close to him emotionally. It cannot be.”
Cara closed her father’s door behind her and slowly walked down the dark hallway to her office. She reached for the door handle then paused. Cara knew that Ohman was right about controlling her feelings for Merrick. There was no time for romance.
She continued past her office, down the hall to the atrium where the giant yew tree stood. Its top-most branches were silhouetted against the blue gray night sky.
She leaned over the railing and touched its mighty trunk, tracking the edges of a raised knob where there was no bark and the wood was smooth.
“Take care of my father, Oodrosil,” she said to the tree. “He’s not as old or as wise as you…or as easy to know.”
Pushing herself away from the tree, she turned and walked back to her office. She carefully opened the door and looked in. She could hear Merrick’s steady breathing. She walked to the side of the bed and looked down at his face knowing that it was the same one shared by his brother, Eudroch. She knew Merrick was a good man, but she shuddered at his power—untapped and uncontrolled. He had the ability to save the world or to end it. Until he learned his craft, Merrick was the most dangerous person alive.
#
For the second time since going to bed, Mona flicked on her lamp and picked up her book, hopeful that she could get into the story and stop thinking about Merrick.
She opened to a dog-eared page and started reading, but the words flashed by, incomprehensible. Twenty pages later she closed the book without remembering a word of what she had just read. She set the book on her nightstand and stared at the ceiling. It was no use. She couldn’t stop thinking about him.
Why hadn’t he called? She had alternated between worry and anger, but now, after an entire day had passed, both emotions had been replaced with the image of Merrick’s corpse. She had phoned him twice that day and left messages, but still nothing. She would have called the police if she hadn’t been certain that they were already looking for him for their own reasons.
If Merrick didn’t show up at work tomorrow, she’d go over to his apartment again and try to figure out what was going on for herself. Maybe he was hiding from the police and didn’t want to get her involved. Maybe he was avoiding her for other reasons. If he wasn’t bleeding to death when she found him, she’d make him beg for forgiveness before ever speaking to him again.
Merrick had abandoned her at the hospital—left her to explain to the doctors and to the police what had really happened in that alley, even though no one had believed her. Every one of them, especially the female police officer, thought that she was just trying to protect her abusive boyfriend. She could see it in their eyes as they tried to avoid staring at the bruises on her neck. 
Mona began counting the bumps on her stucco ceiling. In less than a minute, she lost focus, and her mind wandered back to Merrick. Closing her eyes, she could smell him faintly, like he had just left the room. Merrick never wore cologne, but there was something about his natural scent that smelled better than any manufactured fragrance. She smiled, engulfed by the deep red glow of the lamp’s light shining through her eyelids.
Abruptly, a shiver raced up her legs, through her thighs, and into her stomach. It was happening again—the ants were scurrying under her skin and the lightning was threatening to come next. Mona opened her eyes just in time to see her table lamp flicker. She stared at the lamp, waiting for it to blink again but it remained steady. The electricity in her body was gone.
Maybe she hadn’t recovered from her coma as much as she thought she had…or maybe Merrick was close by. She thought about going to the window to take a look but instead turned off her light and rested her head on her pillow. She had a strange feeling as if she had forgotten something important from long ago—perhaps a secret once told to her that she had kept too well.
Her breathing grew deeper and steadier as she chased her lost memory. Finding only the gentle sounds of popping flames and crackling leaves, she at last passed into the warm comfort of sleep.
 



CHAPTER 8
 
EUDROCH’S BROTHER never should have been born, but Terrada the Earth Dragon had interfered in their mother’s womb and given his brother his own creation name from her sacred language. Last night, his brother had emerged like a thrashing tadpole. Each reckless use of the power that rightfully belonged to him left ripples in the Manred—signs that he had followed from that alley, to the hospital, and finally, to the bar at which he now sat.
The sweaty bartender leaned over and shouted above the noise of the crowd, asking him what he was having. When the man saw him, he frowned and furrowed his eyebrows. The bartender recognized his face—the one that he and Merrick shared. 
Eudroch slid off of the barstool and walked outside. The noise from the bar faded to a muffled drone. He tilted his head back and sniffed the crisp evening air. The scent of power still lingered. He sniffed again. A couple walked past him, failing to conceal their curious glances as they entered the bar. Eudroch’s face curdled. He couldn’t wait for their species to become extinct. Their empty arrogance sickened him.
The wind changed direction, and the ionic residue from Merrick mixed with the invisible patterns of the swirling air. Eudroch belonged to Sigela, the Fire Dragon, but he understood some of the words from each of the dragon tongues. He intoned his own creation name and offered it to Araki, the Wind Dragon. Eudroch sent out a piece of his own self to merge with the wind, riding Araki’s back through the streets of Old Town. He followed his brother’s trail for a while, then lost it. He searched for clues in the elemental tapestry, but all signs of his brother were either gone or concealed.
He let his senses be carried farther by the currents as they mingled with the dark clouds racing overhead, but he still found nothing. It was dangerous to travel with any of the dragons other than his beloved Sigela for too long in unfamiliar land, but he whirled even farther away from the city, desperate to pick up some trace of his brother. For a brief moment, he sensed something curious—an anomaly that felt like the power he sought, but disguised so that it blended in with the Manred. If he had not been looking for magic that he was intimate with, he might have missed it altogether. As it was, he was not sure he could pinpoint the location again once he returned to his corporeal body. Someone was helping his brother hide. This deep within the human world, it could only be the traitorous Ohman.
As he rejoined with his body, Eudroch breathed a low curse in Sigela’s tongue. Steam rose from the ground around him as the water on the streets and sidewalks hissed into vapor. As he released Araki’s tail and let the wind fall off of him like a silken cloak, he felt the power he sought again—weaker than before, but unhidden this time. 
He gathered his senses and opened his eyes. He raised his arms to the sky and spoke to the thunder in tones of the thunder itself. Night became day as lightning engulfed Eudroch and he surrendered himself to Sigela. Racing through the sky at 50,000 miles per second, his journey lasted only a fraction of a second before he stood in the courtyard of an apartment complex.
The residue of his brother’s magic permeated the air. Any Drayoom would be able to sense it, and no attempt had been made to disguise it as before. Wary of a trap, he followed the wafting energy until it led him to one of the apartment buildings bordering the parking lot. He glanced around the corner of the building, half expecting to feel the brute force of Ohman’s power slice into him. Instead, he spotted two humans sitting in their parked car, watching the apartment that he intended to enter. Eudroch laughed. He didn’t need magic to tell him that they were either cops or private investigators. Perhaps they were looking for his brother as well.
He walked casually out of the shadows and up to the apartment door. The tag on the door read Whittle. Such a fitting name considering what he planned to do to his brother once he found him.
He thought for a moment about making a grand entrance—one that the men in the car would have to account for in their report the next day if he allowed them to live until morning.
Instead, he rang the doorbell and waited.
#
Officer Diggs could hardly believe what she was seeing. She had figured that Merrick wouldn’t show his face for at least a week. For some reason, criminals thought that cops gave up looking for them after a week. They were of course wrong.
Through her mini binoculars, she recognized Merrick’s face under the fluorescent lights of the walkway. He was wearing a new set of clothes, so he had either gone home undetected and changed or he had gone shopping. The way he walked up to the door was different than what Diggs expected, more certain, almost cocky. This guy didn’t match the personality the doctors had described—naïve, jittery. Maybe the Merrick from the hospital was all an act. Diggs had seen performances worthy of an academy award from even the dumbest of criminals.
“You sure that’s him?” her partner said.
Diggs passed the binoculars to him. He held them to his eyes and slowly nodded his head.
“Yup, that’s him alright. Let’s get this over with and bring him in.”
Diggs arched one of her eyebrows.
“And charge him with what, Sam? Fleeing a pissed-off girlfriend at the hospital? Being suspected of being an abusive boyfriend?”
“Then, why are we watching for this guy if he didn’t do anything?”
“I didn’t say he didn’t do anything—just nothing we can prove yet.”
Diggs watched as Merrick rang Mona’s doorbell. A minute later, Mona opened the door. She looked just as surprised to see him as Diggs had been. Mona poked her head out the door and looked around. People always did that, too, even though they never really looked. It was just a reflex they went through when they were feeling guilty about something.
Merrick and Mona talked for a few seconds before Mona motioned him inside and closed the door behind them. The lights went on in her living room as Diggs settled back into the vinyl car seat. She was going purely on instinct, but she knew that if she watched those two long enough, she’d get to the truth about what had happened the night before.
 



CHAPTER 9
 
MONA DREAMT of a deep voice that shook her insides as it spoke to her in sounds that were familiar but that she could not understand. She awoke on the second ring of her doorbell and hurried to the peephole. 
It was Merrick.
She opened the door and stopped in shock. Not only was he thin and younger-looking, but he looked healthier than she’d ever seen him.
“I know I look a little different, but…it’s me,” he said.
She cried and smiled at the same time, grabbing his hand and pulling him inside. She closed the door and led him to the couch. They sat down next to each other, their faces only inches apart.
“Are you alright?” she said. “I haven’t been able to sleep. I went over to your apartment, but you weren’t there. The doctor wants to run more tests on you because some of your X-rays didn’t come out right. And the police want to talk with you, too.”
She looked down at her hands and then at Merrick.
“Why did you leave me?” she asked.
He studied her face before answering.
“I was confused. I had to get away and figure out what was happening to me.”
He looked up at her.
“I’m sorry if I hurt you, but…I tried to make the lightning come again,” he whispered.
Her hand caressed his cheek. 
“You’re not the reason that lightning hit that man. Maybe it was fate or destiny or something, but you’re not responsible.”
“I tried to make it happen again,” he said, “but it didn’t work.”
“I think you need some rest. I’ll call in sick tomorrow, and we can both go back to the hospital and clear things up with the doctors and the police. I’m just glad you’re here and that you’re safe.”
“There’s nothing to clear up,” he said. “I feel fine. I don’t need to talk to anyone. I just need you right now.”
“Both of the men who attacked us are dead. You can’t just forget that it happened.”
She expected a look of surprise on his face, but instead she thought that she saw a slight grin.
“I told them you were with me the whole time,” she said, “and that all I remembered was a storm, but they weren’t convinced.”
Looking at Merrick’s perfect physical condition, Mona wasn’t sure if she was convinced anymore either. Something besides his body was wrong—the way he was acting, so uncaring about the police and about people dying. He wasn’t behaving like the Merrick she knew.
“Maybe we should go to bed,” he said.
“I think I’d like some tea first, to help me relax. Do you want some?”
“That sounds nice,” he said.
He raised his eyebrows and grinned.
Mona went into the kitchen and filled two mugs with water. She placed them in the microwave, punched in the time, and hit the start button with a shaky hand. 
Merrick hated tea. 
He either had brain damage, was joking with her, or the man sprawled out on her couch, kicking off his shoes and unbuttoning his shirt, somehow wasn’t Merrick at all. 
She watched as he dropped his long-sleeved shirt to the floor. His lean, muscular shoulders showed through his tight T-shirt. It didn’t matter whether Merrick liked tea or not—this was no joke, and no amount of brain damage could have made him into an Adonis overnight. She didn’t understand how, but this man wasn’t her boyfriend.
She flinched as the microwave timer beeped, then she steadied herself and finished making the tea. The man watched her as she walked into the living room and set the mugs down on the coffee table coasters.
He took her hand and gently pulled her toward him. He opened his mouth, as if to speak, but instead she heard a strange noise like the sound of a match being struck. She wanted to pull away, but she was drawn to the stranger in front of her. 
She searched for a glimpse of Merrick behind his cold eyes but found none.
He brushed her lips with his own. She felt his breath on her cheek before he lightly kissed the inside of her neck. Merrick had never touched her like that before. Her fear mixed with excitement.
His kisses made her eyes roll back into her head, but she tensed as he reached behind her and traced his fingers down the small of her back and beyond.
She pushed him away from her before he could go any further.
“Who are you?” she said. 
He grinned that annoying grin again, then he let go of her and waved his hand almost imperceptibly. She heard another noise like the crackling of fire, and it felt like an invisible hand had released her throat. 
She tensed to run, as she mentally practiced closing and locking her bedroom door with one flowing motion, but the man raised his hand as if to warn her that fleeing was not a good idea.
“My name is Eudroch,” he said. “I deeply apologize for the confusion, but if you lived in my world, you would know that people and things are often much more than they appear to be.”
“I think that’s pretty obvious in my world, too.”
“I had to be sure of your devotion to my brother, Merrick, before revealing myself,” he said, picking up his cup of tea and taking a sip. “As I said, I’m sorry for the deception. I hope you didn’t find it too…distasteful.”
Merrick had never mentioned a brother, but regardless of this man’s relationship to Merrick, he was still a stranger, and he had no right to do what he had done. Her hand flew across the couch to slap his face, but it hit an invisible wall of air just inches from making contact. 
His gaze never left her eyes as he calmly took another sip of his tea.
“Such fire. I see why my brother chose you. Your enthusiasm may be useful in the future, but until that time, please try to control your temper.”
She didn’t like his reference to their future together.
“I only ask that you listen to what I have to say. Simply put, Merrick is in immediate danger, and I need your help finding him.”
Her instincts and her brief experience with Eudroch told her not to trust him—but there was no doubt that he and Merrick were related, and she wanted to find Merrick as much as he did. 
“I know you have no reason to trust me right now—that you feel deceived,” he continued in a soothing voice. “But, we must put our differences aside for Merrick’s sake. We have to find him before…”
“Before what?”
“Before the traitor tries to kill him again.”
“If Merrick’s in danger, we should call the police.”
Eudroch chuckled and set down his cup of tea on the coffee table.
Mona picked up his mug and placed it back on the coaster as she tried to make sense of what was going on.
If someone were trying to kill Merrick, then that could explain why they had been attacked in the alley. But no one would have any reason to kill him—at least as far as she knew.
Maybe the muggers had been trying to kill Eudroch instead of Merrick. That made sense to her. The two looked almost exactly alike other than their bodies. 
It might have even been Eudroch who had abandoned her in the hospital instead of Merrick. That kind of behavior was certainly more in keeping with what she knew about Eudroch so far, and it would also explain why Merrick had seemed so different physically to the doctor and the police—it was the only explanation that made sense. 
Whatever the truth was, she wanted Merrick’s brother gone, and she wanted Merrick back. She’d get some sleep and go looking for him in the morning—maybe hire a private investigator to find out more about Eudroch.
“I’ll write down his address if you want,” she said. “I stopped by yesterday, and I’ve called him a dozen times. He’s either not there or he doesn’t want to talk to me. Either way, I’m not going to be of any use to you…besides, it’s late and I have to work tomorrow.”
Eudroch slid closer to her. He reached out to the coffee table, picked up her purse, and handed it to her.
“You’re coming with me now,” he said. “Merrick’s life may depend on you.”
Her instinct told her to doubt anything he said. At the same time, she was starting to consider that he might be responsible for Merrick’s disappearance and might therefore be the only chance she had of finding him. 
“I need a few minutes to change,” she said, as she stood up and started to walk down the hall to her bedroom. 
She expected him to follow her, but he seemed unconcerned as she locked her bedroom door behind her. She quickly changed into her jeans and a sweater. She looked at her cell phone. She could call the police, but she wasn’t sure how to begin to describe her dilemma—besides, Eudroch could just pass himself off as Merrick again and she’d be tied up answering questions instead of out looking for Merrick. As much as she hated the idea, she might have to go along with Merrick’s jerk of a brother for now—but she wasn’t going unless he told her the truth, and she was going to be prepared in case he tried to get physical again. 
She slid open her top dresser drawer and picked out a small canister of pepper spray that Merrick had purchased for her. She slipped it into her front jeans pocket and pulled her sweater down to cover the bulge. 
She checked herself in the mirror. Satisfied that her weapon was concealed, she opened her bedroom door and found Eudroch, who was leaning against the front door, his arms crossed.
“Why do you really want me to come with you? I told you I don’t know where he is,” Mona asked.
“You have something that I want…well, really something that Merrick wants.”
“Well, if you want my help, you better come clean with what’s really going on. I don’t trust you, and there’s no way I’m going anywhere until I believe that you’re really trying to help him.”
Eudroch closed his eyes and breathed deeply.
“Let me put this to you in a way that you can understand. If you don’t come with me, Merrick will die. If you do come with me, there is a small chance that you can convince him to do the right thing at the right time. And, if you do that, he might live. Does that feel like the truth to you? Because it is.”
“I stay and Merrick dies. I go with you and he might live? I’m calling the police.”
She reached for her phone, but she threw it across the room when it gave her a painful electrical shock.
“What the hell was that?” she asked, her eyes widening with fear. “Some stupid trick to scare me? What did you do to my phone, you creep?”
At this, Eudroch’s face turned red as he balled his fists until his knuckles turned white. He spoke more words that crackled as if they were alive, and a ball of fire appeared in the air between them, discharging electrical streams to all parts of her apartment. Mona tried to shield her face with her hands.
“Does this look like a trick?” he yelled as the ball of fire hovered closer to her head. “I command the power of fire in all of its forms, and I am not going to ask you again to come with me.”
He whispered into the air, and the fire vanished with a whoosh. 
He turned toward the door and stopped, looking back at her.
“The decision is no longer yours to make. You are with me. I hope that is clear.”
He opened the front door and led her outside. As she turned to lock the door with a shaky hand, he slipped his arm around her waist from behind. His hand settled just above the pepper spray in her front pocket. He leaned in and kissed her once on the neck.
She remained frozen in fear as he removed the pepper spray canister and tossed it aside. 
“You killed that man in the alley, didn’t you,” she whispered.
Eudroch moved his face closer to hers.
“My brother did that all by himself. It is too bad you were hurt as well, but you really can’t blame him. He’s like a child right now, who’s suddenly discovered that he has the power to make his wishes come true, but who doesn’t understand how or why he is able to do so.”
“Merrick would never hurt me.”
“He didn’t mean to, but he did almost kill you tonight. Right now, it’s not important that you believe me, just that we leave before those police officers over there interrupt us.”
Mona turned her head to look as Eudroch raised his arms skyward. She turned back when she heard noises that sounded like a raging fire punctuated with explosions. 
The air around her crackled to life, a gossamer fabric of millions of electric particles. When they touched her skin, it felt like the ants all over again, nipping at her body, but this time she understood their truth. 
A low rumble of thunder shook the ground, and the parking lot lit up and smelled of sulfur as dozens of lightning bolts struck all around them. A buried part of her mind panicked, refusing to accept that this could be happening to her again. Mona’s scream was cut short by a bolt of lightning that engulfed them both.
#
Kay raised her teacup in her once delicate hands and sipped cautiously. Her cat, Biscuit, arched its back and rubbed against Kay’s arthritic leg and her pink slipper. Biscuit purred, but not so loud that Kay couldn’t hear some of what was going on next door at Mona’s apartment. Kay had been sitting with her tea ever since that boy Derrick, or whatever his name was, had woken her up, ringing Mona’s doorbell so late at night. 
She didn’t like Mona’s boyfriend, even though he seemed to treat her well enough, because he had come between Kay and Mona’s friendship. It had been almost a year since Mona’s last visit—an entire year since she had been sweet enough to personally deliver a letter that been misplaced in her mailbox. When Kay had invited her in, Mona had said that she didn’t have the time because her boyfriend was coming over. Since that day, they never seemed to find the time to talk and catch up on anything that was going on in their lives.
That was fine. She did her part to keep the friendship alive anyway. She knew what was going on in Mona’s life because she cared enough to listen through the walls every day and every night and because she always waited up for Mona to come home…just to make sure she got through the door safely.
Kay didn’t liked snoopy people—always poking their noses where they didn’t belong, but she had been concerned about Mona, and after all, someone had to watch over the girl.
She took another sip of her tea. As it was, she could only catch muffled pieces of conversation, even with her ear pressed to the wall they shared. She heard their muted voices and an occasional thumping of feet as someone walked across the floor, but that was all.
She suddenly heard Mona’s apartment door open. She scurried to her front window and ever so slightly parted one of the Venetian blinds with her index finger. There they were, kissing in plain view right outside her door. 
Before she could turn away in embarrassment, her heart missed a beat as the night sky suddenly erupted in a flurry of lightning. A flash of blinding white light replaced where the young couple had just been standing. 
Kay was thrown back amidst a deadly shower of glass, as her window imploded, and a column of flame filled her living room.
 



CHAPTER 10
 
MERRICK INHALED THE SMELLS of damp soil and fresh wildflowers. He forced his eyes open and shrugged off the last remnants of sleep. He was still lying in Cara’s office bed. By his side, Cara was just stirring. Her hair was disheveled, and her cheeks were tinted pink. She stretched under the sheets and yawned, whispering good morning—her eyes still closed. He brushed the loose strands of hair from her face.
The bed sheet fell away from her shoulder, revealing a perfect teardrop shaped breast. He looked up, and the slumbering Cara was gone, replaced by a wide-awake Mona. Her eyes darted back and forth, searching for something in his face.
Merrick sprung to a sitting position as he woke from his dream. It was still dark outside. Light from the moon filtered in through the blinds, dousing the office in soft blue hues. The dark shape of a man stood in the office doorway, just beyond the moonlight’s reach. Merrick checked next to him with his left hand. He was alone in the bed.
Palpable energy from the unmoving figure rolled through the office. Merrick backed across the bed, trying to distance himself from him. 
“Your brother is near,” Ohman said. “You must leave.”
Merrick checked his watch. It was almost four in the morning.
“I have to be at work in a little while,” Merrick said. 
Ohman stepped into the moonlight and shook his head.
“Your life has been unalterably changed. Nothing will ever be the same—not your job, your friends, or your family. The sooner you let go, the faster you can grow into what you must become.”
“I have to go to work.”
Ohman grabbed Merrick’s wrists, and pulled him close so that they were staring eye to eye.
“When we are one with Terrada, the Earth Dragon, you must not let go of me for any reason. You will want to surrender to Terrada, to stay with her, but you must not. Remember who you are. You have much to do before you earn the fountain of peace from which you are about to sip. You must concentrate on a vivid memory, one that is unique to who you are. Think of something now. Recall the details and know that they are yours alone. They will keep you whole on our trip. They will help you retain your sense of self.”
Before Merrick could respond, his breath was crushed out of his lungs as if a fist of gravity had mashed him into the floor. Fighting his panic, his mind grasped for a familiar image. Despite his recent feelings for Cara, he pictured his last date with Mona—the way her blouse billowed in the breeze, her faded jeans, her smile and even her frown when he couldn’t tell her what she wanted and needed to hear. 
As he thought about her, he found that he was no longer suffocating, although he couldn’t feel himself breathing either. He was surrounded by darkness, but even with no visible frame of reference, he was aware of traveling increasingly faster, at speeds higher than his physical body should have been able to stand. He was vaguely aware of Ohman’s presence next to him, and he struggled to cling to the old man even as he realized that their corporeal bodies no longer existed.
Suddenly, Merrick’s skin was replaced with bark and branches. Then he was a towering, gnarled yew tree, and life was slow and sweet. The yew had gathered many memories through the span of its life—not images, but feelings and tastes and smells, the likes of which he would never expect a tree to possess. He felt contentment when the sun warmed its limbs. The bitter taste of iron from the soil. The foul smell of polluted air. He understood that he was still Merrick, but at the same time he was also one with the tree. Only his memory of Mona and the proximity of Ohman’s essence anchored him to his original self.
He soared down through buried roots, leaving the tree behind. He became soil and rocks, and then he was roots and different parts of thousands of trees and plants. They passed with increasing speed through the ground, sharing briefer moments with each part of the living planet as they traveled. 
Soon, Merrick could not distinguish between individual trees and stones and particles of dirt. All of the parts of the earth’s flesh were extensions of his new body. He was not only the earth, but he was also Terrada, the Earth Dragon. The dragon that Ohman had talked about wasn’t a scaly dinosaur-like beast from mythology, but was the living planet itself. 
With this realization, his mind melted into warm cotton. He breathed Terrada’s blood and floated inside her womb for what seemed like ages. He did not want to leave. An image of a woman flashed on and off in his mind. It was Mona, and she was chanting some name that he used to go by—Merrick. The memory of his old life, when he was separate from Terrada, hurt like the shards of a repressed childhood trauma. Through the pain, he felt a vague stirring. He used to be known by yet another name before he was born into the human world, but he could not remember what he had been called. For now, it was hard enough to remember that he was still Merrick and that Ohman was by his side.
They traveled deeper until the warmth of the earth’s belly turned to cold and damp and the musk of fresh soil succumbed to the pungent smells of the ocean. Claws scuttled on his back and through his hair. Deep tones reverberated above him like human speech slowed to an unintelligible speed. They passed through limestone slabs that had not seen light for so long that seconds and minutes were indistinguishable from years and centuries. 
Slowly, they left the bottom of the frigid ocean behind and became one with warm, rich soil filled with nutrients. He rejoiced as he gave himself to the living roots and to the myriad insects that lived within him.
His joy vanished as he was jerked upward, away from Terrada’s core. His memory of Mona turned to one of her yelling at him to go away—to leave her alone. The pain from this memory helped him maintain his identity more than any of his pleasant remembrances could. 
He was Merrick, not Terrada. He accepted this, but he struggled to resist the force that pulled him ever higher, ever farther away from Terrada’s womb.
Abruptly, he was ripped from his newfound peace and thrown onto the hard ground. The dirt beneath his belly was no longer his home, but was instead a fortified shell that shut him out and left him alone, cold, and shivering. He trembled as he opened his own eyes once again and felt with his own fingers. Gradually, he could make out the shape of Ohman sitting next to him. The old man was trying to pry himself loose from Merrick’s panicked grip. Merrick commanded his hands to let go, and they slowly responded. He rolled away from Ohman, wrapping himself into a ball, weeping. One of his tears landed on a single morning blade of grass, and he smiled, remembering what it had been like to be one with the earth.
Slowly, he steadied his breathing and was able to stand. He was no longer in Tysons Corner. He and Ohman were alone in a valley of greens and browns, muted by a thick layer of clouds that blocked the sun. Immense mountains rose up on either side of him, like giant sentinels guarding the planet. He was no longer inside Terrada, but this had to be one of her temples. The majesty was undeniable.
“These are the Highlands of Scotland,” Ohman said. “You’ll find only a few places above ground that are closer to Terrada than here. This is the land of the Earth Clan—your true family.”
“I don’t see anyone.” Merrick said.
“They know we are here.”
Merrick’s insides cramped. He imagined that this was what it felt like to go through withdrawal from drugs.
“I need to go back.”
“You can’t go home…”
“Not home—with Terrada.”
Ohman placed his hand on Merrick’s shoulder and squeezed hard.
“You will return to her one day, perhaps sooner than you would like.”
“How can you live out here when you know what it’s like to be down there—to be a part of her?”
Ohman gave a withered smile.
“Always remember how vulnerable you feel right now and how strong you felt during our journey. Even the mightiest of Drayoom forgets the simple lessons that humility and weakness teach us when we are cast out of our mother’s womb at birth.
“I’ll never look at anything the same way again.”
“Go to your people. They will teach you to control your magic, to make it sing in harmony with the earth around you. Stay with them and learn what you can, but do not forget that in the end, the knowing of your true self is all that matters. Everything will depend on you finding your true self and your creation name.”
Ohman squinted and looked up to the sky. He nodded as if listening to an unheard voice, then turned to walk farther into the valley.
“Why does my brother want to kill me?” Merrick yelled after him. “Why is it so important to you and the world that he fails? At least tell me that before you go.”
Ohman stopped walking, his back still toward Merrick.
Merrick almost tripped over the multitude of white stones on the ground as he hurried to catch up with Ohman, who had resumed his walking.
“Long ago,” Ohman said, “the Seer of the Ard Righ of the Earth Clan was given a prophecy from Terrada in a dream.”
Ohman stopped at a large boulder half buried in the grass and leaned against its cool surface.
“The Seer dreamt of two brothers from the same mother, but one was born of Earth and one was born of Fire—one was ruled by Terrada and the other by Sigela. Each was powerful in his own right, but together they possessed the strength to do the impossible—to return Sigela, the Fire Dragon, to this world from her exile in the heavens. Some believe that Eudroch is one of these brothers. Those people, of course, believe that you are the other brother.”
“What do you think?”
“I think that, until you know who you are, other people have little hope of deciding it for you. You may be the one of whom the prophecy speaks, or perhaps you are not. Nothing is certain, just as nothing is written in our culture, only passed down through our words.”
Ohman pushed himself from the rock, turned, and started walking away again.
“One more question,” Merrick shouted above the wind. “If it takes me and my brother to destroy the world, then why not just kill me now to be safe?”
There was a roar like a freight train passing inches from his face as Ohman melted into the ground. He knew that Ohman was once again riding with Terrada, while he was left with only the wind in his ear and a chill through his spine.
He wanted to follow but didn’t know how to travel underground on his own. He only knew that he had to find shelter for the night and that if his family didn’t find him soon, Eudroch would.
#
Heinin stopped walking and let his hand-carved wooden flute fall from his lips. He looked around while his family’s herd of reindeer ambled slowly around him. His black deerhound, Itsy, circled the herd, keeping the stragglers in line with short, high-pitched barks. Heinin loved the sloping green hills and the snow-capped mountaintops of his home. The air was crisp and the ground always moist, full of life and potential.
His family was poor, but they had the land that he walked daily—the land that he would pass on to his own son one day. He had never wanted to live anywhere else, even though since he turned sixteen, he had felt a yearning to visit other places and meet people that were his own age.
A sudden onset of silence interrupted his thoughts. The herd stood motionless among the patches of lichens and white rock, their heads raised, listening to something that he could not hear. He looked around, wary of an unseen danger. The earth began to shake, and Heinin dropped his flute to the ground. He tried to keep his balance as the familiar green slopes swelled and dropped like waves in a storm at sea—suddenly hostile and not to be trusted.
The herd panicked, trying to escape the inescapable. Itsy whimpered in nervous circles at his feet with her tail between her legs. He crouched down and placed his hands on the pitching earth to steady himself.
He had felt it move like this once before as a child, but his father had been there to keep him safe. With his parents back at the house, he was responsible for keeping himself and the animals from harm, but all he could do was wait for the ground to settle on its own and then try to calm the herd as best he could.
A small fissure opened right next to one of the yearlings, about twenty yards from where he knelt. He tried to move toward the young reindeer, but before he got more than a few trembling paces, the animal’s hind legs slid into the opening. The young animal bleated loudly.
By the time he reached the frightened reindeer, the altered landscape had stopped shaking, and the ground was motionless as if nothing had happened.
Heinin stroked the animal’s small head. He could see that both of her back legs were broken, the bones stuffed unnaturally in the fissure. Her noises were panicking the herd, and her legs would never heal without more attention than he or his parents could afford or give. He knew what had to be done. If his father were here, he might have another plan, but he couldn’t wait for his father to show up, and he couldn’t leave the herd alone in this condition. He had to kill the creature.
He drew his knife. He held the scared animal in his arms and stroked its back, unsuccessfully trying to calm it down. He remembered what his father had taught him. Do it quickly and deep enough to sever the main artery. He looked into the animal’s frightened eyes as he slit its throat. The babe convulsed in his arms, hooves scraping against the exposed rock of the fissure. Hot blood spurted onto Heinin’s face and hands, and the animal went limp in his arms. Heinin set his knife on the ground and bowed his head. 
Sometimes, death was a favor. His father would be saddened, but food was scarce, and the death of the yearling meant that his family would have extra meat for the winter. Nothing would be wasted.
He walked over to where Itsy had already begun rounding up the herd. Heinin picked up his flute and began playing a sad melody his mother had taught him. As if in response, the rest of the reindeer clustered around each other—seeking the comfort of the group. A tear welled in his eye as he noticed that the shape of the herd was unchanged despite the loss of the yearling.
His stomach churned, and he stopped playing his flute. He had forgotten about his parents. He told Itsy to stay and then broke out running as fast as he could. As Heinin fought back horrific images of his dying mother and father, his heart was soon pounding as if he had been running from the Devil all day.
 



CHAPTER 11
 
CARA AWOKE to the wind rattling the window of the office in which she had fallen asleep. She knew immediately that the storm outside was of Drayoom origin because the Rune Corp building was protected against all forms of naturally occurring weather. She got up and walked down the hall to check her office and her father’s, but they were both empty—Merrick and Ohman were gone.
It was just like her father to do this—his decisions were nonnegotiable and he felt no need to inform her of anything. Rather than discuss his plans with her, he had taken Merrick away without waking her. She thought through all the places in the world they might have gone—maybe to a jungle in Africa or a desert somewhere. It would be someplace isolated but where Terrada dominated. Unfortunately, countless locations matched that description.
For the next hour, she waited in her father’s office for him to return. She rocked back and forth in his mahogany chair and stared wearily out the ornately trimmed window behind his desk. The sky was still dark, broken only by the glowing tendrils of the supernatural storm as it contracted and expanded, searching the darkness, she was sure, at Eudroch’s bidding. Only her father and the great yew, Oodrosil—their magic was all that kept her safe and hidden for the moment. 
It would be dawn in a few hours, and Rune Corp’s human employees would start arriving for work, complicating her existing situation. Each time one of them entered the building there would be a slight chance that Eudroch’s careful eye would see past the Rune Corp defenses and recognize the building for what it was—a giant magical shield. If her father didn’t show up soon, she would have to do her best to monitor the building and to work with Oodrosil to remain hidden.
She swiveled around in her father’s chair as the strong smell of damp earth filled her nostrils. The floor in the middle of the office swelled and rose into the form of a man made of wood. Within seconds, the rigid figure had softened into the flesh of her father.
“Where did you take him?” she immediately asked.
Ohman turned away from her and walked over to touch a leaf on one of his hanging plants.
“He is safe for now,” he said.
Cara studied the spot on the floor where her father had just appeared. Checking to see that he was still occupied with the plant, she walked over to the center of the room and picked a single grain of dirt off of the floor.
“I hope you’re right,” she said, hurrying into the hall and slamming the large double doors behind her.
She lifted the piece of dirt on her index finger to her eye. She could tell that the tiny particle missed its companions and felt very alone. She understood its longing. Even though she was happy with her life among the humans, she also longed to be with her own people—to have a relationship and a family of her own some day. Even though her father had warned against it, she couldn’t help being attracted to Merrick. She wasn’t sure that things could work out between them, but she wanted more than anything for him to live long enough for them both to find out.
On her own, she would have little hope of finding Merrick in time to help him prepare for Eudroch, but the particle of dirt had a strong memory of its home. 
She raised her finger to her ear and listened. In her mind, she stood among sprawling green mountains crowned with snow-laden peaks. Her flesh raised in tiny bumps from chilled misty air as a gust of wind tossed her hair. She inhaled the sweet smell of mold and dirt. She had been right. Her father had taken Merrick to a place filled with Terrada’s essence, but she had not suspected that he would have been so bold as to take Merrick to the home of the very Earth Clan that had banished him so many years ago. 
Cara delicately closed her thumb and index finger over the tiny spec of soil, closed her eyes, and melted into the wood floor beneath her feet. She was on her way to return the particle of dirt to its home in the Scottish Highlands and to find Merrick and help him in any way she could.
#
Judging from the familiar skyline, Mona figured that she and Eudroch were standing in the middle of the outdoor parking lot belonging to an office building in Tysons Corner, just ten or so miles away from her apartment in Herndon. 
She rubbed her forehead, trying to relieve the intense pain in her skull. Their journey had been almost instantaneous, but now lingered like a nightmare. The smoke wafting from Eudroch’s forearms told her that the trip had been real—as real as anything had been in the last few days.
She watched the reflection of the storm in the mirrored exterior of the office building. Just seconds ago, she had been a part of that same tempest and a part of Eudroch himself. She had experienced his urgency as they zipped from cloud to cloud, searching for some sign of Merrick. She still didn’t like Eudroch, but she was beginning to trust certain parts of his story. She believed now that he was genuinely afraid that a man named Ohman was planning to kill Merrick. She also believed that Eudroch was trying to save the world from something, although she could not comprehend the images in his mind that represented the danger. 
Turning her gaze away from the building, she saw Eudroch reach out to touch one of the giant mirrored windows. He grimaced as if repulsed by something she couldn’t see.
“What is it?” she asked shakily.
“Absolutely nothing,” he whispered.
“Then, what’s wrong?”
He turned to look at her, his stare softer than it had been before. With a gasp, she realized that just as she had been one with him, he must have seen inside her as well during their journey with the storm. The thought that Eudroch knew more about her than she had even told Merrick made her feel sick in her stomach. Still, she held his gaze, waiting for his reply.
“This is the one place in the storm that was…too perfect. It looked too much like a storm should. Ohman has figured a way to camouflage magic behind the walls of this building, but even he cannot exactly duplicate the chaos of one of Sigela’s storms. After so many years apart, I have finally found my brother. Soon, Merrick and his magic will be safe from the traitorous Ohman, and my brother and I shall be reunited.”
 



CHAPTER 12
 

THE TOWERING GREEN mountain ranges blurred to shades of deep aqua and stone gray beneath the overcast Highlands sky. Merrick had always dreamt of escaping to barren places such as this. The serene emptiness of the open spaces tugged at a desire that he did not fully understand but that tasted of freedom, potential, and the unknown.
He was filled with a mixture of wonderment and apprehension as he clambered up the rocky slope toward a wide ledge up high along the valley wall. The mist turned to rain as he ascended. He stumbled on a slick piece of moss and scraped his outstretched hand on a sharp rock as he broke his fall. Instead of getting up, he settled in to rest and immediately started to shiver. His old gut would have helped to insulate him from the cold and would have served as an energy reserve he could have lived off of for days. His new flat stomach looked good but was worthless in the middle of nowhere with no one to impress other than himself and the elements.
Despite his fatigue, he forced himself to stand and continued up the side of the valley. Halfway to the ledge, he saw an outcropping of large boulders to his right about fifty yards away. The three or four huge rocks were grouped together and topped off with a giant stone slab so that they resembled a large fist jutting out of the ground. He cautiously edged his way across the sloping ground, hoping to find shelter among the rocks from the increasing downpour. As he reached out to touch one of the giant boulders, his foot slipped on the edge of a smooth stone hidden beneath the mud. He tumbled down the rock-studded grassy slope toward the valley below. He landed close to the bottom, bruised and with bloody scrapes and stinging skin. Surrendering to his need for rest, he sat down and hugged his knees to his chest for warmth. 
As if sensing his submission, the rain intensified, driven by the wind scraping across the valley floor. Merrick screamed in frustration as loud as he could. For a moment, it seemed to him that the rain paused but then fell even harder with large drops that needled at his wounds. More uncomfortable than ever, he resolved to reach the rocky shelter above. He started back up the valley wall, stepping where tufts of grass provided him with better footing, trying to ignore the pain in his limbs.
After another half-hour, he arrived again at the group of boulders. He dropped to his knees next to the largest boulder and clung to its side as best he could. Its skin was mottled with grays, blues, greens, and veins of red. He felt its cold and unmovable strength that was derived from being a living extension of the mountain beneath. The boulder was strong in the same way that he had been while one with Terrada.
With the rain still pelting him, he crawled farther uphill until he had rounded the boulder and could lean against it without falling into the valley again. After catching his breath, he turned around and examined the structure. A gap between two of the boulders looked big enough for him to squeeze through. He got up onto his haunches and eased sideways into the rocky womb, happy to have found refuge from the wind and rain.
Once inside, he was surrounded by a low hum like the sound of the ocean in a conch shell. Sitting on the relatively dry ground, he wiped the water from his face and stared out at the wall of rain. The patter of the downpour lulled his breathing to a more normal pace. His muscles tightened as he glimpsed movement in the distance. He blinked and looked again. This time, he could clearly discern the dark shape of a person walking toward him.
He placed his hand on the inside wall of one of the boulders and leaned forward. As he did so, his hand sunk into the rock up to his wrist.
He tried to pull his hand free, but when his knees and back touched the rock, they melded into the stone as well. He looked up at the approaching stranger and then back to his situation. With only his left arm free, he pulled hopelessly, trying to wrench his limbs from the mountain’s grip.
He heard a voice and jerked his head up to look again at the approaching stranger. The back of his head hit the stone hard and he was filled with intense white pain. His eyes rolled back in their sockets and he screamed frantically.
The agony was so overwhelming that he barely comprehended the wave of power once again building inside him and the words of fire booming from his open mouth. Lightning bolts suddenly rained down onto his stone prison. He screamed again and again, his own skin sizzling with each new scorch mark given to the boulders. As the rock felt pain, so did Merrick. He was suffering more from his own attacks than from being trapped inside the living rock of the mountain. Resisting his survival instinct to fight, he willed his magic to relent. As one, the lightning outside and the searing pain in his brain stopped.
Footsteps pounded the ground just beyond the boulder’s entrance, but Merrick was unable to bring his head down to see who was there. He closed his eyes, trying to remember everything Ohman had told him, desperate for a way to use his power to escape, preparing for the worst if it was Eudroch who had found him.
Through the din of the rain, he heard Cara’s voice, calling out his name.
Cara eased her way into his rock prison, groaning as she bent her body to fit through the thin opening. 
“Cara, don’t. It’s a trap,” he said in a forced whisper, unable to move his head as he spoke.
She didn’t respond. He felt her slide down in front of him.
“Don’t touch the rock!” he cried.
He heard and felt her repositioning herself. Even without seeing her, he knew that her back must be flat against the rock wall in which his left foot was encased.
“Calm down,” she said, still breathing hard. “And please stop fighting the mountain.” 
They were crammed together so close that their bodies were intertwined and her heartbeat echoed in his head. As her pulse slowed, his did as well.
“I need your help,” he said.
“I agree, but I need a minute to rest first…thanks to you. Maybe my father was right to bring you here after all.”
“What did I do?”
Even as he heard his own words, he knew. In his panic to escape, he had once again summoned his magic and without thought, he had reached out to siphon the nearest energy source. This time, the unprepared Cara had suffered for his actions instead of Mona.
“Cara, I’m sorry…”
“I came here to help you, and instead I just lost a couple year’s worth of life…so that you could attack some innocent rocks, which, by the way, still seem to have the upper hand. If you panic like that when you meet Eudroch, you’ll be dead in a second.”
“What if this is a trap he set for me? He could be on his way.”
Cara laughed wearily.
“This isn’t a trap. It’s a bunch of rocks. You merged with them, Merrick, not the other way around. Let me introduce you to your captors. Humans call this stone Nepheline Syenite, but its creation name is this…”
Her voice rose like a low rumble overlaid with the sounds of cracking stones. It reminded Merrick of the type of noise he had just made using his own magic, but her sounds made him recall dusty earthen smells instead of burning fire. As her sound permeated his bones, the stone around him stirred and then stopped as she was once again silent.
“I’ll tell you the name one more time. Close your eyes and your ears and pay attention with your body. Don’t try to repeat what you hear. Try to recreate what you feel from the vibrations of my voice. You have the same extra vocal folds that I do, and your ears can hear more subtleties in the dragon tongues than mine are capable of. You are a full-blooded Drayoom, and your education starts now.”
Cara’s voice resounded as the stone throbbed around him again. He closed his eyes and parted his lips as she held the chord of the stone’s name. At first, the sounds from Cara seemed like cacophony. Slowly, he began to distinguish subtleties that he had missed before. The noise revealed itself to be a set of patterns pressing into his body and mind, making an imprint on him that was as unique as a fingerprint but as familiar as his own hand.
He heard himself emitting a low rumble, matching the pitch from Cara’s throat exactly.
Cara stopped suddenly, leaving his voice resonating alone in the air.
“Keep making that tone,” she said. “You’re using two of your vocal cords now. The next part is going to hurt since the back of your head is still stuck in the rock, but you need to stick your jaw forward and let the sound come from your throat instead of your mouth.”
She said the name again, and a series of booming sounds erupted from Merrick’s throat and intertwined with each other. The resultant chord was so powerful that it made him shake. His sounds flowed and ebbed in perfect timing with the changes in Cara’s voice as the rock in which he was ensnared turned to the consistency of thick paste.
“Slowly pull yourself free,” she said, “but keep saying its name until you are completely separated from the stone.”
His leg came free and then his head and his arm. He was finally able to see Cara sitting across from him. She was covered in mud and soaked but still as stunning as ever. He stretched his limbs and rubbed his neck, careful not to touch the surrounding walls.
“Thank you,” he said, both to Cara and to the boulders. “Don’t be mad at me.”
“I’m not mad—just embarrassed that you were able to take my magic so easily. Either I should be better than that or you shouldn’t be so powerful. Either way, don’t do that again to anyone.”
“I won’t.”
“You already promised that to my father. I’m sure you meant it then as you do now, but you have to learn how to control your power, and you have to think before you use it. It’s too dangerous the other way, especially when you keep using Fire Magic.” 
“Your father told me that my family was here—that they’d teach me how to control my power, but how’s the Earth Clan going to help me control my Fire Magic?”
“Fire’s power is rooted in spurts of potent and unthinking passion and emotion. The earth’s power is that of patience and slowly evolving life. To learn about one is to have control over the other. The Earth Clan can teach you to develop the Earth Magic in you, which will help you gain control over your entire self. But first, we have to find them. Until you’re inside the mountain, you’re still exposed.”
Merrick and Cara turned as one as they sensed the heavy thuds of footsteps outside. Looking up, Merrick saw three dark shapes emerge from the mist, each wearing a long, hooded robe the color of dark grass. Cara silenced Merrick with a soft touch to his chest before he could say anything.
“Come with me, and don’t say anything” she said as she squeezed her way out into the rain.
He followed and stood next to her in the deluge, waiting motionless as the three hooded strangers came closer. The shadowed face of one of the men became clearer, and Cara’s stance seemed to soften. 
“Looks like we won’t have to find the Earth Clan after all,” she whispered. “They’ve just found us.”
#
Heinin placed his hands on his knees and bent at the waist, trying to catch his breath. From the top of the grassy hill, it appeared that his family’s two-bedroom cottage with its thatched roof was still standing, but he couldn’t see his parents anywhere. Itsy barked behind him, patiently herding the animals home.
The door to his home suddenly flew open and his mother walked out and waved to him. He smiled and ran down the hill.
“Mum, are you and Dad all right?”
“Of course,” she said. “We were starting to wonder the same about you and the animals. Almost time for lunch, you know. Better go collect your father out back.”
He hugged his mother and sprinted to the field behind their house. His father was plodding along behind their ox as it pulled a wooden cart filled with straw. Heinin walked up alongside his father, careful not to disturb the straw his father was laying with his pitchfork.
“Dad, did you feel it? Me and Itsy were over in the valley and everything started shaking and the grass was making waves like the sea and one of the yearlings got her leg stuck in a hole in the ground…”
His father pulled back on the ox’s reins and made a loud clicking noise to get the animal to stop pulling. Heinin knew enough to stop talking while his father put down the reins and wiped the sweat from his hands onto his overalls. He turned toward Heinin.
“Slow down and say what happened, and tell if the herd is alright, but we felt no earthquake here, son.” 
Heinin forced himself to describe every detail, ending with his mercy killing of the yearling.
“She wouldn’t stop bleating,” he said, “and her leg was broken. I tried to do what you would have done. I had to kill her, didn’t I?”
“If her leg was broken and it was spooking the herd, it was the best thing to do. Where’s she now, then?”
“Over in the valley, on the other side of Glen Coe. I’ll get her as soon as I put the rest of them away. I ran here as fast as I could to see if you and mum were alright.”
His father looked up at the overcast but glaring sky and shielded his eyes with a thick, callused hand. He looked back at Heinin.
“The goats and Missy were acting a bit funny early on,” his father said, patting the thick neck of the ox. “Maybe it was only a warning quake you felt. Best get the herd in the pen just in case there’s another one coming. Leave the yearling where she is for now, until I say it’s safe for you to go back out there. The meat won’t spoil too quick with it being so cold tonight and the rain will keep the hide from drying out.”
Heinin nodded and went off to find Itsy and the herd already on their way home. He knew his father was trying to protect him, but without having to worry about the herd, he could handle another quake on his own with no problem. He owed it to the yearling to retrieve its body and not leave it sitting in the open overnight. Besides, he would be safer down in the valley than he would be sitting at the supper table.
After securing the herd in their pen, he grabbed a walking stick and ran off back to the valley. Itsy ran in circles around him, yelping and wagging her tail.
When he arrived, he didn’t have to search for long to find the dead yearling. He stood over top of it and looked into its glassy, lifeless eyes.
He pushed back his rising nausea and turned away from the carcass. He looked around, and listened for any unusual sounds that might signal another earthquake. He heard nothing except the wind and the rain but thought he saw a woman walking along the opposite end of the valley.
Sometimes a stray tourist or two would find his or her way this deep into the Highlands, either dead lost or searching for a mystical place that didn’t exist. This woman was looking for something or someone. He almost called out to make sure she wasn’t injured from the quake and needing any help, but she was moving pretty fast and he thought it best to leave her be.
He picked up the stiffening reindeer carcass and hoisted it over his shoulder. He turned to look at the woman again just as the sky erupted with thunder and lightning, but she was gone.
Maybe she got hit by the lightning. He was about to put down the yearling and go looking for the stranger, when a group of people seemed to appear from the mist, walking toward a group of boulders close to where he had last seen her.
 



CHAPTER 13
 
A GUST OF AIR swept across Eudroch’s cheek as he and his brother’s woman, Mona, stood in front of the Rune Corp building. Not since the beginning of time, when Abred had sprung forth from the Manred, had a Drayoom held power such as Eudroch soon would. Araki of the Wind was watching—as were all of the dragons, because tonight heralded the beginning of the age of fire. It was finally Eudroch’s time to begin playing the part that Sigela had planned for him, and it was time for Ohman to die.
The Rune Corp logo five floors above them cast a crimson glow over the sidewalk beneath their feet. The red neon reflected off of Mona’s skin, reminding Eudroch of the volcanic glow from his home and making him long to be with his tribe.
“I’ve heard of this place,” she said. “Privately owned, research and development think-tank for artificial intelligence and knowledge management software—supposedly pretty cutting edge stuff for the government.”
He ignored her comments. Humans always talked incessantly right before something meaningful was about to happen. 
He placed his open hand inches from the building’s glass walls, trying to detect some clear sign of Ohman’s life pattern. His magic ached to be released, to tear down the magical camouflage that cloaked the building and to reveal it for what it was, but he forced himself to hold back until he could be face-to-face with the traitor. It would do him no good to show his hand too early. Ohman was no average prey, and the old man’s fortress was almost certainly protected with more insidious defenses than were first apparent. 
He looked up at the two-story, mirrored windows that presented the outward face of Rune Corp’s lobby to the public. Each giant pane was rimmed with bands of copper that were etched with intricate Celtic runes. These were meant to impress the humans, but they posed no actual threat. 
The magic of the dragons—their power—was contained in their spoken tongues. Their words, if one could even call them that, could not be contained in simple written symbols and read like print from a common newspaper, and they definitely could not be made into window frames. 
Only the sounds of the dragons mattered. 
Sound made the world in the beginning, and only through speaking the ancient words of the dragons could their power be invoked.
Eudroch pressed his palm against the glass, readying himself for one of Ohman’s magical defenses. He intoned a low hum that reverberated like thunder against the mirrored window in front of him. To his surprise, his hand passed easily through to the other side. He wiggled his fingers and pulled them back out of the thick glass, unharmed.
It could not be this easy. There would be traps still, even though he was certain that he could handle them. He grabbed Mona and shoved her into the glass door. He grinned as she closed her eyes and grimaced, expecting slicing pains from glass shards that never came. 
She landed inside the security vestibule unharmed, but she was still separated from the inside lobby by another set of glass doors. She turned, quivering, and stared out at him through the unbroken glass door through which she had just passed. He waited a few moments to make sure that her presence had not activated any defense wards, then he melted into the glass himself and emerged next to her in the sealed security chamber. He reached his hand out to the next layer of solid glass, ready to test for security wards again and then to push his guest through the second glass door and into the open lobby beyond.
As his hand entered the glass, a recorded voice boomed inside the chamber, warning in English and then in several other languages that they should not proceed or run away—that they were trespassing and that security personnel had been dispatched. 
Eudroch pulled his hand back from the glass. The recording had not been activated by magic, but by technology. This precaution was meant for corporate thieves breaking into the building at night, not for a Drayoom who couldn’t care less about an entire brigade of human security guards. The recording itself was nothing more than annoying, as it repeated its warning on a continuous loop. 
“We’d better get out of here,” Mona said, her hand already reaching for the handle to the outer door.
He grabbed her wrist, then looked around the chamber and cocked his head. There was something hidden behind the announcer’s voice—a series of overlapping sounds so far below the range of human hearing that even he could barely detect them. His heart turned cold as he finally recognized the hated voice of the traitor. It was Ohman, and he was speaking in the Earth Dragon’s tongue, invoking the creation name of Iery Duncan, a name that Eudroch had thankfully learned of during his studies. 
Iery Duncan had lived long ago and had betrayed the Earth Clan for the promise of power from a human king. For his part, Iery had agreed to lead the human king’s army to the Earth Clan’s home inside Terrada’s mountain. As he and the legion of intruders stood outside the mountain, the soil under Iery’s feet vibrated violently. Each of the millions of dirt particles spoke his creation name in unison, and together they pulled him down, until he became part of the mountain itself. Within seconds, he was nothing more than a hill overgrown with grass and littered with chalk-colored boulders. Witnessing this, the human king and his army fled in horror.
As had happened to Iery, Eudroch was being pulled into the surface beneath him. He screamed in pain as the flesh of his legs turned to granite and became rooted extensions of the security compartment’s floor. He quickly turned his head to see Mona backing up against the glass wall, looking on in terror. Somehow, Ohman had set the spell to only affect other Drayoom. 
Trying to clear his head, he spat out Sigela’s words in an attempt to make him as light as the wisps of smoke from an open flame. His body dissolved and floated above the floor, free from the spell’s hold. Forcing his right hand to revert to human flesh and bone, he grabbed Mona by her collar and pushed her through the pane of glass, his smoke-like body following in tow. In an instant, they were both safe and alone in the blissful silence of the Rune Corp lobby.
The lobby entranceway was as grandiose and pompous as Eudroch had imagined—dark granite floors polished into black mirrors reflected the abundance of lush plant life that filled the building. The entire place smelled of dirt, soil, and the land. In the center of it all stood the largest yew tree he had ever seen. It towered and twisted up through the middle of the building, like a gnarled wooden post supporting the glass atrium ceiling far above. The desired effect was that of recreating an outdoor rain forest, ostensibly to provide the company’s workers with a peaceful work environment. But Eudroch knew that Ohman had not gone through the effort of integrating nature into his building for beauty’s sake alone. He was surrounded by Ohman’s agents of the earth, each ready to give of its own magic whenever the old man beckoned. Ohman had essentially built himself a local array of Earth energy from which he could readily draw when and if the occasion arose.
Hastening footsteps echoed off the granite floor as two human guards appeared around a corner, running toward Eudroch and Mona at full tilt. They pointed their guns and yelled for the two of them to get down on the floor. 
With barely a movement of his hand, Eudroch whispered a summons, and the air around the men ignited with the scent of burning flesh and hair. The two guards crumbled to the floor, their charred mouths frozen black in half-formed screams that would never be heard.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” Mona said.
The girl would have to be stronger than this if she were to prove useful to him later. He led her to the elevator on the other side of the lobby, hit the call button, and looked around. More guards would be on their way, but they were nothing. The real battle would come soon, with Ohman himself.
The elevator chimed as its doors opened, and they stepped inside. They shot up five floors, and within seconds the double doors slid open once again.
Eudroch pulled her along as he exited the elevator. They were at the same level as the top branches of the yew tree now. From the way its needle-like leaves were rustling as if a storm wind was blowing inside the building, he knew the ancient tree did not approve of his presence. He also knew that there was nothing the tree could do to stop him. He could feel Ohman’s power behind the oaken double doors at the end of the hall. The battle that Eudroch had dreamed of for so long was finally at hand.
He walked purposefully down the hall, tugging his brother’s woman along with him until he reached the oak doors. He reached out to turn the door handle, but it opened of its own accord, and they entered. Ohman sat behind a heavy walnut desk, his combed-back gray hair hanging to his shoulders. Behind him, a huge circular window was framed in the shape of a strange symbol that Eudroch had never seen before, but which cast an intricate moon shadow on the floor.
Eudroch stepped into the center of the office, struggling to contain his excitement.
“It’s been a very long time, traitor. My mother sends her greeting.”
Ohman raised his hand. The dragon words popped from his mouth like the sounds of creaking wood and rolling boulders. Eudroch felt the power of a mountain forming above his head, threatening to press him out of existence even though there was nothing there to be seen by the naked eye. On instinct, he summoned a shield of fire above his head and conjured a ball of molten lava in his right hand that he hurled at his enemy. 
Ohman dismissed the projectile with but a single crackling tone from his lips. Fiery flotsam sprayed the office as he spread his arms wide and spoke again, shouting more of Terrada’s ancient words. 
Eudroch turned just as a wooden wall behind him exploded. Weaving phrases constructed of both Earth and Fire words, he halted the splinters from the explosion in mid-air and watched them fall to the ground like frail dark gray strands of confetti. 
Ohman knelt down and put his mouth close to his desk as if whispering to it. The heavy piece of furniture suddenly flew across the room toward Eudroch. Inches from his face, Eudroch caused the desk to disintegrate, its ashes floating to the floor, covering the lacquered wooden planks. 
Eudroch ignited the atmosphere surrounding Ohman, but the old man rose into the air above the flames and clung to one of the ceiling beams as the fire raged below him. 
“You are mad to seek safety so far from the ground,” Eudroch growled. “Unlike you, who have only Terrada to ask for help, I’ve spent my entire life mastering the powers of all the dragons.”
Ohman grinned as he rose farther and melted into the shadows of the wooden ceiling beams. 
Eudroch sniffed the air trying to detect the scent of his enemy.
“You can’t hide from one who commands the power of light.”
With a wave of his hand, a brilliant whiteness filled the room, dispersing all shadows and bringing each grain of wood and bump of material into extreme relief. Even so, Eudroch still couldn’t see Ohman. It looked like the old man had run away, but Eudroch knew better.
As he stepped forward, a wooden hand materialized from the floor and grabbed his ankle. As he fell, the polished oak floor arched upwards like a carved wave and encased him in a tomb of solid wood. 
Eudroch had told the truth when he said he had mastered the powers of the four dragons, but he was no match for Ohman while trapped inside a suffocating mound of wood. He could hear muffled voices outside but could not tell what they were saying. As he tried to calm his breathing, the wood slowly began to constrict, seeping into the spaces around his body like thick sap. Within seconds, he could barely expand his chest enough to take a full breath. 
He had to escape. He had not yet fulfilled his destiny.
With the air inside his encasement quickly diminishing, he summoned the power of Araki, the Wind Dragon. He heard the howl of wind outside his prison, but even the power of Araki couldn’t breach his cell. He couldn’t bust his way out, but he could control the air in Ohman’s office. 
The muffled voices outside his wooden cell suddenly rose in pitch and urgency. Even though he couldn’t see what was happening, he knew that Ohman and Mona were both on their knees, their bodies trying to comprehend why there was suddenly no air left for them to breath. Eudroch’s wooden entrapment now held the only air, however minimal, in the entire office. Mona would already be close to unconsciousness, unable to think clearly, but Ohman would see things for what they were—a waiting game to the death—one that he could not possibly win.
Seconds passed. The wood around Eudroch began to swell, and then finally it burst open. In turn, Eudroch allowed fresh air to fill the room as Mona and Ohman struggled to fill their lungs and to clear their heads. When Eudroch’s vision cleared, he could see blood from Ohman’s left ear trickling down his cheek and Mona still wobbling on one knee, although apparently unharmed.
Eudroch stood up and walked over to Ohman, as he struggled to contain his hatred.
“You left me to die when I was no larger than your skull, and it is time for you to give me my due.”
Ohman looked up wearily.
“I know what you desire, but I cannot give you what I do not possess. I do not know your brother’s true name.”
Eudroch laughed softly. 
“You misunderstand me, old man. I’ll have my brother’s creation name soon enough. It’s yours that I demand now. We can talk about where you’ve hidden my brother later.”
Eudroch snapped his fingers, and Ohman began to shake and tremble. The right upper half of his body began to erupt into tiny boils that oozed raw lava.
“Give me your name, deceiver. You owe me that much. You have my word that you and your name will be remembered. I may even teach your name to Merrick eventually, if he lives long enough to see the return of my beloved Sigela.”
Eudroch stooped down on one knee and brushed away Ohman’s stringy hair to expose his tired face.
“Your majesty,” Eudroch hissed. “We’ve had our differences, but your own law says that you must pass on your name before you pass—and believe me, you are about to pass. You were once a Keeper before you were Ard Righ, and you know better than most the cost of losing even a single name to the ages. Better for you to tell me now than for your piece of the dragons’ puzzle to be lost for all time. You were once a great man before you fell. Be a great man again before you die.”
Ohman looked into Eudroch’s eyes and parted his lips, like he was trying to say something. He closed his mouth and shook his head feebly from left to right. Eudroch knew that the fire eating his enemy from the inside out was excruciating and would soon claim his life, but Ohman looked like he was dying of old age, his hair growing thinner, his face collapsing. Something other than Eudroch’s power was sapping Ohman’s magic, but he could not figure out what it was.
“I will tell you nothing,” Ohman finally said.
Eudroch wrapped his hand around Ohman’s throat and squeezed. Ohman’s face turned red, and his eyes bulged. He made weak attempts at removing Eudroch’s hand, but to no avail.
“Tell me!” Eudroch said. “You know what will become of you if you don’t. There’s no one else here to receive your legacy except me. By your own law, you must tell me.”
Eudroch shouted a short, single sound at Ohman that sounded like a crack of lightning.
Ohman’s body convulsed even harder, his lips moving, forming soundless words while his head shook uncontrollably.
“Tell me,” Eudroch whispered.
Ohman nodded weakly. Eudroch released his throat and murmured more words from Sigela’s tongue to ease the tremors in the old man’s body. 
Eudroch lowered his head, his left ear almost touching Ohman’s lips. The old man whispered so softly that Eudroch had to strain to hear him. As gently as a petal falling to the ground, Ohman spoke a creation name to Eudroch. 
Eudroch backed away quickly when he heard the name—his eyes wide and his nostrils flared. Ohman laughed even as Eudroch kicked him in the stomach. 
Ohman paused in his laughter long enough to spit out a stream of blood. Eudroch pounded his fist into the office wall, shattering it with the blow. He shook his fist and hissed, his words from Sigela spitting like searing heat as Ohman burst into blue flames.
Through the azure flickers that now consumed the traitor’s body, Eudroch thought that he saw a smile.
As suddenly as the killing flames had emerged, they disappeared and were replaced with a thick cloud of ashes rising up in a lazy spiral to the ceiling. 
It was all that was left of the mighty Ohman.
“You killed him,” Mona whispered as she backed away from Eudroch.
“He killed himself. He only had to teach me a single word,” he shouted. “One word, and he’d still be here.”
Eudroch took Mona by the arm and led her into the hallway.
“With him gone, his army of humans will be in disarray, but they may still come for revenge. We have to go before they arrive,” he said.
Of course, Ohman didn’t have an actual army—just a gaggle of human drones—but there would at least be more security guards on their way soon, and the less he had to deal with them the better. 
As Eudroch and Mona hurried back to the elevators, he stopped in front of the upper branches of the yew tree. The tall tree appeared clenched and dry and withered, as if mourning Ohman’s demise. Eudroch spat onto its bark, then continued to the elevators. 
Mona followed hesitantly.
Within seconds, the elevator door opened with a chime. They stepped inside, and the door closed behind them.
“How was his name important enough to kill him for it?”
Eudroch stared at the floor. 
“A Drayoom’s name is his power. Each of us has a creation name, which is a piece of the language that created this world. Who we are at our core represents a single word or phrase within the languages of the dragons. Because Ohman was once king, he was never forced to tell the Keepers his name. To know someone’s name is to have power over them, and it would not have stood for his subjects to have control over their precious Ard Righ. But because even the Ard Righ’s name is important to rebuilding the dragon tongue, Ohman decreed that he and all subsequent kings would have to pass on their names before they died. By his own law, before he passed, he should have told me his name—a piece of the Earth Dragon’s language that will now be lost forever.”
“What did he tell you before he died?” 
Eudroch paused.
“The fool whispered my own creation name to me.”
The elevator door opened, and they walked briskly into the lobby.
“Why didn’t he use your name against you then, instead of letting you kill him?”
Eudroch stopped and turned to her.
“That…is an excellent question.”
He stared past her, thinking. 
“He should have given me his name…unless he had already shared it with someone else, someone he trusted with his life.”
He started walking purposefully toward the exit doors again Mona remained standing where she was. 
“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on. Those things you both did back there when you were fighting—can Merrick do that too?”
Eudroch turned around and walked back to her. They had already wasted too much time here and had to continue their search before Merrick’s trail turned cold.
“I know you can force me to go with you,” she said. “I believe that much already. But tell me the truth, and I’ll help you find Merrick willingly. If you lie to me, you might as well just kill me now. I’m sure you’d hardly break a sweat.”
“You have my word that I’ll tell you everything as soon as we leave this building,” he said. You heard the security warning when we came in. It’s not safe for us to be here much longer.”
Not wanting to waste any more time, he pulled her by the wrist, but she grabbed him as well and put all of her weight into resisting him. She was no match for his strength, but as he pulled away from her even harder, she abruptly let go. 
He stumbled backward, momentarily caught off-balance. 
While he regained his composure, she sprinted for one of the exit doors, pushing at the door handle, even though it didn’t move. 
He heard her curse out loud.
He came up behind her, but the bothersome woman slid down into a sitting position on the floor, folding her legs beneath her and crossing her arms over her chest.
Her passive action surprised him. Her human fragility had served a purpose once in helping him defeat Ohman, and it might prove of additional value again, but she was becoming more annoying with each passing minute.
Mona looked up at him, determined.
“Come clean now, or we’re going to go through this every time you want to go somewhere. Your choice.”
“I’ll say this one last time. Come outside with me, away from this cursed place, and I promise I’ll tell you everything. I swear this in front of Sigela. If we stay here much longer, the police will arrive, and then there will be even more dead bodies, except this time they will be on your conscience because of your stubbornness.”
He held out his hand to help her up. She reluctantly took it this time.
Still holding onto her, Eudroch placed his other hand on the door. Together, they walked through the glass and into the security chamber where they paused. Eudroch made sure that they listened to at least one full loop of the pre-recorded security message before he pulled her through the outside glass wall and into the late night air.
He released her and watched her confused face, as she seemed to search for some forgotten thought. Finally she looked at him directly.
“Are we still going inside?” 
“We already did. You can’t remember anything because Ohman’s security wards have instilled a form of short-term amnesia in you. He and I battled, but the traitor escaped. Now, Merrick is in even greater danger than I suspected every second he’s away from us. You’ll just have to trust me this time. I’ll explain everything once we get out of here, but we have to leave right now.”
Ohman’s exit spell had worked perfectly. Thanks to the old man’s paranoia, Mona was open to his telling of the events. She never had to know that he had killed the great Ohman, right in front of her eyes.
#
The ancient yew tree shivered in its climate-controlled home, cold for the first time in years. Living across the centuries had its disadvantages. Chief among these was watching old friends like Ohman die. Oodrosil’s roots and its branches swelled with sorrow, both for itself and for Cara.
Oodrosil remembered the first time Ohman had sat in its shade, seeking respite from Sigela’s daily passage across the sky. The tree had known at their first meeting that the young Drayoom was special.
All through their first summer together, Ohman rested each day beneath Oodrosil’s limbs. Soon, Ohman began to confide in the tree, telling of his affections for a beautiful girl—the young Nabharia. Ohman was passionately in love, but feared Nabharia did not share his affections.
One blistering summer day, Ohman came over the hill, holding hands with a young woman who could only have been Nabharia. The lovers settled beneath Oodrosil’s body and held each other, leaning against the trunk of the wizened yew. At first, Oodrosil was happy for his friend, but as soon as Nabharia touched his bark, the old tree grew concerned. He did not sense any love for Ohman inside of the woman. He only felt a great passion and ambition for power.
Oodrosil yearned to warn his friend of the woman’s true nature, but the tree had not yet learned to speak with Oodrosil’s kind. After that day, Oodrosil did not see Ohman for many years. The yew tree grew sad, thinking that it never would be with its friend again. 
After many years, Ohman finally did return one day, walking slower than before but stronger in his magic. The Drayoom had grown, having long since remembered his creation name and having come into the apex of his power. To Oodrosil’s surprise and pleasure, Ohman could now understand the tree’s words and could speak his language as well.
Ohman told the tree that he wanted Oodrosil to always be near and that he was the only friend on whom he could truly depend. Oodrosil did not want to move from his home, but once Ohman shared his secret and explained his plans for the future of all Drayoom, Oodrosil agreed to move with him to the human world. 
Since that day, only five or so years ago, the tree and the Drayoom had been inseparable and had talked every day. Now, because of Ohman’s murderer, Oodrosil would no longer have that pleasure.
Though it had been fifty some odd years since first tasting Nabharia’s lust for power, the mighty yew immediately recognized her essence in the spittle from Ohman’s murderer that ran down its bark. The great tree was certain that the Drayoom was of Nabharia’s bloodline. 
If Oodrosil could have, he would have acted immediately, smiting the killer, taking vengeance for its friend. But Oodrosil was of the earth, and like Terrada, the tree was slow and deliberate in its strength. All the tree could do at the moment was to stretch its roots as far as they would reach and send the news of Ohman’s murder to all the creatures of the earth, far and wide.
Oodrosil continued sending its message through the core of the world until its smaller branches withered and fell to the lobby floor from the exertion. When Oodrosil had no more strength, it folded its magic into itself and rested, consoled only slightly that, in the end, Nabharia’s son would pay for taking Ohman’s life.
 



