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SUMMARY OF THE EQUILIBRIUM OF MAGIC
 
This is a Modern Epic Fantasy Adventure Novel and Book #2 in The Science of Magic Series.
-----------------------------
There is a world that exists alongside our own—one of magic and of elemental dragons. Merrick used to be a stranger there—but not anymore. He’s become a living legend among the Drayoom. Even the Emperor of the Wind Family thinks he’s destined for greatness and tries to convince him to take the throne of the Earth Clan for his own.
But Merrick has other plans. He’s determined to unite the four dragon tongues into a single language and to uncover the secrets of the mysterious element known only as divinium. Doing so would give him unthinkable power—maybe enough to return the planet to its equilibrium. But achieving his goal may cost him more than he can stand to lose.
-----------------------------
**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 have inside me the winds, the deserts, the oceans, the stars, and everything created in the universe. We were all made by the same hand, and we have the same soul. I want to be like you, able to reach every corner of the world, cross the seas, blow away the sands that cover my treasure, and carry the voice of the woman I love.
The Alchemist

I had become something, as if born again. I had hung between possibilities before, between the cold truths I knew and the heart-sucking conjuring tricks of the Shaper; now that was passed: I was Grendel, Ruiner of Meadhalls, Wrecker of Kings!
But also, as never before, I was alone.
Grendel

 



PART ONE
 



CHAPTER 1
 
MONA SAT SIX FLOORS beneath the main lobby with her supervisor, Bradley, in a room with plastic walls, on a plastic bench, in front of a plastic worktable. Because she didn’t wear a watch, she knew only vaguely that it was well past the official end of the Rune Corp workday. The rest of the employees were heading either to their homes, to the gym, or to any number of happy hours in the Tysons Corner area. 
None of those options were in Mona’s near future.
A baseball-sized cube sat on the table in front of them, smaller and more advanced than the old ones the company produced even six months ago. It appeared to be cut from some type of black stone, but it shimmered as if alive. The cube had veins running through it, similar to those found in marble, but the striations pulsed and shifted as if alive while clouds of dark reds and greens floated through the cube’s center.
In contrast to the frenetic activity of the strange stone cube, the lab itself was quiet, and Bradley and Mona only spoke when necessary. This was mainly because the security wards that Mona’s fiancé, Merrick, had built into the room made it difficult for sound to travel through the air, leaving the lab unnaturally muted. The effect was similar to that of a soundproofed recording booth, except the lab was lined with magic instead of foam insulation.
This precaution was for Mona and Bradley’s protection. They were working in the company’s newly launched weapons division, and their jobs involved exploring and testing unknown dragon words and their effects.
This was one of the riskiest jobs in the entire company, and even though Mona was only a human, she was familiar with magic and with the dangerous effects it could release on the world. Her recent adventures with Merrick and Rune Corp’s CEO, Cara, proved this to her. They also showed her that wars among the Drayoom families and even among the dragons themselves were not relegated to works of fantasy. 
They were happening in today’s world, and they were real. 
She realized this now, in the dead of summer, but when Mona had been exposed to magic for the first time last year, she had not immediately accepted her new reality. Merrick’s powers had just awakened, and though she had been both fascinated and afraid of what she had seen, she hadn’t really believed.
Since that first exposure to magic, she had experienced things that would cause most humans to die of shock. She had met a sentient tree, seen stones rise up to attack people, and traveled through the core of the planet as a part of the living Earth Dragon, Terrada. She had even found some magic inside herself and had used it to save Merrick’s life.
Now, magic was just an everyday part of her day. And as with anything that happened every day, it could get boring.
When Mona and Merrick first joined Rune Corp, he had urged her to work above ground, where it was safer. For three months, she had spent her days cataloging and tagging new words and phrases that had already been tested and entered into the Rune Corp database.
When the novelty of that work wore off, she had volunteered to join the weapons division. This was partly because she thought the work was fascinating but mostly because she seemed to be the only one in the company not completely convinced that they should weaponize magic any more than they already had. 
The words stored in the Rune Corp cubes were powerful enough to stand against any enemy Mona could imagine, and she wanted to make sure firsthand that the weapons program would proceed with the proper degree of caution. 
And no event deserved a more careful, measured approach than the type of experiment for which she and Bradley were preparing. 
Bradley was arrogant at times and always had a sense of self-entitlement, but there was no denying that he was also one of Rune Corp’s best programmers. For a human, he was a complete natural, and he had worked relentlessly since joining the company during its second year—enough to gain the respect of Cara, Merrick, and his co-workers.
Not two hours ago, Bradley had greeted Mona with his usual grumpiness before they made their way together down to the lab. They were close to being ready to test one of the new words from the Fire Dragon tongue that Merrick had brought back with him from Annoon—the island that the four dragons called home and where she and Merrick had almost died. 
Almost dying had been a traumatic event for both of them, but Merrick had emerged with a stronger sense of self, and the two of them had ended up with a closer relationship because of it. Merrick had also come away from the experience with an appreciation or maybe even an obsession for the beauty of the Fire language and the power held in its words. One such word was the one they were currently studying. 
As best they could tell, the word was an action command that was something close to the verb, to splinter, but Mona never trusted a first translation and knew that dragon words were often subtle in their meanings and in their effects. 
Bradley turned to Mona and removed his earphones. In his right hand, he twirled a pencil around and around like the blade of a helicopter.
Even though Mona was officially Bradley’s subordinate, she prided herself on knowing and following the company’s rules that Merrick and Cara had set in place. 
Foremost among the rules for the test lab was that having even a simple object, like a pencil, made from one of the elements was strictly forbidden. 
She had mentioned this to Bradley several times—that items made from natural materials weren’t allowed for a good reason. 
Every time she pointed this out, Bradley looked at her dismissively, demanding that he needed the pencil to think and that he preferred hand-written notes to those typed into a computer.
He made it clear on several occasions that he wanted her to drop the issue, so she had eventually stopped mentioning it. 
After all, he was in charge.
“I’ve done all the preliminary tests I can think of,” Bradley said, still spinning his pencil. “From what Merrick’s told me, it seems like a pretty standard verb. The only thing about it that interests me is that it’s a Fire word.
“I could list several names and phrases in the Earth language that cause solid objects to shatter. That makes sense, because most of the things you would expect to break apart belong to the Earth Dragon, anyway. But I wouldn’t expect one of the Fire Dragon’s words to shatter anything. Maybe it would cause something to burst or ignite, but shatter?”
Bradley bit on the end of his pencil, deep in thought.
“No way to really know without trying it out, I suppose. Maybe your fiancé knows something he isn’t telling us.”
Mona sighed.
“Merrick is my fiancé,” she said, forcing her words out so that Bradley could clearly hear them in the heavily muted room, “but I wish you’d stop bringing it up. I’m an employee just like you, and I have no idea why he does most things that he does at this company. I’m here to do my job and to learn from you, so...please teach.”
Bradley grunted and looked back at the glowing cube on the table in front of him. 
“You know the routine by now, Mona. But to refresh—the cube is made of divinium, a stone that has, among other things, a living memory. In the cube, we have installed our own proprietary operating system, using a programming language composed of sounds instead of zeros and ones. This allows us to access the dragon words we’ve uploaded to the cubes and use them as we see fit.
“Each word is unique and is taken from the creation name of a single Drayoom. This gathering of names has been going on since the days when the dragons created this mud ball we live on, so we have a vast number of names at our disposal already and are able to construct whole phrases with our software. And that’s when things get really interesting.”
“I don’t know,” Mona said, as she swept back her dark brunette hair from her eyes. “I’m more interested in the fact that each Drayoom is given a name by one of the dragons at birth, but doesn’t remember it until they’ve lived long enough to understand their true selves and are able to control their internal magic. It makes me wonder about my own name. I know Mona doesn’t mean anything, but I wonder if I have a creation name I don’t know about.”
Bradley smirked as he reached out and touched the cube with his outstretched index finger.
“You know we’re only humans, Mona. By our nature, we’re nothing special. None of us are special here, except for Cara…and Merrick, of course.”
Bradley fidgeted with his pencil again.
“Not very fair if you ask me,” he said.
Mona let his comment hang in the air, ignored, while she slipped her headphones on and looked up at the flat screen monitor that showed the code Bradley was compiling. She wasn’t going to take the bait and give him an excuse to go off on another rant about how magic should be open and available to everyone, just like open source computing code—or about how it wasn’t fair that the Drayoom had the physical abilities to tap into the magic of the planet, whereas humans didn’t. 
“To continue the lesson,” Bradley said, as he cleared his throat. “There are three ways we collect words to be tested and then added to our data stores. Way one. Rune Corp employees record sounds from nature with our special recording equipment. They go out on a special day pass, which allows our workers to leave the building without having their short-term memory suppressed—don’t even get me started on that. 
“Way two. We test names that Merrick and Cara bring back from interactions with other Drayoom—same way we used to do with Cara’s father, Ohman, back in the day. We obviously have a much better hit rate with these names, since we’re usually given some sense of what each word does. 
“And way three. We simply put different names together and see what the combinations do. Doesn’t give us any new primary words, but the phrases are often more useful than the words themselves. I know it’s a lot to get a hold of, but this will become second nature to you soon.”
Mona nodded. Bradley could really go on about things, but at least she was learning something.
“Now forget everything I just told you,” Bradley said, “because those things apply to the regular testing of words in the labs closer to the surface. Down here, we get first crack at words that have a high probability of having some seriously destructive potential—usually words that Merrick brought back with him from Annoon—the next best thing from getting them directly from the mouth of an actual dragon.”
Mona let Bradley finish his ramblings. She had heard this very same speech from him several times before, but he enjoyed giving it, so she politely listened. Despite his arrogance and his wordiness, at least he had time to talk with her, and on those rare occasions when he wasn’t talking, he was also a pretty good listener. 
In some odd way, Bradley filled some of the communication void she had been feeling lately since Merrick had started pouring himself so intensely into his work.
Mona had hoped that working together after their last adventure would give her and Merrick a chance to see each other more frequently. Instead, she saw him less now than ever before.
The Merrick she used to know had a problem applying himself and being responsible. 
Today’s Merrick had gone too far in the other direction, working insanely long hours and always thinking about work, how to improve himself, and how to hone his abilities. 
And that didn’t leave much time or energy for her.
Mona sighed as she stared at the code on the screen.
“If I’m reading that right, it looks like you’re done with all the preliminary testing. That’s amazing, Bradley. I assume you found the same thing as always—no discernible syntax—a few similar sound strings in other words, but nothing of note? Now we document it and let Merrick know we’re ready for a full test, right?”
Bradley nodded as he stared at the cube. 
After another few seconds, Bradley cleared his throat.
“I think we should just go for it,” he said.
“What do you mean by that?” Mona said.
“We’ve done this a dozen times already. One of us loads the new word into the cube, then I step up to the safety area, activate the plastic shield, which is man-made enough to not be affected by magic, and speak the word out loud. Then we see what happens. Easy peasy. I say we just go for it right now.” 
Mona turned to Bradley—her eyes large.
“We can’t do that without Merrick here. If something happens, we don’t know enough to get things under control...”
“You go ahead and get Merrick, then. I’m going to test this sucker. I know that Merrick thinks what we do down here is more dangerous than in the other labs, but I think he’s wrong. Up there, they’re dealing with brand new words that they usually don’t know anything about. Total unknowns. But we have background on this word. It means to splinter. I’m going to say it out loud, and guess what? The wood in the testing bay or the lump of hardened magma out there on the ground is going to...splinter. Or turn into splinters. Or something else splinter-like will happen. And I’ll be safe behind the plastic barricade. This is not a big deal. Trust me.”
“Bradley, come on...” Mona said, even as he scooped up the glowing black cube and carried it with him into the testing area. 
The room was long and deep like an underground firing range, and Bradley walked approximately twenty feet away from the workbenches before stopping at a podium in the middle of a large circle painted in bright yellow on the plastic floor. Beyond him, the room was packed with all sorts of earthen material laced with sophisticated sensors to record reactions from the words. There were pieces of wood hanging from the ceiling, leaves, stones and elements of all types—sodium, mercury—but nothing radioactive. That was something that even Ohman hadn’t wanted to mess with. 
“Listen,” Bradley said, “Merrick has been getting on my case to finish weaponizing some of the new words he got from Annoon, and this word is going to be a no-brainer. I can promise you that the test is going to be yawnsville. Once we pair it with some other words later on, we might get something fun out of it, but otherwise, I’m not holding my breath. There’s no reason to waste Merrick’s time with this.”
As if to emphasize his last word, Bradley hit the button on the raised podium, causing a translucent cylinder to rise up from the floor and to thud firmly into a circular groove in the ceiling. Within seconds, Bradley was encased in an airtight, soundproof chamber. Just behind him, another thick wall of plastic rose up to physically separate the testing section of the room from the control section in which Mona still sat. 
She pressed her ear and said Merrick’s name out loud. He picked up on the second ring, and Mona started to explain the situation. 
Before she could finish, Merrick told her that he was on his way and ended the call.
In front of her, she saw Bradley adjusting his headset and securing his enunciator collar that gave his all-too-human throat the ability to pronounce words in the dragon languages. Because Bradley was inside the safety shielding, Mona knew she wouldn’t be able to hear what he was about to say. 
She could only watch from afar and hope for the best.
As she looked down at the bench where Bradley had been sitting, something didn’t seem right. There was something missing that she couldn’t quite bring to mind.
She looked up and saw Bradley’s shoulders lift. He did that every time he spoke a new creation word for the first time. 
As soon as his shoulders reached their peak, the entire room erupted in front of him, and Mona was thrown to the floor by a shock wave strong enough to be felt through the shielding. There was so much dust in the air that it was hard to tell what exactly had happened—they would have to rely on the sensors and the high-speed cameras to determine that—but it looked like everything had exploded. Wood, stone, bones, minerals...everything. 
As soon as Mona stood up, she saw a large swatch of bright red inside the plastic cylinder.
She could just make out that Bradley was slumped on the floor trying to reach high enough to hit the button on the podium that would retract the plastic cylinder.
Mona reached over, flipped up the safety lid and slammed her palm down on the red emergency release button. The cylinder and the plastic safety wall immediately retracted into the floor just as Merrick burst through the door to the lab.
“What the hell happened down here?” he said as he ran past Mona, heading for Bradley, who was clutching his right leg and screaming in agony as his blood spurted everywhere.
Mona heard Merrick say something that reminded her of viscous oil being poured onto dry, cracked earth as she hurried to Bradley’s side as well.
Bradley was still screeching in pain, but the blood spurting from his leg had stopped. 
Mona and Merrick knelt beside Bradley, and Mona could see that most of Bradley’s right leg was gone. 
What was left hung by only a few shards of bone and ligament. 
Mona turned away—her stomach close to revolting and ejecting her breakfast.
“What happened to him?” Merrick said.
As soon as Merrick spoke, Mona knew the answer. 
“I think he had a pencil in his pocket,” she said. 
That’s what had been missing from the workbench. Out of pure reflex, while Bradley had been busy gloating about how easy it would be to test the word, he must have pocketed his wooden pencil without consciously realizing it. He essentially had placed an improvised explosive device right where his leg connected to his body. 
When Bradley had spoken the dragon word, the effects had been stronger than he had expected. 
Much stronger. 
The pencil had exploded and taken most of his leg with it.
Bradley’s mouth hung open, and his eyes stared wildly ahead. He was in shock—neither his body nor his mind able to cope with what had just happened to him.
“Can’t you help him more with your magic?” Mona said.
Merrick uttered another sound that shook the room like a giant’s foot planting itself on the ground, and Bradley’s heartbeat slowed as he closed his eyes and fell into what appeared to be a tormented sleep.
“I gave him some of the strength from Kernak the Mountain,” Merrick said. “The pain’s still there, but for a short while, he’ll be close to invulnerable and won’t be able to feel it.”
Merrick looked at Mona directly in her eyes. 
“We need to get him to see Doc Reilly right away, but I want to talk about how this happened later,” he said, his voice bordering on yelling.
She glanced down at where Bradley’s leg used to be and realized that no amount of healing from their on-site doctor, either magic-based or science-based, was going to fix it. She nodded and helped Merrick carry the unconscious Bradley out the lab door and over to the elevators.
She knew that Merrick was pumped full of adrenaline and trying to deal with the situation at hand, but she couldn’t help feeling a little hurt that he had yelled at her. Bradley was the senior programmer here, and she had warned him a million times about that stupid pencil. 
This was his fault—not hers.
As they waited for the elevator door to open, Merrick hit the wall with his fist.
“This is pointless,” Merrick said. “Doc’s not going to be able to help him any more than I just did. We’re going to have to get him to the Earth Clan. One of their healers might be able to weave him back together. I’ve heard about them doing a lot more with a lot less.”
The elevator door dinged and opened up as they dragged Bradley inside, and Merrick hit the button for the second floor.
While they waited, Merrick tapped the implant in his right ear.
“Cara, meet me at the infirmary as soon as possible,” he said. “Bradley’s been in an accident. Pretty bad. I’ll brief you when I see you. Yes, Mona’s fine.”
Merrick took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
“We need to get him stabilized and moved to the Earth Clan as soon as possible before the tissue that’s still alive dies. As soon as we get off the elevator, I’ll give him some more strength from Kernak, but I can’t do much more than that.”
Mona nodded, and prepared to help pull Bradley’s body out of the elevator as the second floor approached.
When the elevator dinged and the door opened, they moved Bradley as quickly as possible to the infirmary down at the end of the hall. At one point, Merrick uttered a word under his breath, and the floor shook again as if a giant’s foot had just landed upon it. Mona felt Bradley’s body suddenly relax even more.
As they entered the suite that looked more like it belonged in a hospital wing than in a high-tech building, Merrick called out.
“Doc! We need your help here.”
Within minutes, Cara had joined them, and Bradley was in the hospital bed, hooked up to an intravenous drip of something that was keeping him out cold and out of pain. 
“No offense, Doc,” Merrick said, turning to the tall, lanky man in the white lab coat, “but this is way beyond your capabilities, even with the words you have at your disposal. Do what you can to stabilize him and to save as much of the bone and tissue as you can. Call me the second you think he’s stable enough to travel. Am I clear?”
The doctor nodded and went back to tending his patient, who suddenly opened his eyes and shouted, “I am Bradley!” before going unconscious again.
Merrick turned to Cara, then Mona. At first, his eyes were filled with the fire of rage, but in an instant, they cooled, and he gently put his hands on Mona’s shoulders.
“I know this wasn’t your fault, but I need to understand how this happened,” he said.
Mona told him everything—the entire time reminding herself that the language of the dragons, the power that Merrick wielded so casually at times, was a deadly force and not to be taken lightly.

 



CHAPTER 2
 
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 felt 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. 
 



CHAPTER 3
 
THE HAIR ON Officer Teresa Diggs’s arm was standing on end. 
It had taken her months of working after hours and on her days off to get this far in an investigation that everyone else considered closed. When Chris Moran’s dead body had been brought back from the U.K. six months ago, it was only by accident that she had read the report from her buddy, Officer Benoit. And it was only because she had an excellent memory that she recognized Rune Corp as being the same company with which Merrick Jones had been associated. 
In addition to Chris’s, there had been a total of four other corpses, and Officer Benoit had rightfully opened an investigation into the incident. One couldn’t go off on a business trip and return with a bunch of dead bodies and not expect there to be questions. 
And yet, when Diggs had looked further into the case, she found that it had been dropped quickly and for no apparent reason. 
She asked Benoit what had happened, and at first he didn’t seem to be able to remember. But after some prodding, he told her that there was no evidence of foul play—that there had been an accident in the Highlands of Scotland while the group had been hiking on a company retreat. Moran had slipped and fallen, and the four co-workers behind him had lost their footing as well. 
They had crashed to their deaths on the rocks below. 
All the paperwork looked right, but there were a couple of things that really bugged her. 
Everyone had purchased one-way tickets. And in Officer Diggs’s experience, this alone was cause for suspicion. Businesses always bought round-trip, unless they weren’t planning on coming back. She also couldn’t find mention of the incident in any of the local Scottish papers that posted online editions. 
She found it difficult to believe that the death of five tourists wouldn’t count as news in the small towns that were local to that area.
Diggs wasn’t exactly sure about what she had been looking for all of these months, or even why she had been looking. She suspected it was because she had never really trusted Merrick or his flaky girlfriend.
Maybe it was just because it was in Diggs’s nature to figure things out—to investigate them. 
Either way, Chris had been the last of the dead employees that she had followed up on in detail, and today, in the airport, she was tracking down her last lead. 
If she didn’t find anything here, she’d have to give up and go back to geocaching in her free time.
She opened her hand and looked at the locker key that had been found in Moran’s jeans. Overlooked or not cared about for whatever reason, Benoit hadn’t even made note of it. But just a few days ago, Diggs had decided to go through the evidence on her own just in case something had been missed, and there it was.
After that, it hadn’t taken long at all to figure out where the key was from, and now here she was—ready to open the locker. Even though she was one of the good guys and had not done anything wrong, she still felt a sense of apprehension as she stood, waiting to turn the key. 
A scene from some bad mafia movie kept playing itself out in her head. In the scene, undercover agents had been staking out an airport locker for weeks, waiting for someone to come along and open it. As soon as the suspect opened the locker, the cops swarmed the guy and confiscated a satchel full of cocaine and money that the suspect had not even known was there. 
Officer Diggs took a deep breath and turned the key.
The locker swung open with a squeak. 
Inside, she saw a partially crumpled gym bag.
Suddenly, her brain contemplated the worst. What if the bag contained a bomb? 
She had some training with explosives, but not enough. 
Screw it, she thought, as she reached in and pulled out the bag with her hand. 
No explosion.
No one jumped out to arrest her either.
She just shut the locker and walked away. 
No one noticed her or cared as she made her way through the crowd. She was used to that, blending in with people and not standing out in a group. That was one of the reasons she had become a cop in the first place—to help her overcome her innate shyness and to give her a little bit of a social spine, but sometimes being invisible was a benefit. 
If you asked any of her fellow cops, none would guess that the short, pudgy Officer Diggs with her close-cropped, sometimes spiky black hair had ever had a problem with shyness. In the bullpen, she was often seen as the clown of the group, making people laugh, even when it wasn’t appropriate to do so. At the same time, when working on an investigation, she was known for her lack of humor until after the case was closed.
As she made her way to the airport exit, a cold breeze passed by her and sent a chill up her spine. The thought that she must have just walked under a vent flashed in her mind and then disappeared as quickly as it had emerged. 
Tamping down her curiosity to see what was in the bag, Diggs walked out of the airport and headed directly for her car. Within minutes, she was on the airport toll road, and after another twenty minutes, she finally made it home. 
As she walked through the underground parking lot, she tried to stay calm, but she had a feeling about whatever was in the bag and hoped that it would finally shed some light on the investigation. After all, it was not normal behavior to leave a gym bag in a locker right before leaving for a business trip.
Once safely inside her place, she set the bag on her small round dining table, then went back to double-check that her front door was secure.
She sat down and stared at the bag. She knew that whatever she was about to find would not be admissible as evidence, but she also knew that if it was important enough, there were ways around the rules. 
She took a deep breath, unzipped the bag, and saw a neatly folded set of men’s clothing. 
A pair of jeans. A sweater. A T-shirt. Socks. Running shoes. A full change of clothes. 
Being that it was the middle of summer, Diggs mentally filed away the fact that the types of clothing were consistent with the weather at the time of year when Chris Moran and his co-workers had traveled. 
She gently removed the pieces of clothing and set them on the table next to the bag. 
She also removed a half dozen protein bars—peanut butter flavored.
And then she saw the locked black box. 
It was a little bigger than a softball and was made of the same black plastic from which gun cases were often fabricated. The lock had four digits to it, and they were set to 0-0-0-0.
Diggs tried to contain her excitement. Now she just had to figure out how to get into the box. From what she had learned about Chris Moran, he was a geek in the truest sense of the word. A programmer by education, he was also a gamer, into Advanced Dungeons and Dragons and Warhammer. 
And the rock band, Rush, of course. 
Diggs moved the digits to read 2-1-1-2, the name of one of Rush’s most famous albums.
Nothing. 
She tried 1-2-3-4. Just in case. Still nothing.
6-9-6-9. Nada.
She knew that this could take forever. She checked her notes on Moran. Tried his birthday. The last four of his social security number. The first four of his social. 
Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. 
As she attempted each of the number combinations, she marked them down on a notepad. 
She slapped the top of the table with her open palm in frustration.
And then she had an idea.
What was the exact day that Chris got on a plane, heading to his death, unbeknownst to him?
She quickly checked her copy of the case file and found the exact day of Chris’s flight. She moved the dial to read 1-5-1-4. She tried the lock, and this time was rewarded with a click and the lid of the box gently opening. 
Inside, a cube that looked like it was made of semi-translucent black marble was nestled in a recess cut out of hard foam. It was twice as big as one of her fists with swirls of crimson and greens moving across its face and through its core, as if the stone were filled with some kind of energy. 
Diggs checked the rest of the bag and found what appeared to be a plastic collar and a headset with an attached microphone. Maybe the cube was some kind of a high tech communications device they made at Rune Corp. The box in which it was housed didn’t seem to be reinforced for radioactive material, so she figured that it was safe to handle. 
She took the cube out of its case and almost dropped it as she felt the stone pulse and vibrate in her hands. She knew it was only stone, but it felt like it was alive. 
She set the cube in front of her on her kitchen table and put the headset on. There didn’t appear to be an on-off switch anywhere, but as soon as the headset was securely in place, she felt a slight vibration in her cranium, and a blue light came on that was recessed into the front of the collar. 
Diggs was hesitant to put the collar on. For all she knew, it could be an electric device like the kind used to train dogs. 
She paused for only a moment.
Screw it, she thought, as she fastened the collar around her neck. It was a little big at first, but it slowly constricted until it fit snuggly. 
“Whoa,” she said, but the words came out of her mouth as if they were amplified and with an echo attached to them. No, not an echo—it was more like there were two voice tracks of her words being replayed together, offset by an almost imperceptible amount of time. 
“What the hell is this?” she said, her voice filling her small condo.
No sooner had the words escaped her mouth than her brain was flooded with shapes and symbols she had never seen before. It was as if someone were projecting a movie across her field of vision, even while her eyes remained open and she could still see the world around her. 
She was startled at first and ripped the headset off. The blue light on the headset dimmed, and the images in her mind vanished. 
Diggs walked over to her refrigerator and pulled out a can of cold beer.
She sat back down, took a large gulp, then set the can down far away from the cube. The last thing she needed was to spill beer on this thing.
She took a deep breath and slipped the headset back on. 
The images and symbols reappeared in her head, but this time she was ready for them. She found that as she moved her eyes, she could activate different symbols just by focusing on them. She decided to concentrate on the only symbol that looked familiar to her—the ? sign.
A video started to play in her brain. It was Chris Moran and he was addressing himself.
“Hi, me. This is me talking to you. Boy, have I got a lot to tell us about,” Chris said with a dry laugh. “Before I get started, let me just say that this is all going to sound like total horse crap to you. I know that. It will go against everything you believe, or rather, don’t believe in. But hear me out. You’ll be glad you did.”
Diggs reached over and picked up her beer. She had a feeling she was going to need it.
“First things first,” Chris said. “As much as you’ll be tempted to, just don’t say anything out loud while you’re watching this. Only talk when I tell you to. Trust me. It’s for your own safety.
“Where to start... The company you work for. Rune Corp? Yeah, they have nothing to do with knowledge management research and development. Ready? The company is focused on recreating the lost language of creation. That’s right. The company is capturing, storing, studying, and using magic. Let that sink in. This will make more sense in a minute.
“We’re talking about magic words and magic phrases that were used to create the Earth. You, my friend, are a subject matter expert in magic. Well, the old man used to refer to it as energy, but it’s most definitely magic as far as anyone else is concerned.
“Imagine a computer language where the output is life. Instead of ones and zeros, we use sounds. Everything has a sound. Even black holes. We capture these sounds and put them together in different ways to form a language—one that’s been lost for a long time and has to be pieced together word by word. Next time you go outside, listen. Go for a walk in the woods and really listen. What you’ll hear is life’s computer language playing itself out in real time. The only difference is that we’re able to understand it and to even use it using the cube.”
“That thing around your neck? That’s an enunciator. It’s got some serious high tech microphones running all throughout it that let you intonate multiple sounds simultaneously, just like the Drayoom. Using your voice like that is something that normal human throats can’t do. We only have a single vocal fold. Go listen to the Tuvan throat singers from Mongolia some time. They hold their necks in a way that creates a makeshift second fold. Lets them make some pretty awesome noises, like running water from a stream—crickets chirping. Natural sounds like that. 
“But that’s nothing compared to what the Drayoom can do naturally. I’ll tell you more about them later, but in short, they’re a species closely related to humans, even though they’d never admit that. The difference is that they can hear and speak creation words, also known as magic, and we can’t do either.
“So along with the enunciator collar, the headset lets you hear Dragon words for what they really are and also to pick up on creation words that are used all around you every day. Gives you the proper aural feedback to make the whole thing work. Ever hear a deaf person try to speak? Even the ones who are pretty good, you can still tell the difference because they aren’t hearing themselves. The headsets take care of that.
“Together, they let you hear and speak the words of creation. The dragon tongues. Yes, I said dragon. There are four of them, and a long time ago, they taught the first Drayoom, Abred, all of their words. When Abred used these against them…well, they decided to take them back, and the four Drayoom families have been trying to recreate the four parts of the languages ever since. And no, they don’t look anything at all like they do in the movies. They’re more like forces of nature, and they don’t have scales. 
“So why don’t you remember any of this? And what about the cube? Let’s just say that Rune Corp uses some of these magic words to erase the memories of its employees every time they leave work. I’m out on a special pass right now. Heading over to the Earth Clan in Scotland to track down some baddie who’s after Merrick. That’s a different story, too. In order for me to come along and help bail them out, they had to let me keep my memory intact outside of the building. But as soon as the mission’s over, I know they’ll just wipe me clean again. So, I left this little care package for us, and I’ve been counting on us tracking down this locker and learning about the cube and magic on our own outside of Rune Corp and seeing what our entrepreneurial brain can come up with. 
“I’ve made several of these tutorials, but I’m just going to go over a few more items in this first one. One thing to watch out for... This cube is made of something called divinium. It’s actually a new element. Kind of a living stone with a memory. Does the cube have a personality as well? You know, I never really thought about that. Either way, it’s alive, which means it probably has a creation name, although strangely enough that’s one of the magic words I’ve never heard before. The divinium helps humans and Drayoom tap in to their inner energy. Magic. Chi. Whatever you want to call it. Here’s the catch. Every time you use the cube, you lose a little bit of your internal energy. Too much of this thing can take years off your life. Trust me. And if you don’t really know what you’re doing, you can accidentally inflict some serious damage on people around you, so be careful. 
“Rune Corp has a way of restoring our energy through Oodrosil. That’s the name of a living yew tree. And yes, that is yet another story. But you and I don’t have access to our own magical tree away from the company, so until we figure out a way to restore our internal magic or to operate this thing properly, we need to use it sparingly. That is a very important point to remember.
“Final thing, for now. Look at the screen in front of you. See those markings that sort of look like they’re on a musical staff? Those are phonetic symbols that you need to learn. When they’re stacked on top of each other like that, it means they’re all said at the same time—like a chord made up of words, instead of notes. The word in front of you right now is a simple action word that means to float. I’m going to teach you just that one word to stave off your curiosity and to convince you that all of this is real. Look at the symbols and listen.”
Diggs focused on the symbols in front of her and listened as a strange tonal chord filled her head. It wasn’t English. Wasn’t any language she had ever heard. But it was also strangely familiar. 
“Now,” Chris continued, “keep looking at the symbols, open your mouth, and try to repeat the sounds you just heard. It’s a layered word, but you’ll get it if you practice enough. The key is to not think too much about it. Just hear the sound and then mimic it back. Keep repeating it until you’re able to say it out loud on your own. Nothing will happen probably, because you don’t know the names of anything that you want to float, but you’ll know it when you get it right. This much won’t drain too much of your life force, so practice away.
“After your brain has digested what I’ve told you, play the other tutorials, and soon enough, you’ll be as proficient at this stuff outside of Rune Corp as you are when you’re at work. Just remember, we’re a natural. That’s why we were hired in the first place.”
The video stopped playing, and Diggs stared blankly ahead. If this was a trick of some kind, it was the most elaborate one she had ever witnessed. 
She watched the symbols still floating in her mind and played back the audio of Chris saying the word again. She tentatively opened her mouth and tried to imitate it. To her surprise, even though she did not get it right, the tones coming from her mouth were at least similar, and she could see how this could work. 
Again and again she tried, until, at last, the word she said sounded exactly the same as the one Chris was saying, and the cube pulsed a bright white. She looked around, but nothing was floating. It was as Chris had said. She didn’t have enough of a vocabulary yet. She knew a single verb, but no nouns. 
As much as she wanted to continue, Diggs felt tired and worn out, as if she had been mentally straining for hours instead of the half hour or so she had spent actually using the cube. 
She removed the headset and the enunciator. She listened. 
The hum of the air conditioner. 
The squeaking of her ceiling from her upstairs neighbors. 
Everything around her was man-made, and now it all sounded one dimensional and flat to her. 
“Hello?” she said, her own voice sounding fragile and weak without the power of the enunciator to amplify it. Having heard the language of the dragons for just this short amount of time, her perception of life had already changed dramatically. 
She had been shown a richer way of perceiving and communicating with the world, and she knew that things would never be the same for her.
She looked again at the cube as it gently pulsed with reds and greens. 
Chris had said that just practicing that one word wouldn’t drain too much of her energy, but she felt unnaturally tired all the same. She knew that she should probably rest—that she had all the time in the world to unlock the secrets of the cube and the information stored within. She also knew that if she played her cards right, she could figure out a way to make money off of this thing—maybe even enough to quit her job and to go fishing for the rest of her life. 
Diggs stood up, poured the rest of her beer down the sink and started brewing a fresh pot of coffee. 
She had a lot more to learn, and it was going to be a long day and night.
 



CHAPTER 4
 
PRINCE TAKEHIKO STOOD at the opposite end of the parking lot from Officer Diggs’s condominium building, waiting. In actuality, however, he wasn’t really standing as much as he was floating on a bed of air an inch or so off the ground. 
He silently thanked both his ancestors and the royal family that he was blessed by Araki and that the mighty Wind Dragon loved him enough to raise him above Terrada’s dust and dirt and filth.
And that was how it should be.
Not only was he the Prince of the Fuugoshujin, the Wind Family, but he had also been raised since childhood with the same knowledge as their Keepers—the monks who trained themselves to remember each creation name and word that had been collected by Araki’s followers since the time of creation. 
And what a collection of words that was.
Each of the four Drayoom families was dedicated to rebuilding the languages of their respective patron dragon, but the Wind Family was further along than any of the others. 
The Prince’s spies had told him so. 
One day not so long ago, one of his most valuable spies had told him of a fifth group of Drayoom, however—not a family to speak of, but a group formed by the old Ard Righ, or High King, of the Earth Clan—the one called Ohman. The spy told the Prince that the same Ard Righ who had abandoned the Earth Clan years previous had splintered from the old ways and had started his own family in the world of the humans. 
After that, it had not been difficult to find this new group.
Even though the physical and magical security surrounding the Rune Corp building was extremely well done, the Prince had been able to feel the massive amounts of energy surging behind its walls even when he had stood miles above the earth in one of his many floating outposts throughout the world. 
The Prince also had heard firsthand accounts from his spies in the Earth Clan of how mere humans, including the abominable offspring of the Ard Righ by a human wife, had been transformed into mighty warriors by wielding cubes made of divinium. Each of the dragon families used divinium, and each had access to its own store of this magical element—the stone with a living memory. 
But his reports implied that the Rune Corp cubes were different. 
They were rumored to hold the magic of more than one element, something that the Wind Family divinium could not do. That alone was motivation enough for the Prince to remain away from the Cloud City, watching Rune Corp and waiting. 
He had done so for the last six months with nothing to show for it, but he remained undaunted. 
Following his intuition, a month or so ago, the Prince had decided to follow one of the humans below, a police officer who seemed to also be observing the company. 
And finally, his efforts had born fruit. 
Even though he could not see anything with his eyes, he could feel the divinium in the police officer’s condo. 
All the Prince had to do was to take the magical stone from the human and hope that it was indeed a sample of the same divinium that Rune Corp was using.
He was tempted to storm the officer’s abode immediately and to take the cube by any force necessary. But one thing the Prince had learned in his life so far was that patience was indeed a virtue. 
He decided that it would be best to wait for the human to stop using the divinium before he made his move. After all, he was about to claim one of the potentially most powerful weapons his family had ever known, and he could not afford to make a mistake. Luckily, the divinium was in the hands of a human who would have no hope of surviving his attack.
Prince Takehiko sat down on a bed of cloud vapor and began to meditate. Soon, he would claim a great victory for himself and for his family. And even though he had been taught not to covet praise or fame, he was looking forward to seeing the astonished expression on the Emperor’s face when he handed him the mysterious Rune Corp divinium and the keys to the Wind Family’s future.  
 



CHAPTER 5
 
IN THE HEAT of the summer morning, all Merrick wanted was a nice cool breeze, and possibly to be sitting outside under the branches of a yew tree. Instead, he circled his enemy, ready to fight to the death if need be.
He watched for any hole in his opponent’s form. As per the style he had been studying for the last six months, he tried to keep his body hard and ready to strike while also making sure that it remained soft and fluid, poised to avoid any attacks from his opponent. 
After Merrick’s first foray into the world of the Drayoom and magic, he had quickly come to realize that being able to fight without magic was a critical skill. He made a resolution to lose weight and to get in shape on his own, without any help from magic. After months of exhaustive work, his body was finally where he wanted it to be.
In fact, his entire life was where he wanted it to be.
When he had returned home to Tysons Corner close to six months ago, he had taken care of a few things immediately. First, he had proposed to Mona, and she had accepted. Next, he quit his job and started working for Rune Corp full-time as its senior vice president, the CEO’s second-in-command. 
He recalled his first couple of months at Rune Corp and slipped to the left as his opponent threw a quick jab to his face.
Merrick’s first goal as senior vice president was to prepare for the next time he and his co-workers would have to go to battle. 
He hired a martial arts instructor as a company employee and provided classes to any of his people who wanted to learn. He also hired some other employees with very specific skill sets and formed a group called the Alphas. They were Rune Corp’s elite fighting squad of twenty men and women who practiced both martial arts and the words of the dragons, developing both their physical and their magical prowess. 
Merrick had also created a new division both to weaponize the dragon words they had gathered and to create weapons out of divinium to be used in combat. 
He had known that creating a weapons division was a risky venture, which is why he was so strict about the testing procedures used in the lab. Even though Bradley had blatantly broken the safety protocols, Merrick still couldn’t stop thinking about him and was committed to helping him however he could. 
As Merrick was contemplating Bradley’s accident, he failed to block an incoming Shomen Geri front kick to the left side of his abdomen. He tried to absorb the blow while retreating, but his opponent pressed his advantage and followed with a flurry of kicks that forced Merrick back toward the wall.
Luckily his attacker made a mistake, throwing a sloppy roundhouse kick. Instinctively, Merrick spun around and whipped his leg backwards with an Ushiro Geri donkey kick that caught the man hard in his sternum and knocked the breath out of him.
Merrick took full advantage of his opportunity. He dropped down, continuing his circular momentum, and swept his opponent’s lower legs. In a heartbeat, the man went down, and Merrick was on top of him, alternating hands, punching with one fist while guarding his face with the other. 
His opponent knew that he was beaten, and as a last resort, he drew his arms and legs up to protect his body.
Seeing this, Merrick dropped his guard completely and hammered the man with blows from both fists.
Through the fog of his attack, Merrick heard a man’s voice yelling something.
“Yame!” the instructor said again as he signified that the sparring match was over.
Merrick snapped out of his frenzy, stopped his attack, and stood up, offering his opponent a hand up. The man reached up with a smile as Merrick pulled him to his feet. He knew that Gus was going to have some nasty bruising from their match, but Merrick didn’t feel bad about it at all. Gus could have tapped out at any time instead of waiting for Master Banzo, the stocky Japanese man they called Sensei, to call a halt to the kumite. 
Merrick wasn’t surprised about Gus’s behavior at all, though. After all, the type of people recruited for the Alphas were not the kind who gave up easily. 
Master Banzo called Merrick and Gus to him. They both stepped closer and bowed to their Sensei. His nickname was the Dueler, and Merrick did not have to feign respect for the man as he lowered his head. After bowing to their teacher, the two men turned and bowed to each other. 
“Good match to both of you,” Master Banzo said. “Merrick, you showed excellent focus at the end, but you must remember to never completely lose yourself. You have to maintain your mental balance. Practice your mushin, your empty mindedness. Keep yourself aware of everything and nothing all at the same time.”
Master Banzo stood a foot shorter than Merrick, but the man was as solid as a boulder. He was also fast. One time, Merrick had witnessed him move so quickly that he had no idea the man had gone from being in front of him to being behind him. With his stubby but rock-hard body, Master Banzo moved more like a penguin than a martial arts expert, but his mastery of fighting was undeniable. He was untouchable and easily the best physical fighter the Alphas had. 
Master Banzo and Gus walked off together as Merrick turned to see Cara walking toward him across the dojo floor.
“I was surprised when Betty told me you were sparring,” Cara said. “Thought maybe you’d be down with Bradley.”
“That’s exactly why I am here,” he said. “I know what Bradley’s going through must be tough, but I can’t help being mad at the guy anyway. He blatantly broke procedure, and that’s why he lost his leg. I realize that the last thing he needs right now is me telling him that he should have paid more attention to the rules. So, I’m here hitting people in a controlled environment instead.”
“How mature of you,” she said with a slight grin. “But you’re right. He doesn’t need to hear that kind of thing now. Doc wanted me to tell you that he can’t do anything else for him, other than dampen the pain. He’s got him pretty stabilized, and even though he wouldn’t normally recommend a trip for him, he thinks it will be worth the risk shortly, given the potential for getting his leg back.”
Merrick thought for a moment as he wiped his forehead with his sleeve.
“Do you think that Oodrosil could help?”
“The Yew can restore our energy, but it can’t replace entire limbs,” Cara said.
Merrick swore.
“Then one of us is going to have to take him to see the Earth healers,” Merrick said.
“Let’s talk and walk back to my office,” Cara said. “We’ve got a couple of other things to discuss.”
Merrick nodded and motioned for her to go first as they headed toward the door. 
“I’ve got something I want to talk to you about as well,” he said.
The two of them left the dojo together, Cara in her formfitting business suit and Merrick in his white training gi. 
As they entered the open hall of the third floor, Merrick looked through the large glass windows at the trees whipping around in the wind outside.
“It is the middle of summer, right?” he said. “What’s up with the gale force winds out there? Looks like a storm’s on its way. Again.”
“I think Araki’s mad about something,” she said. 
They took the elevator up to the fifth floor and walked to Cara’s office at the end of the hall.
Cara and Merrick entered through the two large oak doors.
Merrick looked around and couldn’t help remembering that this office used to belong to Cara’s father, Ohman. 
Merrick had considered the old man to be just like a father to him. And for a while, he actually thought Ohman was his father. When Ohman died at the hands of Merrick’s brother, Eudroch, Merrick had been just as devastated as when his adoptive father had died. Merrick understood that all energy in the universe was recycled and was never truly destroyed, but he was still depressed for months after Ohman’s passing. 
Merrick and Cara sat on either end of an aged brown leather couch that faced a wall adorned with an immense television screen that was so thin and flexible it could be rolled up like a poster and moved almost anywhere.
A worldwide news show was airing a special on climate change. The anchorman in the blue suit was discussing with the show’s local meteorologist how global climate change was not a challenge for some time out in the future anymore, but was instead a current and ongoing crisis that the world had to deal with right now. 
“First things first,” Cara said as she motioned to the television display. “I wasn’t joking about Araki. All the extreme weather. Any or all of the dragons could be causing this kind of thing, but it smells like Araki’s work. Notice there’s no follow-up storm from Sigela. No real heavy rain—so Lagu’s probably not involved. Just wind. A lot of wind. 
“That brings me to thing number two. I received a message about an hour ago from the Fuugoshujin family. And I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“The Wind Family? You’ve taught me a lot about how to deal with all of the different Drayoom factions,” Merrick said, “but I’ve never been clear whether the Wind Family is our friend or not.”
“Friendly to our face,” Cara said. “But I’m not sure what they really say about us behind closed doors.”
“What did they want?”
“Something very out of the ordinary,” Cara said. “The Emperor wants to...stop by for a visit—to pay his respects to the new Ard Righ.” 
Merrick looked up at the video display on the wall and laughed.
“He wasn’t talking about me, was he?” he said.
“Of course he was, Merrick. I told you there’d be a lot of Drayoom from both the Earth Clan and the Fire Tribe who would consider you to be the new Earth King. You’re the son of the current Earth Queen, and it’s obvious to members of both families that, even though you have the blood from two dragons running through your veins, and despite the fact that your brother was mentally unstable, you yourself are not an aberration.”
“Why do you think he really wants to see me?” Merrick said.
“The Wind Family has never gotten along famously with the Earth Queen, so I’m guessing this visit is as much of a political move as anything—one we need to take seriously.”
“Don’t worry. I’m taking it seriously,” Merrick said with a grin. “When’s this supposed to happen?”
“That’s the bad news,” Cara said. “Wednesday. Day after tomorrow.”
Merrick blew out his breath through pursed lips.
“Any way we can tell them we already have plans?” Merrick said.
Cara smiled and looked back to the news show that was doing a feature on the extreme weather just outside the nation’s capitol. Merrick allowed himself a glance at her face, lit up by blue washes from the television screen. He was with Mona, and things were better off than ever before, but he still found Cara attractive in many ways. She was smart, driven, and of course, beautiful. It was no wonder to him that, when he had first met her, he had followed her around with a massive crush before realizing that they were never going to happen.
“I don’t think that would be such a good idea,” Cara said. “I’ll take Bradley to the Earth Clan this afternoon and be back tomorrow morning to help you get ready for the envoy. Since the Emperor himself will be coming, they’ll most likely send a detail tomorrow in advance to check out our building for any security weaknesses. I’m sure the old guy doesn’t make it down to terra firma very often, and they’re going to be paranoid.”
“That sounds like a plan. I hope they don’t expect too much time, though. I’ve got a lot of work to do, and no offense to Bradley, but with every day he’s out, that’s another day we’re behind schedule weaponizing the new, smaller cubes.”
Cara got up and paced back and forth. She whispered a word under her breath, and the television display, now showing areas where potential tornadoes might touch down in the local area, went to mute.
Merrick looked at her in anticipation. He could tell that she was about to bring something up that she perceived as being sensitive.
“What else did you want to tell me?” he said.
“Since you’ve been back, you’ve been sort of obsessed with things,” Cara said.
“I thought I was being dedicated?” Merrick said.
“You know what I’m talking about. You’re working yourself and some of the employees to death. I understand this is the new you. You’re focused. You’re purposeful. I get that. Hell, I even like that. But you also work with the divinium and drain your internal power so much every night that when you leave here, you look like an old man. If we didn’t have Oodrosil to replenish our life forces when we went home each night, you’d have died a long time ago. 
“You need to think of this like a marathon, not a sprint. Theoretically speaking, you won’t be able to finish recreating the Earth Dragon’s lexicon until the last of her followers are born, reach maturity, and then remember their creation names anyway. That’s a long, long time from now, Merrick. At least, I hope it will be.
“If you keep pushing yourself and our employees, there’re going to be more accidents like the one this morning. Adding all of these words so quickly and turning half of them into weapons is just dangerous. Bradley losing his leg today proves that. We need to proceed, but we need to do so with more caution.”
“Bradley knew the procedures,” Merrick said, standing up and looking down at Cara from his full height. “His accident had nothing to do with me pushing him hard. He was just careless. That’s his personality.”
“Then he shouldn’t be working that assignment,” Cara said.
“Since Chris passed away, Bradley’s the best programmer we have,” Merrick said. “It’s not like I can just put an ad in the paper. Wanted—computer programmer fluent in object oriented programming languages and magic.”
Cara turned her back to Merrick and stared again at the television display.
“I’m also concerned about the increasing amount of words from the other dragons we’re housing here lately. This place was built to contain and to work predominantly with the Earth language. I know that you’ve established teams to work on the Fire, Water, and the Wind lexicons, too. That’s a lot of power being stored here in one place—power that hasn’t been brought together in a long, long while anywhere else on this planet.”
Cara turned back to face Merrick.
“Sometimes I wonder if you have any idea how dangerous that is,” she said.
“I created a whole new lab especially designed to contain the Fire Magic, and I’ll do the same for the other dragon tongues as soon as I get a chance,” Merrick said. “I’m not being reckless, Cara. I’m doing things the right way. I just happen to be doing them a lot faster than usual.”
Cara bowed her head and took a deep breath. 
“I just think you’re too focused on this part of the job and not enough on other things.”
“What part of Rune Corp am I ignoring?” Merrick said.
“That’s the problem. You’re not ignoring the company at all. But when’s the last time you spent an evening relaxing with Mona or going out on the town? You can’t keep up this kind of pace without burning out. The last thing we want is to wear you out, and the last thing you want is to screw up your relationship with Mona.
“I also don’t understand the urgency. Things in the Drayoom world are going pretty well compared to the way they were even a year ago. Swella is the acting leader of the Fire Tribe, and they’re actually communicating with the Earth Clan, even if the Queen is still being her usual arrogant self. I wouldn’t say there’s a lot of love between the two communities yet, but there’s a general acceptance, and it’s because of you. And that’s unprecedented. Things are good right now.”
“They’re only good for as long as the dragons allow it,” Merrick said. “The Queen may think she’s the Earth Dragon’s representative to her Drayoom followers, but trust me, the dragons do whatever they wish, and they don’t consult anyone.”
Now it was Merrick’s time to pace across the room. Cara followed him to the large round window encased in an ornate wooden windowpane that was carved into a series of complex runes. Merrick and Cara stood side by side, looking out at the surging storm and the grey sky.
“You want to know why I’m in such a hurry? I’m afraid that if we don’t recreate a unified language from all four of the dragon tongues, we won’t have the power to fight back the next time someone attacks us or if the dragons decide that we’re just not worth all the hassle anymore.”
Cara opened her mouth to say something, but Merrick continued.
“I think your father felt the same way. I found some of Ohman’s notes in his private digital archives. He must have wanted me to read them, because the cubes gave me permission to see the files. 
“Ohman wasn’t just trying to recreate the Earth lexicon. He was trying to unify all of the dragon tongues. He was populating hidden repositories for each of the other three dragon tongues for years. I’m not doing anything new here. I’m just trying to carry on what your father was working on. He thought this was important enough that he gave his life for it, and after experiencing the power of the dragons firsthand, I have to agree with his concern.”
“That’s like saying you want to make a nuclear bomb before someone else builds one,” Cara said.
“That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Merrick said.
Cara dropped her hands to her sides. Her face turned pink.
“Other than the dragons, what are you worried about?” Cara said.
“You’re looking at this the wrong way, Cara. Everyone was so focused on me and Eudroch and the prophecy for so long, I think they forgot the real danger out there. What does the Book of Abred talk about? It teaches us that the real dangers facing the Drayoom and this world are the dragons themselves.
“They’ve never viewed this planet as our home. They created the first Drayoom for one reason only—they created a servant to select one of their own kind to rule over everything—to rule the universe—the Manred. Even Terrada wanted to lord over her siblings. Abred had an adversarial relationship with all the dragons except maybe Terrada, and who knows what the Earth Dragon’s motivations for helping Abred really were?
“I think the Drayoom have lost sight of the real enemy. They all think that the dragons view us as their children or as their loving worshipers. But the dragons aren’t gods. I think they see us as unfortunate consequences to something they did at the beginning of time, and nothing more. 
“That’s why I want to unite the power of all the dragon tongues. You’re right. It is like having our own nuke. The Drayoom need a bigger and better weapon. Six months ago, Sigela tried to return to the Earth—to turn our home planet into a giant fireball. It frightens me to ponder what the dragons might try next and which of the Drayoom leaders is going to help her.”
Cara opened her mouth to say something, but Merrick could tell that her brain was busy processing what he had just said. She knew that he was telling the truth. 
When she finally spoke, her voice was soft again.
“Just after my father died, I watched a message from him that he stored in this pendant,” she said, holding up a teardrop-shaped piece of divinium that hung from around her neck. “It showed me a series of snippets from his memory. One of the memories was of him receiving a quest directly from Terrada, but it was in a language I couldn’t understand. He was ordered to keep the quest a secret, and he did. He never told the Queen what it was, and he never mentioned it to me.”
“You have no idea what it was about?” Merrick said.
“No, but after hearing from you about what he was working on, I think I have an idea. Maybe the quest had something to do with combining the dragon languages into a single lexicon—recreating a single dragon language, like the one Abred used to possess. That would explain why my father left the Earth Clan, so he’d have the freedom to collect words from all four of the families. The only thing that doesn’t fit is why Terrada would ask my father to recreate the very language that Abred once used to enslave the dragons.”
“For some reason, Terrada seems to be the one dragon that cares the most about us and even about humans,” Merrick said. “I think she knows that the Drayoom are going to need a bigger weapon if they’re going to survive. And she also knows that none of the families can be trusted with that much power. Maybe she trusted your father instead.”
“And now that my father’s gone?” Cara said. “Are you trying to say that you’re taking on his role?”
“I don’t know, Cara,” Merrick said. “But I do know who I am. At my core, I’m about making things right. Proving myself. Redeeming myself. That’s my nature, and I don’t think I’ve fully accomplished that yet. 
“I don’t know if I’m the one to unify the languages or not, but I’ve proven I can do things that others can’t. And I have to do what I can to move us closer to Ohman’s goal if there’s a chance it will help save the Drayoom and the humans on this planet.”
Cara plopped down into the leather couch and exhaled loudly.
“I wasn’t expecting to deal with all of this today,” she said. “I just wanted to tell you about the visit from the Wind Family and to ask you to take it a little easy, and now I find out that you’re trying to finish a quest I never even knew that my father was working on.”
“That about sums it up,” Merrick said.
“Anything else?” Cara said, her voice sounding tired.
“I haven’t been just focusing on speeding up efforts to reconstruct the unified creation language. I’ve also had a few of the Alphas out looking for our missing cube.”
“Any progress on that?” Cara said.
“None at all,” he said, turning away from her. “It’s still a liability. But this is definitely a case of no news being good news, for now at least.”
Cara stood up and walked to the door.
“Where are you heading?” Merrick asked.
“I’m going to check on Bradley and see if he’s cleared to travel. I saw Heinin still hanging around tonight. I figure I’ll ask him if he wants to go as well. He hasn’t seen his parents in a while, and Scotland isn’t exactly right around the corner, you know? I can leave him there to look after Bradley and make it back in time for the Emperor’s visit. You take care of preparing for the Emperor’s advanced detail tomorrow, and I’ll see you Wednesday morning. And, Merrick?”
“Yes, Cara?” he said.
“Try to get some rest tonight and tomorrow night, too. Hosting the Emperor is going to require your A game. Remember, dealing with the Wind Family is all about diplomacy and not about hurling lightning bolts at them.”
 



CHAPTER 6
 
WHEN THE BEAUTIFUL Cara walked into the room, Bradley forgot for just an instant about his injury.
As soon as she started talking, however, the spell was broken, and he submerged again into a haze of resentment toward Merrick and to Rune Corp in general.
Something like this never would have happened while Ohman was in charge. 
The only thing Merrick was doing correctly was sending him to the Earth Clan. Bradley had worked at the company long enough to know that if anyone could restore his limb, it would be the Earth healers.
He shook his head in disgust and wry amusement as it occurred to him that they would most likely have to let him retain his memory when he left the building. 
After everything he had done for the company, this would be the first time he would be outside the Rune Corp building with his memory and knowledge of magic intact. 
Even though Merrick and Cara trusted him to work with unknown dragon words and to take all the risks for the company, they had never included him as a part of their inner circle. The Alphas and some of Merrick’s other favorites, like Mona for instance, were allowed to come and go as they pleased, but not Bradley. 
He knew he would probably be taken straight to the Earth Clan and back, and that it wouldn’t be the same as walking among normal members of society while having the understanding that magic was real.
But it was still something—even though he had to lose a leg to have the opportunity to experience it.
Even as Bradley ruminated over his situation, Cara and the young Heinin moved to help him out of bed. 
He was still heavily controlled by whatever words of magic Merrick and the Doc had stitched him up with, and the room seemed to jerk awkwardly around him, but he somehow stood shakily on one leg as he propped himself up between Cara and Heinin.
“I know that neither of you has traveled through Terrada before,” Cara said, “so listen very closely. We’re about to lose ourselves inside the Earth Dragon herself. Our molecules will become one with Oodrosil before they travel down into the roots of the tree and out into the Earth itself. 
“While we’re traveling like this, it will be very easy to forget who you are. Our energy will transform into and pass through stones, roots, bedrock, insects...anything that’s a creature or a piece of the Earth, faster than your brains will be able to process the changes. Before we go, you have to settle on something that you can focus on during the trip—something that will remind you that you are the collection of all your parts and more, so that when we reach our destination you can reconstitute as you again. Make sense?”
Bradley nodded. He had studied the concept of traveling on the back of a dragon—as they called it—enough to know how it all worked in theory. 
“Everything’s going to be all right,” Cara said. “I’m going to get you both there in no time at all. Heinin, you can go visit your parents while I get Bradley set up with the healers. I have to be back here in the morning to help prepare for the Fuugoshujin family. Heinin will check in on you and make sure you’re doing all right until I return in two days. By that time, you should be healed and walking again. It won’t be long before you’re better than new.”
Cara reached out and held hands with both Heinin and Bradley as the clock in the room ticked to midnight.
“Remember, make sure you have something in your mind to help keep you whole,” Cara said.
As far as figuring out something to focus on, Bradley had no problem with that at all. 
He closed his eyes and imagined Merrick’s face, letting his disdain for the brash upstart fester in his mind. His resentment would be the glue that would hold him together as his molecules traveled to the Earth Clan. 
 



CHAPTER 7
 
CARA STOOD IN THE shadow of the imposing, lush green mountain that loomed in front of them. The Highlands of Scotland always smelled to Cara like the essence of the earth. She could almost taste the rich soil, recently wet from the morning dew.
The valley in which they had arrived only moments before was the same one where Cara had first saved Merrick’s life when he was still new to the world of magic. 
On the far side of the valley—only a dot in the distance—sat the small house where Heinin grew up with his mother and father. 
Even though his parents had lived there all of their lives, they still had no idea that inside the enormous mountain existed a sprawling subterranean city that was home to the Earth Clan, the Drayoom family that followed the Earth Dragon, Terrada. 
Listening around, Cara could hear only nature. Bugs jumped here and there across the tips of grass blades, and somewhere a little ways off, a bird called out to its family.
In the distance, through the mountains, Cara saw dark clouds racing across the sky. Even this close to Terrada’s home, the weather was chaotic—another sign of the world being out of balance. 
To Cara’s left, Heinin was already straining to see across the valley to where his parents lived. Behind him, Bradley was leaning against a boulder. She put her hand on Heinin’s shoulder.
“Go find your parents,” she said. “When you’re ready, come to the house of Balach, and he will take you to the healers to check on Bradley. If you’re stopped along the way, just tell them that you’re a friend of Merrick’s. That should buy you whatever good will you need to pass through the streets unhindered.”
Heinin said a quick goodbye to Cara and to Bradley before dashing away down the familiar valley.
Cara turned to Bradley. 
“We have about an hour’s walk to get to the city’s entrance—mostly uphill,” Cara said. “If you wouldn’t mind lying down on the ground, I’ll arrange a transport for you.”
Bradley looked away from Cara, his jaw jutted slightly forward.
“I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Merrick always pushing me,” Bradley said.
Cara set her hands on her hips.
“You’re one of the smartest people I’ve ever met, Bradley, but you lost your leg because you were careless and because you didn’t follow proper procedures—not because of Merrick. If Merrick didn’t care enough about helping you out, you’d be at home in a human hospital speaking with a doctor about what kind of prosthetic leg you wanted to try. It’s because of Merrick that the Earth healers are going to be working on you. Instead of blaming Merrick, you might try thanking him the next time you see him.”
Cara knew that in the normal human world, an injury like Bradley’s would be permanent, but in the Drayoom community, there was a good chance that the healers could create a new leg for him. She understood that he’d been through a lot, but under the circumstances, she was still surprised by, and in no mood for, his attitude.
Bradley looked up at Cara, but didn’t reply. He lay on the ground, rested his head against the earth, and closed his eyes.
Cara uttered a series of tones that called to the moss and to the rocks and to the grass of the valley. Even as she continued her evocation, the ground beneath Bradley solidified and formed around his prone body. Slowly, the slab of hardened earth rose into the air, easily bearing his weight. 
She started making her way up the side of the valley, with Bradley’s body floating behind her, as they headed for an outcropping partway up the mountain. It was a taxing climb just because of its steepness, but a necessary one, since traveling directly into the mountain was strictly prohibited for security purposes—very similar to the no-fly zones enforced by humans over certain important governmental areas and monuments. All of the Drayoom families took the same precautions with their cities, and it made entering each one of them appropriately difficult.
After ten minutes of climbing, she looked back and asked Bradley how he felt, but he didn’t answer. 
After about an hour, they arrived at the outcropping that Cara knew marked the hidden entrance to the Earth City. She opened her mouth and let the soft words flow from her throat. They tumbled from her mouth, sounding like giant boulders rolling down a grassy hill. Without hesitation, she walked forward and disappeared into the side of the mountain. 
She didn’t look back, but she knew that Bradley was in tow directly behind her.
Even though she guessed that Bradley would try to maintain his poor attitude, she knew that he would not be able to resist being excited about visiting the Earth City. Other than Mona and Heinin, he would be the only human ever to actually see the home of the Earth Clan in person. 
Once they were through the thick side of the mountain, she looked back and saw Bradley craning his neck to look around. 
Behind them stood a great archway almost fifty feet tall that was adorned with ornate, magical symbols carved directly into the inner wall of the mountain. 
As they left the hidden entrance behind them, they entered a wide tunnel that was dimly lit by an unseen source. They traversed the uneven pathway that plunged ever downward as it veered left and right every twenty feet or so. After about fifteen minutes, the path opened into a brightly lit, massive cavern that still impressed Cara each time she saw it. The hollowed-out part of the mountain was so large that Cara could not see its end, and the ceiling was so brightly lit that it was as if a second sun, held captive underground, were shining down on the Earth Clan.
They paused when they came to the edge of a cliff that dropped off for what must have been a half a mile to the floor of the cavern. In front of them, a stairway carved into the side of the cliff descended to the edge of a thick evergreen forest. 
From her vantage point, Cara could see a trail winding through the thick woodland below before it turned into a stone-paved road in the distance. The road was only one of dozens that converged like spokes somewhere beyond the cave’s artificial horizon. Thousands of dwellings made mostly of stone and of trees dotted the cavern floor, becoming more densely grouped together the farther off they were in the distance.
The terrain itself was more varied than that of the outside Highlands, interspersed with running streams, brightly flowering plants, and what looked to be fruit-bearing trees. It was as if someone had merged a sprawling city within an underground national park. 
Without a word, Cara started down the stone steps to the forest below.
After about fifteen minutes, she and the floating Bradley arrived at the floor of the enormous cave and made their way to the trail that led into the forest. 
Cara noticed that the snarl on Bradley’s face was gone as he propped himself up and looked around in wonderment. 
His change in mood didn’t surprise Cara—the Earth City had that effect on both Drayoom and humans alike the first time they saw it.
She made her way along the trail, through the trees, and onto the stone-paved road on the other side of the forest. The number of dwellings increased as they moved closer to the center of the city, and more members of the clan came out of their homes to wave and to greet them. They didn’t recognize Bradley, but Cara’s face was a familiar and welcome one in the city. The people saw her now, not as a half-breed, but as the daughter of the great Ohman and as one of those responsible for saving their dear city from being taken over by Eudroch and the Fire Tribe not all that long ago.
“This place is amazing,” Bradley said, straining to take in as much as possible.
Cara nodded.
“This is the home of the followers of Terrada. There aren’t many places on the planet more magical or closer to the heart of the Earth Dragon.” 
After half an hour of walking, Cara stood outside the home of Balach. 
Balach had been just a boy the last time Cara and Merrick had seen him, but after the death of Balach’s father, Cara had heard that he had taken over the household where his mother, Adriana, and he still lived.
Cara had also heard that Balach still honored the name of his father, Fenton, each day of his life. 
Even though, she and Merrick had at one point considered having their people stay at Balach’s home during their visit, now that Cara was actually there, she knew in her heart that, even though Balach might offer to let them stay in his house, they would not be truly welcome. 
Balach might have forgiven Merrick for accidentally killing his father, but Cara was sure that there was no way he had forgotten. Cara had to fight her instinct to turn around and go straight to the healer herself, but without the Queen’s permission, she would need the voice of Balach to convince the healer to work on Bradley.
She helped Bradley up from his bed of moss and let him lean on her before knocking on the door.
Cara sighed as she waited for someone to answer. 
With a slight squeak, the wooden door finally opened, and Balach stood before her, his face emotionless like stone beneath his sandy brown hair that fell slightly over his eyes. Cara searched for a glimmer of recognition or happiness in his eyes. Even though Balach’s creation name meant true love, and such was his nature, she was sure that he was having a difficult time conjuring up anything but hard feelings when he looked at her. It wasn’t because of any direct role she had played in Fenton’s death, but she had been the one to bring Merrick to the Earth Clan in the first place, and for that, she shared some of the blame.
“Welcome, Cara,” he said, his voice lower than she remembered it. He had grown up a lot in the six months since she had seen him and was starting to look and sound like a younger, thinner version of his father. 
Cara nodded her head.
“Balach, it’s good to see you,” she said. “You’ve grown into a man since last we spoke.”
As soon as she said it, Cara knew that her words were not the right ones for the occasion. Of course he had grown into a man. With the death of his father, there had been no other choice.
Balach seemed as if he were about to comment on her words, but instead he looked over at Bradley and raised one eyebrow.
“This is Bradley,” she said, “one of our employees at Rune Corp. We come seeking help from your healers for his leg. Bradley, this is Balach, son of Fenton and Adriana. He is someone you can trust.”
Balach nodded to Bradley, then motioned for both of them to come inside.
Upon entering the house, the smell of fresh vegetable stew filled her nostrils, and as she followed Balach deeper into the abode, the scent grew stronger.
The house itself was like most of the dwellings in the Earth Clan—constructed of several large trees whose trunks were side by side with their branches intertwined above them to form upper rooms and a roof. The floor was made of polished stone, taken, she imagined, straight from the core of the mountain itself.
Working in the kitchen was Adriana, Fenton’s widow and Balach’s mother. A plain woman with dark brownish-red hair, Adriana was also naturally beautiful. Despite this, much like her son, she had aged significantly since the last time Cara had seen her.
Cara knew that, because she was associated with Merrick, just seeing her face probably brought back painful memories that they were still trying to move past as a family.
Adriana stopped stirring the large iron pot and walked over to Cara. She gave Cara a gentle hug that was sincere although not as enthusiastic as it normally would have been when greeting an old friend. 
Cara introduced Bradley to Adriana and helped him sit down at the table first before also sitting down. 
Even though Cara didn’t want to bring up Fenton’s death, she felt she had to get it out in the open so that they would be able to communicate as the old friends they really were.
“I was told that the funeral for your husband was one of the most attended in the history of the Earth Clan,” Cara said. “He was a much loved and respected Drayoom, and the clan is a poorer place without him. I know you must miss him greatly.”
When Adriana blinked her eyes, she kept them closed for just a second too long.
Balach responded for her.
“Thank you for your kind words, Cara,” Balach said, with a forced smile. “Please know that...I don’t...what I’m trying to say is that both you and Merrick are always welcome in our home. Please don’t take our somber moods for lack of joy at seeing that you are here and doing well.”
“Is Merrick thinking about coming to the Earth City and taking his place as its ruler?” Adriana said abruptly.
“I’m not sure what his plans are,” Cara said. “I think there are Drayoom in the Earth Clan, and even in other families, who believe he should sit on the throne as Ard Righ. I know many in the Fire Tribe feel this way as well. The Emperor of the Wind Family also refers to him as the Ard Righ.”
“And Merrick?” Adriana said.
“He does not respond to the title yet, even though I know he’s trying to figure out what is best for the clan and for himself.”
“As hard as it would be at first to see Merrick every day,” Balach said, “I believe that he has an obligation to this family and to Terrada herself...And I believe that our clan needs him. Will you please tell him that for me?”
“I will, but the Queen still holds the throne,” Cara said.
“That may not always be the case,” Adriana said, leaning forward and whispering to Cara. “Merrick would only have to state his intentions and much of what would have to happen to unseat the Queen...would unfold of its own accord. She still claims to represent Terrada and that she communicates with the Earth Dragon, but most of the city doesn’t believe this to be true any more. I’m not even sure it ever was the case.”
Adriana turned away from Cara and looked at the floor.
“As much as Merrick may have been the instrument of my husband’s death, I am not a fool. I blame the Queen for my husband’s passing—not Merrick. If she had not deceived the entire clan and seeded our city with her treachery...my Fenton, a man who gave his all in service to her, would still be with us.”
Cara nodded. She was silently thankful to learn how Balach and his mother felt, but she could find no words to convey this to Adriana—so she said nothing, and the room remained silent.
Balach stared off into the distance, looking like he was searching for something to say as well.  
“I have no love for the Queen,” Balach said. “And given my name, that is saying quite a lot. I would support Merrick if he wished to hold the throne, and I would give him my sword. I am sure that is what my father would have wanted. Is he arriving soon?”
“He’s still at Rune Corp,” Cara said, “preparing for a visit from the Emperor of the Wind Family. I do know that before he makes any kind of decision regarding the throne, he is committed to finishing a quest that he believes Terrada tasked Ohman with long ago.”
Balach turned to Cara, then stood up and paced about the kitchen 
“On which quest does Merrick find himself now?” Balach said, even as his mother reached out and gently touched her son’s arm. 
“He believes that Ohman had once been tasked by Terrada,” Cara said, “to unite the four dragon tongues into a single language once again.”
Both Adriana and Balach focused intently on Cara now.
“That would be as dangerous as when the humans created the first atomic bomb,” Adriana said, her face showing patches of red against her fair skin. “It was a great achievement, but it also set the entire world further apart and on the path to its own destruction. The four languages have not been as one since Abred. And there is a reason for that.”
“I understand, Adriana,” Cara said. “I’ve warned Merrick about that as well, but if Terrada did indeed ask my father to undertake this quest, I can only imagine she had a reason beyond my ability to comprehend.”
Adriana fixed Cara in her gaze.
“If Terrada asked Ohman, then that is one thing, but she did not ask Merrick. And as much as I love that boy, he is not Ohman. At least not yet.”
“I agree,” Cara said, “but Merrick is trying to do what he thinks is right.”
 “Then why is he consorting with the Emperor? That family and their leader are not to be trusted—something that Ohman knew full well.”
“The Emperor claims that he wants to visit my company to pay his respects to Merrick as the new Ard Righ...and to acknowledge Rune Corp as an official part of the Drayoom world.”
“If the Emperor is calling Merrick the Ard Righ,” Adriana said, “there is evil behind his intentions, even if you cannot see it. He does nothing save for his own advancement or that of his family. Of all the Drayoom leaders, he is the one I most worry about.” 
“Merrick has grown quite a bit since you last spoke with him,” Cara said. “Between Merrick and me, we’ll be able to handle the Emperor with no problem.”
Adriana grunted, and a tear welled up in one of Balach’s eyes as a silence overtook the room again. 
Cara decided to change tact.
“The Emperor is arriving tomorrow, and I don’t want Merrick dealing with him on his own. I was hoping to enlist the services of your healers for Bradley before returning to Rune Corp this evening. If Balach will go with us to see the healers, I think they might be willing to help him without the Queen’s express permission.”
“Of course,” Balach said, “and my apologies to your colleague for us going on like this when he is in need of help. Let us go directly to the healers and get you taken care of, Bradley.”
“Thank you,” Bradley said, as Cara and Balach helped him to a standing position and walked him out of the house, with his arms around both of their shoulders. 
As they made their way slowly down the road away from Balach’s house, Balach laughed for the first time since they had arrived.
“Something funny?” Cara said.
“It’s nothing,” Balach said. “I just don’t think you’re going to need my help as much as you think you will with the healers.”
“Why is that?” Cara said.
“You’d be surprised how well liked Merrick is right now,” Balach said. “Once the healers know that Bradley is one of his people, I believe you will find them more than eager to assist however they can.”
 