PART THREE
From the Tale of Abred
 
ABRED LONGED FOR ANOTHER of his kind, for he was incomplete and alone among the other forms of life in the world.
As he lay dreaming one night, he saw a vision of one who was like him, and yet different. When he looked upon the creature, he felt empty inside as if he had not eaten for days. When he awoke, he was surrounded by a wall of fire and knew that Sigela was near. 
A torrent of ashes and embers spilled out of the flames and landed near him. As he watched, a form rose up from the ashes and they became like unto the creature of which he had dreamed. He touched its shoulder and felt skin like his own.
Sigela spoke, saying that this was a woman and that her name was Gwynfyd. She was a gift from Sigela and would always serve as a reminder of the love Sigela had for him.
Gwynfyd and Abred embraced and made love under the star-filled night sky and though the flames surrounding him had turned to mere flickers, he smoldered inside like never before.
Afterwards, as they slept holding each other, Abred dreamed of fire again and awoke. Abred and Gwynfyd made love again and again until they were thirsty. He went to fetch water from the nearby stream, silently thanking Sigela as he walked along.
From that day forward, Abred and Gwynfyd discovered joy and contentment together. Their happiness never burned as hot as their initial fire, but it warmed them continuously through each day of their lives. Abred began to think of Gwynfyd like the earth, comforting and strong throughout her seasons and like the water with her own monthly ebbs and flows.
One night while they slept nestled together in a field of tall grain, Sigela made Abred’s insides burn so hot that he awoke from the pain. Gwynfyd tried to calm him, but Abred could only be doused by taking her, this time against her will. When he was spent and his fire cooled, he turned away from Gwynfyd in shame. He hated what he had done and blamed the fire. The following winter was cold for Abred and Gwynfyd in many ways.
 



CHAPTER 14
 
MERRICK AND CARA followed the three silent figures for close to an hour. The men plodded along, pausing only when Merrick and Cara lagged too far behind and needed to catch up. During one of these instances, Cara whispered to Merrick that they would be safe once inside the mountain. The men they were following were Keepers—entrusted with the clan’s collected knowledge of the Earth Dragon’s language. Their silence was not meant as offense, but was the product of training—to be sparing with words—treating them like the vessels of power they were. 
Merrick found it harder to breathe as they climbed higher, eventually reaching the base of the mountain. He wondered what Cara had meant about being safe once inside the mountain. Did the Earth Clan live in catacombs like ants in the dirt? It seemed strange to him that creatures who commanded the elements would subject themselves to living in such hardship.
He scanned the rocky wall for the entrance to some sort of tunnel. He turned to ask Cara how they were supposed to get in, just as their three guides walked through the rock face in front of them, as if it were an illusion. Before he could ask, Cara took hold of him by his elbow, softly spoke a sound like stones rolling down a hill, and pulled him through the cold stone wall to the other side.
Looking back, he expected to see a wall of raw stone, but was shocked to behold a great archway at least fifty feet tall at its keystone, adorned with ornate symbols carved directly into the mountain. The rich detail of the arch rivaled any human-made sculptures he knew of, and the structure was so smooth that it appeared to be made of fluid satin instead of rock. 
Merrick hurried to catch up with Cara and the others as they entered a wide tunnel that was dimly lit by an unknown source. They traversed the uneven pathway that plunged ever downward, switching direction left and right every twenty feet or so. After about fifteen minutes, the path opened into an enormous, brightly lit cave that was larger than any he had ever seen or heard of before. He covered his eyes then blinked them rapidly, trying to adjust to the sudden glare. As his vision adapted, an underground world came into focus. 
They stood on a stone landing halfway up the inside wall of a cavern that went on for miles. It was so large, he couldn’t see its end, and its ceiling was so brightly lit that it was like discovering a second sky inside the earth. 
A stairway had been carved into the stone beneath them, descending to the edge of a thick evergreen forest. From their vantage point, he could see a trail winding through those woods and then spilling out onto a stone-paved road in the distance. 
The road was only one of dozens that appeared to converge like spokes beyond the cave’s artificial horizon. Thousands of dwellings, made mostly of what looked like stone and trees, dotted the cavern floor, more densely grouped together the closer they were to the center of the cavern. 
The terrain itself was more varied than that of the outside Highlands, interspersed with running streams, brightly flowering plants, farmlands, and what looked like fruit-bearing trees. It was as if someone had created a small city within an underground national park. 
As he looked around in wonder and then at Cara, their silent guides pulled back their hoods. Two of the Keepers were strong-jawed men with long, braided reddish brown hair and beards, whereas the third was a female with walnut-colored hair who possessed a raw beauty while still looking as strong and as fierce as her colleagues. All three were fair skinned and seemed to be of Nordic descent.
Without a word, they led Merrick and Cara down the stone steps to the forest below and then along the wooded trail. As they passed beneath the canopy of trees, Merrick wondered at how strange it was and yet how normal it felt to be walking through a forest hidden inside a mountain. 
After making their way through the trail, they arrived at a road paved with irregularly sized stones carved with ornate Celtic-looking symbols. They followed the road, walking past crop fields with workers who paused in their tasks to stare. 
As their group continued on, Merrick saw more and more dwellings that blended in with the natural surroundings, creating a single vision of mixed greens and browns. If it weren’t for the increasing number of people lining either side of the street, he would have thought that they were walking through another forest. 
He breathed deeply as he went along, noticing that the air was cool and clean, fresher than any day he had experienced back in Northern Virginia and warmer than the Highlands outside.
The Keepers ignored the encroaching crowds as did Cara, but Merrick almost tripped a few times as he craned his neck to take in the inhabitants of the strange world. In contrast with the Keepers’ stoicism, the throng of people radiated palpable interest and energy. Most of them were staring at him and some at Cara, but all were whispering among themselves. He sensed excitement, but most of all he sensed fear.
At one point, he saw a young girl with jet-black hair, peeping out from behind a large tree trunk. Although beautiful, she attracted his attention because she held a glass jar with a cork stopper filled with what looked to be dozens of fireflies. He tried to point the girl out to Cara, but she was no longer there by the time Cara turned around to look.
After another hour of brisk walking, the grumbling crowd that followed them had grown to over a hundred. Just as Merrick was beginning to worry that the horde of people might turn violent, their group finally arrived at a large clearing where all the streets seemed to converge. 
People milled around a fleet of carts set up with merchants displaying various products ranging from jewelry to fresh fruit. When Merrick arrived, the din of the marketplace fell to a hush. Their group walked through the now silent masses to a large stone building located at the back of the clearing.
Low entry steps led to a towering set of double doors laden with polished bark. Each door was embossed with half of a gold circle that connected at the center to form a full circle crisscrossed with finger-width lines, much like the window in Ohman’s office. Two large men who were certain to be soldiers or warriors of some kind stood guard. They wore tunics and kilts of heavy cloth, similar to the Scottish Tartan in form, but colored dark like the soil of the earth and devoid of the typical plaids more common to the attire. Each of the guards had a broadsword hanging by his side with a divinium hilt that pulsated in hues of green energy.
The Keepers strode past the guards and opened the large double doors. Cara followed with the same uncaring gait, although the guards stared at her and then at Merrick as he also entered the building.
After following the Keepers down another dimly lit passage with no noticeable light source, they emerged in a grand room crowded with all manner of people—warriors dressed like the guards outside, dignitaries wearing fine silk clothes, and others who reminded Merrick of politicians working the room. The chamber itself glowed with walls of polished gold, and its periphery was overgrown with shimmering green plants that should not have been able to survive without sunlight. 
The greens and the gold played against each other, creating a balance of color and mood that Merrick had never experienced before. He forced himself to remember that he was in the middle of a stone city, somewhere inside a mountain in the Scottish Highlands—and that he was there to hide from his murderous brother and to discover how to control his magic. The reality of his dire situation muted his wonderment as he turned his gaze to the assemblage of people.
The three Keepers that had been their guides took their places at the end of a line of about thirteen men and women all dressed in different colored robes. The talking in the room dwindled until it was quiet except for the padding of Merrick and Cara’s feet on the stone floor.
They stopped when they reached the middle of the room. The people, all of whom had been unabashedly staring at him, turned their backs to him and looked toward the far end of the chamber. A thick, gnarled tree stood where Merrick would have sworn there had not been one just moments before. Its roots were interlaced with the floor, and its trunk continued up through the ceiling. A two-seated throne made of roughly hewn gold was set deep into the base of the old tree. An elderly, but graceful woman sat at one end of the throne. Her skin was the same parchment color as the inside of the tree, making her look like an aging version of a fairy elf.
The crowd cleared a space for Merrick and Cara to approach the woman in the tree. As they neared, four guards positioned themselves in front of them. Each carried thick, wizened branches that were more similar to logs than to sticks. 
Suddenly, the old woman disappeared from view, and in the next instant she rose from out of the floor in front of Cara. She fixed Cara with a look of superiority. Cara lowered her head in an uncharacteristic show of submission.
He didn’t know who the elderly woman was, but he guessed that she was their Queen. He lowered his eyes as well. If people in the clan were already afraid of him, he didn’t want to fuel their fear by seeming confrontational to their leader. He glanced up a few times to see if the Queen was looking at him, but she remained motionless in front of Cara.
“Why have you brought this to our home?” the Queen finally said.
“He has only just realized his power a few days ago,” Cara said, her head still down. “He knows nothing of his strength or his family. Eudroch is searching for him, and my father saw fit to send him to you, my Queen, for protection.”
The old woman’s face soured at the mention of Ohman.
“I am not your Queen, and do not mention your father in this court again. The fact that he is the one who sent you would normally guarantee that the two of you left without your heads. The fact that this is why he sends you is intolerable. Without his craft, that thing is like a beacon that anyone could follow. You have brought my clan a gift of death.”
Merrick stepped forward, his head still bowed, but his eyes turned upward toward her. She turned toward him, and he lowered himself on one knee, bowing his head as deeply as he could. 
“I only want a chance to learn and to help the clan as best as I can while I’m here.”
Cara turned and looked down at him in disbelief.
The Queen’s face betrayed a mix of amusement and contempt as she stared at him with dark eyes.
“You are a worse liar than Mayon, who was incapable of ever telling a mistruth. I know why you were sent—not to help our family, but for protection and for time—time to remember your creation name and time to build your power—all at the cost of what we have spent centuries to create.”
“I will help the clan, if given the chance…”
The Queen motioned for him to rise, and he did.
“That may be your intention, but it does not change the fact that your presence places my people in danger. As is our way, I will consult with the Earth Council about your request…although I feel I am already decided in this matter.”
The Queen turned away from him and raised her voice, speaking to everyone in the great room.
“This issue will be given the same attention and scrutiny as are all the decisions concerning the clan. This young man has our welcome until that decision has been reached.”
The Queen scanned the faces of the people in the room. Finally, her eyes rested on a skinny, dark-haired boy in his early teens. The youth stood in front of a muscled, black-haired man wearing a guard’s uniform, with a large divinium club hanging from his leather belt.
“Balach, son of Fenton” the Queen said to the boy. “Take him to your home. Give him food to eat and a place to rest. The daughter of the betrayer will remain here to discuss these matters further.”
The Queen turned away but then looked back, addressing the man standing behind Balach. 
“I trust your family will watch over him while the Earth Council reaches its decision and that you will keep him out of trouble. One misstep and he must leave. Am I clear, Fenton?”
Merrick noticed that Cara’s face lit up when she looked up at the man standing behind the boy. The man’s face remained stolid, with no glimmer of recognition.
“I shall gladly take that task, my Queen, and keep the lad at my home for the time being.”
Fenton put his hand on Balach’s shoulder. 
“Do as the Queen has asked and take him to our home. Tell your mother I’ll be home after the council gathering. Get going and tell her to expect two guests for tonight and maybe longer.” 
Balach’s eyes were wide with excitement, as he walked over to Merrick. 
“Follow me,” he said.
Merrick looked to Cara for guidance. She nodded and turned to follow a dozen or so members of the crowd through an arched door in the back of the room. Fenton addressed two of the guards, pointing at Balach and Merrick, before he left the room.
Outside, a crowd was waiting. Their anxious faces showed confusion when they saw Merrick and Balach emerge from the building. Merrick walked with the young Balach across the clearing, while the two guards Fenton had been speaking with followed them. Merrick guessed that they had been ordered to make sure no harm came to young Balach and maybe even to protect Merrick himself. He was not yet a guest of the clan, but he wasn’t quite a prisoner yet either. Despite the Queen’s confidence that he would not be allowed to stay, as he looked around, he hoped that he would be given that chance. For some reason, he felt safe here.
He followed Balach out of the clearing and down a street that soon turned into a finely constructed stone road, winding its way through a less crowded section of the city. Homes were spaced farther apart than those he had seen on the way in, and he felt like he was strolling through a peaceful neighborhood. As they continued along, he looked over his shoulder and saw only the two guards. 
As they continued on, Balach pointed out the royal quarters built into the wall of the mountain. The entire structure was carved with the same precision as the stone gate that he had seen earlier. As he looked at the stony façade of the royal house, he could only imagine its true immensity and how far back its tunneled passageways and rooms must continue.
Balach raised his chin proudly.
“My family lives in the royal section of the city, because my father is Captain of the Queen’s elite Fianna guard.”
Merrick nodded but remained silent. After a few moments, Balach looked up at him again and slowed his pace to a stroll.
“You live outside of the mountain. What’s that like?” 
“I’m not really sure yet,” he said. “From what I’ve seen, it’s pretty different—maybe more complex.”
“Complex, how?”
“It feels…simpler down here. Not as fast paced or hectic. Hard to tell yet, like I said, but I bet our traffic jams would drive you crazy.”
“Traffic jams?”
“They happen when lots of people try to get to the same place at the same time and there’s not enough room for everyone’s car to fit, so everything gets jammed up.”
“Oh.”
Merrick could tell that the boy wanted to ask more questions—probably about cars, but he remained silent as they moved along.
They turned a sharp corner in the road, and Merrick saw the same black haired girl holding the jar full of fireflies that he had seen on the road into the city. She was looking at them from behind a tree in the distance. 
Merrick nudged Balach.
“Do you know who that is?”
Balach looked up just as the girl ducked out of sight.
“I don’t think so,” he said, unconvincingly.
Merrick shrugged and changed the topic.
“If that woman back there is your queen, then where’s your king?”
Balach stopped walking and turned to Merrick, his head cocked slightly as he looked up.
“Wasn’t it your father who sent you here?”
“My father’s dead. Ohman sent me.”
Balach looked at his feet and then back up at Merrick. 
“Ohman was our king, the Ard Righ, before he was banished for breeding with one of the fire women.”
They walked another couple of steps.
“He’s also your father,” he said without missing a step.
#
When Merrick had first spotted Firefly hiding behind the tree, Balach had almost slipped up and blurted out her name. He loved her so deeply, that it was hard not to shout her name to the tops of the trees. He felt hungry and empty every second he was away from her, but he wished she would be more careful showing herself in public. 
His love for her was the reason he had been able to remember his creation name so early in life. He swallowed hard, wondering if he had done the right thing by telling his father that he was ready for his naming ceremony at such a young age. He had been so sure last week, after meeting with Firefly in one of the city’s public forests, when they had proclaimed their love for each other. Now, as he watched her disappear behind the tree, he wondered if his feelings for her were true or if they were merely passion, masquerading as love.
Either way, his father had already told the Keepers that he was ready. His father’s pride had been obvious. Balach would have to trust that his memory of Terrada whispering his creation name in his ear was a true one. He would also have to believe the same about his love for Firefly. 
If he doubted either of those two things and backed out now, his father would be embarrassed, and the Keepers would mark Balach as a liar or a fool or both. 
He recalled the stories he had heard about those who had tried to claim false names to elevate their status in the clan. It was said that the Master Keeper and his followers possessed magic beyond anything taught in school. They could invoke the power of ancient names, from the beginning of time all the way up to the names of the council members of today. They knew every creation name that had ever been remembered by the followers of Terrada, since even before there was a separate Earth Clan. Only the Queen’s name and Ohman’s name remained hidden from them. 
Balach’s fears vanished as he dreamed about having his creation name added to the clan’s lexicon. After making that ultimate contribution, he would be treated as a full member of the Earth Clan, and he would be given the rights that came with that status—including the right to take a wife. 
He was sure that his parents would like Firefly, if they ever gave her a chance, but he wasn’t certain that would ever happen. They might be willing to accept how he had fallen in love at such a young age, but he was not sure that they would understand how their son had fallen in love with a girl from the Fire Tribe.
 



CHAPTER 15
 
THE COUNCIL MEMBERS stood at regular intervals around an oval table that took up most of the inner chamber. Two guards escorted the Queen to a wide high-backed wooden throne at the head of the oval. Cara stood at the opposite end of the oval, farther away from the Queen than any of the council members. She knew that a person’s importance or stature in the clan dictated how close they sat to the Queen. Fenton stood only two places down from the throne, his brows furrowed and his lips pursed as he stood at attention. When the Queen finally sat, the council members followed her lead, leaving only Cara with no chair. 
The Queen motioned for her to sit. Before she could ask, the floor beneath her rose to form a stone seat. She reminded herself to be ready for anything—that she was in the home of the Earth Clan where Terrada’s children lived as one with their dragon. 
She eased into the chair and sat down.
The silence reminded her of one of her own meetings at Rune Corp, although this time it was not she who was running the show. The Queen was in complete charge, and Cara was barely a tolerated guest.
“Now that we are out of the public eye,” the Queen said, “I assume Ohman is in some kind of trouble.”
Cara laughed, despite her nervousness.
“He’s managed to not get caught doing anything that the humans would disapprove of. We try to blend in with them as much as possible.”
“He has taught you of our ways?”
“I’ve been educated in the culture of our…of the clan, and I’ve learned some of Terrada’s tongue.”
The council grumbled at her last statement. The Queen silenced them with a wave of her hand.
“I can only hope you have learned temperament as well—a trait your father has never possessed.”
The Queen adjusted one of the ornate rings on her fingers before peering directly at Cara. 
“I have always wondered whether or not Terrada gives creation names to half-bloods.”
She felt her face turning red and hoped that she had misheard the Queen’s words. Cara remembered the way she often looked down on Rune Corp’s human employees, and she realized now how they must feel. 
“I have offended you. I ask whether you have been named only because you are not pure Drayoom. Unlike your half brother, Merrick, your mother was obviously a human.”
Cara stared at the Queen, trying to make sense of what she had just heard. Once again, the room was silent.
The Queen tilted her head and slowly nodded.
“I see,” she said. “Some things do not change. It would appear that your father has not told you of his sins against the Earth Clan and against me. Not only did he commit adultery, but he also broke the most sacred of our laws by breeding with a woman from another Drayoom family. Did he tell you that, child?”
The Queen smoothed her robe and took a deep breath before continuing.
“I am certain that he did not—just as he did not tell you that his union with that woman resulted in the aberrations known as Merrick and Eudroch. Your father, Ohman, is the very reason this world is in jeopardy.”
The Queen’s face softened barely as she saw the effect her story was having on Cara.
“Did you even know your real mother?”
Cara was still trying to process what the Queen had said about Merrick and Eudroch being her half brothers. Her mouth opened on its own without her thinking through what she was about to say.
“My mother died of cancer when I was only twelve, but I have wonderful memories of her.”
Cara furrowed her eyebrows.
“Did you say that Merrick and Eudroch are my brothers?”
“It seems odd to me that your mother died of cancer,” the Queen said, ignoring Cara’s question. “Especially since the great Ohman knows very well the words to stop the growth of abhorrent cells. He was quite the healer before he became my king, you know.”
It was too much for Cara to comprehend. She might be able to believe that her father was also Merrick and Eudroch’s father, but she knew that her father had loved her mother and would never have let her die if he could have stopped it. Putting aside her growing confusion and straining to hold back tears, Cara tried to focus on her mission.
“Are we here to discuss the sins of my father or to decide what to do about Merrick?”
The Queen seemed taken aback by Cara’s abrupt change of topic. She shook her head and closed her eyes, a slight smile crossing her wizened face.
“I have no love for the banished one,” one of the men sitting at the table said, “but the girl is right. We have bigger things to worry about now.” 
He was a short, stocky man with thick copper hair and a full beard. His fine court clothes did little to hide the scars on his arms or his thick hands that told Cara he was, or at least had been, a warrior. 
“Please begin the discussion then Arindor, since you feel so passionately about the topic,” the Queen said.
Arindor cleared his throat, looking slightly embarrassed for speaking out of turn and for now being the center of the Queen’s attention.
His voice came out much softer and controlled when next he spoke.
“Your Majesty, we all know of Ohman’s true nature. And we have always known that we would have to deal with his actions one day. Today is that day. We know that Eudroch was raised by the Fire Tribe after Ohman, his own father, left him to die. We know about the prophecy. But until today, we were never sure whether Eudroch’s brother was still alive. And now Merrick sits in our very own house. Eudroch may be evil, but Merrick is the real danger to our clan and to the rest of the world. Eudroch is not strong enough to fulfill the prophecy without his brother. As much as it pains me, Your Majesty, I see no other choice but for Merrick to die, while such a thing is even possible.” 
A murmur arose from the council. Cara heard grunts of both agreement and disapproval. 
“The boy can’t stay here, but we can’t let him go either,” said another of the council members, this one a shriveled, old man with a bald head covered with black tattoos of intricate knot designs.
A middle-aged man with prematurely white hair wore a silk robe and gold jewelry and spoke up next. Cara figured him for a full-time politician and disliked him immediately.
“I agree with Arindor and Tailesan,” the man said. “Merrick doesn’t belong anywhere on our world, least of all here. We should stop this now and be done with it. No good can come from there being even a remote chance that the brothers join their magic.”
Several of the council members hit the table with their open palms, signaling agreement. 
“Enoch misrepresents my words,” Tailesan said. “I do not agree that we should kill the boy, only that he cannot stay here, nor can he be left to his own devices without guidance. The danger from the prophecy is clear, but the exact path that might save us is not.” 
“For all we know,” Fenton joined in, “Eudroch might be powerful enough once Merrick is dead, to fulfill the prophecy on his own. If he is, Merrick may be our only chance of stopping him.”
“If Eudroch could bring about the prophecy on his own, then why has he not done so already?” Enoch said, leaning forward over the table, looking around at the other members of the Earth Council. “Why are we not already burning in flames, being punished for following Terrada instead of Sigela?”
The table grew silent. Even Fenton was thinking about what Enoch had said. Cara, herself, could see the logic in his words. They made sense, but they didn’t address the entire picture, something her father had taught her to do since childhood.
“If I may speak, Your Majesty,” Cara said.
The Queen nodded reluctantly and Cara stood up. If she were going to win this argument, she was going to do it her way, just like she would if she were back at Rune Corp. She walked slowly around the table so that the council members would have to work to keep their eyes on her.
“Enoch’s words are logical, and it is hard to find fault with them.”
Enoch smiled warily.
“I said it was hard to find fault with them. Not impossible.” 
Cara stopped walking and scanned the faces of the council members, ending on that of the Queen’s.
“What if you kill Merrick and his magic finds its way to Eudroch on its own?”
Heads turned back and forth, each member of the council noting the reactions of the others.
“Can any of you say that it won’t? We all know that magic is neither created nor destroyed, so unless you have a plan to contain Merrick’s magic after his death, you can’t let him die. I understand why you don’t trust me, but I can assure you of Merrick’s good intentions. You will not have to worry about an attack from him. This is your one chance to train him in your ways—teach him how to use and channel his power. Cultivate him like he may be your last hope, because he just might be. Protect him and make sure that his brother doesn’t steal his power. Eudroch isn’t strong enough to attack the city of the Earth Clan on his own, and the Fire Tribe would not risk the start of a war.”
She continued around the table and returned to her chair. She sat down and fought the urge to smile, pleased with her own performance but also anxious like a trickster who has just run out of tricks.
Enoch was speechless, as were the other members of the council. Cara thought she saw an approving glance from Fenton, but other than that, no one showed any emotions. One by one, they nervously looked to the Queen.
The Queen stared at the tabletop, rubbing the tips of her fingers across its surface.
Cara reminded herself to breathe.
Suddenly, the guard at the Queen’s left spoke up.
“Your Majesty, I know it’s not my place, but the girl makes sense. I think…”
Everyone at the table turned to look at the guard who suddenly appeared to be thinking better of what he had just said. The Queen looked at him as if in shock, like she had discovered a wooden post had suddenly gained the power of speech.
The Queen turned to Fenton--his face red and his eyes brimming with anger.
“As the Commander of my Fianna, you will kindly remind your subordinate of his place after we are through here. He only stands in this room as part of my guard, not to think, and certainly not to speak. I will excuse his outburst only this once, but I expect appropriate disciplinary action to be taken.”
Fenton looked at the sweating guard.
“Rest assured, I will take care of the matter, my Queen.”
Cara thought she could hear the guard swallow, but to his credit, he remained perfectly still, staring straight ahead as if nothing had transpired. 
The Queen turned back to the council.
“Even this wretch of a guard can see the truth in her words. I know that she speaks them only to save her brother, but I have changed my mind and believe that keeping Merrick here with us for the time being is best for the clan. So it shall be.”
Most of the council thumped the table in hesitant agreement, Fenton hitting it the hardest. Even Enoch tapped the table as a show of respect for the Queen’s decision. 
Cara let out a breath that she had not been aware she had been holding.
“Fenton will arrange accommodations for you and your brother,” the Queen said. “I suggest that Fenton also be responsible for the boy’s tutelage as long as he is in our care and for yours as well.”
Cara stood up timidly, her head bowed in respect.
“With all respect, my Queen,” she said. “I must return to my father to help him prepare for Eudroch. We believe that he may discover our home in the human world soon. Perhaps we can stop him there.”
The Queen appeared as if she was looking well past Cara, her eyes defocused as if reliving a scene from her memories.
“You may leave and will be allowed entrance here again. As for your father…tell him that I and his clan are better off without him.”
The Queen’s face remained stolid. She stood, and the council members rose from their chairs as one. The Queen exited through a hidden door in the back of the room, while the others broke into quiet chatter as they left.
As Cara made her way over to Fenton to ask where she could find Merrick, the guard who had spoken out of line stepped next to her and bowed his head low.
“Many of us have never believed in your father’s guilt,” he whispered. “He’s a good man and still my king and the clan’s Ard Righ.”
Fenton approached, and the guard snapped to attention.
“Wait for me back at the barracks, Gerald,” Fenton said.
The guard marched out of the room, leaving Cara and Fenton alone.
“I’ll take you to see your brother,” he said, “and then you can be on your way if you like or you’re welcome to stay in our home as you see fit.”
She absently nodded, but she couldn’t get used to everyone suddenly referring to Merrick as her brother. She could accept that her father had once been the Ard Righ, despite her incredulity that he had once been married to the Queen. But Merrick and Eudroch as her brothers was more than she could believe at the moment. The implications were too far-reaching—least of which was the fact that the man with whom she was falling in love was no longer an option for her—at least not in the human world.
#
He was just a guard and should not have spoken out of line as he had. On the other hand, the Queen had decided in Merrick’s favor. The possibility that Gerald had influenced her decision made him swell with pride. It would make Fenton’s punishment well worth it.
Gerald wasn’t the smartest or the mightiest of the Fianna, but he was loyal to the clan, and in his mind that meant he was still loyal to Ohman.
He sauntered back to the barracks, walking through the Earth Clan’s artificial night, remembering the way things used to be. Ohman had known each of his Fianna personally, and he was never above talking directly to any of them. One time, Gerald had been standing watch all night outside the royal chambers, and Ohman, the Ard Righ himself, had brought him tea. 
The Queen would never do such a thing.
But there were plenty of things the Queen would do, like lie about why Ohman had left the clan. In the Queen’s version of the story, Ohman had been out with a group of Fianna on an overnight expedition, or so she had thought. That same night, an assassin from the Fire Tribe was captured by Baldrook, the Captain of the Fianna at the time, and brought before the Queen. Believing she had nothing to fear with the mighty Baldrook present, the Queen questioned the prisoner herself. The would-be assassin boldly told her that he had come seeking vengeance and wanted to kill King Ohman because his wife was pregnant with Ohman’s child.
The way the Queen always told it, she at first had refused to believe such an accusation and had called the man a liar. The assassin broke into a terrible rage, ripped through his ropes, and killed Baldrook with his bare hands.
The Queen had feared for her own life, but the assassin did not harm her. Instead, he conjured a small fire on the floor, sliced his hand open with his knife, and let his blood spill into the flames as he summoned Sigela. Instantaneously, the assassin and the Queen were transported to Annoon, the sacred island of the dragons—where none could go unless invited by one of the dragons.
There, to the Queen’s horror, she found Ohman coupling with the assassin’s wife on the edge of a dark forest. The assassin and Ohman fought, as the Queen and the woman from the Fire Tribe stood eye to eye, unmoving. In the end, Ohman killed the assassin, grabbed his woman’s arm, and they both disappeared into the earth, leaving the Queen alone in the land of the dragons.
She fell to the ground, her tears seeping into the dry earth. Then she heard Terrada’s voice whisper in her ear, summoning her along a path to a clearing in the middle of a dark forest. With the moon shining above, she lay down among the leaves of the forest and dreamt of blood.
When she woke up the next morning, she said goodbye to Terrada and retreated into the ground, desperate to return home to her clan.
Gerald witnessed the next part of her story firsthand. The Queen had indeed returned one August morning to find Fenton holding court and sitting on the royal throne. The Queen was enraged, and she threatened to cut off Fenton’s head. Fenton explained to the Queen that she had been gone for the better part of a year, and that he was keeping everything running while the rest of the Fianna were out looking for her. The Queen rethought her position and in the end rewarded Fenton for his loyalty by appointing him the new Captain of the Fianna.
As far as Gerald was concerned, that was the only part of the story that was true so far.
Still remembering Ohman, Gerald finally arrived at the barracks. He sat down on the steps leading up to the general quarters and crossed his arms over his knees. He wished he could make a difference and help bring King Ohman back to the Earth Clan. If he couldn’t assist Ohman directly, he’d at least figure some way to help Merrick. After all, Merrick was a Prince of the Earth Clan, and he was the rightful heir to the throne, at least as far as he was concerned.
 



CHAPTER 16
 
THE WALLS OF Fenton’s home were made of wide-based trees standing shoulder to shoulder—their branches intertwining overhead to form the ceiling—their roots sunk unseen below the stone floors. Sweet wildflower scents mingled with the thick aroma of vegetable stew coming from the iron kettle in the middle of the kitchen. Fenton’s wife, Adriana, chatted away while stirring the evening’s meal with a long wooden spoon. After only an hour, Merrick already felt at home with Fenton’s family, their warmth second only to that of Terrada’s.
Merrick sat in a tree-branch chair growing out of the kitchen wall. He chuckled as Adriana playfully teased Balach about having a girlfriend. Balach maintained that he didn’t have a girlfriend, but his mother said she could see it in his face. Balach blushed and turned desperately to Merrick, trying to shift the conversation to a different topic.
“I bet it feels good to get into some proper clothing,” Balach said. 
Merrick had doffed his jeans and cable sweater for a pair of Fenton’s dark green, heavy cloth pants, a heavy linen shirt the color of bone, and leather boots that wrapped around his legs to just below his knees. He still didn’t feel like a Drayoom, but he was beginning to look the part.
“Tell me about your meeting with the Queen,” Adriana asked, looking up at Merrick while stirring the pot of stew.
He began from when he and Cara had arrived at the entrance to the mountain, telling the whole story as close as he could recall. As he went through the mechanical details of his tale, he kept thinking about Cara. The fact that Ohman was his real father had not yet solidified beyond that of a hazy notion, and knowing that Cara was his sister, albeit his half sister, weighed on him like concrete in his stomach. Having romantic emotions for her was wrong. He could love her like a member of the family that he was just discovering, but nothing more—even though she was perfect for him, beautiful and talented, and most importantly, one of his own kind.
As if his thoughts had summoned her, Cara walked through the door with Fenton, just as he was finishing his tale. Fenton looked satisfied and was smiling, but Cara was subdued and barely glanced at Merrick. 
Adriana stopped stirring the stew long enough to reach out and touch Cara on her shoulder.
“Pleased to finally meet you,” she said. “You’re welcome in our home just the same as Merrick and just the same as your father would be if he were here.”
“I’ve heard so much about you and Fenton,” Cara said. “But he never mentioned you had such a handsome son.”
Fenton sat down at the dining table and slapped his hand down on top of it even as Balach blushed. 
“Your father doesn’t know everything,” Fenton said with a hearty laugh. “My boy wasn’t here yet when your father lived among us. Neither were you, of course, but I can see his mark in the way you handled the Earth Council and the Queen back there.”
Fenton turned to look at Adriana.
 “The Queen didn’t know what she was in for when they invited this one to sit with them. She argued right up there with Enoch…and won. I’ve never seen Enoch speechless before, Adriana. You should have seen it.”
Fenton laughed again, then turned his gaze to Merrick.
“At least you can stay…for now, maybe longer.”
Merrick’s neck muscles released, and his eyelids fought to close as the exhaustion he had been keeping at bay swept over him. 
He had been granted a reprieve—for how long he didn’t know, but he could use the time to learn how to use his powers and to get to know Cara better.
Cara sat down next to him and covered his left hand with hers.
“I have to leave,” she said, finally looking into his eyes, “but I swear I’ll be back. I have to help my father try to stop Eudroch or at least slow him down.”
“You mean you have to help our father,” he whispered.
Cara slowly drew her hands away from him and stared at the tabletop, silent.
“I didn’t know about us until the Queen told me,” she replied softly. She was as vulnerable as he had ever seen her. “I’m not sure what I think about it, but we have bigger things to worry about. You’re safe here for now, and the Queen’s put Fenton in charge of your lessons. Learn as much as you can while I’m gone, Merrick.”
She got up and stepped back a few paces, her arms straight by her sides. 
“You’re going to travel through Terrada from right there?” Merrick said. Won’t Eudroch be able to do the same thing?”
“Once you’re inside the city, you can leave from anywhere,” Fenton said, “but this is Terrada’s land. We’re surrounded by everything that’s fiercely loyal and devoted to her and to protecting our clan. Eudroch won’t be comin’ closer than a couple hundred kilometers from here if he tries to travel through the earth.”
“What’s going to stop him from traveling with the Fire Dragon?”
“The dragons made a pact to leave each other’s cities alone. If they hadn’t, the families probably would’ve killed each other off a while ago. Even Sigela obeys that treaty. Of course, we have some security words placed here and there that keep anyone out who shouldn’t be here, just in case they forget the pact.”
“This is the safest place you can be,” Cara said. “I think my father was right about that.”
“At least stay with us for dinner,” Merrick said.
“Let the girl go,” Fenton said. “She has her duties just as you have yours.”
“We will talk later,” Cara said.
Turning away from Merrick, she put her hand on Fenton’s shoulder and gripped it tightly. Without looking back, she walked toward the door, and turned halfway around, her head slightly bowed.
“Not everyone agreed with the Queen’s decision,” she said. “Some of them wanted to send you on your way. A couple of them thought it would be best if you were…not with us anymore.”
Merrick’s heart sped up, and his arms turned cold. 
“It’s not only the council members that fear you. You saw the crowds when we came here. They think you’re just as dangerous as Eudroch. Once they hear that you’re staying, you might run into some problems. For now, don’t trust anyone except Fenton and his family.”
“And you,” Merrick said.
Cara smiled wistfully and nodded. She turned her back to the group and disappeared through the stone floor.
Merrick stood, staring at the spot where she had just been. Fenton walked up beside him. 
“It’s time to eat, lad.”
“Will you tell me about my father when he was Ard Righ?” Merrick said.
Fenton looked sharply at Balach, who averted his eyes.
“I see the boy’s been talkin’ to you. Best you know anyway, I suppose. Your father and me were friends since childhood. He was a part of the royal family, but he always treated me like a brother, even though I was just the son of a servant. When he married Nabharia and became the Ard Righ, he still treated me like a man—even made me one of his Fianna.”
“Why do you think he left?” Merrick said.
“If you listen to the Queen, he was banished for breakin’ one of our laws from long ago when the four families first parted from each other. The Queen says that your father betrayed her and the clan by mating with a woman from the Fire Tribe.”
“You make it sound like that was worse than him cheating on the Queen.”
 “History’s shown us that too many dragons in the blood can lead to madness—too much power and too many competin’ desires inside a single Drayoom.”
Fenton sat down and started undoing his boots.
“So that’s the story the way the Queen tells it. I figure the truth is that your father fell in love—maybe with a woman from the Fire Tribe, maybe not—but he ran away with someone he was in love with more than the Queen. The important thing I try to remember is that he left for true love, which my sweet wife always tells me is above the law of man, clan, and dragon.”
Fenton ducked as Adriana swatted at him playfully. 
“Do you think that Ohman is really my father?” Merrick asked.
Fenton looked up at him and exhaled.
“All I know is that I see some of him in you, that’s for sure. You best ask him yourself, next time you see him.”
Merrick had already talked to Ohman about his real parents back at Rune Corp, and if the old man was lying when he said that he had known his parents, his face hadn’t given anything away.
Fenton gently slapped the top of the table.
“Plenty of time for talking later, but you better eat something now, or you’ll wish you had. We start your lessons right after supper. So, fill your belly and clear your mind.”
Balach joined Merrick at the kitchen table, and Adriana filled their bowls with the steaming stew. Even though the thick concoction smelled wonderful, Merrick wasn’t hungry. As he moved the hearty mixture around with his fork, he looked up at Fenton, who was close to finishing his first bowl already.
With a sigh, he forced himself to finish his meal, just as Fenton polished off his second bowl and stood up, patting his belly.
“Time to get going,” he said. “Get him ready, son, and I’ll be out front waiting for the both of you.”
Balach sauntered off to his room. Merrick followed him.
“I thought you’d be excited about training together, Balach.”
The boy opened a large cedar chest at the foot of his bed and pulled out two wool cloaks. He handed one of them to Merrick.
Merrick took the thick material and draped it over his shoulders.
“If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.”
“I have a lot on my mind.”
“Woman trouble?” he said, remembering how Adriana had been so sure that Balach had a girlfriend.
“Worse. You wouldn’t understand.”
Merrick thought about Cara and then Mona. He hated this, but he felt guilty about everything—not just because of abandoning Mona at the hospital, but also because of the trouble he was causing Cara. He looked at Balach’s somber face as they went outside to meet Fenton.
“Maybe, you’re right,” Merrick said. “I probably wouldn’t understand.”
#
Balach listened to his father talk about how Ohman gave up his throne for the love of a woman even though she might have been from the Fire Tribe. He understood what his father was saying—that true love was more important than anything else. The sound of his own creation name resonated in his mind, straining to be spoken out loud, but he knew the rules. His name could not be used until after his naming ceremony with the Keepers.
Even though he was the youngest member of the Earth Clan in recent history to remember his creation name, doing so gave him the right and the obligation to declare himself as a full citizen. Or at least it would after the Keepers had done their part to confirm the truth of his name.
After hearing the way his father spoke about Ohman and the woman from the Fire Tribe, he felt at least hopeful that his father might understand his love for Firefly. If he didn’t, Balach would take Firefly and leave the clan. They would both have to live without their families, but their love would be worth it.
 



CHAPTER 17
 
CARA ASCENDED through the warm earth beneath Rune Corp and into Oodrosil’s roots. 
It was then that the great tree told her that her father was dead.
She stood motionless in her father’s office. The energy from the battle still hung in the air, smelling of sulfur and rage. Her grief fanned into anger as she sunk to her knees. She recognized the power still wafting in the air—had felt its twin only recently in the vessel known as Merrick. Eudroch had come for Merrick, and because she had disobeyed her father’s orders to stay at Rune Corp, he had been forced to fight Eudroch alone. She had failed her father and now he was gone. 
Cara stared at the ashen smear that had been her father, recalling only the good in the man, unable to remember his darker qualities even though she knew they had existed. None of that mattered now. She would miss all of him. 
She dried her eyes, then remembered the wooden box he had instructed her to open upon his passing.
Cara passed her hand above her father’s ashes and spoke the same word of shaping that she and her father had used to construct the Rune Corp cubes. The wooden planks that were smeared with his ashes morphed into a small solid block of wood that contained the remains of her father. She plucked the cube from the air and held it in front of her face.
“You could have told me the truth, Father—about Merrick and Eudroch being your sons by that other woman. I would have understood.” 
She left her father’s office with the wooden cube in her hand and stood in front of Oodrosil. She reached out to the great yew and touched the knot where she had hidden her secret so many years ago. The tree’s trunk dissolved at her touch, revealing a small dark opening in the flesh of the tree. She reached in and withdrew a small, oaken box that was held shut with two bands of black iron. With her other hand, she replaced the box with the wooden cube that contained all that was left of her father. She removed her hand. The opening in the tree closed and then covered itself with bark. 
She held the box from the tree close to her heart and gently tried to pry the lid. To her surprise, the box opened easily. Her father must have been powering the spell with his own life force. With his death, the spell had ceased to function. Inside the box was a small piece of divinium with a leather cord attached to it. She placed the cord around her neck and let the stone settle against her chest.
The divinium touched her, and her mind flashed with mental movies of her father’s life. She saw him as a frightened boy being questioned by one of the brutish Fianna but refusing to betray a childhood friend. She watched him as a young man keeping his silence at the dinner table with his parents, knowing that his own father was sleeping with another woman. She saw him now as a man, but not yet the Ard Righ, standing in front of the council, preparing to embark on a quest given to him by Terrada herself, refusing to give details to any of the council members. After these and a dozen other scenes played out as short narratives, staccato bursts of still frames bombarded Cara’s mind. Her father’s ear pressed against the trunk of a tree of metallic black stone. Her father and Nabharia, the Earth Queen, kneeling in front of an altar of entwined trees. Discovering a pregnant Nabharia in a strange land by the side of a dark man with fire in his eye. Killing the dark man. Taking the infants from Nabharia at their bloody birth. Placing one in a human orphanage and the other in the middle of a vast desert.  Wandering the human world, outcast from his own clan. Falling in love with a human, Cara’s Mother. Watching Cara’s birth. Filling with pride when she learned to swim. Lastly, uncontrollably shaking on the ground with Eudroch looming overhead. And then darkness.
Cara opened her eyes. She was on her knees, weeping uncontrollably. Her father’s entire life had been filled with lies, but always for a higher purpose or the safety of someone else. She had misjudged her father, especially when it came to Merrick and Eudroch. The Earth Queen had lied to her—lied to them all. 
Merrick and Eudroch weren’t Ohman’s children—they were the Queen’s. 
Nabharia was the one who had broken the clan’s most sacred of laws by mating with a man from the Fire Tribe. The Queen was the one who brought the Sons of Earth and Fire into the world, and Cara had just left Merrick to the Queen’s mercy. 
Suddenly, her mouth opened of its own accord, and a jagged noise wrenched from her throat, hung in the air and undulated on for minutes. It was a noise she had never heard before, but one which felt as familiar as her father’s hand on her shoulder. It was her father’s name.
She did not forgive her father for all of his shortcomings, but at last she understood him. To others he had been Ohman the Great, former Master Keeper of the Earth Clan, former Ard Righ of the Earth Clan, friend, enemy, traitor, heretic. He may have been all of these, but to Cara, he was something more. As the noise from her throat ceased, silence rushed to fill the gaps in the air left by her father’s creation name. This was her father’s last and most precious gift to her—the truth of himself.
She dried her eyes and made a silent pledge that she would make her father proud of her. Prouder than he had ever been while he lived. She would stop Eudroch from destroying the world and from killing Merrick.
Walking back to her office, her mind started preparing for Eudroch. Now that she knew her father’s name, she was sure that he had told Eudroch nothing—it was her father’s nature to hide the truth, to lie for noble purposes. Eudroch hadn’t stood a chance against pulling information from her father that he didn’t want to be known.
She looked down at the divinium pendant clutched in her hand. She would have to hide this treasure, perhaps once again inside the mighty yew tree. When she opened her hand, she could see that the stone had stopped pulsing. It now looked like any ordinary piece of metallic rock. Ohman had meant for the divinium to give up its secret only once. 
She walked into her office and slapped her hand on the speaker phone button.
“Conference call. Operations. Division Chiefs. Chris. Melanie. Connect.”
Within seconds, a crowd of voices came across the speaker, announcing their presence. She told them to meet her in the executive conference room in five minutes—no excuses. Attendance was mandatory. They were to use four of their five minutes calling whomever they had to and telling them that they would not be home tonight.
Five minutes later, the executive conference room was packed with close to twenty people. Everyone was talking with each other, trying to guess what was going on. Cara walked into the chaos, and they all went silent.
She stood at the front of the room with her hands on the table in front of her.
“My father will be away for a while. Picked a hell of a time to leave, actually, because we have an emergency that we must deal with now. We are at Level 1 Alert, and I’m in charge—completely. Anyone who can’t handle that needs to leave now and give their badge to the guard at the reception desk on their way out.”
People fidgeted in their chairs, but no one left. Cara sat down at the head of the table.
She explained as quickly as she could about Merrick and Eudroch and the prophecy of the Sons of Earth and Fire. Most of her staff already knew about the prophecy just from the cultural background that they all had to delve into for their work. From the looks on their faces, however, they had never expected the prophecy to be real. They had certainly never suspected that they would be employed to help save the world from its fiery destruction.
“Eudroch is trying to release Sigela, the Fire Dragon—to bring the actual sun itself, to our world. He’s already been here looking for Merrick, and he might be back. Hell, I’m assuming he will be back.”
She turned to a young man with unruly hair at the end of the table.
“We need a completely new ward architecture, Bill. I need you and your team to handle this, now.”
“Something’s wrong with the wards?” he asked.
“They didn’t even slow Eudroch down. You need to redo each spell, including the ones underground and the sentry wards in the city. And don’t just replace them. I want overlapping coverage. Put more of them out there than you think we need—do whatever you have to do, but I want this place as safe as possible. And set some alarm wards above us, out at the street—wherever. I want as much warning as possible if Eudroch shows from any direction.” 
Several of the people at the table whispered to each other, some nodding as they discussed the ward problem.
Cara motioned for one of the digital recording devices that her father had invented to record names in Terrada’s tongue. All she had to do was speak in the dragon tongues and the device would automatically separate the language into distinct tracks so that each sound layer could be listened to and studied or memorized separately. 
When she turned the recording device on, the crowd of people in the conference room collectively became nervous. They weren’t used to someone speaking in a dragon tongue without the standard precautions, but there was no time, and Cara was fairly certain that she knew what she was doing. She grabbed hold of the divinium hanging around her neck and intoned her father’s creation name. 
Many of those in the room had never heard someone construct the multi-layered guttural tones that poured out of her mouth without using the full complement of Rune Corp’s scientific gear. 
Many of those in the room would never learn how to pronounce even the simplest of Terrada’s names without Rune Corp’s enunciator collars. 
None of them would ever be able to pronounce her father’s name—even the throat amplifiers didn’t provide enough range and layers to do so. 
Cara suddenly closed her mouth, finished with her father’s name. She paused for a second, quiet for the first time during the meeting. She looked up at the silent people staring at her around the oval table.
She leaned over and handed the recorder to a nervous secretary.
“This is my father’s name. I need a half dozen copies run of this immediately.”
The secretary handled the recorder as if it were made of fragile crystal as she hurried out of the conference room.
“I want his name entered into the lexicon immediately. After that, no more names go in. We need to focus on what we have for now. Chris, you and Melanie make damn sure Chris’s new construct has the updated lexicon loaded and then figure out how to best use my father’s name to fight Eudroch. I need the new construct ready by morning and uploaded to all of the portable cubes. I need the cubes turned into weapons of war instead of educational devices by tomorrow night. Bill, build your wards around my father’s name as well. It might give us enough strength to hold Eudroch off for a while. Any questions?”
“I’ve got two questions, Cara. First, I think I understand what you want, but is this guy really that tough?” Chris said.
“I’m sure from your research you’ve heard of the Fianna, even though none of you have ever met one before. Well, I have, and they’re big and deadly—the best of the best that the Earth Clan has, picked specifically for their prowess in battle to protect the Earth Queen.”
Cara looked around, seeing the glint of recognition in the people’s eyes. They had studied and knew who the Fianna were. 
“A band of twenty Fianna was sent out by the Earth Queen to capture Eudroch a few years ago. They chased him down all the way to the Alaskan tundra until they had him cornered. The Fianna moved in, overconfident in their abilities to take out this single Drayoom who didn’t look so harmful now that they had had him trapped.
“Within the first two minutes, with a single word from Eudroch, the white ground was red with the blood of half the Fianna. The remaining ten Fianna found sudden respect for their prey and advanced with more caution. In the next few minutes, half of them were dead, incinerated by fire from within their own bodies. The last five Fianna banded together and tried to coordinate a web spell to neutralize all magic in the area—thought they had a better chance taking him physically, with no magic at all.
“The web worked, at first. Eudroch’s magic stopped working, but so did that of the Fianna. The Fianna drew their divinium swords and daggers and attacked with all their might, unable to use the magic of their weapons, but still able to use their sharp edges. Eudroch impaled the first man to reach him with his own sword, and threw the man’s dead body at his comrades. With that one sword, Eudroch moved so fast that the one survivor of the incident swore that Eudroch had found a way to use his magic despite their web.
“Five minutes after the fight had started, nineteen Fianna lay dead or bleeding to death on the cold ground. The web that the Fianna had cast stopped working as their energies faded. As the one remaining Fianna fled, he looked behind him to see Eudroch leaning over the men who were still alive and whispering in their ears, presumably to elicit their creation names before they passed.”
Chris cleared his throat.
“That’s how dangerous Eudroch is,” Cara said.
Cara placed her hands on the conference table and hunched over, her head bowed, exhausted from recounting Eudroch’s past.
“Eudroch’s brother, Merrick, may be our only hope of defeating Eudroch. Right now, Merrick’s in danger at the Earth Clan. We need to make Rune Corp a fortress to protect him in case he needs to come back here and until he’s strong enough to defeat his brother.”
Cara paused and looked up at Chris.
“You have a second question?” she asked wearily.
Chris swallowed dryly, and his face turned ashen. He coughed lightly before his voice finally emerged, humble and tentative.
“I was just wondering what the deep meaning of your father’s name is. We…we need the definition and the history to use it in the lexicon and with the wards.”
Cara sat down in her chair and took a deep breath, exhaling slowly, and then looked at her watch.
“You’re right, but it’s going to take a little while to explain who my father is and what his name means.
“To sum up, in its simplest form, as a predicative, his name means to keep something a secret for a just cause. As a noun, my father’s name translates as the concept of falsehood mixed with nobility. His name, like his life at first seems contradictory.”
With her team sitting around her, Cara relayed all the images she had witnessed from her father’s life, how he had loved, killed, trusted, and been betrayed. She told them everything she could remember to help illustrate who he was, but she still did not mention his death. 
When she finished explaining her father’s life and the meaning of his name, she felt pride welling inside her as she herself began to understand the sacrifices of truth that her father had made throughout his life to help others. Resisting the shedding of a tear, Cara stood.
“I’m sorry about the hours you’re all going to have to work, but it’s critical that we prepare for him now. Tomorrow, after I check the wards, I’ll leave to try and fetch Merrick.”
Cara fought the urge to set her head upon the table and fall asleep. Instead, she stood up and quietly walked out the door, heading for her office, where she would begin to coordinate the many efforts she had just set in motion.
From behind her, Cara could hear Chris, dependable as always, telling everyone to get going, that no one was leaving until the battle was over and Eudroch was defeated.
When she got to her office, she closed and locked the door, allowing herself to settle down in the cot that Merrick had used when he was here. She needed to rest while she had the chance, before she would have to check the wards—just long enough to build back enough of her strength to rescue Merrick. 
#
Chris sat alone in the Rune Corp main development lab. He felt bad about ditching Melanie, but if Cara needed the construct ready in time, he had to work it alone. 
His cube was locked into the square depression that acted like a network port on the arm of his chair, automatically linking it into the massive array of cubes in the rack behind him. He placed his left hand on his cube while adjusting his throat enunciator with his right. Out of learned instinct, he checked his ears for the equalizers that would let him hear the tonal subtleties inherent in the creation language. Satisfied that he was equipped as well as any human could be, he made a visual check of his jerry-rigged targets. Throughout the testing lab, he had fastened various pieces of wood, stone, plastic, and plants to the walls and floor and even hanging from the ceiling. He had also placed a glass of water, a butane torch, and a rotating floor fan in the room. He knew that Eudroch had studied all of the dragon tongues. He wasn’t taking any chances with his tests by focusing on combating only one element.
Chris leaned back and tried to clear his head. He started the deep breathing exercises he had learned from Cara. The trick was to relax the body and mind almost to the point of sleep, but not to cross over the chasm into complete unconsciousness. First, however, he had to rid himself of some mental flotsam. 
He had never seen Cara as intense and angry as she had been in the meeting. It was obvious that whatever was happening was of dire consequence, and he knew that she needed his help. Still, he couldn’t help feeling hurt by the way she had bossed him around just like he was one of her normal worker bees.
Chris closed his eyes, ignoring the visual data interface flashing against the back of his retina and imagined a black box opening in his mind. He placed his thoughts about Cara inside and closed the lid. He searched through his head for other distractions, but found none. Slowly, his body began to untangle, muscle by muscle, until his heart rate drifted to fifty beats per minute.
Ready to begin, he suddenly thought of Merrick. Chris’s heart started to beat faster as adrenaline oozed into his veins. It was obvious that Merrick was the man Cara had spent the night with in her office and it was clear to anyone watching her in the meeting that she had fallen for him. The intensity in her eyes and the way her emotions flowed across her face like clouds when she talked about him were dead giveaways.
Chris reopened his little black box and shoved his thoughts about Merrick deep inside as well. Eventually, his heart rate slowed. Finally, he was ready to begin work on the construct.
He visualized pulling the cube inside his body through his stomach where it could feed off of his own internal power, converting it to radiant magic coursing through his body. As the magic swelled, the blackness behind his closed eyes was replaced by a light aqua field crisscrossed with lines and objects and patterns at seemingly random locations. This was his construct—no labeled menus or words, just symbols that spoke directly to images and memories in his head. He took a deep breath and slowly opened his eyes. The construct in his mind seemed to float in front of him ready for his touch. He checked to make sure his latest version of the lexicon was loaded—he didn’t have time to wait for the others to go through all their procedures just to update the list with Ohman’s name. Before he had begun, Chris had already loaded Ohman’s name from one of the copies of the digital recording Cara had made. He recalled an image of Ohman to the forefront of his mental screen. The data from Ohman’s creation name was there, brilliantly represented by sharp angular peaks and what looked to be at least seven, maybe more layers of sound. Even with his new construct, he could barely take in Ohman’s complete name at one time. He had never seen a name that was so complex and interwoven. He began to doubt whether he would be able to do what Cara had asked of him.
But, like his own father had always said, no time like the present to find out.
Without thinking, he mouthed the word shatter. The shifting patterns on the screen floating in front of him changed their shapes, forming new connections with other creation names at the speed of thought. Before he had finished thinking that he should be more careful using Ohman’s name, he heard a single loud crack like a dried tree being split in half. He looked up to see that most of the targets set up in the lab no longer existed. With only a single phrase, amped up by the sheer power of Oman’s name, the targets had all been disintegrated at once. 
Chris looked at his cube in awe. He had just turned one of the greatest knowledge repositories into one of the most lethal weapons in history.
 



CHAPTER 18
 
MERRICK AND BALACH followed Fenton out of the center of the city, back down the same winding stone road that Merrick and Cara had arrived on. As they passed, the Drayoom went about their duties, noticing Merrick less now that he was dressed like one of them. Merrick’s normal life from only a few days ago seemed to recede further with each footstep he took into this strange land.
Then there was Mona. Even though he was occupied by his passion for Cara, he still missed Mona and wished that they had parted last under better circumstances. He was angry with himself for leaving her alone at the hospital. His desire for Mona had never come as easily as it had for Cara, but there was something else between Mona and him that he remembered as being…right. Maybe it was familiarity or the comfort that came from it, but when he thought of Mona he felt a low ache in his chest instead of the stomach full of butterflies he felt for Cara. 
Cara was beautiful and smart, and she could understand what he was going through with his newfound abilities and his new family—more than Mona could ever hope to. Then again, Cara was also his half sister. His relationship to her didn’t seem to matter according to clan law—especially since they both shared the Earth Clan’s royal blood. He tried to work out the twisted logic of his emotions, but soon gave up, admitting that any equation applied to his dilemma was destined to fail. 
Love and logic didn’t mix. 
He knew that he had to take direction from his heart, but he couldn’t decide on the way it pointed. Frustrated, he tried to put the whole issue out of his mind. Whatever would happen would happen. If Mona and he never spoke again, he’d get over her, and she’d get over him and move on. 
For all he knew, she had forgotten about him already.
Snapping out of his daydreaming, he looked up, recognizing the switchback path leading up to the mountain’s exit. With Fenton leading, the three of them started up the rocky trail. Merrick’s chest burned as he tried to keep pace with Fenton and Balach. His lungs were still not fully acclimated to the high altitudes of the Scottish Highlands.
They soon reached the gateway marked by the intricately designed columns carved into the mountain wall and walked outside into the fresh pre-dusk evening. At least it had stopped raining, although the ground was still slippery with mud. He and Balach followed Fenton a couple of hundred meters from the mountain entrance to where the land was pocked with large white boulders and green moss.
Fenton turned to Balach, then pointed to a group of small stones on the ground a few meters away from them. Balach cleared his throat and emitted a quick series of short guttural sounds that should have been too deep for his young throat to make. The stones lifted into the air and floated there, as if gravity had been temporarily suspended. 
Merrick was surprised at how normal the scene appeared after only knowing about the existence of magic for such a short time.
“Very good, Balach,” Fenton said.
Fenton raised his hand and spoke sounds that were similar to those Balach had just made. One of the smaller rocks flew over to Fenton, and he grabbed it in mid-flight, holding it lightly in his large hand.
“Tell me what this is.”
“It’s a small stone, shaped like a kidney” Merrick said, “with some moss on it and some wet dirt on its bottom.”
Fenton smiled.
“You’ve described it to me, but you haven’t told me what it truly is—you haven’t given me its name.”
Merrick nodded, but inside he wondered if Fenton was telling him that even stones had names.
“First lesson. Everything that’s natural has a proper way of calling it by name. Things like this stone and the grass and the dirt don’t have individual names like we do—well, some of them do—but in general, the kind of thing they are has a name. When the four dragons made this world, they gave everything and everyone of us a name.”
Fenton pointed at Merrick’s chest.
“Your name and my name have existed since the beginning of time, just waiting for us to be born. The names that the dragons give are so true that there’s no difference between the name of a thing and the thing itself. No difference between our names and our own selves. Since the first day the dragons spoke the world into being, everything that was going to exist in the future was already there. Nothing has ever been created or destroyed since.”
Merrick felt like a civilized man listening to a savage. He thought about evolution and the big bang theory. He didn’t want to offend his teacher, but science was science, and even though something like magic seemed to exist, he wasn’t ready to believe in its mythic origins. To him it was more like a science that he simply didn’t yet understand.
“How did the dragons know that you or even I would one day be born when they were creating the world?” Merrick asked. “How could they know everyone’s name ahead of time?”
“Everything that exists now existed when the world began. You were there and so was I, but the exact combination of energy that makes up you and me wasn’t. The energy that we are made of has been shuffled and reshuffled since the beginning of time until…well, here we are.”
Merrick started to ask another question, but Fenton kept talking.
“Right before we’re born, one of the dragons whispers our creation name into our unborn ears, and for that split second, we understand who we are and what our true nature is. The instant we’re born, well, we forget everything just like it was a dream. That’s why babies cry when they take their first breath, because they’re upset about not being able to remember who they are anymore.”
Fenton sat on a white boulder, still holding the small stone in his hand.
“For the first part of life, a person tries to remember the name that he’s lost, but he can’t do it until he understands himself. At first, he might try to force it—to make himself remember. Eventually, he gives up trying so hard and gets on with living. When he grows into who he really is one day, it comes to him, like a distant memory—with no effort at all.”
Fenton laughed heartily.
“Then he wonders how he could’ve ever forgotten his name in the first place. That’s what you have to do, Merrick. You need to learn who you really are, so you can remember your creation name. You’re gonna need the power of your creation name if you’re gonna stand a chance at defeating your brother.”
“And I can only do this by trying not to remember it, even though I need to remember it as soon as possible.”
“Exactly,” Fenton said, tossing the small stone in the air and catching it again.
Merrick shook his head, the circular logic hurting his brain.
“What’s the name of that stone?” he asked, looking to get back to something he could at least memorize and try to grasp.
Fenton spoke the guttural sounds that named the rock.
Merrick tried to repeat the name. Balach laughed at his attempt, but stopped when Fenton gave him a sharp look.
Fenton repeated it, and Merrick tried again.
“You’re trying too hard to make it sound like a word in your language. It’s a sound, a series of tones on top of each other. You gotta feel them more than hear them. Here, hold the stone in your hand.” 
Fenton handed the stone to Merrick.
“Now, close your eyes and remember the sound, and feel the stone in your hand. Don’t think about it. Just say what you feel.”
Merrick opened his eyes. How was he supposed to say something without thinking about it in his head first?
Fenton said the stone’s name again.
“Close your eyes and repeat the sound over and over in your head first,” Balach offered. “That’s how I had to start out before I could do it with a quiet mind.”
Merrick did as Balach suggested. Suddenly, a sharp pain stabbed at his stomach as he doubled over and grunted.
“Excellent,” Fenton said. You must have gotten it just right.”
Merrick looked up.
“Now you understand the stone a little bit more. You internalized its essence and essentially had a rock in your stomach for a second. You’ll be all right. Now try it again, out loud.”
Merrick cleared his throat, trying to remember what the stone had felt like in his stomach.
“Just say it,” Fenton yelled, taking Merrick by surprise. The creation name for the stone blurted out of his mouth. With newfound confidence, he stood up and repeated the name again and once more just to make sure. He turned to Balach and Fenton and smiled.
Balach was not laughing anymore.
“It’s just like computer programming,” Merrick said. “I don’t pronounce the ones and the zeros, but the code creates things just like the dragon tongue does. I think I’m getting the hang of this.”
Fenton squinted at Merrick.
“I don’t know anything about these computers, lad, but whatever works for you, keep doin’ it.”
Over the next two hours, they walked around the mountain, Fenton and Balach picking up different pieces of nature and teaching Merrick the names for each. He caught on faster with each new name, but by the end of the two hours, he felt bruised and sore from internalizing the names. By the end of the lesson, he knew the creation name for three different types of moss, four varieties of stone, dirt, clay, and even one of the species of trees that grew in the rocky soil. Nothing ever happened when he said the names out loud, but Fenton and Balach never let him move onto the next name until they were confident that he was saying each one correctly.
As they lounged on a large boulder that was half sunk into the ground, Merrick ran his hands over the stone’s cool, rough surface. 
Fenton looked on in approval.
“Light’s just about gone. We got only one last thing to try and then we’ll stop for the day. I’m going to teach you one word of doing, Merrick. It’s crucial that you take care when you say this, because action is where everything comes together. I’m going to say a word, but don’t repeat it out loud.”
Merrick was exhausted, and his stomach fluttered as his confidence fled. He was just getting the rhythm of the names, and now Fenton was throwing something new at him.
Fenton pronounced the Earth Dragon word for float. Merrick thought that he recognized the sounds as something that Balach had said earlier when he had made the stones rise up into the air. Fenton pronounced it again, reminding Merrick not to repeat it out loud, but to practice it in his head.
Merrick said the word over and over again in his head until he felt like his organs were moving around inside of him, and he was fairly sure that he was saying it correctly.
“I want you to look at that small stone over there. Remember the name for it? It’s the same one you held in your hand when we started today. Look at it, say its name, and then say the word for float.”
Merrick did as Fenton asked, and the small stone floated up about a meter off the ground and hung suspended in the air. Balach slapped him on the back. His concentration broke, and the stone fell to the ground.
“If you don’t stay connected, the normal way of things takes over—in this case, gravity took its course. But, you did good for your first time. I’d say you were a natural, ain’t that right, son?”
Balach nodded and slapped Merrick on the back again.
Merrick was proud that he had done so well. He hopped down from the boulder and was so excited at his success that he decided to try it once again. This time he shouted the name for one of the types of moss he had learned followed by the command for float. All around him, whole sections of moss tore from the ground and from the rocks to which they were attached. He couldn’t believe his eyes. All across the side of the mountain, moss floated silently in the air. He was doing this, and it was magic—his magic.
Fenton grabbed him by the neck and squeezed hard. Merrick winced in pain as moss for a hundred meters fell to the ground with dull thuds.
Fenton turned him around, glaring at him with anger.
“With power comes responsibility. You just ruined a lot of moss with that little trick. So remember this. Just ‘cause you can do something, doesn’t mean you should.”
“It’s just moss,” Merrick whispered.
“That moss is just as much a part of this world as you or me. At least it knows its place. It does its part, and you just tore it up without even thinking about the consequences. For every action, a reaction…no matter how small it might seem to someone as big and mighty as yourself.”
Fenton stepped away from Merrick and looked around.
“Stand over there, by those rocks near the edge of that rise. Do it lad. You got one more lesson today before you’re done.”
Merrick shuffled over to the group of rocks. The rise, as Fenton had called it, looked more like a cliff as he peered over the ledge to the rocky ground some twenty meters below. He turned around to look at Fenton and Balach and felt a familiar sensation in his legs. He looked down to see his feet embedded as part of the rocky soil.
Fenton motioned for Balach to start walking back to the mountain entrance. 
“Since you’re so superior to the moss and the rocks, you just tell ‘em to let you go, and we’ll be waitin’ for you back home.
Merrick started to panic. Memories of being stuck in the boulders, helpless until Cara had come to rescue him earlier flashed through his mind. He already knew that nothing he had learned today was going to help him get out of this. Fenton was trying to teach him humility, and it was working.
Merrick watched as Fenton and Balach receded into the distance. He knew that Fenton would come back for him, eventually. He had to. But, what if he didn’t? The Drayoom probably didn’t think anything of staying outside all night, but he was already getting cold to the bone, barely able to feel his legs. Despite the cold, he started to sweat. His mouth turned dry as dust, and he couldn’t swallow. 
He tried to clear his head and to remember the names of the stones and the soil around him. He closed his eyes and heard their creation names in his own voice. He whispered them out loud, but nothing happened. He needed an action word, and he knew only one. 
He gently spoke the words to make the soil and the stones float. As soon as he did so, he felt excruciating pain. His feet felt like they were being ripped from his legs as the soil and stones tried to leave the ground with his limbs still attached. He desperately tried to tell the rocks and the soil to stop floating, but he didn’t know how. Finally, he passed out from the pain. 
When he awoke, it was dark, and he was shivering and wet. Fenton hadn’t come back for him after all. He was alone and still trapped by the rocks around his lower legs. Even though only his legs were encased in the rocky soil, his entire body felt as cold as the ground. He was beginning to think that he might not live to see the sunrise.
He had finally found a home where he could fit in, and now he was going to die because of one stupid mistake he made. The anger rose within him—his blood warming his face. He started breathing so hard that he could hear his own pulse. He wasn’t going to stay here. If Fenton wanted to play this hard, then he would play this hard as well.
Closing his eyes, he did not think of the names for the stones and the moss he had learned earlier. Instead, he remembered the alley where he had first called on his own internal power—his Fire Magic. He reached under his shirt and touched the stone that hung around his neck, supposedly from his father, Ohman.
He closed his fist around it and remembered how his gut had felt in the alley when those thugs were beating him to a pulp and hurting Mona in front of him.
With sudden ferocity, he screamed, shattering the silence of the night sky. The air around him flashed with the intense bright white line of a lightning bolt that struck his feet. Rock and soil burned, and debris flew all around him, but he was unhurt. He was still breathing hard when he opened his eyes—the smell of sulfur surrounded him, and his face contorted in anger. 
He was free. 
He moved to place his weight on one of his unsteady legs, but the ground beneath him crumbled, and he started to slide backward toward the edge of the cliff.
The lightning had disrupted the fragile tuft of ground at the cliff’s edge. With no time to think, he threw himself to the ground as his feet continued to slide. He grasped at the stones and the soil but found no steady purchase. Finally, his right hand caught the edge of a larger rock that seemed to still be firmly set in the soil. He dug his knees into the side of the cliff, trying to create a foothold, but the dirt was too loose and simply fell off in clumps with his attempts.
As he hung from his fingertips, he tried to steady his breathing, saving his strength for a final burst to pull himself up to the ground above. He took a deep breath and pulled with everything he had. The stone to which he clung came loose, and he felt himself falling.
He closed his eyes as his limbs flailed at the air around him. He waited to hit the hard ground below, but her never did. He opened his eyes to see that he himself was floating as light as a feather, with Fenton and Balach standing high above him at the cliff’s edge.
With a wave of Fenton’s hand, Merrick began to rise up until he was safely over solid ground. Suddenly, he was heavy again and he crumpled to the ground at Fenton’s feet.
He slowly stood and faced Fenton, still angry that his teacher had left him there to die.
“We were just beyond that rise the whole time. Waiting for you to learn your final lesson of the day. Then you summoned the lightning and almost got yourself killed. I’d say you haven’t learned a thing.”
Merrick didn’t know what to say. He and Fenton stood there, face-to-face. Slowly, Merrick’s rage faded to embarrassment.
“I thought I was going to die.”
“Thinking had nothing to do with it. If we’d been standing any closer, either me or my boy would be dead or near to it right now. You aren’t even close to knowing enough to do what you just did.”
Just then, Fenton looked at the divinium pendant hanging from Merrick’s neck. He grabbed it and ripped it from him. The force of the breaking leather tong breaking pulled his neck forward painfully.
“If I had known you had this, I would have taken it away earlier.”
Merrick reached out his hand.
“My father…Ohman…gave that to me when I was a baby. I promise I won’t use it again, but it’s mine!”
Fenton turned and glared at Balach, who was standing with his head bowed, staring at the scorched Earth around their feet.
“You’ll get this back when you’ve learned enough to use it wisely. How are you feeling by the way? A little stiff, like you’ve aged a bit, I’d wager. When we get home, look at yourself in the mirror and see if you notice the year or so that you just lost from using your little charm there.  Keep using the stone like that and you’ll die of old age before I teach you anything.”
Fenton turned around and started walking back to the mountain. Balach looked at Merrick and then quickly turned away to follow his father.
Merrick shuffled awkwardly behind them.
“What was I supposed to do?” Merrick shouted out to Fenton.
Fenton stopped and waited for Merrick and Balach to catch up to him. He looked Merrick squarely in the eyes.
“You were supposed to have a nice conversation with the rocks and the dirt and then wait for us to come back. You’ll have to do a lot worse than hurt a bunch of moss before I leave you to die. You should’ve known that and trusted me.”
“I just freaked out back there.”
“You’ve gotta stop doin’ that, or someone’s gonna get hurt so bad one time that you won’t be able to take things back. Now, let’s get home. You’ll be having a busy day with Balach tomorrow.”
“What’s special about tomorrow?” 
“Time for you to go to school,” Fenton said.
Balach only partially tried to hide his laughter.
#
The sudden cracks of lightning startled Heinin and his dog, Bitsy. First the earthquake a few days ago, and then this. Heinin wasn’t superstitious, but he was beginning to feel like there was some kind of a curse on the land that he thought he knew so well. In all his years living here with his mother and father, he had never seen the weather act so strangely.
It was hard to tell exactly where the lightning had struck, but it was somewhere on the mountainside, near where he had seen that woman earlier. He watched the moonlit horizon for black smoke, just in case the lightning had started a fire. He saw none, and made his way back to the house. His mother and father would just be getting ready to go to sleep. They always did so around eight o’clock, leaving Heinin to stay up and read and dream of the world he would one day see for himself.
When he arrived home, he walked in and saw his mother and father sitting at the dining table whispering to each other. When they saw him, they stopped talking, like conspirators caught in some devious act.
“Did you hear the lightning a few minutes ago?” Heinin said. “There were two or three really loud cracks of thunder and then I saw lightning coming out of the sky all of a sudden. I think it hit over by the mountain.”
Heinin knew that he shouldn’t have mentioned the lightning to his mother. All during his childhood, she had pointed out omens and strange occurrences in nature and then referred back to them whenever anything significant happened, whether good or bad. Already, he could see the fear in his mother’s eyes and the impatience in his father’s tapping foot.
“Aye, we heard the thunder. You shouldn’t be out so late with all that’s been going on out there. Promise your mother you’ll stay inside tonight and not go wandering around so she can stop worrying and I can get myself to sleep.”
Heinin nodded and walked over to their couch where his book awaited.
“There’s one more thing, son. We were supposed to be visiting your aunt tomorrow, but we think it’d be best if we not go. I have a lot of work to do, and mother saw her sister just last month.”
He didn’t want them to stay. The only time he truly had the house to himself and felt like an adult was when they went to visit his aunt.
“I can take care of everything,” he said. “I’m seventeen, you know. Go on and have a good visit, and I promise I’ll stay inside at night and go to bed early so I can be well rested for work in the morning.”
His mother gripped his father’s sleeve, her knuckles white.
“Go on to bed now, son. Your mother and I need to talk this over.”
Heinin ambled off to his bedroom, certain that his parents had already made their minds up to stay.
 