CHAPTER 8
 
HEININ HADN’T SEEN his mother and father in six months, but it felt longer. All his life he had dreamed of leaving the Highlands and his father’s farm, but when it had actually happened, he found that he missed his quiet existence more than he thought possible.
He was still happy that he had decided to join Merrick and the people at Rune Corp for an internship, but he had felt guilty about leaving his parents behind to rebuild their home after Merrick and the Queen’s personal guards, the Fianna, had destroyed it during one of their battles.
As he neared his family’s homestead, his dog, Bitsy, ran up to him, barking wildly with a level of excitement that only dogs could produce. Heinin bent down and rubbed Bitsy’s head and then her stomach as she rolled over onto her back, her tail wagging fiercely back and forth.
Standing up, and with Bitsy now at his side, Heinin continued on to his family’s home. Even from a distance, he could tell that it was different—larger than before. 
As he approached and heard the bleats of the family goats, his mother and father came out to greet him, smiles on both of their faces. They looked older to Heinin, but they also looked happy and healthy.
“Mum! Dad!” Heinin called out. “It’s so good to see you both!”
Before he knew it, he was in the embrace of both of his parents, his mom shedding more than a few tears as she released from their hug and just stared at him.
 “You look like a man, Heinin,” his mother said. “I can’t believe that you’ve grown so much in such a short time.”
“Mother’s right,” his father said with a deep laugh. “If I hadn’t known it was you a coming, I might have asked who this stranger was on our land.”
“The house looks great,” Heinin said. “How long has it been finished?”
“Oh, with the money your new friends sent along, we had it complete not long after you left,” his father said. “Even added a few things. Figured it couldn’t hurt to be a little more in touch with the rest of the world, you know?”
Heinin looked up and saw a large satellite dish mounted on their roof and smiled.
“You should see your room and your new bed,” his mother said. “I’ve got it all made up for you with fresh sheets.”
Heinin looked down at his feet.
“Not sure how long we’re staying, Mum, or if I’ll be staying with the rest of the group tonight or not.”
“Don’t be foolish, now,” his father said. “You’ve been gone half a bloody year, and we’ve got lots to catch up on. You’ll be staying here tonight, if you know what’s good for you.”
His father laughed, but Heinin knew that he was being completely serious.
“Of course,” Heinin said. “I just have to check in on one of my friends from Rune Corp in a few hours, if that’s all right. Then, I’ll come back for the night—hopefully longer.”
“That’s better,” his mother said. “And invite anyone you’d like to dinner this evening.”
“Cara’s leaving this evening to go back to Rune Corp for a day, and my other friend’s recovering from an injury, Mum,” Heinin said.
Heinin’s mother seemed unfazed. 
“Did your friend, Merrick, come with you?” his mother said.
“He’s arriving later.”
“Well, he will definitely have to come visit, to see the new house that he paid for. If we had known how nice it would have been, we would have asked him to destroy our home a long time ago,” his mother said with a laugh. “After all, living like this has made me feel a bit more modern, and I think I might like the feeling.”
Heinin laughed as his mom danced a little jig in the middle of the kitchen. It was good to see both of his parents so full of life, and Heinin was silently thankful that the new house still felt like home. 
 



CHAPTER 9
 
WHEN DIGGS WOKE UP in the stillness of early Tuesday morning, she was still seated at her dining room table with her face flat on the placemat. 
She yawned and groaned at the same time as she sat up, arched her back, and rubbed her face. She wasn’t sure how long she had been sleeping. Maybe a few hours. Maybe for only a few minutes.
Even though she had drank mostly coffee, she felt like she had a hangover. For a second, she wondered if it had all been a dream, but the pulsating cube sitting in front of her told her that everything had been real.
She shuffled over to her coffee maker and started up yet another pot. She dropped a couple pieces of bread in the toaster so she’d have something in her stomach to soak up all the coffee.
While the pot was brewing and the bread was toasting, Diggs went to use the bathroom.
As she was washing her hands, she looked up at her face and was horrified by what she saw.
Her hair had turned gray and she had wrinkles on her face that had not been there the day before. The tutorial had said that practicing that single verb would not drain her internal energy that much.
She hung her head wearily.
Of course, she had done a lot more than just memorize a single word. She had worked her way through all twenty of the tutorials, and by the end of the night, she was experimenting on her own with new words and phrases. Luckily, she was very good at process and paperwork and had followed all of the warnings precisely—other than the one about not using the cube too much in a single sitting. At one point, she had asked a small rock from one of her plants to float, and had been astounded when it had lifted into the air.
During a moment of paranoia, she had also set up some basic wards to protect her condo unit. This guy, Chris, had covered all the bases, and one of his tutorials had instructed her on what phrases to use to mask the use of magic in her condo, just in case someone from Rune Corp was searching for the cube.
She had learned so much in such a short period of time. Her entire concept of the world and how it worked had changed. 
Today was a new day for a new Diggs. 
She still hadn’t figured out how to make money off of it, but that was mostly because her mind had changed from being greedy to being fascinated with magic and how to use it. She had even thought about teaching herself as much as she could and then walking into Rune Corp and asking for a job. She knew she could only go so far by herself, and she was craving knowledge more than money.
So many things made sense now. The lightning strike out of nowhere that had occurred with Merrick and Mona last year and Merrick’s odd behavior that first night Diggs had encountered him. That whole incident had been Merrick coming into his power for the first time. From bits and pieces in Chris’s tutorials, she was able to discern a lot about Merrick, Mona, and Cara. 
Chris had obviously had a thing for Cara, who was now the CEO of Rune Corp. Now that Diggs understood more about the world that these people, and now she, lived in, she could only guess what kind of bizarre fate had actually befallen Chris.
Maybe he had been destroyed by Merrick’s evil brother, Eudroch—the one who worshipped Sigela, the Fire Dragon. Maybe the Queen of the Earth Clan had poisoned him for trying to help Merrick. The most informative tutorial of all had been the one where Chris presented a history lesson on the Drayoom and the dragons. If she had heard his stories before witnessing the reality of magic to back it up, she would have just thought that he was crazy.
But, given how everything else he talked about was true, she could only assume that there really were four large families of a species called the Drayoom who lived secretly in our world, each worshipping one of the four elemental dragons—Terrada of the Earth, Sigela of the Fire, Araki of the Wind, and Lagu of the Water. According to Chris, these weren’t dragons like big, giant lizards, but were instead elemental forces that were all around us and sentient at the same time. 
In addition to following their individual dragons, each of the families was led by a ruling family. The Earth Clan had Queen Nabharia, and, as far as Diggs could tell, Ohman used to be the Earth King. The Fire Tribe was ruled by a king as well. The Wind Family was lorded over by an Emperor. And the Water People…Chris hadn’t seemed to know much about them.
Daring to look at herself in the mirror again, she decided that she needed to figure out a solution to using the cube without draining away all of her life force. At this rate, she wouldn’t make it through the end of the week.
First, she would eat a quick breakfast and get some proper sleep in her bed, and when she woke up she would focus on using the cube just to read and learn. She would not use the cube for any magic, no matter how tempting it would be.
She ran some cold water in her hands and splashed some on her face. The coolness felt good.
She was starting to get hungry, but first she had to call work. She prided herself on never taking a sick day, but today was different.
She picked up her cell phone from the coffee table in her living room and dialed her department to let them know that she was sick and would not be showing up for duty. She laughed after the call was over. If they could see her now, they’d probably insist that she check herself into a mental institution right away.
She sighed as she poured herself a cup of coffee and bit into a heavily buttered piece of toast.
Just as she was about to sit down in front of the cube, she heard a powerful thud against her front door. And another. Her front windows began to vibrate uncontrollably.
Out of instinct, Diggs reached for her Glock and trained it on her front door in an instant. 
All was suddenly quiet. 
Suddenly, her front door burst open, and a man barreled into her condo. 
She squeezed off three rounds, but her gun discharged with no sound at all, and the bullets curved unrealistically away from the intruder who was still headed directly at her.
In the instant it took him to close the gap between them, Diggs registered that he was dressed in a tight-fitting white body suit that made him look like a modern day ninja. She also could have sworn that neither of his feet touched the ground as he ran.
Before her brain could process anything else, the man’s foot shot forward and cracked one of her ribs as she was propelled back into her kitchen with the force of the blow. Diggs discharged her weapon again, and this time the crack of gunfire rang out in her small condo. Even though her shot made the right noise, the bullet curved away from her attacker once again, almost hitting her in her own ear as it flew past.
A split-second later, she dropped her gun when the man punched her hand, and her wrist went numb.
Diggs always made a point to never rely solely on firearms for her protection and had trained extensively in hand-to-hand combat. She had excelled especially at close-in fighting techniques, but she could tell that whoever this guy was, he was highly trained as well. 
As he closed on her again, she managed a quick knife hand to his throat that did some damage before he instinctively lowered his chin to shield the soft spot of his unprotected larynx. 
He coughed once or twice, giving Diggs just enough time to pick up the cube and the headset. Luckily, she was still wearing the enunciator collar, and she ran down her short hallway and ducked into her bathroom.
She locked the door, leaned against it with all of her body weight, slipped on the headset, and activated the cube. 
Now she was glad that she had spent so much time going over the cube and its repository of magic words. Whoever this Chris had been, he had been an amazing programmer and had made the interface to the cube very user friendly. 
Even as she fought down her panic, she queued up several attack words, turned around, and stepped away from the bathroom door.
In an instant, the lightweight door burst open as the man kicked it in.
As soon as she saw him, she opened her mouth and commanded the wood in her condo to launch at her attacker. He clearly was taken by surprise as her wooden bathroom blinds launched from the window and hit him in the face at the same time that several pieces of trim and a dining room chair hit him from behind. Under the onslaught of wood, her attacker dropped to his knees.
Diggs quickly followed up with a spell of binding as the wood struts from the floor burst up through the carpet and wrapped themselves around his legs.
She knew this wouldn’t hold him for long, even as she looked around and noticed for the first time how much her condo was made of plastic and other man-made materials.
She had to get outdoors where there were more earth elements to work with.
Diggs stepped on top of the man’s back and vaulted over him, running with the cube clutched to her chest as she zipped through her living room and past what was left of her front door.
Neighbors ran up and down the hallway, panicked into pre-dawn motion by her gunshot. Diggs bolted down the hall to the exit stairwell, flung the door open and raced down the six flights of stairs. She pushed open the heavy door at the bottom of the stairwell and raced into the early morning air.
She had never been so happy to see trees, rocks, and grass in her life.
Her joy was short lived, however, as she heard a crashing of glass from high above her head.
She pressed her back against the exterior wall of her condominium building as deadly shards showered the ground in front of her. 
Following closely behind them was the man in white as he fell quickly but in a controlled way to the ground. It was hard to tell in the pre-dawn light, but this time she was sure that when he landed, his feet remained a full inch or so above the ground, as if he were walking on a bed of air.
The man faced her and continued his attack.
Diggs spoke another phrase in the Earth Dragon tongue that sounded like concrete grating together as she stepped back, and her body merged with the brick wall behind her. 
From inside the brick wall, she could see the man in white, but it was clear that he could not see her.
She quietly but quickly made her way along the line of the wall and around the corner before coming out from the bricks and making a run for the tree line.
Diggs sensed that she could not win against this man in a head-to-head fight. She needed a plan, but all she could come up with was to make her way across town to the Rune Corp building and hope that someone there would come to her aid. 
It was early morning on a weekday, so the traffic would be clogging up already, but as a pedestrian, she figured she could make pretty decent time on foot.
She clung to one of the trees in the narrow strip of nature the city designers had deigned to leave in place, but suddenly heard and felt a gust of wind that catapulted her back fifty feet and slammed her into an iron fence. 
She could see the man in white literally flying at her as she struggled to clear her head. She had to figure out some way to buy enough time to make her way to Rune Corp.
Before she could push away from the fence, she felt a burning sensation in her shoulder, like someone had stabbed her muscle with a hot poker. She looked down and saw a throwing star sticking partially out of her shoulder. It was made of the same material as the cube but with white, glowing swirls instead of the familiar reds and greens with which she was familiar. 
Less than a second later, she felt similar pain in both of her legs and then in her stomach. 
The man’s attack was so fast that she hadn’t even seen him throw the stars.
Her face crumpled in confusion.
She searched frantically through the commands she had practiced the night before, but Chris’s cube was not created to be a weapon, and she was too new to everything to bend the power of the divinium completely to her will. 
In desperation, she searched for pre-made commands and settled on a phrase of entrapment that she spoke to the nearby trees. 
One of the pine trees seemed to turn almost to rubber as it wrapped its trunk around the torso of the man in white.
Diggs’s attacker opened his mouth, and a sound flew from it that reminded Diggs of what she imagined a banshee would sound like. The tree trunk bowed outward until its wood could take no more and it exploded, showering both Diggs and her attacker in wooden shards. 
Diggs looked down at herself. A dozen or so sharp pieces of wood needled her already-punctured body. All of the razor-sharp stars hurt immensely, but the one in her gut was causing her the most problems. She knew that a gut wound could take hours to die from normally, but the amount of blood pouring from her midsection was so great that she doubted she had long to live.
This was not how things were supposed to work out. She had just discovered magic, and her life was supposed to change—not end. 
She quietly laughed as she realized that, even as her blood soaked the ground beneath her, she was giving back to the very Earth of which she would soon be a part once again.
Even as Officer Diggs fell to her knees and felt the last of her life seep from her body, she dropped the cube onto the ground.
She heard a tremendous roar, like a freight train barreling down on her. She strained to raise her head enough to see the source of the noise. 
She wasn’t able to fully understand what she saw as she tried to process the raw force of a tornado that was so close to her but which had no effect on her. The mighty winds were sending everything flying into the air around her, drawing them up into its funnel and spitting them out. Everything fell before the onslaught of the mighty winds except for her and the man in white. 
The man carefully bent down and picked up the cube, smiling. 
The trees around her were pulled up by their roots, and Officer Diggs was saddened, not by her own imminent death, but by the sounds of terror coming from the trees that she could now understand. 
Tears ran down her cheeks—something that had not happened since her childhood—as she set her head down upon the ground, and she died.
 



CHAPTER 10
 
JOANNA HARDWICK was exhausted from working around the clock on her latest story about political corruption in the nation’s capitol. In the D.C. area, there was always another candidate or government official engaging in activities that were off-limits to leaders in the public eye. Many times, the acts Joanna uncovered were similar to things regular people did on a daily basis—taking a mistress, purchasing and using drugs, and even engaging in what some parts of society still liked to refer to as deviant sexual practices. 
Often, she didn’t even have to investigate much on her own versus just verifying allegations made secretly by one party or the other. D.C. was a cutthroat town in more ways than one, but if you wanted to make it in the journalism business, it was the place to be.
During this early summer morning, just as the sun was thinking about coming up, Joanna was shopping for her weekly groceries. Even though she was an up-and-coming reporter and always on the job, she was also a single woman who was forced to make a meal at home every once in a while. Luckily for her, she lived next door to a local grocery store that was open around the clock and that specialized in organic, non-genetically modified produce. 
As she stood in front of the grapefruit display, trying to decide which of the citrus fruits to squeeze first, the table full of yellow-orange produce started to vibrate and shake. A few grapefruits fell to the floor and rolled away.
At first, she thought that it was an earthquake. It wasn’t common for the area, but it did happen on occasion. Then she heard the roar from outside—like a giant freight train passing through the center of Tysons Corner. She set her basket down and ran out the front door with her cell phone set to video mode.
What she saw confused her.
A hundred yards to her left, a twister was setting down in the middle of the grocery store parking lot. The vortex of wind looked to be only twenty feet wide, but it stretched up as far as she could see into the early morning sky and was gathering in intensity even as she watched. Normally, this alone would qualify for the strangest thing she would see all day. 
But to Joanna’s right she noticed something that drew her attention even more.
A man dressed in a skin-tight white body suit was throwing something at a woman who was backed up against an iron fence. 
Joanna yelled to the man, but her voice was drowned out by the high winds as the tornado roared closer to where the man and the woman fought.
Her reporter’s instinct allowed her to film as much as she could of the man attacking the woman before she had to duck back inside the grocery store and could only watch in awe as the funnel of wind rumbled past her. 
As soon as the doorway was clear again, Joanna ventured outside only to see the tornado tearing up trees and rocks where the man and the woman had been standing just moments ago.
Joanna started recording again and tried to narrate while the funnel was reaping its destruction, but the winds were so loud she doubted that her phone picked up her voice at all. 
After only thirty seconds, the funnel dissipated as quickly as it had began, as trees and giant rocks fell to the earth all around her. She leapt back into the store to the shouts of the store manager telling her to move away from the glass and to please stay inside.
She wasn’t sure what she had just witnessed, but she knew that it was newsworthy. 
Ignoring the incessant pleas from the store manager, Joanna sprinted out of the grocery store and made her way across the street to the entrance of her condo building’s underground parking garage where her car was parked. As she ran, she glanced at where the woman and man had been fighting. 
Neither one was there now.
As she entered the stairwell, she saved the video to her phone’s memory card and dialed her producer. Just before her signal cut off from being too far underground, she was able to tell him that a tornado had set down in the middle of Tysons Corner, and that she had close-up footage of it she was bringing in. She wished she could have just sent it as an attachment, but the way the network had been acting up lately, she figured she could make it to the studio faster than she could successfully send such a gigantic file through e-mail. 
This was true, but the real reason Joanna wanted to get into the studio as soon as possible was so that she could get a better look at what interested her even more. 
Although a tornado causing destruction in the middle of Tysons Corner was more than newsworthy, her reporter’s nose told her that the man attacking the woman was the real story.
 



CHAPTER 11
 
MERRICK AND MONA sat in the same lab where Bradley had lost his leg the night before. It was early Tuesday morning, before the dawn, and neither of them had slept all night. They held hands loosely, but it was clear that romance was not their concern at the moment.
“Maybe Cara has a point,” Mona said, “about taking a break every once in a while.”
“I want to do that,” Merrick said, staring at the divinium cube pulsating with shades of green and red in front of him. “But there will be time to rest later. Right now, things out there are changing. I can feel it. The dragons are active, and I don’t want us to be caught with our guard down the next time one of them tries something. Resting now won’t help anything. We have to push forward, even when bad things happen, like with Bradley.”
“I’m not suggesting that you stop working hard,” Mona said, “but I don’t understand the rush. I know that each Drayoom is given a creation name by their patron dragon while they’re still in the womb. And that they forget this name the instant they’re born. As they grow and mature, and realize their true nature, they remember their name and come into their full power. But if each creation name is a single word in one of the dragon tongues, doesn’t it make sense that you won’t be able to collect all of the dragon words until the last Drayoom is born?”
“That’s right,” Merrick said. 
“Then how can you be so obsessive about this if you have no hope of finishing the project in your lifetime?”
“Because, I’m not trying to collect the entire language. Not every word, at least. I can’t, just like you point out. But I can collect all the creation names we know so far. We already have the majority of the names from the Earth Clan, because Ohman used to be the Earth Clan’s Master Keeper before he was their king. And I’ve gathered a decent amount of names from my time with the Fire Tribe and from the cooperation of Swella, since she’s still their temporary leader over there. Ohman even figured a way to include some of the creation names from the Wind Family and from the Water People.
“But there are also a lot of words in the dragon lexicons that don’t come from the Drayoom. Most of our names stand for concepts or behaviors or verbs, like my name or Ohman’s. You know that mine signifies a concept in the Earth Dragon’s tongue—to find redemption after facing much loss. But there are creation names all around us that we need to collect as well. From what Balach’s father, Fenton, taught me, all living things were named by the dragons.”
“That’s why you send the Alphas out collecting sounds from nature,” Mona said.
“Yes—and they sift through whatever they record to see if any of the sounds can be added to our lexicons.”
Mona squeezed Merrick’s hand and looked into his eyes.
“Still, that’s so many words,” Mona said. “It seems like an undoable task.”
“Here’s the key. I think Ohman’s real quest wasn’t actually collecting the names into a single large database,” Merrick said. “I think the quest that Terrada gave him was to figure out how the unified language actually works.”
Mona let out an exasperated breath.
“Just when I thought I understood what you were talking about,” Mona said. “Now, you’re telling me that collecting the names isn’t important?”
“Having the names from all the dragon tongues is like having a dictionary for a language. It’s necessary if you want to communicate well, but the most important thing is not the vocabulary—it’s understanding how the language works—how it’s put together. And that’s what I’ve been working on while everyone else is either collecting new words, or like you and Bradley, figuring out how to use them.
“The more words I have from each of the languages, the more clues I have for figuring out how the unified language works. It’s not as easy as just slamming all of the words from the different dragons together. There’s an art and a science to this, and even though our cube interface certainly helps, I can already tell you that the dragon language doesn’t follow any thing that resembles any kind of syntax or rules as we know them. 
“That makes this problem a very difficult one to solve, and I’ve been running myself ragged trying to figure out how it all fits together. Then last night, right before Bradley’s accident, I started wondering if I was searching in the wrong direction for an answer.
“I started thinking that maybe the real answer to how the language works might be found in the cubes themselves. Or rather the divinium that our cubes are made of.”
Merrick reached out and touched the block of divinium in front of them with his forefinger. His touch caused a series of green pulses that traveled across the face of the black cube. 
“Watch the cube,” Merrick said before speaking a simple word that sounded like a dry leaf crackling. The cube pulsed in shades of green in reaction to his voice.
“That was an Earth word. Now watch what happens when I use a Fire word,” he said.
He intoned a noise that sounded like the popping of a spark from a bonfire, and the cube lit up in swirls of red hues. After that, he spoke a word from the Water Dragon and then one from the Wind Dragon. The cube lit up with shades of blue when Lagu’s word was used, and it glowed with misty swirls of white when he used one of Araki’s words.
Mona stared at the cube, her mouth slightly open.
“I’ve never seen those last two colors in a cube before,” she said.
“It reacts differently to each of the languages. Remember the divinium from the Fire Tribe that my brother, Eudroch, used?”
“It glowed red and looked like it was made of living lava,” Mona said.
“And the divinium from the Earth Clan only pulsed with greens,” Merrick said. “At first, I didn’t think there was anything strange about that, but I ran some further tests on a piece of divinium from the Earth Clan.”
Merrick pulled a small sliver of divinium from his pocket and set it down in front of them.
“Watch what happens when I use a word from Sigela, the Fire Dragon, on this piece,” he said.
When Merrick spoke a word from the Fire Dragon tongue, the divinium did nothing at all. In fact, it stopped pulsating at all for a moment before resuming its regular green pulsations.
“It didn’t even acknowledge the word you spoke,” Mona said.
“Turns out, the divinium that each of the families uses is different from the divinium that Ohman was somehow able to lay his hands on, and I think our unique divinium is the key to unlocking the inner workings of the dragon languages and how they all fit together.”
“What makes our divinium have that ability?” Mona said.
“I have no idea,” Merrick said. “I also don’t know where Ohman found our divinium, but we’re starting to run low on it. We’ve been using a lot of it for extra data cubes and to make new equipment and weapons for the Alphas, but we’re going to need even more to continue growing the lexicons. And a lot more to expand Rune Corp itself.”
“Cara doesn’t know?” Mona said.
“She said she asked him about it several times, but that he always told her that she’d find out when the time was right.”
Before Mona could respond, the cube in front of them flashed a green that was so bright it momentarily turned the black stone into what looked like a negative of itself.
Mona appeared confused, but Merrick knew exactly what the cube’s behavior meant and immediately got up from his chair and started walking to the elevators. 
Someone had finally activated the lost Rune Corp cube. And given the brightness of the alarm, whoever had turned it on it was close by and using it for some pretty powerful magic. 
Merrick waited impatiently for the elevator as Mona ran to catch up with him.
“Where are you going?” she said.
They both stepped into the elevator car as he hit the button for the ground level.
“Somebody activated our missing cube,” Merrick said, “and I’ve got to find it while the trail is hot. Just keep everyone in here and lock the place down. I’ll be back as soon as possible. Tell Betty that if the delegation from the Wind Family tries to show up while I’m not here, she needs to stall them until I return.”
The elevator door opened, and Merrick ran out into the lobby straight toward Oodrosil’s trunk. About six feet from the mighty yew tree, Merrick dove into the air and spoke a tone that sounded like crumbling stone. As his body made contact with the tree, it vanished into it, and in a fraction of a second, Merrick was on his way, traveling through Terrada on his way to the source of the missing cube.
Such a powerful use of the cube showed up like concentric, expanding circles from a stone dropped into a still pond. In much the same way that Cara had been able to find Merrick the first time he had used his powers, Merrick could now follow the ripples in the fabric of magic from the missing cube to its epicenter.
As his molecules mixed with those of the earth under Tysons Corner, Merrick traveled as fast as the speed of thought toward the cube. He burst up through the ground as his body reconstituted, and he landed in a patch of grass just outside of a grocery store. 
Any concern of his about being noticed was unnecessary. He was surrounded by so much confusion and chaos that no one even paid him a second notice. 
Merrick had only felt the direct power of the Wind Dragon, Araki, once before, but given the destruction around him and the charged air that filled his lungs, he knew that someone from the Wind Family had been nearby only moments before.
He heard sirens in the background as he walked purposefully against the flow of fleeing humans, past a grocery store, to where a group of trees lay on their sides, ripped up from the ground, their roots pointed aimlessly at the sky.
He touched the bark of one of the trees and whispered to it. The tree knew that it was dying, but it was not sad. Unlike humans and even some Drayoom, trees knew above all else that their energy would never disappear—that they would never truly die. For them, death was a regular part of the cycle of life, and they felt no tragedy at its arrival.
“What was it that happened here?” Merrick asked the tree.
Through images in his head, the tree showed Merrick a man hunting and killing a human female. The human held a shiny cube of divinium that her killer took with him as he ascended into the sky through the funnel of wind that had caused all the destruction around him.
The images stopped and Merrick thanked the dying tree as it entered the next phase of its journey. 
Merrick had been worried before about the divinium cube falling into the hands of a human, and rightfully so. But now, he felt an even more intense dread seep through him. 
How much more dangerous would it be for one of the dragon families to possess a piece of Rune Corp’s divinium?
Now, more than ever, he was sure that the key to his quest lay in solving the riddle of divinium itself—the magical stone that was so central to Drayoom life and culture. 
Just as Merrick was about to dive back into the ground—to once again travel through Terrada’s belly—he caught a slight movement in his peripheral vision—a hand trembling under one of the fallen trees.
He picked his way through the mangled tree limbs until he stood overlooking the crushed body of an old woman whose lips were moving silently as they tried to form words.
With a single utterance of the Terrada’s tongue, Merrick asked the tree to cooperate and to move itself off of the woman with the last of its remaining strength.
As the tree raised itself from the woman’s chest and dropped to one side of her, she tried to inhale deeply, but stopped short, probably as several broken ribs jabbed the insides of her body. 
Merrick decided it was best not to try to move the woman. He was far from being a doctor, but given the position in which he found her and the weight of the tree that had fallen on her, he was sure the old woman’s spine had been damaged.
He kneeled down next to her and held her hand.
The woman blinked her eyes a few times and then stared up at Merrick, a look of recognition passing across her face.
“Mr. Merrick Jones...I was coming to find you,” she said with a weak voice.
“Do I know you?” Merrick said.
The woman closed her eyes and grinned. She opened them again.
“Do I look as old as I feel right now?” she said. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”
Merrick shook his head slowly.
“Officer Diggs,” she said with a flurry of coughs that made her squint with each heave of her chest.
Merrick repeated her name in his head a few times before remembering who she was. Somehow, this woman was the police officer who, almost eight months ago, had questioned him the night he had inadvertently put Mona in the hospital because he hadn’t known how to properly wield his newfound powers.
As soon as he recognized the police officer, he also recognized her sudden aging as a side effect from overusing the cube. He didn’t know how she got her hands on the cube in the first place, much less how she had been able to figure out how to make the damned thing work, but there was really no other explanation for her abnormal advance in years.
“Officer Diggs,” Merrick said. “Who did this to you, and where is the cube? It’s very important I get it back.”
“I was coming to find you,” Diggs said. “I learned so much. I did my best against the man in white. I…I couldn’t see his face.”
“I’m so sorry,” Merrick whispered. “You weren’t meant to find the cube.”
“I was,” she said. “It gave me some magic in my life, for once, even if it was just for a short time. I could use some more of that right now, though. I feel so...used up, empty.”
Merrick raised his head and looked around. He had no idea what the repercussions would be of traveling with someone as injured as Officer Diggs through the earth. But if there was any chance of saving her, he had to get her back to Rune Corp and hope that the mighty Oodrosil could restore her life force and counter the effects of the cube. He could try some healing words of his own, but he didn’t know whether she was dying from her injuries or from having her internal energy drained from overuse of the cube. 
“Officer Diggs,” Merrick said again, even as the woman’s eyes closed and her head tilted to one side. “Officer...”
Merrick wrapped his arms around her limp body and spoke the dragon words to move him through the earth and back to Rune Corp. She was about to die, so there was nothing to lose. 
As their bodies sunk into the ground, he felt himself become one with the cool dirt, the rocks, the insects, and the spindly roots below Tysons Corner. He easily held on to the concept of himself and tried his hardest to project his thoughts about Officer Diggs to keep her together as well. Together, they sped through the ground, nearing Rune Corp in seconds, but even as he started his ascent to the main floor of his building and began to reintegrate his own body, he realized that his arms were wrapped around nothing at all—only dirt.
Officer Diggs had gone into the earth, but without a will to keep herself whole, she had not come out the other side. 
Instead, she was lost, dispersed forever within Terrada. 
Merrick cursed out loud as he stood in the Rune Corp lobby, fresh soil falling from his hands onto the floor. Several of his employees, although more used to strange events than most humans, were still surprised to see their senior vice president emerge from the ground beneath them.
It was bad enough that humans and Drayoom alike had perished in the war between the Earth Clan and the Fire Tribe. Now a civilian human bystander had lost her life as a result of that war as well. And even worse, the Wind Family now possessed the missing divinium cube. 
If they didn’t already know, it wouldn’t take long before they figured out that the Rune Corp divinium was fundamentally different and more powerful than the divinium used by their family. And when that happened, they’d want more of it.
Rune Corp wouldn’t be safe, nor would Merrick or anyone he cared about. Now it was more imperative than ever that he find the source of the divinium Ohman had discovered—so he could further fortify Rune Corp’s defenses and arm its employees and so that he could use it to discover the secrets of the dragon tongues for which Ohman had been searching. 
Merrick groaned.
If the mighty Ohman hadn’t been able to figure out how to unify the Dragon language, how could Merrick ever hope to do so? 
His first instinct was to ask Oodrosil.
Merrick took the elevator to the fifth floor and walked over to where he could reach out and touch the top branches of the yew. 
He leaned over the chest-high glass wall and placed his hand on Oodrosil’s bark.
He concentrated on opening his mind so that the yew could easily read and interpret his thoughts. 
The tree shuddered noticeably in front of Merrick, and a few of its needles dropped to the lobby floor below—a reaction that Merrick was not expecting.
Merrick saw a single image in his mind—like a photograph of a forest that had been recently ravaged by fire. The trees were still standing, but their trunks were shiny black and their barren branches looked like glistening ebony.
Even as Merrick studied the image in his mind’s eye, it faded to a field of total darkness, and the connection between him and Oodrosil closed.
When no more images came, Merrick removed his hand from the tree, even more confused than before about where to find the special divinium he sought. 
The one thing he knew for sure was that the Emperor of the Wind Family didn’t know where to obtain the Rune Corp divinium any more than he did, or the Emperor wouldn’t have sent one of his Drayoom to take the cube from Officer Diggs.
Just as Merrick turned around, he saw Mona approaching him at a hurried walk. 
“Betty just told me that the advanced detail for the Emperor is going to be here in an hour—and the Emperor has decided to move up his arrival time to today as well. He’s going to be here in two hours.”
Merrick’s first thought was to send Cara an urgent message, but he knew there would be no way for her to get Bradley settled in and to make it back to Rune Corp in two hours.
He was going to have to handle the royal delegation on his own, even though he knew the Wind Family had just stolen one of their cubes and probably was already hard at work trying to unlock the secrets of Rune Corp’s divinium.
 



CHAPTER 12
 
MONA LOVED MERRICK, and she hated being the bearer of stressful news, but she also knew that he would want to know as soon as possible that the Emperor had moved up his arrival time to today.
When she walked up to him, he was leaning over the glass wall with his eyes closed and his hand pressed against the trunk of the tree everyone called Oodrosil. As much as she had been exposed to magic and understood its concepts intellectually, it was still difficult for her to really think of a tree as a living creature with a memory and a name.
But it was a grand tree to look at, and Mona had found herself often walking around its base, touching its gnarled trunk and running her fingers over its rough exterior. 
She didn’t know for sure, but she imagined that the yew tree was well over a hundred years old. The way Cara and Merrick talked about it, sometimes she thought that the tree had been around a lot longer than that—maybe even since the beginning of time. 
Mona waited for Merrick to open his eyes and to pull back from the tree.
As soon as she told him about the Emperor’s impending arrival, she could tell that he was stressed about handling the visit by himself. Merrick had improved in so many areas since last year, and he had been working incredibly hard at Rune Corp—too hard as far as Mona was concerned—but he still was a long way off from knowing everything Cara knew.
“I’ve got all the department heads together,” Mona said, “if you’re ready to talk with them. And security is preparing for the Emperor’s advanced detail. Frank will meet them downstairs and get them in the building—give them a look at the places the Emperor will be visiting.
“Betty wanted me to tell you that you still need to firm up the agenda for when they get here. That needs to be done before Frank can know where to take the Emperor’s security people. Sorry, Merrick. I know you’ve got a lot on your plate this morning already.”
Mona moved her hand on top of his, touching it lovingly. Merrick looked up at her and forced a smile.
When they were in the building, Mona made it a policy not to initiate any blatant displays of affection with him, even though everyone knew they were engaged.
Sometimes, however, she couldn’t help herself. 
Things between them had quickly progressed after they returned from their adventure six months ago, and Mona was happier than ever. Also, his work ethic and focus had gone from barely existing to being almost too much the other way. 
She loved the new Merrick, but she missed the amount of time she had with the old Merrick. She half listened as he started asking questions and making plans out loud about the Emperor’s visit as the two of them made their way to the main conference room. 
He wanted her opinion on whether to show the Emperor the data center or the testing facility first. He wondered aloud if the Alphas had been practicing their routines enough. 
She was silently thankful that Merrick’s magic didn’t yet include the ability to read minds, or he would have known that as much as he was busy with the running of the company, he was soon going to be responsible for a lot more.
She and Merrick may not have had as much time together as they used to, but they found a night here and there to be together like any other couple in the real world. 
And even though she wasn’t one hundred percent certain of the date, she was sure that she now carried Merrick’s unborn child inside her.
She knew that Merrick would be shocked at first and then excited about the prospect of being a dad, but she was still anxious about telling him.
Merrick had changed a lot recently, but he was still Merrick, which meant that he could still stress pretty hard over situations that normal people accepted as a regular part of life. 
And considering how focused he had been on work recently, the horrible accident yesterday, and the Emperor’s visit, Mona didn’t want to stress him out even more with news of becoming a father just yet. 
She would know the right time to let him know. 
But that time was not today.
 



CHAPTER 13
 
IN THE SPAN OF only a couple of hours, Merrick and his team had accomplished a lot—deciding on an agenda for the Emperor, going through two practice runs of the demonstration from the Alphas, and finding a caterer for lunch and beverages.
Merrick had even changed into his suit and tie, something he had not worn since starting at Rune Corp. Because of the weight he had lost, the suit was too large for him, and it hung awkwardly from his athletic frame. 
He hoped that he still looked like a company executive at least.
The Emperor’s advanced delegation had arrived half an hour ago, and Frank, the head of Rune Corp Security, had already shown them the parts of the building their leader would be visiting and now brought them to Merrick’s office for a final review of the day’s itinerary.
When the team of four from the Wind Family entered Merrick’s office, they bowed deeply as the head of the delegation introduced himself as Mr. Kawagishi, the Emperor’s chief advisor and ambassador in charge of intra-family relations. 
He was a thin, refined looking man of middle age, perfectly fitted in what looked to be a cross between a traditional Japanese kimono and a black silk suit. The cloth was inlaid with a faint blue pattern of symbols that Merrick didn’t recognize, but the fluidity and sweeping nature of the lines reminded him of the wind. 
More than anything, Mr. Kawagishi possessed a kind face with a smile that was simultaneously exaggerated and sincere. 
Merrick felt comfortable around him immediately—as if he could divulge anything to the man and still be accepted for who he really was. At the same time, he went over in his mind all the points of diplomacy Cara had taught him over the last several months. Even if he felt comfortable around the ambassador, he had to remember that he was representing more than himself when he spoke. He was representing Rune Corp, and to some degree, even the Earth Clan, whether he wanted to or not.
Two other men stood behind Mr. Kawagishi. They were dressed similarly to the ambassador, although their black suits were without patterns. A tall, thin woman stood next to them. She was wearing a plain dark blue robe with a thick cloth belt and a traditional straw hat—or kasa—that shrouded her eyes and the top part of her face in shadow. Despite this, Merrick could see that the woman had several large, deep scars across each of her cheeks. 
Merrick was intrigued by the mysterious woman, but Mr. Kawagishi did not introduce the members of his group.
“Thank you for being so generous with your time on such short notice and accommodating our last minute change in schedule,” Mr. Kawagishi said with a smile.
“We’re pleased to have you here,” Merrick said. “I only regret that our president and chief executive officer will not be able to join us today.”
“I agree it is regrettable that the daughter of the great Ohman will not be able to be here,” Mr. Kawagishi said with a tilt of his head that made it seem like he was examining Merrick closely.
“Regarding your concerns about security,” Merrick said, “I understand you have a job to do, but I assure you that the building is secure from outsiders. As I’m sure you noticed when you entered, we have the latest in both human and Drayoom security in place. The Emperor will be safe inside our headquarters. 
“We even employ security wards that ensure our employees never remember any details from their workday. My assistant, Betty, won’t recall having met you or your Emperor when she goes home tonight. Her memory won’t be restored again until tomorrow morning when she arrives for work. None of my employees will even remember you were here when they’re not at work.”
The Emperor’s advisor laughed in a good-natured way. But he stopped himself in mid-chuckle and bowed his head before speaking.
“I mean no disrespect, Your Majesty. As you know, in the world of the Drayoom, one must prepare for every eventuality. Indeed, I have not seen the equal of your building’s security, but my sacred duty requires that no assumptions be made and that no one, not even your employees, is to be fully trusted. It is standard procedure. I hope that you will understand.”
Merrick had a difficult time listening to the rest of what the man said. He was unable to make it past the fact that he had just been referred to as Your Majesty.
“Mr. Kawagishi,” Merrick said, “I am not sure what you’ve been told, but in the United States, and certainly here in the Washington D.C. area, we don’t refer to the heads of companies as royalty. And at Rune Corp, please remember that I am merely the senior vice president, or second-in-command. I’m flattered by your greeting; don’t misunderstand me. But...it would probably be better if you would refer to me simply as Merrick.”
Merrick laughed in the hopes of softening his statement, to make sure the Mr. Kawagishi knew that he was in no way offended. Mr. Kawagishi raised his head and looked relieved.
“You are most kind and humble...sir, but our Emperor regards you as the rightful ruler of the Earth Clan—that you are its Ard Righ. With no disrespect, I must ask you to remember that our most honorable Emperor is visiting you today as the ruler of one family to the ruler of another. 
“He also wishes to offer his belated respect for the passing of the venerable Ohman—the previous Ard Righ, of course. I...thought you were made aware of the purpose for our visit already, and I humbly apologize if I did not communicate this adequately to your staff.”
Merrick turned to look at Mona and Betty. Mona looked entirely confused by the situation, but Betty blushed slightly and pursed her lips. 
Merrick slowly nodded his head.
“I am honored that your Emperor thinks as much of me. I look forward to speaking with him when he arrives. Thank you, Mr. Kawagishi.”
The man was noticeably relieved and bowed once more before raising his head and smiling.
Merrick led the group into the main conference room where they sat around a large oval table made of ancient, polished wood. 
Betty took the lead for reviewing the points of the agenda, while Merrick remained mostly quiet, waiting to speak only if Mr. Kawagishi had a question or required clarification.
“This demonstration from your Alpha Team—” Mr. Kawagishi said. “I am not fully clear as to its purpose.”
Merrick knew that the real reason for the Alphas showing off their skills was to send a subtle message that even though Rune Corp was not a part of the Earth Clan, filled with humans, and not an official family of its own, they were still far from defenseless. 
Given the fact that Merrick knew that someone from the Wind Family, probably at the direction of the Emperor, had stolen their cube, he was even more interested in demonstrating his strength to the Emperor. 
“Think of the Alphas as Rune Corp’s elite guard,” Merrick said. “They are the best of our warriors. Their demonstration is merely for the Emperor’s entertainment. They will be performing some of their different katas or forms that they study. And...as you have already surmised, they are all human. 
“I thought your gracious Emperor would enjoy seeing such a thing. I know that in the Drayoom community, humans using magic is unheard of. We can certainly cancel the demonstration if you believe that your Emperor would not be interested in what I humbly offer for his entertainment and curiosity.”
In his past, Merrick would have responded much differently to the ambassador’s questioning. He would have been defensive and insisted that his team had worked hard and that they had the right to demonstrate their prowess. 
But over the last few months, Cara had taught Merrick a lot about the ways of diplomacy and how to speak and to communicate with the different families. 
When addressing the leaders of the Fire Tribe, blunt statements with a touch of male ego and bravado were considered proper, or so it used to be before Swella—the local Fire Tribe woman Merrick had befriended—had taken over as the temporary leader of the tribe. With the Water People, none of whom Merrick had ever met or seen, he was told that communications had to be elegantly phrased, and even overly clever to make the correct impression.
But with the Fuugoshujin, communicating was all about respect and knowing one’s place. Family lines and social status were both extremely important to the Wind Family, and messages had to be delivered in deliberate, although often indirect, ways. For instance, it was not uncommon for Wind Family conversations to be riddled with double meanings and occasionally even veiled threats. 
Merrick knew that to argue with Mr. Kawagishi about whether the Alphas should give their demonstration or not was pointless and would yield nothing. Instead, by putting the power to cancel the demonstration in Mr. Kawagishi’s hands, Merrick made it so that to do so could easily be interpreted as the Wind Family insulting both Merrick and Rune Corp. 
As he suspected, Mr. Kawagishi smiled and agreed that the Emperor would surely enjoy such a magnificent display of human technology and innovation. 
Merrick felt certain that Cara would have approved of how he had handled himself in this situation. 
As far as the Emperor coming to Rune Corp just to meet with Merrick, Cara would not be nearly as pleased when she learned of that. 
He knew from Cara that the Wind Family was very male-centric and that they would not treat her with the same level of respect as him. As Merrick looked over at Mona, he could see that she was already annoyed at not being spoken to or introduced, even though Merrick was only following Wind Family decorum. 
“There is only one final matter, sir,” Mr. Kawagishi said. “You, of course, may speak to the Emperor as an equal, but it would show our family great honor if you would abide by our protocols. We would be especially thankful regarding this point, considering we are visitors in your home. It almost shames me to make this request, but I am uncertain how much your employees are educated in matters of diplomacy.”
“I understand,” Merrick said. “There is no need to apologize. My people have already been informed of the proper procedure for addressing your Emperor and are more than pleased to do so in order to show our respect. I know that it was difficult for you to bring that up to me, and I appreciate your attention to detail. A wise mind keeps one eye on his immediate surroundings, but allows the other one to look ahead.”
Mr. Kawagishi’s smile widened, and he seemed genuinely relieved that he had negotiated such an important, yet tricky topic successfully.  
After the group finished reviewing the final agenda item, Mr. Kawagishi rose from his chair. He and his team bowed before following Betty and Mona out of the conference room. The plan was for the combined group to wait downstairs, outside the building, for the Emperor to arrive. Because he would be descending from the sky, they would use a combination of Earth and Wind Magic to shield his arrival from human eyes.
As Merrick stood up, the woman with the scars turned to him and bowed her head so that the shadow of her hat covered even more of her face.
“Merrick, as you wish to be called, I am known simply as Tamami. Please pardon my direct nature, but I see you wear the crown of leadership with much hesitation. The Emperor does not share your uncertainty in this matter. I would offer you a parable, if I may?”
Merrick nodded, even as he realized that she probably could not see his gesture.
“Of course, Tamami. Please tell your story.”
“There was once a pair of monks who were washing their bowls in a stream,” Tamami said. “A nearby scorpion fell into the water, and the one monk immediately scooped it up in his bowl and set it safely on the ground. In the process of doing so, the monk was stung. Shortly thereafter, the scorpion fell in the water again, and the monk once again rescued the scorpion and was also stung yet again. His brother monk asked him why he kept saving the scorpion when it was clearly in the animal’s nature to sting him? The first monk responded by saying that he understood the true nature of the scorpion, but that, likewise, it was also in his nature to save the creature.”
Merrick smiled, although he was not sure exactly what the woman was trying to tell him.
She laughed softly beneath the shadow of her hat.
“Many apologies,” she said. “Allow me be less vague. You may not believe that you are the Ard Righ of the Earth Clan, and that of course is your choice. However, much like the monk in the story, it is in your nature to be a leader for your people, regardless of your desires or what you think might be best.”
Tamami lifted her head and made eye contact with Merrick. Despite her scarring, the rest of her face was like beautiful, sculpted ivory. 
“Good day, Merrick,” she said. “I must join my family members now, but I look forward to speaking with you again.”
Merrick watched as she turned and left the room. He felt guilty for noticing, but unlike her face, her body was a thing of pure beauty that flowed with poetry as she walked. 
Although he had forgotten to ask her who she was, his mind was busy mulling over what she had said. He had certainly entertained the idea of whether or not he should make an attempt at becoming the Earth Clan’s Ard Righ. But not only was the Queen, his mother, still in power, but he was also finally happy in his life and wanted to stay that way.
He had a great job, a woman he loved, and most of all, a purpose in life. 
He didn’t want to give any of those things up.
When the Emperor arrived, Merrick would be ready to address any questions the ruler of the Wind Family might have, but he would have to be very careful about how he disavowed the Emperor of his assumptions concerning Merrick’s status. It would be a delicate conversation, and Merrick thought that perhaps it was better after all that Cara would not be there when it occurred. 
As he mulled things over in his mind, he wondered if the Wind Family had somehow learned of Cara’s trip to the Earth Clan and moved up the time of the Emperor’s arrival on purpose, so as to exclude her from their discussions.
 



CHAPTER 14
 
MERRICK WAS JUST as the Abbess had predicted he would be. Tamami knew from the moment she saw him that he was the one to help her fulfill her own destiny among the Drayoom. However, she was afraid that her younger brother, the Emperor, would also see the same greatness in Merrick and be threatened by his existence. 
Now that she had met him, Tamami was also sure that he was the one of whom the prophecy had spoken. Both he and his deceased brother, Eudroch, carried the blood of Terrada and Sigela, and together they had indeed been the Sons of Earth and Fire. When they had come together for their final confrontation on the island of Annoon, they had combined the magic of both dragons and produced a power that had not been seen on this earth for thousands of years, since before the four families had divided and mating between Drayoom families had been outlawed. 
Tamami remembered the first time she had ever heard of Merrick—a Drayoom prince who had been raised by humans, thus joining the Earth Clan and discovering his inner power very late in life. 
She also remembered how the mere existence of the two brothers had been enough to frighten all of the Drayoom families, regardless of whether or not they had been willing to publicly admit as much.
The mighty battle between Merrick and Eudroch had been witnessed by only a few, but its story had been told by many over the last six months and had spread throughout all of the Drayoom families. The way Tamami had heard, the love between Merrick and Mona, not Merrick’s awesome powers, had defeated Eudroch in the end. 
Because of Eudroch’s death, it was commonly believed that Merrick successfully prevented the prophecy and turned back the mighty Sigela before she could rejoin with the Earth. 
Tamami was constantly surprised at how poorly people understood such things as prophetic doctrine. By their very nature, prophecies—the true ones at least—were destined to come to pass somehow, even if it wasn’t always in the literal ways first imagined. 
Tamami believed that the prophecy of the Sons of Earth and Fire had not actually been avoided; nor had it been thwarted. 
Instead, she believed that it was still playing itself out. 
As the Abbess had taught her, the prophecy of the Sons of Earth and Fire spoke of two brothers with the blood of both Sigela and Terrada in their veins. There were very few who doubted that Merrick and his brother, Eudroch, were those brothers. However, the Fire Tribe also interpreted one of the prophecy’s translations as saying that a being of mixed blood would hasten Sigela’s return to the world. 
And their translation did not specify that the mixed blood would contain magic from only two of the dragons. That is where Tamami believed that she might yet play a part in how the fate of her family and of her species would unravel.
She shared more than a few traits with Merrick, even though many of those were kept hidden by her family. Foremost among these secrets was the fact that Tamami, like Merrick, had the blood of two dragons flowing through her veins. 
Merrick had the blood of Earth and Fire inside, whereas Tamami possessed the blood of Wind and Water. She was the product of a union that, although not condoned, was the result of the love between her father and a beautiful woman of the Water People. 
That is what her father had told her at least. 
Because of her mixed blood, her brothers had always treated her as impure or, even worse, as an aberration. 
Then one day, as a young adult, Tamami had walked the Earth without supervision and had been kidnapped by men from the Fire Tribe. These men abused her for months, both physically and mentally, before she was finally rescued. Although thankful that her imprisonment had not resulted in an illegitimate child, she had not escaped without both internal and external scars that would mark her for life. 
When she finally returned to the Wind Family, the incident was used by her youngest brother, the Emperor, as proof that Araki viewed her as being impure. Why else would the great Wind Dragon allow such a thing to happen to a princess of the royal family? 
To remind the Wind Family of this, Tamami’s face bore scars from her abductors that had been seared into her flesh with hot fire divinium, producing a set of wounds that no magic had ever been able to heal. 
The Emperor was so ashamed of her and how she had allowed herself to be sullied by her captors that he cast her out of the royal family and forced her into the life of a monk of Araki. The plain robe that she wore in place of the ornate outfits befitting a princess demonstrated her commitment as a devotee to Araki. 
The significance of her scars ensured that no male member of the Fuugoshujin would ever desire her. It was also understood by all that since Drayoom children of mixed blood were often both powerful and mentally unstable, Tamami might bear horrible monsters if anyone was to ever dare to begin a family with her.
But when Tamami looked at Merrick, she forgot her past and saw only a world of possibilities on which she had previously given up. 
There was so much potential with him that it hurt to think about it. 
But unlike the delusional Eudroch, she did not wish to use Merrick’s power to destroy the planet. In fact, Tamami did not hope for Sigela to return to the Earth in a literal fashion at all—unlike the way most people translated the meaning of the prophecy. 
Instead, Tamami interpreted the ancient words more symbolically. 
She believed that the prophecy would not culminate in the end of the world from its collision with the Sun, but that Sigela’s return would manifest itself in a time of renewed inspiration and aspiration for her people. This would in turn result in the rise of the Drayoom to their rightful dominion of the world and its species, as it had been once before during Abred’s time.
Just like any Drayoom, she had repeatedly been told the creation story of Abred throughout her childhood. She remembered being taught about how Sigela had bestowed many gifts upon Abred, foremost of which were his internal fire and passion. The Fire Dragon gave Abred and his descendants the motivation to achieve…and the ability to love, and Tamami believed that Sigela would do so again.
In fact, Tamami was counting on it.
 



CHAPTER 15
 
BRADLEY TRIED with all of his might to focus on the fact that he was regaining his limb and to block out the sharp, relentless pain that was overloading his nervous system.
He knew that in any other situation, his missing leg would stay missing. 
It was only because of his unique situation and because of magic that he was watching his leg grow back, knitting itself together fiber by fiber. 
Of course, it was also because of magic that he had lost his leg in the first place.
Even as Bradley tried pointlessly to control his breathing, he teetered on the edge of unconsciousness. 
In all, there were three healers working on him—all women. Only by focusing on the chanting of the main healer was he able to keep from blacking out.
He recognized her words as being from Terrada’s tongue just from the way they sounded, even though he had never heard any of them before. 
The other two healers were busy with a combination of holding him down and uttering their own therapeutic words to lessen his misery. He knew they were doing their best, but the pain was so raw that it felt as if he wasn’t being sedated at all.
As he watched, his quadriceps muscles finished layering themselves, followed by veins and then skin slowly wrapping around the upper part of his leg. 
Next was his knee.
As soon as it started to form, seemingly from nowhere, Bradley stopped remembering for a few moments as everything went black. 
His murky bliss was short-lived as the pain drew him back to his conscious world of agony. There was no escaping it, and he realized that some things just had to be fought through until they were over. 
To distract himself, he imagined how he would describe the experience to someone else. The best he could think of would be to ask the person to imagine the worst case of their foot being asleep and then to think of the pain as it reawakened—the nerves coming back on-line and the blood forcing its way through flattened veins. 
Then he’d ask them to multiply that by ten and to imagine that their blood was made of shards of glass and their nerves made of barbed wire.
As Bradley continued to refine the imaginary description of his pain, suddenly his knee was whole again.
And still the magical operation continued. 
Next to be rebuilt was his calf and the rest of his lower leg. He passed out halfway through his calf muscle being woven together, waking up only once in excruciating pain and screaming at the healer on his left, pleading with her to tell him why her chanting was having no effect at all on his torment.
After another half hour, all of Bradley’s leg was mostly regrown, down to just above his ankle, and he began to feel a sense of hope grow inside of him. He stared, dumbfounded at his new leg. The muscles looked like his. Even the hair on his new leg looked like his own. 
But the skin. 
The difference was subtle, but Bradley had spent his entire life living in his own body, and he knew it better than anyone else. Even though his new leg appeared to be constructed like any other human leg, its skin had a certain shimmer to it that the rest of his body did not share.
He tested the new muscles in his leg, flexing his quadriceps muscles and then relaxing them. 
It felt good. 
It felt strong—stronger than before—like a fresh limb unencumbered by twenty-some years of wear and tear.
He was still angry about having to go through the pain and the trauma of losing his leg in the first place, but as his nervous system began to welcome his new leg, he could feel that a part of him was now comprised of magic as he readied himself for the final steps of the procedure.
Even as he took a deep breath, he glanced up and saw Cara enter the room. Her eyes went large with astonishment as she saw what the healers had done so far.
Bradley started to say something that he hoped would be witty, but as soon as the healer began to regrow his anklebone, he passed out again from the sudden rush of agony. 
He did not wake up again until his foot was whole.
When he opened his eyes, he was covered in sweat and more exhausted than he had ever been before, but at least the pain had finally stopped. He lay in bed with a light cotton sheet over his lower body and Cara sitting in a chair by his side.
He looked over to her and smiled an honest but weak smile.
Cara smiled back.
“I’m glad you’re doing better,” she said, “but your body and your mind have been through a lot, and you need to rest for at least a few days. I have to go back to Rune Corp to be with Merrick when the Emperor visits tomorrow, but we’ll both be back after that to check on you. And, don’t worry. Your leg looks perfect.”
Bradley forced himself to move his leg around a little, seeing it respond under the white sheet. He let his head sink into the pillow, and he drifted into a fitful sleep where he dreamed that he was safe inside Terrada’s belly.
 



CHAPTER 16
 
MERRICK STOOD NEXT TO Mr. Kawagishi just outside of the Rune Corp building, waiting for the Emperor to arrive. Behind them, the rest of the Wind Family delegation and Mona stood in awkward silence. 
Even as he waited for the Emperor to arrive, Merrick thought again about how Cara was not going to be pleased once she heard about this. And he couldn’t blame her. After all, she had built Rune Corp with her father—not Merrick—and if anyone should have been showing off its capabilities to the Emperor, it should have been her.
While waiting, Merrick noticed that Mr. Kawagishi’s height seemed to fluctuate even as he stood still. Merrick glanced down at Mr. Kawagishi’s feet and saw that he was standing on what appeared to be a cushion of air that put him several inches above the ground. If Merrick concentrated and listened very closely, he could hear the faint sound of wind whooshing near the ground. 
Merrick looked back at the rest of the Wind Family delegation and noticed the same thing. 
“I am sure it is now apparent,” Mr. Kawagishi said, “why at times, we may seem unsure of our footing inside your building. It is something that both humans and Drayoom from the Earth Clan take for granted, but as you can see, we are not used to standing and walking on solid ground.”
“I didn’t notice any awkwardness on your part while you were inside our building,” Merrick said.
Mr. Kawagishi stood proudly and blushed.
“I admit to practicing back in our home city,” Mr. Kawagishi said. “We have a room dedicated to your mighty Terrada and filled with as many earth elements as we could gather, including a floor comprised of dirt and rocks. My favorite aspect of the room is a portion of floor made from wooden planks. The room is much like a human embassy and is treated as territory belonging to the Earth Clan. We have such places as this for each of the other three dragon families so that visitors may feel more...at home in our city.”
“I find that fascinating,” Merrick said. “And I apologize for not having thought of that courtesy at Rune Corp. It’s no excuse, but you’re the first guests from any of the families to visit since I’ve been with the company. I will discuss this idea with Cara, and perhaps we can work together to designate a room for the mighty Araki and his followers for your next visit.”
Not only did this idea truly appeal to Merrick, but the thought also spawned a series of ideas for expanding the Rune Corp facility into more than just an office building. Perhaps it was time for Merrick and Cara’s group to be considered as more than just a bunch of rogue human magic users and to develop a city of their own in the future. As Merrick had learned, changing your surroundings could make all the difference in your self-perception and in how others viewed you.
While Merrick’s thoughts of evolving the company were mulling around in his head, a loud noise shook the air, both sounding and feeling like an approaching train. 
He and Mona focused on keeping their balance as the ground beneath them trembled. This was a struggle that Mr. Kawagishi and the rest of the delegation did not face as they turned their faces expectantly to the sky and closed their eyes, as if basking in the radiance of their approaching Emperor. 
Merrick had been instructed earlier that his employees were to also look to the sky and close their eyes as the Emperor neared. It was a sign of respect equivalent to bowing in some Asian cultures. Since the Emperor perceived Merrick as the Ard Righ, he had been told that he did not have to do this, nor did he have to avert his eyes when the Emperor first approached. Unlike the rest of the Rune Corp employees, Merrick would be treated, not quite as an equal, but at least as a fellow ruler.
Merrick looked around and saw his people were observing proper form by tilting their heads back so that they faced the sky and by closing their eyes. Meanwhile, Merrick kept his eyes focused forward, waiting to see the Emperor and his traveling entourage once they landed. 
Almost quicker than he could visually process, a group of five Drayoom dropped from the sky and landed no more than ten feet in front of him. 
The group consisted of a woman dressed in monk’s clothes much like those worn by Tamami, two rather large men who looked quite uncomfortable to be wearing suits, and a small male child who could not have been more than ten years of age, but who was dressed in a fine black suit, tastefully accented with inlays of gold and silver. 
Behind the well-dressed child, an old man stood, clothed in an ornate silk kimono and wearing a small, traditional black Japanese hat. 
Now that Merrick knew what to look for, he immediately noticed that the members of the royal entourage were each floating a few inches above the ground.
Merrick took one step forward, as he had been told to do when meeting the Emperor for the first time, looked at the old man in the face only briefly, and bowed slightly. As he did so, he heard a light, but genuine laugh.
Merrick raised his head cautiously and saw that the laughter was coming from the young boy. 
The boy looked up at Merrick and smiled. The child’s pupils were ringed in a glowing blue, and his iris was a cloudy white, giving him the appearance of one who was blind.  
“Greetings, mighty Ard Righ,” the boy said, with a slight bow of his head. “It is my pleasure to meet you at last.” 
His voice was that of a young child, but in those first few seconds, Merrick could tell that this child was also a leader. 
“I am the Emperor of the honorable Fuugoshujin, more commonly known to you as the Wind Family,” the boy said. “Thank you so much for welcoming me into your home today.”
The boy’s cheeks were unblemished and rosy, and he exuded the health of which only well-provided-for youth were capable.
“Allow me to introduce my companions,” he said, first turning to the old man in the kimono. “This is Mr. Yan. He is one of my trusted advisors, and I am sure he is quite flattered that you mistook him to be the Emperor.”
At first, Merrick wondered if the Emperor had been offended and was now passively expressing his displeasure. But the young leader laughed in a good-natured manner, and Merrick felt himself relax. In fact, his feeling of being at ease came about so suddenly that he wondered if he had just been somehow drugged. He wondered if the power of the Emperor’s creation name was affecting him, and he reminded himself to be wary of becoming too comfortable around the young ruler during his visit.
The Emperor turned to the female monk and then to the two men with whom he had arrived. He introduced the female and the two men simply as members of his personal security force.
“The need for such constant protection is unfortunate but necessary while I am still so physically young,” The Emperor said.
“I understand,” Merrick said. “I’m sure that your people appreciate that you take such precautions.”
The Emperor seemed pleased with Merrick’s statement and smiled.
Merrick turned to Mona and introduced her as one of the members of his own security force opened both sets of doors so that the procession could move seamlessly into the building.
Merrick had debated on whether to have the Emperor go through the regular security procedure, but thought that it might have been perceived as rudeness if detected. He also figured that the Emperor was powerful and astute enough to not be influenced by their security messages anyway.
He and the Emperor walked side by side, leading the procession, with Mona, Mr. Kawagishi, and Mr. Yan behind them. The rest of the group, in turn, followed them. Merrick noticed that the members of the Wind Family, including the Emperor himself were now walking directly on the marble floor. The new wards installed in the aboveground hallways and meeting spaces were working. They essentially nullified the magic from the other families, forcing the members of the delegation to walk awkwardly on solid ground. He hoped that the Emperor would not perceive this inconvenience in a negative manner. 
As the group moved into the center of the lobby, the Emperor stopped in front of Oodrosil and stared up to the top of its branches.
“Magnificent,” the boy said. “I have heard of this great tree but was not prepared for its grandeur in person. You will tell the mighty Yew of my sentiments?”
“He hears you well enough,” Merrick said with a laugh. “As you know, Oodrosil is no ordinary tree.”
The Emperor looked up at Merrick with only a slight smile.
“Obviously,” the Emperor said. “Anyone with eyes could see that.”
Merrick led the group to the back of the lobby and down one of the hallways toward the main auditorium.
“Emperor,” Merrick said as they passed into a giant room with theater seating. “Forgive me if I seem rude, but are all leaders of your family chosen at such a young age?”
“I am not offended in the least by your question,” the boy said. “And to answer your question...yes and no. As you are mostly likely aware, all of our rulers have come from the same bloodline since the split of the families long ago. That in itself is not abnormal among the families. 
“In my family, however, our successive rulers are much more closely related. Every piece of my physical body, my mind, and my magical power is exactly the same as the parts that comprised my great-grandfather. Likewise, my father’s energy was a direct transference from that of his great-grandfather. 
“When an Emperor passes from this existence, his ashes are thrown to the wind and offered to Araki. The mighty Wind Dragon collects each of our molecules and saves them to be later implanted into the womb of the current Emperor’s wife, which results in her bearing a male child. 
“As such, it is typical for males of my bloodline to remember their creation names at a very early age since we are essentially reincarnations of past rulers. I was born with all the knowledge of my great-grandfather and his great-grandfather, and so on. But even so, it is not normal for one as young as I to remember his creation name and to ascend to the throne. My father passed away at a relatively young age along with my mother. Leaving the seat of the Emperor vacant was not an option as you can imagine.”
“I am sorry to hear of this, great Emperor,” Merrick said. “You now rule the Wind Family alone? With no parents and no brothers or sisters?” 
The Emperor paused for a second before answering.
“I am alone in the leadership of my family,” the Emperor said. “It can be, at times, a heavy burden, but one that I bear with honor and even bliss in my service to the almighty Araki.”  
After everyone was shown to his or her seat, Merrick stepped up to the stage and apologized for Cara’s absence. Perhaps it was just his impression, but the Emperor did not seem interested in her at all, other than to ask whether or not she was Ohman’s only living offspring.
Merrick gave a blissfully short presentation about Rune Corp’s capabilities and a high-level overview of their work with the cubes. He watched the Emperor’s face closely as the young ruler was shown a video of the cubes in action, but he could not detect any change in the young boy’s expression. 
That alone told Merrick that the Emperor was more affected than he wanted to let on.
“I am impressed,” the Emperor said at one point, “that you have discovered a way for humans to wield the power of the dragons. I am not sure that this is a wise thing to do, but that is not my decision to make, of course. And since I see you remain unharmed before me, I must assume that Terrada agrees with what you are doing here.”
Merrick laughed off the Emperor’s comment and tried to make light of the topic of humans wielding magic by assuring the Emperor that Terrada had much larger things on her mind than worrying about humans using a little of her magic. 
After his presentation, Merrick introduced the team of Alphas and stepped off the stage. As soon as he did so, a thick glass wall that was embedded in the stage floor rose toward the ceiling and slid into a deep groove that had been carved there—effectively sealing off the stage from the audience. Despite its thickness, the glass was also very clear and allowed for unfettered viewing of the show.
“The glass is merely for safety’s sake and to prevent damage to the auditorium,” Merrick said. “They will be using fighting skills both physical and magical in nature.”
The Emperor chuckled along with Merrick as all but the stage lights dimmed.
The majority of the Alphas stepped off the stage, leaving only six behind. Dressed in their formfitting battle suits that were laced with threads of divinium, they marched in two lines to the center of the stage. Each of the six wore a lightweight version of an enunciator collar stitched into the top part of his or her suit, and each carried some type of weapon made of divinium. As one, they turned crisply at the exact same moment to face the audience. After a few moments of pause, they separated out—three of them on one side of the stage and three on the other. 
One of the men carried a long black staff and walked back to center stage while his teammates placed different targets made of wood, stone, and metal on the stage. The man with the staff bowed to the audience members before starting his performance. He moved quickly from standing at attention to a low horse stance with his staff held in both hands close to his body. 
“They are not using the famous cubes of divinium I have heard so much about,” the Emperor said.
“The cubes are mostly used for our more...academic work,” Merrick said, “but they’re a bit awkward to carry around in battle. We took a page from the other families and created some weapons for our warriors that were a bit more practical. But unlike similar looking weapons used by the Drayoom, these also contain our proprietary operating system so that the humans can interface with them.”
As quickly as Merrick had ever seen a human move, the man on stage twirled the staff in his hands until it was a blur, then ended the spinning with a low, wide swing just inches above the floor. He continued his momentum and stood up, the staff held behind his back as if he were trying to hide its true dimensions from the audience. 
An instant later, he leapt into the air and opened his mouth. The sounds of the Earth Dragon words that Merrick knew were coming from the man’s mouth could not be heard through the heavy soundproofed glass even by Drayoom ears. What came across clearly, however, was the effect of his words.
All of the wood, stone, and metal samples that hung from various locations on the stage exploded simultaneously. Fragments from each substance exploded outward only to be contained within an invisible sphere of power that floated several feet above the stage floor.
Merrick turned to the Emperor who was clapping and smiling. The Emperor’s advisors did not look nearly as pleased with what they were seeing. 
Next up were two more of the team members—one man and one woman—who circled each other in the middle of the stage. Each was wearing the equivalent of divinium brass knuckles, their fists enclosed around the magical stone, while their fingers were still able to move freely about. 
The man lunged at the woman who easily leapt high above his head to avoid his attack. She landed on the other side of him and came down with her fist in the small of his back, causing the man to wince in pain and to fall to one knee. 
The man opened his mouth in the silent ballet of battle as he reached down to touch the wooden stage floor. 
The wooden planks he touched rose up behind the woman like a wave made of wood, encasing her feet and making it impossible for her to move. The man, seeing his advantage, spun around with a roundhouse kick, but the woman screamed something, and the pieces of debris that still floated in an invisible sphere above their heads erupted from their holding cells and flew in-between the two opponents in the form of a makeshift wall.
The pain of landing his kick into the wall of debris was evident, as was the man’s scream. 
The woman opened her mouth again, and the wood in which her feet were trapped turned to sawdust. This happened just in time for the man to bust through the wall of floating shrapnel and lift the woman above his head. She wriggled helplessly, but then she grinned, and her mouth started to move again. 
It was clear that the man intended to throw her, but his arms began to shake, and his legs buckled as if the woman’s mass had suddenly increased tenfold. In a second, he dropped the woman who landed solidly on her feet. The man was much slower to recover this time. Before he could stand up all the way, she held out her hands and shouted a word that caused a large fireball to form at the tips of her fingers. 
The man appeared to curse out loud as he fell backward, landing on the ground—the fireball hovering just inches from his face.
He held out his arm, tapped the floor twice, and the fireball disappeared.
The woman held out her hand and helped the man up. They both turned to the audience and bowed.
The Emperor was still intensely watching the display, but he was no longer clapping, and his smile had dimmed. 
Merrick’s smile had faded as well. 
He and Master Banzo had always encouraged free will and improvisational fighting skills among the members of Alpha Team, but he had expressly told them not to demonstrate to the Emperor the Rune Corp divinium’s ability to store and use Fire Magic. That little mistake had just provided the Emperor a key piece of information that he had not had before. If he had not already discovered it through his examination of the stolen cube, the Emperor now knew for certain that Rune Corp’s divinium was different from the divinium used by the other families. 
Despite this major mistake, Merrick knew that he had to continue on with the visit as if nothing had happened.
“I hope our display has entertained you,” Merrick said as he turned to face the young Emperor.
“Indeed, it has,” the Emperor said, not bothering to look back at Merrick. “The Earth Clan is fortunate to have one such as yourself as their Ard Righ.”
Merrick debated on whether this was the right place or time to discuss the realities of his future with the Earth Clan, but in the end, he decided that there would never be a perfect time for the discussion and that he might as well begin warming the Emperor up to the topic.
“Your Imperial Majesty, if I may have a word with you?” Merrick said.
“Of course,” the Emperor said. 
He waved one hand at his entourage.
“Leave us,” he said.
Without question, the visitors from Wind City stood up to leave the auditorium. Merrick turned to Mona.
“Would you mind giving us a few moments alone, Mona?” Merrick said.
Mona nodded and got up to escort the visitors from the Wind Family. Merrick was relieved that she looked only mildly annoyed.
The members of the Alpha team bowed deeply and left the stage as well. Merrick made a mental note to talk to them at his first convenience.
Merrick and the Emperor were now alone.
“What is it you wish to say to me, Ard Righ? Do you wish to explain to me why you do not desire to be the ruler of the Earth Clan? Or why you feel your place is here, among the humans with whom you still identify?”
“You make my task so much easier,” Merrick said with a polite grin. “You are perceptive beyond your years, Your Imperial Majesty. And you are also correct. I have no intention at the moment of taking the throne from the Earth Queen.”
“The Earth Queen is your mother if I am correct?” the Emperor said.
Merrick nodded. 
“I know that I seem as a young boy to you, hopelessly unprepared for the mantle of leadership that I bear, but I assure you, my mind is much older than yours or that of anyone you know. I have seen many things throughout my lifetimes and have been present for key milestones in the history of our people about which you have only heard. The experience from which I draw is vast.
“I have learned two lessons thus far. There is no escaping one’s fate, and the universe always seeks its balance. And in your case, I believe those two lessons are inexorably linked—that your fate is directly tied with the equilibrium of the world and of magic itself.”
“My destiny was tied to the survival of the planet,” Merrick said. “But I defeated my brother and turned back Sigela from her path of destruction.”
The Emperor sighed.
“That was merely a temporary delay for the ultimate fate of the planet. Chaos and entropy are eternal—their influence is ongoing. You merely slowed their progress. 
“However, you must not misunderstand me. My family is grateful for your triumph. Even though we would have survived in the sky, my people still would have suffered greatly, and I am thankful for your actions and your sacrifices. Your success is one of the main reasons I am here today and why I persist in believing that, regardless of your personal desires, you are the rightful Ard Righ of the Earth Clan.”
Merrick took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
“Forgive my bluntness, Emperor,” Merrick said. “What is your interest in whether I am the Ard Righ or not?”
“That is simple,” the young Emperor said. “I believe that a time of disaster is coming when all of the families will have to act as one to survive. I would rather work with one such as yourself than—and I mean no disrespect to your family—than your mother.”
“You believe Sigela is going to try to return again?” Merrick said.
“Sigela’s return would mean a quick end to this planet, but with all of the dragons being together once again, it would restore a certain type of balance to our part of the universe as well.
“However, my seers have seen signs, foretelling of a danger, not fully clear, that would doom both Drayoom and humans alike and possibly even the dragons themselves.”
“I thank you, Emperor, for your candor,” Merrick said. “If what you suspect truly does come to pass, then I understand and agree with your desire to work together. I’ll have to speak with Cara, but I believe I can say that we would be open to working with you and the Wind Family to help avert that level of danger if it shows signs of approach. I will be doing so, however, as a leader of Rune Corp for the moment—not of the Earth Clan.”
“Very well. But you are an intelligent person, and you must know that the future will be what it will be, regardless of our wants. For now, I respect your decision. I do have one suggestion for you, however. As you have been such a gracious host today, please consider an invitation to join me in our fair city in the clouds. I would consider it a further entrenchment of our partnership—or our potential partnership, if you like.”
“I think Cara would be happier if we referred to it as our friendship for now,”
Merrick said with only the slightest hint of a chuckle. “At least
until I have a chance to discuss this with her.”
“Your subtle choice of words does not concern me,” the Emperor said, sounding slightly irritated for the first time that day. “I invite you to join me in the Cloud City as the Ard Righ, or as a leader of Rune Corp, or even just as Merrick. It is my understanding that you have spent most of your life believing yourself to be a member of the human species. If I were in your situation, I would be more than eager to learn as much as possible about the new world into which I had stumbled.”
Merrick pretended to mull over the Emperor’s offer, but he already knew what his response would be. Once Cara returned, he could work out the details of how to keep things running at Rune Corp, but a trip to visit the Emperor in his own land was something that Merrick could not turn down.  
While he was there, he could pick up on more of Araki’s language and perhaps study the Wind Family divinium more closely. More importantly, he could retrieve the cube the Emperor had most likely stolen from Officer Diggs, or if that was not possible, he could disable it by executing the kill-switch sub-routine that was programmed into each of the cubes.
Merrick looked across at the seemingly innocent face of the young Emperor. He had to remind himself once again that the Emperor was not his friend, no matter how comfortable he continued to feel around the young leader. 
At the same time, Merrick knew that it was wiser to keep your enemies closer than your friends.
“I would be honored to accompany you back to your fabled city,” Merrick said, “but I must confer with both Cara and my fiancée, Mona. If you have lived as long as you say, I am sure you understand the need to deal properly with personal relationships.”
The Emperor’s face slowly fanned out into a broad smile as he removed a thin black box from his inside jacket pocket.
“Of course,” the Emperor said, opening the box. “In the meantime, please take this as a small gift from me in honor of our new friendship. It is a miniature flute made from our finest divinium. 
“I am looking forward to the remainder of my day with you, but afterward, I will retire for the night to our outpost in the clouds above your fine city. In the early morning, I will depart for my home. When you are ready, simply blow into the flute, and it will summon Mr. Kawagishi to come for you.”
Merrick accepted the box and bowed his head deeply.
“Thank you, Emperor. I am honored,” Merrick said as he too produced a small black box.
He held the cube-shaped box in the palm of his one hand and removed its top with his other hand. Inside the box was a near-perfect facsimile of a bonsai tree statuette, made from the finest of the Earth Clan’s divinium. He handed it to the Emperor.
“I have never seen the equal of its craftsmanship,” the Emperor said.
“It was sculpted by a fabrication module running on one of our super computers,” Merrick said.
The Emperor nodded, apparently pleased with Merrick’s gift, even though Merrick suspected he did not fully understand how it was created.
Merrick knew that the Emperor wouldn’t have been so pleased if he knew that the gift was laced with a variety of listening wards—a few that were easy to detect as decoys, but others that were far more subtle and complex. There was even one ward that relied on the power of Ohman’s creation name to remain hidden and which Merrick was sure would remain undetected.
 