CHAPTER 19
 
MERRICK BARELY SLEPT during the night, lying awake in his makeshift cot shoved into the corner of Balach’s room. The accommodations were comfortable enough, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Ohman, Cara, Mona, and the failure of his first training session earlier that day. After he finally fell asleep, it seemed that he woke up only minutes later, although the sunlight was creeping through the windows and he knew it was time to get up. 
His stomach was sickly sour and his jaw ached from grinding his teeth. As Fenton had predicted, his limbs and back were stiffer than normal and he felt a little older all around. 
Merrick and Balach left for school after a quick breakfast from Adriana. Everything outside looked and smelled exactly like a normal morning in the outside world. The only thing that destroyed the illusion was the ceiling high above crisscrossed with barely visible elliptical grooves cut into the rock. Merrick guessed that they had something to do with the movement of the artificial light that seemed to come from nowhere, perfectly simulating the natural progression of sunlight throughout the day.
He and Balach became part of a growing crowd of young Drayoom all heading in the same direction. He was anxious about going to school with Balach because he knew that he would be much older than most of the students at Balach’s level. He was also nervous because he had not grown up around magic, and he was afraid of embarrassing himself or Fenton’s family.
Merrick increased his pace to match that of the other students, despite the stiffness in his bones. The children walked as if going somewhere with purpose, but their gaits were different than the ones he was used to seeing back home in Northern Virginia. For one thing, none of the Drayoom looked particularly stressed. In fact, many of them were smiling as they sped along.
Merrick leaned over towards Balach. 
“Why do all these kids look so happy, especially since they’re going to school?”
“Why wouldn’t we be happy?” answered Balach.
“Fair enough,” he said, remembering the carefree days of his own youth. “Wait until you have to get a job and go to work every day. See how fast you walk to work then.”
Balach looked up at him and cocked his head, like he was trying to understand someone speaking a foreign language.
“I’m not sure what you mean by job, but as long as we try to contribute, we also benefit from other people’s efforts. When I want a new belt, I tan the leather myself, but I might ask the silversmith to make me a buckle when he has the time.”
“That wouldn’t work where I come from. Too many people wouldn’t work hard if they didn’t have to.”
“People don’t have to work hard here either. We do work hard, but we all have our own unique roles, depending on what we’re good at. Just like we all have our own names. When you’re just being who you are, it isn’t really work at all.”
Merrick laughed. It sounded simple enough, but he didn’t think their system would be realistic on a larger scale.
Balach grinned, like he had just thought of something evil and funny.
“My father wanted me to ask you what kind of service you could provide while you’re staying with us.”
Merrick was silent for a moment.
“I’m not sure what I could do to add value to the Earth Clan,” he said.
“There are lots of things you could do. We just need to find out what you’re really good at, and then let you do that.”
Merrick could do his own form of magic with computers, but he guessed that there weren’t any of those here. He could probably help with some manual labor like gardening or maybe hunting, but he was pretty sure that he wouldn’t be very good at those things either.
“Most of my skills only make sense in my world. What do you need here? Could I teach a class? No one in the clan can be better qualified to teach a class about the outside world than me. It could be like an anthropology course.”
“They might go for that. We can talk to the teacher after class and see what she thinks. Anything else you can think of?”
“Not really. I like books. Do you need librarians?”
“We have a single library in the center of the city. You can go there and read about our history and learn how to do things. Maybe we should go there sometime and you can learn how to do something of value.”
“Does your library have books about the dragons and their languages? Maybe if I could check one of those out, I could learn quicker about who I am. I’d like to take a look at this prophecy that I’m supposed to be a part of as well.”
Balach skipped over a small stick in the middle of the road.
“You can read about some of the dragon parables, but there aren’t any books about the dragon tongues. My father says that their languages are too dangerous to write down, so they just memorize them.”
“Who memorizes them?”
“The Keepers. Your father was a Keeper you know—he was the Master Keeper before he became Ard Righ. The Keepers memorize all the creation names of every follower of Terrada who has ever existed, even from back before the families split up. Their memories are our greatest treasure and source of power. No one but the Keepers and the Queen probably knows how many words they have in their brains, but it’s a lot. My father says that they know many more words than he does but that not even they know how many more words are left in Terrada’s creation language. The Queen’s Seer thinks that it won’t be very long before we have the entire language again.”
“That’s pretty impressive. Seems like you father knows a lot of words.”
“Compared to most people, he does, but the Keepers and the Queen keep most of the words a secret to protect us. A lot of the words they store in their heads could cause serious trouble if they were spoken by someone who was careless or who didn’t know how to do it right.”
Balach checked to make sure no one was too close to them.
“Can you keep a secret, Merrick?”
“Is it about that girl we saw yesterday?” 
Balach’s silence and his blushing face were his answer.
“What’s she like?”
“Beautiful. When I’m with her, my stomach tickles, and I get short of breath, and I feel like I can do anything.”
“Sounds serious. Does Fenton know you have a girlfriend?”
Balach stopped and looked at Merrick as a crowd of students walked past.
“My father wouldn’t approve if he knew about her—not yet. He’ll find out when the Keepers do—when I have my naming ceremony. I remembered my name the first day I met her, you know? I’m sure of it—that the meaning is correct. But I’m still nervous. I told him that I’m ready for my naming ceremony, but just between you and me, sometimes I’m not sure. What if somehow, my name’s the wrong one? It’s so hard to think clearly when I’m around her.”
“Well, what does your name mean. Maybe I can help somehow.”
Balach started walking again and Merrick followed.
“I can’t tell you, and you can’t hear it by asking for it. I have to offer it to you. If you knew my creation name, you would know everything about me, and you’d have complete control over me. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but it’s dangerous to give it out. Besides, I can’t tell anyone yet, because I haven’t had my ceremony yet. Not even my father can know yet. After the Keepers confirm the truth of my name and I’ve given its power to the Earth Clan, I promise that I’ll tell it to you in Terrada’s tongue.”
Merrick shrugged. It was no problem with him if Balach couldn’t divulge his name yet.
“Although, I guess it couldn’t hurt to tell you what my name means in the common tongue. You could repeat it in English as much as you wanted, and it still wouldn’t do anything special. I know it sounds stupid, but…my name is the Earth Dragon word for true love.”
Merrick wanted to ask Balach more about his name, but they arrived at the steps of a large one story stone building and Balach and fell in behind a line of young people heading through a large arched entranceway.
They walked down the hall until they found Balach’s classroom, already filled with young Drayoom talking amongst themselves. When Merrick entered the room, everyone went silent, including the teacher who stood at the front of the class staring at him as if struck with paralyzing fear.
#
Firefly hid in the bushes and watched through the back classroom window as Balach and the man who looked like Eudroch walked into the room. Eudroch had told her to gather intelligence on his twin, but until she had seen him that first day when he arrived from the outside world, she hadn’t believed the resemblance could be so uncanny. She also couldn’t believe her luck—Eudroch’s twin was living with Balach, the same person she had chosen to seduce into helping her.
Sweet innocent Balach had been an easy win, but she was good at making all boys and men do all sorts of things she wanted them to do. She could have any man she wanted even back in her own tribe where the men were used to women with passion burning hot inside them. Here, in the enemy’s camp, Balach had been a logical choice. His father was the head of the Queen’s Fianna, and his family lived just inside the officially designated royal area of the city, so Firefly always had somewhere to hide and someone to trust as she spied on the royals, waiting for Merrick to show himself. 
All of her preparation, and her building trust with Balach, would now pay off. Just knowing the details of Merrick’s location would be enough for Eudroch to reward her handsomely. But she wanted more. She wanted to grow up to be great among her own people and to sit by Eudroch’s side one day as his Queen. She would do more than return home with news about Merrick. She would actually deposit him at Eudroch’s feet.
Balach would be heartbroken when he realized that she and Merrick had run off together, but he would survive. Even though Balach’s fawning sometimes annoyed her, she had grown attached to him in a strange way. His dedication to her and his declarations of love sometimes touched a part of her own heart that was not often exposed.
Regardless, now that Merrick was in play, she’d start working on him as soon as she could get him alone. Merrick was a bit older than her, just like Eudroch, but he was still a man…and she knew how to light men’s souls, no matter what their age. 
Satisfied that Merrick wasn’t going anywhere for a while, she eased herself down from the outside window ledge and looked down at her jar of fireflies. Their bodies lit up and went dark again randomly. She wondered if all of life was like that, or if some kind of pattern existed to it all that remained hidden to her. 
 



CHAPTER 20
 
RUNE CORP WAS ON a Level 1 Alert. Attack by a hostile Drayoom force was inevitable. All employees had been tested and drilled on the appropriate security procedures, but no one had actually been on a real Level 1 Alert before.
Even as Cara descended to the subterranean testing facility, Rune Corp was being locked down. No one was allowed to leave or enter without her permission as acting Rune Corp President. No one was going home until the Eudroch affair was over. There was plenty of food and drink stockpiled in the company cafeteria, full shower facilities in the gym, and each office was equipped with a fold-down cot, although sleeping would only occur in shifts. 
As per procedure, a full head count and cube inventory was also underway and everyone’s badges were replaced with freshly imaged ones complete with new wards for the employees’ personal safety. Some of these precautions seemed a bit excessive even to Cara, but she had to be sure that Eudroch had not stolen any of their cubes containing their work reassembling Terrada’s tongue. Maybe Eudroch hadn’t had the time or the inclination to do so when he had killed her father, but she had to be certain.
The elevator doors swooshed open and she hurried down the underground hall to the testing lab. She was sure she would find Chris working by himself on getting the new construct for the cubes ready for action. 
As she reached the door to the lab, she took a deep breath and stretched her neck. The twenty-minute nap she had managed in her office had not been nearly enough. She was still so tired that her mind felt like it was covered with clingy, wet gauze, making her sluggish and irritable. She had already checked on everyone above ground, and as soon as she was finished talking to Chris, she would force herself to get a few more hours of sleep. 
Unfortunately, the conversation she was about to have was probably going to go longer than she would like. 
She knocked on the lab door and heard Chris’s irritated reply from within. She opened the door and was stunned by what she saw.
Chris was sitting in the testing chair, sealed off from the rest of the lab by soundproof, transparent plastic walls. The entire room was littered with broken pieces of all sorts of materials, both natural and man-made. Shards of boards hung from the ceiling, and the place smelled of burnt grass, dirt, and steam. It looked like a natural disaster had struck.
Chris glanced back at Cara as she stepped into the lab. He motioned for her to stay where she was. He turned back to face the far end of the room where a short, wide candle sat undamaged and still lit on top of a stool. Its flame danced chaotically.
As she watched, Chris opened his mouth. On his side of the soundproof barrier, the sound of a word from the Earth Dragon tongue was heard, and the candle flame disappeared. She understood the noteworthiness in what he had just accomplished. He had snuffed out a fire element using Earth Magic, but a tiny flame was much different than the magnitude of power Eudroch would wield. As if sensing her doubt, Chris smiled and opened his mouth again several times in succession. 
With each word, a different object in the room burst into pieces. First, the candle exploded, hot wax slamming into the plastic shielding that separated them. Then, a block of wood nailed to the far wall turned into saw dust and fell into a pile on the floor. Finally, a glass of water sitting on another stool shattered, and all the water inside turned to mist as the glass fragments bounced across the floor.
Chris hit the button to raise the plastic shield. He took off his gear and stood up.
“What do you think?” he said. “Not too bad for only a couple days of work.”
She had to agree. Chris was good at what he did, and had taken her direction of turning the cubes into weapons seriously. She doubted that his counterpart, Melanie, would have produced these kinds of results in such a short time. However, she still wanted Chris and Melanie working together on the construct. He was great at inventing but was terrible at documenting and teaching his unorthodox methodologies to others.
“Chris, you’ve done great so far, but I still need you to get with Melanie after we finish chatting. She needs to understand what you’re doing, get it ready to download, and figure out the best way to train the rest of the staff. Did you find any good uses for my father’s name.”
He motioned for her to sit down at the lab bench with him. Once they were both seated, he folded his hands in front of him on the bench.
“I know how important this is to you and to the world, but after a new name is completely worked out, it still takes a couple of hours just to load its complete definition and all the proper tags into the master lexicon on the server cubes and then another hour or so to propagate the name throughout all the contextual libraries. After that, Melanie and her folks have to run a full backup of everything to make sure they have a clean copy for disaster recovery. After four or five hours, maybe, I finally get to start downloading it to my cube. I have to update my copies of the corporate libraries and then sync them to update my personalized contextual mappings—what I’m trying to say is that I don’t have time to work with Melanie on this.” 
“We need to have my father’s name in the lexicon, Chris.”
“I’m sorry, if I wasn’t clear. It will take Melanie and her group four or five hours to get me what I need. I never said it would take me that long.”
“Get on with it, Chris.”
“I’ve been working with Ohman’s creation name for the last couple of hours. That’s why the room looks like it does. I used his name once in conjunction with some minor commands, and the whole room practically exploded. Best I can figure is that somehow the part of his name that relates to deception makes natural materials more vulnerable to some of our basic commands, and the effects are amplified.”
Chris’s unorthodox method and his amazing results stunned her once again, reassuring her that he was the right choice for what she had in mind.
She was going to have to be direct. Talking around the subject would never work with him—he was too perceptive.
She took a breath. 
“Chris, most of the things I told everyone in the conference room were dead on. We need to prepare in case Eudroch comes here, but to tell you the truth, I don’t think he’s going to show.”
“Then why all the fire drills and the prep?” Chris said.
“Because he’s already been here.”
Chris’ eyes went wide and his lips parted.
“If he’s already been here, then what are we preparing for?”
“Eudroch was here…and he killed my father,” she said, tearing up. “Ohman is dead, Chris. It’s just me now. I’m the only one left to stop what’s going on.”
Chris was silent for a few moments before continuing in a soft voice.
“I’m sorry about your dad, Cara.”
He touched her shoulder compassionately.
“But you have the entire company. You know we’re all dedicated to stopping Eudroch. If he succeeds, it’s our world that gets torched too, you know. Plus, you said that this Merrick guy is supposed to be able to match Eudroch’s power.”
“He has the potential, but he won’t stand a chance against Eudroch until he has some time to learn his craft and most of all, to remember his creation name. Time is something he doesn’t have right now. I want to fortify Rune Corp and bring Merrick here to develop his power.”
“You said that he was safe at the Earth City.”
“I thought he was, but I believe that Eudroch and Merrick are both the Queen’s sons, even though the Queen claims that they belonged to my father. I’m going back in the morning to get Merrick because he’s not safe there with her. If I don’t make it back, you and your team may have to come in and extract Merrick yourselves. You might even have to rescue me as well.”
“What team are you talking about?”
“The one you’re going to form as soon as you’re done here. My only requirement is that Melanie has to be on it. You’ll need her cool head and her analytical thinking if you have to face Eudroch.”
“Fair enough,” Chris said. “When do we move out?”
“Just get them ready and stand by. Give me until tomorrow evening before mobilizing.”
“Why not just take us with you in the morning? I can get a team of five, including me, together in an hour—train them to use the construct in two. We could be ready by sunrise.”
“I don’t want to bring a team of armed humans into the Earth City unless absolutely necessary. Let me try to get him out first. I’ll be back as soon as possible, hopefully with Merrick. While I’m gone, I’m relying on you for a lot, Chris. I just wanted you to know.”
He turned slightly red at her compliment.
“There’s just one more thing,” she said.
Cara reached into her pocket and pulled out five Rune Corp badges. They looked similar to the ones that every employee had to wear while in the building, but they were jet black and embedded with different, interlocking patterns. He took the badges in his hand and looked at her, his eyebrows raised in question.
“You and your team need to wear these if you leave the building. They’ll allow you to be outside…with your memory intact.”
It took a few seconds for even Chris’s brain to process what she had just told him.
“What do you mean, with our memory intact?”
“Each time you leave Rune Corp, your memory of what you’re working on, of magic, of everything you know about the other world that’s out there—your memory of these things is suppressed.”
Chris stood up and walked a few steps away from her. He turned to face her again. His lips were moving without any sound like he was figuring out a complex equation in his head.
“Every night, when I go home, I can’t remember what I’ve done all day long here. All my work is erased?”
“Suppressed.”
“It’s the same thing, Cara. I knew you and your dad had this thing about keeping everything secret, but I didn’t know you took it this far. That’s unethical, and you’re only leveling with me now because you need my help. I should walk out of here and not come back.”
“I know you’re mad,” she said. “My father came up with the idea to suppress employees’ memories because it was safer for them and the rest of society that way. We couldn’t have a whole work force walking around in the outside world, talking about what we doing here, with no safeguards. There’s no way we could depend on every employee to keep his or her mouth shut all the time. Not about this. Eventually, our secret would get out. You know the trouble that would cause. Like you said, it’s your world, too.”
Chris started to talk, then shoved his hands into his pockets and exhaled slowly.
“What you’re saying makes sense, Cara, but I’m still angry.”
He walked to the door and wrapped his hand around the doorknob.
“I know you can’t trust every employee with keeping those kinds of secrets. I get that. What pisses me off is that you couldn’t trust me with them. And by the way, if Eudroch comes back and has to fight his way into this place, he’s not going to care about the rest of Tysons Corner finding out. Everyone will know about magic and all your deceit will be for nothing.”
She watched silently as he opened the door and left, slamming it behind him.
“If Eudroch is successful,” Cara whispered, “it won’t matter what people know.”
#
Chris slammed his office door and slid into his leather desk chair. He understood why Cara and Ohman had to deceive their employees. Rune Corp’s work couldn’t be leaked to the human world. He wasn’t angry—just embarrassed for thinking that he was more than just an employee to Cara. In fact, she had entrusted him with more of the company’s secrets than any other employee—all of them except the fact that his memory, along with everyone else’s, was being constantly suppressed and refreshed every time he entered or exited the building.
He held up his Rune Corp badge in front of his face. He took out one of the special badges Cara had just given him and compared them.
By angling them so that the overhead lights struck them just right, he could see faint lines etched into the stone of the cards. The rune markings on the badges couldn’t mean anything special. Chris knew that no one had yet figured out how to put the words from the dragon tongues into simple shapes like runes. The difference in their power had to rest in the stone itself and the combinations of names that Ohman or Cara had used to initialize or enchant each of the badges. 
Every employee except Ohman and Cara probably had the same kind of badge that he had. Now he knew that it probably activated a pre-recorded spell every time one of them went through the security doors. The lengthy security warnings everyone was forced to listen to whenever entering or exiting the building were the perfect cover, while the enchantment was played in the background probably beyond the normal range of human hearing.
He tried to recall a time when he was at home or away from the office but still thinking about work. He felt like he thought about work all the time when he was away from the building. He could remember telling friends about his good days and his bad ones and even how well or poorly his presentations had gone. But now that he tried, he couldn’t remember discussing any details with anyone. He had certainly never taken any work home with him before. Unlike normal laptops, cubes were clearly not allowed outside the building. Even if someone smuggled a cube out successfully, turns out they wouldn’t remember what it was or how to use it anyway. 
He hated what they had done, but he had to admit that it was brilliant in its own way.
Chris looked again at the new badge Cara had given him. For now at least, he could come and go as he pleased with his memory in tact. But as soon as Eudroch was taken care of, Cara would want the badges back, and he had no way of making a copy of one of them for later use. 
Helping Cara stop Eudroch was all well and good. He knew he had to do his best, but he didn’t want to go back to being one of Cara’s sheep afterwards. 
He had to figure a way to get an extra cube and all of its accessories out, unnoticed, while he still had the badge. He’d have to stash the cube somewhere safe along with detailed instructions on how to use it and about Rune Corp. The first steps would be easy enough, but he had to figure out a way to make sure that he would find the cube after his memory had been washed away again. 
First, he’d have to do all he could to help Cara and even Merrick until Eudroch was stopped. To do that, he needed a team. Cara had given him five badges in total—enough for him and four others. He leaned back in his chair and searched his mind for candidates. Cara said that Melanie was a must, so she was in. That was okay with him. She was an order freak and all about process and following the rules, but besides him, she was the most experienced at using the cubes and was good at training other people. He was also sure she could be counted on if things started heating up.
Working in the lab all day, Chris socialized mainly with Melanie and Cara, but he needed three more people who were naturals at the cubes. He slipped on his headset and brought up the company’s Human Resources database stored in his cube. It seemed strange to be using the cube for such a menial task, but Rune Corp didn’t own a single real computer. Everything was run through their system of cubes, providing everything from cafeteria menus to workshops on how to pronounce creation names with the help of the throat enunciators. 
Employee aptitude scores were normally kept confidential, but one of the advantages of building the construct for the whole company was being able to access any information whenever he needed it. He brought up the scores and sorted from highest to lowest and then by hire date until he had narrowed his search to five people who were relatively new hires. He could have gone for some of the employees who had been here longer, but he wanted lots of energy and enthusiasm. More importantly, he wanted a team that would actually follow his orders.
His top five choices had all scored close to one another and well above the rest of the new hires from the last six months. He could only take three of them and didn’t have time for lengthy interviews, so he started at the top of the list and called the first three in turn. Then he called Melanie. Within minutes, four anxious faces were sitting in his office, waiting for him to explain how they were supposed to defend Rune Corp from the mighty Eudroch and possibly rescue Merrick and even Cara from the Earth City itself. 
 



CHAPTER 21
 
THE RUSH HOUR was winding down on the toll road as Mona and Eudroch left Tysons Corner. At least she had convinced him that sometimes it was practical, and comfortable, to use cars to travel around the area. Mona felt like a piece of her memory was missing—as if nothing had been real for days, but the man reclining in the seat next to her was indisputable. She was sure she had entered the Rune Corp building just a couple of days ago but couldn’t remember anything that had happened while inside. She briefly glanced at Eudroch before looking back at the road in front of her. It seemed like they had been driving around since they left Rune Corp, with Eudroch acting almost like a bloodhound, trying to detect the faintest trace of Merrick in the air. They had gone back to the hospital, the bars in Old Town, and even his apartment, but still no sign of Merrick. Mona was beginning to lose hope of ever seeing him again.
“I know you told me what happened at Rune Corp, how we were lucky to escape with our lives, but I still don’t understand why I can’t remember anything,” she said.
“The traitor enchanted the doors to his fortress to keep the truth from the humans who work there. It makes them forget what they do at work every time they leave the building, and it restores their memories every time they enter. Unfortunately, the same precautions caused you to lose your recollection of what happened inside as well.”
“I don’t have much of a choice except to believe you about that, but I don’t care how much lightning you summon with those noises you make, before I go anywhere else, you need to tell me who the hell you are and why you want to find Merrick so badly.”
Eudroch pursed his lips and made a deliberate sound of controlling his breathing.
“I’ll answer your questions this one time, but I won’t make a habit of it,” he said, turning slightly toward her, while she drove. “Those noises I make are words from the original creation language.”
“I don’t understand,” she said.
 “You don’t have to understand a dragon’s tongue to be controlled by it any more than you have to understand genetics and DNA, there were words, and the words were…well before Zoroaster, before your cave dwelling ancestors, before the first monkey grunted for a stick…there were dragons. They brought this world into existence with their words, and even today, their languages contain the keys to everything that has ever been and will ever be.”
“Dragons,” she said with more than a hint of sarcasm in her voice. “That’s all very interesting, but it doesn’t explain anything I’m concerned about.”
“Patience,” he said. “There is no difference between something’s true name and the thing itself. Each of the four Drayoom families is trying to recreate the creation language of their patron dragon—the words that their dragon used to help create the world. The families guard the names they’ve collected with their lives, passing down their knowledge orally to each new generation. The words in the Fire Dragon lexicon have been passed down to me as one of the Fire Keepers, but compared to a dragon, I know nothing. That’s still a good bit more than you know, however. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”
Mona nodded her head, staring out the front window at the taillights of the car in front of her.
“You’re threatening me.” 
“Exactly.”
They drove on in silence for a few minutes before Eudroch turned to her again.
 “I still want your assistance, because having you along will give me a better chance of saving Merrick’s life. He might trust me more readily, if you are with me when we meet. Make no mistake, however, I will find him, and I will save him, with or without your help. You are dispensable…but preferable.”
Mona nodded. She could have made a break for it several times over the last couple of days, but she had believed that she retained some degree of leverage with Eudroch, because he needed her help. Now she wasn’t so sure.  
Eudroch stared out the front window of the car. Slowly, he started to speak again.
“We’ve existed much longer than your species, you know—since the beginning of the world. The first of my kind was created from the elements by the four dragons. We have existed for so long. Even a few thousand years ago we were still one family, but our people started to divide, creating their own families, each worshiping a different dragon with their own legends and prophecies. Our once great family was soon torn asunder. After the first Great War, the four families dispersed to different parts of the globe, fighting sporadically over the years, but tolerating each other’s presence essentially in peace. Merrick and I were born on the last day of a hundred years of peace…a harmony that our births ended.”
“The families went to war just because you two were born?” 
“Since the first war, the mixing of blood between families has been outlawed. The Earth Clan, the MacKervals, and the Fire Tribe, the Viracocha, see each other and their dragons as dire enemies, and for thousands of years, the family bloodlines remained pure.”
“You’re kidding me, right? I don’t know how big these families are, but with a small enough gene pool…”
“Of course the lack of genetic diversity gradually weakened the intelligence and the magic of the families, but family purity was still more important. They held onto that belief until the birth defects began.”
“That’s what happens when you love your family a little too much,” she said.
Eudroch grunted and glared at her briefly.
“Children started to be born with abnormally low levels of magical energy and with physical deformities that no Drayoom had ever seen before. It was this that brought the families together again to discuss the survival of our species. They sent out scouts to your world to learn about your science. As a result, individual Drayoom were handpicked to mix with members from other families in the hope that their children would be born stronger and more robust. That’s when the true problems began.”
“Mixing in new blood should have increased the number of healthy births,” she said. 
“The first mixed children were born with abnormally high intellects and high levels of power evident at an early age. At first, parents were joyful, thinking they had birthed superior offspring who would grow up to do great things for their families. But as their sons and daughters grew, they began to show signs of what you would call schizophrenia. Their power and their intelligence, combined with their increasing unpredictability and disconnection from reality led to havoc and ended in many deaths and even more hard feelings between Drayoom factions.
“Each of the families accused the others of poisoning their blood. Their only common desire was to exterminate the children—the monsters—they had birthed. Three of the Drayoom families believed this, but my people believed that a being of mixed blood would one day free the Fire Dragon from the sky, and fulfill one of the prophecies from before the Great War. Each family interprets it differently, but all Drayoom believe.”
“Believe what?”
“That the great Fire Dragon in the heavens shall be released from her bondage by the two Sons of Earth and Fire. The brothers will become as one, and the days of molten fire will be upon the world. Sigela’s followers will flourish and have domain over the planet, while the rest of the Drayoom and the humans will be extinguished.”
“All because the Fire Dragon comes back from her exile in the sun?
Eudroch laughed deeply.
“Sigela will not simply leave the sun and return home. She will bring the sun with her.”
I am one of Sons of Earth and Fire, and Merrick is the other.”
Despite Eudroch’s unexplainable powers, he was also quite insane.
“Pull over here,” Eudroch said.
Mona did as she was told, taking the off ramp to a park-and-ride that was empty except for a few darkened cars. She parked and turned off the engine.
Eudroch looked down at his feet, his eyes showing just a hint of dampness. He raised his head slightly to meet hers. 
“When I am around you, I can feel the echoes of his presence. You hold him in your mind and in your heart. I understand that you do not give your trust easily, but I’m trying to save Merrick’s life. You must believe that, no matter what else you might think of me.”
She turned to Eudroch.
“Where are we going now? Back to Old Town again? His apartment?”
“He is nowhere nearby. I believe he has left this area and maybe even this part of the world. I think it’s time I went home to check on a few things before we continue our search.”
“Do I want to know where home is?” she said.
“I believe you refer to it as Mexico.”
Mona looked at him, speechless. She didn’t even have a passport, much less the time off from work to go halfway around the world.
Eudroch reached over and touched her shoulder. She instantly felt the familiar tingle of electricity building inside her body. She closed her eyes, having only a second to fear what was about to occur, before the world around her exploded in bright white light and a deafening crack.
#
The last thing Kay remembered was a loud bang and the smell of raw eggs. She tried to pry herself up from the living room floor, but couldn’t move. She coughed and watched as bright red liquid splattered her hands. 
She tried to recall more of what had happened. Mona and that boyfriend of hers had been outside kissing or maybe having a fight. She couldn’t be sure, but she remembered the young man screaming something at Mona right before the white light and the explosion. Kay could only hope that the poor young girl hadn’t been hurt.
Kay inhaled the dense smoke filling her apartment and coughed uncontrollably. A strong set of hands grabbed her and carried her to where the air was cleaner. She was still coughing, but could feel her lungs starting to work again with the infusion of fresh air. 
She opened her eyes with a start. 
She was lying on a relatively comfortable bed, not in her apartment, and the sheets were moist from her sweat. There were people shouting somewhere close by, but out of sight, and she heard the sounds of sirens.
By the time her head cleared, she realized she was in a hospital bed. She tried to sit up, but a young nurse gently held her down and checked the IV in her arm.
The nurse’s pleasant face was replaced by that of a middle-aged woman with very short, walnut-colored hair. The woman sat down next to her bed and smiled. Kay guessed that she was a police officer and that she was going to start with that annoyingly soft voice that authority figures always used when they thought they were talking to a feeble-minded granny.
“My name is Officer Diggs, Mrs.—”
“Call me Kay,” she coughed. “How long have I been here?”
“Not long. I know you must be tired, but do you mind if I ask a few questions? You have a neighbor named, Mona Whittle, is that correct?”
Kay nodded.
“We saw a young man enter her apartment just before the fire—looks like it was a lightning strike actually, and we don’t suspect any foul play regarding that at the moment, but did you by any chance notice the man she was with? Maybe you heard what they were talking about. I know the walls in some of those apartments are very thin…”
Kay explained to the officer about how she and Mona were good friends and how they looked out for each other. She told her about what she had seen and heard earlier, before the explosion. The officer seemed particularly interested in her description of Mona’s boyfriend. Kay didn’t want to get the boy in trouble, but if he did something to hurt Mona, then he deserved whatever he was going to get.
The officer thanked her for her help and got up to leave.
“Excuse me, Officer Diggs. Do you know if Mona is all right? I am very worried about her, you know.”
“Ma’am, the only thing I can tell you is that it doesn’t look like there was anyone in the apartment when the lightning hit, and your place should be all right, except for a little smoke damage. You let these people take care of you, and I’ll make sure Mona’s fine.”
The officer started to leave again, but turned back.
“One more thing, Kay. After they get you all fixed up, I was wondering if you could give me a call the next time you see Mona or her boyfriend? They’re not in any trouble—I just want to talk to them, okay?”
The officer handed her card to Kay. She gripped it in her fist as the nurse returned and placed an oxygen mask over her nose and mouth. The pure air made her head a little swimmy, and she felt better than she had in a long while. She spiraled into sleep thinking to herself that she never did like the looks of Mona’s boyfriend and that she should have warned her a long time ago to watch out for his kind of trouble.
 



CHAPTER 22
 
MERRICK WALKED WITH Balach across a breezy meadow, as a fissure in the earth suddenly opened beneath their feet. The ground swallowed him, chewing at his body with teeth of broken stone and splintered wood as it drug him down into hot darkness. He looked up and saw a hooded man laughing at him from the surface. The hood disappeared to reveal Ohman’s face, not colored with the blush of life, but bone white with the tips of his ears glowing crimson, as if dipped in blood. The ghostly Ohman mouthed something that Merrick could not discern before he awoke from his dream, covered in the clammy sweat of fear. He shook his head, trying to dislodge the ghastly image of Ohman from his mind. 
He moved to get out of bed, but his body was sore and stiff, and he fell back into the soft branches of his cot. He had been training with Fenton for more than a week now, but every morning his body felt just as tired as the first time. He waited, unable to fall back asleep as the bedroom filled with orange-yellow light and long morning shadows. Crisp air sifted in through the open window, smelling of dewy grass. His body seemed to rejuvenate itself as he braced himself in the air, and the images from his nightmare dimmed.
Balach opened the bedroom door and looked in.
“Plan on sleeping the whole day away? I’ve got a special treat for you today.”
Merrick rolled out of bed, his muscles increasingly renewed as he stretched them. He put on the pants and shirt that Fenton had given him. As he sat on the side of his bed, trying to wedge his boots on, he looked up at Balach.
“What’s so good about today? Walking on hot coals—a bed of nails maybe?”
He wouldn’t have been surprised if Balach had answered in the affirmative. Instead, the boy didn’t seem to understand his attempt at humor and shrugged his shoulders.
“Can’t you move any faster? We have to get going or we’re going to miss it.”
Merrick finished putting on his boots and motioned for Balach to lead the way. 
Within minutes, they had packed a lunch of hard bread rolls and slices of goat cheese that Merrick had to restrain himself from eating for breakfast. As they were heading out the door, Fenton entered the kitchen. 
“Where ya off to in such a hurry, lads?”
“Showing Merrick around the inner forests, Dad.”
Fenton looked at his son expectantly, waiting for him to elaborate, but Balach met his stare with an impassive face that feigned innocence almost well enough that Merrick started to believe him. Balach tugged on Merrick’s arm and led him out the door, leaving Fenton standing alone in the kitchen, still waiting for an explanation.
Soon, the two of them were strolling through the cool morning along the same road that led to Balach’s school. They turned right at the road that led to the mountain’s exit, heading for the center of the city. Shortly, they arrived at the common area just outside of the Queen’s court.
The open space was crowded with close to a hundred Drayoom all gathered around a single old man who sat on a large stone that towered above the crowd by several feet. Instead of joining the masses, Balach pulled at Merrick’s sleeve, directing him over to the edge of the road.
“See over there? That bush,” Balach whispered. “There’s a hidden passage behind that part of the stone wall. I saw my father go through it one night, but I’m pretty sure even he’s not supposed to know it’s there.”
Merrick started to ask where the passage led, but Balach pulled him forward abruptly.
“Ask whatever you want, but stop staring at the entrance.”
Merrick raised one of his eyebrows, the made an overly dramatic gesture of looking directly into young Balach’s eyes.
“Does it lead to the Queen’s Court?”
“See that building over there, to the left of the Queen’s Court? That’s the Keepers’ Chamber. I’ve never gone far enough to know for sure, but I’m pretty sure it must lead there.”
“Why would someone around here need secret passages, when they can travel through the earth?”
“This whole mountain is loyal to the royal family, and to the Keepers. That’s one reason my father takes us outside the mountain to practice. Sometimes, the mountain can be stubborn. If you want to pass through that stone wall, you gotta take a path that’s physically there. Even then, the earth might close up and trap you. That’s why I haven’t gone all the way in yet.”
“What do mean, yet?”
“I was thinking that since you’re of royal blood, maybe you and I could try it some time. The mountain might not try to kill you.”
“Your dad didn’t die when he used it.”
Balach cocked his head like he was thinking about Merrick’s observation.
“Never mind,” Balach said with a laugh. “I’ll see the Keepers’ Chamber soon enough. Besides, there are way too many people around here right now anyway. That’s the surprise I was talking about anyway—the storyteller’s getting ready to speak. I just wanted to show you the passage so that you knew I trusted you.”
Balach pulled Merrick toward the crowd. The sounds of laughter rose in volume as several children closest to the old man on the rock started chasing each other and screaming joyfully.
Merrick and Balach worked their way through the outer edge of the crowd and sat down on the ground, trying to blend in with the mass of people who were still settling in. The storyteller looked across his audience and paused when he spotted Merrick. 
The storyteller clapped his hands together once, and the crowd went silent. Even the children stopped playing and sat down at the foot of the rock, their heads tilted backwards, as they looked up at the old man.
“My clan,” he said, “I have a special story for you today—a tale of the first blood madness and of the beginning of sorrow for all Drayoom. Today I will tell you of Gregor, the first, but not the last, of his kind.
“Not long after the Great War, there lived a boy who was just becoming a young man. His name was Jabo. Although not yet a citizen, he lived here in the Earth Clan and followed the ways of Terrada, the Earth Dragon, as best he knew how. He was steady of stature and growing stronger in his magic with every passing moon. Elissa was the same age as Jabo, but she was from the Water People and followed the way of Lagu, the Water Dragon. 
“One day, Jabo was walking along the coastline, gathering clay for working into pots, as Sigela began to set in the sky. Jabo had no fear of the dark and continued his search as the shadows grew long and the sky around him turned gray. 
“He looked out for just a second to the sea, and that is when he first saw Elissa. She was very beautiful and floated just above the water where the waves broke in frothy explosions against the rocks.
“His mother had warned him of the dangers of venturing so close to the ocean. She had spoken of strange creatures but had never prepared him for someone as pretty as Elissa with her long flowing green hair and her fair, pale skin that was the color of the Moon. He was in love with her in less time than it took his heart to beat twice.”
Some of the children giggled at the mention of the word, love, but the storyteller continued, gesturing with his thin hands and spindly fingers as he brought his narrative to life.
“As the tide came in, Elissa floated closer to shore until she and Jabo were face-to-face on the shore under the pale moonlight. Neither of them moved nor did they touch. They simply looked into each other’s eyes, as if they were dying of thirst and drinking from a mountain spring. 
“When the tide rolled out, Elissa floated back to sea. Soon, Jabo stood on the shore alone, already longing to see her again.”
The crowd of listeners stirred slightly, seeming agitated at the mention of a member of the Earth Clan pining for a girl from a different family.
“Every night for the next month, Jabo returned, always telling his parents that he needed to collect more clay. They knew that their son was not telling the truth, but they were happy, believing that he had perhaps met a new friend or even found a girl from the Earth Clan to spend his evenings with. Sadly enough, despite Jabo’s persistence, he did not see Elissa again that entire month.
“On the first day of the new moon, he went to the shore as usual. This time, Elissa was waiting for him, floating just above the breakers again. Jabo dove headfirst into the waves and swam to her without waiting for the tide to bring her closer. She lowered herself into the water, and the two were as one and conceived a child that very night, although neither of them knew that at the time.
“For the next two moons, the lovers met nightly, but one evening, Elissa did not appear. Jabo paced up and down the beach, scanning the water’s surface for any sign of his beloved. Eventually, he spotted her and swam out to see what was wrong.
“Elissa was crying, and her eyes were red and swollen. She told him she carried his child, and that her father had followed her the night before and had seen the two of them together. When she had returned home to the Water City, her father had welcomed her into his arms and told her that he knew of her lover. Elissa had been afraid that her father would be angry, but instead, both of her parents were happy for her good fortune. They agreed that since Jabo was from the Earth Clan, Elissa should leave the Water City and live with him as his wife, but that they should bring their grandchild back to the sea as often as possible so that the child would know his or her full ancestry.
“Jabo then understood that Elissa was crying both for joy and sadness, because of having to leave her family behind. He wiped the tears from her cheeks and vowed to marry her and to build a home for them at the top of the highest cliff he could find that overlooked the ocean.” 
Many of the audience members grimaced and began whispering to each other. 
“Remember,” the storyteller continued, “although the Drayoom were already separated into the four families, several generations had passed since the Great War and, although not typical, it was not yet forbidden to marry between families.”
More murmurs arose from the crowd, but they hushed when the old man started to speak again.
“True to his word, Jabo married Elissa in this very city and built a home for them at the edge of a cliff that overlooked the place where they had first fallen in love. Before long, Elissa was ready to give birth. Jabo’s mother was there as were several other women from the Earth Clan to help bring the child safely into this world. But as the hours wore on, they all could tell that this would be no ordinary birth. 
“At one point while delivering her child, Elissa screamed in pain, shouting a word from Lagu’s tongue that resulted in a great downpour outside. Jabo and the others watched helplessly as Elissa writhed on the bed, blood pouring from her, but still with no sign of the child. 
“Jabo stepped outside to pray to Terrada that his child and his wife would survive. At that exact moment, he heard a curdling scream. He threw open the door to see his dear Elissa dead in the blood-soaked bed and a baby boy, still purple and covered in her insides crying on top of the reddened sheets. The child’s umbilical cord looked as if it had been ripped apart instead of cut in the proper manner. Jabo’s mother and the other women stared at the child without moving.
Jabo rushed to Elissa’s side while his mother warily picked up the baby.
“What is this boy to be called?” his mother asked.
“She wanted to name him Gregor,” Jabo said through his tears. 
“Jabo’s mother held Gregor in front of her face and started to say his name, but the baby kicked and screamed, and the world outside shook and trembled. Jabo looked out the window and saw that there were waves already over one hundred feet tall crashing against the side of the cliff. Moments later, they heard the sounds of rocks hitting the outside walls of the house and anything of the earth inside the house suddenly flew across the room, causing everyone to seek cover.
“Jabo and his mother knew immediately that Gregor was somehow causing this madness, even though no newborn before him had ever awoken from birth with such immediate power.
“They used all of their magic and all of the words they knew from the Earth Dragon’s tongue in an attempt to mute Gregor’s magic, but the child was unstoppable. Jabo continued trying to calm the earth under the house while his mother went outside to ask Lagu to cease her onslaught. While looking down at the tumultuous sea below, his mother slipped on the muddy cliff’s edge and fell into the white spray, never to be seen again.
“Suddenly, the weather outside calmed itself, and the assault on the house stopped. Jabo looked down at Gregor who was now lying on his back, no longer crying, but wagging his hands and feet in the air joyfully. 
“Even though Jabo loved his son, when he learned that his mother had died, he knew that he had to take Gregor before the Earth Council to seek its wisdom. In the council chambers, young Gregor started to throw another tantrum, spewing magic that was even stronger than before. The council members used their combined powers to silence the baby without doing him harm, but in the end, the leader of the council and three of the Keepers  had to silence young Gregor…forever. 
“Jabo watched as his son died so soon after his birth. He was overcome by grief, even though he knew that Gregor could not have been allowed to live, for the safety of the clan and for that of the world itself.
“As I said, Gregor was the first of his kind, but not the last. Similar stories soon began circulating among all of the families. In each instance, the child was of mixed parents and was either born with uncontrollable powers or was born still. In all cases, the mother had not survived.
“Shortly thereafter, the leaders of the four families met and decreed that intra-family breeding would be forbidden. It was the only thing they had agreed on in a long while, although it was obvious to all that the King of the Fire Tribe did not share the concerns of the other rulers. The Fire Tribe believed that these children were gifts from the dragons, wielding great power that made them closer in likeness to the dragons than any other Drayoom since Abred himself.”
The storyteller took a heavy breath and put his hands on his knees. He looked directly at Merrick.
“It is believed that the prophesized Sons of Earth and Fire will be children from mixed lineage and with uncontrollable power as well…with enough magic to rescue their beloved Sigela from her banishment in the sky and to return her to this world.”
The storyteller continued to stare at Merrick while the crowd grew more agitated.
Several people turned around to look at Merrick—some out of curiosity, but more of them did so with fear and anger in their eyes. Merrick and Balach slowly stood and made their way through the crowd to its outskirts. Isolated shouts filled the air behind them. Some howled for Merrick’s death, while others demanded imprisonment. Cara had warned him that some of the Earth Clan would feel this way toward him, but the reality of the emotions behind the voices caused his stomach to heave. He and Balach continued on, only slowing their pace when the noise of the crowd had faded completely behind them. 
Just as the immediate threat of the mob vanished, Merrick felt a presence nearby, as if a familiar evil was stalking him. He and Balach turned down a side street, and he glimpsed a dark, robed figure darting into the woods. Merrick sprinted to where the figure had entered the tree line. He hollered at Balach to go home and that he would meet him there later. Without waiting for a response, Merrick burst through the thick flora and entered the glowing green world of the subterranean forest. He struggled through the dense foliage, trying to follow the trail of broken branches left in the robed figure’s wake. As he caught a flash of the figures exposed ankle in the distance, he knew that it was a woman he chased. Suddenly, a strange sensation overwhelmed him—not one of fear or excitement, but one of lust and passion as if he were now running toward a lover instead of chasing a fiend.
#
Balach knew that true love was selfless and forgiving and not jealous. He also knew the power of Firefly’s charms. He had only seen her foot before she vanished completely into the forest, but he knew immediately that his own Firefly was the stalker Merrick was chasing. Balach closed his eyes, trying to calm his heart. It was wrong to be jealous. Merrick didn’t even know that Firefly was the one he was running after. When Merrick caught up with her, maybe they would just talk. Then again, she had been asking a lot of questions about Merrick. Balach had thought that she was interested in him because of his ties to her own Fire Tribe, but now he wasn’t so sure. 
Balach calmed himself again. 
Firefly had proclaimed her undying love for Balach many times even as recently as the day before. And she was the reason he was able to remember his creation name. She was the reason he believed in true love in the first place. And if he was to be true to his own name, then he had to trust her. 
But he was also supposed to look out for Merrick’s safety, and even though he knew that Firefly wouldn’t harm Merrick, she was still a member of the Fire Tribe, and it was possible that Eudroch could figure out a way to use her without her knowing about it.
Looking around to make sure that no one was watching, Balach slipped into the woods, snaking his way along the path that Merrick and Firefly had just recently blazed.
 
 



CHAPTER 23
 
MERRICK EMERGED into a small clearing in the woods, where the tall grass had recently been flattened, probably from the girl’s feet. He rushed through a bank of trees and onto an empty side street lined with homes that were integrated seamlessly with the woods around them.
He looked down the street in both directions, but he saw no sign of the girl he had followed here. He turned again to his left, and a chill ran through his body. A tall, hooded figure, like the one in his dream, stood in the middle of the road about fifty meters away. The man remained perfectly still, and it felt to Merrick like the stranger was examining him as minutely as if he had been standing only an inch away.
As Merrick was trying to decide whether or not to confront the man, he heard leaves rustling behind him, and the girl he had been chasing revealed herself from behind a tree. 
She smiled and motioned for him to join her.
When Merrick turned back to look, the hooded man was gone. He tentatively walked over to the girl, whom he could see, for the first time, clearly in the light of day.
Together, they stood, neither saying anything to the other, both still breathing hard from their recent chase. She was younger than he had first thought, probably in her late teens. 
He looked at her skin. He had forgotten that skin could look that soft and untarnished before being eroded by years of living. He wanted nothing more than to touch it—to soak up its magic—to reclaim some of his own youth that was slipping through his fingers like sand. 
He noticed that her hair was jet black, and that he had not seen another female with her features since he had arrived in the Earth City. In fact, if anything, she looked more South American than Scottish. 
The girl gazed at him with her emerald green eyes, and she gently held a glass jar in her hand. The top of the jar was covered with a piece of burlap tied off with a leather cord wrapped around its lip. Inside, dozens of fireflies flew about, their tails lighting up randomly, even in the simulated daylight of the cave. Their glowing bodies formed new constellations with each passing second, mesmerizing Merrick as he watched.
The girl looked at her jar, then up at Merrick, and smiled again. Each time she smiled, he felt as if some unseen force was pulling at his heart.
“I’m Firefly, and I’ve been waiting for you for a very long time.”
Merrick felt warm like he had been touched by love itself, but in his head, he knew that something was wrong. The feeling inside him was closer to compulsion than love, and he felt almost powerless to resist it. Despite this realization, he took the girl’s outstretched hand in his and disappeared with her into the tangled wood.
After a few minutes of walking, they came to a circular area where the forest floor had been cleared of all leaves and branches. They stood on a large slab of exposed stone that reminded Merrick that they were inside an immense mountain cavern, and not in an outdoor forest at all.
She looked up at him with a tear in her eye. He thought that he could smell the faint scent of salt water as he looked at her face that was as beautiful as a tanned cherub. She set her jar of fireflies on the ground at her feet, the tails blinking even quicker now. Then she stood up and looked around before leaning closer to him. Her slender young body grazed his arms. Neither of them attempted to withdraw from the other’s touch.
“I want you to come away with me. They won’t let you live, you know. They are too afraid of you.”
She brought her hand up to softly stroke his shoulder.
“My people are not afraid of your power. I’m not afraid of your power, either.”
Firefly pressed her torso lightly but fully against his body. He felt lightheaded as he involuntarily inhaled the scent of her jet-black hair and the natural oils secreted from her glistening dark skin. 
She placed her cheek against his.
“If you want to live, you must come with me, to the Fire Tribe, to your brother. He is the only true family you have left.”
Merrick tried to catch his breath and found that his throat was too dry to even swallow. He was torn between his desire for this beautiful woman and his fear that his evil brother had found him so quickly.
“I want to go with you,” he said, “but I have too much to learn before I meet my brother.”
Firefly withdrew from him slightly, taking his shoulders forcibly in her hands. Her sweet face transformed into one of intense seriousness.
“Have you looked at yourself recently? How much older do you feel? If the Keepers don’t get to you first, this place will still kill you. You and I could be so happy together, in my tribe, where you would be worshiped instead of feared or hated.”
She moved in closer again and held her lips partly opened, a hair’s breadth from his. Merrick’s thoughts blurred like a reel of film gone haywire. He thought of Cara and how they had almost kissed back in Alexandria—how he had felt when she had agreed to stay with him through the night back at Rune Corp. He also remembered Mona and his time with her.
Then he refocused on Firefly’s face. Nothing about Mona or Cara would stop him from going with Firefly, but he also knew that if he gave in now, he would never be able to turn away from her again. He closed his eyes, still hovering just beyond the reach of her lips, fighting the clouds of desire that filled his mind. He was being bewitched. There was no other explanation for it, but even so, he was unable to break her spell.
He sought out his own internal magic, then remembered that Fenton had taken his divinium pendant. His magic hung like a sword of salvation just out of reach. He opened his eyes. His body was frozen, unable to move, but his eyes shifted frantically, searching the surrounding area for any object that he already knew by its creation name—anything that he could command to help him break Firefly’s spell. 
He found nothing, but he tried to remember what Fenton had told him about divinium—that it made siphoning magic from others easier, but that it was the person handling the divinium who made it possible. 
His power was there. He just didn’t know how to tap into it on his own, so it remained out of reach.
His feet shuffled closer to Firefly. He was almost lost forever in his desire for her, and he had no control over his actions. 
Even as he lamented that he would never be able to summon his own magic, a familiar fire lit inside of him as his anger rose, inching its way to his surface. Instead of fighting it, he nurtured it, fanning his rage with thoughts of how it felt to be deceived by his father, by Ohman, by the Queen, by Cara, and now by Firefly. She didn’t love him. She was only trying to use him…and he did not like it. 
His face turned red, and the passion in his eyes was replaced by ire.
He drew Firefly closer to him, but the temptation of her was gone. In her eyes, he could see his own distorted reflection—the one that always stared back at him inside mirrors. He felt his lips curl back in disgust. His passion for Firefly had turned to contempt. The familiar tingling in his stomach was like a torch he was barely able to contain. He didn’t need the divinium to tap into his magic…and he didn’t need Firefly and her lies.
Firefly must have felt the change in him as it happened, because she suddenly released him and stumbled back several paces. She rubbed her arms as if trying to rid them of unseen spiders. Her eyes were wide open in fear, tears still glistening in them as she continued to back up farther and farther from his rage.
As she receded into the woods, he felt her control over him wane. He had been only moments away from unleashing as much of his power as possible. If he had done so, while still not knowing his craft, he might have injured either himself or the girl. With the sudden realization of what he had almost done, he started to shake. His legs weakened, he dropped to his knees, and he touched his forehead to the stone street.
It was his turn to cry. 
His anger was suddenly replaced with fear—fear of his own self and of what he was capable. Maybe the Keepers were right. If he had almost killed to avoid falling under the charms of a pretty young girl, then he had still not learned even the first of his lessons from Fenton. If he did not learn how to control his magic soon, he would continue to be a threat to everyone around him—maybe even to the entire world. One thing was for sure—he had a long way to go before he was ready to face Eudroch.
He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. His head started to clear as he desperately tried to overlay some form of logic onto what had just happened. There was only one good thing that had come out of his encounter with Firefly—he was closer to understanding himself and therefore was hopefully that much closer to remembering his creation name. Unfortunately, he felt that he had also discovered yet another layer of anger and aggression that was still too easily ignited. 
A sense of dread washed over him as he began to fear for the first time that his creation name might not be one that he liked.
#
What bothered Balach the most was the fact that he had already told his father that he was ready for his naming ceremony. Any day, any hour, the Master Keeper and Balach’s father might start looking for him, ready to conduct his right of passage—a ceremony that he was beginning to doubt his ability to undertake.
The way he was acting made him doubt that his creation name really meant true love. If it did, then he would not be overcome with doubt about Firefly’s love for him. Maybe the voice in his ear that whispered his creation name to him was simply his own wishful thinking and not the voice of Terrada, after all.
He had been so sure when he had first approached his father, but now he wasn’t certain of anything. To go before the Master Keeper with a lie, or even a doubt, was guaranteed failure. If he knew that he had incorrectly remembered his creation name, then it was his duty of honor to cancel the ceremony and to not waste the time and energy of the Master Keeper and his followers. 
However, even though it was never said, the reality was that canceling a naming ceremony because of uncertainty was perceived as a sign of weakness. The next time he requested his ceremony, the Master Keeper and even his own father would be reluctant to grant his request. He would be marked as someone who did not know himself, and it would take years longer than otherwise for him to have his creation name confirmed and to become a full member of the clan.
As he debated his fate, he peered out through the branches in front of him. Merrick and Firefly were talking to one another on the other side of the road. Balach watched as she touched Merrick’s face.
Even though he could only see Merrick in profile, he knew the look that must be on his new friend’s face—the fluttering feeling that must be in his stomach—because Balach himself had worn that same expression countless times standing in front of the same girl. 
Watching the two of them, he felt stupid and like a child for feeling jealous. More than anyone, he knew how easy it was to fall in love with Firefly. Whatever she was doing, he had to trust that she had a sound reason for talking with Merrick.
Hand in hand, the two of them started moving through the thin strip of woods on the far side of the street. Balach quietly crossed the road and crouched down as he followed them.
When Balach arrived at the edge of the woods, he looked out just in time to see them, still holding hands, as they disappeared into a large stretch of woods. 
Balach stayed where he was as he decided what to do next.
Even though he did not doubt his and Firefly’s love, Balach’s stomach winced at that thought of Merrick and her escaping for a romantic interlude. Balach checked the light shining down from the cavern ceiling far above. From his best reckoning, they had about an hour before his father would start looking for them for their lesson. 
Balach set aside his unhealthy thoughts, took a deep breath, and tried to focus on his love for Firefly and to trust that her intentions with Merrick were pure. She was probably just curious like everyone else was when he or she met Merrick for the first time. Maybe they were talking about him. Maybe she was the one who was unsure that Balach loved her. 
After slowly exhaling, Balach continued on, finally arriving just outside a circular clearing in the woods. Firefly was gone, and Merrick was on his hands and knees sobbing. All thoughts of jealousy left him as he looked upon his friend, someone he was beginning to see almost as a brother. 
He fought the urge to go to Merrick and to console him. Balach could only imagine the reason for his tears, but something told him that this was something Merrick had to deal with on his own.
Balach retreated back into the woods and remained hidden. He carefully moved several paces off to the side of the trail and decided to wait there until Merrick stopped crying. 
After half an hour, he saw Merrick walking slowly in his direction.
Balach waited for Merrick to pass, then he followed him, careful to still remain hidden. Merrick made his way back to a road that Balach was sure he knew. 
He was surprised, however, when Merrick started walking in the opposite direction of home.
When Merrick was far enough away, Balach stepped out into the middle of the road and stood there with his hands on his hips, trying to figure out what to do.
He decided to leave Merrick to his thoughts as he started for home. He didn’t want to lie to his father, but he couldn’t tell him that he knew where Merrick was without Merrick later discovering that he had been followed.
Balach would do everything he could to keep his father from getting angry with Merrick, but at some point, Merrick was going to have to deal with his father on his own for missing his training.
 



CHAPTER 24
 
MONA SAT ON THE warm jungle floor, amazed at the sudden beauty that surrounded her. She also wondered whether or not she was going to throw up. Her entire body still tingled with electricity left over from her journey with Eudroch, even as her mind struggled to understand what had just happened. 
She remembered slipping through clouds with fierce speed, the ground below her reduced to a blurred, spinning aerial photograph. Given her memory of the trip and the fact that it had begun in Northern Virginia and ended in a tropical jungle, the only conclusion she could reach was unfathomable. 
She had somehow become a part of living lightning. No, she had become lightning itself. 
The same force that had put her in a coma just days before had acted like some kind of magical transit, with Eudroch as her guide, picking her up and depositing her somewhere in another part of the world. 
Judging from the difference in climate and the local vegetation, she wasn’t even in the same hemisphere anymore. The sounds of the jungle were like nothing she had ever heard in person before—a cacophony of bugs, birds, and other animals, so loud that it hurt her ears at first. 
Looking up, it took her several seconds to realize that Merrick’s twin, Eudroch, was standing above her, offering his hand to help her up from where she had ungracefully landed.
She grasped his hand and felt the inhuman strength in his grip as he smoothly pulled her to her feet.
She looked around as her senses returned to working order, and the last of the electricity dissipated from her body. It was still nighttime, but despite the lack of sun, the air was humid and the heat sweltering. Eudroch watched her too closely as she unfastened the top two buttons of her white shirt and wiped the sweat from her neck.
“Welcome to my home,” he said, with a slight bow of his head. “The people of my tribe await us.”
He gently took her by her elbow and led her through the mass of tall trees that formed the dense canopy overhead. As they picked their way through the foliage, she slipped her arm free and walked next to him. 
After a little more than an hour, they came to a moon-drenched clearing that was the size of a football field and surrounded on all sides by the thick jungle. Throughout the clearing, columns of steam rose from baseball-sized holes in the ground, making the air even more humid than the rest of the jungle. The steam was visible as pure white against the backdrop of the surrounding dark woods. Eudroch led her closer to the center of the open space, casually avoiding the jets of scalding steam as they walked.
At the center of the clearing, there was a gash in the earth. Mona briefly pictured in her mind a great mythological beast ripping open the ground with a swipe of a single immense claw. From the edge of the tear in the ground, she could plainly see a set of steps that had been cut into the rock and which disappeared into the darkness below. 
Eudroch motioned for her to follow him into the crevice.
She hesitated, paralyzed for a moment by her fear of the unknown. He offered his hand to her, but she waved it off and placed a trembling foot on the first of the stone steps. She would not let him see how afraid she was. Tentatively, she followed him. She hoped that her confidence would grow with each step, but as the moonlight became less and less intense, she reluctantly placed her hand on Eudroch’s shoulder to maintain her bearings and to steady her nerves.
As they continued deeper still into the earth, the temperature rose steadily. Soon, she was soaked and had to repeatedly wipe the stinging sweat from her eyes. The stone under her feet turned slick, and she was afraid that she would lose her footing and fall into the blackness.
Just as her fears were reaching a crescendo, they came to the bottom of the staircase and stood together in what was now complete darkness. Mona could hear the sounds of unseen people echoing all about her. Eudroch muttered something under his breath, sounding like a great whoosh of flame, and suddenly, they were bathed in light. Blinded at first, she could eventually make out that they stood in a small cave-like entranceway, and that there were several tunnels leading away from the cave in all directions.
He took her hand again and led her down one of the connecting tunnels. This time, she did not resist. The light that he had conjured stayed with them as they moved, but even so, she stumbled a few times as she gazed about, distracted by the ancient drawings on the walls and by the occasional white lizard that scuttled about their feet. 
Within minutes, the tunnel opened up into fresh, but still humid, air. Even though her logic told her that they were deep underground, within the belly of the earth, her senses told her that they were outdoors, with the moon above in the sparkling night sky. Trees and large rocks filled the area, and Mona could hear the gurgling of naturally running water in the distance. Confused, she turned to Eudroch as he swept his hand across the open area in front of them.
“This is the home of the Viracocha, the Fire Tribe. We will wait here. My family will be along shortly to welcome us properly.”
No sooner had he said this, than people started appearing as if from nowhere, walking quietly into the lighted area that surrounded Eudroch and Mona.
Despite apparently living underground, they were dark-skinned, as though they had spent their entire lives in the sun. Their hair was blacker than black, with highlights of blue reflecting in Eudroch’s light.
When the people saw him, their faces opened into broad smiles, their eyes sparkling with familiarity. Several women came up to her and gently ran their hands through her brunette hair. Even though it made her uncomfortable, she stood motionless and returned the smiles of her new hosts.
Eudroch motioned with a nod of his head, and the adoring women backed away, their smiles taking on a plastered look—their enthusiastic eyes turning to glares. Eudroch, Mona, and most of the crowd that had gathered around them, started walking down a road made of what appeared to be dried lava.
More and more members of the tribe gather around them, anxious to see the newcomer. The path they were taking led downward and seemed to run along the outer edge of what she could now tell was a deep valley, filled with and sheltered on all sides by overgrown jungle. 
When they eventually reached the valley floor, they continued to make their way through the dense foliage. Even though Mona thought that there was no room to fit even a single body through the thick layers of trees and plants, Eudroch led the way, and they slipped through the jungle together easily. 
They turned off shortly, onto a worn path, and for the first time, she saw signs of civilization—stone buildings partially hidden by the jungle, adorned with intricate carvings of what looked like dragons and people wearing ritualistic costumes. Judging from the style of the art and the people of the tribe, she guessed that she was somewhere in Mexico or maybe South America. The buildings they passed reminded her of the shows she and Merrick had watched on television about the ancient Mayans or Aztecs. 
The jungle suddenly gave way to an enormous clearing the size of several football fields. As the group of followers filled in around them, she stared in awe at the sight in front of her.
Somehow, in the heart of this lost valley, there was a gigantic stone pyramid, with a stone staircase that seemed to rise up to the sky. Before she could say anything, Eudroch made his way across the open field, to the base of the steps. 
She followed close behind, her legs aching already from their trek. She looked at the stone steps in front of them, then back to Eudroch. 
He smiled and started up the staircase.
“Why didn’t you land us at the top of the pyramid instead of making us walk this whole way?” she said as she struggled to keep up with him.
“There are spells surrounding this valley that even I will not transgress lightly. Also, doing so would have disturbed the ritual, as you shall soon see.”
They were only half way to the top of the pyramid, but each step was more painful than the last, and her heart pounded in her chest so hard that it hurt. Just as she thought she would have to stop for a rest, he pointed to a stone archway she had not seen before, cut into the side of the pyramid. 
She desperately tried to calm her breathing and to slow her heart rate enough to ask him where they were, but she abandoned her efforts as she followed him through the archway, into the body of the great pyramid.
In only a minute, they stepped into a giant stone room. Moonlight shone down through a large chimney that ran up the center of the pyramid and opened to the night sky at the structure’s apex. Between the moonlight and the flickering orange glow of the torches mounted on the cave walls, she saw a dozen or so dark-skinned people standing around an altar made of the same lava stone she had seen earlier. Above the murmurs of the small crowd, two sounds were distinct—that of a young child crying and that of a frantic woman sobbing.
As they moved closer to the ceremony in progress, she saw a young boy, no more than eight years of age, writhing on top of a giant stone altar. No visible bonds restrained his limbs, but he was secured nonetheless and unable to move. 
At the foot of the altar, a woman cried and struggled against the tight grip of two well-muscled men who kept her from rushing to the aid of the boy. 
Eudroch took a final step toward the altar, and the people surrounding the child turned in unison to look at him. As one, they bowed their heads—except for the man standing closest to the helpless child. 
The man looked at Eudroch directly, almost defiantly. 
He wore a bright yellow-feathered headdress that cascaded to the middle of his back, and he was covered with tattoos of black geometric shapes. She guessed that he was a priest or some sort of holy man. His face was painted with angular motifs in black also, and in his hand he held a dagger, the blade of which appeared to be forged from pulsating lava. 
The man turned away from Eudroch without a word and raised his dagger high. Eudroch said something to the man in a language that reminded Mona of Spanish, and the man lowered the knife slowly.
The man scowled at Eudroch and waved his hands excitedly in the air while yelling at him. Eudroch said something else, then looked up at the sky while the man shook with rage. 
The man yelled something at Eudroch, but Eudroch continued to ignore him.
Frustrated, the man spit on the ground, then spoke a single word that sounded like a match fizzling out in water. The blade of lava immediately disappeared, and the man threw the knife handle to the ground at his feet. He motioned for the guards to release the sobbing woman as he turned his back on the writhing child. As soon as he did so, the boy sat up, no longer held by his invisible bonds.
Mona felt the muscles in her neck relax, as the mother and her son embraced. 
Eudroch turned to her.
“The Viracocha are my family—my blood. But I do not agree with all of their ways. That man is King Polopu. He is also the self-appointed High Priest of the tribe, after the former priest went mysteriously missing one night. He is the one among us who communicates directly with Sigela, the Fire Dragon. I just convinced him, rather against his will I might add, to release the child and to sacrifice a goat in his stead to Sigela. I’m sure that his men are frantically searching for a suitable animal to offer up to Sigela before she awakens to start another day.”
Mona looked at him, still in shock from what she had just witnessed.
“Maybe I’m not such a bad person after all,” he said, “and my people aren’t bad either, you know—they just have their own ways.”
“I never said you were a bad person, Eudroch. Put yourself in my place for a minute, though. Yesterday, I didn’t even know that Merrick had a brother. Now, I’m standing inside a pyramid, in the middle of who knows where, watching a child almost be sacrificed to a Fire Dragon. Fire Dragon…I can’t even believe I just said that with a serious face.”
“Sigela is no laughing matter,” he said. “And she is very real. Long ago when this world began, Sigela was chased away by the other three dragons—banished by her own brothers and sister. They were afraid of her power but even more terrified of what she awoke in humans—the passion in them that she ignited.”
Mona looked at Eudroch, who continued talking, ignoring the chaos around him as if he were their prince. 
“But, it wasn’t enough for the other three dragons to simply banish Sigela from the creatures she had come to love. Her three siblings shredded her to pieces and kept the power of her tail here on the earth, so that man could have fire to control. Even in exile, she warms the creatures of this world from the heavens, waiting patiently for the day when she can once again be whole again and return to her home.”
Mona looked at Eudroch incredulously. 
“When you say that Sigela wants to return to this world, do you mean that an actual fire dragon wants to fly back to this planet and…and do what? Breathe the fire of passion into us?”
Eudroch cocked his head slightly and grinned.
“Sigela is not a flying dragon, like the kind you have seen in the movies. She is fire incarnate. She is the flame that keeps you warm in winter. She is all that is passionate and safe about this world.”
“Isn’t she also the flame that burns down forests in California and scars people for life?”
Eudroch smiled slightly and nodded.
“Yes. She is that as well, but she is beyond good and evil and is not subject to the laws of morality to which you subscribe. She is a force unto herself as are all the dragons. And she will return.” 
“Can’t you hear what you’re saying?” she said, reaching out and grabbing his arm. “You’re talking about the end of this world, not a new beginning. If the sun collides with the earth, we’d all be destroyed, including you and your tribe. How can you want something like that to happen?”
He reached up and covered her hand with his own. He looked at her, his eyes reflecting the moonlight.
“You cannot understand all the aspects of what is about to transpire,” he said in a soft voice. “You have only known the world as it is. To understand what will happen, you must forget science and what the physicists and the astronomers tell you. They simply try to explain that which they can never hope to comprehend. 
“When this world was created, Sigela was here, and my people did more than survive. They thrived. It’s her blood that boils at the core of this planet. It’s her fluid that races under its surface, giving the planet its energy. Don’t think of Sigela as just the sun. She is so much more, with abilities well beyond our imagination. She would not come here and destroy a place that she loves so much. She wants to make things better for all of us—to fill us with her light, and to make all of us whole again.”
“Is that how Merrick fits in? You think that if Sigela shows up, you and Merrick will be made whole again—a single person the way it should have been anyway.”
He chuckled, but nothing about his laugh was mirthful.
“No. We have to become as one before Sigela returns. So it is written. Merrick is a piece of me, and I am a piece of him. Without the other, each of us is only half alive, with only half of our potential, and half our power. We will not literally become one person, but by merging our magic, we will at last have the strength to free Sigela and to bring her back.”
He had been looking past her as he spoke, like he was in a daze. His mind seemed to suddenly clear, and he turned and barked orders in his tribal language to three of the guards. They leapt into motion, two exiting the chamber through a tunnel in the back of the room, and the other one leaving the way through which Eudroch and Mona had entered.
“What did you tell them to do?” she said.
“To gather our forces and prepare for combat. Soon, we will rescue Merrick…if he is where I believe him to be. I’m waiting for news from one of my most capable agents who will confirm what I suspect—that my brother is being held by the Earth Clan. If we are truly fortunate, my agent may even bring him with her when she returns, and there will be no need for bloodshed  today at all.”
Mona inhaled sharply when she heard that Eudroch’s spy was a woman. She knew that was the last thing in the world she should worry about right now, but she couldn’t help feel a twinge of jealously at the thought of Merrick being seduced by some exotic tribal goddess. Perhaps Eudroch sensed her discomfort, because he stepped close to her and put his arm around her shoulder. 
“Firefly is a young woman of many talents and of almost unnatural beauty. I assure you that she holds no real interest in Merrick, but she will use her charms to convince him to return with her. Whether she retrieves him, or if I have to take him from the Earth Clan myself, once Merrick is with us, the two of you will be reunited. You have my word.
“All I ask is that you help him see the necessity of my plight or at least convince him that he should hear my side of the story before acting rashly. I’m counting on you to help convince him of the right thing to do, even if you do not fully realize what that is yet.”
Before she could respond, he looked up at the sky, then pulled her gently by her arm toward an older, robed man with a head that was bald and covered with intricate symbolic tattoos. 
“I know you must be tired,” he said. “Please go with Inmorak. He will take you someplace safe where you can rest soundly. 
Inmorak smiled warmly and gestured for her to walk by his side as they moved to the same tunnel at the back of the room the two men had used earlier. He explained to her in broken English that, to reside inside the pyramid, was an honor among the Viracocha.
As she left Eudroch behind to his preparations, she remembered how he had saved that poor child from being sacrificed. Regardless of how misplaced his intentions might be to return the sun to the earth, Mona could not help but be attracted to his conviction and his dedication to his beliefs. Maybe he wasn’t Merrick’s evil counterpart after all. He had all of Merrick’s intelligence, and seemed to have his kindness as well, but he also radiated passion in everything he did, a trait that Merrick did not possess. 
She and Inmorak turned a corner and walked deeper into the stone catacombs of the pyramid. As her weariness suddenly overtook her, she yawned and thought that maybe the combination of Merrick and Eudroch wouldn’t be such a bad thing after all.
#
Swella looked up at the patch of sky visible through the hole at the top of the holy pyramid, and she grew nervous again.
As she watched the foreign woman fade into the darkness of the tunnel, she quietly pulled her son, Dabu, to his feet and started walking away, covering his body with hers as much as possible.
She heard the snap of Eudroch’s fingers, and two guards barred their escape.
Eudroch walked up to her and her son and motioned with one hand, sending Dabu flying across the room until he was floating inches above the stone altar.
This couldn’t be happening, she thought. Eudroch had ordered the King to spare her child and now he was about to sacrifice him anyway, to the mighty, but also cruel, Sigela.
Dabu was a good child, so much better than most of the children in the tribe. He always showed respect for the elders and worshiped Sigela every day with a conviction far beyond his years. He even thought of Eudroch as a hero, someone who would one day restore the Fire Tribe to greatness. Dabu wanted to be just like him and wanted to fight the Earth Clan by his side when he grew to be a man.
Swella watched, too horrified to move, as Eudroch retrieved the dagger handle King Polopu had thrown on the ground. She started to run toward them, just as the yellow-red magma blade flickered to life and glowed brightly.
Eudroch looked up to the sky just as the first ray of sunlight shone down through the hole at the top of the pyramid and illuminated the skin covering Dabu’s heart.
In one terrible moment, her poor, noble son, was eviscerated from his navel to his throat with a single tear of the sun dagger, guided by Eudroch’s hands. Her son frantically watched as his own intestines and his glistening organs rolled out of his body and slid onto the floor beside Eudroch’s feet. Sigela’s beam of light now shone directly on Dabu’s exposed heart as it beat one final time.
Eudroch raised his hands above his head and begged Sigela to accept her son’s heart as sustenance for her long awaited journey home. Everyone in the room, except Swella, raised their hands above their heads and tilted their heads back, following along with Eudroch as they spoke in the tongue of the Fire Dragon. Within a minute, the beam of sunlight vanished, and with it, Dabu’s heart. 
The ceremony was over. Swella had lost her only son—his heart given away so easily, to give Sigela strength.
Suddenly hit by the finality of her son’s passing, Swella screamed louder than she had ever done before or ever would again. The two muscular guards struggled to hold her back from lunging at Eudroch.
What was wrong with them? They all knew her son. Why did they just stand there and let him take her son’s life?
Eudroch barely gave Swella a second’s glance as he walked over to King Polopu and casually explained to the confused sovereign that he had only pretended to rescue Dabu in front of Mona in order to gain her trust.
As Eudroch turned to leave, he stopped and looked down at Swella with contempt. 
“You should be rejoicing instead of disgracing your son with tears. He serves a higher purpose than you ever will. Remember that he is worth more dead than you are alive. He gave his pure heart and his unspoken name to Sigela. When the Fire Dragon returns, she will teach us your son’s name, and we will speak of him with respect and awe. In this way, he will live forever.”
She looked up at Eudroch, her eyes almost swollen shut and red from crying.
“You, on the other hand…as a matter of fact, I believe I recall your creation name,” he continued.
Despite her grief, Swella cringed with fear at the thought of her name being said aloud. She had, like the other adult members of the tribe, given her creation name unconditionally to the Keepers of the tribe and to Eudroch. If Eudroch were to say her name out loud in front of everyone in the room, she would be at the mercy of any one of them.
With the knowledge of her name, they could command her to do anything. She would not be able to do anything to stop them from making her perform any number of heinous acts.
Eudroch leaned down and whispered her creation name in her ear and reminded her that she was named for a type of grass found in only the poorest, driest parts of their lands. 
Swella turned her head away from Eudroch as he stood to his full height, towering over her like a cobra ready to strike.
She looked up to the sun’s rays. She would hold her tongue for now, but she reminded herself that the grass she was named for was more than just a desert weed. It was also a survivor that could live with no water for seasons at a time and that could be trampled repeatedly, only to stand up tall again even in the face of the strongest wind.
Swella kept the image of an unbreakable blade of grass in her mind, and she vowed to Sigela that she would somehow see Eudroch pay for taking her son, Dabu, from her.
 



CHAPTER 25
 
MERRICK WAS STARTING to lose his sense of time. It had been much easier to keep track of the days back in the real world, where he had measured out his life in weekends. He couldn’t say exactly how long he had been living with Fenton and his family, but he guessed it had been just over a week since he had started his lessons. The training was hard and at times stressful, but he was beginning to make progress. 
Here in the Earth Clan, he went to bed each night, shortly after having dinner with Fenton and his family, and he awoke at the first light of the artificial sun that lit the underground city. Upon waking each morning, he dressed and met the family at the breakfast table for goat cheese, bread, and milk, while sharing pleasant conversation about what the day would hold. He was usually given a few hours each day to go around the city with Balach, where they explored the different streets and told stories about the worlds in which they had each been raised.
After that, it was always back to the house for more lessons with Fenton. Without his divinium pendant, his progress had slowed, but it was still steady. He was good at remembering the creation names for the different objects and was passable at pronouncing them. His challenges came with the command words. He said them correctly enough, but he lacked the proper control to use them effectively. He either put too much force into them or not enough, but he rarely achieved the right balance. Stones that were supposed to float, flew high into the air before plummeting to the ground. When he asked plants to gently shake their leaves, they remained still.
Each time he failed, he remembered his encounter with Firefly in the forest. Even though he was relieved that his power had helped him resist her temptations, he remembered the terrified look on her face just before he almost summoned the lightning. He wasn’t sure, but he now thought he had been siphoning magic from her without even knowing it. There was one thing of which he was sure, however. If he had called on the lightning, Firefly would have ended up in a coma, like Mona, or even worse. After his encounter with her, he had vowed again to never lose control of his power. 
As the sky approached twilight, Merrick stood at the base of the Earth Clan mountain with Fenton and Balach, waiting to learn what his next lesson would be.
“I’ve been watching you, lad,” Fenton said. “You’re scared of using your magic, and you should be careful, don’t get me wrong. But the words don’t work unless you put some emotion behind ‘em. The things of the earth respond to what we’re feeling and how we approach them—not just our words.”
Merrick listened to Fenton and remembered back to when he was younger and afraid of dogs. Whenever he would see a dog, it would start barking and snarling at him. He used to think that all dogs hated him, so he stayed away from them as much as possible. When he started dating Mona, she had two large elkhounds, and things had changed.
The first few times he had been over to her place, the dogs, looking like smaller versions of wolves, had pulled back their teeth and sent him a clear message that he was only being tolerated as a guest in their house. Then, one day, he and Mona were hugging, and the alpha dog started barking and growling. His fear boiled into anger as he released Mona and stared at the snarling animal. Before he knew what he was doing, he grabbed the dog by its collar and pinned it to the ground on its back. The dog turned its head from his glare and tucked its tail. When he turned to look at the other dog, it wagged its tail furiously, stretched its front paws in front of its body, and stuck its hindquarters in the air.
From that time forward, he no longer feared dogs. When he approached a dog for the first time, his emotional state was perfectly balanced, and the animal could sense that fact, usually wagging its tail and trying to give him sloppy kisses. 
In much the same way, he knew that he had to reach a balance with his magic, where he approached it with just the right amount of energy and attitude. Just because his emotions had mixed with his magic with horrendous results in the past, he couldn’t eliminate them completely from his craft.
As Fenton continued to give him a pep talk about being confident in his powers, Merrick turned to the side of the mountain and touched it. He felt the cool hardness of the rock—the gravelly bumps followed by areas of smoothness—the sharp edges. As he caressed the side of the mountain, Fenton stopped talking. 
When Merrick placed his ear against the rock, he could hear the whole mountain breathing. And it was a wondrous thing. The stone was Merrick’s friend. He respected it, and understood it, and he knew that he could not command it to do anything at all, but that he could ask it to do him a favor.
Merrick searched his memory for the name of the stone and then for the command that would let him shape something. With his hands still caressing the side of the mountain, he whispered the words from the language of the Earth Dragon. His eyes opened wide as the impenetrable rock turned pliable in his hands, moving and reshaping like it had been turned to clay. Once he had formed a new ridge in the mountain, he turned excitedly to Fenton and Balach.
Balach was smiling, his face flushed with joy, and Fenton stood with his mighty arms crossed over his chest, nodding in approval. Merrick had finally found something in this new world that he could do well. He turned around and whispered his gratitude to the mountain.
“Now, that’s the way to move a mountain,” Fenton said, laughing. “It didn’t require any force at all, did it? That rock is your friend now, and believe me, you could do a lot worse. You did well, lad, and tomorrow we’ll see if you still have the hang of it. For once, I’d say you earned yourself some dinner.”
As they walked back to the mountain entrance, Merrick bounced in his step a little more than normal.
When they arrived home and were seated for their meal, Fenton pointed casually at Merrick with his spoon.
“You should have seen the boy today, luv,” Fenton said to Adriana. “Reached right up and worked his magic on the mountain like he’d been doing it all his life. Like a true craftsman, he did.”
As Fenton continued to praise Merrick, Balach’s smile faded a little more with each compliment. Merrick guessed that Balach was feeling a little left out, since Fenton had been paying so much attention to Merrick since he had arrived. Even when he hadn’t done anything well, he was still the topic of most of their conversations lately.
Looking at Balach, he remembered his father—actually his step father—who had only rarely praised him. An idea came to him that he immediately knew was the right thing to do.
“You’ve all been great,” he said suddenly. “I couldn’t ask for a better teacher than you, Fenton, a better cook than you, Adriana, or a better friend than you, Balach. But I was thinking that maybe it was time I had a house of my own—if you think the council wouldn’t mind.”
Merrick paused to check their faces. He had their attention.
“And I’d like to build it myself. I’ll need some help to work out the right commands at first, but I know I can do it. It would be good for me, and it would make me less of a burden on all of you.”
“My father was a Master Builder before he joined the Fianna,” Balach said, the smile once again returning to his face. “I could help, too. It would be like another part of your training.”
Merrick, Balach, and Adriana stopped eating, and waited for Fenton’s reaction. The grizzled warrior carefully finished slurping the last of his stew, then set his spoon down next to his bowl. His face was expressionless, but his eyes seemed to be searching for any flaws in Merrick’s plan. Finally, he cleared his throat and placed his hands flat on top of the table.
“I think that’s the best idea you’ve had so far. It’s good for a man to put some sweat into the place he calls home. And I think I know just the location. After we finish here, I’ll take you to see where I’m thinking—just to look, mind you. I’ll have to check with the council and the Queen to make sure you’re gonna be around here long enough to build a house in the first place.”
After dinner, Merrick and Balach followed Fenton outside, eager to see the future sight of his new home. Merrick had expected Fenton to lead them to the edge of the cavern out past the agriculture fields. Instead, he took them farther into the royal section of the city, past the royal quarters and the Fianna barracks to the very back of the immense cave of the Earth City. The rock ceiling became progressively lower as they continued walking, and finally they stood next to the internal mountain wall.
“Don’t get too excited. I still have to clear this with the Queen, but I think this would be the perfect place for your home.”
Merrick wondered at the fact that Fenton had chosen a place in the royal section of the city. He reasoned that it was so they could keep an eye on him, but a part of him also thought that it might be because he was of royal blood, no matter how tainted that blood might be because of Ohman’s exile. He decided that it would be best not even ask about it. Instead, he just smiled, and reached out to touch the stone wall.
Fenton again cautioned him not to do anything before he had received approval.
“I’m just saying hello,” Merrick said, as he lightly ran his fingers over the rock. It felt much the same as the outside face of the mountain that he had successfully manipulated earlier that evening. This stone, however, was moist, and it was colder than the outside rock had been. It was like touching the internal organs of the mountain itself. Keeping his hand on the rock, he turned to Fenton.
“Are you sure the mountain won’t mind if I build here? This feels…different than the rock outside, like it’s the heart of the mountain itself…and I don’t want to hurt it.”
Fenton chuckled softly and put his hand on Merrick’s shoulder.
“My boy, I think you’re finally starting to understand a little something. But, don’t worry none. You aren’t going to hurt this old mountain. It’s been here since the time of Abred. It hasn’t lived that long without learning how to protect itself. Just make sure, if you do build here, that you need to work with the mountain, not against it. I’d wager that you’d lose that battle anyway, but it’s best to not even try.”
Merrick nodded his head and took his hand from the rock. Balach looked up at him, his eyes wide and his lips sealed shut, like he was holding something back that he wanted to tell Merrick, but which didn’t want his father to hear.
“Now that you’ve introduced yourself to the mountain, you’d better greet everything else around here to make sure they all know who you are, as well.”
He was confused by Fenton’s request. He looked around, but all he saw was the solid stone face he had already touched. When Fenton saw that he was unsure of how to proceed, he gestured to his son.
Balach stepped out dramatically in between Merrick and the rock wall, obviously pleased that his father had chosen him to teach the lesson.
“There’s a lot more here than just the inside wall of this old mountain. There’s life everywhere if you look hard enough. There’s the dirt under your feet and that moss over there on that rock. And, now that it’s getting dark, you can see the fungus higher up on the wall. It glows at night, but it’s really hard to see in the light. And then there’s the pebbles and the tiny shells beneath your feet. They all have different creation names than this here rock, you know.”
Merrick looked at the parts of the earth as Balach pointed them out. He was right. The more closely he looked, the more living things he saw.
“To build a solid home here, you must learn the names for all of the life my son has pointed out to you, and probably more that you’ll find once you start building.”
Merrick nodded and began the process of introducing himself properly. He went to each of the pieces of the earth, one by one, and tried his hardest to learn their names. Each one was completely different than the other, so he could not figure any way to remember their names, other than repeating them over and over in his head. Each time he learned a new name, from either Fenton or from the object itself, he carefully touched the thing, trying to understand and to feel its true nature through his fingertips.
After a few hours, he was exhausted, but he showed Fenton and Balach what he had learned by repeating the creation names of every living thing he could find in the area. He only made one or two minor errors in the pronunciations that were quickly corrected.
Fenton told Merrick and Balach to step back, as he had one more thing to do before they retired for the night. Fenton stood with his hands placed flat against the interior mountain wall. Although Fenton’s back was all that Merrick could see, he could hear the assertive sounds of the Earth Dragon tongue booming forth. 
Merrick listened to Fenton’s words, sounding like giant boulders grating together. He hoped that he could someday deliver his words with the same assertiveness. The phrases held no anger or tone of superiority, but they were enunciated with natural authority and confidence. Fenton was a man who was more than just a Master Builder—he was sure of who he was and was confident in both his power and that of his surroundings.
When Fenton was finished talking to the mountain, silence engulfed all three of them.
Turning from the mountain with a smile on his face, Fenton walked up to Merrick and Balach, explaining to them that he had just told the mountain that Merrick might be building there and had asked the mountain to only let him build within a certain area. Fenton wanted to make sure that nothing Merrick did would affect the rest of the city. It was a precaution that he was sure the Queen and the council would require anyway, and doing so ahead of time might speed the approval process.
The three of them walked back to Fenton’s house, ready to sit down and talk about the day’s events before heading to sleep. Fenton promised to speak to the Queen the next day and to hopefully have an answer for Merrick by that evening.
Merrick could not resist smiling. Things were finally going right for him, and he was joyous at the thought of building his own dwelling. His only concern was getting the Queen’s approval.
That night, he lay awake, staring at the ceiling, going over the new creation names he had learned that day and trying to emulate, in his mind, the tones that Fenton had used when he had spoken to the mountain. Even as his excitement and anticipation grew, he felt a twinge of sorrow at the thought of leaving Fenton’s home. Ohman may have been his father, but Fenton and Balach were becoming more like family to him than anyone he had ever known.
#
Heinin stared at the inside of the thatched roof, trying to fall asleep. It was strange, being here by himself. He felt like an adult, but still missed his parents. Other than the animals, they were his only real friends. He remembered his mom often saying that a mother had to love her son, but that she didn’t have to like him. She was always quick to follow up by telling Heinin how much she loved and liked him.
His mother and father had met when they were both children, when their families lived up on the mountain. Heinin often wondered how he would ever meet his wife if he never left his life here. There was a whole world out there, with plenty of young women just waiting to meet a respectable, hard-working fellow like him—at least that’s what his mother always told him.
Maybe when his parents returned, he would talk to them about going to school down in the next valley over. They did their best to educate him at home, and he learned to read and write and even to speak some of the dying language of Gaelic that both of his parents spoke. But he longed for the companionship of others his age.
As his thoughts spun, he gradually faded off to sleep. He’d talk to Mom and Dad when they got back the day after tomorrow. Even though he felt anxious about finding someone sooner rather than later, he also knew that he was still young, and that he had his entire life ahead of him.
 



CHAPTER 26
 
CARA HAD GOTTEN only as far as the coastline of Scotland before the earth had refused her further passage. She had gotten stuck there, as one with the slime and vegetation of the ocean floor, trying to think of how to proceed. In the end, she had decided to return to Rune Corp. Even though she had traveled along Terrada’s spine many times before, she still found it hard to perform normal mental tasks while doing so. Simply making the decision to return had exhausted her. 
Normal humans could not even relate to using the earth as a means of transit. They had nothing to compare it to. Traveling through all of Terrada’s incarnations was nothing like being a passenger on a train riding along a set of fixed tracks. It was more like traveling from the top of an hourglass to the bottom, particle by particle, losing oneself literally in one’s surroundings. 
Cara sat alone in her office, analyzing her failed journey to the Earth Clan’s city. The best she could figure, the council must have extended and tightened their security wards around the mountain, charming the earth into not allowing any visitors whatsoever. What a useless thing to do, Cara thought. Didn’t the council realize that Eudroch would travel on Sigela’s tail, not Terrada’s, to reach them? Even the tightest of Earth security wards wouldn’t stop Eudroch and his tribe from riding the lightning. That’s how Cara would invade the Earth City if she were Eudroch. 
Maybe the clan really was led by fools, just like her father had always told her—dangerous fools, but fools nonetheless.
With Earth travel no longer an option, Cara would have to go with a more conservative mode of transportation. It would take an airplane about nine and a half hours to get to Heathrow and then another hour or so to shuttle to Edinburgh, Scotland. From there, they’d have to rent a car and drive as far as she could into the Highlands, taking another few hours or so. The team would have to hike in the rest of the way, where the terrain was too rough even for the most hardy of sports utility vehicles. All in all, it would be a couple days before they arrived at the mountain of the Earth Clan and then who knew how long it would take to infiltrate the clan’s home. All of this was assuming that she and the rest of the team could sleep on the way over the ocean, so as to minimize the effects of jet lag—a concept she had heard all about, but had never experienced for herself—yet another benefit of traveling through Terrada.
Now, she had to tell the rest of the team so they could be ready in time. Most of the employees would have to stay behind, to continue fortifying the building, in case the fight came to their front door, but she needed Chris and the team she had asked him to form while she was gone. She hoped that Chris was over his anger about the way Rune had tampered with his memory for the last couple of years.
Cara called in her secretary and instructed her on the flight arrangements to be made. Cara then made her way to the lab where she figured Chris would be working to perfect his cube configuration.
As she suspected, Cara found Chris and Melanie both in the lab, six divinium cubes connected with thin wiring made also of divinium and arrayed on the long workbench. Cara quickly told Chris and Melanie about her failed travel and that they had two hours to have the team ready. Their flight left at noon. They would have to pack light, and put the cubes in their carry-on luggage to make sure nothing happened to them in transit.
“Anything else?” Chris asked as Cara started to walk out the door.
“Just one more thing,” Cara said. “Make sure the team knows what they may be up against. They need to stay on their guard, even before we get close to the Highlands. Eudroch or his people could be anywhere. We have no intelligence at all about their activities or their location. If you sense hesitation in any of the team, replace them with someone else. This is going to take everything they’ve got. Understand?”
Both Chris and Melanie nodded as they turned back to work on the cubes.
Cara then visited each of the Division Heads to check the progress on the security wards. After satisfying herself that everything was on schedule, she allowed herself a quick half hour nap in her office. When she awoke, she called Chris and told him to meet her in the downstairs gym with the rest of the team in ten minutes.
As she made her way to the elevator, Cara passed the giant yew tree. She knew that her father was gone, but she could feel his presence when she looked at the mighty yew tree that stood as the central pillar of the company her father had built.
When she arrived downstairs, she pushed through the swinging double doors and walked out to the center of the basketball court. Seconds later, Chris arrived with Melanie and three other Rune Corp employees following closely behind. Ann was almost as experienced as Melanie and had been with the company almost since its opening days. Gary and Steve looked like the proverbial muscle of the group, in shape with short-cropped hair. They were all excited with just a hint of fear passing through their faces—just the way Cara wanted them—afraid enough not to try anything stupid, but amped up enough to carry through with the mission.
As they gathered around, Cara told them to follow her to the Women’s locker room door. Once there, she placed her hand on the back wall that was made of large concrete blocks. She spoke a short series of Earth Dragon words, calling the concrete by the names of its separate components. As she did, a circular portal expanded to fill the wall, and Cara stepped through to a previously hidden room on the other side.
Once inside, Cara pointed out a series of suit bags hanging across a single metal pole that floated in mid-air in the middle of the room.
Turning to the group, Cara proceeded to take off her clothes, quickly and without losing eye contact with the astonished Chris. She then turned and unzipped one of the garment bags to reveal a shimmering black set of clothing. Quickly slipping into the one-piece outfit, Cara pressed the front of it closed, the material adhering to itself despite the lack of any apparent buttons or tabs. Once the suit was on, it shimmered with the familiar pulsations of the divinium cubes. In her skin-tight divinium battle suit, Cara looked more like a sports model than a corporate executive about to go to war.
The group of Rune employees stood motionless. Cara imagined that Chris was still trying to come to terms with the fact that he had just seen her without any clothes on. Melanie and Ann were already blushing, having figured out that Cara meant for them all to change into their battle suits right away. Cara cleared her throat, and each of the five members of the team walked hesitantly toward the suit rack. With the two women turning their backs to the group, they all quickly stripped down and suited up. 
Cara stood in front of them, her face taking on a look of stern concentration.
“Listen up,” Cara said. “These suits are more than just stylish. They’re made from the same material as the cubes. That means that when you’re wearing them, you’ll have a stronger connection to your cube. You’ll also be able to cast spells with greater force than you ever have been able to in the lab. The bad news is that, each time you use your cubes, you’ll be drawing mostly on your own internal magic—so use them sparingly—only when necessary. Don’t depend on your cubes for things you can do without magic, or you’ll be too old to be of any use when and if we get into the battle proper.”
“We’ve never had to worry about the cubes sucking our lives away before this,” Chris said.
Cara looked at Chris. She knew that her answer was going to raise his anger again, but she felt that she owed Chris and the rest of the team the truth.
“The divinium…the cubes always have this effect if they’re used to tap into a user’s internal magic. Divinium helps its wielder draw magic from the source of least resistance. The cubes you’ve all been using are designed to always siphon energy from the user, just as these suits are. Your cubes have always worked off of your own magic, but we restore any energy you lose every time you leave the building by replacing it with magic energy from the earth herself. Our entire human employee population working round the clock until they died wouldn’t use enough energy to make a dent in the earth’s magic.”
Just as Cara had thought, Chris went silent, obviously trying to hold back his anger. She saw him shake his head and take a deep breath, trying to calm himself.
“Anything else we should know about, Cara?”
“Just remember what I said, and you’ll all be fine. You’ll get all your life energy back when we return to Rune Corp. Now—put your street clothes on over the suits, get the cubes and the rest of the equipment in our bags and let’s get going. We’re looking at a day to get into Scotland, another day to get near the Earth Clan mountain and then it could be another day or two, I’m not really sure, to get into the mountain. It will depend on Merrick’s situation when we get there. I’ll brief you all in the plane…and don’t look so scared, at least we’re traveling first class.”
#
As they headed to the airport in the Rune Corp corporate van, Chris tried hard to suppress his smile, opting for Cara to think he was still angry. He wouldn’t admit it to Cara, but he loved the divinium suit he was wearing. It was like a second skin, and he could feel his own power coursing through him, ready to be tapped at a moment’s thought.
With the suit to help him, he felt even more certain of his abilities. The rest of the team would fare well also—they would be equipped with the cubes that held the new configuration that Chris had developed and that Melanie had altered to make it easier for normal people to use.
Chris’ cube, however, was loaded with his own raw configuration, with none of Melanie’s changes—none of the childish interfaces and certainly none of the conservative safety features. With his configuration, Chris could make use of every single word in Rune Corp’s partially constructed lexicon of the Earth Dragon. The others only had access to the canned spells and enchantments that had been tested and proven in the lab, even though they had all been tweaked for battle use.
Chris knew that the real world was usually nothing like the lab. He had grown up in D.C. and had been picked on mercilessly as a child for being too smart and too stuck-up. When he was a little older, his parents sent him to take a Karate class. Chris had excelled in class, working his way up to the rank of brown belt in three years. Before he was about to go for his black belt test, Chris had been beaten up by some of the rough kids at school. Everything he had learned and done so well in the classroom had been worth nothing. After that, Chris had started hanging out with a different, rougher set of friends. He helped them cheat with their schoolwork, and they taught him how to really survive on the streets. It had been a hard apprenticeship, but one that gave him lessons he wasn’t going to forsake now. He was packing serious magical power, and he wasn’t about to water down his chances of survival by going along with what Melanie, Cara, or the lab said was best. To survive on the outside, you had to be agile and adaptable, ready to do whatever was necessary to win—and that’s what Chris intended to do.
Looking out the van window, Chris realized that this was the first time he had been outside of Rune Corp while still being able to remember everything about magic and the cubes. Chris unobtrusively touched his satchel that contained his extra set of clothes. Through the fabric of the folded up material inside, he could also feel the hardness of the spare cube he had packed. He was sitting at the rear of the van so that he would be the last one out when they were dropped off at Dulles Airport. It was a simple plan, but Chris hoped that it would work. He had recorded a detailed set of instructions and messages and stored them on the spare cube, which he had stowed, along with a headset and an enunciator, in a separate bag in his satchel. He was sure that, given the time of their flight, the lines for checking in would be long, giving him plenty of opportunities to make his excuses to go to the men’s room. He would find a locker and put the cube inside. Then, he’d simply place the key somewhere where he was sure to find it after all of this was over and he had a chance to retrieve the cube. Chris was counting on the fact that, once reminded of magic by his own voice, his full memory would be jogged. At the least, he was sure that he could learn how to use the cube from his recorded directions in a short amount of time. As to what he would do after that, he wasn’t sure. Maybe win the lottery somehow, or maybe just sell the cube to the highest bidder and let its new owner worry about what to do with it.
Everything was looking up for Chris. He was about to save the day for Cara when they met up with this Eudroch character, and he was only a short time away from becoming rich. Unable to suppress it any longer, Chris smiled. He was ready to face whatever Eudroch or anyone else could throw at him, on his own terms, and in his own way. Things couldn’t be better. If Eudroch was anything like his brother, Merrick, Chris was sure that he would have no problem taking him down.
 



CHAPTER 27
 
FENTON RETURNED FROM speaking with the Queen, with a look of astonishment on his face.
Merrick feared the worst, but Fenton told him and Balach that the Queen had given her permission. Fenton would not even have to go before the council. The Queen had said that she saw no reason why Merrick shouldn’t have his own home, and thought that it might be a good project to help him work on developing his craft.
Even though the day was half over, Fenton, Balach, and Merrick went to work right away on Merrick’s new home.
At first, Merrick was not able to duplicate his previous success at breaking the stone with a clean edge. Instead, the stones broke off in chaotic chunks, falling to the ground and throwing up rock dust. Fenton explained to Merrick that he had to calm down.
“Your enthusiasm’s getting in the way of your focus,” Fenton told Merrick. “First, you master and control your technique—then you can use your zeal to add power to your craft.” 
Merrick decided that Fenton was probably right and that he needed to calm down. He greeted the rock wall like he had when he had asked its permission to build his home. He tried to feel what the rock was feeling, to understand the material he would be working with.
Once again, Merrick repeated the Earth Dragon words that Fenton had taught him. This time, the rock broke off with a straight edge. By the end of the evening, Merrick was consistently making clean cuts in the rock, and was able to concentrate, with Fenton’s guidance, on the right cuts to make to build a sturdy home embedded in the rock wall.
The following morning, Merrick and Balach went directly back to work on the home, forgoing their normal wandering around the city. As the morning wore on, Merrick became more confident in his abilities and started cutting larger pieces out of the mountain.
By lunchtime, when Fenton showed up, the raw form of a rectangular encasement had begun to emerge from the mountain wall. Merrick’s pride welled up inside when Fenton told him that it was as good as many he had done himself when he was a Master Builder.
As darkness started to fall on his first full day at work, Merrick stopped and sat down to rest. Even though he was using magic to transform the interior rock face of the mountain into his new home, he was exhausted. His arms felt loose like noodles, and his legs were wobbly and shaking. His entire body hurt, but the pain was worth it. He was creating something that was far from elegant and there was much work before it would be finished. Yet, it existed because he, Merrick, had willed it into being. As he sat there, looking at the simple, box-like structure he had created, he grinned.
That night, Merrick went directly to bed after the evening meal with Fenton’s family. He slept faster and more soundly than he ever had before.
When he awoke the next morning, Fenton told Merrick and Balach that he would be able to go with them this morning, to help Merrick turn his rough house into a more comfortable home.
Arriving at the building site, Merrick eagerly showed Fenton how far he had progressed in his skill by splitting a large piece of the stone from the rock wall. As it was about to fall to the ground, Merrick spoke the Earth Dragon command, telling the stone to float. The piece of rock was twice as big as Merrick himself, but moved easily through the air, until it came to rest in front of the box carved into the mountain wall. When Merrick told the stone slab to settle into the ground, it proved a remarkable fit, as it became a piece of the outside facing wall of his home.
By lunchtime, Merrick was happy with his house. It had three walls, with the inside of the mountain itself acting as the back of the house. It was about half the size of Fenton’s house and had no interior walls. Merrick had managed to cut the opening for a door in the stone and was anxious to go with Balach to visit a wood worker for a door to fill the gap.
As Merrick stood there, surveying his accomplishment, he thanked Balach and Fenton for their help. Fenton and Balach accepted his thanks, but then both started to laugh uncontrollably.
“It’s a beauty of a home, Merrick. But, you forgot to put any openings for windows.”
Merrick felt the blood filling his face as he blushed in embarrassment. He had indeed forgotten to include any windows. He walked up to the wall that had just been created by the large rock slab and within minutes, had fashioned a square hole in the side of the outside wall, to the left of the door portal.
“That’s good, boy. Now let me show you how to make some glass for your wonderful window.”
Merrick wondered why he had forgotten such a basic thing as a window. Perhaps he didn’t want to see outside when he was in his house—or more likely, maybe he didn’t want anyone seeing in. One thing Merrick sorely missed about his old life was his privacy. He grew up as an only child and was used to spending long periods of time by himself, even as an adult.
When Merrick looked at his new house, he saw the potential for quiet solitude. He wondered if his subconscious desire for seclusion had caused him to forget to create any windows.
Fenton showed Merrick and Balach how to create glass by heating up a small slab of stone with magic, then he let Balach and Merrick experiment until they were both able to create a pane of glass of passable quality.
Merrick took his best attempt and fitted it inside the hole he had made for his window.
“That’ll do fine for now, Merrick. When you see the man about your door, be sure to ask him for a sill and a set of hinges to hang your window properly. There’s also something else I think you’re ready for now that will really bring your home to life.”
Merrick was curious as to what Fenton meant and waited anxiously as Fenton dug something out of his carrying pouch that hung from his wide leather belt.
“Take these seeds, and get to know them. Remember, it’s no different than what you did with the mountain, so don’t be nervous. Once you’re acquainted, place them around the sides of your house, and put one, the one that you make the best contact with, just to the right of your doorframe.
Merrick did as Fenton requested. After about half an hour of communicating with the seeds, Merrick planted one of them to the right of his doorframe and stood back, half expecting a giant tree to spring forth from the ground. Merrick watched closely, but nothing happened. Then he heard Fenton speaking Earth Dragon in a commanding voice, and several vines sprouted up from the ground. With another word from Fenton, the vines grew until they covered the roof of Merrick’s house and much of the externally facing stone wall.
“Your turn now, Merrick.”
Merrick looked at the vines that Fenton had created and then closed his eyes, the winding green images still in his mind’s eye. He cleared his throat, and then did his best to imitate the command Fenton had given for the vines to grow. When Merrick opened his eyes, the same vines had doubled in size, snaking their way up all of the walls of Merrick’s new home.
 “Those seeds are from an ancient tree out in the valley that I used to play under as a child. Close your eyes if it helps, and think of a yew tree, with no leaves and a trunk that twists and turns like an old man’s back. Then imagine that same tree filled with dark green needles to shelter it from the wind out on the Highlands.”
Merrick once again did as he was told, picturing a barren tree and then seeing it covered with deep, lush green leaves. Fenton stood close to Merrick and whispered a dragon word in his ear. Merrick, still holding on to the image of the tree, repeated the new word with all his skill and strength and then whispered the command to grow.
The ground trembled, and Merrick bent his knees instinctively to lower his center of gravity. When he looked up, the same tree that he had envisioned was standing in front of him, just off to the right of his new home. As he watched, the tree continued to grow until its branches were completely covering over half of Merrick’s roof.
“Now, that’s a proper tree guardian if ever I saw one. Get to know your tree, Merrick. Trees have their roots in Terrada and their branches in the world with us. They know a lot more than most of us ever will. Even this one that has just grown carries the memories of all its ancestors before it.”
Merrick smiled and walked over to the tree. He touched the trunk with both of his hands and felt the texture of the smooth bark, the twisting lines of its skin, and the coolness of its wood. Suddenly, Merrick felt as if he knew the tree already. There was something familiar that he could not explain. For a moment, Merrick thought that he caught sight of Ohman standing next to him. He turned to catch the fleeting glimpse, letting go of the tree as he did so, but no one was there.
Merrick wondered why he had suddenly imagined seeing Ohman. Maybe his own yew tree reminded him of the one back at Rune Corp that Ohman had seemed so close to. Maybe there was something else reminding him of Ohman. In this world of magic, he couldn’t be sure.
#
It was dark. He watched Merrick and Balach through the window of Merrick’s new home. They were sitting in the newly built stone house, the only illumination that of a small oil lamp that sat on the floor between the two of them. It was their first night in the house, and he imagined the two of them would stay up most of the night, telling each other stories of each other’s worlds—but he could wait—after all, he was the Master Keeper, and patience was his strong suit.
Being the Master Keeper for the Earth Clan meant that sometimes he had to do things that he didn’t like doing. He felt sorry for the boy, Merrick. After all, it wasn’t his fault who his parents were—nor was it his fault that he was cast into the unenviable role of being the only person in the world that could help Eudroch succeed with his treacherous plans to bring Sigela, the Fire Dragon, back to this world.
The Master Keeper would have to be careful. For some reason, the Queen seemed determined to keep Merrick alive and well as a permanent guest of the city. Usually, he would not have acted without royal approval, but in some matters, he felt that there was a higher voice to answer to—that of Terrada’s.
As Master Keeper, he was entrusted above all others to ensure the recreation of the Earth Dragon tongue. He and his close ring of Keepers alone knew more of Terrada’s words than anyone—even the Queen. He knew that the first family to fully restore their language would rule the others because knowledge was power—knowledge was all.
If Eudroch were successful, all the work of the Master Keeper and his ancestors would have been in vain. Everything he had committed to memory since he was a young boy, all of the names of every member of the Earth Clan to ever have lived, would be wasted. He didn’t like what he knew he must do, but sooner rather than later, Merrick must die for the sake of the clan and for Terrada.
He doubted that Fenton’s boy would live with Merrick—he was too young for his father to allow that. Some day very soon, Merrick would be alone, in his house, at night, and it was then that the Master Keeper would take him. Before Merrick died, he would be forced to give up his name to the Master Keeper, if he even knew it. If not…well, there were spells and other creation names that the Master Keeper could employ to help speed the boy’s memory. They weren’t very delicate methods, but Merrick’s creation name would be a powerful addition to the clan’s lexicon, and as the Master Keeper, he could not afford to lose it.
 



CHAPTER 28
 
FIREFLY TRIED TO HOLD steady her jar of fireflies, her hands slick with sweat—not from the heat inside the Viracocha pyramid, but because she was terrified of facing Eudroch.
Back in the woods with Merrick, she had felt a similar fear as his power had almost exploded, not knowing exactly what was going to happen, but knowing that it was going to be bad. If she had not fled, she knew that she would have died. Her instinct to run was again strong as she stood before Sigela’s altar, waiting for Eudroch to arrive. She wondered which of the two brothers she feared the most.
Eudroch’s craft was honed. He wielded his magic with complete control and was always deadly. Firefly smelled the same immensity of power in Merrick, but his magic was more raw and uncontrolled than Eudroch’s. Back in the woods, she had made a split-second decision between the two brothers. She had decided that it would be better to face Eudroch with her failure to bring Merrick back, hoping that Eudroch would show mercy. At the time, she would have done anything rather than stand before the uncontrolled onslaught of Merrick’s magic as he tried with all his strength to fight Firefly’s magical charm. Now, she was regretting her decision in the light of Eudroch’s reality.
Still embroiled in her thoughts, Firefly almost did not see Eudroch as he entered the room. She turned to him, her eyes downcast, her body shaking. It was no use trying to hide the truth. He would know soon enough. Better to come out with it up front.
“Master Eudroch,” Firefly said, still looking at the floor, “I have returned with news of your brother. As you suspected, he is living with Terrada’s followers in the Earth City. I…I was unable to bring him back with me, but did not want to wait any longer to give you this news. Forgive me my failure.”
Firefly swallowed hard, her mouth dry, as she waited for Eudroch’s reply. Silence filled the room. It seemed like forever until Eudroch finally spoke. When he did, she knew for certain that she had made a mistake.
“My dear Firefly,” Eudroch said, “I am pleased to hear that you have found my brother. However, I am…disappointed to hear that you failed to bring him back to me…”
It would have been no use pointing out that she had indeed accomplished her mission. That Eudroch had never told her to bring back his brother. With tyrants like Eudroch, a failure against unreal expectations was still a failure.
“I tried, Master Eudroch. I did, but…” Firefly raised her head slightly, cautiously looking into Eudroch’s cold eyes. “…but he was too strong. It is as you said—he has the magic you seek—the power that is rightfully yours. I used all my magic, but he resisted until I thought he would explode. I felt his energy leaking from him onto me, and I panicked and ran away. His magic was like a volcano, ready to erupt. He does not have your control, Master Eudroch. If I had stayed, I am sure that I would not have lived to return to you and tell of his capture by the Earth Clan. I…I was just trying to do what was best for you and our tribe.”
Surely, Eudroch would understand her logic. She would have died if she had stayed, and then Eudroch might never have known the location of his brother. She had done what was best, even though it might still mean her death.
Eudroch stood before her, his hands behind his back, his eyes staring at her as he pondered her words.
“You would have been better off to risk his power than to return with nothing that I did not already know. Don’t you realize that Merrick is more important than your life? The destiny of our entire people, this world, is at stake, and yet you are not prepared to give your life to the cause. Now, you will go to Sigela and account to her for your actions.”
Eudroch walked over to the bloodstained altar, placing his hand upon the stone.
“Before you go, you will give me your creation name. It is the least you can do for your tribe, and the only way you can prove yourself of some worth to future generations. Tell it to me now.”
Firefly tried to suppress the urge to vomit as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She would not give up her pathetic life yet, no matter what Eudroch said.
“I have more to tell you besides my name, Master Eudroch,” she said, her voice shaking, but still under control. There is one that Merrick treats as a brother. His name is Balach, and he is the Son of Fenton, Captain of the Fianna.”
“That information is worth nothing to me. Give me your name.”
“But, the boy is special. I can give you his name in exchange for my life. It is worth much more than my name. Please.”
Eudroch crossed his arms impatiently.
“Very well. Tell me this special name.”
Firefly thought that she saw Eudroch’s face lighten for a second when she pronounced Balach’s creation name in the Earth Dragon tongue and told him its meaning. Maybe there was a chance that Eudroch would spare her life after all.
Firefly stood with her hands by her side, trembling, unable to move.
“You were right. The boy’s name is worth more than yours will ever be. I accept your offer of his name in place of yours.”
Firefly was about to thank Eudroch for his kindness, when she heard a word crackling like fire in the air and felt her neck tighten and grow hot. She clutched her throat with both hands, unable to breathe. It felt like she had swallowed a red-hot piece of coal as her throat and her chest were consumed by heat from within.
The searing sensation of her body being destroyed by fire was the last thing beautiful Firefly ever felt.
#
Swella watched from the shadows as the pretty young girl fell to the floor and died. The glass jar she had been holding rolled onto the floor, her last act being to save it from shattering.
As Eudroch turned to walk away from the girl’s lifeless body, he crushed the glass jar under his heel, then stepped on the fireflies inside until they were all dead.
With his lip curled in disgust, Eudroch left the room, while his two guards walked up casually to take the girl’s body away. When they were gone, Swella dared to venture to the center of the room.
Swella looked down with astonishment at the collage of glass shards and crushed firefly remains. The residue from the fireflies’ tails had smudged into the floor, forming an uncanny resemblance to an ancient sign that Swella had only seen once before. As a young girl, she used to explore the surrounding jungle and play among the ruins outside of the secluded area of the tribe.
The sign she had seen then, and recognized now, was one made by drawing a curvy line through the middle of a circle. She had asked her mother one time what the sign had meant. She had drawn it in the sand outside their home for her mother to see.
Her mother told Swella that the shape signified balance. Some said that the circle represented the world and the curvy line was Sigela. Others claimed that it was simply a marker for night and day.
Swella stood there, hunched over, staring at the symbol on the floor, illuminated with the dying energy of the tail ends of the fireflies. She understood now that the sign symbolized balance between Sigela and Terrada, and therefore between Eudroch and the brother he was seeking.
Even though Swella loved her tribe and Sigela more than anything, she realized that without the balance between the two dragons, there could only be death—and the end of the world as she and her people knew it. It was Eudroch’s imbalance that had killed her lovely son, Dabu. She imagined, for the first time, the realities of a world where Sigela roamed free and complete, unchecked by the other three dragons. Everything would die. Eudroch told everyone that Sigela would protect them and declare the Fire Tribe to be the rulers of the world. She had seen too many of Eudroch’s deeds to trust his words. If he promised one thing, then the truth was likely to be the opposite. 
Swella remembered the stories the old ones told around the fire at night—tales of how Sigela was betrayed by the other dragons, her own siblings, and unjustly banished from this world, only her tail left on this world to give the gift of fire to her people.
She knew now that the stories were lies. Sigela had been dismembered and banished because she could not be allowed to have dominion over the world. With Sigela safely in the heavens, Drayoom and humans alike could flourish, being inspired by Sigela’s light, but not destroyed by it. Unless the balance could be maintained, Eudroch would carry through with his mad plan to bring Sigela back, and the world would cease to exist as she knew it. 
Swella stood up, hearing the creaks from her aging spine. She carefully wiped the wavy middle line of the symbol away with a swipe of her foot. With a final glance at the remains of the fireflies, she wondered about what force could have caused such a message to be delivered to her. Coming up with no answer, Swella walked outside to the steps of the pyramid and looked out across the treetops and at the tribe she had called home since she was a child. Tiny dots of fire were sprinkled across the land—families sitting down to eat their evening meals, talking about the events of the day, and anxiously waiting for Eudroch to lead them to glory. They hoped for a future that none of them had taken the time to rationally think through. 
They waited for their own deaths. 
As she descended the stone steps, Swella felt like she had just woken up from a lifetime of slumber, her thoughts clear and her vision crisp for the first time. Even though she was old, poor, and now childless, she knew that she would help Eudroch’s brother stop Eudroch if she ever had the chance. Swella offered a silent prayer to whatever force created the dragons, that she would one day have that opportunity.
 



CHAPTER 29
 
AFTER ANOTHER DAY of building his home into the mountain wall, it was finally ready enough for Merrick to move in. Despite his excitement, Merrick was also relieved that Balach was staying with him that first night.
The two of them had managed to cook a simple meal of beans and rice and had tall glasses of apple cider that Fenton’s wife, Adriana, had given to Merrick as a house-warming gift.
After dinner, Merrick and Balach settled down on thick mats in the main room of the house to talk about future dreams and plans.
“Sometimes, I think I should join the Fianna,” Balach said, “like my father. He’s well respected in the clan and lots of people go to him for advice. But then I wonder if there’s something else I would be better at and happier doing. I know my father likes his job, but the warrior’s life isn’t as exciting as everyone thinks. He has to deal with the Earth Council all the time and the Queen—and he’s always complaining that his head hurts.”
Merrick got up and walked over to the single window that Fenton had created for him. He looked out into the night, but only saw darkness. No neon lights, no roaring cars passing by. He had come a long way from his life of only a few weeks ago in Tysons Corner. As his eyes defocused, he saw his reflection in the window, his face a semi-transparent mirage against the black of the night. The face that looked back at him was his own. Gone was the snarling monster that used to greet him every day in the mirror. Now, he saw his face—his own face. The puffy dark half circles under his eyes were gone, and overall, his facial muscles seemed more relaxed. The dark haired girl, Firefly, had been right—he did look like he had grown older, but he had also never looked so good. Without realizing it, his lips turned upward into a happy grin. He liked what he saw. Merrick turned to Balach, who was still seated on the mat spread out on the floor.
“One thing I’ve learned since finding out about all of this, is that you can do anything you want with your life. I thought I was going to grow old and gray sitting in front of a computer, in a cubicle with fluorescent light burns on my skin. Then in one week I found out that my parents weren’t my parents, and that I wasn’t really who I thought I was. Anything can happen, Balach. I know you love your father, but don’t let his life dictate what yours should be.”
Balach nodded, but still wore a frown on his face. He looked like someone who had admitted his own defeat without even putting up a fight.
Merrick suggested that they play the game that Balach had told him about earlier, and Balach agreed, a little spark of life emerging in his otherwise dulled mood.
Balach pulled a piece of rolled-up material and a small pouch out of his bag. He unrolled the material, which was covered in intricately painted swirling designs loosely arranged in a large circle. On the outside of the circle, the designs were simple curves that grew more and more complex as they approached the center of the circle. Balach then opened the small pouch and emptied out two perfectly round pieces of clear stone that resembled some of the marbles Merrick used to play with as a child.
“The point of the game is to practice using your precision with magic, not your might. We both put our orbs in one of the four corners of the material and then take turns moving them with our magic along the little pathways that the designs create. When your orb runs into a line, your turn is over and the next person goes. The first one to the center of the circle is the winner.”
Balach handed one of the orbs to Merrick, who placed it on the corner of the material closest to him. Balach did the same with his orb on the other side of the material. The two sat across from each other, both concentrating on the circular design, trying to see the quickest and least complex path to the circle’s center.
“I’ll go first,” Balach said, as he softly whispered the name of the stone the orb was made of, along with a command that Merrick was not familiar with. Within seconds, Balach’s orb started moving slowly toward the closest pathway in the design. 
“Just keep your mind focused on the ball, and slowly change the direction of the orb as it rolls through the design.”
Merrick watched as Balach’s orb slowly maneuvered through the first curve of the design, making minute jerking adjustments along the way. After his orb had cleared the first curve, Balach muttered another word to tell the orb to change directions just a second too late, and his orb ran over the line of the design. Balach hit his thigh with his fist, and took a deep breath, looking up at Merrick to signal that it was now his turn.
Merrick had been listening closely to Balach’s words and thought that he could easily pronounce the name that would address his own orb. He was more unsure of the commands that Balach had used to move the orb, but decided to give it his best shot before asking for Balach’s help.
Merrick concentrated on his orb and softly spoke its name along with the command that he figured meant to move forward. The orb, to his relief, started to roll. As his orb approached the first curved alleyway of the design nearest him, Merrick spoke the word that he hoped meant to turn left. His orb quickly shot to the left and off of the piece of material, rolling until it hit the wall.
Balach laughed.
“Not too bad, Merrick. But, you told your orb to turn to the left without having it stop first. The momentum of the forward roll was too much to keep it under control. Next time, tell it to stop, then make it go in another direction. That was better than I did my first time, though.”
Balach was about to start his next turn as Merrick leaned over to retrieve his orb from the floor by the wall. Suddenly, the quiet of their game was shattered by a loud knock at the door. Both Merrick and Balach jumped at the noise.
Merrick got up and opened the door. Standing outside, a grim look on his face, was Fenton.
“Good evening, Merrick. I’ve come for my boy,” Fenton said, looking over Merrick’s shoulder to where Balach sat staring on the floor. “It’s time, Balach. We need to be going now, if you still want to do this. The Keepers are waiting.”
Merrick turned wide-eyed to Balach. This was the night that Balach had been waiting for. It was time for his naming ceremony. No warning. No preparation. Balach got up and dusted off his pants leg. He walked to the door and put his hand on Merrick’s shoulder.
“Merrick, I’ll talk to you later, after this is over. I’m sorry we can’t continue with the game, but I’ll leave it here for you to practice with. When I get back, we can pick up where we left off. I’m ready, Father.”
Merrick stepped aside to let Balach leave the house with Fenton. Fenton looked at Merrick before he turned to leave.
“Don’t you worry now, Merrick. My boy is as ready as anyone who’s done this before. Terrada knows he’s more ready than I was when I went through this. One day soon, hopefully, you’ll be doing the same thing. Just stay here, and we’ll be sure to gather you when it’s over.”
With that, Fenton closed the door, and Merrick was left alone in his new home. Already, the place seemed colder and more barren with Balach gone. Merrick gave Balach a silent wish of fortune and returned to the floor where they had been sitting.
Balach was about to become a full member of the clan, after which, he might not have the same amount of time to spend with Merrick. Pretty soon, Balach would be building his own home out of the mountain’s rock. Maybe he could one day build his home right next to Merrick’s. The thought made Merrick smile and helped to relieve some of the tension that he felt for what Balach was about to face. He didn’t have a little brother of his own, but Balach felt like family, as did Fenton.
Merrick placed his orb closer to the middle of the circular design and sat staring at it. He spoke the name of the orb in his mind over and over again, but could not bring himself to say it out loud. Something else was on his mind—he was still wondering about what Balach was about to go through. Then he remembered the secret entrance that Balach had shown him the week before. Balach had said that he thought it must lead to the Keepers’ Chamber.
He stood up and started for the door. He knew that a naming ceremony was considered a sacred and private event that one shared only with close family. Fenton would probably be with Balach, watching the whole event in person. Maybe Merrick shouldn’t go. If Balach had wanted him to see it, he would have invited Merrick along or at least asked Fenton about it.
Merrick walked back to the game on the floor.
If he was supposed to remember his own name as soon as possible, then maybe watching a naming ceremony would help him remember quicker. He had been trying not to worry too much about remembering his name—Fenton had told him that it would come when it was ready—but in reality, Merrick was anxious inside, worried that he would not remember his name in time to be of any use against his brother, Eudroch.
He didn’t like breaking the rules of the clan, or of betraying Balach and Fenton’s trust, but if the fate of the world was really relying on him, Merrick had to do whatever it would take to succeed. He could at least go and check out the secret entrance. Maybe it didn’t even go to the Keepers’ Chamber and he wouldn’t even have to make the decision. Besides, Balach had said that he wanted the two of them to be able to share secrets like they were brothers. Merrick walked out his door and confidently strode into the darkness, on his way to the secret entrance that Balach had shown him behind the bush near the building of the Royal Court.
When he arrived at the clearing in front of the Royal Court, Merrick tried hard to remember which bush Balach had pointed out to him. He checked behind three or four of the shrubs that lined the walls of the cavern before finding one that hid a small entrance to a tunnel.
Looking around to make sure no one was watching, Merrick bent down and crawled into the opening. After only a few meters, Merrick was able to stand up in the passageway and move more freely and quickly. He whispered the name of the fluorescent moss that grew near his new home, and instantly the passageway lit up with a soft blue-white light.
He continued forward for another five minutes until he saw a crack of light coming from the end of the tunnel. Merrick asked the moss to stop emitting light, and the cavern darkened within seconds. As his eyes adjusted, Merrick was able to make out the detail of the tunnel’s end. Slowly, he walked up to the hole from which the beam of light originated and placed his eye in front of the opening. 
Balach was right. The tunnel did lead to the Keepers’ Chamber. Merrick watched as a group of robed Drayoom entered a cramped orange-lit room with a low ceiling and took their places standing in a large circle.
Thirteen men and women in dark green hooded robes stood in the circle, each holding a divinium rod that pulsed and shimmered with various shades of greens. From what Fenton had told him earlier, he was sure that these people were Keepers. Merrick was also sure that they were not to be taken lightly, being generally feared and respected throughout the clan for good reason. Beyond the circle of Keepers, Merrick could see Balach standing next to his father. Both had serious looks on their faces, Balach’s betraying a small but noticeable degree of anxiety. Fenton’s face, on the other hand, also included a touch of what appeared to be pride.
One of the Keepers stepped into the middle of the circle. Merrick thought that he must be the Master Keeper, the powerful Drayoom that Fenton had feared would want Merrick dead. Merrick followed the powerful man’s movements as the Master Keeper looked down at the floor. Merrick was just barely able to make out the stone floor engraved with what looked to be Celtic Rune symbols that spiraled from the outer edge of the room into the center of the Keeper’s circle, where the design terminated in its own circle with a wavy line drawn through it.
“Who is it that brings this boy before us today to take his first step into manhood and to become a true member of the clan?” whispered the Master Keeper.
“It is I, Fenton MacKerval, of the Clan MacKerval. I offer my son, Balach, and his name, to the clan, if you would find him worthy.”
The Master Keeper looked up at Balach.
“Step forward,” the Master Keeper growled. Balach inched forward until he stood in front of the Master Keeper, who was fully a foot taller than him.
The Master Keeper half turned his face toward Fenton.
“You have passed this way before, Fenton MacKerval. Your creation name is remembered by the clan—your power is that of the clan. You are a part of our family. Though this lad walks to us as your son and will always be so, he also leaves your shelter in so doing, and begins his journey as a Drayoom. He too will now be a son of the clan, if his name is found to be true.”
Fenton bowed his head in acceptance of the Master Keeper’s assertions.
“You must do nothing to interfere with the ceremony,” the Master Keeper continued. “Your only support to your son is your presence. This is a path he must walk alone, but still…his choices today will reflect on you and your family’s standing. Knowing all of this, do you still wish to offer him to us today?”
“Aye, I do. My Son is as ready as I was when I became a man,” Fenton said. “I give him freely to the clan.”
The Master Keeper turned back to Balach. He put one of his hands on Balach’s shoulder and traced an outline on Balach’s chest with his other hand—a design that Merrick could not make out from his vantage point. The Master Keeper then stepped back to his place in the circle.
Fenton stood, artificial orange light illuminating the sweat on his face. He gazed straight ahead, avoiding the eyes of the Master Keeper.
“What is your name, boy?” asked the Master Keeper.
“I am Balach MacKerval, son of Fenton of the Clan MacKerval.”
“Let this be the first telling of the name that our sacred Terrada, the Earth Dragon has bestowed upon you, Balach MacKerval, son of Fenton MacKerval. Speak your name, boy.”
Merrick realized that he had not been breathing and let out what he hoped was a silent breath. He thought that Balach was clearing his throat because of the gravelly sounds that started coming from it. Soon, however, Merrick realized that the noise from Balach was the beginning of a long word in the Earth Dragon’s tongue. It hung low in the still air of the cave, alternating between something that sounded like ancient Gaelic and more guttural noises that were nothing short of the sounds of a forest growing.
To Merrick’s surprise, the Master Keeper repeated the word verbatim after the young boy had finished, sound for sound. Merrick was astonished at how complex Balach’s name was, even though at the same time it seemed to have a familiarity and even a comfort to it. After the Master Keeper finished repeating Balach’s creation name, all thirteen of the Keepers repeated it in unison. When the last echo of Balach’s name died, the Master Keeper turned once again to Balach.
“Is this the name that blessed Terrada whispered in your ear when you were in your mother’s womb, boy?” asked the Master Keeper.
“Yes.”
“How did you come to remember your name?”
“When I looked into the eyes of…of the woman, the girl whom I wish to wed, I heard this word like a distant echo in my head. Each time I looked into her eyes, I heard the echo stronger and stronger, until there was no doubt in my heart that it was my name I was hearing.”
“And, what is its meaning? What is the meaning of your self?”
“I am the love between two people that is meant to be and cannot be stopped by anything—the love which survives even death itself. I think that is what it means. I mean, I know what my name means, but it is difficult to put into words exactly.”
Merrick could see Fenton wince slightly, a look of concern passing over his face. Evidently, he was anxious about Balach’s hesitation.
“So, you believe your name to mean this? That your name represents eternal, unstoppable love? And you love this girl of whom you speak?”
“Yes, Master Keeper, with all my heart.”
“Do you now?” the Master Keeper whispered in Balach’s ear.
“Aye, sir.”
The Master Keeper recoiled from Balach and raised his hands.
“That is why you are here today—so you can wed this girl that you suppose you love, so the two of you can be as one in bed. That’s the reason you’ve made up this name, isn’t it, boy?”
Balach looked back slightly to where his father stood. Fenton’s face was once again hardened, devoid of emotion or sympathy.
“No,” the boy replied. “I am here because Terrada has seen fit for me to remember my creation came. I am here to share the greatest gift I have with the clan so that we all may benefit from it.”
The Master Keeper looked at Balach for a long while, saying nothing. Merrick was thankful that Balach had enough sense to keep his mouth shut. Sweat began to run down Merrick’s forehead and into his eyes. He could only imagine what Balach’s glands were doing to him at this moment.
Finally, the Master Keeper spoke again, his raised voice breaking the tense silence.
“Other members of our clan are content with their simple names of the forest. To bring the name of a blade of grass to the clan is an honorable thing. To share your name with that of a rock under the shoe of the most common laborer of the clan is an honorable thing. But to offer the name of love itself to the clan? I wonder at your audacity—your pride and presumption. Do you think you are so special as to deserve such a name as you claim?”
The Master Keeper ended his tirade just inches from Balach’s faces. He was so close, Merrick was sure that Balach could smell the old man’s breath. Balach looked at the Master Keeper, and the edges of his lips drew up in what almost looked like a grin of relief.
“No, Master Keeper,” Balach said. “I am not so special as to deserve my name. None of us are. But, I am the vessel that mighty Terrada has chosen, of that I am sure.”
The Master Keeper was still for another few seconds, then he straightened himself and backed away from Balach slightly.
“The name you are offering could be of great importance to our clan, if you are correct in what it is and what it means. I am inclined to believe that Terrada did indeed speak this name to you—not because of your words, but because of the name itself. I can taste its meaning like honey in the air.”
The boy’s face noticeably relaxed a little.
“However,” the Master Keeper continued, his face tightening again, “just because your name has a pleasant resonation to it, does not mean that you have intuited its correct meaning. As such, I have made my decision. You will be made a member of the clan on a temporary basis. You may have all the privileges of a clan member. You may even marry this girl you speak of, if she is also a full member of the clan.”
Balach was trying desperately to conceal a smile as he probably envisioned returning to his true love and telling her of their passionate future together. His smile soon left his face.
“However,” the Master Keeper continued, “you may not know this girl as a man knows his wife for a complete year. No physical intimacy may pass between you both at all. Not even an embrace. If you engage in such activity at all with your wife, she will be killed and you shall be banished from our clan. Do you accept these conditions?”
The boy was silent. His father’s eyes mourned for his son’s extinguished happiness.
Finally, Balach said, “I…I do not know if I could last that long without her sweet embrace. We are destined to be together. Terrada has as much told me this by revealing my name as she did.”
Merrick thought the trap that the Master Keeper was laying for Balach was obvious enough. Balach should just agree to the conditions and prove to the Master Keeper that he believed their love would last the test of time, much less the test of an entire year without physical intimacy. Merrick himself had gone much longer without nearly as much.
“I accept the conditions,” the boy said.
The Master Keeper looked at him hard.
“Do you think it is an act of love to sacrifice your beloved without any consideration to her or to her true nature, her creation name? If you truly loved her, I would think that you would not be able to agree to a situation where your life is spared and hers is forfeit if you misstep. Does not true love include thinking of the safety of the one you love above your own?”
Now, young Balach looked painfully confused. He turned to his father, who looked sharply away.
“You tricked me,” Balach muttered to the Master Keeper. “I accepted the conditions to show you that I believed in our love above all else. And now you say that I should not have accepted without consulting her first!”
“I shall change the conditions of our agreement, since you feel you have been deceived. You shall be allowed to become a full member of the clan, with no stipulations, but your desired wife-to-be shall be put to death immediately. This will prove that your creation name means what you say.”
Balach was shaking. Probably with fear and anger at the same time.
“I will not accept this condition. Kill me instead, but do not harm her, I beg you,” Balach said. “Life would not be worth living without her. I would rather love her from beyond than have to love her memory while still alive.”
With this, the Master Keeper repeated Balach’s creation name. Then, all thirteen of the Keepers did the same. The boy looked up at the Master Keeper, tears in his eyes, not knowing what would come next.
Fenton relaxed just a little, as if he understood the significance of what had just happened even if his son did not.
“Know this, boy,” the Master Keeper said. “It is extremely hard to put the language of the Earth Dragon into the words we use to communicate in this world. I believe that you remembered correctly the name the Earth Dragon gave you before you were born. I also believe that you believe in the meaning of your name. You may even be right, but for a name this important, we must perform many tests before we accept your creation name into the memory of the clan. You will still have to wait to become a full member of the clan, but you and your bride-to-be shall do so in safety.”
The Master Keeper extended his arm holding a divinium rod toward Balach, who seemed to be slumping from exhaustion.
“Stay strong, my boy. There is only one more test today.”
The Master Keeper touched the boy with the end of his rod and spoke a few creation words that Merrick did not understand, but recognized as being from the Earth Dragon tongue. Balach’s body trembled and shook, but he appeared unable to move from where he stood, his arms rigid at his side, his head raised toward the low ceiling just a few feet from his nose.
Balach spoke weakly. “I love her more than my own life and will do so even in the next world, and my name is the meaning of this.” Balach then repeated his creation name and fell silent, still shaking, his skin slick with sweat.
The Master Keeper removed the rod from Balach’s body and put his arm back by his side as Balach fell to the floor, unconscious. Merrick could see the young boy lying on the floor, a dark red splotch like a burn on his chest where the Master Keeper’s rod had touched him. Merrick expected to see Fenton rush to Balach’s side, but instead, he simply stood with his chin held high, seemingly proud of his son’s performance.
Two of the thirteen Keepers broke rank and began to drag the boy by his limp arms out of the room, through a door on the left side of the room, to where, Merrick did not know. The Master Keeper looked at Fenton.
“Clansman, I know you understand that your son must stay with us while we perform the tests of validation. He will be safe with us. Even if he is wrong about the meaning of his creation name, there is no sin in what he has done, because I am sure that he believes himself to be true. If he is correct, his name will be a valued contribution to recreating the language of mighty Terrada. If he is wrong, we will work with him to learn the truth. He may need to live more to discover it himself, or we may be able to help him here through self-introspection and the application of our craft. Go now, and know that we speak well of Balach and so should you. Tell the woman he loves that when he emerges from our care, regardless of the outcome, he will be allowed to marry even if he is not a full member of our clan.”
Fenton bowed his head and on his chest made a circular sign that he crossed through with his finger. He then opened the door and backed out into the outside passageway, turned to his left and was gone from Merrick’s sight.
Merrick wondered where they had taken Balach. To another room for more tests or interrogations? The Master Keeper had said that Balach had finished his last test for the day, but Merrick had no faith in the truthfulness of the Master Keeper.
Merrick stayed as quiet as possible in the secret chamber. He watched as the Keepers quietly filed out through the doorway. Soon, the Master Keeper stood in the cramped room alone. Even though Merrick had not seen him exert any great amount of energy, he could sense the exhaustion from the naming ceremony that the Master Keeper only now allowed his own body to show. 
Suddenly, the Master Keeper craned his neck and cocked his head slightly to the left as if listening to something. Merrick tried not to breathe. The Master Keeper turned his face slightly toward the small hole through which Merrick peered. His face was marked with more red splotches than clear skin. Merrick was expecting the scarred man to rush toward him at any second, but the Master Keeper continued to stare without moving. After what seemed like forever, the man lowered his face, turned around and walked out the door.
Merrick did not dare move for fear this was just a trap to draw him out. He could tell already that the Master Keeper was devious and would not think twice about setting a snare for Merrick. The naming ceremony was obviously a private experience, one that Fenton had not even shared with his own son to prepare him for what he would face. Merrick was sure that he was not supposed to have seen what he had just witnessed. Nor was he supposed to have heard Balach’s creation name. He was sure that the Master Keeper and Fenton would not approve. 
Strangely enough, when Merrick thought back to Balach’s name, he was able to remember it exactly. He thought about trying to say it once just to make sure that he had it correct, but decided against it. If it was a word of magic from the language of the Earth Dragon, he did not want to risk what might happen if he said it aloud.
After several minutes of watching the ceremony room for movement, Merrick turned away from the peek hole and looked into the room in which he had been hiding over the last hour. He could barely make out his surroundings after staring so long into the lighted ceremony room. Eventually, his eyes adjusted enough to make out gray shapes that were made barely visible by the small amount of light still seeping in from Merrick’s viewing hole.
Looking around, Merrick saw what looked like a small desk and several books stacked throughout the room. Now that he thought about it, these were the first books he had seen since coming to the Earth City. He couldn’t read them with the room being so dark, and he dared not take them with him, especially if books were as uncommon here as he believed they were. As he was about to leave, having decided to come back later for a closer look, Merrick saw a single piece of paper sticking out from underneath one of the stacks of books on top of the desk.
He walked up to it and pulled it out. Dust billowed everywhere, and Merrick couldn’t help but think that in this place even the dust itself might be alive with power. He tried to hold the leaf of paper up to the light to see what was written on it, but could only make out shapes and a bunch of lines. He folded it into a size that would fit under his belt and secured it there before checking the ceremony room once more. Seeing that it was still empty, he pushed on the wall and was satisfied to feel it giving way and opening into the ceremony room. He knew that he was risking discovery, but if the Master Keeper had been staring at Merrick, he was already probably exposed. He gently stepped into the room and closed the door in the wall that led to his secret passage.
Looking at the concealed door, Merrick sighed in relief as he realized what the Master Keeper had probably been looking at. The stone walls of this room were so smoothly worked that they acted as a natural mirror of sorts. Merrick decided that the Master Keeper had been staring at his own reflection and had not suspected Merrick hiding behind the mirrored wall. Merrick tilted his head back to see his dim, but discernable reflection in the wall. He moved closer to the stone and stared directly into his own eyes. Merrick stood entranced by his face for several minutes.
He looked at himself with self-loathing. After hearing Balach’s selfless declaration of love for Firefly, Merrick found himself perseverating on his own failed attempts at romance. How could someone love him anyway? Cara. Maybe one day she could come to love him, but that didn’t count because she was his half sister. And then, there was Mona. Merrick could hear her words from back in Alexandria, a place that seemed now more imaginary than the Earth City itself. Mona had told him to make a choice between self-pity and taking their relationship to the next level. She had been clear that Merrick had to change for her to love him. At the time, changing had seemed the last thing he should do for someone else, and his silence had been his only answer—right before they had been attacked. If only he had chosen differently. If only he could have. Then, maybe he’d be back home experiencing even half of what Balach obviously felt for his true love, Firefly.
Suddenly, Merrick made the most horrible face he could. His eyes went wide and watering. His lips snarled. His nostrils flared, and within only a few seconds he felt detached from his own body. He convinced himself that he was no longer looking at his own image, but instead was staring into the eyes of an evil stranger. Was this who he really was or just what he felt like inside? Was this the person other people saw? Merrick wondered if his creation name was an evil one. Would Terrada’s voice pop up one day in his head like a memory long forgotten—or would the voice speaking his name be that of Sigela’s?
Finally tearing himself away from the reflection of his altered face, Merrick tried to re-open the secret entrance door. He easily found the hidden stone that acted as the door, but was unable to open it. He ran his hand along what he was sure was the door’s outline, but to no avail. Merrick thought about trying to speak the name of the stone, but he had never seen this kind of stone before and thought that it would be too risky to try any kind of magic inside the Keepers’ Chamber.
He looked around the silent room, expecting one of the Keepers to walk in on him at any moment, but no one came. Finally, he moved cautiously to the front door where Fenton and Balach had entered. He pushed softly on the door, and it opened easily.
Merrick stepped into the hallway and quickly made his way to the left, where he figured he had the best chance of making it to the outside. In a few short moments, he came to a large wooden door, wrapped with wide bands of black iron. He slid a circular iron plate to one side to discover a small glass window embedded in the door. Looking through, he saw the moonlit, but familiar clearing where the old man had told his story about the Sons of Earth and Fire.
With a low whisper, the door opened as Merrick pushed. Within seconds, he slipped through the opening and closed the giant door behind him. Quickly, he ran along the side of the clearing and crouched down low, feeling like someone was watching him.
When he was several meters away from the door to the Keepers’ Chamber, Merrick stood up straight and took a deep breath. He felt a little guilty for having seen Balach’s ceremony, but was relieved that Balach had survived and that he, Merrick, had escaped undetected.
As Merrick started walking back toward his new home, he heard a soft, but sharp crack like a dried twig breaking behind him. He turned around to see the dark shape of a robed man silhouetted in the middle of the moonlit clearing. From the hood the figure was wearing to cover his face, Merrick was certain it was one of the Keepers. Merrick turned back around and continued on his way, hoping that the Keeper would not follow.
When Merrick arrived back at his home, he went inside and sat on his bed, trying to regulate his breathing. He blew out the oil lamp and lay back in his bed, staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep. His heart was still beating fast as he wondered if the clan had such a thing as prison, or if his punishment would be something more irreversible, like death. Regardless, he was sure that he had been caught and that he would be informed of his fate in the morning. As he closed his eyes, he could see Fenton’s disappointed expression hovering above him. 
#
Balach sat on a cold stone bench deep inside the catacombs of the Keepers. He hid his face in his hands as he tried not to cry. He had heard rumors of people who went for their naming ceremonies only to disappear for days, sometimes months before emerging once again with their names still undeclared. The Master Keeper had said that he wanted to perform more tests on Balach’s name, but the way the Master Keeper had been talking, Balach feared that one of the tests might involve killing his beloved Firefly.
He had almost tried to call off his naming ceremony to keep Firefly safe, but he knew that the Keepers would not have granted his request. Besides, he kept hearing Terrada’s voice whispering his creation name over and over again in his head and knew that he was right. His name meant true love, and he was sure of it, but he was also sure that he had a lot more to learn about true love than he even knew. Love was forgiving and open and not judgmental, but when he had seen Firefly with Merrick in the woods, he had felt betrayed and confused before he had felt compassion for Merrick. He kept telling himself that true love did not mandate reciprocation. It was possible for him to love many people, none of whom might love him back. He loved Firefly with all his heart, but he loved his father and mother, and also Merrick. He thought about it for a minute as his tears dried. Would he ever be strong enough to love everyone he met? He didn’t think he could make himself that vulnerable to so many, but he could start with Merrick and try to love him like the brother he was becoming.
In some ways, Merrick was so much more powerful than anyone Balach had ever seen before, yet in other ways, he was like an innocent child, not aware of his own strength and with no sense of his potential or the potential in the earth around him. Regardless of Merrick’s power, it was natural for brothers to feel competitive with each other and that was all, Balach decided, that he had felt when he had seen Firefly and Merrick in the woods. There wasn’t anything between the two of them except Balach’s illogical jealousy. He had seen Merrick on his hands and knees crying and was sure that Firefly had, in the end, rebuked Merrick in her own way. 
Balach removed his hands from his face and wiped the wetness from his face. He looked around him at the walls of the cold stone room in which he sat. He noticed the complete starkness of the room and wondered if this would be his cell until the Keepers figured out what to do with him. 
Balach gingerly poked at the reddened wound in his chest where the Master Keeper had touched him with his staff. Balach had heard that the Keeper’s Chambers were protected with powerful wards that kept most magic from working inside its walls. Supposedly, only magic spoken by the Keepers worked in the chamber to protect the Keepers from the power of the creation names they heard for the first time in the ceremonies. Balach’s chest was sore where the wound was. Touching it again, his face curled in a painful grin and his eyes squinted. He knew that he didn’t know nearly as many of Terrada’s words as the Keepers, but Balach thought that the word the Master Keeper used on him sounded like something he had heard Merrick say when he was in the clearing with Firefly. Whatever it was, it must have called forth potent magic. Balach felt like his insides were on fire, compelling him to tell the truth in the hopes that doing so would make the pain stop.
Gently covering his red wound with the cloth of his shirt, Balach walked over and checked to see whether the door was unlocked. He breathed a sigh of relief and sat back down on the stone bench, spreading his legs out in front of him. There was no telling how long they would keep him here before his next test.
To pass the time, Balach imagined what he would do when he was released as a man. The first thing he would do is tell Merrick what his name was. Balach knew that the sharing of one’s name was the highest sign of trust between two people. If Merrick knew his name, that meant that he could exert complete power over Balach. The thought didn’t scare Balach. It made him want to tell Merrick even more.
Maybe his name could be of some help to Merrick in his future battle with his brother, Eudroch. If not, maybe Merrick could use it on himself—after all, he did need to love himself more. Even though Balach had been happy to see Merrick smiling more of late, he could still see an unnamed anger and sadness behind his eyes.
The other benefit of telling Merrick his creation name was that he could finally tell Merrick about Firefly. He didn’t want Merrick to feel guilty about being attracted to her—that was just normal because of Firefly’s magic—but Balach did want to openly declare his love for Firefly to his brother, the one person whom he felt he could trust.
Of course, Balach trusted his parents as well, but he was afraid they would not be happy with his choice of a mate. Then again, Balach remembered his father’s words when speaking about the great Ohman. He had told Balach that true love was above the laws of the clan. If he had really meant it, maybe his father would understand that Balach had to marry Firefly no matter the cost.
Balach couldn’t wait to get out and find Merrick. He leaned back against the bumpy stone wall and smiled as he imagined the look on Merrick’s face when he found out what an amazing creation name Balach had been gifted with.
 