CHAPTER 17
 
MERRICK AND MONA’S living room was arranged with clean lines and modern furniture that would at first seem out of place and much too orderly for two people so closely tied to the Earth Dragon. But upon closer examination, their condo was also decorated with sculptures and knickknacks made of wood, stone, and other minerals and rock.
Mona had just finished washing the dishes from the evening meal and now sat in their comfortable white leather couch, waiting for Merrick to return from the bathroom. 
With Cara not scheduled back until the morning, Merrick was in charge of the company and as such, she knew that he would have a difficult time relaxing. As it was, she was impressed that he had left work at all that evening.
Her mind spun with thoughts about the Wind Family’s invitation and the missing cube. She wanted Merrick to do what was right for him and for the company, of course, but she also didn’t want to have him leave when she had just found out about being pregnant with his child. If anything, she craved more of his time right now than ever before.
Still, she knew Merrick sometimes better than he knew himself, and she could see the scene playing out in her head already. Merrick would be at work just around dawn, and Cara would arrive, back from the Earth Clan. He would update her on everything that had happened during her short absence. Mona wasn’t jealous of the relationship the two of them shared, but she sometimes envied how they communicated so freely with one another. Mona knew without a doubt that after Cara’s debrief, the two of them would spend hours analyzing every word and nuance of the situation, playing off of each other, and trying to formulate their plan about what to do next. 
Merrick never cared about his previous job the way he did about working with Cara at Rune Corp. And since they had returned from stopping the prophecy of the Sons of Earth and Fire last year, Merrick’s mind had been suddenly turned on and running at full speed. 
She saw the spark in his eyes when he told her about the invitation to visit the Wind City, and knew that he would do anything he could to convince Cara that it was a good idea for him to go. 
If Cara refused, the new Merrick would probably go anyway, and that was why Mona had decided that she was going with him.
She heard Merrick walking down the hallway and readied herself as she went over her argument in her mind. 
Merrick came around the corner and plopped down next to her. He leaned over and gave her a gentle kiss.
“Sorry again about earlier today,” he said. “I was trying my best to use proper decorum around the Emperor.”
“And that included being a misogynist...” Mona said.
“I had to talk to him alone,” Merrick said, “and besides, someone had to escort his people while I wasn’t there. Couldn’t let them wander around the building on their own. You’re not really mad about that, are you?”
Mona couldn’t help but show a small grin. In fact, she wasn’t really that mad about the incident at all, but she still liked pulling the mighty Merrick’s chain once in a while.
“I’m not angry with you, babe,” Mona said. “But we do have to talk about something...”
She could see him immediately tense up—not as much as he used to, but the reflex was still there. 
“It’s about your visit to the Cloud City,” she said.
“Listen, Mona...”
“I think you should go.”
Merrick looked surprised.
“I also think I should go with you, and before you say anything, let me tell you why. First, we never spend any time together any more, and in this crazy world you’ve drawn me into, this might be the closest thing we get to going on a vacation together. Secondly, you know we make a great team in case anything goes down. And lastly...it’s a city in the clouds, for Pete’s sake. I can’t let that pass me by. If for no other reason than that, you have to let me come with you.”
Merrick looked at Mona, waiting for the argument to begin. 
Instead, he just smiled.
“I actually think that makes sense. I’m pretty sure that the Emperor won’t risk an all out war with the Earth Clan and Rune Corp by trying anything rash. I’ll have to pass it by Cara tomorrow, of course, but I can be very persuasive. She’s going to be a little upset about missing the Emperor, but after she calms down, I’m sure she’ll agree with us going. Then all we have to do is use the Emperor’s little gift, and away we’ll go.”
Mona looked over at the perfect wooden sphere sitting on their dining room table. Before they had left Rune Corp earlier that evening, Merrick had encased the Emperor’s gift of the divinium flute in solid wood, not because he thought the device would cause any harm, but because he assumed that it was imbued with wards designed to collect intelligence and to send reports back to the Emperor.
“What did you think about all that Ard Righ talk this morning?” Merrick said.
“Six months ago,” Mona said, “I would have thought you’d be crazy to even consider something like that, but I’ve seen a real change in you. Everyone has. As frustrating as it can be not spending a lot of time together, every day I see you becoming more and more of a leader. You make wise choices. You act...rationally. 
“Don’t get a big head, but I think I could actually see you as the King of the Earth Clan, if that’s what you want to do.”
Merrick looked up at her, surprised once again.
“I’m not saying that I’m ready to move to Scotland,” Mona said with a laugh. “But you know I’ll support you in whatever you do. As long as we’re together.”
“You are absolutely the best,” he said, as he placed his hand on her thigh. “You know I appreciate how supportive you are. For now, being the Ard Righ is at the bottom of my list, but don’t worry, I’ll let you know when I’m ready to be a king.”
They both laughed as Merrick reached over to the remote and switched on the nightly news.
The network was airing yet another feature on the increasingly erratic weather patterns all over the world, and in the Washington, D.C. area in particular. Mona watched in awe as video footage from a reporter’s cell phone showed a twister setting down right in front of a nearby grocery store in Tysons Corner. In the distance, just beyond the whirling torrent of wind, she could barely make out the shape of a woman running toward a group of trees. 
She leaned forward as the video zoomed in on the mysterious figure. Suddenly, the living room went completely dark. 
The room was silent for two seconds before she heard a far-away rumbling, like a freight train getting closer.
 



CHAPTER 18
 
AS SOON AS THE POWER went out, Merrick uttered a few words from the Fire Dragon’s tongue that produced a floating ball of light that lit up the room. It threw long shadows everywhere, but at least they could see.
“Maybe this is a sign,” Merrick said as he moved closer to Mona on the couch.
Mona laughed and playfully pushed him back.
“Easy there, cowboy. Let’s check the breakers first,” she said with a laugh as she stood up. 
Before Mona could get to her feet, the French doors that led to their balcony blew open, and three men wearing black tactical uniforms, hoods, and face wraps burst into the living room. Even though Merrick’s first inclination was to assume they were from the Wind Family, their eyes didn’t have the epicanthic fold typical of that family, and what little he could see of their faces showed skin color that was pinkish in hue, much like his own.
Merrick grabbed Mona and swung her around so that she was behind him. As he turned to face the men, he shouted a calling tone as loudly as he could to any nearby followers of Terrada. But his voice was cut short as one of the men flew across the room and landed his foot directly in the middle of Merrick’s chest, knocking the breath out of him and sending him to the floor.
Vague images flashed in Merrick’s head as he remembered the first time he and Mona had ever been attacked. That seemed like a lifetime ago. He had not known who or what he was back then, but that was not the case anymore.
Merrick ducked as the man tried to land a follow-on roundhouse kick to his head. Then he sprang up and launched himself at the second attacker who was halfway across the living room, even as the third intruder made his way toward Mona. 
If Mona was in danger, there was no time for subtlety. 
Merrick flowed into action.
He landed a knife-edge hand into the exposed throat of the second attacker, leaving him gasping for air then spun around and launched a small fireball directly at the first attacker’s chest. With another word, this time from Terrada’s tongue, Merrick sent two pointy stone sculptures flying like missiles directly at the back of Mona’s attacker.
Merrick moved effortlessly, his daily training paying off as he seamlessly blended martial arts and magic into a single, deadly fighting style.
Mona’s attacker fell forward with the two statues protruding from his back as Mona ran down the hallway, out of sight. With her no longer in the line of fire, Merrick focused on the first attacker, who was bounding across the floor at him faster than it seemed possible. Before Merrick could move, the man landed a fist directly on the bridge of his nose. Merrick felt it break as hot blood poured from his nostrils and onto the carpet. 
Merrick struggled to clear his head enough to defend against the man’s other fist that was already on its way toward his chin.
As the man’s fist came within an inch of Merrick’s face, Merrick sank like a ghost through the floor, and continued to pass through the ceiling of his downstairs neighbor’s unit, until he landed in his neighbor’s living room. As soon as his feet touched the floor, he jumped up and through the ceiling at a different point, passing through the drywall and the wooden trusses seamlessly until he popped back up again in his own condo, but this time directly behind his attacker. 
The man spun around as the third attacker, now recovered enough from the blow to his throat, grabbed Merrick from behind and clamped an unbelievably strong hand over Merrick’s mouth so that he could not talk. 
With his voice muted, Merrick wondered why his attackers, so obviously members of the Drayoom species, had not used any magic yet.
From lack of oxygen, Merrick’s vision started to sparkle with bright black and white static. He fought as hard as he could to escape and to stay conscious, even as the man in front of him began pummeling Merrick’s torso with his fists. 
Merrick struggled wildly, almost throwing off the man who was holding him from behind, but to no avail.
Just as he thought that he was about to pass out from the lack of oxygen and from the pain, the man behind him let go. When Merrick collapsed to the floor, he saw his attacker writhing and struggling as he was being dragged toward the balcony by a single tree limb wrapped around his ankle. The man clutched at the blood-soaked carpet to no avail, then disappeared over the balcony railing and into the night with a single scream. Merrick was thankful that the Elm tree outside his window had answered his initial calling tone as he turned to face his final attacker. 
Merrick instinctively ducked as the man lunged forward, trying to wrap his hands around Merrick’s neck.
The man passed over the top of Merrick, missing him by only a few inches as Merrick struggled to put some distance between the two of them and to catch his breath.
They both rose to their feet, even though Merrick struggled more than his attacker to do so. Merrick looked down and saw that the man was standing on a thin cushion of air. They looked at each other as the man, now wary of the Elm and its powerful limbs, maneuvered himself to where he could see both Merrick and the open double doors leading to the outside.
As both men tensed, searching for an opening in the other’s defenses, the eyes of Merrick’s attacker went wide, and he dropped to his knees. 
Behind the man stood Mona, wearing the band of divinium on her finger that Merrick had given her as an engagement ring. It was a beautifully shaped, twisted piece of Rune Corp divinium that sparkled and pulsed with all the colors of the dragons, but it was also a potent weapon. She had also donned her enunciator collar and microphone. 
That was why she had run down the hallway—not to remove herself from harm’s way, but to grab her gear and her divinium ring she had taken off while doing the dishes so that she could help Merrick in the battle. 
He silently reminded himself again to be grateful for having someone like her in his life.
He walked over to Mona, and they embraced. 
When they separated, they looked down at the two bodies at their feet. Merrick knelt down and removed the face wrap of the man whom Mona had just taken out. Even though Merrick was sure he had seen Caucasian features earlier, the attacker’s face was now decidedly Asian.
And he was still alive, but only barely.
“Who sent you, and why are you here?” Merrick said, grabbing the man by his collar.
“I...act...on...my...own,” the man whispered, as his life energy continued to fade. “All of this, and all that will come. It is your fault. You are the one who must pay...You did not avert…anything.” 
Merrick felt the man’s body go limp in his hand. He dropped the man’s head onto the floor with a thud and then searched his body and that of the other man for any type of clue as to why they had attacked.
He discovered nothing. 
There were no markings on either of them. No divinium. And certainly, no missing cube. In fact the only real proof he had that the men were from the Wind Family at all was the fact that he had witnessed one of them floating on air. 
Standing up, Merrick quietly intoned for the Elm tree to help once again, and watched as five thick branches from outside slithered over his balcony rails and across his floor. The wooden tendrils wrapped around the two dead Drayoom and pulled them back toward the balcony and over the side. 
Merrick knew that the bodies were being taken away to reside forever in the Earth, a most unholy of burials for members of the Wind Family. 
Those three men had invaded his and Mona’s home and had endangered the woman he loved, and for that, they could burn for eternity or decay inside Terrada’s bowels for all he cared.
Merrick thanked the Elm out loud by its creation name, knowing that it could still hear him, and asked it to tell Oodrosil of everything it had just witnessed. 
Most of Merrick’s body was throbbing in pain, and his nose ached in particular as he sat down on the couch. He uttered a healing word from Terrada’s tongue that sounded like flowing honey. His pain receded a little, and the blood stopped flowing from his nose. He knew that he would wake up even sorer and stiffer in the morning—but it was nothing that Oodrosil couldn’t help with later. 
Merrick thought back on the fight, which had lasted no more than five minutes in total. He had certainly done better than when he was old Merrick, and he and Mona had been attacked by those thugs in Old Town, Alexandria. But his training had not been enough to face three killers at the same time. If not for the Elm tree and for Mona, he might have died tonight. He was good, but he had to train harder and to dedicate himself even more if he was going to survive in his new world of magic—and if he was going to be able to protect Mona.
He knew that he should take Mona to Rune Corp right away to make sure she was safe for the rest of the night. But they had to clean up while it was still dark outside, and by the time that was done, they would both be exhausted and ready for sleep. At least the damage was fairly contained, and there was nothing that couldn’t be easily repaired without the condo association’s knowledge. 
Additionally, he felt safe staying put, knowing that Oodrosil would have the Elm tree standing guard outside their condo until morning at least.
The real question was whether it was still a good idea to visit the Wind City or not. Now he would definitely have to talk to Cara about the pros and cons of going and he would have to take her opinions strongly into consideration.
He found one thing particularly confusing. The assassins had not used any magic to attack him, and their appearances had been altered so as not to appear like they were members of the Wind Family. Whoever had sent them assumed success and did not want the attack to be linked to the Wind Family if anyone else happened to see them. 
Or maybe the plan was to kill Merrick and leave Mona alive as a witness. 
Since they had failed in their mission, once the men had died, the spell of deception had stopped working, revealing the attackers for what they really were—assassins from the Wind Family, most likely sent by the friendly Emperor himself.
At first it made no sense as to why the Emperor would invite him to the Cloud City, and then try to have him killed. But the more he thought about it, a twisted sort of logic began to emerge. 
All of his alleged kindness toward Merrick could have been orchestrated only so that the Emperor could have claimed that he had nothing but good intentions toward the rightful Ard Righ. 
Merrick laughed ruefully. All of that talk about him being the ruler of the Earth Clan had just been planned misdirection and deception.
It was most likely that the Emperor had never actually meant to show Merrick his fabled Cloud City at all, and had only invited him, knowing that Merrick himself would spread the news, to give the appearance of good will and to help rule himself out as a suspect in Merrick’s death. 
Merrick didn’t like being played for a fool, and the fact that the Emperor had never intended for him to visit his precious city in the first place made him even more determined to take the Emperor up on his offer.
The more he thought about it, he more he began to think that he would be safer being as close to the Emperor as possible. The Wind Family, more than any other Drayoom faction, was concerned with politics and appearances both within their family and with the other families as well. Their pride was their weakness, and Merrick suspected that as long as he stayed close to the Emperor, the young ruler wouldn’t try anything that might make it look as if he had played a role in Merrick’s death.
As far as Mona went, however, she might be fairer game and would definitely be at risk. She could even be perceived as a weakness for the Emperor to exploit. 
Even though Merrick knew she would protest, he would have to insist that she stay here. Maybe he could entice her with a trip to the Earth City, going back with Cara when she returned to check on Bradley. 
Either way, she would have to stay, but he would have to take a small group of experts with him, in the guise of being his diplomatic detail. In reality, of course, they would be handpicked from his Alpha Team for their combat skills as well as for their cultural expertise. 
Since he was going to throw himself into the enemy’s camp, he would do so with his eyes wide open and with as much help as he could get.
 



CHAPTER 19
 
JOANNA REVIEWED the footage of the storm for the fourth time in a row. The station had already aired her video of the twister. That had been enough of a coup for one day, but the extreme weather was not what was holding Joanna’s interest.
She watched as the woman on screen backed herself up against the fence and stood there as the man in the tight, white ninja suit threw things at her that Joanna couldn’t quite make out. She asked Chip to zoom in as much as he could while still maintaining some picture clarity, but there wasn’t enough data in the cell phone file to get a sharp image of the woman’s face.
She could barely make out what looked like the man in white tripping over some unearthed roots or tree limbs being blown around by the high winds. She saw the woman fall to her knees and drop something on the ground that she had been holding in her hands. 
Then the twister moved in and blocked her view of whatever happened next.
Joanna cursed out loud. 
She should have gone over and searched for the woman’s body or at least called the police. She had been too focused on getting the footage of the tornado to her producer so that her station would have the scoop on the breaking story, and now she was left with no obvious way to identify the mystery woman she had captured on film. 
Then again, as far as she knew, the woman and her attacker had both been swept away by the storm anyway.
She set a password on her file and closed it before grabbing the tiny memory card from her cell phone and setting off at a run. 
Behind her, she heard Chip enter the room and shout at her, asking what was going on.
She didn’t answer or turn back.
Within less than half an hour, she was once again at the scene where the twister had touched down.
Making sure she was wearing her press badge, she walked up to the police officer in charge—an assumption she made, based on the fact that he was the only one standing around and not actually doing anything.
She showed her credentials and asked the officer if there had been any fatalities, but he responded immediately that no one had been injured to the best of his knowledge. In fact, there had been surprisingly little property damage either. The sudden storm had mostly taken its toll on the area outside the grocery store and the area next to Joanna’s own condo building, ripping up trees and large stones, but leaving other nearby structures untouched.
As far as the police were concerned, the area was not a crime scene, so Joanna was allowed to make her way over to where she had seen the struggle between the man and the woman. The ground there had been ravaged, and she saw no signs at all that either the woman or the man in the white ninja suit had ever been there. Where the woman had been standing, Joanna could barely detect the remains of what looked like female footprints. She also saw a set of very distinct tracks. Size ten and a half urban hiker. Men’s shoes.
The man’s footprints were so pronounced that she suspected they had been made after the storm had passed, possibly by someone else searching the area. 
As her eyes continued to scan the surroundings, her left foot brushed against something solid.
She bent over and picked up what looked to be a throwing star by placing her pencil through the hole in the middle of it.
It was made of a dense black stone with little streams of swirling white mist flowing across its surface. It was also partially covered in what looked like dried blood.
Joanna had been around long enough to know that taking evidence from a crime scene was illegal, but at the same time, as far as the police were concerned, no crime had taken place. As far as she knew, she was the only witness to what had happened. If she told the police about it now, and even if she showed them the video, without a body, they wouldn’t be able to do much of anything.
She carefully dropped the star into a small plastic bag that, as a good reporter, she always carried with her. She placed the bag in her purse before walking over to a nearby tangle of broken trees. Even without moving any of the branches, it was easy to tell that there was no dead body to be found. 
Joanna’s best bet at figuring out what had gone on was to hit up some of her scientist friends and to have them run some tests on the star while she did her own research using the Internet. She also figured that it couldn’t hurt to check with the residents of her own condominium building just in case one of them had seen something. 
One way or another, she was going to figure out what had happened, and she was going to make a story out of it.
 



CHAPTER 20
 
IT WAS THE MIDDLE of summer, but the morning had started out with a cold rain and a thunderstorm. Early morning hail had been reported in several locations around Vienna, Virginia. By noon, the day was sweltering with a hot breeze that choked people when they tried to breathe. 
Merrick imagined that by the close of day the temperature would drop yet again. Living in Northern Virginia was becoming very much like living in the desert. 
Cara had returned early that morning, just as she said she would. Just as Merrick suspected, she had not been happy to find out that she had missed the Emperor.
As Merrick and Mona sat in Cara’s office, Merrick tried to appear as if he were paying attention to Cara warning him about the risks of visiting the Cloud City. But he couldn’t stop pondering the hidden secrets of the Rune Corp divinium, nor could he stop worrying about the fact that the Emperor most likely possessed one of their divinium cubes.
“You’re telling me that we’re pretty damn sure the Wind Family has our missing cube,” Cara said, “and that the Emperor sent a team to kill you last night. And now you want to go along with this same Emperor on a trip halfway across the world to visit the Cloud City? What part of that plan makes sense to you, Merrick?”
“I know it’s risky,” Merrick said. “By now, the Emperor has to assume that his assassins failed and that we have figured out that they were from the Wind Family. If we decide to confront him with that, he could always disavow any knowledge of the attempt and say some of his people went rogue and acted on their own. It would look suspicious, but he knows that we can’t prove he’s the one behind it. 
“At the same time, the Emperor most likely thinks that we don’t know about his people stealing the cube and killing Officer Diggs. That piece of knowledge gives us an advantage, and the very last thing he would expect right now is for me to accept his invitation.
“If I go with him, I’ll be safer than anywhere else. You’re the one who told me how much he worries about how others perceive him and his family. If I stay close to him, he won’t move against me, because if he did, everyone would know he was the one behind it.
“If I’m lucky, I can find where he’s keeping the cube and get it back before he has a chance to reverse engineer our tech and figure out where to find more of our divinium. I wish Ohman had told you where he got our divinium from.”
“My father was a secretive man,” Cara said. “You’ve spoken his creation name before. You know how powerful it is for keeping secrets. I told you that I asked him about the divinium more than a few times, but all he said was that one day I’d find out when the time was right.”
“I think we need to make this the right time before the Emperor figures it out first,” Merrick said. “Of course, maybe he already knows where our divinium comes from. Those guys last night were in disguise and didn’t even use magic. They certainly didn’t seem interested in questioning me. I think they wanted to kill me and maybe leave Mona alive so that she could back up the story that it wasn’t the Wind Family who did it.”
Mona had been quiet while Merrick and Cara hashed things out, but now she shifted to the front of her seat.
“So why did they want you dead?” Mona said.
Merrick leaned back in his chair, thinking.
As he was mulling around different theories, Cara started nodding her head as if a sudden realization had dawned on her.
“Maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way. Separate out the cube from the attempt on your life. Why else would the Emperor want you gone, Merrick? Maybe the Emperor simply considers you to be a threat. He must know that you have a chance of uniting the Earth Clan and the Fire Tribe or that you might at least negotiate a peace between the two families. If you pulled either of those things off, that alone would make you the most powerful Drayoom leader alive and a direct threat to the Emperor.”
“That’s enough for him to want me dead?” Merrick said.
“Absolutely,” Cara said. “The Wind Family takes its politics very seriously, and I know the Emperor has thoughts of ruling more than just the Wind Family. My guess is that he wants you out of the picture so that he doesn’t have to be in any hurry to figure out the source of our divinium. As a matter of fact, he probably thinks that once you’re out of the way, he can just take whatever divinium he wants directly from Rune Corp itself along with all of our technology. Why bother reverse engineering anything when he can just take it?”
Merrick thought he had come a long way in his understanding of Drayoom politics and the nuances of the individual families, but he realized that he still had a lot to learn. It had not been obvious to him, but Cara’s theory made plenty of sense. 
“I agree that the Emperor might just try taking whatever he wants directly from Rune Corp,” Mona said. “But I also agree with Merrick that we need to get the cube back if we can, and that it’s safer going to the Cloud City than waiting here for the next time the Emperor tries to kill him. If the Emperor does figure out how to duplicate the Rune Corp tech, isn’t there a chance he could use it on a piece of their normal divinium—that he wouldn’t even need our divinium to make it work? He’d have an instant weapon that he could use to arm his own human soldiers, and that would be a total game changer.”
Both Merrick and Cara stared at Mona. Her last concern about the armies of magic-wielding humans immediately rang of terrible truth. Letting the Emperor have that kind of power was not an option, and Merrick knew that he had to risk whatever was necessary to retrieve the cube. 
“You’re right, Mona,” Merrick said. “We need to get the cube back from the Emperor, but we also need to find the source of our divinium as soon as we can. We need more of it if we’re going to expand and if we’re going to make enough weapons for our own people. And I need more of it to figure out the secret behind unifying the languages of the Dragons.”
Merrick suddenly remembered that he hadn’t asked about Bradley since Cara had been back.
“Speaking of our own people, how’s Bradley doing?” Merrick said. “Did the Queen put up any resistance to taking care of him?”
Cara grinned slightly.
“Once I mentioned your name, the healers were very cooperative. It’s like I said before—you have a lot of supporters in the Earth Clan.”
“And Bradley?” Merrick said.
“ It’s going to take a few days for him to fully recover, but when I left him, he already had a new leg. He had some of his typical attitude going in, but after he saw his new limb, his mood greatly improved. I was planning on going back tomorrow to check on him, but I’m thinking I should go with you instead. Heinin promised to look after him while I was gone.”
Merrick shook his head.
“Don’t you know the Lynyrd Skynyrd rule?” Merrick said. “You can’t have everyone in the band on the same plane.”
Cara looked at him, confused.
“In other words,” he said, “we can’t risk both of our necks by going to the Cloud City together. Besides, I think we need to divide and conquer this. I’ll get the cube back, and you start figuring out where we can find more divinium. You promised to go back to check on Bradley anyway, right? Maybe you can talk to the Keepers. They might know something about Ohman’s source.”
“What makes you think the Keepers are going to help me with that?” Cara said.
“Like you said, I have a lot of supporters in the Earth Clan. Maybe that includes some of the Keepers.” 
Cara shrugged.
“That might work, I suppose. Mona and I could go...”
Mona suddenly stood up.
“I’m going with Merrick,” Mona said. “We already talked about this last night.”
Merrick looked away to avoid Mona’s eyes.
“You two are a great team,” Cara said. “Don’t get me wrong, but...you’re still a human. It’s going to be unsafe enough for Merrick and he’s got the power of two dragons at his command. You’d be a liability that the Emperor wouldn’t hesitate to use against Merrick.”
Mona’s face turned red. 
“I’m not a liability, Cara,” she said as she took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I understand what you’re saying, believe it or not, but I think I proved myself enough the last time Merrick’s life was on the line with his brother, Eudroch. And that was before I even knew anything about magic at all.”
When Mona looked directly at Merrick, he could tell that she was imploring him to take her side.
“I know what I said earlier,” Merrick said, “but that was before the Emperor raised the stakes last night. Cara has a good point about the Emperor potentially using you to get to me. If the Emperor held a knife to your throat, I’d tell him whatever he wanted to know. I’d even make things up. 
“And he must know that. You know I love you, Mona. But you have to trust me that this is the best way. As soon as I get the cube, I’ll meet you and Cara at the Earth Clan, and we can all go looking for the divinium together. Right now, keeping you safe is my top priority.”
Mona looked at the table and turned her gaze away, trying to keep herself under control. 
“Fine,” she finally said. “We’ll do it your way.”
Despite her words, Merrick knew for certain that Mona was not fine at all. After almost a full minute of silence, Cara spoke up.
“Who do you want to take with you then? You can’t go up there alone.”
“Jonathan’s been heading up the Araki initiative here...” Merrick said.
“We have an Araki initiative?” Cara said, as Merrick ignored her and continued.
“Jonathan knows the most about the Wind Family history, their culture, and their language,” Merrick said. “I was thinking about taking him and also Master Banzo. He’s the best fighter we have, and since I don’t want to take any divinium weapons with us and risk them falling into the Emperor’s hands, having physical fighting skills might come in handy.”
“I’m glad you’re taking Master Banzo with you,” Mona said, begrudgingly. “I worry about you too, you know?”
Merrick reached over and touched her hand across the table.
“I know,” he said. “But I’ll be fine. I’ve never been in better shape, both physically and magically. You know how much I’ve been sparring and practicing Fire and Earth Magic. Plus, like I said, the Emperor isn’t going to try anything while I am a guest in his house.”
“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” Mona said, “seeing as how he tried to have you killed just last night. If I hadn’t been there to save your butt again, you’d have been in real trouble, tough guy.”
Merrick saw that she was trying to be playful and lighten the mood, but she was also being serious. On the one hand, he had needed her help last night, but he had also been holding back and not calling on his most powerful magic by a long shot because he didn’t want to accidentally hurt her.
Before he could say anything to Mona, Cara touched her ear and activated her cell phone. 
“Jonathan? Could you come up to my office? Right now, please. Thanks.”
Cara looked at both Merrick and Mona.
“I just want an outside opinion on this, before we make any final decisions on anything.”
While they waited for Jonathan to arrive, Merrick and Cara discussed the logistics of running the company in their absence. 
In about five minutes, there was a knock at the door, and a tall Asian man with short black hair walked in.
“You rang?” Jonathan said.
“No need to play innocent,” Cara said. “I’m assuming you know about the failed attempt on Merrick’s life, and I’m guessing that Merrick’s talked to you already about going with him to the Cloud City.”
Jonathan glanced at Merrick, trying hard to keep his face devoid of emotion.
“You’re supposed to be the expert on their culture,” Cara said. “How do you think they’ll react knowing that we know about their botched attempt on Merrick’s life? Should we expect an all out attack? Should we accept their offer to visit the Cloud City?”
“I’ve studied everything we know about the history of the Wind Family—which isn’t all that much, frankly. I’ve researched their last three generations of leadership and any documented interactions they’ve had with other Drayoom families. Like you said, the Emperor knows that his men didn’t make it back alive, and we have to assume that he’s smart enough to guess that you know they were from the Wind Family. The Emperor also assumes that you at least strongly suspect that he was the one behind it. 
“Mind you, he isn’t afraid. With probably the most deadly military force of any of the families, there’s no need for that. But he’s certainly embarrassed and angry. Hard for us to relate to this in our culture, but honor and even a perceived defamation of a person’s name or the honor of their ancestors are huge driving forces in their decision making. They take it all very seriously.”
“What does that mean for us?” Merrick said.
“My best bet is that he’ll ignore the fact that you know it was him,” Jonathan said. “He might even try to distance himself from the act right up front somehow. Either way, his invitation to you will stand, because he would never want to be seen as going back on his word. If you do go with him, he’ll keep his eyes open for any opportunity to do away with you as long as it won’t link back to him and his family. Otherwise, you should be pretty safe—unless he becomes desperate, of course.”
Merrick stood and paced to the other side of the table.
“That doesn’t sound comforting,” Mona said.
“Do you believe,” Merrick said, “that the closer I am to the Emperor, the safer I am from him trying to kill me again?”
Jonathan paused before speaking.
“Essentially, my answer is yes.” 
“Then it’s settled,” Merrick said. “Jonathan, please gather Master Banzo, and both of you get your suits on. I don’t want to bring any weapons with us, but I can’t send you in there without your battle suits to help protect you. Meet me out back in half an hour. The three of us will go up to visit the Emperor while Cara and Mona go to the Earth Clan to check on Bradley and to ask the Keepers for any clues about where we can find the divinium.”
Cara looked over to Mona as if waiting for her approval. Mona glanced at Merrick, and Merrick stared into the distance, thinking.
Jonathan glanced back and forth at all three of them and then turned to leave.
“See everyone in half an hour,” Jonathan said as he hurried out the door.
Merrick snapped out of his daze and softened his eyes as he turned to look at Mona. 
“It’s going to be fine,” he said. “I’ll see you at the Earth City in a few days or so, and then we can figure out together where this elusive divinium is hiding.”
Mona didn’t say anything, but from experience, Merrick knew that her silence was not the same as her approval.
 



CHAPTER 21
 
FOR THE THIRD TIME that day, Prince Takehiko told himself that there was no dishonor in being only the Prince of the Wind Family. The situation that led to his younger brother being placed on the throne had been beyond the Prince’s control, and no one would contest that fact. 
It was true that the Prince believed he would be a better leader for his people than his little brother, but there was no arguing with the will of the dragons, and he dared not say anything out loud about the matter. 
He barely felt safe thinking about it.
Prince Takehiko himself had been considered gifted because he remembered his creation name at a very early age—at the same time his body was going through the all-too-human process of puberty.
His father had been proud of him on the day that he had given his name to the Monks of Araki, adding to the family’s lexicon of words.
But years later, when his younger brother had come out of his mother’s womb and greeted the doctors using perfect Wind Dragon language, there was no question in anyone’s mind that the newborn was meant to sit on the throne. 
Even the Prince had thought as much.
Now he realized that he had been wrong.
He, the Prince, had been the one to capture the cube from the hands of the human—not the Emperor. He, the Prince, had been the one who had not failed in his mission, unlike the Emperor’s three assassins who had been handpicked from the elite Wind Guard. 
Yes, it was true that they had been forbidden to use their magic so that Merrick’s woman would not be able to identify them as members of the Wind Family, but they had still failed, and that was unacceptable. 
Despite the Emperor’s incessant worrying, the Prince did not think that Merrick posed much of a threat. In fact, the Prince was pleased that the young Ard Righ had survived his brother’s attempt on his life. 
The Emperor viewed Merrick as a future enemy and as an obstacle to him fulfilling his destiny as the ruler of all the Drayoom. But the Prince suspected that they could use Merrick’s knowledge to more quickly unlock all of the cube’s secrets. 
If nothing else, the Prince wanted Merrick alive so that he could tell them where they could find more of the Rune Corp divinium. 
Any fool could immediately tell that there was something special about the material from which the cube was built. 
Prince Takehiko remembered holding the powerful cube in his hand. As soon as he had felt its power, he knew that the rumors were true. The divinium Ohman had used to craft the cubes was different than the sacred stone each of the families possessed. 
And even though the Prince had not had enough time to thoroughly examine the cube, he had briefly opened himself up to its power and glimpsed at what lay inside. 
What he saw was wondrous, frightening, and unnatural all at the same time. 
With the cube, the power of all four of the dragons lay at the fingertips of any user, whether Drayoom or human, and this is what the Prince found both amazing and blasphemous. Few Drayoom, and certainly no humans, could be entrusted to command that much magic. 
The power of the cube had been so enticing that it had been difficult for the Prince to hand it over to the Emperor. But the pain of losing the cube was multiplied when his little brother ignored him as soon as the prize was in his hand.
The Prince had felt dishonored, yet not surprised at his brother’s action.
The boy Emperor had been cold and uncaring toward the rest of his family since the day he was born. Not only had the Emperor emerged into this world as an enlightened being, he had also been born arrogant and unyielding.
When the Emperor was only five years of age, their older sister, Tamami, had been kidnapped and tortured by extremists from the Fire Tribe. Despite reports of what the men had done to her, the Emperor made it clear that her kidnappers would receive nothing from him in return for her safe return. 
The Emperor allowed her to be held captive for over half a year before finally accepting the Prince’s plan of sending members of the Wind Guard to retrieve her. It had never been spoken, but the Prince knew that the Emperor had not come to her rescue sooner because he considered her an abomination—the product of their father’s union with a woman from the Water People. 
It was rumored that their father had loved the Water woman and had cheated on his rightful wife, the Empress—a union that had resulted in the birth of Tamami. By bringing Tamami to live in his kingdom as one of the Wind Family, the Prince’s father had sealed his fate. 
Some even suspected that the then-Emperor’s death had been from poison at the hands of his real wife, Prince Takehiko’s mother. 
When Tamami was finally returned, the Emperor treated her as if she were an embarrassment to the family. He had all but consigned her to life as a social outcast by insisting that she become a monk of Araki to atone for her sins. 
But the Emperor had not thought through his actions. 
By giving his daughter to the monastic order, she also became a Keeper of Araki’s words. For in their family, there was no difference between the religious order following the great dragon and those designated and chosen at birth to be keepers of the dragon’s words.
Without realizing it, the Emperor had made her almost as powerful as she would have been as a Princess.
She was still known by a few as the Princess of the Wind Family and was sought out even by the Emperor himself at times because of her extreme intelligence and cunning. But she was never given the official status or afforded the lifestyle of extravagance and leisure to which her siblings were accustomed. 
Despite her de facto position of power, she seemed alone in this world—her only true family now the Abbess.
Yes, the Abbess. 
That woman had far too much control and power for one not of royal lineage, but there was nothing anyone could do about it. She was chosen by Araki and served at the dragon’s pleasure, and the people both respected and feared her almost as much as they did the Emperor. 
And Tamami was her clear second-in-command—her adopted daughter.
As the Prince stood on the edge of a cloud, his arms behind his back, he let the moist vapor run through his hair.
He was so grateful to have been born a member of the Fuugoshujin. How could those other Drayoom survive without the freedom and majesty that could only be experienced up here, in the clouds?
Turning away from the edge of the cloud, Prince Takehiko wondered how much longer the Emperor was going to make him pretend to stand watch, waiting for Merrick to use the divinium flute to signal that he wanted to journey with them back to the Cloud City.
Merrick would be a fool to come with the Emperor back to his home city, and the Prince believed strongly that just standing around waiting for him to show up was wasted time. The Prince believed that they should take one of two actions. 
They could either leave this country and return for Merrick after they had learned all they could from the cube they now possessed, or they could send down an overwhelming force and simply take Merrick and his technology with them.
Even as the Prince resigned himself to more senseless waiting, he heard a shrill tone floating in the air, weaving itself between the normal noises of the sky—the screeching of birds, the rushing of wind, and even the fluttering of butterfly wings. 
He turned around, stepped to the edge of the cloud again, and looked down. The fool on the ground below, blowing into the divinium flute, was accepting the Emperor’s invitation.
The Prince could not decide whether Merrick was dumber than he had initially thought or whether Merrick was the bravest Drayoom he had ever met. 
 



CHAPTER 22
 
MERRICK, CARA, MONA, and all twenty of the Alphas stood in the heavily shaded area just behind Rune Corp.
In the half hour they had to prepare, Merrick, Jonathan, and Master Banzo had donned their battle suits and were ready to go. 
Gus looked at Merrick, perturbed that he was being left out.
“I know this is killing you,” Merrick said, “but we need someone to stay and keep the company running while we’re gone. I’d like you to make sure the analysts keep on point, and I want a steady influx of new words and definitions being uploaded into the main data cube daily. And make sure the special weapons section keeps moving as best as it can without Bradley and Mona. I know it’s a lot to ask, but I know you can do it.”
“I don’t know anything about running a company,” Gus said while inadvertently flexing and relaxing his pecs. “I’m good at fighting, not pushing digits.”
“You’ll do fine,” Merrick said. “Just pretend that lack of progress is the enemy and you need to crush it.”
Merrick turned to Jonathan and Master Banzo and couldn’t help but laugh when he saw them fidgeting with their battle suits.
The ultra-thin material of the suits was made from a combination of carbon fiber and an anti-ballistic fabric laced with divinium. Their suits pulsed with dim flashes of green and made them look more like superheroes than warriors. Jonathan looked mildly uncomfortable, but Master Banzo seemed as annoyed as a dog forced by its master to wear a ridiculous costume on Halloween.
“This outfit is not necessary,” Master Banzo said as he picked at the tight fabric around one of his thighs. “I assure you that I am quite capable of helping you without it.”
“I kind of like it,” Jonathan said with a wry grin. “Makes me feel like I’m in a sci-fi movie.”
Merrick slapped Master Banzo on his shoulder.
“Trust me, Sensei,” Merrick said. “I know how capable you are, but we’re probably going to be dealing with threats that are both magical and physical, and you might end up needing the suit.”
“Then, why bring me at all?” Master Banzo said. “There are other members of the team who are more experienced with magic.”
“If we do run into a physical threat,” Merrick said, “there’s no one else I’d rather have in my corner.”
Master Banzo scratched his chin.
“I cannot fault your reasoning on that point. I will also do my best to continue teaching you while we are gone. You have come far on your journey, but you have a long way to go still before you are the master of your self.”
Merrick humbly bowed to Master Banzo, then raised his head back up and turned to face the small crowd.
“Here’s the plan one last time. The three of us will go up with the Emperor and...hold on.”
Merrick spoke a word that sounded like dry leaves crackling, then tossed the divinium flute the Emperor had given him at a nearby tree. The trunk of the tree opened up like a wooden flower welcoming the morning sun, and the flute went right inside. The tree quickly closed back up to encase the flute. 
“No sense in taking any chances,” Merrick said. “Like I was saying, Master Banzo, Jonathan, and I will go up to the Cloud City. Our first priority is to retrieve the stolen cube, and if that’s not possible, to deactivate or destroy it. After that, we meet the other half of the team at the Earth Clan for part two of our mission.” 
“Should we try to snag a piece of their divinium while we’re up there, too?” Jonathan said.
Merrick slipped a throwing star from out of a hidden pocket in his battle suit. It was the same weapon he had found at the site where Officer Diggs had been killed, and it pulsed with a light white glow in his hand.
“I already have a sample,” Merrick said. “And unlike with the flute, I can’t detect the presence of any wards on it. This thing was made for killing, not for spying.”
He balanced the star in his hand for a second and peered at it closely before taking it away from his face.
“Would you mind storing this downstairs in the weapons testing facility?” Merrick said, handing the glowing star to Mona. “Or better yet, just take it with you to the Earth Clan. If we compare it to Earth Clan divinium and to the Rune Corp divinium, maybe it will help us figure out what gives each of them their different properties. Might even lead to a clue about where our divinium comes from.
“Once the three of us join Cara, Mona, Heinin, and Bradley at the Earth Clan, we’ll all continue our search for the divinium. I don’t know how, but I’m sure the secret of the stone holds the key to unifying the dragon tongues.”
Merrick turned to Gus and the rest of the Alphas, all of them ready to help however they could. Each was in top physical shape, and because they were all on call 24-7, they were also allowed to come and go from Rune Corp with their memory intact. 
As such, they would normally be the ones to lead a mission like this, but because the Emperor had invited Merrick to visit him in the Cloud City, it seemed only natural for him to take point. Even though the Alphas didn’t like it, Merrick knew that his team understood that it made the most sense for the mission.
“Listen up,” Merrick said to his Alphas. “Other than Jonathan and Master Banzo, I want you all to stay here and prepare for the worst. Cara and I have both discussed this, and we want you to double up the martial arts classes and include a crash course on weapons training, both traditional and magic-based. We’re running low on divinium, but do what you can, even if you have to reuse the material from one or two of the older cubes. I want every employee armed as soon as you think they’re ready. Clear?”
Gus was young, but had already served in the Special Forces and had seen his share of action in theater. There was a reason that he was next in command after Master Banzo. Merrick had full faith in his abilities to lead and to improvise.
“Clear as glass, sir,” Gus said. “We’ll have everyone mustered and ready in the next few days. Hope for the best and plan for the worst. Not a problem.”
Merrick moved so that he was facing Cara and Mona. He held out his hand and spoke another word from the Earth Dragon’s tongue that sounded like a branch snapping. The tree next to him spit the flute out, sending it flying toward Merrick, who caught it squarely in his hand.
He held the divinium to his mouth and blew on it. It was obvious that the humans couldn’t detect a thing, but he was sure that Cara could hear it as plain as the sounds of traffic from the road across the parking lot. It was a shrill whistle, with the tenor of a song from a small bird combined with the strength of a killing screech from an Eagle. 
The sound was pure Wind Magic, and even though Merrick wasn’t as familiar with it as he was with Earth and Fire Magic, he could still feel the notes snaking their ways through the canopy of trees. They rose upwards into the sky and through the clouds far above, where Merrick was sure a keen ear was listening.
Merrick removed the flute from his lips and held it by his side.
Within seconds, he heard a sound from above that reminded him of an approaching jet engine. 
A giant burst of wind struck the ground just outside of the area where Merrick’s group stood, sending leaves and dirt flying up in a cloud of debris. As the cloud cleared, a tall, wiry man with Asian features strolled up to them. He was clad in a white suit that was similar in style and quality to the black one the Emperor had worn. 
The man bowed to Merrick, then smiled as he held out his hand in greeting. 
“Ard Righ, my name is Prince Takehiko. It is an honor to finally meet you. My brother, the Emperor, has told me much about you.”
“The pleasure is all mine,” Merrick said as he first bowed and then shook the Prince’s hand. 
“I bring word from the Emperor,” the Prince said. “He is pleased you have accepted his invitation to visit our wonderful Cloud City. Alas, our ruler has already left for the palace, but has sent me to be your escort. I assure you that you will enjoy your visit with us and that your journey will be a pleasant one.”
Despite the smoothness of the Prince’s words, Merrick noticed that he seemed just the slightest bit uncomfortable about what he was about to say next.
“The Emperor also sends his most sincere apologies. Yesterday, we detected what we have confirmed as being an attack on your life from dissident members of our family. Our ancestors are shamed by this incident, as are we. The Emperor assures you that every resource is being put into finding the men responsible for this transgression. The Emperor assures you also that these men acted on their own and not at the direction of the royal family, and he appreciates the trust you put in him by accepting his invitation to visit our city. Our initial findings suggest that the would-be assassins may have been members of a known conspiratorial movement set on pitting our families against each other in an all-out war—an outcome the Emperor and the royal family are dedicated to preventing.”
Throughout his speech, the Prince’s face remained stolid, but Merrick suspected that most of what he said was false. They might be looking for the men who tried to kill Merrick, but that would only be to punish them for failing in their mission or to pry any useful intelligence out of them before their execution. Little did the Prince know that their assassins would never be found since they were residing forever deep in the belly of Terrada. 
“Are you ready for your journey, Ard Righ?” the Prince said.
“Yes, my advisors and I are ready,” Merrick said.
The Prince seemed surprised.
“Your Majesty, the Emperor’s most unique invitation was for you alone...”
“Prince Takehiko, does your Emperor ever travel alone?”
The Prince seemed unsure of how to respond.
“Neither do I,” Merrick said.
Merrick could see the Prince working through the different scenarios in his head while also studying both Jonathan and Master Banzo, who had moved over to stand next to him. The Prince was probably not empowered to make this decision on his own, but found himself in a situation where he had no other choice. After studying the men, he looked at Mona and Cara as well, and his body seemed to noticeably relax.
“I understand, Ard Righ,” the Prince said. “Of course, you are correct. I apologize for not thinking of that beforehand. Your advisors may join you. And now that I am thinking more broadly, may I also make another suggestion?”
“Of course,” Merrick said.
“Might I suggest that your wives accompany you as well?”
As soon as the Prince said this, Merrick looked at Cara and Mona. Cara appeared to be deciding on whether to laugh or to erupt in rage. Mona’s face had turned red, clearly showing her anger at the statement.
Before either of them could answer, Merrick replied.
“Prince Takehiko,” Merrick said, suppressing his laugh. “Our cultures are different, and I take no offense, but please understand that neither of these women is my wife. This is Cara, daughter of Ohman. She is the owner and leader of this company now that her father has transferred to another life. And this is Mona. She and I are engaged to be married, but she is not yet my wife.”
The Prince seemed genuinely embarrassed and quickly bowed his head. While his head was still down, he spoke.
“Please forgive me, Ard Righ, for my folly. I should not have made such an assumption. I merely thought to extend the invitation to your loved ones so that your visit could be more enjoyable and beyond that of a formal visit between two Drayoom leaders.”
“You had no way of knowing,” Merrick said.
The Prince raised his head and then bowed to both Cara and Mona.
“I think that’s a wonderful idea, Prince Takehiko,” Mona said. “I would be honored to accompany my husband-to-be on this trip. I have always wanted to visit the fabled Cloud City.”
Mona cut Merrick off before he could say anything.
“Because I have just been made aware of your invitation,” Mona said, “I will need a few moments to change and to gather a few things, if there would be any way you could delay our departure for no more than fifteen minutes?”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea for Mona to come,” Merrick said.
“Why is that?” the Prince said, a tint of seriousness passing over his face.
Merrick knew immediately that he had just walked into a trap. He could not explain that he did not want Mona to join him because she would be a vulnerability that the Wind Family could exploit, and he couldn’t think of any other good reason that the Prince or Mona couldn’t easily counter. Admitting defeat to himself, Merrick bowed his head to the Prince.
“Thank you, Prince Takehiko,” Merrick said. “I would be happy for my future wife to join us. Cara, unfortunately, has other pressing company matters to attend to.”
Mona dashed to the rear security door, swiping her badge before entering the Rune Corp building. 
Cara stood with her arms crossed, and Merrick could tell that she had sensed the same trap as Merrick. After all, she had taught him what he knew of diplomacy and how to interact with the Wind Family, especially. As such, he was sure that she would not have been able to avoid the Prince’s clever ambush either. Mona was going to be joining Merrick on his journey, and it was both a reality and a risk that he would just have to deal with.
Even though Merrick would do anything to ensure the group completed their mission, Mona’s safety was once again his number one priority, and he would make sure she remained out of harm’s way regardless of the cost.
 



CHAPTER 23
 
IT WAS THIRTY SECONDS before her new spot aired on the evening news. Joanna knew she was walking a fine line of legality by showing video of what she had determined to be an attack on a police officer, but she had broken no laws in putting together her theory. And since it had only been less than twenty-four hours after the event, the person in the video couldn’t even be declared officially missing yet, even if she was a police officer.
While Joanna held her breath, her segment came on and showed her behind the correspondent’s desk, reading skillfully from the teleprompter about how the recent tornado that touched down yesterday in Tysons Corner had coincidentally acted as cover for a much larger news story.
After seeing the footage of a woman being attacked by an unknown assailant on the other side of the narrow twister, Joanna had put all of her reporter’s investigative talent to use the day before.
Since she lived in the condo building where the event occurred, Joanna had gone down the hallway of her floor and checked with every one of the neighbors she knew to see if anyone recognized the blurry figure. She had spent hours looking for anyone who might recognize the woman in the video. 
And then it hit her.
She showed the footage to the security guards and the receptionist at the front desk of the exclusive condominium building in which she lived. 
Two of the guards were sure they knew who was in the video from the woman’s distinct shape alone. 
There was no question in their minds that the figure was Police Officer Teresa Diggs. 
After Joanna had the name, it had been a simple matter to call one of her sources at the police department to see if Officer Diggs had missed any shifts recently. 
As it turned out, she had. 
In fact, she had missed the last three days of work. Diggs had called in regarding her first day of absence, but had not done so for the next two days. 
Joanna’s source also told her that Officer Diggs had petitioned recently to re-open a case—one involving several employees of a local company who had died while oversees on a company trip last year. 
The company’s name was Rune Corp. 
Somehow the case had been closed, but when her source had examined the paperwork more closely, he was unable to find any indication of a full investigation. 
As Joanna watched her segment come to a close, she was satisfied that she was on to something. For now, all she could do was report on the disappearance of a local police officer, but while Northern Virginia was chewing on that, she would focus on determining how or if Rune Corp was involved in the police officer’s disappearance. 
She wasn’t sure what the connection was, but her reporter’s nose was rarely wrong, and she smelled something at Rune Corp that was a little off, even though she had never been there herself—a situation that she planned on correcting as soon as possible. 
 



CHAPTER 24
 
SIGELA, THE FIRE DRAGON, peered across the solar system from her vantage point from inside the star that gave the Earth its light and its warmth. 
Even though she was still banished to the heavens, she could still see plainly everything that happened on the distant blue planet. She could also feel the events that transpired there through the many pieces of her essence that still remained and through the eyes of her followers.
No one but her own family wanted her to return to the world, and not even some of them now, it seemed. 
The other dragons, her own brothers and her sister, were more than happy to use only the parts of her that benefited their own precious Drayoom families. How happy were their followers to feel Sigela’s presence when one of them needed to be warm on a cold night or when they burned with passion for one another. 
Without her, no progress would ever have been made down there, and most life would not even exist.
The Fire Dragon laughed, and a torrent of plasma rose and spit out from the surface of the Sun, its glowing tendrils reaching out toward the Earth. 
Down on the planet, the Drayoom whom Terrada had named Redemption—the one called Merrick—and everyone else...they all believed the prophecy of Sigela’s return had been avoided. 
They did not understand the basic tenets of prophecy—that by its nature, a true prophecy could never be negated. 
It was really as simple as that. 
Sigela believed that Merrick was indeed destined to be the new Ard Righ and that he was still the one to ultimately release her from her prison and to fulfill the prophecy. 
Sigela knew the truth, but she had little hope that Merrick or any of the other Drayoom would understand for a very long time the way that events were truly interconnected and unfolding. Just as a gnat could not comprehend the thoughts of a human, neither could a Drayoom understand the complexity of a dragon’s mind or the plans that they made. 
How long would it take for one of the Keepers or one of the Drayoom leaders to look around and see that their very planet was fundamentally out of balance—that it had lost its equilibrium? 
The extremes in temperature. 
The storms that ravaged an increasing amount of the Earth’s population. 
The dragons themselves were at war, even if their followers did not yet know it—and it had all started because of Merrick’s actions. 
And no matter what the young Ard Righ or the Earth Queen or even Araki’s own Emperor thought or tried to do, none of them could not change the truth of the prophecy. 
Sigela would return to the Earth, and she would remake it in her image.
Perhaps not today.
Perhaps not tomorrow.
But some day in the not too distant future, the Fire Dragon would fulfill the prophecy. 
It was inevitable.
 



PART TWO
 



CHAPTER 25
 
MERRICK FELT HIS BODY dissipate into the very air around him even before his mind could process that the Prince had just told him to hang on. 
Merrick was accustomed to traveling around the world through the body of Terrada, but the Earth Dragon was composed of things that were familiar to him—roots, rocks, dirt, and even bugs. 
Traveling as a part of Araki was a completely different experience. 
The Wind Dragon’s body was everywhere and nowhere at the same time and was constantly moving and in flux. It was, at best, controlled chaos.
The Prince had given them the same advice that Merrick always gave first timers when traveling through Terrada—to stay focused on something in their minds that was easy to remember—something that reminded them clearly of who they were. 
Merrick had no problem holding his identity together while his separated molecules were propelled first through the troposphere and then up to the clouds where the Wind Family’s outpost resided. 
He knew that Master Banzo would handle the journey with ease as well.
Even Mona, as human as she was, had traveled through Terrada before and would find the trip into the sky different, but not dangerous.
However, this was Jonathan’s first time, and Merrick allowed himself for a second to worry about whether his young Alpha would make it in one piece up to the cloud. As soon as his mind wandered, Merrick felt his own identity start to blur, but he quickly tightened his mind once again until he had a clear image of who and what he was.
When he had first journeyed through a living dragon less than a year ago, he had used Mona as his focal point, but since then, he had discovered a lot about himself, including the meaning of his creation name. As Merrick’s molecules were whisked skyward, he chose to focus on that, instead.
Through much hard work and the suffering of others, Merrick had learned that his creation name described one who was destined to suffer but to also ultimately redeem himself. When he defeated his brother, Eudroch, Merrick had thought that his destiny had been fulfilled.
However, after much meditation, he had concluded that suffering might always be a part of his life, but so would redemption. On one count, he felt a confidence he had never before known—understanding at his core that he would always survive—always come out on top. On the other hand, he and maybe those close to him might also have to suffer continuously and repeatedly. 
Over the last six months, he had known nothing but contentment, from both his relationship with Mona and from his job. But six months was a mere blip on the timeline of someone’s life. 
He held out hope that those around him would not have to suffer because of him, but the fact that they might was a realization that Merrick himself was just coming to terms with. Until he thought it through more, he wasn’t planning on sharing his suspicions with Mona, Cara, or anyone else. 
A sudden drop in temperature interrupted Merrick’s thoughts as his molecules rose higher and higher, until they were miles above the surface of the planet.
At first he felt freedom—ultimate freedom, the likes of which he had never before experienced. That initial sense of elation, however, quickly became overwhelming. He felt free, but there were too many ways to go and no structure or framework on which to orient as he struggled to keep himself whole amidst the swirling chaos.
And then he saw it. 
There was structure here in the air. But it was like no other structure he had experienced before. There were swells of pressure and currents like those of an ocean or a river. There was ultimate chaos and ultimate order both at the same time. Air was everywhere and every place that other things were not. The air was defined by the absence of things, and yet, it provided the life and sustenance for all living things.
For the first time, Merrick began to suspect that the so-called Wind Dragon might be much more than just the living embodiment of air and wind. 
As soon as Merrick perceived the way the wind worked, he rose even more quickly, until he felt as if he were sailing through the sky, bursting through one misty cloud after another. Within a matter of a few heartbeats, Merrick felt himself rise up through a floor of pure cloud to stand next to Prince Takehiko.
The Prince turned to look at Merrick with an expression on his face that told Merrick he had been waiting there for what he considered to be a long while. Merrick looked around, and as he did, he saw that the two of them were alone.
He was about to ask the Prince if he should be worried, but suddenly Mona popped up through the fluffy floor and then Master Banzo.
After a tense minute of waiting, Jonathan finally rose up from the floor and materialized, coughing and sputtering as if he had almost just drowned.
“I was worried about you,” Merrick said as he slapped his young friend on the back. “How was your first trip?”
Jonathan was bent over, his hands on his knees. He looked up at Merrick with his mouth hanging agape. Within a second, his knackered expression blossomed into a huge smile that told Merrick all he needed to know. 
As he had suspected, Jonathan was a natural.
“If everyone has arrived now,” the Prince said, “I would like to welcome you to the sovereign territory of the Wind Family. This is but a humble outpost, but we hope that you find it agreeable. Normally, we would just continue on to the Cloud City, but perhaps you would like a little time to rest and to orient yourselves to your new surroundings. 
“It is hard for me to imagine, since I have lived in the air all of my life, but our elders tell me that those new to our world must take a short while to find their equilibrium. I believe it is similar to what humans describe as getting their sea legs.” 
Merrick didn’t want to admit it, but the Prince was right. They were standing on water vapor, and if Merrick thought about it for too long, he felt slightly queasy. He had grown accustomed to a lot of different environments in his recent past, but standing so many miles above the Earth’s surface on a bed of cloud vapor was distinctly unsettling.
“If you will all please follow me,” the Prince said, “I will take you somewhere you may rest before the next leg of our trip.”
Merrick and his group followed the Prince as he led them across a footbridge also made of billowy, cloud-like material that seemed to sparkle as if imbued with some foreign substance. The bridge spanned perhaps an eighth of a mile of clear sky, and looking down at that field of pure blue was surreal. 
Merrick had traveled through the air many times in the form of lightning, but the experience had always been transitory and quick, and nothing like this. 
Walking in the air across a bridge made of water vapor that wasn’t even solid underfoot was unnerving. Merrick’s stress abated only slightly with the knowledge that if he somehow were to fall through the clouds, he could easily summon lightning bolts to carry him away. If he was feeling this way, he could only imagine what the others in his party were experiencing. 
One look at Mona confirmed his concerns. Merrick reached over, squeezed her hand, and held it as they walked onward.
After crossing the footbridge, they walked up a spiral set of stairs until they stood atop a platform that overlooked a small valley filled with buildings and streets, all made of clouds. Merrick was having a hard time even conceptualizing how much magic it must have been taking to keep the small town—or the outpost as the Prince had called it—together and aloft. He wondered if members of the Wind Family had that responsibility or if perhaps Araki himself kept the outpost from falling.
The Prince waved his arm in a long arc, extending it out toward the buildings and the people below.
“Welcome,” Prince Takehiko said, “to Outpost 14301.”
 



CHAPTER 26
 
SHE HAD NOT EVEN thought about the ramifications of traveling through Araki with an unborn child inside of her. 
Desperate, Mona used the thought of the life inside her womb—Merrick’s child—as her focal point, but that caused her even more anxiety. No matter how she tried, she could not take her mind off of the dangers her baby might be facing, even as she struggled to keep her molecules together despite the chaotic patterns of the wind that pulled and pushed them with every passing second. 
As she tried to concentrate on following the flow that seemed to be guiding her upward, an even worse thought occurred to her. Her unborn child was half Drayoom, and she knew that dragons gave Drayoom children their creation names while they were still inside the womb. Suddenly she was afraid that Araki might somehow disturb or influence her baby as well. Even though Merrick didn’t have any Wind Dragon blood in him, there would probably be no stopping the Wind Dragon from doing something to her child while they were traveling as a part of the living wind.
The temperatures dropped, and she began to shiver as the surface of the planet disappeared completely from her view. She saw and felt the chaos all around her even more but continued to fixate on her unborn child. 
As she rose higher and higher, she started to panic as she found it more difficult to remember who she was. 
She did not get a feeling that the Wind Dragon was necessarily an evil force. But she did sense an unbridled and raw energy that at any moment could rip her to pieces—not out of malevolence, but as a bi-product of the nature of the dragon itself.
At the height of her anxiety, her molecules reassembled, she felt the dewy water mist of clouds under her feet, and she found herself standing next to Merrick and Prince Takehiko, trying to catch her breath.
She touched her stomach with one hand as if she would somehow be able to detect the health of the life gestating inside her. Merrick looked over at her, and she once again tried to hide her true emotions, but she knew he could tell that she was distraught. 
Luckily, Merrick seemed to be attributing her distress to the journey and to the new environment among the clouds. Even though she wanted to share her news with Merrick more than ever, she knew that if she did, he would be angry and would insist on them both going home right away, and Mona didn’t want to be the reason he stopped his mission. 
As she walked along with the group, she reasoned with herself that she was only a few months pregnant, and that she was feeling stronger and steadier now that she had survived her first trip with the Wind Dragon. She had panicked during the journey up to the clouds, but everything was fine now. As she listened for warning signs from her body, she heard none and concluded that her child was still alive and safe inside her.
She took a deep breath as Merrick reached out and held her hand. His touch soothed her and gave her even more strength and resolve. She would continue on to the Cloud City, and both she and her child would arrive safely. 
There was no other option.
 



CHAPTER 27
 
CARA’S TRIP BACK to the Earth Clan had been uneventful. At this point in her life, traveling with Terrada was almost routine, even though the experience still left her filled with some degree of awe every time.
She had arrived in the valley as usual and made her way into the mountain’s innards and down to the city of the Earth Clan with no problems.
People recognized her as she walked down the familiar street that led to the center of the city. 
She thought about stopping and checking on Bradley as soon as she arrived, but she decided to head to the Earth Council first to see if she could speak with some of its members to let them know she and Bradley were here. And to give them a heads up that Merrick would be on his way soon.
After half an hour of walking, Cara arrived at the large clearing that was usually filled with merchants and townspeople engaging in their daily commerce and social events. 
Today the area was empty except for the two guards standing at the double-door entrance to the large stone building at the far end of the clearing—the place where the Queen and the Earth Council held court.
The fact that there were guards on duty meant that some members of the council and maybe even the Queen were there. But Cara was showing up unannounced, and as she made her way over to the guards, she hoped that she would be allowed to gain an impromptu audience with whichever council members were there. 
Cara walked up to the large double doors made of bark. Each door was embossed with half of a gold circle that connected at the center to form a full circle crisscrossed with lines that formed geometric shapes. The resulting design was similar to the one used in the large, round window in her own office back at Rune Corp. 
The two guards standing on either side of the doors wore tunics and kilts of heavy cloth, similar to Scottish tartans, but devoid of the plaids and other Celtic patterns typical of that fashion. Each of them had a broad sword hanging by his side with a hilt and a blade made of divinium.
“Ho there, members of the Fianna,” Cara said, acknowledging them as soldiers in the Queen’s elite guard.
The guards looked down on her and stared for a few seconds before one of them allowed himself to break into a slight smile.
“Ho there, yourself, Cara, daughter of Ohman,” the first guard said. “It’s been too long since you’ve graced our city with your presence. My name is Uthra, and this is Penn.”
Cara knew that this was no time for her mind to be on other things, but she couldn’t help but notice that the one called Uthra was being a bit more friendly to her than the Fianna were usually known to be. 
She wasn’t sure why, but in the off chance he was actually flirting with her, she decided that it couldn’t hurt to play up to him if it would help her get in to see the council.
“Gentlemen, I hope you’re both having a good day,” Cara said. “Where is everyone? This place is usually packed this time of day.”
Uthra leaned back against the door and crossed his arms over his chest.
“It was crowded not an hour ago,” Uthra said, “but when we received word that you had arrived...well, the Queen ordered the market place closed. For your safety, of course. And then called a special session of the council. I guess she figured if you were here, there was probably something you wanted to talk to her about.”
Cara shook her head with a grin. It had been foolish of her to think that her arrival would go unnoticed, which also meant that the Queen knew she had also been there the day before.
“Or that maybe you just wanted to check on your friend,” Uthra said, with a hardy laugh. 
Once again, Cara felt embarrassed at having thought that she could sneak Bradley into the Earth City undetected.
What amused her, however, was hearing that the Queen had emptied the market place because of her arrival. 
She knew that the Queen could not care less about Cara’s safety. More than likely, she had ordered everyone to go back to their homes because she was afraid that all of Merrick’s followers would come out to show their support for him being seated as the new Ard Righ. 
By emptying the market place, the Queen had shown her weakness. 
“You can follow me, young lady,” Uthra said, as he opened the large double doors and motioned for Cara to come inside. 
Cara and Uthra walked together, making their way down a dimly lit passage before emerging into a grand circular room crowded with all manner of people—warriors dressed like Uthra, dignitaries wearing fine silk clothes, and others who behaved like politicians working the room. 
The chamber was well lit, and its walls glowed with polished gold while also being overgrown with shimmering green plants that flourished without sunlight. The greens and the gold played against each other, creating a majestic balance of color and mood. 
As soon as Cara entered the room, the talking dwindled and then rose again as several of the council members stood to greet her.
A few of the female council members even hugged her—a very different welcome than she had received when her father was still alive.
At the far end of the chamber, a thick, gnarled tree stood—its roots interlaced with the floor and its trunk growing up through a hole in the ceiling. A two-seated throne made of roughly hewn gold was set deep into the base of the old tree, where the Queen usually sat.
At the moment, however, the throne was empty. 
Things had changed so much, Cara thought, as she realized that the council was assembled before their royal leader, the Queen, had joined them.
“Come,” said one of the council elders, a white-bearded man in a black tartan with a gold sash. Cara recognized him as Mangus. 
“Sit with us, and let us talk,” Mangus said. “What news do you bring? And how does Merrick fare?”
Cara moved to one of the seats at the large table made of polished divinium and stood behind it.
“Council members,” Cara said, “thank you for your warm greetings today. I have much to tell you all, but first I would humbly inform you of something of which you are already aware, I am sure.
“Yesterday I brought one of my human associates to your city to be cared for by your healers. You have my apologies, but time was of the essence, and the reputation of the Earth healers is the greatest in all of the Drayoom world. My friend suffered a great injury continuing the work of my father, Ohman.”
“Yes, yes, of course,” another council member said, this one with long grey hair, also dressed in a black tartan. “We are already aware of your associate, and have made sure that he is being well cared for.”
“What of Merrick?” asked one of the council members whom Cara did not recognize.
“Merrick is well,” Cara said. “He sends his regrets that he is not here with me, but wanted me to assure you that he will be arriving in the coming days and that he has missed the serenity of the Earth City and the warmth of its people.”
Cara knew that Merrick hadn’t said anything even close to that, but she was going to pave the way for him to at least consider leading the Earth Clan, whether he was afraid of his destiny or not. 
Of course, if Merrick ever did decide to lead the Earth Clan, Cara would miss seeing him at Rune Corp every day. But having him in place as the Ard Righ would strengthen the bond between her company and the Earth Clan. 
And as much as she didn’t want to admit it, it would be good for Merrick to be with his people and to grow into the Drayoom that Cara could see him becoming. Rune Corp was a special place, but he needed more exposure to the world of magic than Tysons Corner could give him. 
He still had so much potential in him, even though he had grown so much since the first time they had met.
Less than a year ago, she had been Merrick’s mentor and had to answer all of his frequent questions about almost everything. She still had things to teach him, but he absorbed everything so quickly that she found herself struggling to keep up at times. And his questions kept getting harder and harder.
Cara was still in charge of the company, but Merrick was increasingly seen as the leader of her company’s strongest teams. Also, inside the Rune Corp walls and even with most Drayoom, Merrick had unwittingly become something of a legend—the only Drayoom known to have walked among the dragons, to have defied their will, and to have survived. 
Other than Abred, no one in Drayoom history had ever done so before. 
Merrick had gone from obscurity to being one of the most well known members of the Drayoom community in under a year. With his status, he could go places, visit other families, and cross boundaries that no one else could. 
Best of all, Merrick was not letting his prestige and power go to his head. This was a blessing, since the last thing anyone wanted was for Merrick to become too much like his brother, Eudroch, used to be.
 