CHAPTER 30
 
MERRICK LAY on his bed, worrying about what the morning would bring. He was sure that one of the Keepers had seen him and that he would suffer some kind of repercussion for his actions.
He pounded his fist into the bed by his side and sat up. Why had he been so stupid? If he had stayed put like Fenton had said, none of this would be happening. As it was, he was more ashamed of betraying Fenton and Balach’s trust than anything else. If he had waited, Balach probably would have told him what his creation name was anyway.
Merrick thought back to Balach declaring his undying love to his future wife and knew right away that Balach could be talking about none other than the beautiful Firefly. If he was right, Merrick didn’t know how he was going to tell Balach that his true love had tried to seduce him in the woods and get him to go back to her tribe with her.
Of course, Balach would probably already hate Merrick after finding out that he had spied on him during his naming ceremony. And, when Fenton found out…Merrick shuddered as he thought of Fenton’s anger and, even worse, his disappointment. Fenton had treated Merrick like a son and welcomed him into his home when others in the clan wanted him dead or gone.
Merrick tried to think of some way, any way, that he could make up for what he had done. Nothing came to mind. Maybe he should leave and never face any of them—not Fenton, or Balach, or the council, the Queen, or even Cara. For the first time since his arrival, he longed for his home back in the real world. He wanted nothing more than to go back to his boring job writing computer code and to his normal girlfriend. Merrick hoped she would forgive him one day for leaving her at the hospital and disappearing with no warning. She had probably worried about him for the first week, and then forgotten about him as soon as possible.
As Merrick was trying desperately to decide whether to leave or not, he felt his house vibrate. He looked at the far corner of the floor and saw several thick roots breaking through the surface. The only explanation was that they were from the giant tree he had planted outside—but why were they tunneling into his home? Merrick listened closely to the silence of the night. Before he had come to the Earth Clan, he might have heard nothing at all, save an occasional cricket chirp. When he listened now, however, he heard myriad subtle noises and rhythms in the night air. It was like the entire world spoke to him in sounds that he recognized as language, but that he didn’t yet fully comprehend.
He rushed over to the roots and touched them with his hands, murmuring the tree’s name while he did so. In his mind, he saw images of men in hoods outside his home. The tree was trying to warn him of danger, but when he ran to his living room to look out his window, he saw nothing outside but blackness.
Trusting his instinct and his yew tree, he walked back into his bedroom and pulled his bed away from the wall. When Balach had shown Merrick the secret entrance to the Keeper’s Chambers, he had gotten the idea to build a hidden passageway to his home, and where the bed had covered the wall, Merrick now placed his hand on a large, flat boulder.
Merrick whispered the name for the stone and commanded it to roll away. To his relief, it quickly obeyed, as if the rock sensed his growing panic. Merrick quickly slipped into the small tunnel that the boulder had revealed and, once inside, he told the boulder to roll back and cover up the tunnel’s entrance once again.
Merrick inched his way inside the mountain wall that abutted his domicile. He had constructed just enough of the walkway to go around the first major curve in the cavern wall. Once he made it to the end of his escape tunnel, he emerged into the night, crouching on his hands and knees like a wild animal, listening with all his might to everything around him.
He poked his head around the curve of the cavern wall just in time to see three dark robed figures break down his door and run inside his house. He knew in an instant that they were Keepers looking for him. His decision had been made—he would leave right now—tonight while he was still able.
Before they had a chance to realize that he was not in the house, Merrick sprinted as fast as he could back toward the clearing outside the council chambers.
He thought that he heard footsteps following him, but he dared not slow down to take a look behind him. He reached the clearing and quickly turned down the road that he knew so well, on his way to the cavern’s exit where Fenton always took Balach and he for their lessons.
The night air inside the Earth Clan caverns was chilly, and Merrick wished that he had had time to put on something warmer, but within seconds, his body was throwing off plenty of heat as he ran full speed down the road. He tried to stay to the edge of the road whenever possible, looking over his shoulder when he thought he could manage it without tripping and falling flat on his face.
Each time he looked back, he saw nothing. Even though it was dark, he easily made his way through the forest path at the end of the road and then to the base of the switchbacks embedded in the cavern wall that would lead him to the outside world.
He started up the path—his lungs burning with exertion. Soon, he was halfway up the switchbacks. When he turned to look down at the road he had been on moments before, he saw three robed men running as they crisscrossed from side to side, checking obvious hiding places along the way.
Just as Merrick was about to turn back to the path, one of the robed men stopped and pointed directly at him. The three figures dove into the ground, and Merrick knew that they were traveling within the land itself, catching a ride, as Ohman had called it, on Terrada’s back.
Merrick climbed as hard as he could, ignoring the burning in his lungs and his thighs. Just a few meters more, and he would be at the cave’s exit.
As he reached the final switchback, he heard a rumbling sound behind him, and he forced himself to run harder. He knew what he would see if he looked over his shoulder—his pursuers emerging from the rock pathway, only an arm’s reach behind him.
Merrick scrambled to the top of the cliff and hurried to get to his feet. Just below, he heard the sound of the three Keepers grunting as they fought to pull themselves up over the edge of the cliff.
The dark blue night sky shone through the enormous arched entrance to the mountain as Merrick raced into the open air of the Highlands. Merrick noticed all the pieces of nature that he knew by name, automatically going over their names as he ran, his heart beating so hard that he was afraid it would burst.
Suddenly, by the light of the moon, Merrick saw a wall of earth speeding straight toward him. Merrick yelled the name of the ground as he dove directly into the approaching wall. To Merrick’s surprise, he passed right through it and fell, rolling onto the ground on the other side. Looking back only briefly, he saw the wall of earth continue, as it passed through the three figures that were now walking methodically toward him.
Merrick started running again, recklessly jumping over boulders and sliding down a grassy hill that led to the valley below. He heard something whiz past his head and then felt the pain of a small boulder slamming into his ankle. The impact knocked Merrick off his feet, and he went rolling down the steep slope, ever closer to the cliff’s edge where he had taken his first lesson with Fenton and Balach.
He tried desperately to grab hold of something that he could use as a weapon, shouting out random names of rocks and moss, but to no avail. Suddenly, the noise of his feet slapping the ground as he ran was replaced by the whoosh of his body sailing through the air.
As he torqued his torso around in mid-air, Merrick could see the three robed figures standing at the top of the cliff, watching him as he fell. He forced himself to look down at the quickly approaching ground as he shouted out what he hoped was the name of the dirt below. He squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for the sickening crunch of his own bones, but instead felt himself gradually slowing to a stop. When he opened his eyes again, he could see only blackness. But, the smell of raw dirt all around him told him that he was now inside the earth—a part of Terrada herself. The ground had welcomed him inside its bosom.
Merrick felt warm and at peace with everything, even himself. Even though he knew he needed to keep moving, that the Keepers would be upon him any moment, he didn’t want to move. There was no need. Here, everything was safe. He was in the earth—he was a part of the earth—he was the earth. Steadily, the boundaries of his self began to dissipate into the soil around him.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, Merrick could hear Ohman, his father, speaking to him—warning him not to lose himself while traveling with Terrada—to concentrate on a memory unique to his life that would remind him of who he was.
The image of Mona’s face appeared in his mind, slowly becoming more vivid as he thought more about her. It was the same memory he had used when traveling with Ohman. Because of Mona, Merrick began to exist once again.
He was whole, but had lost his momentum. He could not remember how to move. Merrick pretended to see Mona’s face in the distance and focused on reaching her. As he did so, he could feel his essence moving again through the ground, getting farther away from the Earth City with each thought of her—the one he had left behind—the one who probably loved him for what he was, faults and all, more than anyone else.
Suddenly, Merrick shot out of the land and rolled across the ground a few times before hitting his head on a pile of stone and coming to a halt.
He sat upright, ready for the Keepers’ attack, but he was alone. Warily, he got to his feet and spit out wet dirt from his mouth. His tested his leg and found that he was unable to put any weight on it without experiencing nauseating pain.
He limped to the top of a nearby rolling hill. From his vantage point, Merrick could see a small house not too far away with dark gray smoke coming from its chimney. Merrick hopped down the hill and painfully made his way to the small cottage.
When he arrived at the door, he knocked quickly, but not too hard, so as not to frighten its occupants. To Merrick’s relief, the door swung open to reveal a wiry young man with tussled brown hair and rosy cheeks.
“What’re you doin’ up here this time of night, stranger? You’re like to catch your death up here with nothin’ on your shoulders.”
Merrick smiled and asked if he could please come in and rest. He had fallen and was sure his leg was broken.
The boy let Merrick inside and offered him some tea, which Merrick gratefully accepted. The warm pungent liquid soothed as it went down his throat, but Merrick was afraid to relax, still listening closely for any noises outside that might herald an attack from the Keepers.
As the two sat in the small living area and sipped their steaming green tea, Merrick learned that the boy’s name was Heinin, and that he was watching his family’s home and the herd while his parents visited his aunt who lived in town.
Heinin quickly became interested when he learned that Merrick was from the United States and began questioning him about the big city where Merrick worked.
Merrick almost stopped Heinin a few times to ask for a phone, but he had no idea whom he would call. Finishing his tea, he asked if there was any way Heinin could take him to the town where his parents were staying. If he could only get him somewhere where he could find medical help and some transportation out of the Highlands, he promised to pay Heinin whatever he wanted for his time.
As Heinin was about to answer, the windows of the small cottage imploded, showering them both with broken glass. A hundred tiny cuts erupted on Merrick’s body as he covered his eyes from the glass shards. Before he could look up, he was thrown through the opening where one of the windows used to be, and once again he felt himself rolling in dirt, breathing in its sweet odor.
Forcing himself to stand, Merrick saw one of the Keepers just as he was lunging at him. Merrick threw up his leg and caught the Keeper square in the stomach with his foot as the Keeper’s air was forced out of his lungs. Putting his weight on one of his hands, Merrick tried to get up, but he was knocked down by another one of the Keepers.
The Keeper pushed his attack and followed Merrick to the ground, but he was suddenly pulled away, his eyes wide open in surprise. Merrick fought his instinct to rub his own eyes as he saw Fenton, protecting him, breathing hard and turning to face the third Keeper.
“I made a promise to take care of ya, lad, but next time try not to run so fast,” Fenton said, without looking away from the Keeper.
All around, the earth and different pieces of the house and the wooden fence flew madly about, as the Keepers and Fenton began their deadly match. They were all masters of their craft, and Merrick could do nothing but stay on the ground and hope something didn’t hit him. Quickly, Merrick thought about Heinin, hoping that he was unharmed and safe in what was left of his family’s home.
The three Keepers moved to surround Fenton and Merrick, each shouting words from the Earth Dragon tongue that Merrick had never heard before. Stones became deadly flying clubs; pieces of fence were turned into wooden spears; and the ground welled up and crashed back down as the four men fought their deadly game with magic and muscle. It was as if gravity had been turned off in the house and everything had become a weapon. Fenton was amazing, dodging or destroying everything that was thrown at him or Merrick, but despite his power, he was slowly losing ground. As Fenton turned to deal with the Keeper behind him, the Keeper in front of Fenton launched projectiles from all sides. Fenton, unable to dodge all of them, was pierced by a large piece of wood right through his thigh.
Merrick reached out to the falling Fenton, but to no avail. The Keepers saw their chance and rushed in from all sides, just as Fenton reached out to Merrick with something pinched between his fingers—it was Merrick’s divinium pendant.
Without thinking, Merrick grabbed the pendant and put it around his neck in one fluid motion. As soon as the divinium touched his chest, an immediate internal charge hit him like a thunderclap. In a split second, the skies opened up with a flash that turned the night into daytime as bolt after bolt of lightning struck the ground near the Keepers’ feet. Within two seconds, the fight was over. The three Keepers were no longer standing. Merrick could see dark black smoke coming from their prone bodies and could smell the putrid odor of burnt flesh, the same as he had smelled back in the alley in Alexandria. With his mouth open and his eyes wide, Merrick looked down at the glowing stone hanging around his neck.
He had defeated three of the Earth Clan’s best in less time than it took to swallow. Grunting as he shakily stood up, Merrick turned to offer Fenton a helping hand, but he almost fell back to the ground when he saw Fenton’s lifeless face staring up at him.
A deep ferocity rose in Merrick. He screamed louder than he ever had and fell to his knees sobbing uncontrollably, trying not to vomit. This could not be happening. The wound in his mentor’s leg had not been enough to kill the mighty Fenton. There was only one answer—Merrick had killed Fenton, his friend and mentor—drained him of his remaining energy by using Fenton’s magic to call down the lightning bolts that killed the Keepers. With a sudden spasm in his stomach, Merrick leaned over away from Fenton’s corpse and violently threw up.
Merrick looked up when he heard the muffled footsteps on the soft ground around him. He was surrounded by a dozen of the Queen’s Fianna, some of them looking on in sorrow, some in fear, but all of them with hatred in their eyes for Merrick.
#
Heinin was sprawled out on the living room floor, pieces of his family’s home strewn all about him. His breathing was growing shallower by the minute and he could feel his own heart starting to run down. He strained to raise his head, looking at his body sprawled out before him. He was bleeding from hundreds of tiny cuts made from the exploding windows. 
He closed his eyes and pictured his parents coming home to find their son dead and their home destroyed. He could hear his mother weeping, beating her fists against his father’s chest, mumbling incoherently about the bad omens and how she should have known. Heinin felt a wave of guilt wash over him—his family would be left with nothing. No home—no herd—and no son.
As he closed his eyes, Heinin imagined his father trying to stand strong next to his mother while shedding, for the first time in his life, a single tear.
 



CHAPTER 31
 
MONA AWOKE to the thunder of footsteps and screams outside the chamber in the ancient pyramid where Inmorak had sent her to rest. She shook her head, trying to clear her mind from the long overdue sleep. She had not been wearing her watch when Eudroch had unexpectedly taken her away from her home, however many days ago that had been. She had fallen into a sort of rhythm, talking with Eudroch during parts of the day and then rejoining him in the evening for dinner. Without her watch, and because there were no windows in her room, she had no way of knowing the time of day, but she guessed that it might be early in the pre-dawn morning.
Stumbling to her feet, she walked over to the door to her room and opened it part way. A continuous stream of people, mostly men dressed in colorful cloth and feathers, carrying spears and other weapons, blurred past in the hallway. As she was debating whether to enter the fray and look for Eudroch, he hurriedly turned the corner and approached Mona, a sense of focused urgency on his face.
He was dressed as the other warriors she had seen. He wore a tan colored loincloth and feathers tied with leather tongs around his arms and legs. Most of Eudroch’s exposed skin was a deep tan, including his face, and was covered with decorative black tattoos that looked like the concentric patterns of a giant fingerprint. A giant mace with a round head hung heavily by his side, its metal pulsing with muted light. It seemed as alive as the sacrificial dagger that had reminded her of living lava. 
Eudroch pushed his way into Mona’s room and closed the door behind him. His forehead was beaded with sweat.
“I have found my brother,” Eudroch said, a wide smile on his face. “As I thought, he is being held prisoner by the Earth Clan, Ohman’s family. As we speak, my Fire Warriors are assembling. The time for his rescue is now.”
Mona searched Eudroch’s eyes, looking for any hint of deception. She found none and allowed herself a moment of hope at the thought of seeing Merrick again. Regardless of what Eudroch promised, her instinct was still to distrust him. Eudroch had shown kindness to the child at the altar, and he had been mostly honest with her, but still, he had basically kidnapped her, and even though she wasn’t exactly his prisoner, her options were certainly limited here in the middle of the jungle. She didn’t trust Eudroch’s motives, but she was willing to go along with what he said if Merrick was in danger; she believed Eudroch was telling the truth about that much at least.
Mona forced herself to match Eudroch’s smile with one of her own.
“Thank you for going after Merrick and bringing him back here where he’ll be safe and I can finally talk to him. I can’t wait to see him again.”
Eudroch’s face darkened as his smile was replaced with a frown.
“My dear Mona. I appreciate the vote of confidence, but you are coming with us. You’re not here just because I like you, or so that you can have some romantic reunion with my brother. I need you to talk some sense into Merrick—to convince him that I want to help him. He will trust you and whatever you tell him to do. He must be made to understand the danger he is in from the Earth Clan. I have no idea what kind of lies they’ve been telling him—brainwashing him with their unkind words about Sigela! No, you must come with us. I need you. Merrick needs you.”
Mona fought her instinct that told her going with Eudroch was some sort of a trap at worst and a way for Eudroch to take advantage of her at best. If it meant the possibility that she could help Merrick, she would just have to take those chances. Whether Eudroch needed her or not, she didn’t care—all that mattered was that Merrick might.
Mona nodded her head.
“Of course. Whatever I can do to help Merrick,” she said.
 A smile returned to his face as Eudroch took Mona by the hand and led her out of the room and down the hall, to the altar room where Mona had seen Eudroch save the boy’s life earlier.
Once she was in the altar room, Mona could tell from the insect sounds and the coolness of the outside air that drifted into the center of the pyramid that it was still nighttime. She walked through the small tunnel to stand at the edge of the outer steps of the pyramid and looked out over the bustling tribe. The moon that hung high above the tribal community was blood red, what her grandfather called a hunter’s moon. The title was appropriate, since they were indeed hunting for someone that night—Merrick. Mona looked at the dozens of warriors all dressed in their battle plumage, running up the stone staircase, and she thought that the moon would not be the only thing turned blood red by the end of the night.
She and Eudroch made their way back to the altar room along with the rest of the Fire Warriors. As the small army of men began to quiet, Eudroch positioned himself in the middle of the room—all eyes watching his every action. Mona could now see that although the fronts of the warriors were tattooed or painted with differing black concentric curves, their backs all bore the same shape—that of what looked to Mona like a stylized dragon, its wings spread to the men’s shoulders—its talons sunk beneath their tucked-in loin cloths.
Eudroch raised his arms high in the air and tilted his head back so that he was looking straight up at the inside of the pyramid’s apex. Eudroch spoke in a language that Mona assumed was some sort of Mayan or Aztec derivative as the warriors formed in concentric circles around Eudroch. One of the Fire Warriors took Mona by her elbow and led her through the assemblage to stand directly next to Eudroch, who didn’t even seem to notice her presence.
As Mona looked up, through the chimney-like structure that rose from the center of the altar room, the red moon cast a foreboding crimson hue on the group of warriors. Eudroch began chanting in the same language she had heard him utter before—a language that Mona inherently knew no human could ever speak. She guessed that Eudroch’s words were from the Fire Dragon tongue that he had told her about. Each time his mouth opened, his voice crackled and hissed like the cacophony from a forest fire very much like the sounds she had heard from Merrick’s own mouth in the alley back in Old Town. The warriors around Eudroch joined in, somehow matching Eudroch’s uncanny strings of sound, note for note, creating a rising din of musical noise that sounded like nature itself about to explode. Above, the sky turned black with clouds, the red moonlight now only visible as a faint halo.
Eudroch absently placed his arm around her, and leaned over to whisper in her ear that she should follow the same advice he had given her earlier when they had traveled from her home. She tried to pull away, but before she could voice her opposition, she felt the now familiar tingle all through her body as its intensity built to the breaking point. Deafening booms of thunder filled the inside of the pyramid as the black night sky exploded with hundreds of threads of lightning.
Suddenly, she was one again with the living lightning. This time, she knew more of what to expect and more easily was able to hold on to her essence by thinking about memories of Merrick as she watched the earth rushing past her far below.
Mona turned her attention back to Eudroch’s essence and felt it holding onto her, creating a connection that went both ways. Whether Eudroch meant to or not, he had created an open passageway between the two of them. She could feel Eudroch’s anger, his fierce boiling nature, but could also make out his sense of purpose and his passion—she sensed that he truly believed in the importance of his mission to rescue his brother, Merrick. With that reassuring thought filling her, Mona recalled the details about Merrick that she missed the most. She remembered his intelligence and his kindness—his humor and his independence. Mona’s memories of Merrick filled her with a warmth that was different from what she felt from the heat of the lightning, but in some ways it was even more pervasive. Then she suddenly grew colder as she thought about how Merrick lacked the passion that Eudroch had in such abundance. She felt guilty, but she could not deny that she was excited about meeting the new passion-filled Merrick that she hoped would emerge after his reunion with his brother, Eudroch.
#
Swella watched from the base of the pyramid as the storm gathered overhead. She knew what was happening. The vile Eudroch had found who he had been looking for all his life—his brother. Now, he was taking the warriors, the best of the male stock from the tribe—taking them to the Earth Clan to die trying to bring back his twin. Swella shuddered at the thought of the existence of two Eudrochs. Their combined capacity for evil would be great indeed if his brother shared the same degree of power as Eudroch.
As the storm of lightning bolts leapt to the sky from the top of the pyramid, Swella watched with the rest of the tribe in awe. Their loved ones traveled with that lightning to do battle for a madman. As those around her talked excitedly about the second coming of Sigela and how their tribe would soon rule the new world, Swella fought hard not to let her newly found cynicism show. As she slowly climbed the steep steps of the pyramid, she thought of how just a few days ago she would have been among them, loudly proclaiming the new might of the tribe—shaking her fist at the sky, ready to go to war with the Earth Clan. Now that Eudroch, the murderer, had taken her only child, Swella could think of nothing other than revenge and of stopping Eudroch from realizing his plans of bringing Sigela back to this world.
She had worshipped Sigela since she was a little girl, and she always would, but now she understood why the other dragons had banished the fiery one to the heavens. Too much heat—to much zeal and passion led to death more often than it led to happiness. As she continued up the stone steps, the ground began to shake beneath her, the great pyramid itself vibrating, threatening to crumble beneath her weary feet.
Swella fell to her hands and knees and held on as best she could to the undulating stone. Soon, the ground stopped moving. From halfway up the pyramid, Swella could see the mass of people below her cautiously rising to their feet. Swella took the movement of the ground as a positive omen from Terrada. The great Earth Dragon had given Swella a sign to bolster her determination and her strength of will. She was just a simple woman, who used to be only a mother and who now had become Terrada’s instrument of fate. 
As she restarted her ascent, nearing the opening that led to the altar room, Swella resigned herself—what was once her home was now enemy territory. She was Terrada’s agent, and while Eudroch and the warriors were away, she had to plan what she would do to stop Eudroch and to avenge her son, Dabu.
 



CHAPTER 32
 
MERRICK SLOWLY REGAINED consciousness but kept his eyes closed. His actions replayed themselves in his mind like a mad movie running at a high, choppy speed. He had killed Fenton, the one adult in the Earth Clan who had befriended him and tried to teach him about his craft—about his magic. There was no excuse for what Merrick had done—no reason for his actions other than the fact that he lacked the control necessary to wield his own magic without hurting those around him.
He remembered back to his first lesson with Fenton and Balach—how Fenton had warned him about using his power so blindly, especially when he was in a heightened emotional state. Fenton knew that Merrick didn’t know enough of his own craft to safely use divinium to enhance his powers. Then, why had Fenton given him back his divinium pendant? The answer was obvious. Fenton had sacrificed himself for Merrick. The knowledge that Fenton had given his life so that Merrick would survive didn’t make anything better and didn’t assuage the heavy feeling of Merrick’s guilt.
Merrick thought about Balach, Fenton’s son, and Adriana, his wife. Merrick had just condemned Balach to grow up without a father, a fate that Merrick understood too well, and for Adriana to be without her husband forever. Merrick had been welcomed into their family as one of their own—had been completely trusted—and had brought nothing to them but sorrow.
Merrick forced himself to open his eyes and look at his surroundings. He was lying on a cold floor made of a smooth substance that he did not recognize, even though it reminded him of the stone the rest of the mountain was made of. The floor itself was a large circle, about six meters in diameter with curved bars spaced no more than a hands width apart connecting the floor to the ceiling of the cage. As he wearily got to his feet, the cage swayed slightly, the floor slanting to one side.
As he stepped up to the bars, the floor tilted forward. The cage remained level only if he was located directly in the center of the circle. Looking through the bars, Merrick saw why.
The cage hung inside what looked to be another cavern, much smaller than the one in which the city was located, but also very deep. He peered downward, but could only see darkness below. Above, he could make out the uneven rock ceiling. It looked to be made of the same material of which his cage was constructed. 
As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he could see that there was a narrow walkway lining the outer wall of the cave, directly across from where he hung in his cell. He saw no visible way for anyone to get across the chasm that separated him from the walkway. He figured that whoever had placed him here must have done so by flying or through some other magical means.
That was fine with him. If he sat in his prison and rotted, at least he wouldn’t hurt anyone.
A bright rectangle of white light appeared from the walkway, throwing a shaft of light into the cage that stabbed Merrick’s eyes with pain. He raised his hand to cover his eyes, but the light was gone in a second. The shuffle of footsteps echoed all around him.
“Merrick,” a voice whispered. “Merrick, are you all right, over there?”
He didn’t recognize the voice, but could tell it belonged to a man. He heard a low grinding noise and then a loud bang as his cage was rocked with the impact from some heavy object.
As the footsteps came closer, Merrick could make out the form of one of the Fianna walking as if through the open air that surrounded his prison. The man was clothed in the traditional Fianna tunic and kilt, and had an array of divinium weapons—sword, mace, and dagger—hanging from his side. 
The Fianna stood outside Merrick’s cage, within Merrick’s reach through the bars. He spoke a word of the Earth Dragon tongue, and a dim light illuminated them, allowing Merrick to better see his visitor. The man’s face was younger than Fenton’s, but still hardened like a warrior’s. His thick black hair was pulled back in a chaotic ponytail. He looked at Merrick, not with hate in his eye like the Fianna who had captured him outside the mountain, but with thinly masked sympathy.
“I am Gerald MacKelster, son of Bythrop MacKelster, and I had the privilege of serving under Fenton MacKerval, Captain of her Queen’s Fianna. I share the grief of the clan over the loss of Fenton, but do not share the hatred that others are feeling toward you. I knew Fenton, and even with power as great as your own, the Fenton I knew would not have allowed himself to be killed unless it was his intention.”
“I think he sacrificed himself for me, but it was still my fault. I shouldn’t have been out there in the first place.”
“I think you are lucky you were out there, young Merrick. If you had not escaped the mountain, and if Fenton had not found you, you would not be alive. Those men that they found dead with you and Fenton—they were Keepers.”
Merrick nodded slowly.
“I know you do not know me, Merrick, but if you value having a friend when all others are your enemy, you will keep what I am about to tell you to yourself. I also served under your father, Ohman. No matter what the Queen or anyone else tells you, he was a man of honor and trust. I come here tonight to pay a debt I owe him.
“I believe those Keepers were sent to either kill or capture you. The fact that three of them as well as Fenton are dead made it easier for them to imprison you. The fact that you aren’t dead means they still need something from you. They must want something you know—or something they think you know.”
“But, I don’t know anything.”
“Aye, but there is one thing you know that none of them do—something that Terrada herself told you long ago.”
“My creation name? I don’t know that either. I haven’t remembered it yet. They can’t get what I don’t have to give.”
“When you are before the Master Keeper, as I’m sure you will be, you’ll wish you did have your name to give. But remember, once they have it, they’ll have no need for you any longer.”
Gerald cocked his head, as if listening to a sound far away. Suddenly the light went out, and Gerald’s voice was only a whisper in the dark.
“You are the only one who stands between Sigela and this world, Merrick. Remember that when you are in doubt.”
As the last of Gerald’s words faded, Merrick knew that his visitor was gone.
Merrick spoke Gerald’s name a few times, but then stopped, thinking better of it in case there were others around to hear. Whatever good Gerald’s warnings would do him, the man had risked everything coming here to give them, and Merrick would not betray his trust.
Maybe Merrick did deserve to be trapped in a prison cell, slowly dying, but if what Gerald said was true, he was the only person who could stop Eudroch from bringing the sun to the earth and destroying the world. He could never do enough to help Balach and Adriana, but for everyone else in the world he owed them his best try at escaping and stopping his brother.
He stood in the center of his cage with his arms at his side, closing his eyes, trying to concentrate on his internal magic. His hand groped for the piece of divinium hanging from around his neck, but found nothing. They had taken it from him, knowing that he would try to use his own magical stores to break out.
With grim confidence, he let his hand return to his side. He was Merrick, son of King Ohman the Ard Righ, brother to Eudroch, one of the Sons of Earth and Fire foretold in their prophecy. He did not need divinium to muster his magic.
As he convinced himself, Merrick searched his memory for any hint to his creation name. He tried to remember crying as a baby, lying in a small bed, one of many in a large hospital room. He could almost see Ohman’s face as that of a young man’s watching over him—could feel the pain of impending loss on Ohman’s face.
Loss—Merrick’s entire life was filled with loss. His parents were not his own; his real father had abandoned him; and he had lost Mona, Cara, Fenton, and most certainly Balach. He was separated from everyone that he loved or cared about, and he had never found his own true self. As Merrick festered on these thoughts, his rage built from deep within. He didn’t feel pity for his situation. He felt anger. He could feel his lips pursing, and his eyebrows setting. He envisioned his own face reflected back at him in his bathroom mirror, snarled with hatred and madness. He had made a mistake earlier by trying to disconnect himself from that face. But that face was not something outside of his own self or something to be ignored—instead, that face was him. For the first time in his life, he embraced his internal monster.
As his blood continued to boil, like poison in his veins, Merrick heard a soft voice grow louder in his head. It was like no voice he had ever heard before, but it spoke in the tongue of Terrada, the Earth Dragon. The sound popped like breaking timbers, and grated like dragging stone until he thought he would go deaf. He did not recognize the words, but he knew that they were meant for him—that the words were him.
And with those strings of overlapping sounds etched into his brain like a searing iron brand, Merrick opened his mouth and screamed them out loud louder than he had ever cried before. The rock walls of the cavern and his cage shook violently as lightning crackled and bounced all around him, filling the cavern with humming white electricity and light. Thunderclaps echoed so loudly that Merrick’s internal organs felt like they were being pulverized.
His fury was the storm, as the echo of his name filled the spaces around him. Merrick unleashed power he never dreamed that he possessed, but it was to no avail. Rocks exploded up and down the cavern walls, but his cage remained intact even as it swung violently back and forth above the great chasm below.
Exhausted, Merrick fell to his knees as the cage slowly rocked itself back to center. The air around him stunk of brimstone, but he was no closer to escape than he had been before he had unleashed his power. He had given it everything he had, and it had not been enough. If he couldn’t even break out of his cell, how was he going to defeat his brother?
As Merrick sat, stewing over what to do next, he saw a shaft of white light appear as it had earlier when Gerald had visited him. Looking up, hopeful that it was once again Gerald, Merrick heard footsteps and the same low grating noise ending with a jarring impact to his cell.
This time, a soft light filled the space around him, and Merrick was face-to-face with the Queen herself. She had come to visit him alone, with no Keepers and no Fianna.
Merrick wiped his wet eyes and stood in the center of his cell, looking at the Queen, waiting for her to announce his fate.
The Queen looked at him, her hands clasped together in front of her. She wore her finest robe and looked the part of the Queen of the Earth Clan.
“I see Ohman’s sadness in your eyes—his sorrow and his passion. You know, that is what first attracted me to your father. He was never like the other boys in our family. I believed that he would help lead the clan, our clan, to great things, to rule the world one day.
“Unfortunately, that same passion was his undoing. I found him lying with another woman. Did you know that? Rutting with your mother. He never saw fit to give me a child, but he gave two of them to his mistress. I want you to know that I do not hate your father. I loathe him.”
The Queen’s face did not soften with her words. She held herself perfectly still as she delivered her emotionally charged speech to Merrick, her true feelings only hinted at by an occasional rise in pitch of her voice.
“I do not hold you responsible for your father’s deeds. But I do hold you responsible for your fate. I had hoped that you could thrive here—learn to know your craft and fight by our side against your brother. I see now that that cannot happen. It is not your fault, but there is simply no time left for you to come into your own. The battle will have to be fought without you—but not without the power of your name. You are not ready to wield the might of your own name…but we are.”
It was just as Gerald had said. She wanted his name, the one piece of knowledge that only he had access to. Without it, the Queen probably knew that her battle with Eudroch would be doomed. Before, he had wondered how he would deal with not knowing his name. Now, he worried if he would be strong enough to keep the meaning of his name a secret. If he gave away his name, he gave away his life.
“I don’t know my name, your majesty. I can’t give you what I don’t have.”
The Queen laughed and shook her head.
“I felt what you unleashed in here a moment ago. I would say that half the city felt it. With no divinium to help you steal the power of those around you, you could not have brought forth such power without knowing your name, Merrick. You have something in your head that will help me save my clan, and I will have it whether you want to give it or not.”
The Queen snapped her fingers once, and the entire cavern filled with light. From across the chasm, Merrick could see half a dozen Fianna lining the walls along the stone walkway. The Queen herself stood on a wide land bridge that now connected Merrick’s cage to the doorway at the cavern’s exit. Just entering the cavern, an old man gradually made his way across the bridge, coming toward Merrick’s cage.
“You have caused much pain in your short stay with us, Merrick,” the Queen said. “Think of Fenton’s family. Balach will grow up without his father. The clan itself has lost one of its greatest leaders and three of its Keepers. Keepers are a rare breed, you know. Their memories are unique and can store entire lexicons of language—and their dispositions are exceptional to say the least.
“We know that you observed Balach’s naming ceremony. You should realize that his was not typical. The Master Keeper could tell that the boy had indeed remembered the name given him by Terrada and that he was giving his name willingly to the clan. Your ceremony will be much different. Considering that you are responsible for the death of three of their associates, I am sure that the Keepers will take pleasure in prying your name from you, even after you have told them everything that you think you know.”
The Queen reached out to touch Merrick on his arm, just as the old man arrived next to her.
“Just remember this,” the Queen whispered. “You have to die, one way or the other. Our great Seer has seen as much.” 
The Queen motioned to the old man standing next to her. 
“The very least you could do is to freely give your name in payment for all your wrongs—to have some good come of your pathetic bastard life before you pass from this world and face whatever justice Terrada herself has for you. Do this, and I will ensure your death goes more quickly than my Keepers desire.”
“I don’t know my name,” Merrick said, his eyes wide in fear. “That’s what I came here to learn, but I still don’t know who I am, and I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”
Even as Merrick heard his own voice, he could tell that the Queen knew he was lying. 
“If that is indeed true,” the Queen said, “the Keepers will help you remember. Nothing assists a person’s memory quicker than pain. You should feel grateful for the help.”
The Queen removed her hand from Merrick’s shoulder, and spoke a single word in Terrada’s tongue. Merrick felt himself stiffen, and he was unable to move, like he had been turned into living stone. Still alive, he was trapped and barely able to breath. As he watched, paralyzed, his eyes fixed straight ahead, the bars to his cage disappeared, and the old man leaned in to him.
“I have seen your future,” he said with a wry smile. “You must die in order that Sigela be stopped. Give us your name and die with pride knowing you have given the clan something useful—that your life has served some purpose.”
Merrick could see the Fianna warriors coming across the bridge. They slipped past the old man and lifted Merrick, still as stiff as stone, onto their shoulders. The Fianna carried him across the bridge, out of the cavern, and down a winding tunnel lit by flaming torches set into the wall at equal intervals.
As he watched the stone ceiling pass by, Merrick was certain of his destination. He was on his way to the Keepers’ Chambers. It was time for his naming ceremony.
#
Gerald had barely made it out of the cavern earlier before the Queen had summoned the Fianna to meet her at the cave’s entrance. He had tried to give Merrick some amount of hope, but now Gerald and three of his fellow warriors carried Merrick’s stiffened body to the Keepers’ Chambers.
Gerald believed that Merrick did not know his creation name. But, he had also felt the sheer energy that Merrick had released back in his prison. There was no other way that Gerald knew for Merrick to have called forth so much magical force, especially with no divinium to assist him, without knowing his creation name.
If Fenton were alive, he would know how to save Merrick. Without Fenton, there was no filter between the Queen and her Fianna—no one to temper her royal demands. Merrick needed Gerald’s help to survive the Queen, and Gerald was powerless to do anything. All Gerald could do was hope that he would find the courage to do the right thing if the chance availed itself and if Merrick survived his naming ceremony.
 



CHAPTER 33
 
MERRICK WAS STANDING, but still unable to move, his body as hard as the stone that made up the surrounding mountain. Forcing his eyes to look downward, he could tell that he was floating several centimeters off the ground in the Keepers’ Chambers. Even though Merrick could not turn to see, he knew that the secret passage was directly behind him, hidden in the far wall. Whatever spell held him aloft and in place was being generated by the Keepers who stood about him in a circle. In low monotones, they all mumbled words from the Earth Dragon’s tongue that Merrick had never heard before.
The Master Keeper stood in front of Merrick, silent. He pulled back his hood, revealing his scarred face and head. His eyes were coal black and stared at Merrick, almost lifeless. It was as if the Master Keeper could read Merrick’s thoughts—all his wishes and dreams and fears and everything he had ever tried to hide from others. Those cold eyes were looking for the one thing that Merrick had that they needed—his creation name.
“Merrick, Son of Ohman, the former Ard Righ of the Earth Clan, you have been brought here to bestow upon the clan your greatest gift—the creation name that mighty Terrada gave you when you were still inside your mother’s womb. Do you have a name to offer the clan? You may speak now.”
Merrick cleared his throat. He considered just telling them his name. He wasn’t sure of its exact meaning, but was sure that it pertained to loss or misery. Although personally tragic, his name didn’t seem like one that held much power or that would be of much use against Eudroch. Maybe he wasn’t the one that they all thought he was after all. But if he wasn’t the one foretold of in the prophecy, then that meant that Eudroch couldn’t be one of the Sons of Earth and Fire either—and Eudroch, unlike Merrick, was trying very hard to fulfill the prophecy.
“I told you before,” Merrick said. “I don’t know my creation name. That’s why I came here in the first place—to remember my name and to learn my craft so that I can be strong enough to fight Eudroch. I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”
The Master Keeper silently produced the same short rod that Merrick had seen him use on Balach. The Master Keeper softly flicked Merrick’s chest with it. The sudden pain was amazing in its intensity. Merrick felt the urge to release his bowels, but instead screamed loudly, tears welling up in his eyes. He wasn’t sure if he should be thankful that he couldn’t move his body or not. He would have fallen to his knees if he could have.
“I don’t know my name,” Merrick said again, this time with less strength.
The Master Keeper raised his rod again and touched Merrick on his right knee. The pain was different this time, but just as powerful. Because he couldn’t move, there was nowhere to run from the intensity of the hurt. He couldn’t shake his leg or rub it with his hand—he could only stand perfectly still and wait for the waves to subside.
It became clear to Merrick that the Master Keeper would not take no for an answer. If Merrick was going to survive his ceremony, he had to either make something up quickly or tell them the truth. He was sure that the Master Keeper would be able to see through any of his lies and wouldn’t care at all whether Merrick would die.
“I…I think I know it, but I don’t know for sure. Don’t you want to make sure you get the right name from me? What if the name I give you is wrong? That could mess everything up. It wouldn’t be of any use against my brother. How can I be sure?”
The Master Keeper grinned, almost looking impressed that Merrick had suggested a path that neither revealed his name nor continued his pain.
“Very well,” the Master Keeper said, as he stepped closer to Merrick. He slipped his rod back into the sleeve of his robe and placed his hands on either side of Merrick’s head. “We’ll make sure then, shall we?”
As the Master Keeper came closer, Merrick closed his eyes, trying to make sense of things. He saw himself on a path, and a bug was in his way. He stepped on the bug and walked on. And then a young girl was fawning over his power, offering herself to him, and he took what she offered, and then she disappeared—gone from his life for good. It was as if he was walking rapidly through the maze that was his own life. Each decision, small or major, revealed another tiny piece of who he was—took him deeper into his self and closer to his center. In each part of his life that he relived in his mind, he saw over and over again the loss and the pain of being alone that was the thread tying his existence together.
He saw Mona and himself leaving the hospital, and then his half sister, Cara, sleeping next to him in bed. And finally, he saw Fenton, bravely defending him, and then falling in a wasted heap, drained of his magic—death, his only payment from the cursed Merrick.
Unwilling to watch any longer, Merrick opened his mouth and screamed his creation name. He heard the layers of syllables come out—sounds of stone grating and fire popping, and he wept. Merrick had cried for nothing else in his pathetic life, yet at the sound of his own name he sobbed like a lover who had just lost his true love forever.
As the echoes of his name began to fade, Merrick opened his eyes to see the last thing in the world he expected—the Master Keeper with eyes wide and mouth agape in fear. The other Keepers stopped their chanting, and Merrick fell like a limp doll to the floor.
He looked up to see the Keepers staring at him, equally afraid. Merrick hadn’t even told them what he thought his name meant, but something in their hearts must have told them.
The Master Keeper backed away from Merrick and fell to his knees, his head bent down toward the floor. He reached up with a fragile hand and grabbed the robe of the Keeper standing closest to him.
“His name,” the Master Keeper whispered, “even here, with our wards, his name has such power…everything is hopeless. There…What kind of magic is this? He must not be allowed to live. His name cannot be allowed to leave this chamber. Kill him now, quickly. Find the strength, my brother before he utters his name again.”
Before anyone could move, the Queen’s Seer ambled out of the shadows. He held his hand in the air.
“His name is one of great power, as you say, Master Keeper,” the Seer said. “He must die, and his name must be held secret by the Keepers.”
“You tell me nothing I do not know, old Seer,” the Master Keeper said, being helped to his feet by his fellow Keepers.
“I foresee that his death is not far off, but he cannot pass from this form yet,” the Seer continued. “His name, as strong as it is, is still…incomplete. Even he does not know the fullness of it at this time.”
The Master Keeper turned to look at the Queen’s Seer.
“His creation name is complete. If you were anywhere close by, you felt its power. His name is a word in the dragon tongue. This place was constructed to nullify all magic save our own, and yet, look around you! We have been cowed by the mere utterance of his name. To hear it is to be consumed by a dark cloud, unable to see any joy at all. This is how this boy lives! It is who he is. Terrada save us if there is more to his name than what he has already told.”
“Your wards are working, you know, Master Keeper. They dampen his magic. Imagine its power without the protection of this place, if he were to invoke his magic outside of these caved walls. Truly, he would be a match for his brother, but the casualties from their battle would make it not worth fighting. No one would be alive to enjoy the victory. You have forced Merrick to give you all that he has at this moment, but I tell you that there is more. His true name, I see, is more than a simple word—it is a phrase or a curse I cannot tell. But, there is more. He must remain alive until all of him is revealed. It is Terrada’s will.”
“The Queen’s orders were to kill him after we obtained his name. I cannot disobey her…”
“You follow Terrada, Keeper! The Queen is fallible, an important vessel, but not a dragon herself. I will explain to the Queen why he still lives. For now, I suggest you prevent him from using his magic again while I look into the future for more information on what our next step should be.”
Merrick didn’t know what good it would do. All he knew was that his captors didn’t want him saying his name again. He opened his mouth, preparing to speak. From behind him, one of the Keepers stuffed a piece of heavy cloth in his mouth while two other Keepers pulled him to the floor. They acted without orders from their Master or the Queen’s Seer. They acted out of self-preservation, and their actions were effective. He could not speak—only muffled sounds coming from his lips as he desperately tried to say his name aloud.
The rags in his mouth were quickly replaced with a ball gag that was tightly secured with a wet leather tong. Two of the Keepers escorted Merrick back to his cage, his hands tied behind his back. His guards had orders to not let anyone speak to him, and under no circumstances was his gag to be removed.
As Merrick settled down in the direct center of his familiar cell, he struggled to breath deeply through his nose. As his regular breathing calmed him down, he stared into the darkness surrounding his cell. He didn’t know what the Seer had meant about the other part of his name. As far as Merrick was concerned, loss summed him up perfectly and completely. Maybe they would leave him here forever. He would easily die in a few days if unable to drink or eat. Then, his life would be complete and his name would definitely be accurate. He would suffer his final loss, that of his own life. With that thought clearly in his head, he closed his eyes and tried to manage a smile despite his gag. He pictured his own death in a dozen different ways. Each brought a deeper calm—one that he had never known before. The Keepers had confirmed how awful his true nature was. He could no longer hide from what he was. He was what Terrada had made him, nothing more—the living embodiment of loss. His breathing continued to slow, as he drifted into a sweet slumber, the burdens and responsibilities of the world around him floating away like ripples in a pond.
#
Balach was sure that he had heard Merrick’s voice passing outside of his room earlier. When he had gone to the door to look, all he had seen was a group of Fianna and Keepers walking hurriedly. Had Merrick discovered his name so quickly? Sudden hope filled him.
If Merrick had remembered his name, then he must be close to being ready to stand against his brother, Eudroch. Perhaps with Eudroch vanquished and the prophecy annulled, the two families of Earth and Fire might end their centuries-old feud. Balach and Firefly could be together and live with the Earth Clan, or maybe even settle in a community founded by both of their peoples.
Now he understood why he had not yet been given any of the tests the Master Keeper promised him. The Keepers were too busy with something more important than Balach—the name that would save the world. Balach was happy to take second priority to such a pursuit. He only wished that the Keepers would verify his name and that he would be free to join in the battle. Balach’s name may have stood for true love, but he was still willing to fight fiercely for his clan, his family, and the safety of the woman he loved.
Resigning himself to wait, Balach sat down on the stone bench in his room, joyful at the thought of Merrick, his honorary brother, discovering his true identity. Balach lay down on his side, curling his knees up to his stomach. As he fell asleep, he thought of how wonderful life would be when he and his bride could sit with his father and Merrick and talk about life over piping hot bowls of his mother’s aromatic soup. Soon, Merrick and he would both be full members of the clan, and together they would grow old, as brothers. Balach’s father would be proud of both his sons.
As Balach was almost fully asleep, he sat up with a start. He felt sick, like he had suddenly lost everything of value to him in one wrenching moment. Balach thought that he heard the echoes of an unknown word floating through the hallway outside his room—a word of desperation and hopelessness. Unable to sleep, Balach stared at the empty wall of his cell, trying to regain his lost joy.
Shortly, Balach heard shuffling footsteps outside his door, moving toward the exit to the Keepers’ Chambers. He wondered for a brief moment about who was passing, but for some reason, he could not muster the motivation to stand up and look.
 



CHAPTER 34
 
MERRICK DREAMT of Mona back home in Virginia. The two of them were on a date—a real date, at the end of which, they shared a kiss. But, even in his sleep, he knew that the kiss wasn’t real, that Mona was lost to him, far away from his current situation. He desperately hoped that if he kept the dream going, he could somehow magically tell her all the things that he wished they had done together.
Merrick and Mona’s embrace suddenly dissolved in the wake of Cara’s sweet voice. Cara was forbidden, but since it was only a dream, he let Mona fade as he turned to face his beautiful half sister.
When he looked for Cara, she was not there. Only her voice remained. It grew louder and louder, until he felt himself coming out of his murky dream state and back into the cold reality of his suspended stone cage. When he opened his eyes, Cara was standing on the other side of the stone bars of his cage. Merrick instinctively tried to speak, but his voice came out muffled, his mouth still filled with the Keepers’ gag.
“Just stay where you are, Merrick. Turn away and cover your eyes. I’m going to get you out of there.”
He tried to do as he was told but could not because his hands were still tied behind his back. He shook his head as if to apologize to Cara and then simply turned his head away as far as it would go and closed his eyes.
After waiting a couple of seconds, he cautiously snuck a peek at Cara. Her own eyes were closed as she held the bars of his cage with clenched fists. Her brow was set in furious concentration as she softly repeated a phrase from the Earth Dragon’s tongue over and over again.
Finally, she opened her eyes, looking exhausted, and turned away.
“I can’t get these opened. I don’t know what kind of magic is holding all of this in place, but it must be using more than one dragon tongue, which makes no sense. We’re in the clan of the Earth Dragon. There shouldn’t be any other dragon magic allowed here.”
He nodded his head in understanding. He wanted to explain that he had come to the same conclusion earlier when his massive lightning storm did nothing to weaken his prison. He wanted to tell Cara that the only person he had seen open it was the Queen.
Merrick stretched his bound body and recoiled it until he was right up against the set of bars where Cara stood. He motioned with his head for her to take the ball gag out of his mouth. She knelt down beside him and carefully spoke more words of the Earth Dragon until she was able to work the ball gag out of his mouth. Merrick stretched his mouth open and closed again, trying to moisten the inside of his mouth as he turned around so that Cara could get at his bound hands.
Within a few minutes, he was at least free of his restraints. It took several more minutes for him to be able to stand on his own without relying on the bars for support. As he worked blood back into his limbs, he recounted to Cara all that had happened to him since she had left. 
Cara sat back, mouth agape at all that he had been through. When he came to the part about Fenton’s death, her eyes welled up with tears that would not quite fall.
When he had asked her how she had gotten in this close to him, she told him that a sympathetic guard had shown her a back way into the dungeon. Without even asking, he knew that the guard must have been the same one who had first visited him in his cell—Gerald—the one Drayoom he had met who was still loyal to his father, Ohman.
Cara reached through the bars and held him gently by his arm. She looked him in the eyes.
“I don’t know if I can get you out of here, but there’s something that you need to know before we try—about Ohman.”
“We can talk about it later,” he said. “I’ve had some time to accept that we have the same father, but I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to calling you sister.”
Cara smiled sadly. Despite their relations, Merrick couldn’t help but marvel at how wonderful she looked, kneeling there in front of him. It was all for the better, he thought, because he could never hope to have someone that beautiful.
Cara took a deep breath.
“Ohman is…dead, Merrick. And, I know he cared for you very much, but…he wasn’t your father.” 
Merrick was not sure what he had just heard. He looked at her, questioningly.
“How…”
“It was Eudroch, back at Rune Corp.”
“And he told you that he wasn’t my father?”
“He left me a message in a piece of divinium. It gave me his creation name and showed me images from his life, including the day he found you and Eudroch—the day he…rescued you from your mother.”
“You don’t rescue a baby from its mother,” Merrick said, his face turning slightly red as he tried to digest everything he was hearing.
“You do when the mother was his wife, the Earth Queen.”
Merrick could barely speak.
He slumped down to a sitting position on the stone floor. He felt sick to his stomach. How could it be true that the Queen was his mother? He wanted it to be a lie, but even as he pondered it, he knew that somehow it was true. 
He was the son of the treasonous Queen, not the son of the noble and wise Ohman. And his true father? Had he been some warrior of lower rank or maybe the King of the Fire Tribe himself? He might not ever know for sure. The Queen had lied about catching Ohman with a woman from the Fire Tribe. It had been she who had struck a bargain with Sigela, not Ohman. No one in the clan knew about it, because if anyone found out, she’d be dethroned or killed—and lying about Ohman gave her an ironclad excuse to turn the Earth Clan against their former Ard Righ. It all made sense.
Merrick wondered what else she had been lying about.
“Even if he wasn’t my real father, I still I wish I had been able to spend more time with him. I’ve been afraid of Eudroch, but now I hate him and want to see him dead.”
Cara looked at Merrick and motioned him to her. She examined him through the bars closely in the dim light she had conjured. 
“You look so old,” she said softly, still looking at his face. “Didn’t they teach you that every time you use your internal magic without using your craft that you lose a little bit of your life force—that you have to master your craft and either use the power of your name or take a little bit from everything around you instead of draining everything from yourself?”
“Fenton taught me how to ask the earth around me for power. But, the Keepers only confirmed my name yesterday, or at least part of it. Besides, I don’t feel any older,” he said, as he touched the ridges of his face with his slightly shaking hands.
“Stop using your name until we can verify it back at Rune. Something’s wrong if your creation name is having this effect on you. If you don’t stop using so much of your internal magic, you won’t live long enough to meet, much less fight Eudroch.”
“You don’t need to verify anything,” he said, pulling away from her slightly. “My name means eternal loss. I know it does. It explains everything in my life up to this point. You’re all that I have left that I would even care about losing—you and Balach. You have to leave me here to my own fate. You can’t get me out, and you can’t do anything against all of the Queen’s Fianna and the Keepers. You have to get Balach and leave while you still can.”
“First, I’m not alone,” she said, nodding to the cavern walls that suddenly seemed to have human shapes moving within them. “Second, we’re here to take you back to Rune Corp. My people are reinforcing the wards back there so it will be safe. When they’re through, only a dragon will be able to enter without the key.”
“What key are you talking about?” Merrick asked.
“My father’s creation name. Eudroch will never get through. We’ll have plenty of time back at Rune for you to learn more of your craft and to prepare for him. I should never have let father send you here. We should have trained you at Rune right from the start. None of this would have happened.”
“Cara, if I had stayed at Rune, who knows what might have happened. Maybe we would have been safe from Eudroch, but that doesn’t mean that you would have been safe from me. I’m telling you that my name scares me with the power it calls on. I don’t even know how it works, but it’s enough to make the Keepers here shake with fright.”
Merrick and Cara both turned from their conversation as the roar of distant cracks of thunder filled the cave. The sounds were muffled, but Merrick could tell that they came from inside the mountain. Before the sounds of thunder could die down, the ground around them began to shake, and boulders and stone fragments began falling from higher up in the cavern. He could see the shapes of Cara’s team, scrambling around inside the rock walls, trying to avoid being shaken loose from the stone in which they were hidden.
“I have to get you out of here, Merrick.”
“You said the cage was protected by the magic from two dragons, right? Well, I have the magic of two dragons inside me, and I’m about to release them both. Get your people out of here right now, and I’ll catch up with you. Trust me.”
Whether it was the force of his command or her acknowledgement of the futility of her endeavor, Cara ran to the door, her team stepping out from within the walls to join her. As they filed out of the cavern, she turned back to look at him once more before closing the door.
Merrick was alone, where no one could get hurt except himself. His name meant loss, and he was about to inflict his personal curse on the Queen, his mother, with all of his heart. Nothing was going to stop him from escaping, even if he had to use every bit of his internal power to do so.
He closed his eyes, and firmed his stance, getting ready to release his magic. The rage of the lightning storm easily gathered inside and around him, straining to be unleashed. He held back his fury with all of his will, while he searched deeper than ever before, looking for Terrada’s magic that slumbered within him as well. It was there, an immovable object, rooted down at his feet, solid, but not offering up any of its energy to join with that of Sigela’s. 
He silently asked once more for Terrada’s help. 
None came.
Then he remembered that the two dragons were opposites and so probably was their power. The energy from the lightning was easy to understand, but the magic from the earth was different, subtler, yet just as strong. Instead of trying to hurl his Earth Magic, Merrick relaxed and divided his mind into two parts—one for Sigela and one for Terrada.
In his mind, he touched and greeted the earth inside his own being much like he had introduced himself to the mountain wall that had become his home. Gradually, a tiny part and then a full half of him was immersed in his Earth Magic. He felt the mighty potential for energy that rested in the ground—the opposite of the kinetic energy of lightning—but waiting to be released—building up electron by electron, waiting, poised for release. Just as he could hold back his lightning no longer, he felt the awesome buildup from his Earth Magic rise to equal that of the electrical discharge that he barely contained.
His teeth were barred—all his muscles tense—as he finally opened his mouth and quietly spoke his creation name. 
There was a split second pause where all was silent, and then the world erupted around him. Lightning arced through the cavern, and the walls quaked, joining in the cacophony of the thunder.
Merrick watched as the bars of his cell crumbled to dust. He had been right—the prison was constructed using both Fire and Earth Magic, but had not been designed to hold someone who wielded both. Finally, he was free.
The land bridge was almost completely in ruins as he leapt onto it. He ran as lightly as possible, dodging falling rock. With each step, the surface collapsed behind him. He knew he could not slow down or he would fall into the depths of the cave. With a final jump, he landed safely on the walkway by the door to the cave.
He motioned with his hand, and a bolt of lightning incinerated the door. He passed through the cloud of wood dust and into the hallway outside.
Although there was no one there to meet him, he could hear loud shouts down the hall. He ran toward the noise and was soon standing outside in the familiar area surrounding the royal section of the city. 
Nothing made sense at first.
He saw Fianna and Keepers running about while dark-skinned men ran at them with their hands in the air. Lightning and thunder filled the space, as did giant waves of land rising up and then collapsing on top of intruder after intruder. Merrick noticed that the interlopers looked to be of the same race as Firefly.
He ducked behind a large boulder, trying to figure out how he could help the members of the clan. He briefly thought of Cara, but didn’t see her or her team anywhere. He started to call forth his Fire Magic, but then stopped. He had learned how to tap his substantial reserves, but he still didn’t know how to control his power well enough to not harm those around him who were his allies. 
He had to fight, but for now he would have to do so the old fashioned way, without magic.
Spotting a fallen Fianna, Merrick rolled across the ground, landing close enough to pry the man’s sword from his death grip. He had to hold the sword in both hands because it was so heavy. As he turned, he saw one of the attackers running up to him. When the man saw Merrick, he stopped abruptly, screaming something to his tribesmen close enough to hear. Merrick lifted his sword and let the edge of it come down hard on top of the man’s skull. His weapon cut clean through him, silencing his yells, and bit into the ground at his feet. Merrick was off balance from the strike, but quickly regained a fighting stance, although no new attackers approached.
He ran over to where several of the intruders were hiding as they flung lightning balls across the way at the followers of the Earth Dragon. He didn’t wait for their reaction, but swung his sword sideways this time, cleaving through all three of the bodies with barely any effort. Their diced limbs smoldered like wet wood on fire.
He looked down at the sword he carried. Even though he had taken it from one of the Queen’s Fianna, the sword was made of divinium from the Fire Tribe, with a blade like living lava. 
Unsure of whether to feel lucky or not, Merrick continued on his killing spree. 
Each time he encountered one of the intruders, the reaction was always the same. Merrick figured that they either mistook him for Eudroch or that they had been warned not to harm him. Either way, he took advantage at every turn. Even though they had imprisoned him, the Earth Clan was the closest thing to a home that he had, and he would defend it until the end.
As he stood in the clearing, dead men strewn all around him on the ground, Merrick felt a ball of lightning breeze past his head. 
Someone had decided that he was fair game.
He dove behind another of the great boulders dotting the clearing and looked out to see who had attacked him. He saw a crowd of the attackers, angrily looking at their vanquished comrades. Just as he was about to jump out and attack them head-on, he was slammed to the ground by a piece of the very boulder he was hiding behind, his sword flying away as if enchanted by magic.
Looking up, he saw the Master Keeper, his hood still down, showing his scarred face. Merrick thought it strange that the Master Keeper’s face was calm, almost thoughtful as he advanced. Merrick was trapped between two enemies now, and his chance of survival had just dropped considerably.
Moving away from the boulder, Merrick backed into the wall of the royal section, a piece of the cave that was similar to the one where he had built his home. He braced himself to call on whatever power he could muster to defeat the Master Keeper. Before he could do anything, however, the Master Keeper drew his dagger, ready to throw it, and at the same time, Merrick heard a loud breaking sound from above his head.
He looked up just in time to see most of the mountain wall tumbling down on him. Right before he was buried under the massive slabs of stone, he felt a slight, but painful nick on his left ear. The last thing he saw before he was engulfed in cold darkness was the Master Keeper’s divinium dagger embedded in the stone, its blade only centimeters from his face.
#
The Master Keeper watched as the rock face fell all around Merrick. This boy deserved to be loathed by the clan, but even the Master Keeper could not deny his potential for power. The only other person who impressed and terrified him as much was Eudroch. 
Eudroch—the Earth Council had often debated whether he had the power necessary to fulfill the prophecy of Earth and Fire by himself, without the help of his brother. The Master Keeper was still not convinced that letting Merrick live was the best idea, but the Master Keeper was wise enough not to not let his emotions interfere with his cautious reasoning.
If Eudroch was not strong enough to bring down Sigela the sun without the help of Merrick, then the Master Keeper had just made a grave error by not killing Merrick when he had the chance. However, if Eudroch was strong enough to fulfill the prophecy on his own, then Merrick was the world’s only chance to stop him.
Whether Eudroch was strong enough or not, it was no mystery that he was the only one powerful and brazen enough to carry out this attack on his beloved Earth City. The Master Keeper despised Merrick and the diluted bloodline that he represented, but he feared Eudroch more. For now, at least, Merrick would be allowed to live.
As the Master Keeper stared at the pile of rubble that had buried Merrick, he muttered a silent prayer to Terrada. 
“Oh, Dragon of the Earth who gives shelter to us all, take this young man into your body, and judge him as you see fit. Only you have the wisdom to know what his fate should be. I leave him to your warm embrace.”
Just as the Master Keeper finished the final words of his quiet prayer, he felt a sharp, unbelievable pain in his head as he saw the ground rush up to meet him. As he tried to regain his senses, he looked up and saw that he was surrounded by three of the dark-skinned attackers—their eyes set in rage.
The Master Keeper opened his mouth, preparing to send them all to rest with their dragon, Sigela, in the afterlife. Before he could speak, the three men set upon him, bludgeoning him with clubs that seared his skin even as they pulverized his bones.
The pain gave way more quickly than he would have imagined, to numbness. Each blow from his attackers sent him deeper into a state of tranquility. He was about to die, to pass into Terrada’s womb, his energy to be born again as a new member of the clan who was not even conceived of yet. He was ready. His name would be remembered by his brethren Keepers, and another would rise to take his place as the Master Keeper.
As he felt his last ties with the physical world begin to slip away, he was angered to feel someone pulling him back to the land of the living—the land of the pain that was still waiting for him. The Master Keeper forced one eye open to see who would torture him so. The face he stared into was identical to that of Merrick’s, except for the glint of insanity in the eyes. He had been saved by Eudroch. The pain of his crushed body hit him like a breaking tidal wave, and he screamed until he wept.
 