CHAPTER 28
 
AT THE TIME OF their arrival, Outpost 14301 had been located high above Tysons Corner. After a few hours of relaxing in the guest quarters and then gathering at the lookout post, Merrick and his team were told that the floating station was now somewhere over Baltimore, Maryland. 
Just as Prince Takehiko had warned, Merrick and the rest of his party had all felt a little off-balanced before they acclimated to standing and walking among the clouds. But as they sat with the Prince, discussing what they would find and learn of once they arrived at the Cloud City, Merrick’s stomach started to settle down. 
“I know that Wind Magic is keeping us afloat, but how is the cloud itself solid enough to keep us aloft?” Merrick said.
“Some of that is a family secret,” Prince Takehiko said with a healthy laugh. “I will say that not every cloud is like the ones on which we build. And we of course make full use of our divinium. If you look closely enough, you can see that the clouds are filled with tiny particles of it.”
“That’s amazing. I never thought of using divinium in such a diffused way,” Merrick said.
“Not as impressive as your company’s divinium, according to what the Emperor says. He claims that he witnessed it control both Earth and Fire Magic? Is this true?”
Merrick shifted in his chair, uncomfortable at the sudden change the conversation had taken.
He cleared his throat.
“Some of that is a Rune Corp secret, of course,” Merrick said with a congenial laugh. “Our divinium also holds some secrets of its own that we are just now exploring.”
“If there were some way to make our divinium behave in the same manner as yours, I imagine that knowledge would be worth a considerable amount. I know that my brother, the Emperor, will ask about this, and I mention it so that you may begin to think of how you might respond.”
Even as the Prince was talking, Merrick realized that he hadn’t even considered what the Prince was suggesting. Maybe Ohman had found a way to transmute regular divinium into something more. This was something that Merrick would have to bring up with Cara once he met up with her at the Earth Clan.
“I thank you for the advanced warning, Prince Takehiko,” Merrick said. “I promise to give the topic much thought before discussing it with your Emperor.”
The Prince seemed to sense that Merrick had closed the conversation topic, but Merrick wondered if the Prince could also tell how much doubt had been sown in Merrick’s own mind. Maybe searching for the source of their divinium was a fool’s errand, and instead, he should have been searching through the data cubes back at Rune Corp, looking for Ohman’s hidden magical formula.
Despite his uncertainty, he realized that even if the Prince was right, it didn’t change the fact that they had to retrieve the stolen cube. With his mind once again focused, he looked around at his team and their surroundings.
At first, he thought about asking for a tour of the outpost, in case the cube was still here, but he found it difficult to believe that the Emperor would have returned to the Cloud City without it. Because of that, Merrick decided that it was time to push on with their travels.
“Prince Takehiko,” Merrick said, “you have been more than patient with us, but I believe we are ready to continue our journey to the Cloud City whenever you deem appropriate.”
“Splendid,” said the Prince. “Are you sure that your future wife is ready to go as well?”
Merrick looked over to Mona and realized that at his suggestion that they continue their trip, her face had turned slightly paler.
“Is everything ok, Mona?” Merrick said.
Mona looked up at him as if she had just come out of a stupor of thought.
“I’m ready whenever you and the rest of the team are,” she said. “I was just thinking about how high up we are and was letting my brain get the better of me. That’s all.”
Mona’s explanation seemed to satisfy the Prince, but Merrick knew her better than that. She was hiding something, and he made a mental note to talk to her later about what was really going on in her head.
After checking with the rest of the team, Merrick, Mona, Master Banzo, and Jonathan followed the Prince up a set of stairs to a crest in the giant cloud.
Once at the top, the Prince reminded them again of the safety elements of traveling through Araki. 
“I will do my best to monitor each of you as we go along,” the Prince said. “I have no doubt that our trip will be an uneventful one, but please note that this leg will take a substantially longer time—on the order of five hours. 
“We will be traveling through the body of the mighty Araki, but it is a sad fact that the wind does not move as quickly as the lightning, which I know Merrick and Mona have traveled with in the past.”
Both Merrick and Mona nodded.
“Prepare yourselves, then,” the Prince said.
Merrick grabbed Mona’s hand just before his molecules dispersed into the air around him. Merrick was still new to flying with this dragon, but he tried to settle in and to let himself be pulled along as if he were drafting behind a bicyclist during a very long race.
A five-hour trip was going to be a long time during which he had to stay focused on his creation name. But it did give him time to do some critical thinking before having to speak with the Emperor.
Merrick wanted to find the cube, and he assumed the Emperor wanted to know the secret behind its unique divinium. Each of them had something that they supposed the other one possessed.
The Emperor would assume that Merrick would know either where to find the divinium or how to make it. As soon as the Emperor knew that Merrick did not know either of those things, Merrick believed that he would stop becoming useful to the young ruler. 
And he would only be perceived as a threat and nothing else.
As Merrick continued to flow through the troposphere like a disembodied wind surfer passing though cloud after cloud, he tried to maintain his focus while also thinking about how to best approach discovering the secrets of Rune Corp’s divinium.
He reached back into his mind and went through all the information and data he found while going through Ohman’s personal files on the data cubes. 
Using Ohman’s creation name as the security key, Merrick had already looked through all of Ohman’s personal files that he could find. His searches revealed nothing regarding the special properties of the Rune Corp divinium—nothing to suggest whether the Rune Corp divinium was found or made. 
As Merrick pondered anything that would lead him to a clue, he decided to try approaching the problem from a different perspective. Instead of looking for what was true, perhaps he could eliminate other things as being false.
He reasoned that if Ohman had figured out how to transmute divinium, he still must have had a regular source from which to obtain the base material. The logical place for him to do so would have been the Earth Clan. 
Given current relations, Merrick felt confident that he could find someone in the Earth Clan to tell him whether Ohman had received his divinium from them or not. If Ohman hadn’t, then Merrick would feel safe in assuming that the Rune Corp divinium came from someplace special and apart from the magical stone that belonged to each of the families. 
With that bit of logic set firmly in his mind, Merrick observed more of his surroundings as his molecules sped along the air currents on their way to the Cloud City. He had not asked about the location of the Cloud City, but given that the Prince had said it would take around five hours to get there, traveling over twice as fast as even the fastest wind Merrick knew of, Merrick picked out a few prime candidate locations. The primary one of these was somewhere over Japan, which would also make sense, given the Asian features of the members of the Wind Family.
Even though his essence was clustered together in pieces, Merrick could still sense the changes in the weather systems as they went along.
What he felt was chaos and confusion—and not just among the particles of the air. When Merrick flexed his self so that he could sense where the wind met the other elements, the connections everywhere were jagged and unnatural.
He was still getting used to how the weather and the wind moved, but he could already hear the molecules all around him speaking to one another as he passed through them. Their words were sad and unsettled. On the Earth below, human scientists were speaking plenty about climate change recently, but being enveloped and traveling as a part of the wind itself, Merrick could feel the change that was going on in a visceral way that was stronger than any scientific proof could ever provide.
Even though he didn’t expect the Emperor to be honest with him about anything, Merrick made a mental note to ask him about the changes in weather. Asking the question alone would give Merrick the opportunity to gauge the Emperor’s reactions and maybe decipher whether Araki was behind any of the recent changes in climate.
After passing through countless other weather systems, Merrick felt his speed start to decrease and his molecules begin to congeal. Even as he noticed this, Merrick popped back into corporeal existence. He found himself on another platform made of cloud, standing next to Prince Takehiko, who had already been joined by two warriors dressed in ornate black armor with curved katana swords sheathed at their sides. 
Merrick turned his head to look and as he did so, Master Banzo, Mona, and Jonathan all winked into existence right next to him. 
Again, Mona did not look well, and Merrick hurried to her side and put his arm around her.
“Tell me what’s wrong, Mona?” he said.
Mona swayed a little. Her face was pale, but she straightened up and stood tall, forcing a smile, Merrick suspected, in an attempt to divert attention from herself.
He knew that she was covering something up, but after a few more minutes of rest, she looked a little healthier.
“I don’t have my wind legs yet,” she said, with a laugh. “For some reason, I do much better traveling through Terrada. No offense, Prince Takehiko.”
The Prince faced Mona and made a slight bow to her and Merrick. 
“There is no offense taken, Mona,” the Prince said. “I can only imagine that, even though you are a human, the Earth Dragon must have seen fit to ease your journey through its ethereal body because of your connection with Merrick. I mean no offense either when I say that my dragon most likely does not share that affinity with the Ard Righ. This kind of travel was never meant for humans at all, and the fact that you handle it this well is a testament to your strength. I am humbled by it.”
Merrick was pleased that the Prince was being so polite and kind about it all, but a small part of him felt something else. He wasn’t sure what it was, but was it possible that he was feeling a tinge of jealousy? If Merrick didn’t know any better, he would say that the Prince was showing signs of being attracted to Mona. He put that thought to rest and turned back to the vista that lay in front of them.  
At last, they had reached the Cloud City.
Merrick heard gasps from the rest of his party as they turned to view the wondrous city. 
Spread out in front of him for miles and miles was a giant cloud that formed the base for the gleaming city. Rising from the soft edges of the cloud, tall buildings and spires of pure white cloud rose impossibly into the air, giving Merrick the impression of a magical palace surrounded by one-story and two-story houses and buildings that were scattered all around it. 
It was the closest thing Merrick had ever come to seeing a magical castle since he had entered the world of the Drayoom, and he wondered for the first time if he was up for the challenge of locating and then taking back the cube that he sought.   
 



CHAPTER 29
 
CARA’S DISCUSSION with the Earth Council was going exactly the opposite way that her first meeting with them had gone six months ago.
When she had brought Merrick to the Earth City for the first time and pleaded for him to be taught the craft of magic, the council had barely allowed it.
Now they could hardly wait for his return.
“Tell us,” the council member with the white beard said. “Have you spoken with Merrick about his rightful place here with us? I mean no disrespect, but Merrick is a full-blooded Drayoom and should be with his people. Ohman chose to relinquish his throne and to live amongst the humans, but that does not mean that Merrick must take the same path.”
Cara did her best to stay calm as she reminded herself of her mission. Still, it was hard for her not to respond when she knew that her father had been forced out of the Earth Clan by the treacherous actions of the Queen, and that he had not left of his own accord. Despite the revisionist history that had already been accepted by the council, Cara continued the discussion.
“Merrick and I have talked about this,” Cara said, “and I do not believe even he knows what he wishes at this point. He is reluctant to leave the legacy that my father left for both of us...”
“That is exactly our point,” interrupted a short, skinny woman with long flowing hair of gold. “Ohman’s legacy is exactly what we wish Merrick to consider. Merrick may not be the son of Ohman, but he is the offspring of our Queen, and he is the rightful heir to the throne. It is a role that requires preparation and training. We feel strongly that he should live among us and begin his education on how to become our ruler one day.”
“Deliah makes a valid point,” Mangus said.
Once again, Cara forced herself to hold her tongue. The last thing Merrick needed was to be trained by this group on how to lead the Earth Clan. At one point, she actually caught herself grinning slightly as she thought about the surprises the council members would be in for if Merrick ever did agree to be their Ard Righ.
“I think it best for me not to interpret too much of Merrick’s wishes. But I am pleased to tell you that we will be staying, with your permission, until Merrick meets us here—I suspect within three days or a week’s time at the most.”
At this news, the council members nodded their heads in agreement and talked amongst themselves excitedly.
“Of course, Cara,” Mangus said. “You and your colleague are welcome to stay as our guests as long as you desire. The fact that Merrick shall be joining you is an unexpected surprise, but as the daughter of our departed Ard Righ, you are welcome at all times in our city.”
“You are most gracious,” Cara said with a slight bow of her head, trying hard to conceal her disgust at having to obey the rules of nicety with a body of people who, not six months ago, had only reluctantly allowed either of them to stay overnight in their city. “If I may, there are topics that Merrick will wish to discuss once he arrives. He has sent me ahead not only to heal our stricken comrade, but also to search for clues in a quest he has undertaken.”
At the mention of a quest, the members of the council became quiet as one. They may have wanted Merrick to be their leader, but a quest undertaken by someone with as much power as Merrick gave them pause.
At last, Mangus broke the silence.
“Exactly what kind of quest does Merrick pursue?”
Cara fought to suppress her smile.
“With all due respect, it is not my place to reveal that,” Cara said. “In fact, even I have not been told the details of what he seeks. But he would be grateful if you would arrange for him to visit the divinium quarries beneath the city upon his arrival so that he might obtain a piece of your magical stone for use in his quest.”
“Surely, he could just ask,” said Deliah, “and we would provide him with whatever divinium he needs. Although...”
“Although what?” Cara asked.
“Speak your mind, councilwoman,” Mangus said. “Let there be no secrets amongst us on this matter.”
“It is just that, the great Ohman never sought divinium from our city, and I am at a loss as to why Merrick would want or even need to do so himself. We have seen what your sacred stone is capable of. I have witnessed it firsthand, when the Fire Tribe attacked our city not so long ago.”
“Esteemed council members,” Cara said. “As I said before, I do not know the full nature of Merrick’s quest.”
The members of the council exchanged nervous glances with each other.
“Of course, my child,” Mangus said. “I will personally show him our mines. Is there anything else that he might wish when he arrives?”
“I know he would like to consult the Master Keeper...on a matter also unknown to me.”
An unnaturally tall man dressed in a heavy robe of dark green with his hood pulled up and over his eyes stirred at the dark recesses of the room. He had been so still and so quiet that Cara had not even noticed him before.
All the council members turned to watch as the man stood at a height of nearly seven feet and walked to the table. 
“I am the new Master Keeper. Before I was known by that title, I was called Cathasa. I was there on the day that the Fire Tribe, through the treachery of the Queen, was brought to our doors.”
Several of the council members squirmed in their seats and looked around at the mention of the Queen’s actions. Cara assumed that despite the Queen’s tenuous position, she was still feared by most of the council—but evidently not by the new Master Keeper. 
“I watched as my Master and my fellow Keepers were killed,” the new Master Keeper said, “by the warriors from the Fire Tribe.”
The Master Keeper kept a stern face, but it appeared to twitch just slightly at the mention of his fallen brethren. 
“Let it be known that I hold no malice toward Merrick, for I more than most, see the patterns and the ways in which the world must unfold. I will meet with him when he arrives. Bring him to my chambers when he wishes to speak. I will welcome him and talk openly as I would to our Ard Righ.”
As the Master Keeper finished his speech, Cara, along with several of the other members of the council, exhaled slowly. The stress in the room improved mildly as the Master Keeper returned to his chair in the back of the room. 
Mangus cleared his throat and cast a hard glance at the Master Keeper before turning back to face Cara.
“Please excuse his bluntness,” Mangus said. “The Master Keeper has been away on travel, seeking to open up a dialogue with his counterparts in the other families, and he must be tired from his journeys. Is that now all that Merrick wishes, Cara?”
Cara simply smiled and said, “Yes, that is all for the time being, Mangus. Your generosity is heartening.”
Suddenly, the council members sitting around the table stood up, although Cara noticed that the Master Keeper remained seated.
The Queen entered the chamber with four of her Fianna following behind her. She seemed older than Cara remembered, and her face reminded Cara of the way many of the Rune Corp employees looked after a full day of using the divinium—drained, tired, and aged. The Queen was not a young woman by any means, and as she maneuvered stiffly to her throne, she appeared to be devoid of the zest of life that had once resided in her bosom and on her cheeks. 
As Cara met the Queen’s eyes, she forced herself to stand as well. It appeared that Cara didn’t need the cooperation of the Queen, but she also did not want to deal with her getting in the way of things. Until they had what they wanted or until Merrick was sitting on the throne, Cara would treat the Queen like royalty. 
Once the guards took their places on either side of the tree throne, the Queen sat down and the council members followed suit. 
“Welcome, Cara,” the Queen said. “It seems like it has been a long time, even though in the eternal scheme of things, it has not. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“It is good to see Your Majesty again,” Cara said with the most realistic fake smile she could muster.
“I see that the council has already had a chance to talk with you,” the Queen said, looking directly at Mangus, “and that strangely enough, they did not wait for my arrival, even though I am the one who called this meeting. Please, I would greatly appreciate it if someone brought me up to speed on what my council has already decided without me.”
As the Queen spoke, her voice grew louder, until it was just short of being a yell.
Mangus quickly went through Merrick’s requests and the council’s replies to them.
The Queen remained still as a statue, but through her eyes, Cara could see her still-sharp mind processing everything, searching through every possible avenue of thought as Mangus updated her. 
When Mangus mentioned Merrick’s quest, the Queen erupted with a dry, nervous cough even as Mangus explained that even Cara did not possess any more details on the matter. 
Closing her eyes as if suddenly weary, the Queen sighed.
“Very well,” the Queen said. “I see no reason to not grant Merrick his wishes, especially after all that my son has done for the Earth Clan and its grand city. Please make sure that he receives help from whomever he pleases when he arrives.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Cara said.
“Now, you must tell me, how is my son?” the Queen said.
“Merrick is well and thriving,” Cara said. “As I explained to the council members, he will be joining us here within a week’s time, if everything goes according to plan.”
The Queen made a show of smiling and seeming to be pleased at the news, but Cara watched her face closely and caught the quick flash of a micro expression on the old woman’s face. Cara could not decide if she saw a fleeting moment of fear or disgust, but whatever the emotion, it was not one of happiness that a mother might show upon hearing of the imminent arrival of her only living son.
“Very good,” the Queen said, gritting her teeth in a smile directed at Cara. “Is there anything else you wish to say before we dismiss?”
“No, Your Majesty,” Cara said. “I would like to check in on my colleague who is with your healers to see how he is doing. If you see no objection, I was hoping we could stay at Merrick’s house during our visit. I am sure that he would not mind.”
The Queen nodded slowly.
“Yes, of course,” said the Queen. “I will have two of my Fianna take you to his abode after you have checked on your friend at the healer’s.”
The Queen smiled with tight lips, as if offering the services of her personal guard to Cara were somehow distasteful.
Cara nodded and thanked the Queen again, simply glad that the meeting was coming to a close and that the Queen had not tried to stop Merrick’s visit.
 



CHAPTER 30
 
THE GREAT YEW TREE shook its branches and stretched its expansive root system. It searched everywhere that it was able to touch, but Merrick was nowhere to be found. He was not within Terrada’s bosom. Oodrosil could feel Cara safely ensconced within the walls of the Earth City, but Merrick had disappeared.
Oodrosil remembered the promise it had made to its friend, Ohman, to take care of the boy after the old man was gone. In fact, Merrick reminded the mighty yew very much of Ohman when he had been a young man—full of wonder and bravery, and too headstrong to know when he was up against more than he was capable of taking on.
Despite the fact that Merrick had the Queen’s blood inside him, the yew liked him just the same. After all, what someone did in life was more important than from whose loins they had sprung.
And now Oodrosil was worried about Merrick. 
Oodrosil knew that Merrick and Cara were trying to unravel the very same mystery that Ohman had been working on when he was alive. They were trying to determine the nature of the divinium that Ohman used with the humans. Or at least that’s what they thought they were trying to understand. 
In truth, the great tree knew that if Merrick were to discover the source of the divinium, he would also uncover more questions and more complex answers than he had yet dreamed possible about the nature of existence and the future of the planet itself.
Whether Merrick was the right one to solve that great a puzzle was an answer to which Oodrosil was not privy.
All that the tree knew was that if someone did not determine how to put the planet back into equilibrium, the world itself would one day soon become unlivable for all creatures, both human and Drayoom alike.
As reports began to come in from the tree’s sources, the yew pieced together that Merrick, Mona, and two of the other humans had left the safety of the Earth and had entered the body of Araki, the Wind Dragon.
Upon learning this, Oodrosil shook violently.
He recalled his youth as a sapling, with the forest of parents surrounding it. 
They were so powerful back then, the tree thought. There were so many of us, and we all knew that we would play our roles in the world and its future, although we had no idea that our parts would not be what my brothers and sisters had imagined.
Oodrosil remembered the dragons and how all trees depended not just on Terrada, but also on Lagu to help them grow. Even Sigela from her prison in the sky gave of herself so that they could grow. 
But there was always the other dragon—Araki.
It was true that the Wind Dragon helped spread their seed so that mighty forests would one day sprout up across the world, but it was equally true that the wind was often brutal and more likely to tear at their leaves and branches than anything else.
 



CHAPTER 31
 
MERRICK AND HIS TEAM walked through the glittering streets leading to the imperial castle at the center of the Cloud City.
Commoners bowed as Prince Takehiko strode past them, with two of his guards leading the way as they passed through wisps of slow-moving cloud vapor and were caressed by an ever-present but gentle breeze. Seeing the Earth City always filled Merrick with a sense of grandeur and wonder, but walking through the Cloud City was more akin to exploring the ethereal landscape of a dream.
The farther they made their way into the city, the more of its citizens popped their heads out of stores and homes to watch the procession. Merrick heard a language spoken that sounded like Japanese to his ears but which also had a tint of some other influence he could not place.
Everywhere Merrick looked, he saw people going about their business as if they lived in a regular town on Earth. There were people on bikes and others walking with fresh fruit filling giant wicker baskets, but the glittering cloud-like material seemed to permeate everything. 
 As more of the Cloud City denizens stopped to watch their procession, Merrick noticed that several of the Wind People seemed to be bowing, not only to the Prince, but to him as well. 
“Usually, I would simply fly to the royal castle,” the Prince said, “but I thought that this stroll would help you gain more confidence walking in our element—and give you a chance to see our grand city.”
 “Is everything here made of clouds,” Mona said, voicing what Merrick was wondering as well. “Do you have to depend on the other dragons to live up here? I mean, you can’t eat clouds, and that woman was carrying fresh fruit.”
“Mona...” Merrick said.
“No,” the Prince said. “She raises a fair point. I see that your Master Banzo believes he knows the answer...”
Master Banzo seemed surprised for just a moment, but quickly gathered himself and nodded to the Prince as they continued to walk. 
“If I had to guess,” Master Banzo said, “I would say that like all of the Drayoom families, your people rely on the bounty from all of the dragons. Just as the members of the Earth Clan must still breathe the air, and the members of the Fire Tribe must drink water to stay alive, so must the members of the Wind Family rely on the other elements to survive. Am I correct, Prince Takehiko?”
The Prince turned his head to face Master Banzo and laughed.
“Well answered, Master Banzo,” the Prince said. “You are, of course, correct. Despite the differences between the families and the dragons themselves, there are some rules that are sacred and never broken, for if they were, it would mean the end of us all. Imagine if all the creatures of the earth suddenly found themselves without air to breathe, or if there were no more animals and plants to eat. Or if Sigela no longer shone in the sky. 
“Yes, Mona, all of the elements are here. In a moment, we will even cross over a stream that cuts through the city. The difference is that up here we tend to use the wind and the air for as many things as possible, but as you implied, even the great Araki cannot fill our hungry bellies.”
Merrick nodded his head. It all made sense, but at the same time, it also gave him pause. Until now, he had never wondered if, while in the Earth City, the non-earth elements that permeated the city were loyal to or even somehow spying for their respective dragons and their families. 
The realization of how interconnected each of the elements truly were started Merrick’s brain wondering how he might adjust some of the design specs for the Rune Corp expansion back home.
Merrick snapped out of his thoughts as the group passed over an arched footbridge, under which ran a river that frothed and fizzed as if it were carbonated—a testament to the amount of air in the water, Merrick imagined. 
Even though the Prince had assured everyone that all the elements were present in the city, Merrick didn’t see a single piece of wood anywhere. Nor did he see any plants. He did notice smoke billowing out of some of the houses and could only assume that the people of the city used fire to keep themselves warm, especially in the higher altitudes in which they lived.
“Prince Takehiko,” Merrick said. “Forgive me, but where are we in relation to the world below? My guess is that we are perhaps somewhere above the country of Japan? To my untrained ears, the language of your people sounds similar to that spoken by the Japanese.”
The Prince smiled. 
“As you know, like all of the families, we have had to periodically integrate human stock into our families to keep the bloodlines of the common citizen healthy. Our people have culturally mixed with the humans who live on the ground far below us, and so our common tongue is very similar to Japanese, although by now it has evolved into its own distinct language.
“In answer to your first question, we are far above what the humans refer to as Mount Fuji. Even though the mountain belongs to Terrada, it has always been an important part of the Wind Family’s culture as well.”
“How has no one ever noticed an entire city floating above a national landmark like Mount Fuji?” Merrick said. “The Earth City is hidden inside a great mountain, and the Fire City lies beneath an immense cenote. How is it that you remain undetected out in the open like this?”
“As we spoke of before, there are some secrets that we must keep,” the Prince said, “but I will tell you that even if a human were to stare directly at this city, from the ground or from inside a passing airplane, he would see nothing at all.” 
As Merrick and his team neared the grand palace, its spires seemed higher than imaginable, even though they still had to walk another mile before arriving at its gates.
The entrance itself reminded Merrick of the hidden tunnel to the Earth City, as the gates were etched with ornately carved characters and symbols that Merrick could only guess represented words and wards in the Wind Tongue. 
Upon seeing the Prince, the royal guards stepped aside, and Merrick’s group entered the palace proper. Once inside, Merrick gasped in wonder. The buildings outside the palace were impressive and shiny, but the inside of the palace was amazing. 
After entering through the archway, they passed through a narrow corridor and emerged into a grand courtyard. Here, there were plants of some sort, but they were white and sparkled as if made of diamond chips. In the center of the courtyard, there was a single, large tree cut in the bonsai style, surrounded by red petals on the ground. 
The crimson petals produced the largest amount of color that Merrick had seen since he had left Rune Corp. It was amazing how quickly his eyes had adjusted to the different tints of whites that pervaded the world of the Wind Family. Seeing so much color now seemed almost alien to him. The stark contrast between the petals and their surroundings made it look as if the palace were bleeding. 
The Prince led Merrick and his group through the courtyard, past men and women sitting on white stone benches, engaged in reading, playing games, and even making music with various instruments. Each of them looked up and bowed their heads as the Prince passed by. The feeling was somewhat more casual inside the palace, but the reverence and respect for the royal family was still obvious. 
“We strive to increase our knowledge of the world around us every day,” the Prince said.
“Are these your Keepers?” Merrick asked.
“These are the members of our royal court. Some are distant relatives, but all are in one way or another related to the Emperor by blood. Our Keepers, I assure you, lead a much more regimented life. Often they are not even present in the city, except for naming ceremonies, of course. I am told that your clan follows a similar custom.”
“As I believe all of the families do,” Merrick said.
“This is beautiful, Prince Takehiko,” Mona said as she reached out and held Merrick’s hand. 
“You are too kind,” the Prince said. “Allow me to show you to your quarters so that you may rest from your journey. I know that you must be tired.”
Merrick had to admit that even though he found it easy enough to maintain his true self when traveling as part of Araki, he was feeling surprisingly more tired than usual—unnaturally so. He thought for a moment before remembering that he and the others were not used to being at such a high altitude. The air, although regulated in the city, was still much thinner than at ground level, and Merrick’s lungs had to work overtime to keep his body moving.
It would be good to rest and recuperate and to talk with Mona to see what was on her mind. Even despite the wonderment of their surroundings, she still looked paler than normal, and he was concerned that she might be coming down with something. He began to worry that he should have been more adamant about her not coming along, even though she was justified in claiming that she had proven herself in the past to be both resourceful and capable. 
The Prince led them to a set of platforms that were positioned as elevators would be, but he saw no mechanical apparatus present. Their group stood on top of the platforms, and the Prince suggested that they hold on. Before Merrick could ask what they were supposed to hold on to, a gust of air shot them up in a controlled manner five, ten, then twenty floors into the air.
Once they came to a stop, the Prince motioned everyone to follow him as he led them into a hallway and took a right into a large room. Merrick and his team followed the Prince and were shocked to encounter a room filled with green plants, brown dirt, and even a small tree. In the center of the room was a small patch of sand that had been raked in the traditional Japanese garden style. In the center of the sand was a stone bench, and behind that was a pedestal. On the pedestal sat the bonsai tree statuette carved from the Earth divinium—the very present that Merrick had given to the Emperor.
Merrick silently appreciated the perfect political and military move the Emperor had made. By placing the divinium sculpture here in what must be what Mr. Kawagishi had referred to as the Embassy for the Earth Clan, the Emperor was showing his respect for Merrick’s gift as well as isolating it from the rest of his palace. Even though he still planned on checking, Merrick was sure that the little statuette’s listening wards had not recorded anything of value. Much like Merrick had stored the Emperor’s gift of the divinium flute inside the body of a tree, the Emperor had essentially nullified the ability of Merrick’s gift to spy on him.
Merrick was starting to appreciate that fact that each of the families tried to gather information on the other whenever and however possible as a matter of standard practice. 
The Prince laughed as he approached the bonsai tree statuette, his feet making full contact with the ground.
“I see my brother, the Emperor, has honored you by placing your gift to him in the center of the Earth Room,” the Prince said. “This is where Mr. Kawagishi and I practice walking on the ground almost daily.”
Merrick smiled as his feet felt the solid ground underneath him. It felt like returning home from a long voyage.
Mona, Master Banzo, and even Jonathan also smiled as their bodies reveled in the sensation of solid ground beneath them. 
“You and your people are free to come here at any time if you need to commune with the earth elements or if you just want a place to relax. As I said before, we have such a room for each of the three dragons. The Emperor hopes that his tribute to Terrada pleases you.”
“It certainly does,” Merrick said. “Thank you very much for this hospitality. I will be sure to thank the Emperor himself later. When do you think the Emperor will see us?”
“First, I will show you to your quarters, and you will rest,” the Prince said. “This evening, you will be given an audience with the Emperor at a dinner in your honor. As we discussed, you may choose to deny what we perceive to be your heritage and your birthright, but in the Cloud City, you are known as the Ard Righ of the Earth Clan, and we are honored by your presence as such. The Emperor shares this opinion.”
The Prince bowed. 
Merrick felt uncomfortable and didn’t know how to reply. Instead, he nodded his head and pretended to admire the tree in the room before saying that he was ready to be shown to his room. 
 



CHAPTER 32
 
PRINCE TAKEHIKO showed Merrick and the others to their rooms after explaining to them that they would have two hours to rest before dinner. He also told them to just ask if they were in need of anything until then and that they were being housed in the very best guest rooms the palace had to offer. 
The Prince noted with satisfaction that Merrick and his group appeared to be duly impressed.  
When Merrick and Mona started into the same room, however, the Prince put a gentle hand on Merrick’s shoulder.
“I sincerely apologize, Ard Righ,” the Prince said, “but it is the custom in our family and doubly so in the royal palace that Drayoom who are not yet married may not share a bedchamber.”
“I humbly respect your traditions,” Merrick said, even as his woman seemed about to speak up with a much less metered reply. “But Mona and I are engaged to be married, and we would like some time to chat with one another in private. I am sure you understand.”
The Prince felt his cheeks turn slightly pink as he reminded himself to remain calm. 
Merrick was a visitor and not used to the customs of the Wind Family. If anyone other than the Emperor or Merrick had talked back to him, they would have quickly paid the price for their arrogance. 
“I do understand,” the Prince said. “I shall speak with the Emperor about your desire.”
Merrick reached over and gently kissed Mona on the lips. It appeared that he was trying to calm her down and to show his affection toward her, but the Prince believed that he was also sending another message altogether—one that was meant to convey a level of disrespect for the spirit of their customs that would not be tolerated from others. 
“Thank you, Prince,” Merrick said, after pulling back from his woman. “That would be wonderful. Please make it happen if you are able.”
Once again, the Prince forced his exterior to remain calm as he endured the audacity of his guest. Merrick’s wording was subtle, but it was clear to the Prince that his guest considered himself above the Prince’s own station.
Because of Merrick’s arrogance, the Prince would ensure that he and his woman would indeed not share a room together while staying at the palace. 
Besides, the reality was that the Emperor himself had ordered the Prince to separate Merrick from the rest of his group under whatever auspices the Prince deemed necessary. 
The Emperor had not mentioned to the Prince why he wanted such a thing done, but the Prince had his suspicions.
His brother would welcome Merrick with open arms and praise him with talk of being the rightful Ard Righ of the Earth Clan. But even as he built up Merrick’s ego, the Prince believed that the Emperor would be, at the same time, watching for any opportunity he could exploit that would result in Merrick’s accidental death—preferably one with multiple witnesses to verify the Emperor’s own lack of involvement.
The Prince had no love for this Merrick, but he still believed that he was worth more to the Wind Family alive than dead. Until he was certain that Merrick had either divulged his secrets or that he knew nothing more of worth, the Prince would do his best to protect Merrick from the Emperor. 
After that, he would himself ensure that Merrick was disposed of at the first opportunity.
The only thing left was to figure out how to make Merrick talk, preferably without resorting to drastic measures. The last thing the Prince needed was for word to somehow get out about the Fuugoshujin torturing Merrick. 
All out war with the Earth Clan and probably the Fire Tribe was something that both he and his brother would rather avoid if possible…for now.
Additionally, the Prince wasn’t sure how to leverage it, but he had noticed something as they traveled through Araki—something of which Merrick did not yet seem to be aware. 
Mona was pregnant, presumably with Merrick’s child, and the Prince believed that if Merrick knew about his unborn child, he would not have let Mona accompany him on his visit. 
As it was, Mona was a weakness that the Prince might be able to exploit later.
And that brought up another point all together. 
Even though Merrick’s child with Mona would only be half Drayoom, it would also have both Fire and Earth blood coursing through its veins, and that made the child dangerous—too dangerous to live. 
Not only would Merrick eventually have to be dealt with, but so would his unborn child.
 