CHAPTER 35
 
THEY HAD ARRIVED outside the immense mountain after traveling halfway across the world as a bolt of lightning. Mona sensed that she was just beginning to see the strangeness of the new world in which she found herself. The warriors from Eudroch’s tribe started cutting their way into the mountain swinging their molten lava clubs and throwing balls of liquid lightning, molten rock flying everywhere. As the warriors made a wide tunnel into the mountain, living beings began emerging from the interior rock, engaging the tribesmen in battle. Even though a few of the Fire Warriors went down, they had the numbers on their side, and soon the defenders from the mountain were dead. It was if the Fire Warriors were possessed, focused only on their goal of finding Merrick.
Mona wanted more than anything to see Merrick again, but she was not prepared for the devastation from Eudroch and his Fire Warriors. She hesitantly followed them into the mountain, and soon their attack party emerged onto a wide ledge high above a vast underground city. The warriors quickly cut steps into the mountain and started to descend, but the holes closed up like healing wounds and several of the point guard warriors fell to their deaths. Eudroch looked over the ledge at the city below and called out some words that sounded different from the Fire Dragon tongue—somehow more earthy, like sticks breaking and dirt settling. A full set of cut stairs impressed itself into the side of the wall and Eudroch led the group down into the cavern of the Earth City. 
Once they reached the cavern floor, they stormed through some dense woods and emerged onto a street that seemed to lead to the back of the immense underground cave. As they marched, inhabitants ran out, presumably to stop the encroaching warriors, but they were quickly dispatched, mostly by a wave of the hand and balls of fire from Eudroch. As Mona followed in shock, she was speechless as she cringed at the burning ruin that surrounded her.
The stench of charred bodies and vegetation mingled together in the air, causing her to wretch more than once. She followed behind Eudroch and his warriors as they continued their invasion and their search for Merrick. The city was huge, but Eudroch seemed to know where he was going as he followed a series of roads, taking turns at intersections without any hesitation. To be this sure of his path, Mona thought that he must have received very detailed reports from the spy of whom he spoke.
Suddenly, Eudroch stopped and cocked his head as if listening for some far off vibration. Then he started off at a full run, shouting to his warriors that he could sense his brother was near. Mona struggled to keep up, but was swiftly left behind.
Finally catching up, she stood behind the group of Fire Warriors and struggled to catch her breath. Her lungs burned as they had when she had first ascended the grand pyramid back at the Fire Tribe. Several meters away, she saw Eudroch excitedly talking to an old man in a dark green robe who was sprawled out on the ground, barely alive after the beating Eudroch had just given him. She strained to hear what Eudroch was saying, but couldn’t make out more than a couple of words. One of the words was Merrick.
Her heart raced at the mention of his name. 
Mona watched as the old man was levitated, his legs dangling like loose spaghetti above the ground. From the looks of his mangled legs, Mona doubted that the man would ever use them again.
Eudroch started yelling something at the old man hanging in the air. The words sounded like they were from the Fire Dragon tongue. Mona couldn’t understand a word, but knew what was happening. Eudroch was questioning him about Merrick’s location. The old man was either intentionally keeping quiet or he was unable to form words due to his injuries.
Eudroch backed away from the old man in robes and spit on the ground, cursing aloud. Then, Eudroch closed his eyes and turned his head slowly from one side to the other. When he opened his eyes, he walked back to the head Fire Warrior and spoke to him in the common language of the Fire Tribe. Mona understood enough to grasp that Eudroch had lost Merrick’s trail.
When Eudroch came up to Mona, he grabbed her by her shoulders in his vice-like grip.
“I have lost him…for now,” Eudroch said. “The air is saturated with too many traces of magic. This old man knows where Merrick is, but will not speak.”
Just then, the old man started to talk. Quietly at first, so that Mona and even Eudroch had to strain to hear him.
“I’ve killed him, son of thunder. Your brother is dead. You will never reunite with him nor will you add his magic to your own. You will never fulfill the prophecy, and fiery Sigela will stay where she belongs—vanquished in the heavens, far from this world.”
Eudroch turned and walked up to the floating man.
“I know my brother still lives, Master Keeper. You lie worse than you fight, and I will find him in due course. If you will not tell me where he is, then I want his creation name. Give it to me, and I may let you die quickly.”
The old man looked down at Eudroch, barely able to keep his eyes open. His licked his dry lips, weakly cleared his throat and laughed darkly.
“I warn you, old man. Do not try to harm me with your Dragon’s tongue, or I will burn your tongue from your mouth.”
“Your brother, Merrick, told me his name, but it was not the right one. Our Seer said as much. When he died, so did his true name and the power you seek from him.”
“I will know his creation name soon enough, Keeper, with or without your help.”
Eudroch motioned to two of the dark-skinned warriors in his group.
“They will take you back,” Eudroch continued, “to my land—my tribe. In the small chance that Merrick is really dead or that he has successfully eluded us, I will keep you alive a little while longer. Even if what you say is true about Merrick’s name being false, you will tell us what you know eventually. Even his wrong name may provide some insight into his creation name.”
Eudroch motioned to his men.
“Take him back to the pyramid and wait for my return. Tell our people that we have invaded the Earth City and are ravaging its people. We will return with treasure for the tribe along with my brother. Sigela will soon join us!”
With that, the two Fire Warriors grabbed the Master Keeper, who still floated several centimeters off the ground, and pulled him back toward the mountain’s entrance.
“I know you’re still there somewhere,” Eudroch said out loud as he surveyed the surroundings. “I will search for you for as long as it takes and will not be done with your clan until I find you.”
Mona wanted to share Eudroch’s hope that Merrick was still alive. If he was dead, then she had gone through all of this with Eudroch for nothing. She didn’t care whether a mythical dragon from the sky came back to the earth or not. Mona only cared about Merrick, and she was beginning to doubt whether she would ever see him again.
One of the Fire Warriors moved her along behind the main group as they followed Eudroch out of the clearing and through a small passageway that led to another smaller but equally impressive sub-cavern. No sooner had they walked through the cavern entrance than the floor and the walls themselves came alive, roaring up in great waves of stone and crashing down on several of the Fire Warriors.
The group of tribesmen surrounding Mona ran for cover as powerful jet streams of rock rained down upon them. A group of people dressed all in black came out of the cave walls, turning from stone to flesh in front of Mona’s widened eyes. Her first thought was that the Earth Clan had not yet given up, but then she looked closer. Unlike the other inhabitants of the Earth City, this group looked more like high-tech ninjas than ancient Celtic warriors.
#
He had been the Master Keeper for too long, and he knew far too many things. He knew of the Queen’s treachery and had always protected her secret. He now realized that her lies were threatening to destroy the very clan that he lived to serve, and he felt sick. That fool, Eudroch, was strong, but the Master Keeper would not help him become any more powerful than he already was.
As the Master Keeper was pulled along by the Fire Warriors, he searched his mind, going back through all of the naming ceremonies until he came to a very special one indeed. Aun-tal was a sad man, who never seemed to find joy in anything he did. It was with reluctance that he even eventually scheduled his naming ceremony with the Keepers. At first, the Master Keeper had not understood why Aun-tal seemed so depressed on the day of his naming, when most Drayoom were relieved that their time had finally come.
He had asked Aun-tal to speak his name, and the man just stood there, his eyes welling up in tears, staring at the Master Keeper. Finally, he wiped the water from his eyes and straightened his shoulders. After taking a deep breath, Aun-tal spoke his name, and proceeded to fall to the ground—dead.
The Master Keeper had not needed to warn his fellow Keepers to never repeat the young man’s name again.
Now, when he, the Master Keeper, was so close to death himself, he practiced Aun-tal’s name over and over in his head. As the guards pulled his floating body up the stone stairs to the Earth City’s exit, the Master Keeper thought one last time of Aun-tal and then spoke his name aloud before dying in mid-breath. 
 



CHAPTER 36
 
WHEN CARA FIRST SAW Eudroch, the similarity was so striking that she thought he was Merrick. But when she saw him throw the Master Keeper around in the air like he was a doll, she knew that she had instead found Eudroch. After that, it was simply a matter of waiting with her team until the Master Keeper was clear of the battle space. 
Cara assessed the situation, noting the brunette traveling with Eudroch and his troops. The woman was either Eudroch’s prisoner—probably someone close to Merrick that he could use as leverage—or, possibly another person of magic. Cara would be careful of the brunette until she knew more. Other than her, there were no unknown variables. Eudroch was a brilliantly powerful madman and his dozen or so warriors were completely devoted to him and the cause of bringing back their precious Fire Dragon. They were just inside the royal section of the city and therefore not far from finding the Queen. Cara was no fan of the Queen, but her loyalty to the Earth Dragon took precedence, and so for now, Cara would do what she could to protect Merrick and the Queen.
Without another thought, Cara gave the word to her team.
They started with a few tons of stone crashing down on the vanguard of the warrior party. Then, Cara and Chris were first out of the walls, both lashing out with the power of their cubes before the dark-skinned warriors could react. Chris sent a storm of sharp stone shards into the group of warriors, killing two of them immediately and cleanly slicing off the arm of another who would probably bleed to death before the battle’s end.
Cara’s team was out from their hiding places in the cave wall, and the remaining Fire Warriors took cover behind walls of flame they hastily erected as shields. Chris spoke to the rock ceiling that curved above their heads, and sharp sheaths came crashing down on the Fire Warriors’ heads. Cara heard the cries of pain and crunch of bone as some of the rocks hit home.
Chris was amazing as he ran from boulder to boulder, dodging balls of fire and turning the very land beneath the warriors’ feet against them. He even managed a few times to intercept some of the fire balls in mid-air with flying boulders. The rest of her team, including herself, Melanie, Gary, Ann, and Steve took his lead and used the power of their cubes to throw boulders and to raise the earth beneath the warriors’ feet.
Eudroch had vanished from sight when they had first come out of the wall. Cara had the upsetting suspicion that he was about to attack at any moment. As the two sides dug in for an extended battle, Cara heard a scream from Melanie over to her left. When Cara looked, Melanie had a stone spike sticking out of her chest. Melanie stared at Cara, her eyes wide in disbelief as her life quickly faded. Before Melanie could say anything, blood poured out of her mouth, and she fell to the ground.
Cara turned to see who had cast the stone spike and felt her heart almost stop. A group of Fianna was firing its weapons from behind the great pillars of the royal house. Melanie, the closest thing to a friend that Cara had, had just been killed by the same people she was trying to protect. Didn’t they realize that she and her team were here to help them? Cara cursed herself as she immediately realized that there could be no mistaking which side she and her team fought for. The Fianna’s attack could only mean that the Queen had ordered her own warriors to attack Cara and her team.
Cara’s anger rose even as her logical brain concluded that she and her team could not hope to win against enemies from both sides. She yelled for the rest of her group to stand down and take off their headsets in surrender. Her people did as she ordered, as the Fianna and the Fire Warriors stopped their attack. Just as Cara had feared, it seemed that Eudroch and the Queen were somehow on the same side.
As Cara and her team slowly walked toward the warriors from the Earth Clan, their hands held high in surrender, Cara heard a sudden war cry from behind. It was Chris, leaping from high up on the cave wall, a storm of boulders following him, shooting out in all directions wherever any of the warriors on both sides stood.
Two more of the Fire Warriors and one of the Fianna were dead before Chris hit the ground.
Before Chris could get to his feet, arrows and spears flew at him, followed by stone missiles and flaming balls of lava. Cara stood in horror only for a split second before she sprang into action herself. Chris was amazing as he met each projectile with his own flying stones until finally, he had constructed a dome of rock that protected him with only enough spaces between the stones for Chris to aim through. Seeing that Chris would be safe for the time being, she slipped her headset back on and shot a cloud of dirt into the eyes of the Fianna guards who had now turned their attention back to her and her team.
While the warriors were blinded, Cara led her crew back into the cave wall where they would hopefully be protected by the mountain and still be able to attack using their cubes.
Cara watched from inside the mountain wall to see if there was any movement from Chris inside his earthen mound of protection. Maybe he had tunneled underground and would emerge elsewhere, taking the warriors once again by surprise.
As Cara was still wondering about Chris and throwing razor-sharp chunks of the mountain at the warriors, she saw Eudroch walk into the middle of the fray. Even though he made no obvious attempt to defend himself, every projectile that came near him turned to ash and fell to the ground.
Cara threw down a dozen boulders directly at Eudroch. They all turned to dust before getting halfway to their target. Eudroch looked up at where Cara and her team were hidden as if he could see them as plain as if they had been standing in the open. Then Eudroch turned his gaze to Chris’s stone structure. Eudroch pointed his hand at the rocks and whispered a few words that Cara could not hear. Chris’s stone fortress exploded into tiny fragments. When the dust cleared, only Chris could be seen, on one knee, coughing, covered in a thin layer of rock dust and blood. As he looked up at Eudroch, Eudroch thrust his arms forward, clasping his hands together and then violently pulling them apart. As he did so, Chris’ body started to shake uncontrollably. Chris screamed as molten lava flowed from all of his body’s openings. Soon, Chris was on the ground, surrounded by a pool of smoking lava, his skin erupting through his divinium suit with angry boils that burst and spewed more of the same glowing red liquid. Even though she was a living part of the mountain, Cara felt her stomach spasm at the grotesque sight.
When Eudroch looked up again to where Cara and her teammates hid, the message was as clear as the smirk on his face. He was telling her to surrender now, fully, or to be dispatched just as Chris had been. The last thing that Cara wanted to contemplate was giving in to Eudroch, but with Chris and Melanie gone, she owed it to the rest of her team to save whomever she could.
With resignation and with her head bowed, Cara phased out of the cave wall, motioning Gary, Ann, and Steve to follow. She stood before Eudroch with her team fidgeting timidly behind her. Cara didn’t have to look back to know that the three of them were scared beyond belief. She could smell the rancid fear of one of her teammates and could not blame whoever it was for his or her weakness.
For a moment, there was only silence as the Fire Warriors gathered around Cara and her group. Once they were fully surrounded, Eudroch stepped close to Cara and reached around with his hand behind her neck, grabbing her hair. He jerked her head closer and did the last thing that Cara would ever expect out of this man who she had been raised to both fear and hate—this Drayoom who would destroy the world. 
He kissed her. 
Eudroch kissed her with his full tongue pushing into her mouth as Cara wretched.
Over Eudroch’s shoulder, Cara saw the Earth Queen glide into view.
Eudroch released Cara from his embrace and half turned to the approaching Queen.
“It’s good to see you again, Mother,” Eudroch said with a sneer. “I believe you already know Cara, the daughter of your estranged husband and king.”
#
There were no words in Chris’s language or that of the Earth Dragon’s to conceptualize the agony he was going through. Some distant part of him realized that everything was temporary—that his suffering, although intense, would be short-lived.
The ancient part of his brain that dealt with seeking shelter and surviving whatever nature threw at him tried to take charge, but there was nowhere to run, nowhere to escape to. 
With his last remaining slice of time, Chris looked back across his life and noted everything good and everything bad he had done. He realized that Merrick was nothing like the monster who was killing him—destroying him from the inside. Chris thumbed the airport locker key in his front pocket. Now that he was dying, no one would reclaim the cube he had hidden—not for a very long time, if ever. If he had had another second or two, he might have told Cara about the stolen cube with his dying breath, hoping that he could do one last piece of good before he was gone.
As it turned out, Chris did not have an extra second or two. He used his last half of a second to issue a final command to his divinium cube to open its security gate wide, allowing anyone who tried to use it to have full access. He could only hope that Merrick, not Eudroch, would have the opportunity.
 



CHAPTER 37
 
THE QUEEN SUMMONED a throne made of stones from the ground at her feet, as Cara was forced by Eudroch to stand in front of her. The Queen sat down gracefully, resting her arms lazily on the cold rock arm rests.
“I can’t say that I agree with your taste in women, my son,” the Queen drawled to Eudroch. “She looks sturdy enough, but she has something of an undisciplined tongue, if my memory serves me correctly.”
Eudroch held Cara tightly by her arm and laughed.
“That’s odd—her tongue felt fine to me, Mother. In fact, I’m relying on her tongue to tell me about these divinium cubes that she and her people wielded so effectively against my warriors.”
Eudroch picked up the cube that sat at Gary’s feet. He clipped it to his belt and slipped on the headset. He closed his eyes as everyone waited to see what the results would be.
After a moment or two, he opened his eyes and took the cube in his free hand, holding it up to Cara.
“Tell me how this works. I can sense a structure to it that has been woven by magic, but I need to know how to operate it. I wouldn’t want to get hurt playing with it. If it could give these normals such power, maybe it could help me in my task as well.”
Cara stared silently at Eudroch.
Eudroch shook his head and snapped his fingers once. Suddenly, Gary fell to the ground, clutching his stomach as his side erupted in lava from within. Within seconds, he was nothing more than smoking liquid remains. 
Cara shook at the calm execution of Eudroch’s ferocious acts. First Chris and Melanie, and now she had lost another member of her team. She didn’t want there to be any more deaths on her hands. As she was about to tell Eudroch everything he wanted to know about the cubes, Cara caught a faint glimpse of her father, Ohman, off to one side. When she blinked her eyes, he was gone. Whether he had been real or not, his image had served its purpose. Yes, she was responsible for Steve and Ann and had to do everything in her power to protect them, but her actions would affect the whole of humanity. She could not—would not tell Eudroch how to operate the cubes. She closed her eyes tight, sick with the knowledge that her silence would condemn her teammates and probably herself to certain death.
When she opened her eyes again, Eudroch was still staring at her, waiting for her to respond to his command to teach him about the cubes.
As if sensing her resolve, Eudroch dropped the cube on the ground and stood close to Cara. He slammed his fist into her side as she doubled over in excruciating pain. As she fell to the ground, Cara desperately tried to breath, but her body refused to inhale. She figured that at least one, maybe two of her ribs were broken. Mercifully, Eudroch let her sit on the ground long enough to finally draw a complete breath. Not knowing what else to do, she started to chant her father’s creation name over and over again. She prayed to her dead father for the strength to resist Eudroch’s torture and to keep any knowledge about Merrick and the secret of the cubes from him. If Gary had followed protocol, his cube wouldn’t work for anyone other than himself, no matter what Eudroch did. She allowed herself a brief hint of a smile as she looked up through her tussled hair at the towering Eudroch. 
Gary always followed protocol.
Eudroch adjusted the headset from Gary’s divinium cube and placed the throat microphone correctly over his larynx. Looking into Cara’s eyes, he quietly spoke a single word from Sigela’s tongue. Eudroch’s whisper was turned into a loud roar as the cube amplified his magical word. A ball of flame ignited between Cara and Eudroch. Then, Eudroch spoke another word, and the flaming orb disappeared.
“Teach me how to use this,” Eudroch said to Cara. “It did nothing other than amplify my voice. The effect would have been the same whether I had used your cube or not.”
Cara got to her feet, feeling her broken ribs as she winced in pain.
“I don't know how to use it,” Cara said with a pained smile. “I never saw that thing before in my life. Sorry.”
Eudroch punched her again, this time, in her stomach. Cara struggled to remain standing and fought the urge to defecate.
Eudroch moved in to kick her when the Queen unexpectedly raised her voice in objection.
“My son, if you break her, we will never learn the secrets of these cubes, although I think you overrate their importance. They might be nice as new weapons for our soldiers, but nothing more, I’m sure. I suggest we hold on to your delicate friend for a while longer. You can deal with her later, after you and Merrick have fulfilled the prophecy.”
“Mother, after Sigela has returned, I will not need her stupid weapon.”
The Queen rose to her feet, her cheeks reddening and her eyes wide.
“My dear son, after Sigela returns, we may need more than her weapons. The Fire Dragon’s return is not the end. It is merely the beginning. Do you think that the other dragons will complacently watch as Sigela and we rule this world? Sigela’s return is only the first step in a larger unification that must occur between all four of the dragons and we, their families. We will rule the world in due time, as one family, with all of the dragons serving us as they served our ancestors. The four dragons will teach us their complete language, the true creation tongue, not dole it out word by word—Drayoom by Drayoom. You and I will rule this world as its Queen and its Prince—and possibly worlds beyond, my son, but do not think that the fight is over when Sigela returns. We will need every advantage to succeed.”
Eudroch threw down the cube and its headset on the ground at his feet and spat on it. Cara noticed with curiosity that Eudroch’s spittle soaked into the cube, like water on a sponge. Suddenly, the oldest of the dark-skinned warriors stepped forward. He held himself differently than the rest of the warriors from the Fire Tribe. With his ornate headdress and plentitude of tattoos, the man looked the part of savage royalty—a king of beasts in their precious city.
“Let it be known,” said the Fire King, “that today, we unite our two families as I take Eudroch for my son, and the Earth Queen as my wife.”
The Queen’s face broke momentarily in surprise before she regained her usual stolid composure.
“I am honored, my King,” the Queen said, bowing her head slightly. “I misspoke. I of course meant that you and I will rule as king and queen of the new family, with Eudroch as our Prince and heir apparent. My apologies to my future husband if my emotions got the better of my tongue, but as I’m sure you will agree, we cannot be wed until after the ritual. Our union must be witnessed by Sigela herself.”
The King grunted in approval as his remaining warriors repeatedly stamped the butts of their spears into the ground showing their approval. The Fianna behind the Queen tried hard to conceal their confusion, but it was obvious to Cara that the Queen had not told them of her plans. Cara knew that the Fianna were bound to serve the Queen. She hoped that some of them, now that they knew of her treachery, would decide to serve the clan instead.
While the Queen, King Polopu, and Eudroch were talking, Cara looked over to Steve and Ann. They were both in shock, standing still, afraid to look any of their captors in the eyes. Cara also got a closer look at the brunette she had seen earlier with Eudroch. She could only guess that the woman must be the one that Merrick had told her about—Mona. Mona was thin and not too tall, but had a strength that emanated from the way she stood, her shoulders square and her face stern. Even though Mona seemed calm and poised, Cara noted the dark-skinned warrior holding her tightly by her wrist. The woman’s independence was an illusion. She was a prisoner, as was Cara. And that made her a potential ally.
“Eudroch, my son,” the Queen said, “you and the King take Cara back to your tribe and prepare for Sigela’s ritual. I will find your brother and bring him to you.”
“I have not come this far to let Merrick slip from my grasp, Mother,” Eudroch said softly. “I will find him and speak to him as his brother—convince him of our duty to fulfill the prophecy. If I cannot, then this one, Mona, will convince him for us—one way or another.”
It was just like Eudroch to use whatever means at his disposal to get his way. Cara was sure that if Mona couldn’t convince Merrick to help, Eudroch would use Mona’s life as a final bargaining tool. Either way, Eudroch would win.
The Queen pointed her hand out to Eudroch, her face red again with sudden anger.
“You will do as I say, whelp. I won’t have you tearing down my city any further by getting in a fight with your brother.”
The Queen paused and softened her voice.
“I already know Merrick’s creation name. With his name, we may not even need him any longer. The Master Keeper was kind enough to tell me before he turned traitor and tried to help Merrick escape.”
“The name you have may not be his full name and would not be enough even if it were. The prophecy says that two brothers will join together to bring Sigela to the world once again…”
“Prophecy’s are not written as human laws are, child. Their words are open to much interpretation,” the Queen said, turning around and looking up at the cavern ceiling. “After all, what more is Merrick other than his name. Once you leave, I will summon him with his name and we will meet you at the Fire Tribe. You have my word and my command. Now go. Do not forget that I know your creation name as well. I love you, my son, but I will use your name if I have to.”
Eudroch stared in silence at the Queen. Both the Fianna and the Fire Warriors were focused on Eudroch. Cara was sure that this would be only the first of many power struggles between them.
“Why do you refuse me my brother when I’m so close?” Eudroch asked.
“You are brothers, but I fear that you will not mix well. I fear that you and Merrick will destroy what is left of my fair city under the mountain before you can work out your differences.”
Eudroch motioned for his warriors to bring Cara to him as he started to walk away. After only a few steps, he turned to face the Queen again. He motioned to Mona, who was being pushed along by one of the Fire Warriors.
“I’ll leave the girl with you, my Queen. You may find her useful if your summoning does not work as planned. If she is of no use, I suggest letting your men do with her as they wish. Your clan could use some new breeding stock.”
“I think I shall keep the human and Cara with me,” the Queen said. “Either may be useful if the need arises.” The Queen motioned to one of her Fianna and then to Cara. “Gag this one. The normal is of no concern, but Ohman’s offspring may possess powers even without the assistance of these cubes.”
As Eudroch disappeared from sight, the Queen ordered the Fianna to collect the divinium cubes and to begin clearing the dead bodies from the streets. As Cara watched the men gather her cubes, she was gagged using a large roll of cloth that effectively prevented her from speaking, and almost from breathing.
Cara was sure that Eudroch and his group of warriors were heading for the city’s exit. Once outside, they would ride the lightning back to the tribe and prepare for the ritual. She believed, along with Eudroch, that Merrick’s creation name would not be enough, but there was much Eudroch could do to start calling Sigela without Merrick’s presence.
As the Queen gathered her Fianna around her, Cara and Mona were shoved down on their knees, with ropes attached to their wrists—the other ends of which were each held by a separate Fianna. Cara struggled to hear as the Queen instructed her men on her plan for capturing Merrick. Cara wondered if the Queen really did know Merrick’s creation name. From what Cara could overhear, Cara and Mona were to be used as bait for Merrick. That meant that what Merrick had told her was true about knowing only half of his name. 
As the Queen divided her Fianna into two groups, Cara was given to one and Mona to the other. As the two groups started walking through the ruined streets of the Earth City, Cara looked back in time to see Steve and Ann fall to the ground, their bodies as stiff as stone before they hit the dirt under their feet. Now there was no one left of her team. Cara allowed herself a single tear. She had failed them all, but she would not fail humanity.
She felt a sudden tug on the rope attached to her wrists and stumbled along behind the group of six or so Fianna. As they walked, the Fianna called out to Merrick, threatening that if he did not show himself, they would kill or do worse to Cara. Cara welcomed the chance to have one of the Fianna that close to her. She would find some way to kill whoever tried anything with her, even with her mouth gagged and her hands bound. Cara hoped that Mona would have enough strength to survive whatever her guards would do to her and enough wisdom to do what was right for the world, not just for Merrick.
#
The mighty yew tree, Oodrosil, was connected with all of the divinium cubes that its lifelong friend Ohman had created. Through the cubes taken to the Earth City, Oodrosil had been able to sense Merrick several times—enough to be sure that the young man was still alive. Even though Oodrosil knew that Merrick was not Ohman’s son, he still reminded him of his old friend. One thing the yew tree did know was that Merrick was the only hope for defeating Eudroch. For days, Oodrosil had waited for some sign of Eudroch, the one who had killed the tree’s lifelong friend, Ohman. A shiver ran through its roots as Oodrosil suddenly tasted Eudroch’s vile spittle seep into one of Cara’s divinium cubes.
This could only mean that Eudroch was in the Earth City, closer to Merrick than he had ever been. It was hard to sense their exact locations, but the yew tree reached out with its senses. It could sense that Merrick was one with the mountain and that Eudroch was not.
Oodrosil was old, and in some ways very powerful, but its magic was one of longevity and wisdom and not one of immediate action that would have allowed it to more easily help Cara and Merrick. The mountain itself and the earth within would surely listen to Oodrosil’s pleas for help against Eudroch, but the mighty yew had a better idea.
Every year, Oodrosil partly died and was reborn anew. As such, the tree understood more than most other beings of the conservation of magic. It knew that magic and indeed life itself was never created nor destroyed, just changed from one form to another. The yew tree inhaled deeply. Stretching its needled branches upward to gather the strength, ironically enough, from the power of the sun. The mighty yew felt the very impression of Ohman’s life force now seeping out of the wooden cube placed in its belly. Spreading throughout Oodrosil’s very flesh. Even with no physical eyes, the great yew knew the shape of Ohman’s old body. Had felt its touch so many times that it was like the memory of one of the tree’s own limbs. With only a minor force of will and a great draw of emotion, Oodrosil reshaped the ashen molecules of Ohman into a ghostly pale of his former corporeal body. It was ashen white, cold and empty of life, but once again the familiar shape of Ohman’s dead body existed and now waited in the cold earth under the Rune Corp building, intertwined with Oodrosil’s root system, ready to once again hold at least a spark of the former life it had known.
The body itself was useless—devoid of almost all of its former magic, but Oodrosil was connected to Ohman in different ways. Every year, the yew tree gave up a little of its magic—some to the planet from which it derived nourishment, and some to the land of shadows that Ohman and his magic now walked. After so short a time, Oodrosil was certain that Ohman’s magic was still clinging together as often happened when those of great power passed on, into the dragon’s body.
The tree took a full breath, its trunk expanding slightly, with its skin creaking and its branches scraping against each other. The mighty yew sent a message to Terrada, the Earth Dragon herself. Within seconds, the tree felt a low pulse emerge from deep within Terrada’s spine in answer. Terrada was now aware of exactly what was happening.
Oodrosil stretched again, and even though its pine-like leaves were green and alive all year round, the yew willed most of them to wither and die. Thousands of dried needles fell to the stone floor of the Rune Corp building, setting off tiny vibrations through the floor and into the earth below. The humans who remained in the building would not know what to make of this sign from their beloved tree because none of them knew how to talk to Oodrosil. In fact, Oodrosil did not like to break the natural cycle of things and to have its leaves dying so long before it was his time to move on, but the yew had to try reaching Ohman’s magic before it dissipated completely.
Even though Oodrosil had no human eyes to see with, he could feel Ohman’s energy pooling in the ground where his body was now buried. This was the way magic always came back when called—first to the thing it identified most with in this world, the body. Oodrosil let itself rest, knowing that the pale white form of his friend was stirring beneath its trunk, half in and half out of this world. 
The ghost of Ohman had been summoned.
 



CHAPTER 38
 
THE LAST THING he remembered was the Master Keeper’s blade flying through the air, embedding itself in the rock wall next to his head just before all the rocks fell down on him. Merrick had thought in that brief second that the smart thing for him to do would be to merge with the mountain wall, but his craft was not developed enough to instinctively perform such a feat. Instead, he had simply covered his head with his arms, and somehow he had lived. Now Merrick stared into cool darkness, wondering what he was supposed to do next.
He could feel the cold stone pressing against his nose and knew that he was trapped within a pocket of air created by the falling rocks. Outside, he could hear the sounds of battle—feel the mountain itself participating in the fray. There was no way that dumb luck had saved his life—the only logical answer was that the Master Keeper had not been trying to kill him after all. Instead, the Master Keeper had saved his life, although for what reason, Merrick could not imagine. 
There was barely enough room for Merrick to expand his chest to its fullest. He exhaled all of his air and carefully snaked his hand across his chest and up past his head. Gradually, he was able to stretch enough to touch the hilt of the Master Keeper’s dagger, still stuck in the wall next to his head.
As soon as he touched it, he felt a surge of magical energy rush through his body. He felt his strength returning and his wounds healing. As the dagger’s magic washed through him again and again, he also felt a sudden influx of knowledge. It was a message from the Master Keeper.
The Master Keeper’s voice told him that the Queen was his real mother, and that Ohman was not his father. That part, Merrick had already suspected. The message also told him that he would now be able to travel within the mountain around him in the same way that Ohman and Cara so easily traveled through the earth on their journeys. There were no explanations of how to do this, but Merrick knew that he now possessed this ability as sure as he knew how to breathe. Even while the battle raged on outside his mountain womb, the Master Keeper told Merrick of the ancient ritual for calling on the assistance of Terrada, the Earth Dragon and ended with the name of a place echoing in his head like the beat of a drum—Annoon…Annoon. The Master Keeper wanted him to go there to find Terrada. All Merrick had to do was to call on Terrada and journey to Annoon. That much was clear. But why? To ask for the Earth Dragon’s help? To find his destiny?
Merrick was unsure of the Master Keeper’s motivation and wondered if the message was a trick to get him to learn and then reveal the other half of his name. The last Merrick understood, the Master Keeper wanted him dead after hearing just a piece of his creation name. If the Master Keeper had suddenly turned into Merrick’s ally, then something drastic must have happened to instigate the change. 
Merrick pressed himself forward, closed his eyes, and whispered the name of the stone. His voice resonated with the wall around him, matching vibrations with the frequency of the rock, until he became effortlessly one with the mountain. Merrick was no longer trapped, and instead felt more powerful than he ever had. Not only could he move around the different areas of the mountain, but he could sense all that the mountain could feel. From the edge of the outer wall he saw the city destroyed and filled with black smoke from fires that still raged. From the ceiling of the cavern that housed the royal section of the city, Merrick saw a gathering of people. 
He moved down the wall closest to the group.
There was his mother, the Queen, and her Fianna. And opposite them, a small group of warriors with skin as dark as Firefly’s. In the middle of the crowd, Cara stood with a few humans dressed all in black and someone who looked almost like…Mona. Merrick knew it was her, with all of his strength, even though his mind refused to believe it at first. It was impossible, but Mona was here.
Before Merrick could assimilate the fact that Mona was in the Earth City, he saw something even stranger and more unexpected. The person below arguing with the Queen could only be Eudroch, his brother. Merrick felt like he was watching his own self from a distance. At last, Merrick and his brother were only mere feet away from each other. This was the fabled Eudroch. This was Merrick’s destiny. So close, and yet Merrick knew, as had the Master Keeper, that he was not yet ready to meet his fate. Not without first traveling to Annoon.
As Merrick thought about his destiny, Eudroch struck Cara once and then again. Then, one of Cara’s people fell down, writhing in pain and quickly died. 
The Queen just watched. 
It was impossible, but the Fianna and the Queen seemed to be in league with the dark-skinned warriors and with Eudroch. The Master Keeper was nowhere to be seen, but Merrick sensed that the strange man was already gone from this world. As he tried to figure out what to do, Merrick remembered the Master Keeper saying something before throwing his dagger. He had said that Merrick was their only hope against Eudroch.
Merrick guessed that the Master Keeper wanted him to go to Annoon because it would somehow help him defeat Eudroch. Looking down on the group, Merrick studied Mona. She seemed well and unhurt, but he could only imagine the reason for her presence. Eudroch would try to use her as leverage against him somehow. Every piece of him wanted to leave the safety of the mountain and attack. Surprise would be on his side, but an attack now would not only probably fail, it would put both Cara and Mona in immediate danger. Merrick would have to wait, as hard as it was, until the time was right.
As Merrick watched, Eudroch left with the group of dark-skinned warriors, walking toward the mountain’s exit. The others gathered up several of the divinium cubes that Cara and Ohman had shown him back at Rune Corp. The Queen and a few of the Fianna with the gathered cubes walked back toward the royal chambers, while the rest of the Fianna separated and walked off in opposite directions, one group taking Mona and the other taking Cara. Cara’s two remaining friends fell to the ground as Merrick detected just the slightest amount of energy emanate from Eudroch. The two groups of Fianna began calling out Merrick’s name, entreating him to show himself while making threats against Mona and Cara.
As much as he wanted to protect Cara, Merrick knew that Mona was the most vulnerable in this world. Cara could take care of herself. Merrick followed Mona and her group of Fianna as they made their way down the city streets, calling out Merrick’s name. Merrick hoped that when they were far enough away from the other group, an opportunity would present itself so that he could at least save Mona and maybe put her somewhere safe while he traveled to Annoon.
As Merrick was following the group that held Mona captive, he felt as if he was passing something familiar. He burrowed farther into the mountain to investigate and realized that he was back at the Keepers’ Chambers. He recalled saying his name during his naming ceremony. He also thought back to Balach’s ceremony and the noble name that the boy had been blessed with.
The last he had seen of Balach, the boy had gone deeper into the Keepers’ Chambers for additional testing and validation of his own creation name. Now that Merrick could travel through the mountain, it was simple for him to find the room where Balach was sitting on his stone bench. From the wall, Merrick watched as Balach cried, his face covered by his hands.
As gently as possible, Merrick emerged from the rock wall, to stand before Balach.
Balach nearly jumped off the stone bench when he saw Merrick.
“Is it true, Merrick? One of the guards told me that you killed my father.”
Merrick simply stared at Balach, unable to answer.
“All he ever did was try to help you, and you killed him!” 
Balach raised his hands and his throat tensed as if preparing to speak in the dragon’s tongue. Merrick raised his own hand, begging for Balach to listen.
“Please, Balach, just hear me first. You know I would never have hurt your father on purpose.”
“I don’t care if you didn’t mean to kill him. What matters is that you did.”
“Then do what you have to, but listen to me for just a minute, please.”
Balach sat down on the stone bench and crossed his arms in angry silence.
Merrick quickly told Balach what had happened when he had escaped and how Fenton had given his life to save him. Merrick told Balach about the Master Keeper and the war going on in the Earth City and the attack of Eudroch and his warriors and their alliance with the Queen and her Fianna.
“Your city is burning right now, Balach. This is much bigger than you or me or even your father,” Merrick said.
“The guards told me the noises were nothing.”
“Balach, you must believe me, I’d rather be dead than your father, but Fenton didn’t give me that choice. He gave his life to save mine. All I can do now is try to live up to what he thought I could do and stop my brother. The Queen and the Fianna are all working with Eudroch and they have Cara and Mona out there and are trying to force me to surrender.”
“Who’s Mona?” Balach asked.
“She’s…a friend from where I come from. Eudroch must have brought her here to use as leverage. He knows I can’t let her get hurt.”
 “I hate you for killing my father,” Balach said with teary eyes, “but I still love you like a brother. I cannot help my nature.”
“I know, Balach. Your nature is to love, mine is to lose—to lose everyone and everything I love. I would do anything in my power to bring your father back. He was a great man, and he was my teacher and friend. But I can’t. He knew what he was doing, and he gave up his life because he thought it was the right thing to do. He did it to help save the world. I don’t know what else to say…”
Balach was silent, looking at the floor. A single tear rolled down his cheek.
“At your naming ceremony,” Balach finally said. “Did you remember your name?”
“I remembered only part of it…I think. The Master Keeper seemed to think that the part I remembered was right, but incomplete. But even that part of my name scared the Keepers. You should have seen their faces. They all looked so hopeless.”
Merrick exhaled and leaned against the wall.
“I have to learn the rest of my name before I can face Eudroch, but right now I need some way of rescuing Mona and Cara. Can you teach me more of Terrada’s words?”
Balach laughed with a smirk.
“I am still too young. Most of the words my father taught me, you know already. I won’t learn any of the deadly words useful in battle for a few years still. And maybe not ever with my father gone,” Balach said, looking up at Merrick. “You already know my name which is the most powerful word that I know, but I don’t think it will help much with your plan.”
Merrick reached out and touched Balach on his shoulder. The boy suddenly hugged Merrick around his midsection. Merrick held him as Balach cried.
Balach backed away, wiping his eyes.
“I’m sorry, Merrick. My father would not be proud of that. It’s just that with him gone a piece of me has been taken away that I’ll never have again. I feel so alone, but I also know that true loss is the other side of true love.”
Merrick smiled. He had not looked at it in that way before, but Balach was right. True love always led to true loss. The two were inseparable.
“I need to learn more words, Balach. Are there any books that the Keepers have that I can learn from?”
“Writing down Terrada’s words is forbidden. The Keepers keep everything they know in their heads. They’ve memorized every piece of the Earth Dragon’s tongue that our clan has reconstructed over the millennia.”
“Not all Keepers hold the words only in their minds,” Merrick said.
Balach looked down at his feet, his brow scrunched in confusion. He looked back up to Merrick, waiting for him to explain. Merrick instead grabbed hold of Balach’s arm.
“You have to come with me, Balach. You won’t be safe here for much longer. With the Master Keeper dead, the Keepers may be under the Queen’s control. I don’t want them using your safety against me like the Fianna is doing with Cara and Mona.”
Merrick started to pull Balach into the stone wall with him, but Balach resisted.
“Merrick, what Keeper do you know of who’s written down Terrada’s tongue? That’s a crime punishable by death in our clan.”
Merrick smiled.
“Let’s just say I know of someone who used to be a Keeper and who found an even better way to store the language than writing it down. First, I want to check on Mona, then I’m going to get my hands on all of Terrada’s words that I need.”
With that, Merrick and Balach disappeared into the stone wall and began traveling through the mountain into the direction that Mona and her captors had taken.
As they searched for Mona and her captors, Merrick found himself repeating Balach’s creation name in his head. He hadn’t told Balach that he already knew his name, but the fact that Balach had offered, filled Merrick with a sudden happiness. Just hearing Balach’s name in his thoughts brought Merrick a certain degree of internal peace. But he was surprised that, as he chanted Balach’s creation name to himself, Mona’s face was all that he could see.
#
Terrada’s body was immense, and for her and the other dragons, time was quite a different thing than for most other beings in the world. The Earth Dragon’s memory was exquisite, but the way she sensed the passing of time precluded her from distinguishing days from years from centuries. Even among the dragons, her magic was based on particularly long periods of time. A single one of her breaths might take an entire year, and the movement of her valleys and her mountains could not be witnessed during the lifetime of a single living being.
Constantly, she felt countless tingles and movement across and within her—people and animals and plants all interacting within her being. To have any focused thought at all, she had to ignore much of the intrusive stimuli that continuously inundated her. But when Oodrosil, the ancient yew tree, had called out to her, she had paid attention to its message and had strained to listen closely to what her old friend had to say.
Oodrosil had told her about the one called Ohman and about the two brothers, Merrick and Eudroch, and the prophecy. Had it been that long since she had involved herself in the ways of her children directly? Terrada remembered when she had first heard the prediction that her sister, Sigela, would return to this world. It seemed like the prophecy had only been made a few breaths ago to Terrada, but she was sure it had been much longer indeed.
Terrada stirred, and the world shook, as she tried to orient herself to the present day. Soon, she was sure that Oodrosil was correct—it was indeed time for the prophecy to come to pass. Terrada could even now feel the one called Merrick moving through her, a welcome guest in her body. 
As long as he stayed within her, he would be safe, but eventually, he would have to emerge and face his brother.
Terrada felt the brother’s presence inside her as well and recognized him more clearly now. They were indeed the two children born in Annoon from the Queen’s body. Terrada could even remember the creation names she had given both of them when they were born.
If Merrick called on her, she would be willing to break the treaty with the other dragons and bring him to Annoon. Sigela had broken the same agreement once before by showing the Earth Queen and her lover the path to the holy island. Terrada had, in turn, shown Ohman the way to Annoon, so that he could try to restore the balance that the Queen and her lover had tried to upset. 
Of course, Terrada could not tell Merrick his creation name again—the boy would have to remember on his own, but in Annoon, he might learn something about himself that would trigger his memory. At the very least, he would be safe for the short while it would take before Sigela realized what was going on and brought Eudroch to Annoon as well.
That had been the beginning of the fulfillment of the prophecy.
Terrada relaxed and monitored Merrick’s progress, waiting for him to call for her in the manner of the old ways. Luckily, Terrada was used to waiting, and patience had always been her best virtue.
 



CHAPTER 39
 
MONA WALKED DOWN the Earth City street, surrounded by six of the Queen’s Fianna. The other group had taken the blonde with them, the one they called Cara. Mona wasn’t sure what her relationship to Merrick was, but Mona recognized the care and affection in Cara’s eyes when she heard Merrick’s name. Maybe she had been stupid to come all this way for a man who had probably forgotten about her completely. Merrick had a new life, and Mona wasn’t a part of it.
Mona tried to squelch her rising jealousy. She could only hope that there would be time and occasion to worry about such mundane matters as who Merrick liked better. For now, she was torn between hoping that they would find Merrick and wishing that he was safe and far away from the Earth City. Now that they were away from Eudroch for the moment, Mona could tell that some of the Fianna were confused about the Queen’s actions and were beginning to question her alliance with Eudroch and the Fire Tribe.
A normal group of guards would be talking among themselves, trying to figure out what was going on with their Queen, but these were no ordinary guards. These were Fianna, and from what Mona could tell, they were the Queen’s elite, sworn to serve her above all else. They walked in relative silence, their heads turning this way and that, as if using all of their senses to detect Merrick’s presence.
Occasionally, one of them would shout out that they had Mona and that Merrick should reveal himself now if he didn’t want any harm to come to her. Mona didn’t like being used as bait, but she saw no way out of her current situation. She couldn’t overpower or run from the Fianna, and even if she could escape, she had no idea how she would get back to civilization—her civilization. The best she could do was to wait for an opportunity to arise and then take full advantage of it.
As they continued walking, she and the Fianna came across more and more dead bodies. The Fianna were trained soldiers, probably used to death, but the sight of slaughtered citizens littering the street was having an effect even on them as they stepped cautiously around the corpses.
Their group turned a corner, heading down another street that was particularly dense with dead and burning bodies. Finally, two of the Fianna started whispering to each other. Mona could only catch pieces of the conversation, but they were definitely talking about the Queen and Eudroch. A third Fianna struck one of the talking ones on his shoulder and told him to hold his tongue—that it was not his place to question. The man who had been struck stopped walking and glared at the third Fianna.
“My job is to serve Terrada and the Earth Clan,” said the man who had been struck. “If that means serving the Queen, then so be it, but my duty is first to Terrada and her people. All I see around me is the dead from the very family that I am sworn to protect.”
“Your job is to serve the Queen,” the third Fianna said. “How can a soldier like you know what is best for the clan. You do not have the knowledge or the ken that our Queen possesses. You will follow her and help us find this whelp, or you and I will settle this now.”
The first Fianna stepped back and drew his sword while the third Fianna did the same. Their fellow guards instinctively drew back into a circle that surrounded the two combatants. One of them took hold of Mona’s wrist without even looking at her. She had hoped that this would offer her the chance to escape, but the large hand tightly gripped her wrist, holding her in place.
Suddenly, as the two warriors were about to clash, Mona heard a noise from just down the road. Emerging from a giant, gnarled tree, Merrick dashed across the narrow street. The guards’ argument was forgotten for the time being as they ran after Merrick. In their exuberance, they forgot about Mona, and her guard let go of her wrist to join the others in the chase. Mona knew that this would be her only opportunity. Just as she turned to run, a young boy reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. Despite his aggressive act, Mona felt strangely comfortable around him. His eyes were that of a gentle person, not like the eyes of her captors either in the Fire Tribe on in the Earth Clan.
“You must come with me,” the boy said. “My name is Balach, and I’m a friend of Merrick. Quickly, before the Fianna come back for you.”
“But we have to help Merrick,” Mona said. “He’ll never be able to get away from all of those guards.” She started to pull away in the direction that the Fianna had run.
“I’m not sure, but I think Merrick wants to be captured. I tried to talk him out of his plan—to make him wait for a better opportunity to rescue you, but he said that you were the only thing that was important and that he had to do what he had to do.”
Mona looked toward the spot on the road where she had just seen Merrick. She had come all this way for only one reason—to find him—and now he was gone again. She wasn’t going to give up when she was this close to finding him again. He needed her, and she had to tell him about Eudroch and his plans.
Mona broke Balach’s grip and turned to look at him. 
“If you really want to help Merrick, then come with me. I don’t know my way around the Earth City, and I could use your help.”
Balach shook his head. “Just like he told me about you—smart but stubborn as a donkey. Still, I like your idea better than hiding out and just waiting.”
The two of them broke into a full run and worked their way through the tree line into which Merrick and the Fianna had disappeared. In just a few minutes, they turned a corner and could see Merrick and the Fianna.
The six Fianna had Merrick surrounded. Merrick was standing in the middle of them, half crouching like a caged animal, his fists clenched at his side and his entire body trembling. Even from their distance, Mona could feel the energy coming from Merrick. The air smelled just like it did before a thunderstorm and the ground beneath her feet was trembling in time with Merrick’s body. The Fianna who had seemed so fearless earlier, were keeping their distance. Mona knew they could feel Merrick’s power and that they were afraid of him.
Mona and Balach quietly approached the group, trying to stay behind trees as they got closer. As they waited to see what would happen next, one of the Fianna spotted them and shouted out.
Merrick turned his head quickly, his eyes making direct contact with Balach’s—first filled with irritation and then softer as his gaze turned to Mona. In the moment that he lost himself in her eyes, he also lost his concentration and his battle rage. In that instant, the Fianna rushed him. Quickly, and without any protest from Merrick, the Fianna tied Merrick and gagged him, leaving his body prostrate in the dirt road.
Some of the guards took to kicking Merrick as he lay defenseless on the ground, until one of the guards bent down and physically shielded Merrick’s body. The brave guard said something about how the Queen wanted Merrick alive and in good health even as his comrades yelled at him to move out of their way.
Mona wondered why Merrick did nothing to defend himself. She had felt his power, as had the guards. Then she realized that he was trying to protect her and Balach. The last time Merrick used his power around Mona, he had placed her in a coma. She looked at his dusty body, and he turned his head sideways to look up at her. Looking into his eyes, she felt her body tingle with the same feeling from the alley before Merrick had called down the lightning. Her mouth moved wordlessly, unable to put a voice to the electricity swelling inside her. Then, as soon as it had appeared, the tingling dissipated.
As the Fianna picked Merrick up off the ground and got him to his feet, two of them walked over to Mona and Balach and took hold of them as well. Balach was much smaller than the guards but did not look afraid. Instead, he looked embarrassed, his face red and his eyes downcast. As Mona looked to the approaching Merrick, she saw that he was looking at Balach and was trying to smile despite the ball gag in his mouth. Perhaps Merrick had gone mad after all.
#
It had been all that he could do to stop the rest of the Fianna from kicking Merrick to death. Gerald knew them to be good, honest men, but they were also warriors—and they did not like to be afraid. They were beating on Merrick more as a release of their tension and because they were mad that someone could make them feel as fearful as Merrick had. Some of them, of course, were also striking with vengeance in their hearts for their fallen leader, Fenton.
Gerald was angry about Fenton’s death as well, but he had promised that he would help Merrick if he could. Right now that only meant keeping him alive. Escape would have to come later, if ever. Even at his best, Gerald could only take two, maybe three of his comrades. Without Merrick to help, he didn’t stand a chance. He had been ready to fight at Merrick’s side before, when Merrick was summoning his power even though he had been just as terrified as the rest of the guards about Merrick’s unleashed power. Gerald had been particularly wary because he suspected that Merrick’s magic combined both Earth and Fire energy. Maybe it had been lucky that Balach and the woman from Merrick’s world had appeared, and that Merrick had given up peacefully before unleashing his full power.
Gerald would wait for the right time and hope that another occasion presented itself soon. They were on their way back to the royal chambers to take Merrick before the Queen. Between the way the Queen had been acting and her alliance with the Fire Tribe and Eudroch himself, Gerald did not hold much hope for many more chances to help Merrick.
In the end, everything would depend on whether Merrick was willing and able to fight for his own life and that of his woman friend, Mona. If he wasn’t, Gerald feared for all of their futures. The Queen had gone mad, helping Eudroch bring Sigela, the Fire Dragon, back to this world. Gerald had been trained to trust the judgment of the monarchy, but he could not picture a scenario where Sigela’s return would be good for anyone other than the Fire Tribe, Eudroch, and any traitors to the Earth Clan along with the Queen who would be saved.
As Gerald turned with the rest of the Fianna to leave, he noticed a glint of something in the bushes off to the side of the road from which Merrick had appeared. Bending down, he saw that it was the Master Keeper’s familiar divinium dagger. If Merrick had been carrying it, then it had to be true that the Master Keeper had been trying to help Merrick. The Master Keeper would have sooner destroyed his dagger than let it fall into the hands of an enemy of the clan. If Gerald had any doubts in his mind about his Queen and on which side she stood, they all faded. If the Master Keeper had decided to help Merrick, then Gerald knew that doing so was the best thing for the clan. Gerald silently vowed to relinquish his servitude to the Queen and to follow the true Ard Righ, the High King of the Earth Clan. Of course, since King Ohman was no longer alive, as far as Gerald was concerned, Merrick was now the new Ard Righ of the Earth Clan.
 



CHAPTER 40
 
MERRICK AWOKE FROM a troubled dream of heat and electricity. He blinked and shook the stinging sweat from his eyes. He opened them to see his mother, the Queen staring down at him.
His hands were tied behind his back, and his mouth was still gagged. He had not dared to use his power back when he had been captured for fear that he would harm Mona or Balach. Even now, Mona, Cara, and Balach stood silently behind the Queen, serving as a shield. The physical bonds that held him, including his gag, were nothing to him anymore, but his own cautiousness forbade him from using any of his power while his friends were still in harm’s way.
“Remove his bonds,” the Queen said to the large Fianna holding onto Merrick’s arm. The guard hesitated for a moment before doing as commanded. “I have woven words of containment around him. He will be perfectly inert and harmless from using his magic, and he doesn’t know enough of the dragon’s tongue to pose a threat…yet.”
Merrick’s throat was dry and his voice cracked when he tried to speak.
“Let the rest of them go, and I’ll do whatever you want,” Merrick said.
The Queen laughed loudly as if sincerely amused.
“My son, you cannot expect me to let my hostages go—to give away my only means of assuring your cooperation. They will come with us when we visit your brother, Eudroch, in the Fire Tribe. If you and they behave, no harm will come to them.
“I only want you to give back what belongs rightfully to me, your clan, and…your brother. I have not seen you since the day you were born; the meddling Ohman made sure of that. But, I can guess about your childhood. You never felt like you belonged anywhere. You probably suspected all along, although you could never have admitted it, that your parents were not really your parents. I imagine you always showed great aptitude for myriad things, but never succeeded at any of them really. Isn’t that true? Could never quite find your calling. Well…look around you, son. My city is in ruin. It will take quite a while to build her back to her former self. And the countless dead…they would all be alive had you not come here. In fact, many lives would have been saved had you never been born. Eudroch tried to kill you in my womb, because he sensed that you would bring such disaster if allowed to live. You see, I was not supposed to have twins—you were never meant to be, poor Merrick. Eudroch should have been born with the full power of Terrada and Sigela running through his veins. It is time for you to give back the power that should have gone to my real son, Eudroch.”
“How do you know that? How do you know anything? Maybe Eudroch has the power that I was meant to possess.”
“Impossible. Did you know that he was born with full knowledge of his creation name? Now, after all your years alive, do you even know yours?” 
The Queen touched her index finger to her pursed lips.
“Still, I suppose that it really is not your fault that you were born. You were just trying to survive. As a favor to you, I have sent Eudroch on to the Fire Tribe ahead of us. You see, I am not without compassion. I understand that you have only remembered a portion of your creation name. I also believe that you simply need the right motivation to remember the rest of it. If you do not remember in the next minute, I will start disposing of your friends, beginning with Ohman’s daughter. I see the way you look at her, as does everyone, by the way. I imagine you were relieved to find out that she was not your sister—I understand that in your culture, mating between siblings is frowned upon.”
“I don’t know the rest of my creation name,” Merrick said. “I can’t give you what I don’t have.”
“Let me tell you something about my own creation name. I was told by the Keepers that my name meant one who bears the fruit of two dragons. My name can be used in fertility spells, to summon either Terrada or what is left of Sigela, or simply to invoke both Fire and Earth Magic at the same time. My name is held sacred by the Keepers, just like yours will be. I remember when I was as young as you—not ready to accept my true nature. I heard it whispered over and over again in my head and knew what it meant, but I was scared of the destiny it entailed. Just as you are scared now, Merrick. Now, tell me, or Cara dies. Close your eyes and listen for the whispers of the dragons. Surely, they will tell you the rest of your name to save Cara’s life.”
Merrick closed his eyes as the Queen had commanded, but not before stealing a quick glance at the pile of divinium cubes stacked next to the Queen’s throne. With his eyes closed, Merrick envisioned himself lunging for the cubes. He had never used one of them before, but Ohman and Cara had explained the basic concept, and he knew that they contained the reconstructed lexicon of the Earth Dragon. The cubes allowed a user to visualize the knowledge of the cube in whatever syntax, framework, or taxonomy he or she could comprehend. The special glasses helped the user with visualization. The microphone against the larynx helped the person pronounce the dragon language with startling clarity—a feat that normal human throats could rarely even approximate. Merrick tried to clear his mind, to prepare it to be open for the cube. If he were even able to reach one of the cubes, he would only have a second or so to use it. It was a risk he would have to take, because time was running out.
When his mind was finally still, Merrick opened his eyes and prepared to spring for the pile of divinium cubes. Before he could make a move, Merrick felt a hand on his shoulder. The pain from the touch was excruciating, filling his nervous system with fire. He sank to one knee, wrapping both of his arms around his midsection in a primitive attempt to keep his insides from exploding. Looking over his shoulder, he saw that the person who had touched him was also on the ground, apparently in as much pain as he was. His attacker raised his head to look at Merrick. Aside from the maniacal grin on his face, Merrick was looking at his mirror image. Even though the Queen had said that Eudroch had traveled on ahead of them, Merrick knew that he had just been touched by his brother, Eudroch, for the first time in his life—and that it had hurt like nothing he had felt before.
#
If there was one thing that Cara had learned from her father, it was how to be tough. She could take anything that bitch, the so-called Queen, could do to her and more.
Her father had died without revealing anything to Eudroch, and Cara would die before giving the Queen the satisfaction of hearing her scream. Cara remembered her father’s creation name and repeated it to herself, even as she tried to observe Merrick and see how he was going to react to the Queen’s demand. Cara wanted to scream out—to tell Merrick to escape and to leave her to fend for herself—but the gag in her mouth prevented her from saying anything.
Even as Cara was desperately trying to think of a way to regain her voice, she thought she was seeing double—two Merricks now lay on the ground at the Queen’s feet. As she rationalized the scene in front of her, she realized that her vision was fine. Eudroch had returned, despite the Queen’s command.
Unable to do anything else, Cara closed her eyes and wished Merrick all the strength she could, even though she knew that hope was not a very effective method.
 



CHAPTER 41
 
THE QUEEN’S FACE was red with anger. The best Mona could tell, this wasn’t the first time that Eudroch had disobeyed her orders.
At first, the Queen took two hesitant steps toward Merrick and Eudroch. With an exhale of disgust, she ignored Merrick and stood looming over Eudroch.
“I told you to leave this place,” the Queen hissed, still standing straight but with her head jutting forward. “I hope you are enjoying your pain. The two of you should not have met until we were ready to perform the ritual.”
Eudroch snarled and looked up at the Queen.
“You never told me it would be like this,” Eudroch said. “He’s supposed to be the one in pain when I drain him of the rest of his magic—the magic he took from me when I was inside you.”
“He will be the only one in pain soon enough. Now get up and stay away from him until I tell you otherwise. You must learn to obey me without question, my son. Do not forget that I have much knowledge to which you are not privy.”
Eudroch got up and brushed the dirt off of his pants leg. Merrick watched as a few granules of dirt fell to the ground. Despite how shaky he felt, Merrick thought that he could hear the sound of the dirt hitting the ground. He knew the name of this type of dirt found in the Earth City, and he wished that he were in a position to listen to what the soil had to say about life. 
The Queen ordered her Fianna to surround Merrick and to help him stand. On shaky legs, Merrick started walking with his guard. The Queen, Eudroch, Mona, Cara, and Balach went ahead, surrounded by Eudroch’s Fire Warriors and the Queen’s Fianna.
As Merrick suspected, the group headed for the exit from the Earth City, and soon they all stood at the foot of the mighty mountain in the cool open air of the Highlands. The sun had started its decline in the sky, and the resulting shade turned the mountainside dark green. Merrick shivered as they stood in the secluded valley.
Overhead, the sky was blue-gray with only a few wispy clouds. The Queen stepped slightly away from the group as she raised her arms, spreading her fingers like she was trying to touch the sky. Eudroch stepped forward to stand beside her.
“Mother, if you are planning to take us all back to the Fire Tribe, I think that would be a mistake.”
The Queen turned to Eudroch, her face showing more disbelief than anything.
“You and I know that it is only a matter of time before our two families are united with the power of two dragons,” Eudroch continued. “But some of those in the Fire Tribe are skeptical at best that our peoples can ever get along. If we appear with a full band of Fianna at our side, there’s no telling what the tribesmen and the King might do. I would take no more than two of them with you. Let them see that their warriors outnumber the Fianna. They’ll feel safer and will be less likely to start something. I think that we both agree that we have no time for anything that would further postpone the ritual.”
The Queen shook her head and closed her eyes, a slight grin on her face.
“Of course, you are right, my son. You see, I’m not beyond admitting when you make a reasonable point.”
The Queen motioned for two of her Fianna to come to her side. Both of them were huge with arms that bristled with muscles. They stood next to her without a word, their large divinium swords and other assorted weapons hanging from their belts.
Merrick recognized one of the Fianna as being the one who had stopped his fellow guards from beating him to death when he had been captured. Now Merrick was sure that the guard was also the same Fianna who had visited him in his cell and who had expressed his continuing loyalty to Ohman.
The other Fianna was one that Merrick recognized as well. He was the one who had taken the most joy from kicking him while he was helpless on the ground.
The Queen turned to the other Fianna.
“The rest of you go back to the council and explain to them what is happening just as I have instructed you. Seek the help of the council in starting the repairs to our fine city. Please express my prayers to the families of those who lost their lives today. And, if the council does not cooperate, then I empower you to unseat them and place the city under marshal law. Am I clear?”
The guards responded by snapping to attention in unison and saluting the Queen with their fists over their hearts. Their faces were stern and without emotion, but their eyes were set with unquestionable loyalty as they served their Queen without question. Merrick was sure that the council would see things the Queen’s way in no time at all.
“My Seer must also accompany me,” the Queen said, “whether your primitive people like it or not.”
“Well then,” Eudroch said, “let us call on Sigela’s fingers of light to take us to the Fire Tribe and to our destiny…Mother.”
Eudroch and the Queen raised their arms again to the sky and each spoke words that sounded like the sporadic popping and crackling of fire. Within seconds, the gray skies had darkened to a deep aquamarine, and heat lightning in the distance quickly approached the small crowd that waited to travel through the heavens.
Merrick knew what to expect as he felt the familiar electrical tingle in his stomach. In fact, Merrick had called on the lightning so often since his powers had emerged, he actually felt a sense of comfort at the sound of its approach.
Suddenly, there was a deafening boom, and their entire group was swept up into the storm, their molecules being ripped apart and then riding the lightning—arcing high into the sky. In less than a second, he could see the patchwork of unfamiliar lands speeding by underneath. As they rose above the cloud level, the land faded to white, and for the next several seconds, there was only endless blurred sky.
#
Gerald stood with his fellow Fianna, watching as the Queen and Eudroch argued about Eudroch’s unexpected return to the Earth City. Gerald’s heart began to race when he heard Eudroch tell the Queen that only two of the Fianna should accompany her. If Gerald wasn’t going to be able to go with Merrick, he’d have to make his move now or not at all. Gerald wasn’t even sure what he was going to do, but he had to do something to help Merrick before it was too late. 
He hoped that the rest of the Fianna were having their own doubts about the Queen’s actions, but they were too well conditioned to openly disagree with her. That was both the strength and the weakness of the Fianna—trained from a young age to always follow the monarchy unquestionably, its ranks trusted in the Queen’s wisdom no matter how foolish.
Gerald was raised with that same conviction, but as far as he was concerned now, his loyalty stood with the true Earth King—Ohman. Gerald had always suspected the Queen of treachery, ever since that day long ago when she returned without Ohman, lying to the Earth Council about how Ohman had mated with a woman from the Fire Tribe and then killed her after she had given him two illegitimate sons. The Queen had always said that Ohman’s two sons would grow up to fulfill the most evil of predictions ever made—Sigela’s return to the world.
Now, it was obvious to Gerald that the Queen had formed a secret alliance with the Fire Tribe and that she had been the one who had mated with someone from the Fire Tribe. Gerald was sure that not even the Earth Council knew of her acts. The Queen was a traitor to her own family and now to the world, and Gerald would stop her even if it meant giving his life to do so. The way Gerald saw it, Merrick was the only hope any of them had. 
There were too many of the Fire Warriors for him to take on alone, and at this point the rest of his Fianna brothers wouldn’t think twice about cutting him down if he made a move against the Queen. He could try to grab Merrick quickly and take him into the arms of the earth, but he knew that the others would just follow. Once they caught up with them…Gerald would die. Gerald could not even think of anywhere safe to take Merrick even if they could escape together.
Then another thought came into his head. What if he were to kill Eudroch? According to the prophecy, both of the brothers had to become as one to bring Sigela back from the stars. Gerald could disrupt the prophecy by killing either Merrick or Eudroch. 
Gerald had never felt Eudroch’s magic fully unleashed before, but he could only imagine that it would be at least as powerful as Merrick’s, if not greater. In addition to that, Eudroch was a master of his craft and of both the Fire and Earth elements around him.
Battling Merrick would be like going up against a great, untamed beast, but fighting Eudroch would be like dueling with a talented and beastly surgeon. Gerald probably wouldn’t survive either of the scenarios.
As the Queen and Eudroch continued talking, Gerald heard the Queen agree to take only two of her guards with her. 
Before Gerald could become anxious about which of the Fianna the Queen would chose, she picked him and Rameth. Rameth was a good Drayoom, and one of the few Fianna who made Gerald feel small in stature. He had the strength of an ox and could hurt a person just by bumping into them by accident. Rameth’s heart was good as was his honor. He never played around even when off duty and was always serious about his trusted role as protector of the Queen. Sometimes, he took his role too seriously, as he had when he had almost kicked Merrick to death earlier. 
Gerald took a deep breath and tried to relax. He would wait patiently for his chance to do something, and when the time came…he would act.
Silently, Gerald stepped up to where the Queen pointed and suddenly he was in the air, coursing through the sky as a bolt of lightning. As he lost sight of the ground, Gerald spoke a silent prayer to Terrada asking for her wisdom and guidance.
 



PART FOUR
From the Tale of Abred
 
FOR A LONG WHILE, Gwynfyd stayed far away from Abred. But eventually she accepted his offerings of peace that came in the forms of beautiful plants and flowers that Abred collected because he knew that she found joy in the sight of them.
Eventually, they slept together again, and were each other’s best and only friend and lover. As Abred lay sleeping after making love with Gwynfyd, he thought to himself that this is the way life should be. One man and one woman, alone with the dragons and the world.
Abred did not know it, but every time he and Gwynfyd made love, Sigela was still there, fanning Abred’s flame softly this time, but making sure that it rose all the same. Sigela’s hope was that Abred would think of the fiery dragon each time he and Gwynfyd lay together.
One day, Gwynfyd awoke feeling unsettled in her stomach and barely made it to the edge of camp before becoming sick. Abred did not understand what was wrong with her, but he did his best to ease her pain with cool water and warm blankets he made from the animals he sometimes hunted.
The sickness slowly passed, but after a full cycle of the moon or so, Gwynfyd’s shape began to change, and Abred thought it strange that she should grow so large in her stomach and her breasts.
After many moon cycles, one morning Gwynfyd cried out in such pain as Abred had never before heard. He rushed to her side but did not know what to do. In his head, he heard the voice of the Earth Dragon, telling him that Gwynfyd was like the ground that sprouted the plants and the flowers, and that she too was about to bring forth life to another of Abred’s kind.
As Abred knelt by Gwynfyd’s side, he watched with his eyes open wide and his mouth agape as his first son was born. When Abred lifted the small, purple thing into the air, it cried and shook its feet back and forth.
Terrada told Abred and Gwynfyd that this was their son, flesh of their flesh, and blood of their own blood. Abred prostrated himself on the ground and kissed the dirt that was Terrada’s skin as he wept, thanking the Earth Dragon for their gift.
Very quickly, the boy began to grow and learn how to use his new body. Abred and Gwynfyd were careful not to let any harm come to him, as he seemed not to understand any of the dangers of the world in which they lived. One night as they sat next to their campfire, their son struggled loose and reached out to touch the fire. The child pulled its hand back as it howled in pain, and Abred rushed to pour cold water over his son’s hand.
When Abred had calmed his son down, he looked at the fire and spat into it before extinguishing it by frantically kicking sand over it. It was then that Abred hated the fire and vowed never to let it harm his son or any of his kind again.
 



CHAPTER 42
 
MERRICK WAS HAVING a difficult time keeping his panic at bay. He had never been claustrophobic before, but standing in the altar room at the top of the Fire City pyramid, he felt trapped and unable to breathe. He scanned the room with wild eyes looking for an escape route, but he was standing in the center of the room, with a Fianna on either side of him. Farther away toward the back corner of the room, Mona, Cara, and Balach stood surrounded by Fire Warriors. Cara was gagged with a piece of heavy hemp. Sweat dribbled from their chins, and Mona and Cara’s shirts clung to their torsos, revealing the roundness of their breasts. Merrick knew that now was no time for those kinds of thoughts, but even in his dire situation, he couldn’t help but notice.
He closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of the room. To his left, the Queen and her Seer were talking in hushed tones, while Eudroch busied himself at the altar.
The altar looked like stone at first, but as Merrick continued to look at it, he could see the patterns of the stone slowly swirling—bright reds and yellows mixing with dark umbers and black. The altar was made from the Fire Tribe’s divinium, and it looked as if it were made of living lava.
The altar was also giving off an intense heat, along with everything else in the room, including the floor under his feet and the stone walls.
Merrick wiped sweat from his brow. At the same time that he was burning up from the high temperature, he also had cold chills in his limbs and in the back of his neck as if he had a fever. Merrick stared up at the stars through the giant opening in the apex of the pyramid. There were more stars than there was black in the night sky. That was where Sigela was—up in the heavens, waiting to be called down to the earth again. Merrick wondered if any of the other stars up there held exiled dragons of their own.
As Merrick returned his gaze to the room around him, he focused on the pile of the divinium cubes in the far corner of the room, near the entryway. He quickly looked elsewhere, checking to see if anyone was paying attention, but everyone seemed to be involved in their own intense conversations. The Queen and Eudroch were probably feeling secure that he would pose no problem for them since the lives of his friends were in the balance, and they were right.
He didn’t want anything to happen to Mona, Cara, or Balach, and would do nothing to endanger them.
Suddenly he heard a quiet voice in his head, like a far away echo. It was a memory of what the Master Keeper had told him right before the mountain had come crashing down on top of him. The Master Keeper had said that Merrick was the only hope the world had. Not just his friends, but the world. His adoptive father had always told him that being an adult sometimes meant making the right decision and living with the consequences.
Merrick was sure that his adoptive father had never imagined that his words of wisdom would be used in a situation like this, but Merrick felt their truth anyway. If he really was the only person, besides Eudroch, who could prevent the sun from colliding with the earth, then he owed it to humanity to make the right choices now. He wondered if it would be easier to live with the death of his friends or the death of the world on his conscience.
With a pained thought, Merrick considered ways to kill himself. At first it seemed like the logical solution for everyone but him. Then again, for all he knew, his power would revert back to Eudroch the second he died. But if that were true, then why hadn’t they just killed him? He just didn’t know enough to be sure either way. The only thing he did know was that if he and Eudroch weren’t in the same place, the ritual couldn’t occur.
Merrick glanced again at the divinium cubes. Each of the cubes contained all of Ohman’s knowledge of Terrada’s tongue. Cara had told him about how the cubes worked, but he had never had the chance to try one out. If it was as Cara said, a cube might give him the advantage he needed to save his friends and the world.
The pile was only about fifteen meters away, but looking at all the people in the room who would try to stop him if he made a run for them, the distance seemed a lot greater. At least the cubes were near the exit, just as far away from everyone else as they were from him.
Merrick closed his eyes, trying to visualize his upcoming moves. They had to be perfect. He saw himself in his mind diving at the cubes—snatching one of the headsets with one hand while picking up the attached cube with the other. He probably wouldn’t even make it away from the Fianna standing on both sides of him, but he had to try. He could surprise one of them and make a run for the pile. 
The guard on his left was named Gerald, the one who had pronounced his loyalty to Ohman and who had stopped the other guards from pulverizing him when he was captured.
Taking a deep breath, Merrick pulled his arm across his chest and drove his elbow as hard as he could into the sternum of the guard standing to his right. Merrick didn’t wait to hear the sucking sound of the guard gasping for air.
Merrick sprang across the room, his arms outstretched as he dove madly for the pile of divinium cubes. A wall of fire suddenly sprang up in front of him, but he closed his eyes and continued his lunge. If Eudroch had control of both Earth and Fire Magic, then so must he. Merrick’s outstretched hand grabbed the cube closest to him as he rolled as far away from the wall of fire and the group of people as he could. As he rolled, he donned the headset and positioned the microphone as he had seen Cara and her crew do earlier.
When he came out of his roll and onto one knee, the wall of fire had vanished, and he saw Cara looking desperately upset, as if he had made the wrong move. Mona had already started moving behind one of the distracted Fire Warriors, and Balach was inching closer to Mona. Six of the Fire Warriors were moving toward him, teeth barred as their adrenaline surges took over.
As soon as Merrick touched the cube, his mind exploded with information as if the piece of magical stone had been waiting for him. His mind melded with the divinium almost instantaneously. Merrick could see voice patterns and reference text and photo images flying past his field of vision faster than he could consciously comprehend. There was too much information for him to grasp, and then, just as the Fire Warriors were closing in on him, the one named Gerald placed himself between Merrick and the Fire Warriors. He was holding the Master Keeper’s dagger in front of him, swinging it to keep them at bay. 
Gerald didn’t have a chance against the Fire Warriors or the other Fianna who was also closing on him. At best, the rogue Fianna might buy a few extra seconds for Merrick to figure out how to work the cube. As Merrick struggled with the cube’s interface, Gerald’s body rose up high in the air and slammed back to the ground. His body made a crunching thud as it hit the stone floor. After only a second of shock, his attackers resumed their rush for Merrick over top of Gerald’s flattened body. Gerald was through, but he had given Merrick the extra few seconds that he needed.
Merrick looked up at his fearsome attackers, their weapons drawn and glowing with magic. Without even blinking, he whispered a quiet set of words that were honed and amplified via his throat microphone. The six Fire Warriors and the single Fianna dropped dead in mid-lunge, their weapons clattering to the ground. Now that Merrick had the full use of Terrada’s tongue, he felt a surge of power and control that he had never known before. He stood up slowly and faced the Queen. Mona was struggling with another of the Fire Warriors and Balach was trying to help her by kicking the guard in his legs. Cara was just staring at Merrick, seemingly shocked by what he had just done.
The Queen, for the first time since he had seen her, looked afraid and sank back closer to the fire altar.
Just as Merrick was about to use the cube to help Mona, he felt a horrible thud in his chest, like he had been slammed by the side of a mountain, and he went flying across the chamber into the stone wall at the far side of the room.
When he looked up, barely able to move, Merrick saw Eudroch standing next to the Queen.
Eudroch walked toward Merrick and snapped his fingers once. Cara was quickly dragged by an unseen force over to where Eudroch was standing, her feet several inches off the ground, her body sagging in mid-air, like a lifeless puppet.
“Put down the cube or your friends die. This one first, little brother,” Eudroch said as he punched Cara in her stomach with his full force.
Merrick could see the red spray of blood come out of Cara’s gagged mouth as she continued to hang in the air. Merrick tried to clear his head enough to use the cube again, but Eudroch waved his hand at Cara, and she started to scream so terribly that Merrick froze.
He couldn’t tell exactly, but it looked like the bottom half of Cara was trying to anchor itself to the ground while the upper part of her was trying to reach for the ceiling. Eudroch was ripping her in half. Merrick tried using the same killing word he had used a few seconds ago to take down the Fire Warriors. Eudroch barely took notice, simply shrugging his shoulders and laughing.
“Earth Magic can’t hurt me, brother. I have the power of Terrada and Sigela in my veins, and I am master of them both. If you don’t stop this foolishness right now and give me your creation name and help with the ritual, I will rip Cara in half and then Balach and then, finally, your human girlfriend, Mona. I’ll be happy to finally be rid of her. She talks way too much for being as homely looking as she is.”
“You know I don’t know my creation name—not all of it anyway. Killing Cara won’t change that.”
“Well,” Eudroch said, as Cara screamed even louder, “it’s not going to hurt anything if she dies either.” Eudroch turned back to Cara. “Your father was many things, a traitor, a simpleton, a thief, but he was also a strong man and not afraid of pain. I am interested to find out if his daughter can stand as much of it as he did before dying.”
Merrick’s thoughts were a blur, trying to figure a way out. All he could come up with was a lie that might buy Cara a few extra moments of life.
“Wait! I think I used to know it. And if you kill her,” Merrick said, “you’ll never know my creation name. Back in Tysons Corner, I remembered my name. Ohman did something to make me forget—some kind of forgetting spell wired to the entrances. Ohman said that he and Cara knew my full name, but that they couldn’t tell me—that I had to learn my craft for it to be worth anything to me.”
Eudroch turned to look at Cara whose eyes were rolled back in her head as she fought unconsciousness. Cara crumbled to the ground, released from Eudroch’s hold.
“Gather your wits quickly, my dear,” Eudroch said to Cara, “and tell me what I want to know, or you’ll be dead in an instant.”
Cara tried to get to her feet, but fell down again. She looked over to Merrick and smiled, then turned back to Eudroch, breathing hard and sweating. She pushed back her hair from her face and stared coldly at Eudroch, weakly motioning for Eudroch to remove her gag.
He bent down and removed it as Cara worked her mouth open and shut, stretching her sore jaw. After taking a few dry swallows, she opened her mouth to speak. Merrick wondered if she would use some word of the Earth Dragon’s to save herself.
“His name means one who will kill his own brother to save the world,” Cara said in a dry whisper. Then she opened her mouth and spoke a creation name that Merrick did not recognize, but knew was not his. Eudroch seemed to sense it as well as he raised his hand, his face scrunched up and red with anger.
“You think you’re like Ohman, but you’re not. I’ll give you so much pain, you will beg me to let you tell me the truth.”
Cara just smiled and lay down laughing. Merrick wasn’t sure, but he thought that maybe she had lost her sanity.
As he was thinking this, Eudroch turned back to Merrick and approached him. Merrick was still weak from being thrown across the room into the stone wall with such force, but he searched frantically through the cube’s database for anything that combined both Earth and Fire Magic. He found no words from Sigela’s tongue, but he came across an archival entry for a word he had heard before—Annoon.
Upon seeing that word, the sound of the Master Keeper’s voice appeared in his head, telling him to go to Annoon, where he could learn his true creation name and be safe from Eudroch for at least a short time. Merrick thought the word Annoon, and his cube responded like a memory in his mind telling him what he had to do to go there. He had to have the blood of a true follower of Terrada sacrificed to the earth before saying the ancient words of calling that would summon the great Terrada.
Looking around, Merrick saw Gerald who had tried to help him, blood pooling around his lifeless body, seeping into the stone floor. Just as Eudroch was upon him, Merrick spoke the words that the Master Keeper had put into his head.
The ground shook so violently that Eudroch was thrown from his feet. Merrick tried to find steady purchase but quickly realized that he was at the center of an earthquake. He could feel Terrada stirring beneath him as he sank down into the stone floor until he was inside the earth once again. The sounds of Eudroch and the others were gone now, replaced with resounding thuds like someone walking in a room above his head. These sounds quickly grew fainter as he felt himself being carried off, dragged through the planet, down deeper and deeper, until he could barely remember who he was. All he felt was a comfortable numbness and warmth like a blanket wrapped around him on a cold morning when he was halfway between sleep and being awake.
#
Gerald lay on the cold stone floor, the side of his face soaking in his own blood. There was only the smallest spark of life left in him as he watched Merrick call Terrada and be taken away to Annoon. He knew where Merrick was going because the Queen had described the process many times when she told about her own trip to the sacred island.
Gerald thought that he might be smiling, seeing the Ard Righ escape to safety. Now that Terrada had been brought into the battle, Merrick stood a fair chance. According to legend, if one dragon broke the truce of bringing one of their followers to Annoon, then the other dragons had the right to do so as well. It wouldn’t be long before Eudroch followed Merrick to Annoon, but in that short time, anything might happen. Gerald had just helped Merrick buy himself and his friends more time to live. Without Merrick present, the Queen and Eudroch would not waste the lives of Mona, Cara, and Balach. They would be safe for a while. 
Gerald found it humorous that even as he neared his own inevitable death, he was still concerned about serving others. He remembered his naming ceremony and how he had told the Keepers that his name meant sacrifice for others. He remembered how he was proud and terrified of his fate when the Master Keeper had verified his name. All his life he had served others gladly and had always given to those above and below his rank. He had lived his life to serve, and he would die in a manner true to his creation name as well. He took pride in the fact that his creation name would live on in the Earth Clan’s lexicon. Occasionally, one of the Keepers would pass over his name while reciting his full knowledge of Terrada’s tongue, and for a brief second, that Keeper might think to himself that Gerald had been a loyal man and a good Drayoom who had lived and died for the true Ard Righ.
 Gerald’s pride grew stronger and more cohesive as the inescapable blackness around his vision closed in on him, and the angry sounds of Eudroch and the Queen grew faint until all was silent and he was no more.
 



CHAPTER 43
 
Even though Terrada herself was Merrick’s guide, traveling through the earth felt alien without Ohman by his side. 
Although Ohman was not his true father, Merrick missed the closeness he had felt with the old man. He especially missed the short period of time when he had believed Ohman to be his father. Those days were worth more to him than the rest of his life combined.
With Ohman, he had felt warm and secure while traveling through the earth. Now he was cold and lonely as he journeyed farther and farther from his friends who remained back at the Fire Tribe. Just as Ohman had taught him, Merrick concentrated on Mona while he traveled, so that he would not lose his identity within Terrada’s enormous body. This time, however, his thoughts of Mona were not the happy remembrances of their time together. Instead, they were dread, anxiety-riddled fears of Eudroch and Mona. Sometimes Eudroch tortured Mona as he had done to Cara. Almost worst than those thoughts were the ones where Mona was in love with Eudroch. Merrick trusted Mona’s judgment, but he also knew that Eudroch was charismatic and confident in a way that he would never be. 
Eudroch was also powerful and presumably thin and muscular, without the aid of magic. Eudroch was strong where Merrick had always been weak. But his brother was an unstable sadist, who was also almost certainly insane. Who else but a crazy person would be trying his hardest to reunite the sun with the earth?
The familiar cool wetness of travelling beneath a large body of water—probably one of the oceans—interrupted Merrick’s thoughts. He was successfully maintaining his own identity, but he was also completely lost and had not paid much attention to where Terrada was taking him. 
After what could have been a moment or an eternity, he felt himself and the earth around him start to rise—first at a subtle slope and then more jarringly. Suddenly, his physical body reconstituted and was spit out of the safety of the earth and into the depths of cold, dark water with no sense of up or down. Merrick had not been prepared to emerge into the shockingly frigid ocean and had not taken a full breath before starting his trip to Annoon. In fact, he didn’t even know if it was possible to hold his breath while traveling through the earth. All he did know was that his lungs were immediately stressed to their maximum capacity as he flailed through the frigid blue water.
When Merrick thought that he could not stand another second without air, he saw a rippling red light above his head. With all his might, he pumped his arms and legs, straining toward the shimmering light.
Black specks started to close in around his peripheral vision as his arms and legs lost their strength. Just as he was about to slip into unconsciousness, Merrick’s hand broke through the water above him, and he felt the wind welcoming him back to life. In the next second, Merrick’s head popped out of the water, as his lungs struggled to take a deep breath.
Merrick thought that the cool air was the sweetest he had ever tasted.
His joy was short lived as he realized that he had emerged into a harsher environment than the one that had almost just killed him. Monstrous waves swelled around him as his body was lifted up and then sent crashing down again and again. Merrick took another full breath and submerged, letting his arms and legs hang limply as he floated along with the chaotic water. Just before he was ready to come up for more air, he opened his eyes and thought that he saw a giant tube of water swirl past him. Merrick suddenly began to panic. What if there were sharks? Maybe Terrada had brought him out here to let him die. It would certainly make stopping Eudroch’s plans a lot easier if Merrick were dead and his body lost at sea.
Merrick forced himself to break the water’s surface again, floating with the giant waves as he tried to breathe without inhaling too much salt water. As his body rose on the crest of a large wave, Merrick saw that he was not far at all from some kind of land—possibly an island. 
It could be nothing other than Annoon.
He went under water again to take another rest and then started trying to swim in the direction where he had seen land. Every time he made a little progress, a wave would come along and persistently move him backward.
Deciding that he might have a better chance staying under water, Merrick took in as much air as his lungs could hold, and dove under the water. Beneath the waves, the sea was almost calm. Merrick thought that he saw dark blurry shapes up ahead that he hoped were some form of land and started swimming toward them.
To his left, the water tube flashed by him again, its whirling vortex sucking him along behind it for a short time, while he swam painfully in the opposite direction with all his might. Whether it was some kind of rip tide or not, Merrick would not allow it to stop him.
He had to come up for air at least three more times, but eventually, the dark objects underwater started to take on the familiar shapes of large stones. Their forms reminded Merrick of the rock from the mountain of the Earth City. He longed to touch them, and he pushed himself even harder as he came within an arm’s reach of the first stone.
With a final push, Merrick felt the slimy cool stone beneath his fingertips. He broke free from the water and climbed up the side of the slippery rock. As he clung to its jagged edges, he looked around and saw that he was hanging on to a rock that was part of a large circle of vertical stones that encircled the entire island. He was still a good hundred meters away from shore, but the sight of the inevitable land gave him hope. He thought that he could hear the sounds of thousands of birds chirping, although he couldn’t see any when he looked around.
As he was straining to see the birds, a wave broke over him like a giant kicking his back. He lost his handhold on the rock and was dragged back out to sea farther and farther from the island.
Merrick remembered the divinium cube that he had used back in the Earth City. He felt around for it, but it was gone, either lost at sea, back at the Earth City, or maybe even returned to the ground from where it had been forged.
At first, he prepared himself to take another breath and to rest under the water as he had done before. He would emerge after a minute of resting and make his way slowly but steadily back to the rock circle. But when he submerged to rest, his body felt terribly tired, and his limbs did not listen to his brain’s command to swim.
He found himself barely able to raise his head above the water and to take a quick breath before being pulled under again. After another thirty seconds or so, Merrick tried to raise his head for another gulp of life-giving air, but instead he felt his body start to slowly sink deeper and deeper into the ocean’s depth.
How ironic it would be, he thought, if he died here at the mercy of the sea after being worried so much about the power of fire. He was probably in the one element where Sigela could do him no harm, but as his adoptive father had once told him, dead was dead, no matter how you looked at it.
#
Lagu’s body was so large and always changing that even she could not keep track of everything that was a part of her without concentrating. Millions upon millions of life forms tickled her every second of every day—the fish in the sea, the plants at the bottom of her oceans, and the people. The people always came to her, but few stayed within her for very long. Most simply wet their feet or their hair and then left again, running back to the sand and safety that Terrada offered them.
Today, Lagu felt something different. It took her a while to pinpoint what it was, but when she did, all around the world, her body shivered. There was a Drayoom close to Annoon, the place she and her siblings called home. In all her years, she could not remember another Drayoom approaching Annoon in this manner.
As she coiled herself around the struggling Drayoom, Lagu tried to communicate with the creature as he flailed about inside her. She tried just saying hello, and when she received no response, she nudged him to let him know that she was there and watching.
Normally, there would be no way for a Drayoom to even find Annoon, much less approach it. But, there was something different about this one. Lagu could sense that he had been invited by Terrada. Still, it was a strange thing for Terrada not to bring the Drayoom directly to the island herself. Perhaps she wished the Drayoom dead.
Lagu could think of no reason why the great Terrada would want any Drayoom dead, unless…
This was the one of whom the prophecy spoke. Lagu could barely remember the details of the prophecy other than the fact that there would be born two brothers with the blood of Earth and Fire running through their veins. They would bring Sigela back to the world, and everyone on the planet would be destroyed, except for Sigela and her siblings.
Terrada must have placed him here to kill him. Lagu still did not understand why her sister would go to such lengths when she could have done the deed herself in any number of ways, but Lagu was used to things changing chaotically. If she asked the meaning of every ripple and wave within her own self, she would have gone quite mad long ago.
The man had reached the rocks that surrounded Annoon and was clinging to one of them. Just like a Drayoom, Lagu thought. Always clinging to what they know and to what feels safe. That was one of the major reasons they would never evolve past their current state.
With barely a twitch of her tail, Lagu ripped the Drayoom off of the rock and pulled him deeper inside herself. She could barely sense his struggles, but knew that he was not willing to give up his life so easily. With a sigh that started a tsunami rolling across her back, Lagu sucked the Drayoom farther down into her watery depths.
Even as the Drayoom started to weaken, he still fought with all his might. Lagu concentrated very hard and wrapped her tail around him. Yes, this was one of the Drayoom from the prophecy. She was sure of it. For one who was not a dragon, he did possess great power or at least the potential for such power. It was a shame that he would not be destined for something greater than dying in her arms. 
It would be another thousand years, if at all, before another pair of brothers would be born of both dragons. Until then, the world would be safe from Sigela. Lagu was satisfied that she could do her part, and her siblings would be proud that she had been able to postpone the prophecy.
The Drayoom was almost dead. Lagu could feel his heart begin to slow and his limbs start to drift. Soon, he would be a part of her forever and no longer a threat to the world.
 



CHAPTER 44
 
MERRICK COULDN’T HOLD his breath for much longer. He found a last bit of will and tried again to swim to the surface. This time, his head pushed through the water and into the air. He could see that he was at least a hundred meters from the rock to which he had clung only moments ago.
Merrick struggled with all his might to stay afloat, telling his legs to kick and his arms to move through the sea in long, flowing arcs and to keep his head above water. The land was so out of his reach that it could have been a world away, and his chances of reaching it would have been the same. If only he were touching Terrada, he would know how to draw on his inner magic. But he knew no names for the water, its creatures, or its landscape—didn’t even know if each drop of Lagu had its own name or if groups of them were named for their location. 
As he desperately tried to figure a way out of his situation, he thought of how useless his magic was to him while he was adrift in the ocean. He didn’t want to summon lightning since he was submerged mostly in water, and the only land he might hope to communicate with was too far away to hear him. Even if it could hear him, what could it do to help? Maybe it could roll large boulders out to fill in the water, but even if the land could accomplish such a task, Merrick was sure that he’d be dead by then.
His hope faded into despair as he once again faltered and sank beneath the relentless waves. As he continued his descent, he opened his eyes and looked around. Merrick thought that he might have seen a coil of water pass him by again, but he wasn’t sure. As he fell farther, he resigned himself to death. All he had to do was open his mouth and take a deep breath of seawater and he knew it would be over within seconds.
In a way, the calm warmth that death promised was appealing. No more struggles. No more decisions. Once he was dead, he wouldn’t know anything anyway. He’d just be food for the first flesh-eating fish that found him—finally giving something worthwhile back to the cycle of life.
Farther and farther he fell. The ocean wasn’t that deep so close to the island, but it was deep enough that Merrick lost his bearings and soon couldn’t tell up from down. 
This was it.
And then he saw the ocean floor appear through the darkening waters, with its cornucopia of plant life, swaying back and forth in the current. It may have been at the bottom of the ocean, but it was still land. It was still earth. And if it was earth, that meant that Merrick could travel through it—use it to go somewhere warm and dry, where he could be away from danger.
Merrick kicked his way to the bottom of the ocean and reached out his hand. He was only a few precious seconds from touching it and escaping to somewhere…anywhere…and then he stopped.
He didn’t want to die, but he wouldn’t run away from his fate—not when he was this close. The Master Keeper seemed to think he could learn something in Annoon, and everyone was depending on him. Mona and Cara both were in the hands of Eudroch, and there was no telling what Eudroch would do to his friends unless he figured out a way to save them.
Merrick reached his hand out and pushed his fingertips into the silt of the sea floor. He closed his eyes. If he couldn’t move Mohammed to the mountain, then he would bring the mountain to Mohammed. With his last gulp of air escaping in a stream of bubbles, Merrick took a chance that his voice would carry far enough for the ground beneath him to hear. He gave the command for the earth to rise, just as he had learned when building his home back at the Earth City.
Gradually at first, but then quicker, the earth below him buckled, rose up and lifted him effortlessly. Soon, Merrick was lying stomach down on a pillar of earth that was rising quickly to the surface of the sea. Within seconds, Merrick broke the ocean’s surface. 
He coughed and gagged and vomited from the salt water he had swallowed, but he was alive.
On shaky legs, Merrick stood on top of the pillar of earth. The waves crashed around him, but the earth held firm under his legs. He balled up both of his fists and shouted at the top of his voice, calling out for other parts of the ocean floor to also rise up. Within seconds, he saw a wide pathway emerging from the sea, leading all the way to the large rocks that encircled Annoon and then to the shore of Annoon itself.
As quickly as he could, he staggered along the path, the earth falling away behind him as he went. He didn’t know if it was doing that on purpose or if his magic wasn’t strong enough to sustain the entire earth bridge indefinitely. Either way, Merrick didn’t stop, even when he reached the vertical ring of rocks around the island.
Within a short period of time, Merrick had walked all the way to Annoon’s beach. 
He had made it. 
All he wanted to do was to fall on his face and sleep. As he staggered a few more steps, he realized that most of his body was numb and that the hot sand beneath his toes was the best sensation he had ever felt.
When he was sure that he was far enough on the island that he would not be taken out by the tide, Merrick fell to the sand with his arms and legs spread open. Even though he was still freezing in his wet clothes, Merrick could feel the heat from the sand warming him. A light breeze drifted across his back, helping to dry his clothes. Within seconds, he was asleep, a smile on his face.
Merrick awoke to cold darkness. 
He wasn’t sure how long he had been out, but the sun was down, and his once comfortable bed of sand had grown hard. Forcing himself to get up and turn over, Merrick sat in the cold sand with his arms around his knees. In the moonlight, he could see a dark forest several meters away from him where the beach stopped and the island proper started.
Merrick got up slowly. His body was stiff from the swim, and he hurt in parts of his body where he had never hurt before. As he was checking himself for injuries, he remembered that Ohman and Cara had warned him about using divinium to release his inner magic too often and of how the stone aged the user prematurely. He rubbed his aching lower back, understanding the divinium’s secret and its curse at a visceral level. The magical stone allowed him to accomplish more than he would normally be able to do, but it did so by draining the power from his internal battery at an alarming rate. 
It was clear to Merrick that he had used a great deal of his own magic escaping the perils of the open ocean, probably spending several years of his life escaping that watery grave. Even though his body might argue, he told himself that it was better to be older and alive than to be young and dead.
As he stretched his back again, he heard a crackling noise and turned to see what it was. Down the beach a short ways, a large bonfire licked its flames and funneled black smoke into the air. 
He walked down the beach, approaching the fire slowly, scanning for signs of Eudroch or for anyone else from the Fire Tribe. As he neared the fire, the heat from its flames comforted him. He wanted to believe that coming upon the fire was a stroke of good luck, but he knew it was more likely to be one of Eudroch’s tricks, meant to distract him or to put him off guard.
Even so, he saw no one as he drew nearer to the fire. He felt the warmth and safety of Sigela’s heat beckon. Hesitantly, he sat down only a few meters from the flames and held his hands up, palms facing them. Shielding his eyes from their light, Merrick looked back in the direction of the dark forest. In the distance, above the tops of the trees, he could make out a gigantic wall of some sort, and beyond that, a volcano—its tip disappearing into the moonlit sky beneath a field of dark clouds. Within those clouds, flash lightning danced about. Maybe one of those flashes was Eudroch, come to stop him from learning his creation name—or more likely, to steal his creation name the moment that he figured it out.
Merrick hoped that Eudroch needed him and his name to complete the ceremony that would bring Sigela back to the world. If true, that alone would keep him safe for the time being. He was still wary of the fire and its tempting safety, but he closed the final distance between him and the bonfire and sprawled out on the sand next to it, lying on his side. If the fire was some kind of trick from his brother, that was a chance he was willing to take. The warmth from the flames enveloped him as he lay there with his eyes closed, listening to the softly lapping waves sliding up and down the shoreline and to the leaves of the nearby forest rustling in the gentle breeze. Even though he should have felt rested from his recent nap, his eyelids drooped as if made of lead as he listened to the sounds around him. Everything was speaking to him—the wet sand popping with tiny creatures each time the waves receded, the distant cooing of night birds, and the crabs burrowing in the sand beneath his body. Within seconds, Merrick was asleep again, dreaming of both Terrada and Sigela and wondering why they had such hate for each other when both of them were so needed by both Drayoom and human alike.
#
It was not Terrada’s first choice to dump the boy at sea. She would have liked nothing more than to have brought him straight to her bosom, but Terrada was old, and she had learned to trust her instincts over her wisdom long ago. The boy had much potential, but he had not had nearly enough time alone to learn his own magic. Terrada’s intuition had told her that he needed to face himself before he could face his brother.
She had brought the boy as close to her as she could while still assuring that he would have an opportunity to learn the lessons that most people spend a lifetime gathering. Adversity and struggle were often the kilns of people’s true mettle, and Merrick would have plenty of both as he tried to make his way to Terrada’s heart at the center of the island. 
If he lived, he would be stronger for his journey. 
Terrada shuddered slightly, and the land shivered in far away places as the Earth Dragon contemplated the future of the world if he did not survive.
Terrada sent a silent thought to Merrick—knowing that he might not fully comprehend it. 
“Remember, my son—my sister’s fire may warm you, but it will also burn you if you sit too close to it or for too long next to its flames.”
 



CHAPTER 45
 
“WE STILL HAVE THEM,” Eudroch said, motioning to Cara, Mona, and Balach.
“We have nothing,” the Queen replied.
“You overestimate my brother. He cares for them too much. He will do nothing to put their lives in danger.”
The Queen turned on Eudroch, snarling.
“He didn’t seem to care about what would happen to his friends while he was escaping. I think you underestimate your brother and what he is capable of.”
“We still have his creation name,” Eudroch said, his voice more uncertain than before.
The Queen looked glanced at her feet.
“As I said, we have nothing.”
“You said you knew his name, Mother. You told it to me yourself. The same name the Master Keeper gave you. Were you lying to me?” Eudroch said with a malicious tone.
“The Keepers only discovered part of his name. Not enough to do us any good. You must find Merrick, wherever he has gone and bring him back—alive. It is Sigela’s will!”
The Seer, who had remained quiet, although with an open mouth at times, stepped forward. Before he could say anything, the Queen turned on him.
“I should have you killed. You told me that he would be bound—unable to use his magic.”
“Your Majesty,” the Seer calmly said. “Merrick did not leave using his own magic. He was assisted by Terrada herself. Even my most powerful bindings cannot halt a dragon’s magic. There is only one place Terrada would have taken him—somewhere you yourself are familiar with, I believe.”
“Of course…” the Queen whispered to herself. “He hasn’t escaped his destiny—he’s gone directly to it.” The Queen turned to face Eudroch, her anger replaced with excitement. “Don’t you see? The two of you were conceived and birthed in Annoon, the place where the dragons themselves dwell. That is where you were separated and that is where you must be joined together again. Terrada has saved us from making a grave error. We must follow Merrick to Annoon immediately.”
“The only way to go there is at the invitation of a dragon. Do you know how to call on Sigela for such a favor?” asked Eudroch.
“There is but one thing I require. One of your men. Your best, of course, should suffice.”
Without hesitation, Eudroch pointed to the tallest and most muscled of his warriors. If the Drayoom felt anything other than his strict duty to obey Sigela’s will he did not show it. Calmly, the warrior stepped forward.
“What must I do to help fulfill Sigela’s destiny?” he asked.
The Queen motioned for the warrior and the others to gather around the lava altar. Once there, she told the warrior to lie on the fiery altar, his arms at his side. 
Mona glanced at the Drayoom’s proud face then looked up at Eudroch. 
“Before we go, dispose of Ohman’s brood,” the Queen said. “She is too dangerous to take with us or to leave here. The boy, as well. But leave the human. We will take her with us. She may still prove of use when we find Merrick.”
Mona tried to step between Cara and Eudroch, to protect the woman she had once seen as her rival, but one of the Fire Warriors immediately stopped her with his large hand. 
“If you kill either of them, I will never help you. I will do everything I can to stop you both.”
The Queen and Eudroch laughed at Mona’s sudden outburst.
“I believe that when the time comes,” Eudroch said, “you will resist helping us, even if we spare the lives of your friends.”
Mona stared at Eudroch, unable to find the right words to convince him of her sincerity. In truth, she wasn’t sure she could go through with helping Eudroch even if it meant saving Balach and Cara.
Suddenly, Balach spoke up.
“If you let us all live, I promise that I can make Mona help you willingly.”
Mona turned and stared at Balach.
“And, how will you do that, young one?” Eudroch asked, his eyebrows raised in curiosity. “Perhaps we should kill both of the women and take the boy with us. He certainly has enough courage, and I believe that Merrick looks upon him as a younger brother.”
“Merrick doesn’t care about me…not really. I used my…magic on him to make him love me like a brother. That’s why he fought so hard to protect me. Because I compelled him to. I was afraid of his magic—afraid that he would kill me if I didn’t use my own power to control him.”
Eudroch walked up to Balach and spoke a word in the Fire Dragon tongue to the boy’s face, waiting to see his reaction. Balach stood still, sweat dripping from his forehead.
“I think he might be telling the truth, Mother,” Eudroch said.
“And how can your magic force Mona do my bidding?” Eudroch asked.
“If you are the one to speak my true name to her, she will obey you—out of her love for you. I will tell you how, if you promise on Sigela’s spirit that you will not harm any of us.”
Eudroch looked at Mona’s stern face and back to the Queen, before turning to Balach.
“You must first prove to me that what you claim is true. Give me your name and I will test its power. If you are telling the truth, I will leave the others unharmed.”
Balach took a hard swallow and steadied his shaking body.
“First, you must swear that if I give you the power to make Mona do anything you desire, that you will let Cara and me live. You must swear it first.”
“I swear on my loyalty to Sigela, Dragon of Fire, that I will not harm you or your friends, if what you say is true. If it is not, I swear to Sigela that you will die slowly after watching your friends suffer even more.”
“Balach, don’t do this,” Cara said.
Balach looked ashamed, his face red as he opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. Balach walked slowly over to Eudroch and motioned for him to bend down. 
“Don’t try using your magic on me, young one. Guards, if this boy tries to enchant me with his name, no matter what I say, kill him and his friends. Am I understood?”
The guards nodded and steadied their grips on their weapons.
Eudroch then did as Balach asked, and Balach told Eudroch his creation name. As Eudroch listened, it seemed that even his hardened face softened for a few passing seconds as it was filled with the truth of the essence of love. 
“If you use my name on Mona, she will love you above all else and do whatever you command of her. She will even lie to Merrick. Now, as you promised, Cara and I will leave.”
“I never said that I would let you leave, only that you would not be killed. But before I even agree to that, I must test the power of your name.”
Eudroch turned to face the Fire King, who had been watching the scene unfold with his arms crossed and a scowl of disbelief on his face.
“Great Fire King, he who was chosen by Sigela herself to rule her people on this world, come to me.”
With hesitation, the King stepped a few feet closer to Eudroch. When he did so, two of the Fire Warriors stepped forward in unison, one on each side of him. Eudroch closed the rest of the distance and whispered something in the King’s ear that Mona knew must be Balach’s true name.
The King dropped his arms to his side and stood, with his eyes wide open, staring at Eudroch. The King’s two Fire Warriors awaited their instructions, but the King remained silent.
Finally, the King’s lips parted. “Eudroch,” the King said softly.
Eudroch raised his arms and circled around the room, looking at each of the people assembled there, one by one.
“I have done nothing wrong. Is it not fitting that a father should love his son? You all heard him earlier. He said that he would adopt me, and so I have merely helped him along in the process.”
Eudroch drew dangerously close to the King, who stood with his eyes softly gazing upon him.
“You do love me, don’t you…father?”
The King nodded, tears flowing down his face.
“If you really do,” Eudroch said, “then prove it to me please, by…well…by standing on one foot.”
The King quickly lifted one of his legs and stood on the other, still looking blissfully at Eudroch.
“We do not have time for this foolishness!” the Queen said.
“Of course, Mother. King Polopu, would-be-father of mine, please put your hand on the altar, take your knife, and cut off one of your fingers. I don’t care which one, but I want you to do it to prove to me that you really love me. Do not let anyone stop you.”
The King, without hesitation, walked to the nearest stone wall and slapped his left hand onto the wall, his fingers spread wide. The King’s other hand reached for the knife hanging at his side. Even though he grabbed his knife with one flowing movement, Mona thought that she could see his other hand trembling as if trying to escape the oncoming blade.
With a terrible roar, the King brought the blade down hard against the stone and severed the smallest finger on his left hand. Blood spurted everywhere as the finger fell to the floor, and the King collapsed on the floor. Sweat dripped from his forehead as he tried to stop the bleeding by squeezing the wound with his right hand. 
Mona stepped back automatically, expecting the room to erupt in a battle between the King’s Fire Warriors and those more loyal to Eudroch. Instead, no everyone stood perfectly still, unsure of what to do.
Finally, Eudroch broke out in a great smile and went over to the King who was still on the floor. The ruler looked up at Eudroch with open eyes that were still filled with adoration. Eudroch patted the King on his head and turned back to face the crowd of people still staring in stunned silence.  
“Your name is indeed powerful, little one,” Eudroch said as he stepped toward Mona. Eudroch touched Mona lightly on the face and then spoke what Mona knew must be Balach’s creation name along with other words from the Fire Dragon tongue. Balach’s name sounded and felt like a warm breeze caressing her skin on the freshest of spring days. 
Suddenly, she felt different toward Eudroch. She understood the pain that he must have gone through as a child, being torn from his family, watching his father killed before his young eyes—stolen from his mother and left by Ohman to die.
“Now, my love,” Eudroch said, “will you help me convince Merrick to assist me with the ritual…of your own free will?”
Mona heard herself say “Of course, my love. I’ll do anything to help you.” Even though it seemed as if someone else had spoken the words, Mona knew that she had just spoken the truth.
Eudroch repeated Balach’s name again.
“When we find Merrick, speak Balach’s name to him and wait for my instructions. This is powerful magic, but you must get close enough for it to work. I know you must be feeling the intensity of his name coursing through you, but do not forget that you are still just a human. You will have to wear one of those headsets and one of the collars from Rune Corp, so that you will be able to whisper Balach’s name correctly into Merrick’s ear.”
Eudroch turned back to Balach.
“Well done, boy! Merrick will help bring Sigela back, and he will do so without a fight—all because of the power of your name and because of Merrick’s love for this human.”
Mona blushed and bowed her head to Eudroch. Inside, she could not believe what she was doing, but her heart told her that she had somehow misjudged Eudroch and that she had to help her true love however she could.
#
At least Merrick had escaped. Now Balach had to worry about keeping everyone else alive. It would be what Merrick wanted him to do.
While Eudroch and the Queen argued over who was to blame for Merrick’s escape, Balach noticed a fluorescent stain on the floor near the altar. It was speckled with glowing pieces of something he could not quite discern. His heart sank, as he feared what it might be, but he had to get closer to make sure. 
He slowly made his way over to Cara, who was standing closer to the altar, and he knelt on the floor. As he had feared, the stain was made from the smeared pieces of fireflies. All around the stain were tiny chips of glass. He forgot to breath as he remembered how his love, Firefly, always carried her pets close to her chest in a big glass jar. If her fireflies were dead, then so was she.
Balach stood up, his head reeling as the Queen and Eudroch continued to argue, each placing the blame for Merrick’s disappearance on the other.
He watched through a mental fog as the largest of the Fire Warriors lay on the lava altar.
Although he felt completely empty of love, he studied Mona’s face and recognized a part of his own self in her eyes. He saw true love and caring in there, and he knew that she was thinking about Merrick and wondering if he was still safe. He could see her inner conflict as she fought to reconcile her desire to find Merrick with her hopes that he would remain safely hidden from his pursuers.
Putting aside his own despair, he saw his chance to help Merrick, even as Eudroch prepared to kill him and Cara.
Balach offered his creation name to Eudroch and it was eagerly taken. The use of his creation name would seemingly give Eudroch a way to make Mona help him of her own free will. Balach’s act had either condemned Merrick or it had saved him—Balach didn’t know which yet, but at least this way, he knew that Mona would be there when they found Merrick.
Although the power of his creation name was strong, it was still only a word, and Balach hoped that Mona’s actual love for Merrick would be strong enough to break the spell that Eudroch had placed on her. 
If it was not, the entire world would suffer.
 



CHAPTER 46
 
BENEATH THE FULL moon, Merrick sat by the crackling fire on the shore of Annoon, and for the first time in a long while, he felt relaxed and could breath easily. He loved the way half of his face was hot from the blaze while the other half was cool from the night breeze off the ocean.
The woods that had been so mysterious when he first arrived had been reduced to a dark, uneven mass that only existed outside of the ring of light from his fire. Merrick wished that he could stay there forever. He wouldn’t have to face Eudroch or decide between Cara and Mona. He could stop thinking about who he was destined to be. He could just be who he was.
Merrick turned to look at the ocean. He imagined that the far off horizon was really the crest of a gigantic tidal wave that might come and sweep him away from his destiny. Somewhere out in the waters was the strange tubular thing that had twisted along beside him—maybe it had been the Water Dragon, Lagu, protecting Annoon.
He turned back to the fire and held out his hands to warm them. He loved it here, but he knew that he had to move on. If he wasn’t successful in discovering who he was and in stopping Eudroch, Annoon along with the rest of the world as he knew it would cease to exist, turned to so much steam and ashes.
He had to move on, but not yet. He had earned a little time to rest and to gather his strength. His bones still felt stiffer than usual, and his back ached.
Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw a streak of white moving out where the forest was. He closed his eyes and turned away from the fire. After the residual brightness behind his eyelids subsided, he opened his eyes again and peered out at the forest. 
Slowly, his night vision returned, and he could see a naked man standing at the edge of the tree line. 
The man was bone white from his feet to the hair on his head. Even from this distance, Merrick recognized the man’s outline. It was Ohman, come back from the dead…or another of Eudroch’s tricks. Whatever it was, the figure did not move or say a word. His eyes glowed a dull red and looked directly into Merrick’s. 
Merrick stared, transfixed by the ghostly image of Ohman. The sounds of the fire by his side died away as he fell into a waking trance. Getting up, he barely noticed a few embers landing by his feet. It was if the fire itself was trying to urge him to stay, but Merrick had no choice in his actions. If anyone could help him, it would be Ohman, whether dead or alive.
Merrick’s body grew colder as he moved farther from the flames of the bonfire. He desperately wanted to go back to the warmth and security of the fire, but he forced himself to keep walking. As he did, the pale creature remained motionless.
When Merrick was close enough to the man, he could see that it was indeed Ohman or his ghostly double. His skin was bone white as was his hair. Only his ears were tipped with the color of blood red and his eyes shone like fiery rubies. There was so much that Merrick wanted to say to him, but Ohman turned and walked slowly into the forest before Merrick could say a word.
Merrick hesitated at the edge of the forest. His instinct told him to follow Ohman’s apparition, but his common sense warned him that it could be a trap. As he stood, undecided, he noticed the glint of something metallic on the forest floor. He bent over and picked up a sliver of divinium. It looked as if it had been rent raw from the spine of Terrada herself. Having no way to secure it around his neck, almost without thinking, Merrick made a fist with his left arm and slid the sharp divinium into his tensed forearm. The rock sliced through his flesh and melded with his sinews, a rocky lump that glowed under his skin. He grunted quietly and then, as silently as possible, he followed Ohman through the woods, weaving between the trees even as Ohman walked through them like they weren’t even there.
For hours, Merrick followed the ghostly figure, first through the woods and then down a narrow, winding dirt trail that was hemmed in on either side with densely packed trees. 
Merrick called out to Ohman once or twice and asked some tentative questions about whether he was really his deceased mentor or simply a projection in familiar form to help guide him along. The figure of Ohman said nothing, as he continued down the twisting path.
Merrick started to feel warmer as went deeper into the forest, but unlike the glow from the bonfire, this heat was one of increasing discomfort and claustrophobia. Bending down at one point, Merrick touched the dirt under his feet and was surprised that the ground itself was the source of the increasingly uncomfortable heat. He remembered seeing the volcano at the center of the island and decided that the heat from the ground must be from underground lava flows. 
He raced to catch up with Ohman’s ghost. Even though Ohman had turned out not to be his father, the bond he had formed with Ohman was strong, and it held him fast as he followed his ghost farther down the winding path, even deeper into the unknown forest.
#
Throughout his life, Ohman had learned to endure all levels of pain. His creation name spoke of both patience and endurance. He had been able to tolerate anything that he had encountered in life, but nothing had hurt him more in his waking life than the pain he felt after he had been killed, and his incorporeal self had been forced to watch Merrick leave Rune Corp, still unprepared to meet his fate.
Oodrosil, the yew tree had helped reunite Ohman’s energy and helped him find Merrick. Being a restless spirit did have its advantages. Ohman could travel with almost the speed of thought. Where he had spent his entire life thinking in terms of the four elements and their dragons, now everything was as one to him. Passing through water was the same as passing through earth, wind, or fire. He felt no dampness, nor blowing breeze, nor searing flame. There was no language for him to learn and no subtleties of craft to master. He intuitively knew the names and the sounds of all things. Unfortunately, despite his vast understanding, he could not directly communicate in words with the living—at least not in words that Merrick would yet understand.
As such, Ohman could do no more than appear to Merrick and show him the way through the forest, where the greatest danger in the woods was for a traveler to decide that it was not worth persevering to the other side—that he did not possess what it would take to see his journey through to its end. 
As Ohman led Merrick through the thick forest and onto the path, with all his might and remaining magic, he tried to send a single message to Merrick.
Let go of everything, and do not stray from this path. 
If Ohman were able to speak to Merrick, he would tell him to free himself from everything he knew or held dear. He would tell him to let go of Cara and of Mona—to let go of Fenton’s son and the emptiness he felt from not knowing his family—and to even let go of his mentor. 
He wished that he had told Merrick that everyone, whether friend or enemy, had his or her own ideas about who he should be and what he should do. 
 Before Merrick was even born, Terrada and Sigela had given him everything he would ever need—his creation name. All Merrick had to do was to remember that name and to be who he was naturally—a truth that every piece of him, other than his conscious mind, already knew. 
Ohman’s ghost wanted to tell young Merrick all of this. But he could not.
As Ohman lamented his situation, he noticed that the forest was filling with ghosts as white as he, each with red tipped ears and ruby eyes, and all of them moving toward Merrick. Ohman tried to stay close to Merrick, to protect him, but he was pushed away by the sheer number of ghosts that crowded around the young Drayoom. 
All he could do was look on and hope that Merrick would survive the forest and continue on to his destiny.
 



CHAPTER 47
 
MONA’S TRUE LOVE, Eudroch, held his hand above the warrior who was spread out on the lava altar. He spoke a word that sounded to her like dry twigs crackling in a fire. As soon as the words had left his lips, she felt a surge of heat and smelled the pungent odor of burning flesh and hair. Her upper lip curled as she turned away from the warrior, who remained perfectly still as his body burned and his ashes rose above their heads in a grotesquely dark stream of smoke.
The warrior’s blood seeped into the stone of the altar, hissing as if on fire. Mona looked down at the floor and saw that the altar was sitting on top of a circular dais with a giant X-shaped rune carved into its surface. At the center of the rune was a hole through which the blood began to drain. Within seconds, molten rock bubbled from the sun sign and rose to engulf Eudroch. Mona’s love began to scream, as he was burned alive by the power of his own dragon. Mona started toward Eudroch, desperate for a way to help him. She stopped short of the flames, however, when she realized that Eudroch was screaming, not in agony, but in rapture.
Eudroch raised his arms as the Queen stood by his side. The warriors around Eudroch shrank back in fear as the lava dropped off of Eudroch’s body in steaming slabs, flowing back down the hole from whence the flames had come.
As if freshly reborn from a fiery cocoon, Eudroch was left standing next to his mother, but in his hand was now a three-pronged spear that glowed and pulsed as if made from the very lava that had just consumed him.
Turning around, Eudroch and the Queen walked across the room to stand on the ledge of the entrance looking down at the outside steps of the pyramid. The Fire King started to follow Eudroch, his eyes still open saucers of longing. 
Just loud enough for the King to hear, Eudroch uttered something in the Fire Dragon tongue, and the King fell to his knees and then the floor.
Two of the Fire Warriors ran to the King’s side, and after one of them bent down to feel if any breath still passed through his lips, he looked up frantically.
“What did you do to him?” Mona whispered.
“I told him to die.”
Eudroch turned back to face the stunned crowd of Fire Warriors.
“King Polopu has gone to Annoon, where Sigela herself will soon join us. I am your King now. Go to wherever you worship, and pray to Sigela—give her your strength, as I go now to bring her back to her people. Soon, everyone will either join our Fire Tribe or perish.”
His assertion was answered only by silence as he motioned for one of the warriors to bring Mona to him. Eudroch handed her one of the divinium cubes, a headset, and an enunciator collar, then motioned for Cara to help her don the Rune Corp technology that would allow her to speak in the dragon tongues. Cara ambled over to help Mona, wincing with the effort as she helped her strap on the magical gear. 
“The final battle between the sons of Earth and Fire will be fought in Annoon,” the Queen said out loud, “where life itself began so long ago and where my sons were born.”
The Queen turned to her Seer.
“Remain here and watch over these…people. And no mistakes this time or they will be your last.”
“Yes, my Queen,” the Seer whispered, his gaze cast down toward the floor.
“My sons will meet their destiny at the top of Annoon,” the Queen said, “where all four of the dragons converge! Soon, the world shall tremble again once Sigela has returned to her rightful station.”
In the distance, but coming closer, Mona could hear loud thunderclaps. Within seconds, a mighty lightning storm raged above the pyramid. Bolts of electricity bounced off the outside of the pyramid, and Mona could hear the distant shouts of the people below as they ran to find cover. A few of them stayed at the base of the pyramid, their hands upheld and their faces smiling with joy at the storm.
As the lightning bolts increased in intensity and number, Mona felt the same tingling sensation in her stomach that she had felt that first night with Merrick. She knew what to expect, and was only happy that her beloved Eudroch had chosen her to go with him and the Queen. 
Before she could think anything else, she heard a deafening crack, and with that, she was flying high above the Fire Tribe pyramid as living lightning. 
She watched the landscape blur below, but they were travelling so fast, that she couldn’t discern any landmarks. She didn’t need to see where they were going, however, because she already knew that they would arrive in Annoon soon, the place where Merrick was supposedly hiding. 
She felt a sudden joy at the thought of seeing Merrick again that she did not fully understand. How could she still care for him when she was in love with his brother? Her heart seemed to love them both, even though she felt an intensity for Eudroch that she had never felt for Merrick. Despite this, a part of her hoped that they would not find Merrick. If they did, she would be forced to make a choice between her two loves, and she feared that the decision would not bode well for Merrick.
#
With tears in his eyes, Balach watched as the Queen, Eudroch, and Mona were taken away to ride the lightning, on their way to Annoon. Balach had trusted his instincts, but he was already beginning to doubt his wisdom in giving Eudroch such complete control over Mona. He tried to tell himself that he had saved Cara’s life and his own, for a short while at least—and that he had spared Mona the pain that Eudroch would have given on her, while forcing her to comply with his wishes. 
Merrick had once told Balach about a saying from his world—that the best defense was a good offense. Balach had not known what Merrick had meant at the time, but as he watched Mona leave with Eudroch and the Earth Queen, he understood and hoped that Merrick’s advice would prove sound.
As soon as Mona, Eudroch, and the Queen had disappeared, Balach remembered that he and Cara were still prisoners of the Fire Tribe. Interestingly, the warriors paid no attention to him or to Cara.
They were too busy discussing something among themselves in hushed tones. 
Their whispers soon turned to arguments. Some of them were loyal to Eudroch and thought that their former king had been too weak to rule, while others saw Eudroch as an outsider who had just killed their rightful leader. Others feared Sigela’s wrath regardless of where their loyalty lay, shouting that it was a great sin to kill Sigela’s chosen king. 
Balach hoped that their arguing would provide enough distraction for Cara and him to escape, but as he walked over to Cara who was clutching her sides in pain, the Seer motioned for one of the Fire Warriors to escort the two of them to a holding cell deep inside the pyramid.
After being prodded and pushed along the stone passageways, they were placed in a small chamber with a door made of iron bars encased in stone. After the warriors locked the door, one of them stayed behind to guard them. Cara lay down on her side, curled up in the fetal position, while Balach slid his back down the wall and sat on his haunches.
“Cara,” Balach quietly said, “we have to find a way out of here, so we can help Merrick.”
Cara groaned, and her eyes fluttered, as she fell in and out of consciousness. She was obviously more hurt from Eudroch’s blows than Balach had realized.
As she passed out again, her body twitched, and her face contorted with painful grunts and sighs. Balach wanted to comfort her somehow, but he decided that sleep was the better treatment for the time being.
He watched her until his own eyes felt as heavy as iron. Each time he tried to force them open, they closed again for an even longer period of time. Soon, he couldn’t open them at all.
As he drifted in the land of dreams, he heard a quiet voice that grew in intensity.
He jerked awake and looked around to see who was there. On the other side of the bars was a woman, older than Cara or Mona, with black hair and bronze skin. She had the unmistakable look of someone’s mother, and Balach could feel and see her emotions clearly—a powerful mix of love and intolerable sadness.
The woman knelt outside the barred door and motioned for him to come closer. He shuffled as quietly as he could to the cell door.
“My name is Swella. I am here to help you, but we have to hurry before the guard returns.
“How did you get him to leave?” Balach asked.
Swella bowed her head, and Balach saw a single tear race down her cheek. He prodded no further about her actions or her motivations.
“You have to wake up your friend,” she said. “Together, we can leave this place—go to my home. I have a plan.”
Balach walked over to Cara and gently shook her shoulder. She barely reacted. He looked back to Swella who motioned for him to try harder.
With a sigh, he shook Cara by her shoulder so hard that her body rolled from side to side, but she still did not wake. Without looking back at Swella, he leaned forward and whispered a word of waking in the Earth Dragon tongue.
Cara immediately opened her eyes with a start. 
Her hair was stuck to her cheek, and her face was flush, but her eyes were clear, and he could tell that she had regained some needed focus even with the short amount of sleep she had just received.
Cara looked up at him.
“This had better be good, Balach, or I swear that you’ll be the one who’s unconscious in a minute.”
He stepped back and pointed to Swella who was now waving frantically at them to come over to the cell door.
Swella turned her head, acting like she had just heard a distant noise.
“Hurry,” she said. “Either come now, or I will leave and do this myself.”
“Do what?” Cara asked.
“Stop Eudroch.”
Cara laughed. 
Swella’s eyebrows scrunched down, and her lips pursed.
“How do you plan on stopping the mighty Eudroch from capturing Merrick and bringing him back here for the ceremony?” Cara said.
The woman looked at Cara with a bemused expression.
“I can’t stop him from doing that. But I will stop him if he makes it back here with your friend. First, we need to get out of here—then, I explain more. Now, quick. Just you. Grab my hands through the bars.”
Cara did as Swella asked, and Swella began to chant unfamiliar words in the Fire Dragon’s tongue. She stopped and told Cara to say the same thing in the Earth Dragon’s language. Together, they chanted for only a few more seconds before the bars crumbled to dust.
Swella smiled.
“You see? This place is made with the power of only one dragon, not two. Now how do you like my plan?”
Before Cara could answer, they heard approaching footsteps, and they raced to follow Swella as she ran off in the opposite direction.
 



CHAPTER 48
 
MERRICK LOOKED UP and took stock of his position. He stood in almost complete darkness, barely able to make out the leaves of the trees to either side of him. Ohman’s ghost was nowhere in sight, and Merrick felt more alone than he ever had.
He remained quiet, listening to the night sounds. Crickets chirped. Wings flapped as they passed quickly overhead. Leaves fell, tree limbs creaked, and all manner of life clicked or buzzed around him so that the sounds of the forest wove themselves into a cacophonous blanket of language that Merrick could only partially understand. 
The woods might have been speaking to him or about him—he couldn’t be sure.
Suddenly, his heart jumped with hope as he saw a glowing white figure pass across the path closely in front of him. He ran to the spot where the apparition had been but could not see it. On his left, another glimpse of white. He followed that as well, but found nothing, again. Another shape, behind him this time.
Winded, Merrick sank down to the ground on his hands and knees. He looked up at dozens of floating white figures that were hovering overhead. As he watched, those dozens turned into a hundred—maybe even more. 
But Ohman was not among them. 
Maybe Merrick should have been afraid of the ghosts crowding around him, but he felt nothing. He simply sat with his back against a pine tree and stretched out his sore legs. The heat from the ground warmed his legs. 
“I still need you, Ohman!” Merrick said.
He was so tired that he started to laugh, gently at first, but then uncontrollably. As he continued laughing, he ran his hands through the dirt at his side and was surprised when his left hand sloshed into a puddle of water. With a groan, he pushed himself up on his hands and knees, crawled over to the puddle.
He stared down into the water and saw his face framed with the frenzy of ghostly white above him.
Closing his eyes, he dug his fingers into the ground next to the puddle, trying to feel the comfort of Terrada and to gain strength from her. He focused his thoughts on traveling through the ground, riding along Terrada’s spine, but nothing happened. The earth beneath him was not familiar, but he could tell that it was old—older than any he had ever encountered, its name beyond his ken. Even though he knew the ground was a part of Terrada, this piece of earth would not help him and would not grant him safe passage to the Earth Dragon’s heart. 
He would have to earn that on his own. 
Merrick reached up and touched the bark of a pine tree, noting how it felt almost hollow. Wedging a finger in between pieces of the pine’s bark, he tore off a piece and held it in his hands. He tried speaking to the bark, but still there was no answer. Splinters of the bark wedged under his fingernails, making his fingers throb, feeling as if they were bloated with blood. He savored the pulsing pain because it reminded him that, in this land of the dead, he was still alive. Alive and alone, with Ohman no longer in sight. 
He would have to finish this journey on his own, fueled only by his will and powered by his own magic.
Merrick looked closer into the puddle at his own face. Gone was the mask of rage he had seen so many times in mirrors. In its stead was the face of an old man. He raised a mud-encrusted hand and felt along the deep creases of his face. His hairline was receded, and his skin was just beginning to wrinkle.
He made a mental check of the rest of his body—the cold tightness in his back, the ache in his legs and the cramping in his hands. He had used too much of his internal magic and had cut off years of his life just to come this far. How much shorter would his life be, even he were not killed on this island? 
He did not know.
He wasn’t an old man yet, but he looked old enough that he should be seeing his children off to college and sitting on his sofa next to his wife. Despite his mounting depression, he thought that he was beginning to resemble Ohman. He knew that Ohman was not his father, but there was a clear likeness nonetheless. The way his nose bent slightly at the end and his brow that cast a certain shadow over his eye sockets both reminded him of Ohman and all that the old man had taught him in such a short period of time.
With sudden resolve, Merrick stood up and drew a long breath, exhaling slowly. The ghostly shapes still whirled through the trees around and above him, but they did not matter to him—nor did his situation. He would no longer be at the mercy of the fate others believed was for him. It was true that he had lost many of the people he had cared for, either to death or to Eudroch, but in so doing he had gained something as well. He possessed the strength that only comes from having nothing else left to lose. It pained him to think of it, but Mona, Cara, and Balach were probably already dead. With no one else left to care about, he was fully prepared to finish his journey, even if it ended with the loss of his own life. 
He said a silent prayer to Ohman’s dead spirit, asking that no matter how much of his magic was necessary, no matter how much of his life he would lose, he would be allowed to reach Terrada’s heart, learn his true creation name and defeat—no, kill his own brother.
Merrick started walking along the forest trail again, slowly at first, but then faster until he was almost running. The farther he ran, the hotter the ground became, which meant that he was moving closer and closer to the volcano at the center of the island.
He pushed back a heavy limb that hung in his way, and suddenly, he was out of the woods, at the inside edge of the forest. A hundred meters or so in front of him loomed a great cliff wall that seemed to go on forever on both sides as if it formed a large enclosed circle in the middle of the island. Merrick walked up to the bottom of the rock face and placed his hand on it. The stone was as old as the forest floor, perhaps older. Despite its age and his inability to communicate with it, Merrick knew that he had to scale its face to finish his quest.
He looked back at the dark forest and saw the white ghost-like apparitions flying about for as far as he could see into the woods. He looked closer, and there, directly in front of him at the tree line, stood Ohman’s ghost, his one hand raised as if to say either hello or goodbye. Merrick did not know which was meant, but he could sense that Ohman was relegated to the forest and could not join him on the final leg of his travels. 
Merrick caressed the divinium inside his arm. Now he was truly on his own.
He nodded at Ohman’s ghost and then slowly turned back to the cliff face. He knew that it would be safer to delay his climb until first light, but he was tired of waiting. He would make his own way and find his own light, and now was the time.
He pressed his body against the rock—close to it, like it was a lover. He probed for any handhold or place to set his foot to begin his ascent, but he found none. He continued searching while moving to the left, until he finally came to a fissure in the rock that was just wide enough to fit his foot in sideways.
With a groan, he hoisted himself up so that he was wedged into the crack. As he felt around for his next handhold, he recognized a familiar substance. Craning his head upward, he saw a small vein of divinium, shimmering black and red in the side of the rock.
Remembering Fenton’s lessons, Merrick whispered to the divinium—a word of breaking in Terrada’s tongue—and a piece of it split off from the cliff face with a deafening crack.
He hopped back to the ground, holding the small piece of divinium in his hand like a precious jewel. He began rubbing it with his hands while chanting words of molding and shaping, and soon had created an almost perfect sphere. He held it up to the moonlight, watching its green veins dance while he said a word of polishing. Soon, the small sphere sparkled in the moonlight, and even though it was slightly flattened on one side, Merrick did not try to fix it—thinking to himself that it was perfectly imperfect. 
Merrick smiled—the sphere was just right. Its flaw, like the imperfections in humans and Drayoom alike, made it more interesting, and he marveled at its beauty.
Now that he had this divinium along with the piece in his arm, he would be able to tap all of his magic if needed. Slipping it into his pants pocket, he started to climb again, not yet drawing on his magic, but relying on his aging limbs for the time being. He had no qualms about using up his magic until his power was completely dried up, but he knew that he had to conserve it for when he finally encountered Eudroch. Merrick looked down and half expected to see his brother climbing behind him. Eudroch was not there, but Merrick was not so naïve to think that his brother wasn’t out looking for him.
 As he climbed, the wind picked up and blew against his back—another dragon nipping at him along his journey. At one point, the wind grew so strong that he had to stop climbing and press himself completely flat against the rock face to keep from being blown off. He waited for the wind to abate, but when he realized that the wind would not relent, he continued on his way. Slowly, he made his way up the face of the rock wall, steadily approaching whatever awaited him on the other side.
#
Araki, the Wind dragon, wrapped his claws around the little man who dared to enter Annoon. Araki knew that the man must have been invited by one of the four, most likely either Sigela or Terrada. Through his invisible talons, Araki felt the Drayoom’s power—both that of earth and of fire—and the dragon suddenly understood that the Drayoom was one of the brothers from the prophecy. The little one’s power was great, but it was also raw and unrefined, and more full of potential than anything else.
It seemed odd to Araki that one with so much potential, with the blood of two dragons flowing through his veins, could have lived as long as he had without remembering his true name.
Now that Araki understood who the trespasser was, he wondered if there might be a way to take advantage of the situation. The Wind Dragon could help the little one remember his name and teach him to master the wind in time, if he so desired. If he would only let go of the rock, Araki thought, I could take him away and embrace him as my own. That would stop the prophecy from being fulfilled and would give Araki a powerful new pawn in his dealings with his siblings.
Araki blew again, even harder this time, but the Drayoom refused to let go. 
His fortitude was impressive. 
With each show of resistance, Araki wanted the little Drayoom a little more. Even as the creature refused to let go, Araki decided to relent and to see how matters played out. After all, no dragon wanted a follower who did not submit himself willingly. The Wind Dragon was sure that there would come a time when the Drayoom would seek him out, if he lived long enough. For now, Araki contented himself with watching as the Drayoom continued to creep up the side of the cliff, ever nearer to its top—ever nearer to one of Sigela’s last remaining realms on the planet.
 



CHAPTER 49
 
WITH EACH PASSING minute, Merrick crept another few inches up the sheer cliff face. As he climbed higher, the stone against which he was pressed grew cooler to the touch, and the wind whirled with more and more ferocity. His hands and shins were bleeding as he struggled to keep his body flat against the rock face, sometimes clinging to no more than a pebble to maintain his balance.
His limbs ached, and he grew short of breath. Every time he felt himself slipping, he called on a little more of his magic to right himself. He tried not to think about how much of his internal power he was using during the climb. There was no other choice but to continue on the path he had chosen, even if he had to drain himself completely in the process. He hoped that he would be able to draw from his surroundings more effectively once he learned his creation name, but for now, his own internal magic was the most available source of power he had. 
About halfway up the cliff, Merrick came to a flat outcropping of rock that was just big enough to stand on. Thankful for the opportunity to rest, he hoisted himself onto the rock shelf and stood with his back to the wall. The wind whipped his hair cruelly across his face.
Unable to stop his legs from trembling, he locked his knees and let them shake. He caught his breath and looked out across the top of the forest below. From his new vantage point, he could see that the forest was somehow only a narrow strip of trees that surrounded the outskirts of the island, instead of the vast, impenetrable woods it had seemed.
Beyond the ring of trees, the sea stretched out in the distance, illuminated by a pale blue glow that felt like moonlight, even though there was no moon in sight. 
As he rested a moment longer, he imagined what it would be like to be as one with the wind, carefree and wild. If he had studied the language of Araki, maybe he could have flown to his destination. Then again, if he had the power of flight, he might instead fly somewhere far away from his task, far from his destiny, and farther still from his impending death at the hands of Eudroch that the Queen’s Seer had foretold.
A small leaf swirled in front of his face. He wondered at the great complexity of which the wind was made—always changing and never still. It was no wonder that weather reporters back home had no hope of ever accurately forecasting the weather.
The thought of predicting the weather made him think of Mona and the life that he had left behind with her. She was probably dead now, as were Cara and Balach, all because of him. Merrick shook his head, clearing his mind. The swirling leaf flew away high above his head, leaving him once again alone as he braced against the cliff. 
With miniscule steps, he turned his body around and faced the steep rock face. He placed his hands flat on the mountain and felt his inner magic stir as he started upward.
The rest of the ascent went easier, as the wind thankfully died down to a gentle breeze. Finally, he was able to pay more attention to climbing instead of concentrating so much on not being blown off the rock.
After what seemed like another hour, he arrived at the top of the cliff. He climbed over the last rock and stood on top of the wall. 
He let out a long breath and sat down. He pulled one knee up to his chest as he tried to calm his breathing and his heart rate. From where he sat, he could see almost the entire island.
The forest through which he had come surrounded the entire island, as did the ring of stone upon which he now sat. At the center of the island was an enormous volcano at least a dozen times higher than the peak he had just scaled. Between the volcano and where he sat, the land was on fire, forming the final elemental ring. Each of the dragons guarded the island’s core with his or her magic, and Merrick still had the fierce defense of fire to deal with before he could begin his climb to the top of the volcano. 
A sudden wave of exhaustion seeped into his bones as the heat from below seared his face. It was hard to make out the details, but the land he would have to traverse looked like a dry, cracked desert with streams of interconnecting lava flowing through it. Steam rose up everywhere, and every so often a geyser of molten earth shot toward the sky, bathing everything nearby in a red haze. 
This was the land of his brother, the land of Sigela, the Fire Dragon.
Merrick contemplated his situation. He had come through the ring of water that surrounded the island, and he had made it through the forest of the dead. He had scaled the stone circle and had fought his way through the torrents of wind from the Wind Dragon.
All that was left were the trials of Sigela. Back at the Fire Tribe, he had protected himself from the fire wall that the Queen had thrown up before him. He had believed that, like his brother, he had the blood of Sigela in his veins, and that fire could not, or would not, harm him.
Merrick doubted whether his supposed invulnerability to fire would protect him through the veritable hell that awaited him below, but he stood and stretched his limbs regardless. If both Ohman and his own mother the Queen at one time had made their way to the center of Annoon, where the heart of all the dragons lived, then so could he.
With a deep breath and a slow exhale, he tried to ignore the fire below as he methodically made his way down the rock face. The speed of his descent was born of anxiety and trepidation from within more than it was from gravity and the slope of the stone. As he neared the ground, his mind contemplated the worst. Perhaps Eudroch would face him within the land of fire and never let him reach the center of Annoon at all. 
If that happened, he would die here, still a stranger to himself, his complete creation name lost forever. He vowed silently to not let that happen. 
#
Through the vast stretch of space, Sigela shivered with anticipation. At last, the Drayoom had arrived. The day was close at hand when Sigela would be released from her bonds, no longer held captive, stretched between the heavens and the center of the world she had once called home. Life would be as it should always have been on the earth, with Sigela ruling as her own father had intended.
Abred would have accepted Sigela as his god above all others if her siblings had not interfered. Because of their meddling, she had been exiled from the very planet she had helped to create. Now at last, the Drayoom from the prophecy was close to making it to the heart of Annoon. All that was left was for him to cross the land of fire, and that was one thing over which Sigela, even trapped as she was, still controlled.
She would make sure that the little Drayoom would cross successfully through to the heart of the island. Along the way, however, he would learn to want for the warmth and the passion and desire that only Sigela could provide. With him and his brother, there would finally be a new beginning, not simply a reforming like the foolish Earth Queen believed, but a total rebirth. Soon, Sigela would destroy the planet and remake it in her own image—into a place of passion and desire, where those under her rule would achieve feats the universe had never before witnessed.
Come to me, thought Sigela. Give me life as I once did for you, when you were in your mother’s womb.
 



CHAPTER 50
 
MOVING SLOWER with each step, Merrick made his way to the bottom of the rock face. He stood silently, looking out across the burning wasteland of lava streams and eruptions in front of him. It was difficult to see through the fire and smoke, but beyond the blackness, barely visible, was the volcano itself, looming like a dark shadow. 
The rock under his feet was hotter now than it had been in the forest, and he was afraid that the rubber in his soles would melt at any moment.
He took a tentative step onto the dry, cracked earth. He then knelt down and briefly touched it with his hand. The ground was like none he had ever encountered—probably dried lava from the volcano, but certainly belonging to Sigela more than Terrada.
Merrick continued walking toward the volcano. In his mind, he told himself again and again that his blood flowed with fire as well as earth, and that the flames could not harm him. His burning feet continually reminded him otherwise. 
In this ancient realm of Annoon, he was at the mercy of the dragons.
Looking down, he noticed a small twig on the ground. He bent down and picked it up, smiling. He whispered the name of Motmoran who grew to twice his height in a single month and whose name was shared with the bamboo plant. The twig pulsed and grew into a solid wooden staff equal to his height. He took the imperfect divinium sphere from his pocket and held it to one end of the staff, causing the two to meld with a single word of forming. The staff now emitted a faint but steady glow, piercing the smoke and darkness enough for him to at least see where he was stepping. 
Now he was ready.
Using his new staff to steady himself, he made his way across the hot ground. His knees ached, as did his back—constant reminders of his rapidly aging body—but he forced himself to quicken his pace as he weaved through the raging flames.
Each time a column of lava burst forth from the scorched ground, he slowed down just a little. If he made a mistake, there would be no Cara, Ohman, or even Balach to save him. He was on his own, and it was his turn to save the day.
A thin fissure opened suddenly in front of him as he was about to place his left foot down on the ground. With a thunderous boom, the fissure branched out and opened into a series of spidery lava veins. Some were only a few inches wide, while others looked to be farther across than he could jump, even with a running start.
He stood on the largest piece of unbroken land that still existed. With the lava below revealed, the heat soon became unbearable. He stripped off his shirt and tied it around his head to soak up the sweat from his brow that stung his eyes.
He decided to jump to a piece of land about two feet in diameter that was just in front of him. Taking a deep breath, he deftly crossed over a narrow lava stream and landed on the small piece of ground.
As soon as his full weight was on it, the hardened magma beneath him started to sink into the lava below. He hurriedly jumped to the next closest piece of land. Even as he was in mid-air, he prepared for that to sink as well. The ground on which he stepped was sturdy, but because he hadn’t taken enough care with his jump, he almost fell and had to balance himself by holding his staff horizontally across his body like a tightrope walker would do.
Behind him, the piece of land, now relieved of his extra weight, buoyed to the surface again. He looked around for his next landing. This time, before leaping, he leaned forward and poked the rock with his staff. When he did so, it teetered unsteadily. He chided himself for not thinking earlier of using his staff in this way. He tested a few more areas until he found a solid section of land, and then he jumped. 
He continued on like this, moving from one chunk of solid rock to another, until he had to stop to rest even though it was against his better judgment to do so. Before he could even take a single deep breath, the ground beneath him began to shake, almost throwing him into the surrounding lava flow. There was no time to check for solid land with his staff as the ground on which he stood began to shift and move with ever greater force. Picking out a rock that he thought looked sturdy enough, he jumped to it with all of his might.
Even as he looked down at his feet, he knew that he had not leapt far enough, and that he would fall short of his target by almost an entire inch. He unsuccessfully tried to readjust his body in mid-air, to give him the extra reach he needed to make his landing.
He closed his eyes tightly, waiting for the inevitable scalding of the lava flow, as the side of his face landed hard on solid ground. He got to his knees, shaking his head, trying to clear his vision enough to see what had happened. The entire landscape around him had changed, and he now stood in the middle of a land bridge that led all the way to the foot of the volcano. The lava flows and rivulets had been replaced with what looked to be a moat that surrounded the volcano. Halfway between where he stood and the foot of the fiery mountain, Merrick could see someone—a woman, wearing nothing at all.
He moved quietly but quickly toward her, and as he grew nearer, he recognized who it was. 
It was Cara. 
She stood waiting for him, and even though he could not contain his joyous feeling at seeing her, he knew by now to not always trust what his eyes beheld.
As he moved closer, he was taken in by the sight of her. Her blonde hair was slightly longer than the last time he had seen her, and her body, smooth and tan, shimmered red from the light of the molten lava beneath the bridge.
Merrick stopped just a few feet in front of her and stared. She was all that he had imagined her to be. Perfect skin, perfect body, and all the curves and intersections that made up his physical ideal of a woman.
Barely aware of anything other than her naked form, he noticed that there was a hole in the ground in front of her about three feet in diameter. When he looked closer, he saw that it was a well that was made from the same cooled lava as the bridge on which they stood. 
“Is that really you?” he asked.
He heard a voice, but it was not Cara who answered. The voice was that of crackling fire and piercing lightning.
“Merrick, my son. I have waited so long for you to come. As a reward, I give you what your heart desires. Her body is yours to do with as you like…if you will only make me whole again.”
Merrick had never heard the voice before, at least not that he could remember, but he was sure that it belonged to none other than the Fire Dragon herself. He stood frozen with fear as flames rose out of the well, dancing in time with the syllables of Sigela’s voice. This was the first time he had actually heard a dragon speak, and impact on his mind and body made the experience both wondrous and frightful beyond his imagining. 
 “This isn’t Cara,” he whispered. “She’s just an illusion. A lie, just like the rest of my life.”
“She is flesh and blood,” Sigela answered. “Touch her for yourself. Feel how real she is.”
“I didn’t come here for this.”
“Then, why are you here?” Sigela asked.
“I seek the rest of my creation name so that I can stop my brother, Eudroch, from…from making you whole again.”
The flames from the well shot out twice as high as his head.
“You still do not understand. You believe that your destiny is to learn who you are—to remember the name that my sister and I whispered to you in your mother’s womb—and to then defeat the evil Eudroch and stop the evil dragon from destroying this beautiful world. Do you really believe in such absolutes? Let me tell you, boy. Eudroch is not evil. I am not evil. And the world…the world could be much more beautiful than it is. And if you believe that by stopping Eudroch you will deter me, a dragon born, then you are a fool.”
“I know that what I’m doing is the right thing to do,” Merrick said, trying to sound brave.
“Do you feel that heat inside your chest and in your loins. That is desire. It can make you jump across a stream of molten lava or it can make you give your life without a second thought. Desire is what makes you achieve—what drives your kind to approach greatness despite your inferior minds and the fragile shells that you call your bodies.
“You think that you are fighting and struggling to save the world, but if you succeed, you will relegate this planet to a far worse fate than I would offer upon my return. I am the only reason your people ever truly lived in the first place. I gave you fire. I gave you ambition. Why would I want to destroy that which I created? You poor, misguided child—by fighting me, you are setting yourself against this world’s savior, not its destroyer.”
Cara started walking toward Merrick, and he backed up a few steps.
“I don’t want…that. It’s just some walking piece of flesh. It’s not Cara,” Merrick said.
“She is as much Cara as the one of whom you speak. What are any of you other than animated flesh?”
“Merrick, it is me,” the naked woman said, in Cara’s voice. “I came here because I realized that my father was wrong about Sigela and Eudroch. Sigela has shown me the world she wants to create…the one she wants to give to all of us. A paradise full of creation and progress! Think of the wonders we can accomplish with Sigela in our hearts, driving us to greatness. Think of what we can do…together. You and me, Merrick.”
“No.” he said. “You aren’t real. You’re not Cara. You can’t be. The Cara I know would never side with Sigela.”
As he backed farther away from her, he heard a crumbling sound. He turned around to see the land bridge dropping into the lava behind him. As he turned back to face Cara, she was upon him, rubbing her hands over his bare chest while coyly looking at the ground and smiling.
He opened his mouth and jutted his jaw forward, preparing to try whatever magic he had left to reveal the truth of Sigela’s illusion. Before he could speak, Sigela’s voice boomed.
“Save your magic. It will not help you resist her. Your longing for her beauty is not of my making, but comes from within you. You cannot hide from your true nature, and unlike you, I do know what your true nature is. I know your creation name. I gave it to you so many years ago. There is no need to proceed further. You don’t need my sister. I can give you all that you want.”
“No you can’t,” he said. “I already know your name for me, and I don’t need anything else from you. You just think I’m nothing more than loss, but I know there’s more to me than that—a piece of who I am from Terrada that is still missing.”
Cara slinked her way behind Merrick and wrapped her slender arms around his torso. He could feel her hot, naked breasts pushing and flattening against his back.
“If not the girl, then you can choose something else for your reward. I could send you home in an instant and make you forget you were ever a Drayoom. I could protect you so that you were never bothered by magic again. I can make you rich, and give you the real Cara and any other women you want. I can give you all of this and more in the new world that I will create. You could return to working the rest of your days in a life devoid of creation, innovation, and passion. Or you could rule the new world by my side. I can do any or all of these things for you—if only you will do one thing for me.”
Merrick tried to unclasp Cara’s hands as he stepped toward the stone well. As he moved forward, Cara followed close behind. He wanted to turn around and gape at her beauty, but he knew that doing so would seal his fate. Instead, he continued until he stood at the foot of the well. He smelled her sweet but pungent scent, like violets in spring mixed with something much headier, as she leaned over his shoulder, and peered with him into the dark recesses of the well.
“I was so relieved when I heard that you and I were not brother and sister,” she whispered. “There’s no reason we can’t be together now.”
 She grabbed him by his shoulder and gently turned him around to face her.
He gazed at the proportioned curves of her perfect body before setting the butt of his staff on the ground in front of him as a barrier.
He leaned forward, his face almost touching the divinium sphere at the top of his staff. Looking at Cara in the glow of the precious stone, he could almost see past the illusion, and he knew that anything Sigela offered him would fall short of its proclaimed value. He also suspected that Sigela did not know his full creation name or she would have already used it to exert control over him. He also realized two other things. First, he understood that Sigela would not kill him because he was too important to her plans. Secondly, he realized that he wanted Cara more than he was willing to admit and that turning away from her might be the most difficult test he would face. 
He silently asked for Terrada to give him strength.
#
Mona flew as one with the mighty lightning, racing toward Annoon and possibly, Merrick. Her incorporeal self laughed softly as she dashed across the sky, thinking how odd it was that she could be so in love with Eudroch, the very man that she had detested until just a short while ago. Her odious feelings seemed like a distant dream, far away from the way she now felt about Merrick’s brother.
She remembered back to the first time she had met Eudroch and how she had been so physically attracted to him that she had almost let him have his way with her. On one level she had been furious at his deception and his physical boldness, but she had also been excited by it. She now suspected that, at the time, she must have been suppressing her true emotions for Eudroch.
She had at one point thought that Merrick and she made a good couple, but now the idea of them together seemed like settling for second best, even though she still had feeling of love for him.
Eudroch had all of Merrick’s desirable traits—he was smart and creative—but with none of Merrick’s foibles. Eudroch was physically more appealing to Mona, even after Merrick’s magical transformation of his own body. But more than that, Eudroch was confident, and he knew what he wanted in life. He was not afraid of commitment or of standing up for what he thought was right.
Eudroch was a leader and had power. If everything that was supposed to happen with Sigela’s return actually came to pass, Mona was sure that Eudroch would be properly rewarded by the Fire Dragon, and that she would be there by his side as his bride.
Despite this, images of Merrick continued to parade through her mind as she instinctively thought of him to ensure that her self would survive the journey with the lightning. She didn’t want to think about him, but he had been such a big part of her life back home, that his image persisted.
Maybe she loved both of them in their own way. Merrick, like a brother and Eudroch, like a lover. But she used to feel that way for Merrick, didn’t she? Her mind hurt from trying to sort out her feelings for the two brothers. She hoped with all of her being that Eudroch would not ask her to do anything that would harm Merrick, but she knew that she could never deny him anything that he asked, even if it meant Merrick’s death.
 



CHAPTER 51
 
MERRICK FORCED HIMSELF away from the sensuous thing that looked like Cara. Despite the fact that the creature was not actually her, he still had to fight to control the passion that welled up inside him. He tried to focus on his mission and looked beyond her to the volcano beyond.
That was his destination. He must find Terrada. As he started to move past the stone well, Sigela’s voice filled the air again.
“My son, your quest is now pointless. You have no one left to live for. The boy to whom you have grown so attached has betrayed you and given Eudroch the key to your destruction, and even now, he races to confront you here, in Annoon. The woman from your world whose image you keep in your mind is in love with your brother, Eudroch. All the men who have claimed to be your father are now dead because of you. You have nothing—no one except for me, and I will always be there for you, my son.
“Eudroch expects a seat beside me upon my return, but your power is the true key to my revival. You need only give me your name, and I will ensure that you are the one to survive—not him. I will make you whole again and let you rule by my side.”
“Balach would never betray me. If you knew his creation name, you would know that it is beyond his nature to do so. And you don’t know Mona either. She may not be a Drayoom, but she’s no fool. She can see through any deceit that Eudroch can muster.” 
“When you stand atop the mountain of life and death, remember my words,” Sigela said. “When you see that I speak the truth, reconsider my offer. But know this—Eudroch is cunning, and if you continue to refuse me, he will take your power when you meet. He will destroy you, and I will gladly take him to be at my side instead of you.”
Merrick bowed his head. He feared that there was some thread of truth in what Sigela said—especially the part about Eudroch coming to Annoon to find him. Either way, the Fire Dragon was definitely right about one thing—it was time for him to face his destiny and to at last discover his creation name.
He took one long look at Cara’s body and then continued on his way. Cara came up from behind him. She turned him around to face her, wrapped her arms around him, and kissed him like a lover—as he had never been kissed before.
Their embrace lasted longer than Merrick could tell. He forgot about his troubles and that he might be heading directly for his death. All he could feel was her warm mouth. It would be so easy to stay where he was, with the vision of her beauty.
He tried to remember how he had felt when he had believed Cara to be his half sister. He looked deeply into her eyes and saw the eyes of Ohman staring back at him. Remembering the voice of his mentor, Merrick found the strength to gently but forcefully push Cara away from him. He stepped back abruptly from the illusion of her, finally free of her hold on his body and his mind.
“I’m not sure how much of you is really Cara, if any, but the two of us cannot be together, even in this manner. If you are Cara, I want you to know that I saw your father. At least, I saw his ghost in the forest when I arrived here. I want you to know that his essence persists…and that even though he wasn’t my father, I’ll remember him that way forever.
Cara’s face remained emotionless, but a sudden fount of lava burst forth from the stone well.
“Ohman is the reason you grew up alone and without your people. He robbed you of your birth right!” came Sigela’s thunderous voice. “Your mother is the Earth Queen, and you are a prince, even if you are a soon-to-be dead one at that. If it were not for Ohman, you would have had all of your life to develop your power, to face your brother on equal footing. Because of him, your life will soon be over.”
“If I have to die to save my friends and the world that they will live in, then that’s what I will do.”
Merrick turned from Cara and from Sigela’s voice and walked toward the volcano with long, deliberate strides.
“I can give you your creation name right now. There is no need to disturb Terrada,” Sigela said. “I whispered it in your ear when you were in your mother’s womb. I looked into your being and named you for what you would become. I can set you free. I can tell you who you are.” 
“I may not know my name,” Merrick shouted over his shoulder, “but I know who I am.”
He wanted to believe his own words, but inside, he knew that he still needed Terrada to complete him. 
With each step farther away from Cara and Sigela, he expected the ground beneath him to crumble and for him to be cast into the molten lava. But the bridge held firm.
He knew he was doing the right thing by leaving Cara, but he couldn’t help but picture himself walking down the streets of Alexandria with her at his side. As a couple, people would look at them the same way he had gawked at ugly rock stars or rich corporate executives with their beautiful girlfriends. People would whisper that he must be rich or famous to be with such a woman. They would never believe that there was actual love between the two of them. No one ever looked that way at Merrick when he walked down the street with Mona. 
He kept walking and almost smiled as he realized, perhaps for the first time, that even if no one was ever amazed at Merrick walking with Mona, there were traits more important than beauty and a perfect body. And Mona had them.
Most of all, she loved him for who he was—even when he was overweight, balding, and introverted. As he walked farther away from temptation, he focused on her to give him strength. If she were here, she’d have a better guess at Merrick’s creation name than he would, and unlike Sigela, Mona was someone whom he could trust.
As he arrived at the base of the volcano, the ground beneath him began to shake. Small rocks jittered up and down, and dust flew up around him as the ground beneath his feet finally gave way. He leapt with all of his might onto the side of the volcano. He balanced on a small stone outcropping and turned around to see that the bridge had crumbled into the moat of molten lava.
Now there was no turning back. The only way for him to go was up.
He whispered for his staff to shrink to the size of a baton and then placed the divinium-tipped rod under his belt. He closed his eyes, feeling the soreness and pain in all of his limbs. In his mind’s eye, he searched until he felt the power of the divinium tip of his rod. Trying to draw as little magic from himself as was necessary, he began climbing the rock face to the top of the volcano, keeping Mona’s face pictured in his mind the entire way.
There was a loud crash just to his left as a piece of molten lava hit the side of the volcano. Glancing hastily down, he saw that the fiery sea below was erupting like a boiling vat of blood, spewing up projectiles that flew easily high enough to hit him.
He reached deep inside himself and drew on more of his magic. With the additional energy, the soreness in his bones faded, and he climbed faster until he had to force himself to slow down, lest he misstep and fall to his death. 
When he reckoned that he was almost halfway up the mountain, the wind around him strengthened as if Lagu was closely watching him again. He flattened his body as closely as he could to the rock and continued his upward climb. Soon the wind was joined by a driving rain that stung his face, made the rock slippery, and left his hands numb from the cold.
Even with the help of his magic, the pain in his body returned, but he struggled on, fighting for each foothold. After what seemed like an eternity, he neared the summit, despite all of the dragons, other than Terrada, conspiring against him. 
As another piece of lava slammed into the side of the volcano to his right, he wondered why Sigela was trying to kill him, especially when she could have done so earlier so easily.
Suddenly, he understood. Sigela wasn’t trying to kill him. She was trying to weaken him and to force him to exhaust his internal magic so that he would be no match for Eudroch. 
He cursed the rain and the wind and the fire and vowed to reach the top of the volcano and to defeat Eudroch no matter what. Three dragons together were not enough to defeat him, and neither was Eudroch. With Terrada at his side and in his blood, he would somehow win the upcoming battle.
Just as this thought passed through his mind, he clambered on top of a large jutting rock that resembled the wind-smoothed shape of a giant’s fist. He stopped for only a moment to consider its significance when the rock face that he clung to turned to the consistency of sand. His scream of terror echoed around him like the howl of a condemned man robbed of his last meal as he fell into the dark hollow of the volcano. 
#
After they left their holding cell, Swella led Cara and Balach quickly away from the approaching footsteps until they arrived at what looked to be a dead-end. Swella ran her hand along the seams of one of the rocks until she found a tiny stone knob that was hidden in the shadows.
Balach looked on in wonder as one of the large stone blocks swiveled inward to reveal a cramped but welcomed passageway. He crawled behind Cara and Swella as they made their way through the narrow stone tunnel.
As they crawled forward, Balach again pondered his decision to give Eudroch the power of his creation name. It had been the only thing he could think of to save all of their lives. But thinking about how he had exposed himself by saying his name aloud made him feel nauseous and hollow. 
At least Cara, Mona, and he were still alive, and Eudroch had sworn in front of his warriors that no harm would come to any of them.
Balach pushed his thoughts aside and tried to think of the bigger picture. He may have saved his friends’ lives for now, but he might have also given Eudroch the key to forcing Merrick to help return Sigela to the earth. His face grew hot as he wondered if his father would be disappointed in him if he were still alive.
His father would say that he had acted with a narrow mind—with no thought to the future. Balach only hoped that when Mona was physically reunited with Merrick again, face-to-face, that her true emotions would be strong enough to overcome the power of his own creation name. Balach was gambling on the fact that they would be. 
 The smell of fresh air made its way into his lungs. Soon, the three of them came to the end of the passageway, where shafts of moonlight shone through a few cracks in the stone above their heads. Swella motioned for him to break through the crumbling stone ceiling. Cara and Swella hid their faces as he used his shoulder to break through to the air outside. Before there was a big enough hole, he heard voices coming closer as if to investigate. He readied himself to defend the two women, but Swella stopped him. She motioned for him and Cara to stay where they were and then shimmied out of the opening. 
Balach began to doubt the wisdom of following Swella. He had no reason to trust her. Just because Eudroch had sworn not to harm them didn’t mean that he hadn’t assigned the task to someone else, maybe even to this woman. Maybe she wanted to go out first so that she could betray them to the Fire Warriors. Balach used his inner magic to reach out to the woman and to feel what was in her heart. This time, the sadness was gone from her. Instead he felt only two emotions—that of supreme love and of intense hatred. Both emotions were driving her to whatever she was up to. Balach only hoped that her hatred was focused in the right direction. 
After only a few seconds, the noise above dwindled to quiet conversation although Balach could not make out the topic. Tired of waiting, he looked over to Cara who nodded her agreement and they both popped out of the opening, into the fresh night air. Swella was standing there, smiling at the two of them, surrounded by several of the Fire Warriors. Directly behind her, looking as if he might kill Balach and Cara, was the largest warrior Balach had ever seen. He was so tall and broad that the top of Swella’s head barely came to the level of the man’s muscular abdomen. Before Balach could react, Swella raised her hand and the crowd of warriors went silent. 
“Don’t worry, my friends,” Swella said. “These warriors are on our side. And the big one here—it turns out that he likes me very much.”
Balach looked into the warrior’s eyes and saw the unmistakable look of true love. He turned his gaze to Swella, realizing that Eudroch must not have been the only one who had heard his creation name back in the pyramid. 
Swella shrugged and motioned for them to join her as they readied themselves for the possibility of Eudroch and Merrick’s return.
 



CHAPTER 52
 
MERRICK LANDED abruptly on a floor of stone that was both hard and which seemed to mold to the form of his body, cushioning his fall. When he finally opened his eyes, he was lying flat on his back, staring up at a small circle of sky that was visible far above him through the opening in the mouth of the volcano. The sky was pale blue, and he knew that a new day was dawning outside. 
He strained to sit up, and he felt the ravages of premature age envelop his body as if he were a drained battery that had almost given its last iota of power.
Feeling around the ground next to him, he found his wooden baton with the imperfect sphere of divinium still attached to one end. Even though he had precious little internal magic left, holding his makeshift staff filled him with renewed confidence. He had almost arrived at his goal, and once Terrada revealed his full and true creation name, he hoped that he would find renewed power to destroy Eudroch.
The walls of the cavern in which he stood were faintly illuminated with a pale blue hue, revealing that the cave itself was circular and close to the size of a football field in diameter. It was as if he stood inside the hollowed interior of the volcano, although there was no lava or fire to be seen. 
In the middle of the cavern crouched a lone figure, but as Merrick approached, he saw that it was nothing more than a pile of rocks in the shape of a man who was kneeling and holding a cauldron filled with a silvery liquid.
Merrick looked up again at the patch of pale sky that bathed him and the figure in early morning light. Despite being inside a volcano, it was almost cool and pleasant here, as if he were inside a protective casing of stone—what Merrick imagined to be Terrada’s heart. 
As he stood still, he sensed a low vibration beneath his feet, almost too deep for even his ears to detect. He walked across the floor until he reached the cavern wall. Placing his hands on the stone, he could feel the vibration clearly. It was as if the cave itself were alive and speaking to him.
He wondered if this was where everything had begun—where magic had first sparked—where maybe even Abred had been born. He had no way of knowing, but he knew for certain that he stood on sacred ground.
It was also possible that Ohman had been here before when he had rescued Merrick and Eudroch from the Earth Queen so many years ago. He could even be standing in the very place where he was born.
Merrick closed his eyes, his hands still placed flat against the cavern wall, as he tried to embrace the vibration. He searched for any sign of familiarity, but found none as he did his best to match the vibration with his own vocal chords. The tone was so low that he doubted his ability to reproduce such deep notes, but he tried. Gradually, his voice deepened, then deepened further, until, node-by-node, he harmonized with the vibration.
As his body hummed, in unison with the very sound of the volcano, he could tell that this was a calling tone for magic that was more intense and pure than any he had ever imagined existed. He felt as one with the cave, with Terrada, and with the world. The sound was more than a word in the Earth Dragon’s tongue—it was the magic of the earth, maybe even the calling tone of the mighty Terrada herself.
His voice wavered slightly above and below the pitch, as he tried to stay as one with the tone. He struggled to maintain the primordial chord, while he ever so gently inserted a separate note—a word of command, as he asked Terrada for his creation name.
Suddenly, his head filled with strange but familiar sounds of the earth, as words from Terrada’s tongue sped through his brain, faster than he could hope to comprehend. His name could have been one of the words ricocheting through his mind, but he had no way of knowing. Soon, he felt as if his brain could hold no more, and he reluctantly severed the connection.
He took several long, deep breaths before stumbling back to the center of the cave, trying his hardest to contain the words Terrada had given him and to remember the calling tone they had shared. 
Merrick returned to the stone figure. He sank to his knees next to it and looked up at its raw chiseled face. He was so close, but Terrada had still not told him his creation name. 
“I’m here!” he yelled. “I came here, just like you asked.”
His words echoed back to him in the silence.
“What is my name?” he shouted.
Again, his own words bounced off the walls and echoed back to him, as if Terrada were ignoring him.
He bowed his head and trembled as he tried to regulate his breathing. 
“Why bring me here to fight my brother if you won’t tell me my creation name?” he whispered.
Silence…and then the low vibration grew louder and more intense. What was once almost too low to be heard was now so loud that it bored into his skull. He stood up and grabbed his head with his hands, but here was no escape from the noise.
Merrick glanced at the silver liquid inside the stone cauldron and saw the reflection of his face—now that of an old man with white hair and deep wrinkles. He looked more like Ohman than himself, but behind the mask of age, it was still his eyes that stared back at him as they had done so many times before.
As he looked into his own eyes, he started to drift into a trance-like state, mesmerized. The old man’s face stared back passively, showing no hint of emotion or passion.
Without thinking about it, he let loose a rage that had been building in him for longer than he could remember—perhaps for his entire life. His face contorted and his lips curled back. He was angry at himself and angry at the world. His eyes took on a wild, chaotic look, and he stared at the madman that kept locked away inside of him. 
For the first time in his life, he realized that the madman, of whom he was both afraid and ashamed, was still an integral part of who he was.
With the cacophony still filling the cavern, he placed his hand into the silvery liquid and moved it around, causing his crazed reflection to disappear in thick swirls.
When he tried to pull his hand out of the liquid again, however, it would not come. Suddenly, the stone figure came to life and grew until it loomed over him. Before Merrick could utter a word, the figure fell down on top of him and engulfed Merrick in complete and utter darkness. 
When he opened his eyes, he was no longer in the cave at all, but standing in the middle of a great field of tall grass, on a bright, sunny morning. The air was fresh and cool, and he could feel that his body was healed. He felt his smooth face with his hands and knew that if he had a mirror, he would see that he was restored and young once again.
He was elated that he was free of the volcano and given the chance to walk about in the cool spring morning. His happiness swelled inside his chest, and he started to run through the field, letting his hands brush across the tops of the tall blades of grass as he went. 
This was what life was supposed to be like—carefree, cool, and free.
As he continued running through the grass, he noticed a small shadow on the ground that looked like it belonged to a bee flitting somewhere about. As he focused on the tiny dark spot, the single shadow turned into hundreds and then thousands of them until he found himself in the middle of a swarm of bees.
His carefree running turned to panicked flight as he desperately tried to escape the swarm that followed his every move. He instinctively covered his face, trying to fend off the stings that never came, as he kept running.
Eventually, his muscles grew sore, and he could hear his heart pounding as if it were ready to burst out of his chest. He tried his hardest to continue, but he had to stop to catch his breath. When he did, the swarm stopped moving as well. 
And still, the bees did not sting him. 
Merrick listened closely as he calmed his breathing. All he could hear was the gentle rustling of the grass blowing in the breeze. He looked down at his feet and on his legs. The bee shadows were still there, flitting all around him and even on him, but when he looked up, there were no bees anywhere to be found.
He plucked one of the long blades of grass and held it in his hand. At one end of the blade was a small pod, about the size of…a bee.
He laughed out loud at his own stupidity and fear. There were never any bees at all. He had only imagined the danger. The grass had simply evolved pods to cast shadows on the ground as a means to protect itself from creatures who would otherwise trample over top of it.
He smiled and looked out across the sunny field. When he looked back down at the grass, he was no longer in the field, but instead he was sitting on an old wooden porch—this time in the middle of a hot summer day. The only sound to be heard was the rhythmic squeaking of an empty porch swing that swayed back and forth.
Merrick looked down and saw the back of a little boy with almost white-blonde hair, sitting on the steps of the porch, looking out at a field of grass. As he approached the boy, the child craned his neck to look up at Merrick. The little boy looked perfect in his innocence, and time had not yet ravaged his body or his mind. His skin was perfectly smooth and the color under his eyes was the same as the rest of his perfectly toned skin. 
The child raised his hand and held out one of the long blades of grass with the pod at its tip. Merrick looked at the piece of grass and then at the boy’s face. His eyes were familiar, like something Merrick had forgotten from a long time ago.
He closed his own eyes, to force out the tears that were forming under his lids. When he opened them again, he was back inside Terrada’s cavern, lying on his back on the rock floor, next to the stone figure that was still holding its cauldron.
Merrick rose to his feet quickly. He didn’t dare look into the silvery liquid again, but he knew that he had somehow regained at least some small part of his internal magic. His body was still aged considerably, but he no longer felt like an old man. 
Terrada had given him a gift after all.
“I have to go now,” Merrick said in a calm voice. “Whether I die or not, I must face my brother and finish what was started before we were even born.”
As he walked toward the cavern wall, preparing to climb as best as he could, he saw that crude steps had been cut into the stone of the mountain, spiraling all the way up to the opening at the mouth of the volcano.
The calmness from his dreams remained as he began his ascent. He would not face Eudroch to avenge Ohman or Fenton’s death—nor would he fight him for Cara, Mona, Balach, or even to save the world. 
He was going to do destroy Eudroch to complete himself—to discover what he was really made of—to discover who he was. He finally accepted that Terrada would not give him his creation name. He had to remember it on his own. 
As he continued his climb, his pulse raced from the physical exertion, even though inside, he still felt calm and focused. As he neared the top, he heard loud thunderclaps, and he saw the circle of pale blue light darken to a deep azure.
When he reached the opening in the top of the volcano, he felt electricity in the air and he felt the presence of Fire Magic. Before he could take the final step out of the volcano, a strong hand reached in and grabbed him by his neck. With inhuman strength, he was pulled out into the open air, and his divinium shaft was torn from his hands and thrown onto the ground. Merrick barely had time to comprehend what was happening to him before being flung high into the air and crashing into the stone lip that encircled the top of the volcano.
He sat—stunned—trying to clear his head. When he could focus again, he saw his own face looking down on him, curled and bent with rage. But this time, the image that confronted him was not an illusion. This time, the snarling face that looked back at him belonged to his brother, Eudroch.
Eudroch stood over Merrick, with his legs planted firmly at shoulder-width, his left fist balled so tight that his knuckles were white, and his right hand holding a three-pronged spear that glowed as if it were made of pure lava. 
Merrick searched his brother’s expression for any traces of kindness and saw none. This is what he would have become if he had given in to Sigela and followed the road of pure passion. 
He turned his eyes away from Eudroch and looked down at the shadow that his brother cast on the ground. Even though he was about to die, he remembered the shadows of the bees from his dream, and he started to laugh.
He stopped laughing when Mona came up from behind Eudroch and put her arms around his neck—not to strangle him as an enemy, but to caress him like a lover. Mona glanced down at Merrick as she leaned over and whispered in Eudroch’s ear. She looked back at Merrick with a sly smile on her face as if she were entranced. 
When she backed away, Eudroch reached down and pulled him to his feet. He had been prepared for death, but he had not been ready for this.
#
Sigela had been the first to break the covenant so many years ago when she had allowed the Earth Queen and her lover to visit the island. Sigela’s act had entitled the other dragons to break the covenant as well. Terrada had responded by bringing Ohman to Annoon so that he could save the two newborns from their mother. Ohman had been the only Drayoom Terrada had brought to Annoon, until now. This time, she had broken the agreement between her siblings and had invited Merrick to their sacred home.
Even with all the names that Terrada had bestowed over the years, she could still clearly recall Merrick’s birth and that of his twin. Even at their conception, Terrada had known that the brothers would grow to fulfill the prophecy of Sigela’s return. Even in their mother’s womb, she had had sensed Merrick’s purity and Eudroch’s hatred.
If only Terrada could tell Merrick his creation name again—but that was one covenant that none of the four dragons dared to break. Not even Sigela would tell a Drayoom his creation name twice, despite what she had promised Merrick on his journey. 
Of course, in Merrick’s case, neither Sigela nor Terrada knew his full creation name anyway. Eudroch had long since realized his true nature, and Merrick had to do the same on his own. Terrada and her sister had each given him a part of who he was, but neither dragon knew what the other had whispered into the Merrick’s ear.
The prophecy stated that the two Sons of Earth and Fire would become as one and would herald the return of Sigela to the earth. If that was what had to happen, then it would come to pass. It was as simple as that. The world had survived Sigela’s presence once, and it would do so again.
Yes, the planet would survive, as would the dragons, but Terrada feared that the Drayoom and the humans would not be so fortunate.
 
 



CHAPTER 53
 
EUDROCH PULLED MERRICK to his feet, then backed away. Merrick could see that both Mona and the Earth Queen were also there. The Queen seemed to be holding her breath as she stared expectantly at the dark clouds gathering overhead. Mona stood behind Eudroch, pressed close to him with her mouth slightly parted as if she were waiting to whisper something to her lover.
Merrick tried to focus on Eudroch, but he could only think about Sigela’s words and how true they seemed at the moment. The Fire Dragon had not lied about Mona’s betrayal, and Balach’s name was the only explanation he could think of that made sense.
For only a split second, Eudroch seemed surprised when Mona stepped out from behind him. She walked toward Merrick, a divinium cube at her side and an enunciator collar around her neck. She stood in front of Merrick, averting her eyes as she quietly spoke.
“I can’t help how I feel about your brother. I finally know the meaning of true love, and he loves me too. He wants to take care of me—to make life better for me—to make it better for al of us. He even promised that you and he could rule by each other’s side. The Sons of Earth and Fire, he called you. He said that we could all be together after this is over.”
She looked up and touched his arm.
“But you have to help him. I believe in him, Merrick. I wish you would, too.”
Merrick allowed himself to peer deeply into her eyes, hopeful that he would see some piece of her that still loved him—a part that was still fighting the power of Balach’s name. 
 “I want us to work together, just like we did back in Old Town. Remember how I trusted you and how you protected me when I was in trouble?”
The alley back home was where everything had started, but he certainly wouldn’t typify what had happened there as working together. If anything, he had almost killed her instead of protecting her. 
“Now it’s my turn to help you, and it’s your turn to trust me.”
With a wistful smile, she turned and walked away. Eudroch crossed his arms in front of his chest and waited for Merrick’s reply.  
Merrick opened his mouth to speak, but he could find no words. He only felt tired. Very tired.
He wasn’t sure why Mona had brought up the attack in the alley, but it made him flash back to that evening not that long ago and to the memory of the pain he had caused her. 
It made him wince, even now, to think about it. 
He had made a promise that night to never hurt her again, and no matter what was about to happen between him and his brother, he would stay true to that vow—even if she was on his brother’s side and not his.
He wouldn’t hurt her, but he wouldn’t surrender to Eudroch either. Saving the world was more important than his life, and he would do all that he could to stop Eudroch from doing the unthinkable.
That meant that he needed every last bit of his power, including the magic he had been using to maintain his new and improved body. He felt stronger than he had before entering the volcano, but one glance at the youthful Eudroch reminded him that he was still much older than he should be. 
He closed his eyes and focused on how he used to look before discovering his power. In an instant, his stomach expanded and his posture sagged as his muscularity left him. Strands of his hair flew away, caught up in the mounting winds from the approaching storm. Despite how he probably appeared, he was almost glad to have his old imperfections again. 
His regular body wasn’t perfect, but at least it was honest and genuine, and it was his. The only thing he decided to keep was his perfect vision, as he needed to see for the fight ahead. 
With his transformation complete, he could feel an extra surge of energy course through him, but he feared it would not be enough.
He faced Eudroch, who appeared to be running low on what little patience he actually possessed. 
“Do you offer yourself and your name willingly?” Eudroch said, “Or must I take what I need from you?”
“You’ve stolen enough from me, brother,” Merrick said. “You won’t rob me of anything else.”
Eudroch slammed the butt of his three-pronged spear into the ground, and a great thunderclap boomed overhead.
“Did you know that you weren’t even supposed to exist? I am the one who has a purpose to fulfill. Not you. Do you see this very mountain on which we stand? It used to be filled with Sigela’s power—her love—but now, it is hollow and useless, just like this world. With the Fire Dragon’s return, there is no end to what the Drayoom can achieve.”
“Enough discussion,” the Queen yelled. “Make him give you his creation name.”
Eudroch motioned for Mona to approach Merrick again.  
“Do not ask him this time. Speak the words I taught you, and tell him what he must do!”
Mona stepped forward and opened her mouth, then turned to Eudroch, her eyes frantic and wet.
“My love…I want to, but I can’t.”
“But you must do it. For me,” Eudroch said.
Mona looked appalled. 
“I want to, but I can’t tell Merrick that I love him or make him love me—not when you are my only true love.”
Eudroch glared at Mona, then at Merrick—hatred and disbelief spilling from his gaze.
Her proclamation of love for Eudroch stung him as if he had been pierced with a sword, and he was just as confused by Mona’s refusal as Eudroch was. The power of Balach’s name should have compelled her to do whatever he wanted, and for a brief moment, they both looked at her in disbelief.
Merrick was the first to focus again on the situation at hand. 
He closed his eyes and gathered his inner magic. He found it curled in a ball in the pit of his stomach. But he nursed it and urged it to grow. 
As his power rose, he felt the shard of divinium in his arm grow warm, and his body aged. 
Thunder shook the top of the volcano, and the air crackled around him with electricity. The swirling wind almost knocked him off balance, and sheets of rain soaked his face and body. Even the hollow volcano beneath his feet rumbled as Terrada stirred. 
All the dragons were watching to see what would happen. 
He would give them a show they would not soon forget.
As his power was close to bursting, he opened his eyes in time to see Eudroch rushing toward him. Merrick rolled to one side, barely avoiding the tips of Eudroch’s fiery trident.
Merrick came out of his roll into a crouching position, just as Eudroch spoke a word of calling that made the air pop around Merrick like exploding embers. He couldn’t react quickly enough to defend against the bolt of lightning that shot down from the sky, but when it connected, instead of feeling pain, he felt an influx of power that was so strong, he could barely contain it. 
Eudroch opened his mouth, this time to curse, but before he could utter a word, Merrick launched a barrage of rock shards at him. No sooner had Merrick launched his attack than he realized Mona was still in harm’s way.
When Eudroch casually melted the projectiles in mid-air, Merrick was relieved.
“Mona, get back!” he shouted.
She took a few staggered steps away from Eudroch, like she didn’t want to leave his side. The Queen, on the other hand, had moved to a far boulder, to watch the fray from as safe a distance as possible.
“Perhaps some of Sigela’s blood runs through your veins, after all,” Eudroch said as he circled Merrick, his trident held out in front of him. “But your entrails will spill just as easily from my spear as it will from a blade made of steel.”
Eudroch jabbed his spear to the right, and when Merrick dodged to the other side, he followed his movement with a long thrust that caught Merrick in the side, ripping flesh from his bare torso with a hiss.
Merrick cursed and pressed down on his open wound as his blood dripped onto the rocky ground. He heard Eudroch approaching for another strike, muttered a single syllable to Terrada, and let his body fall into the earth. Safe only for a moment inside the Earth Dragon, the pain from his wound abated—not healed, but no longer as critical.
He travelled through Terrada for a fraction of a second before rising up from the ground behind Eudroch. Weaponless, he slammed into Eudroch’s back and locked an arm around his throat, holding on with all of his strength.
Merrick was morbidly satisfied to hear only a gurgling sound when his brother tried to say words from the Fire Dragon tongue. 
For almost three full seconds, Merrick felt that he had a chance at winning the fight, but Eudroch bent his knees, lowering his body weight, and putting Merrick off balance. He stepped back with one leg, stretching it out behind Merrick’s body, then spun around with his arm outstretched, in a motion like a windmill. 
Eudroch’s elbow and forearm connected with Merrick’s face, knocking him back so that he tripped over Eudroch’s leg. 
Merrick fell onto the hard earth, his head slamming against the unyielding rock.
He tried to clear his vision, but before he could, all three prongs of Eudroch’s fire spear pierced the flesh of his stomach.
Eudroch ripped his spear from Merrick’s gut with a brutal motion, and Merrick tried to hold his abdomen together while his mind searched desperately for the right word in the Earth Lexicon to heal such a vicious wound.
Even as he remembered the name of Crannog, the one who could not be harmed, Eudroch lunged at him again. Halfway through saying Crannog’s name, Eudroch’s spear pierced him again, in the leg this time.
Merrick grabbed the shaft of the spear, but Eudroch jerked it away, ripping it from his grasp.
Merrick only needed a few seconds to heal himself, but Eudroch wasn’t giving him even that much time to regroup.
As he tried to utter the healing name again, Mona stepped up, behind Eudroch.
This time, however, she did not cling to him like a lover. 
She had something in her hand that Merrick could not see, and she struck Eudroch with it in the back just as he was about to thrust his spear again. 
Dozens of lightning bolts struck all around them as Eudroch screamed in pain, and Merrick’s divinium-tipped staff burst through the front of Eudroch’s chest like a hot coal through snow.
Eudroch stood deadly still. His head tilted downwards, staring with confusion at the divinium orb protruding from his chest. He turned his head as far as he could to look at Mona who was already crouching in a defensive posture, waiting for the Queen to attack next.
“But, I made you love me…,” Eudroch said.
“I do love you. But when I saw Merrick again, I could feel it in my heart. It was just as you’ve been saying. The two of you are the same person. But I love the part of you that is him more.”
Eudroch growled and tried to pull the divinium from his body.
Merrick’s wound had healed enough for him to concentrate and to speak the calling tone for the igneous rock on which they stood. The rock of the volcano rim rose up like the fist of an earth giant and slammed into the already stunned Eudroch, crushing him into the hard ground. The impact was so great that the Earth Queen and Mona were thrown from their feet as well.
Eudroch rose slowly. He was shaky but not as weak as Merrick expected. Even through the elemental cacophony and the sheets of sideways rain, Merrick could hear Eudroch summon his Fire Magic. A split second later, a circle of flames, ten feet high, crackled into existence around Mona.
In response, Merrick encased the Earth Queen in a tomb of volcanic rock. Unless Terrada helped him, he knew that a prison of earth wouldn’t hold the Earth Queen for long, but he was running out of cards to play and needed any advantage he could find.
Eudroch stood and faced Merrick, paying no attention to either of the trapped women.
“They mean nothing to me, brother. You’re the only family I have. There’s only you and me. I wanted you to see it that way, but since you can’t, I will make this easy for you. You’re both willing to give your life for the other. But are you willing to let her die for doing what you think is right?”
Eudroch looked down at the divinium staff still sticking out from his chest and laughed.
“It will take more than this to stop me,” he snarled, as he pulled the shaft from his chest and threw it to the ground. 
Merrick followed the three prongs of Eudroch’s own spear as it pointed to Mona, kneeling inside the flames. She had tried to give him an edge over Eudroch, but it hadn’t been enough. 
“Give me what I want, or she dies now.”
Merrick felt sick. He knew that he had to look beyond Mona and his promise to her and consider the fate of the world instead. His only chance at defeating Eudroch was to unleash all of his remaining power and to hope that it would be enough, even if Mona was caught in the cross fire.
He looked one last time into her eyes. Through the flames, he thought that he saw her nod.
The memory of what she had said to him about working together back in the alley still nagged at him. She had been trying to tell him something, but he didn’t know what.
“Don’t hold back!” she yelled above the din of the storm.
With final resolve, he turned to face Eudroch and unleashed his remaining magic in a single burst. He tried as hard as he could to focus his power directly at Eudroch, but it was too much for him to contain and soon he lost control of it. His power was great, but his craft was still lacking.
For a split second, everything around him stopped. No thunder boomed. No lightning crackled. No ground moved. No rain fell. There was only dead silence.
And then, the world turned white, as every particle around them was blasted with Merrick’s years of pent-up fury.
He fell to his knees, weakened almost to the point of death, but as he raised his head to look up, he saw Eudroch still standing with a smile on his face, unmoved—unhurt.
“Thank you, my brother. I’ve been waiting a very long time to have the rest of my magic returned to me. I am finally whole.”
Eudroch knelt down next to Merrick who was struggling to take a full breath of air.
“This might sound a bit greedy, but you’re still alive, which means that you still have some magic left. Some of my magic left, that is. I’m afraid I’m going to have to take that as well.”
Merrick closed his eyes, waiting for his final step into oblivion. No one could doubt that he had tried his hardest, but in the end, he had failed himself, Terrada, and the world. Most of all, he had failed Mona. 
When nothing happened, he opened his eyes and looked out across the top of the volcano. The elements had died down so that only a gentle rain and a slight breeze remained. To his right, a section of the rock encasement had been blown away, and the Earth Queen was freeing herself the rest of her way with her own magic. Next to her, Merrick was astonished to see that Mona was still alive and kneeling within Eudroch’s ring of fire. The flames must have somehow acted as a shield from Merrick’s power. 
For that, at least, he was thankful, and he smiled in relief.
“Will you take care of her?” he asked, his voice almost too soft to be heard.
Eudroch stood and backed away from Merrick just far enough to level his three-pronged spear at his head.
“I will take care of her, brother…until I tire of her.”
From behind Eudroch, Mona shouted, “I love you, Merrick,” as she threw herself into the fire that surrounded her. Instantly, the flames shot up to twice their height as they engulfed her, and the gentle breeze filled with the sickening stench of her burning flesh. 
Merrick retched. 
Eudroch laughed, as he motioned for the flames to disappear.
“I guess I won’t be enjoying her pleasures after all.”
Merrick ducked under Eudroch’s spear and dove across the volcano ledge to where Mona lay, barely breathing, her body burned so badly by the magical fire that he would not have recognized her if he had not known it was her already. 
He put one hand under her head and his other on her chest, over her heart.
She opened her eyes barely, her face unsuccessfully trying to smile.
“Use…your…power to save me,” she whispered. 
“I have no power left,” he said.
He bowed his head in shame. His magic was nothing compared to Eudroch’s. Ever since that fatal day in the alley, everyone around him had died. They were all gone. Ohman, Fenton, probably Cara and Balach, and now, Mona. 
He remembered back to the hospital when he had first discovered his magic—how he had saved her once, but even then, he had killed the innocent patient in the room next door. All he ever brought with him was suffering and loss. He had hoped that there was a part of his name he had yet to discover—a piece of who he was that would somehow make up for all the death he caused, but as he held Mona, he realized that there was nothing else. 
Death followed him closely, wherever he went, even when he saved lives.
He remembered the words from Ohman about the conservation of magic. For every action there was an equal and opposite reaction. He had learned not to use other people as sources of magical energy—had been told by Fenton and Ohman that to do so was an egregious crime and was the lowest form of magic possible.
As he felt Eudroch approach him from behind, he realized that he could not defeat Eudroch with what was left of his internal magic. 
But he might be able to at least ease Mona’s pain.
He closed his eyes and focused his remaining magic into her. As soon as he did, his heart leapt, and he finally understood what Mona had been trying to tell him. It was true that he barely had enough magic left to keep himself alive—certainly not enough to save Mona’s life. 
But his brother had plenty of magic, and he could draw from Eudroch’s power to heal Mona.
Concentrating on his love for Mona and her love for him, he focused all of his will into healing her. He gave in to his reckless abandon and let himself lose control. 
Instinctively, his core reached out to the nearest energy source available and began to suck it dry.
Mona’s body arched upward as Eudroch’s life-giving magic was channeled through Merrick and into her. He had caused too much unintended pain and death from his reckless use of magic, but now he was using all of his might to do the same thing to Eudroch—this time on purpose.
Merrick watched as Mona’s flesh was restored to her body, and his heart wept as he saw her chest expand and fall with greater and greater strength. He could not turn back to defend himself from Eudroch, but he knew that his brother’s life was draining away even as Mona’s was being restored. 
As she opened her eyes and reached up to touch his face, Merrick heard the clank of what he imagined was Eudroch’s spear hitting the ground and the heavy thud of his body as it fell.
He looked into Mona’s eyes and saw the clear blue sky reflected in them. She was healed, and he was whole.
“I love you,” was all he could say as a single tear escaped his eyes and fell onto Mona’s cheek.
He heard motion behind him and turned around to see Eudroch, propping himself up with one arm, somehow still alive, but not for long. Merrick gently set Mona’s head down and turned to face his brother. He had not taken all of Eudroch’s magic, but once he had established the stream, he had taken more than enough to heal Mona. Like a magical siphon, he had continued draining Eudroch and restoring his own power until his brother was the one now close to death. 
For the first time, as he looked into Eudroch’s eyes, he saw fear and defeat.
Merrick leaned over as Eudroch helplessly tried to push him away. Merrick put his mouth near Eudroch’s ear and whispered Balach’s creation name.
“I know you have to go, but I want you to know that in some strange way, I love you, brother,” Merrick said.
Eudroch just looked at him, unable to respond. All fear and hate were gone from his eyes, as he sank to the ground, an empty husk.
Merrick turned back to Mona. She was alive, and for the first time, he felt complete—more so than ever before. He had faced that part of himself that he had always feared and hated, and he had emerged victorious. He realized that what had been missing before between Mona and him was not his ability to love her, but his ability to love himself.
He smiled as he finally remembered what Terrada and Sigela, combined, had told him so long ago in his mother’s womb. His creation name was not just about suffering and loss. His name was about persevering through that pain and emerging a better person. 
He was a man named Redemption, and he now knew that without true suffering, there could be no true joy. Without loss, one could not hold anything precious. He had lost everything he had held dear, only to gain the love for himself and for Mona that was all he had ever needed in the first place.
He still missed his friends and those he had come to think of as his family. He also thought about how he had technically fulfilled the prophecy. The two Sons of Earth and Fire were now whole as one inside of him, and in truth, the old Merrick had died. He was not the same person as he had been before. Sigela was united with Terrada inside him as well. The Fire Dragon had indeed returned, but on a much smaller scale than the prophecy had predicted. Drive and caution coursed equally through his veins. Passion and patience were both his at last.
In the background, he heard the sobbing of the Earth Queen.
“What do we do about her?” Mona asked.
“Let her mourn the passing of her son and the loss of her dreams. Right now, I’d say we need to get back home and start our life together, after we check on a few people first. I have a lot of things I want to share with you.”
Mona smiled.
“Me, too,” she said, as they walked arm in arm to the edge of the volcano’s lip.
Merrick and Mona held hands as he spoke the tone of the earth, and they descended into the ground, out under the shores of Annoon and back to their new life together.
 



EPILOGUE
From the Tale of Abred
 
IT WAS A COLD NIGHT, and Abred and Gwynfyd sat in front of the small fire he had built earlier with much effort by striking sparks into a pile of dried kindling wood. It was not as it used to be, when fire was easily made. But Abred knew that it would be this way, with most of Sigela trapped in the heavens and only a small part of remaining deep inside Terrada’s stomach. 
As well as physical fire, Abred had also lost much of his internal flame, and he often felt slow and befuddled, almost trapped in this world and in his own body.
He knew that Sigela’s exile was best for the world and best for him and Gwynfyd, but this was the time of year when he missed Sigela the most—when the ground was hard, and the wind and snow were bitter. One day—he thought—perhaps Sigela will return, when this world is ready for her. One of my blood will bring her back. Gwynfyd looked to Abred and reached over to touch his hand. He grinned, as some of his old flame re-ignited. He had learned that too much fire could burn, but that not enough could just as easily kill. Feeling Gwynfyd’s hand on his, Abred smiled and looked up to the heavens, thinking that the heat of their flame was just right.
 



CHAPTER 54
 
MERRICK PULLED DOWN the overhead visor in his car to block the glare from the morning sun. Mona sat beside him as they came to their third full stop in rush hour on the Dulles Toll Road. He looked around at the cars stopped next to him. Most of the people were busy talking on their cell phones, probably calling the office to say they would be late.
“You know, I could get us there a lot quicker,” Merrick said.
Mona smiled and shook her head.
“I’m sure that would look great on the evening news. Couple disappears. Leaves abandoned car behind to create the worst traffic jam in Northern Virginia history. Besides, now that I have you back, I don’t want you pulling any more disappearing acts.”
Merrick was about to respond, but the traffic started moving, and he eased his car forward. He hoped he would have a chance to at least put it into third gear this time.
After a few more stops and starts and an even longer wait to get off the toll road, they arrived at Rune Corp, their new place of employment.
It had been almost a month since Eudroch’s death. Merrick and Mona had gone back to the Fire Tribe as official emissaries of the Earth Clan, hoping to find Balach and Cara still alive. When they had arrived, they were surprised to find that not only were the two of them unharmed, but they were quite safe and with a woman named Swella who had the support of the Fire Warriors. It seems that the strongest of the warriors felt very affectionate toward her for some unexplainable reason. When Merrick had looked to Balach, the boy had blushed. And when Merrick had asked about the whereabouts of the Queen’s Seer, no one seemed to know what had become of him.
Merrick couldn’t condone the overuse of Balach’s creation name, but Swella seemed to be focused on the right things for her tribe. She had already promised to start peaceful talks with the Earth Clan with Balach as their intermediary.
As far as the Earth Clan itself, matters had still not yet settled down there. The Queen remained in charge, at least from a ceremonial standpoint, but the reality was that the council and the Keepers were not yet in agreement as to how and under whom the clan should be led. There had been more than one voice suggesting Merrick as the natural successor to the monarch who had deceived them for so long and put their very future in jeopardy with her scheming and her lies. 
Merrick had tactfully avoided any such discussions before leaving the Highlands.
Before he left, Merrick had checked on and was relieved to discover that the boy from the valley, Heinin, had recovered from his wounds. Merrick had promised to send money for his parents to rebuild their home and had told him that he was welcome to visit anytime he wished. Merrick had been surprised when the boy’s parents had agreed to let him fly over at the end of the month and start a paid internship at Rune Corp.  
Merrick and Mona had returned home with Cara, where they attended a belated funeral service that next week for Ohman, Chris, Melanie, and the other Rune Corp employees who had died trying to protect their world. The ceremony was held at the base of the mighty yew tree that stood as tall as ever in the center of the Rune Corp building. The funeral was well attended, and Merrick and Cara were happily surprised to see many familiar faces from the Earth Clan mourning the loss of Ohman. Merrick had felt the old man’s presence when he had taken his turn and placed his hand on the trunk of the mighty tree to say goodbye. 
Now, as Merrick and Mona stood in the Rune Corp lobby staring at the sacred yew, he thought back to his short time with Ohman. He had discovered many things over the last few months about the real world and about himself. He had also learned that sometimes blood wasn’t everything, and that a strange old man could be a true father even when blood wasn’t shared. Even if Merrick never found out who his true father was, he realized now that he was lucky enough to have had two men who had loved him like a son, each in their own way.
They waited in the lobby until Cara, the new Rune Corp President and CEO came down to greet them. Other than a slight nod and a solemn smile, no one spoke a word as they headed to the elevator doors. There had been enough said between them for the time being, when they had first returned.
Cara had assured both of them that there was plenty of work yet to be done in compiling the repository of the Earth Dragon tongue and with improving the divinium cubes. Cara offered both of them jobs after trying to make a joke about how hard it was to find new recruits with experience using magic. They had both accepted and were ready to get to work.
As they stood in the ascending elevator, Merrick noticed that Cara looked particularly tense.
“Is something wrong?” he asked. “Anything we should know about?”
Cara stared straight ahead at her warped reflection on the inside of the elevator door.
“We just finished a complete inventory of the labs and of the materials recovered from the Earth Clan skirmish. One of our portable cubes is missing, and we think it’s the one Chris had loaded with his automated tutorials.”
“So, what do we do?” asked Mona.
“Keep our senses sharp and wait for something that I hope never happens. That’s all we can do.”
The elevator door chimed as it opened onto the top floor. Merrick, Mona, and Cara walked slowly to Ohman’s old office and shut the door behind them.
Outside, in the lobby, a single white needle-like leaf fell from the mighty yew and gracefully floated on the air currents to the lobby floor several levels below. 
###
 



EXCERPT FROM THE EQUILIBRIUM OF MAGIC
THE SCIENCE OF MAGIC – BOOK TWO
 
BRADLEY KNEW that something bad had happened to him, but for some reason, he couldn't bring himself to care or to remember exactly what it was. 
He didn't feel sick.
He didn't feel pain.
Instead he felt strong, like stone. 
His legs were as large as a mountain. 
Maybe he was a mountain.
His body was solid, and he felt as if he could withstand almost any onslaught other than time itself. 
Still, as much as he reveled in his newfound strength, he still knew that something was wrong.
He focused with all his will. 
At last, he remembered who he was.
“I am Bradley,” he heard himself say. But his words were weak and without clarity as if traveling through a dense medium before being heard.
After he managed to utter that single phrase, he lost himself and once again thought he was a mountain.
A minute passed. 
More. 
An hour, maybe. 
He couldn't tell. 
Slowly, he realized again that he was not a mountain, and that he was Bradley. 
He cracked open his eyes just enough to see. He was lying in a hospital bed, but he wasn't in a hospital. 
He was still at Rune Corp.
Doctor Reilly's boney face was looking down at him, his features slowly coming into focus. 
The doctor was saying something.
“Bradley? Can you hear me? Tell me how you're feeling, young man.”
“Why am I in this bed?” Bradley said. “I've got a lot of work to do...”
The doctor looked sad. More than sad. Sorrowful. Bradley recognized the emotion, but he didn’t understand why the doctor was looking at him like that. 
“There was an accident. Most likely it was the pencil in your pocket that was the cause. It exploded when you were testing the new word. You sustained a very…severe injury.”
Bradley made a fist with each hand—opened and closed them both. His hands were working fine. 
His arms felt normal as well. 
He took a deep breath. His lungs were operational, and he wasn’t on a respirator. 
Then he tried to move his legs—first one and then the other. 
They both seemed to be working fine.
Bradley exhaled in relief.
What the hell was the doctor going on about? Bradley knew the doctor well enough to know that he must have been missing something—that there must be some reason for the look of pity covering the man's face. 
Bradley raised his chin and looked down at his body. With his left hand, he pulled back the sheets as the doctor made a perfunctory attempt to stop him.
When the sheets were pulled back all the way, Bradley stared in shock at what he saw—or rather at what he didn't see.
His right leg was simply not there anymore. 
He could still feel it, but it looked as if it had been erased. 
Some part of Bradley’s mind knew that panic and shock were coming, but for the time being, all he could do was stare at where his leg was supposed to be.
“I don't understand,” he finally said.
“I‘m sorry,” the doctor said. “I tried both magic and medicine, but there just wasn't enough left of your leg to save. Merrick’s confident that the healers at the Earth Clan can help you. My job is to get you stable enough to make the trip.”
A piece of Bradley registered hope, but most of him simply heard the word Merrick. This was all his fault. Merrick had pushed him too hard—pestering him every day for faster results. 
And for what? Rune Corp wasn't at war with anyone. There wasn't any looming threat out there. In fact, this was the first time since anyone could remember that the Fire Tribe and the Earth Clan were on speaking terms with each other and that their people were getting along.
Of course, Merrick was being given all of the credit for that little miracle, too. He was so self-entitled and proud of himself for being a Drayoom and speaking of Ohman like the old man had been his real father. 
Merrick had stumbled into the company less than a year ago, and after one little adventure with Cara, he was brought on as her second-in-command. Bradley had been with the company for years, working behind the scenes to make sure everything went smoothly on the backend.
And what did he get for his dedication to the company? 
Nothing. 
Worse than nothing—he had been maimed. 
Even if the Earth healers could somehow restore his leg, it would not change the fact that Merrick was the one responsible for his suffering. Bradley wasn't sure how, but Merrick would get his just rewards one day, and Bradley would be the one to serve them to him. 
 
Click here to read about Merrick’s continuing adventure in The Equilibrium of Magic, the second book in The Science of Magic Series. 
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