CHAPTER 33
 
MERRICK ENTERED HIS ROOM. In keeping with the rest of the palace, the walls, ceiling, furniture, and the ornate chair molding were all hewn from divinium-infused water vapor, giving the chamber a mystical, ethereal feel. Merrick realized that there were bound to be multiple pieces of divinium placed throughout his room that would have recorded any conversation he would have had with Mona if they had both been staying in the same bed.
Regardless, he was still perturbed that he and Mona had to stay apart from one another while guests of the Emperor and the Prince.  
Merrick sat on the edge of his bed, trying to get his mind around what to do now that they had arrived. It had been a long trip, but despite feeling tired, he decided to meditate—a practice that he had been studying under the direction of Master Banzo for the last few months.
Merrick sat upright on his bed and closed his eyes. He settled his breathing and let senses expand and leave his body, trying to feel the stolen cube. He could sense the energy of others just outside of his door—most likely a set of guards. As he let his own energy spread further like ever increasing rings on the surface of a pond, he felt more and more life forces. The palace was alive with activity.
But even as his mind and his senses reached beyond the palace walls, he could not detect the energy signature of the cube, and he concluded that the Emperor had hidden the cube somewhere safe where it would be shielded from his probing. 
Or the Emperor could have sent the cube far away, to be stored at any one of thousands of outposts across the world. Then again, Merrick did not think the Emperor would let the valuable piece of divinium travel that far from his sight.
Merrick reeled in his senses and explored the depths of his own mind, searching for other approaches to finding the stolen cube. After ten minutes of exploring different options and playing them out in his head, he began to fear that he had not planned well enough before entering the proverbial den of the lion. With each scenario ending in him getting caught, Merrick began to admit that he had, perhaps, come to trust in his own resourcefulness and power a bit too much.
In the end, he reluctantly decided that he needed more information before coming up with a plan that had any hope of succeeding.
The only thing he knew for sure was that he would have to return to the Earth Room to see if the divinium statuette had learned anything useful before it had been sealed off from the rest of the palace. He hoped to combine whatever he could learn from the divinium with any insight he might glean from dinner with the Emperor that evening to formulate a real plan for finding the cube.
While Merrick was still focused on his planning, someone rapped firmly on his door. Merrick opened his eyes, got up, and stretched as he walked across the ornately decorated room and opened the door. 
He nodded as Mr. Kawagishi bowed in greeting. Merrick nodded.
Behind the Emperor’s diplomat, Master Banzo and Jonathan stood—a guard on either side of them. 
As Merrick wondered whether the same two guards had been standing outside of his room the whole time he had been meditating, he felt himself suddenly relax—a wave of comfort and familiarity sweeping through him as it had the first time he had encountered the Wind Family delegation at Rune Corp.
Back in Tysons Corner, Merrick had wondered if the Emperor’s name was responsible for him feeling so at ease, but as he stood in front of the cheerful Mr. Kawagishi, Merrick realized that he had most likely been under the power of the diplomat’s name all along.
As soon as the possibility entered his mind, it made sense to him that a man with such a creation name would be cast in the role of the Wind Family’s foremost ambassador and diplomat. 
With this knowledge, Merrick noted to himself that he would need to be mindful at dinner, lest he become too at ease and divulge something best kept from the Emperor.
Looking around, Merrick noticed that Mona was the only one missing from his group. Just as he was about to ask about her, she came around the corner. A guard followed a respectful distance behind her with his face focused on the floor at her feet. The guard was dressed in the now familiar garb of what looked like a mix between a formal suit and a traditional Japanese kimono, and he looked haggard, as if Mona had recently put him in his place. 
Merrick grinned at the thought of Mona trying to take charge, even in an environment as alien to her as the Cloud City.
“Are you feeling any better?” he asked. “I’m just starting to get used to walking around in all these clouds myself.”
When Mona made eye contact with Merrick, her cheeks were tinged with pink, and her overall demeanor seemed healthier and less tired than before. 
She smiled as she took Merrick’s hand.
“I feel much better, now that I’ve gotten some sleep,” she said. “But I’m getting a little hungry as well.”
“Me too, boss,” Jonathan said, even as Master Banzo made a sound of exasperation, most likely aimed at the weakness of his student.
“You need to learn to feed your mind more than your body,” Master Banzo said. “Not you, my dear Mona. I am speaking to my chubby student here.”
Jonathan and the rest of the group started laughing.
Jonathan was tall and lean with nothing but muscle, and everyone, including him and Master Banzo, knew it.
“I’m not chubby,” Jonathan said as he uncrossed his arms slowly. 
“You two can play later,” Mona said. “I’m sure we don’t want to keep the Emperor waiting for dinner, wouldn’t you agree, Merrick?”
“The Emperor would greatly appreciate your company in the royal dining room, if you are ready,” Mr. Kawagishi said.
With that, the group made their way down the hallway to the air-powered lift system that would take them to the highest levels of the mighty palace. 
Once they were all standing on the invisible platform of air, Mr. Kawagishi uttered a short word that sounded like a songbird catching its breath. They immediately shot upward, higher and higher into the palace, floor after floor, until they slowed to a smooth, controlled stop. 
Mr. Kawagishi motioned for them to follow him out of the lift area and down another long hallway.
“The Emperor’s personal dining area is this way,” Mr. Kawagishi said with a smile. “We hope that you will find everything to your liking. The Emperor’s chefs have prepared a special meal in honor of your visit.”
Merrick nodded and thanked Mr. Kawagishi as they continued to walk. 
“I have no doubt that both the meal and the company will be superb,” Merrick said.
Silently, Merrick hoped that the Emperor’s cooks had studied human culture thoroughly enough to have prepared something that both tasted good and that would satisfy his growing hunger.
After another minute or two of walking, the hallway ended in a circular foyer with forty-foot ceilings and an ornately carved set of double doors set into its far wall. Mr. Kawagishi strode through the small crowd of people who were milling about chatting, and Merrick and his group followed. Almost as one, the members of the crowd bowed as Merrick walked past them and entered the formal dining hall.
Merrick was struck silent by the grandeur of what he saw. The dining hall was enormous with four-story high transparent ceilings and three walls made of huge vertical windows that stretched from the floor to the ceiling high above.
Everything was made of the same twinkling cloud vapor but with what appeared to be an even denser concentration of divinium flecks, causing the room to bristle and shimmer with energy. The combined effect was that the dining hall felt as if it were outside, suspended high in the dark blue evening sky, with the bright moon so large above them that it threatened to collide with the room itself.
As Merrick took in the spectacle, swirls of air encircled him and then flew away. 
He was sure that some kind of ward had just been placed on him, probably to prevent him from using any type of magic around the Emperor. The Fuugoshujin were just as serious about their security in the palace as Cara and he were about Rune Corp—perhaps even more so. 
The table where they were going to eat was also made of the same cloud divinium mixture as well, and it glowed, its white light gently playing off the faces of the Emperor’s other dinner guests who were already seated.
A gentle hand touched the small of Merrick’s back as he was led to the dining table and placed to the right of the seat at the head of the table and directly across the table from Prince Takehiko. The Prince nodded with a smile.
Mona was seated directly to Merrick’s right, and Mr. Kawagishi sat next to her. Jonathan and Master Banzo were placed next to each other, farther down on the opposite side of the table. Five of the other six seats were filled with various male Drayoom, none of whom Merrick recognized. At the far end of the table, directly opposite to the Emperor’s empty seat, sat a strong but plain looking woman who appeared to be in her sixties. She nodded almost imperceptibly to Merrick, and she may have shown just the hint of a grin. Her face was angular, and even though she was dressed in the same plain, dark blue robes that Tamami had worn, her posture and demeanor gave her a presence far above what Merrick would have expected from a monk.
Seeing the woman sitting at the foot of the table, Merrick thought back to Tamami and wondered where she was. He scanned the room and eventually saw her, standing in the back of the dining hall against the wall. He tried to make eye contact with her, but whether on purpose on not, she did not look in his direction.
After everyone was in place, those milling around the room stood at attention along its shimmering walls.
Mr. Kawagishi leaned over to Merrick, behind Mona’s chair, and tapped him on the shoulder.
“I remind you that, as the Ard Righ, you should still stand when the Emperor enters the room,” Mr. Kawagishi said, “however, you are not required to bow. Remember that our Emperor sees you as his peer, an honor not given to many.”
Merrick nodded and turned his attention to the front of the room where a door was just opening. A small group of warriors and dignitaries entered with the Emperor, who was seated cross-legged on a floating bed of air.
Everyone at the table stood, including Merrick, but he did not bow when everyone else, including Mona, did. The Emperor’s entourage spread out as they neared the table, and the Emperor slowly floated to his chair.
Once he was seated, the people at the table settled back into their own chairs in unison. All eyes looked to the young ruler who turned to Merrick and smiled.
“It is so good to see you here in our wondrous city, Ard Righ,” the Emperor said. “We welcome the Earth Clan and the house of Rune Corp to our humble table and ask that you join us in the nourishing of our bodies this evening.”
“The pleasure is mine,” Merrick said, with a subtle bow of his head to the Emperor. “Your city and your palace rival all that I have seen in the world of the Drayoom, Emperor. We are thankful and are overwhelmed by your hospitality.”
The Emperor smiled and turned to face his dinner guests.
“By the grace of the mighty Araki, may we all sustain ourselves for another day,” the Emperor said. “Please, everyone, eat and enjoy the company of our royal guests. After dinner, we shall all be entertained as never before.”
The Emperor snapped his fingers once, and an army of servers, one for each guest, approached the table. The servers brought out plates and bowls and platters of food so quickly that the table was soon overflowing with food—large, grilled game hens, bowls of fresh fruits, bright and colorful vegetables, and even a pig on a sterling silver serving spittle. 
Merrick noted to himself that the abundance of food before them was most likely done specifically to impress him and his party. He had no doubt that the meals of the Wind Family were usually significantly more modest, and that the Emperor was showing off for Merrick’s sake, generalizing both Americans and members of Rune Corp as lovers of excess.
The reality was that Merrick was not a big drinker, but he accepted a glass of red wine from his server anyway. Despite the fact that Merrick knew they were there on a mission to retrieve the missing cube, he also had to admit that he was looking forward to the feast and to relaxing just a little bit before embarking on his mission later that night.
As he listened to his own thoughts, he reminded himself that there was a good chance he was being affected by Mr. Kawagishi’s power again. Despite this, Merrick found himself wondering how much it would really matter if he allowed himself to relax just a little bit anyway.
He raised his glass of wine to Mona and to Mr. Kawagishi. Mr. Kawagishi raised his glass of sake, and Mona raised her glass of sparkling water. All three of their glasses touched with a rich clink, and Merrick watched as a genuine smile spread out across Mona’s face.
The middle of the table where all the food was set began to rotate as if on a conveyor belt, so that each dish passed slowly in front of each dinner guest. Merrick began filling up his plate, making sure to restrain himself as far as the quantity of food he took, so that he would not reinforce the assumptions the Emperor already possessed about his gluttonous habits.
Merrick was happy to see that Master Banzo and Jonathan were engaging members of the Wind Family in conversation. For his own part, he found himself talking with the Emperor and the Prince.
“How did you enjoy your first journey with our illustrious dragon, Araki?” the Emperor said.
“The ride was a little different than what I’m used to, Your Imperial Majesty. But the travel itself was very smooth, despite experiencing, first-hand, some of the extreme weather that has been plaguing us down on the planet’s surface. Do you have any problems with weather this high up?”
The Emperor looked away from Merrick.
“We are fortunate enough to be above many of the weather patterns with which your kind must deal on a regular basis it seems.”
“I just haven’t seen weather that intense before, especially with such frequency,” Merrick said.
“I am sure that Araki and the other dragons have their reasoning for whatever is happening with the weather down below,” the Emperor said. “Now, tell me more about your travel.”
“It was a journey filled with wonder,” Merrick said. “It’s the aftermath that’s been hard getting used to. It’s taken me until even now to feel comfortable walking around the palace. Tell me, do many of your citizens go their entire lives without ever setting foot on solid ground?”
“Many of our people have, at one time or another, touched land,” the Prince said. “Our hunters visit the surface of the planet to bring back food, but many of our citizens also travel the Earth just as your people might visit a beach for pleasure. And much like your people dipping their toes into the waters of great Lagu, so do our people touch and sample the Earth. But most of them feel out of place actually walking on such hard ground, and they opt to spend as much time as possible among our element, up with the clouds.”
“The Prince is correct,” the Emperor said. “Just as you feel most at home with Terrada under your feet, we equally feel most like ourselves when standing on the material on which our world is built.”
“Tell me,” the Prince said. “Have you ever visited the city of the Water People? That is truly a sight to behold. But talk about feeling out of one’s element...I would rather walk on the surface of the Earth for an entire mile than to stay for even five minutes beneath the water and so disconnected from the air. No air upon which to walk and no air to restore my lungs. The one time I visited the Water City was the farthest I have ever felt from Araki, and I do not wish to relive that experience again.”
Both Merrick and the Emperor laughed, and the conversation turned to topics of lineage and what plans the Emperor had for the future of the Wind Family.
“You understand,” the Emperor said with a chuckle, “that I cannot tell you everything, lest I divulge family secrets...”
Merrick nodded.
“I have already been told as much, by the Prince,” Merrick said with a laugh as he downed the last bit of wine from his glass.
“But I will tell you one secret that every Drayoom should know,” the Emperor said. “All of what you see, not here, but in your everyday life—even the four mighty dragons—the most powerful forces on the planet—even they are but a single, tiny spec on the face of the universe as a whole. 
“What do I see in the future for my family, mighty Ard Righ? I see that,” the Emperor said, pointing upward to the sky shining through the windows. “I see endless possibilities. And I believe that you also should be thinking along similar lines.”
“I’ve barely planned out what I’m doing when I return to Rune Corp, Emperor,” Merrick said with a chuckle in which both the Emperor and the Prince joined.
“Surely,” the Emperor said, “with the power I saw displayed at your company, you have lofty goals for your people as well—both the members of the Earth Clan and the humans under your control.”
“I am honored more than you will ever know by the fact that you consider me to be the leader of the Earth Clan,” Merrick said, a bit quieter so that only the three of them could hear him without straining. 
The Prince looked at Merrick as if he were trying to telepathically warn him to tread lightly on the upcoming topic of conversation. 
“Yes?” the Emperor said. “You have more to say, Ard Righ?”
“Apologies, Emperor,” Merrick said. “I am trying to express to you that I am honored you consider me to be the Ard Righ. But I have no such lofty plans to rule either the Earth Clan or the people of Rune Corp at the present time.”
“I see,” the Emperor said as he glanced at the woman in the blue robe at the end of the table and paused for several seconds. “It is a humble leader who is content with his life as it is, I suppose.”
The Emperor picked up his glass and raised it to Merrick.
“I raise my drink to you, wise one,” the Emperor said.
Merrick reached out for his wine, barely registering that is had been refilled so discreetly that he had not even noticed. 
He raised his glass to the Emperor.
Merrick knew he should moderate himself better, but the wine was so good, and he felt so at ease around this family, no matter how hard he tried to remind himself to stay vigilant. He wanted to share all that he could with them. Wanted them to like him as much as he liked them.
“Is there perhaps something else then that you would like to talk about, Your Imperial Majesty?” Merrick said.
“There is one thing,” the Emperor said. “I am curious about your company’s divinium...”
 



CHAPTER 34
 
TAMAMI WAS NOT ANGRY about her situation in life. She had moved past those emotions long ago. She knew that her little brother, the Emperor, would never allow her to sit at the table with the royal family—her rightful family—even as one of their guests. 
This was not because of the scars she permanently wore to remind people of her past, but because of her intelligence and her bluntness, both of which the Emperor feared.
Feasts such as these were for subtleties and statesmanship. They were not for the truth. And if there was one thing of which Tamami was proud, and of which the Emperor was wary, it was her propensity to speak the truth. 
As such, she was forced to stand at the back of the dining hall and to watch, along with the other citizens of lesser rank who were allowed in the room because they served someone at the table. In Tamami’s case, she was there to attend to the needs of the Abbess. 
From where she stood, she could see Merrick making conversation with her brothers. She also could see Mona chatting with Mr. Kawagishi. 
Tamami looked at Merrick’s woman more closely. She had been almost positive that Mona was carrying the unborn child of the Ard Righ the first time she had met her. But on the surface of the planet, so removed from Araki, her senses had not been as sharp then as they were here in the palace. 
Now she could tell for sure that Mona was pregnant. 
She observed the way that Merrick moved and how he acted when addressing Mona. It was evident that the two of them had a strong connection, but Tamami wondered how much they could really have in common other than the fact that they both worked at Rune Corp.
After all, Merrick was Drayoom and Mona was only human. They were not even of the same species. 
Despite their apparent intimacy, Tamami could also tell by Merrick’s mannerisms at the table that he was not yet aware of his fiancée’s condition. 
For whatever reason, Mona had not chosen to tell him yet. 
This was just as well, as far as Tamami was concerned. The fewer emotional ties he had to Mona, the easier it would be for Tamami to make Merrick fall in love with her. 
Even though Tamami had been made ugly by her kidnappers when she was but a girl, she was still blessed with a slender body that flowed like a wisp of cloud vapor, smooth skin like alabaster, and breasts that were full although also usually hidden by her plain monk’s robe.
Her greatest attribute, however, was that she was also very smart and knew how to get what she wanted.
But if Tamami was honest with herself, as she always was, she did not expect Merrick, the great Ard Righ to simply leave his precious Mona at the first sign of temptation.
Luckily for Tamami, she did not plan on leaving the matter to chance. 
They were in the Cloud City, which, although ruled in human form by the Emperor, was first and foremost the territory of Araki, the Wind Dragon. 
And where Araki ruled, Tamami’s magic and her powers of persuasion were their strongest—strong enough, she thought, to help even the Ard Righ make the right decision for his future and for the future of all Drayoom.
 



CHAPTER 35
 
MERRICK WAS SURPRISED that the Emperor would be so bold as to ask about the Rune Corp divinium. He was even more amazed at how the Emperor’s expression did not once give away the fact that he was in possession of the missing cube. 
The Emperor’s smooth face was so stolid that Merrick almost doubted his own assumption that the young ruler was behind the theft of the cube and the attempt on his life.
“During the demonstration that you were so kind to show me,” said the Emperor, “I could not help but notice that your divinium was able to channel the magic from more than one dragon. An impressive achievement or a fortunate find, depending on whether your divinium is made or found...yet it goes against everything I was raised to understand about the magical stone and its allegiance to a single dragon.”
Merrick realized that the Emperor had not asked a question yet and was instead fishing—waiting for Merrick to fill in the gaps, the holes in his statements. He was trying to lead Merrick to divulge whether the Rune Corp divinium was naturally occurring or the product of some proprietary Rune Corp procedure. 
Even though Merrick was keenly aware of what the Emperor was trying to accomplish, he felt strangely compelled to tell him all that he knew. Only because of his own disciplined mind and Cara’s training was he able to resist the impulse that tugged at him to tell the Emperor what he really wanted to know.
Thankfully, Cara had prepared him for this kind of diplomatic tactic, and he knew that simplicity, brevity, and obscurity were his friends in a conversation such as this one.
“I agree that the behavior of the stone is a wonder,” Merrick said, pausing to chew a bite of game hen. “I’m often amazed at its power as well.”
If the Emperor wanted to know more details, he would have to ask directly—something that was counter to the polite outward-facing culture of the Wind Family. 
The emperor smiled again at Merrick, while eating slowly from a plate one of his servants had prepared and brought to him.
“Yes, that is a wonder,” the Emperor said, his smile diminishing almost imperceptibly. “Speaking of the behavior of the stone, I do not believe you have seen the wonders of our divinium yet. As soon as the two of us finish eating, we will begin the evening’s entertainment, and you will have a chance to observe its powers first hand.”
“That would be lovely,” Mona said, inserting herself into the conversation. “I’m having a very good time, Emperor. Thank you for inviting us.”
Merrick was about to whisper to Mona that she needed to go slower on the wine, but as he turned to her, he saw that her glass was filled with only water. 
Mona loved wine, was not drinking it, but was behaving as if she were slightly drunk. Merrick was about to ask her how she was feeling when Mr. Kawagishi turned away, and Mona seemed to snap out of a haze.
Again, the diplomat’s magic seemed to be making those around him feel relaxed and at ease with what they said. Despite the man’s quiet demeanor, Merrick was realizing that Mr. Kawagishi was one of the most dangerous members of the Wind Family he had met so far. 
“You are too kind, my dear Mona,” the Emperor said with a wide smile that made his face light up with apparent joy. “I was inspired by the demonstration from your Alphas when I was your guest. I have asked some of my own warriors to do the same for us tonight, after our traditional Wind Dragon Dance, of course, which visitors also find very entertaining.”
For another five minutes or so, both the Emperor and Merrick ate their food, in relative silence, commenting on this dish or that—both of them bonding over a plate of an odd-looking vegetable Merrick had never seen before, but which tasted sweet, like a piece of fruit.
When he was finished with his plate, the emperor clapped his hands together twice, and the room went silent. Behind Merrick, drums began to pound out a steady but slow beat while chimes filed the air with the sweeping tones of dozens of small bells. All heads turned to the back of the room, where a group of a dozen men clad in body-tight white outfits danced their way into the chamber. 
Even though Merrick knew it was an illusion, the image of an ethereal, half-transparent dragon formed around the men, making it appear as if they were the fleshy spine of an actual dragon that had decided to join them for dinner. This, Merrick guessed, was their ceremonial representation of the Wind Dragon, Araki.
The men gyrated and turned in time with the drums, their bodies hunched over and close to one another as they moved together like a virtual chain. Unlike human dancers, this group rose into the air as they snaked their way above the heads of the dinner party guests. When they passed above Merrick, his hair tussled with the wind being generated by their moves, and he could hear that they were whispering words that sounded and felt sometimes like gentle breezes and other times like the trade winds of the sea.
The dragon snaked its way up to the top of the vaulted ceiling of the dining hall and then swooped suddenly back down to the floor—the drums growing louder and faster as they descended.
Three other figures dropped somewhere from the ceiling and floated in fetal positions, spinning slowly above everyone’s heads. Two of them were women. One was dressed all in red, and the other was clad completely in green. The last figure was a male, and he was dressed in blue. 
The dancing dragon coiled around each of them as it passed them in turn. As the dragon left each body, the curled-up dancers began writhing and stretching as the glowing white light pulsed across their bodies, like the light was bringing them to life. The white dragon continued to whirl about the dining hall above the heads of the dinner guests, swooping this way and that, still in time with the rhythmic beating of the drums, while the three lone figures crept to each other through the air.
When they met, like acrobats, they grabbed each other’s wrists and ankles and formed a spherical shape with their bodies. The gyrating white dragon settled into circling about the sphere in slow ellipses like the moon revolving around the Earth. 
The drums and the chimes stopped.
All was silent as the display above continued in beautiful equilibrium. 
The drums slowly began to pound again, growing in momentum as the three dancers who made up the sphere broke away from each other and revealed another dancer who had not previously been there. This one was a thin, wiry male, wearing only a black loincloth. He floated on his back, apparently lifeless. 
The dancing dragon coiled around the nearly naked male, as he seemed to flutter to life. He opened his eyes, wide with fright, and moved away from the dragon and the other dancers.
But he was not alone for long. 
The Wind Dragon and the other dancers started circling around him in a chaotic dance that left the barely clad being terrified and confused. 
Eventually, as the action above increased, growing more and more frenetic, the terrified male opened his mouth as if screaming, but no sound emerged from his throat. As soon as this happened, all the other acrobats and dancers stopped in place, and the drumming ceased as well.
They all remained perfectly still and looked on in wonderment. 
The nearly naked male crossed his legs, put his hands together as if in prayer, and closed his eyes, while the dancers began to slowly revolve around him.
The dancer in green floated closest to the heads of the dinner guests. The one in blue floated back and forth at a level above him. The dancer in red floated at a layer above him, just below the floating figure of the cross-legged man. Above the man, the Wind Dragon dancers began a slow, almost lazy pattern that dipped down to weave their way around each of the floating figures and then back up to where they had started above the head of the nearly naked man. They repeated this maneuver twice more before Merrick recognized that they were tracing the shape of an infinity symbol in the air.
Gradually, the lights above went dim until the ceiling and the dancers were shrouded in darkness and the drums and chimes ceased their accompaniment.
The Emperor turned his gaze back to his guests and smiled as the table blossomed in applause.
Mona and Jonathan looked impressed but confused, whereas Master Banzo simply nodded his head up and down slightly in appreciation. He, like Merrick, understood what they had just witnessed.
They had just seen the Wind Family’s version of the Drayoom creation myth, depicting the first Drayoom, Abred, and how he came to be. In the Fuugoshujin’s version, of course, Araki played the prominent and dominant role, breathing life not only into Abred, but also into the other three dragons. Merrick also noted that their version stopped short of the creation of the first female Drayoom, Gwynfyd—something that did not surprise Merrick in such a male-dominated culture.
In the end, although a skillfully and wonderfully enacted piece of art, it was also a blatant propaganda statement, with the message being that none of the other three dragons could exist without the Wind Dragon.
“Did you enjoy our depiction of the tale of Abred?” the Emperor said, beaming with pride. “I believe their performance was inspired this evening.”
“Much like your city and your palace,” Merrick said, “it was beyond anything I have yet to see in the rest of the Drayoom world.”
This reply seemed to make the Emperor happy as the lights above came back on, and the emperor turned to address the table.
“There is one final piece of entertainment,” the Emperor said to the guests at the table, “as your servers bring you dessert and after-dinner drinks. This next demonstration is in honor of our esteemed guests from Rune Corp and in honor of the Ard Righ himself, whom we are pleased has graced us with his presence this evening. Please enjoy.”
Four Drayoom warriors stepped forward and effortlessly rose into the air. 
The pageantry of the previous dance was no longer present. 
Instead, these four looked as if they could and would kill on a word from the Emperor. 
 



CHAPTER 36
 
THE FOUR WARRIORS took their places, floating shoulder to shoulder in a line, and bowed deeply to the Emperor.
In response, the child ruler gave the barest hint of a forward tilt of his brow, but it was enough to signal the warriors to begin.
In the demonstration back at Rune Corp, the Alphas had performed mostly predetermined fighting katas as well as an actual sparing match or kumite. In similar fashion, the four Wind Warriors, each clad in what looked like white versions of Rune Corp’s formfitting battle suits, began with a regimented series of forms, showing the team’s precision, discipline, and dedication to their fighting arts. 
Arms shot up in hard angles as they blocked imaginary opponents, followed by solid fist strikes to the air that would have pulverized anything that might have gotten in the way. 
After these, the warriors lined back up with their hands at their sides. Sparkling flecks of divinium solidified into solid blocks of air in front of each of them. One-by-one, the warriors shattered the blocks with focused strikes from their feet, fists, and even their heads. This was not a display of elegance, but of sheer power. Merrick had no idea how solid the divinium blocks were, but the entire room shook each time one of them was destroyed. As soon as one block was destroyed, another one materialized to take its place.
After almost ten minutes of this, the four figures stopped simultaneously and bowed again to the Emperor, who once again answered with only a slight nod of his head. Miraculously, the warriors did not look to be out of breath in the slightest.
As soon as the Emperor gave the sign, the four warriors flew to opposite corners of the room and assumed their battle stances.
One of the warriors held a piece of divinium carved into a six-inch long tube. With a single word, a spear-tipped shaft of pure wind shot forth from either end, until he was holding a six-foot-long spear. 
Another of the warriors produced a handle also made of divinium that grew into a full-length katana sword with a blade of wind. 
The third warrior’s divinium handle manifested a flail with a chain of wind ending in a softball-sized spiked ball, while the fourth warrior held out his arm with his palm facing up and manifested a ball of violent wind energy, ready to be thrown.
The four warriors floated motionless until a voice boomed from the dinner table and pierced the silence like a thunderclap. The warriors sprang into action, attacking each other. Merrick turned his gaze toward the Emperor, from whom the massive sound had emanated. 
That was the first time Merrick appreciated how powerful the Emperor’s magic actually was, and it gave him pause. 
Merrick hadn’t heard a dragon word spoken with that much force since he himself had escaped his prison at the Earth City after having mistakenly killed Balach’s father. The word Merrick had spoken that day had been fueled by his intense emotional state at the time, and it had taken all of his power to speak it.
The Emperor, however, looked as if uttering a word with such intensity had not taxed him at all.
Forcing himself to turn back toward the action, Merrick set his gaze back on the battle above their heads.
All four of the warriors had rushed to the center of the room, swinging their weapons as they charged—except for the one with the ball of energy. He held back and waited for the other three to be closer together before throwing his pulsating globe directly into the fray.
The warrior with the spear spun his weapon like a propeller and spoke a few words in the Wind Tongue that caused a disc of shimmering air to shoot out from it and to collide with the incoming ball of energy. The explosion from the two forces meeting was intense and shook the room.
The warrior with the katana sword swung his blade in tight, controlled arcs at the warrior with the flail. The warrior under attack pulled his chain tight to deflect each of the incoming blows.
After the warrior with the katana slightly overextended one of his swings, his opponent threw his mace ball at the attacker’s face.
The warrior pulled his head back just in time, as the spiked ball stopped at the end of its tether less than an inch from his face. Pressing his advantage, his opponent unleashed a flurry of attacks, swinging his flail with relentless brutality as the first warrior did his best to block each attack while trying to put some distance between the two of them.
On the other side of the room, the warrior with the spear crouched down and held one end of his spear in front of him, aimed at his opponent, while letting the other end of his spear trail behind him, hidden by his body. He circled the man whose hands were bristling with power, engulfed in newly generated balls of energy. 
Merrick recognized what the spear holder was doing. By hiding the spear behind his body, he was denying his opponent the ability to tell how long his weapon actually was. As the man holding the balls of energy stepped in to throw a roundhouse strike with the knife-edge of his hand, the other warrior telescoped his spear out in front of him, letting his opponent run right into it with his sternum. 
Merrick could hear the warrior forcefully exhale as he doubled over and frantically held up his left arm to fend off any further attacks from the spear. Merrick was sure that if it had not been for the protection of his battle suit, the warrior would have run himself through on the other warrior’s spear. 
As it was, the fact that he had lost his breath still made him especially vulnerable since he wasn’t able to speak, much less utter any dragon words. 
Seeing this, the warrior with the spear doubled his attack, buffeting his opponent across the back and shoulders and then sweeping his legs out from under him—the result of which was to send the warrior somersaulting over and over in the air. Just as the spear warrior prepared to deliver a final blow, the Emperor whispered a word as soft as a gentle breeze. Merrick could barely hear what the Emperor said, but the spear warrior obviously heard it loudly and clearly. 
Instead of dealing a killing blow, he pushed the rotating warrior away with his foot so that he floated over to the nearest wall and hung there limply. Then the spear warrior turned back to the ongoing battle between the other two fighters.
It wasn’t apparent to Merrick which of the two warriors who were still fighting had the upper hand. Each seemed equally matched to the other, with the finesse of the katana blade being countered by the sheer viciousness of the swinging mace. 
Merrick could see the warrior with the spear sizing up the battle. He could not sit out the fight without it being taken as a sign of fear, but he seemed to be having a hard time figuring out how to engage in the battle. 
After only a few moments hesitation, the warrior with the spear launched himself at the fighter armed with the flail. Merrick wasn’t sure why he did so. Maybe he thought that the one with the flail was the stronger of the two and wanted to team up with the weaker opponent to take him out first.
The spear warrior came in low as the warrior with the chain and mace was starting his latest tirade of swinging attacks against his opponent. Even though Merrick did not think that there was any way the warrior with the flail could have seen his new attacker in time, in one perfectly timed arc, his swing rushed past his opponents face, missing it by just a fraction of an inch before continuing on to connect with the shoulder of the spear warrior as he moved in to attack.
As the spiked ball made contact, its wielder uttered a word that sounded like sparks from a crackling fire, and with a deafening boom, a single bolt of lightning burst through the dining room ceiling and struck the warrior with the spear on the top of his head. 
Merrick sat to attention as he recognized the word as being from the Fire Dragon’s tongue. From the looks of those around him, including the Emperor, no one was in doubt as to what type of magic had just been used. The warrior with the katana floated slowly backwards, away from the flail-wielding fighter whose face also seemed to show surprise and shock at what had just happened. 
The man who had just been struck by the lightning floated limply in the air. The smell of burning flesh filled the dining room.
The Emperor’s face reddened, and he shouted a word that made the two warriors scurry to grab the lifeless body and then return to the dining room floor. The other warrior whom the spear warrior had previously bested also descended slowly to the floor. 
Together the three warriors fell down on their knees and bowed their bodies completely forward—their fallen comrade in a heap by their side. Each of them extended their arms forward and held their respective weapons in their upturned palms.
“Forgive me, Ard Righ,” the Emperor said. “I ordered that the wards be deactivated for the top half of this room so that the warriors could have full reign to use their magic as they saw fit.”
“With all due respect,” Merrick said quietly, “that doesn’t explain how your warrior was able to use Fire Dragon magic. I recognize the command he spoke. Is it possible that he was using a hidden piece of divinium from the Fire Tribe?”
“I do not know, Ard Righ,” the Emperor said. “But he has shamed this house and blasphemed against the Wind Dragon, Araki.”
Merrick kept a straight face, but was amazed as what a practiced liar and actor the Emperor was, as he pretended to know nothing about what had just happened.
Now Merrick knew for sure that the Wind Family not only had the missing Rune Corp cube, but that they had also figured out how to use it.
The best he could guess was that the cube was actually inside the spiked ball connected to the chain.   
“That man is dead, Merrick,” Mona said as she leaned over to Merrick. “I thought this was supposed to be a demonstration?”
Merrick heard Mona, but he was too busy staring at the warriors and the flail that was still glowing in the warrior’s outstretched hands.
The Emperor stood and walked over to his men, a scowl set on his young face.
He addressed the warrior with the spear and the one with the katana by their names, telling them to exit the dining room and to take the dead warrior with them—that they would be reprimanded at a later time.
“Kanjun,” the Emperor said to the warrior still holding the flail. “Stand before me and accept your punishment.”
The warrior sprang to his feet in a single fluid movement. He stood in front of the Emperor with his arms at his side and his head bowed.
“You have disgraced and shamed your Emperor and the Fuugoshujin,” the Emperor said, “by taking the life of one of your fellow warriors and by uttering the foul language of a dragon other than our honorable Araki in these halls. You know there is only one punishment for these acts. Since you have served me well in the past, I will give you once chance to end your corporeal existence honorably.”
The warrior nodded a single time, his lips pursed.
He fell to his knees again, closed his eyes, and mumbled a few phrases that sounded like sad wisps of wind winding across a desert floor. The warrior reached into the back of his battle suit and returned with a dagger that looked like a shortened version of the katana the other warrior had used in battle. 
He placed the tip of his divinium blade against his abdomen and held onto the dagger with both hands.
Merrick remained silent, unsure of what he could say to stay the warrior’s self-execution.
Before Merrick could speak, the kneeling warrior opened his eyes and pushed the dagger into his abdomen, cut through his stomach with a slash to the left and finished with a cut upwards. He left the dagger in his body and placed his hands on the tops of his thighs as his body bled out. 
“I must apologize again, Ard Righ,” the Emperor said. “This was not the manner in which I intended our dinner to end.”
The emperor snapped his fingers, and a member of his personal guard stepped up, drawing his katana and standing at the ready next to the dying warrior.
“His honor has been restored,” the Emperor said. “He has suffered enough. End his pain and let him know of my mercy.”
With no hesitation, the guard swung his katana blade in a single arc that cleanly sheared off the dying warrior’s head. An instant after the severed head landed on the floor, the lifeless body crumpled to the ground.
Three servants scurried over to the dead warrior and dragged him away, while another servant put the warrior’s head into a basket woven of wind and followed them out the door. A fifth servant followed behind, soaking up as much of the blood from the floor as possible with cloths. 
Merrick turned back to the Emperor and surveyed the faces at the dinner table. All of the Wind Family members were looking blankly at the table in front of them, as if they were all ashamed at what had just occurred. 
The disturbing thing was that Merrick was fairly certain they were ashamed of the warrior’s actions and not about the fact that their maniacal Emperor had just ordered a man to commit seppuku right after dessert had been served.
And for what? It seemed that the Emperor was more aghast that the warrior had uttered a word in another dragon’s language than he was that the warrior had accidentally killed one of his fellow soldiers. 
Merrick started to say something to the Emperor, but as the Emperor turned his head, Merrick glimpsed a micro-expression—a look on the young boy’s face that lasted only for a fraction of a second before being concealed once again. In that millisecond, Merrick saw a look of superiority and almost amusement on the Emperor’s face that confirmed all he needed to know.
“Yes, Ard Righ—is there something you wish to ask?” the Emperor said.
“No, Your Imperial Majesty,” Merrick said, his eyes locking with those of the Emperor. “I know all that I need to at the moment. If you will excuse my team and me, however, we are still tired from our journey, and wish to retire early this evening. I’m sure you will understand.”
“Merrick, don’t be rude,” Mona whispered into Merrick’s ear. “We’re still guests here—remember.”
There was no question in Merrick’s mind that Mona was under the control of Mr. Kawagishi, who had probably been quietly assuring her that everything was fine, and that nothing was wrong or out of the ordinary with what had just occurred.
Merrick forced himself to bow his head slightly toward the Emperor as he pushed back his chair and helped Mona with hers.
The Emperor watched with a stoic face. Merrick knew that he had just been given a message, and a strong one at that. 
The Wind Family had the cube, knew how to use it, and its members were just as powerful if not more so than Merrick’s employees. Above all else, the Emperor’s warriors were willing to do whatever their Emperor said, even if it meant giving up their own lives simply to prove a point.
 



CHAPTER 37
 
MONA THOUGHT THAT most of the dinner party had been spectacular, and she was very pleased she had come along for the visit to the Cloud City, even though Merrick had spent the entire evening ignoring her and chatting with the child Emperor instead.
Mr. Kawagishi, on the other hand, had been so nice to her, quietly and patiently instructing her on the significance of the different parts of the Wind Dragon dance. 
He even had tried to explain exactly what offense had been committed by the warrior who had spoken one of the Fire Dragon words out loud and why it was so important to punish the warrior. Mona had a harder time understanding Mr. Kawagishi’s points on that topic, but by the end of the conversation, she felt very comfortable around Mr. Kawagishi and about what had happened. 
As Mr. Kawagishi continued to remind her, Drayoom never really died anyway. Their energy was returned back to whichever of the four dragons they followed. 
In fact, according to all of the Drayoom she had met so far, death was simply a natural part of the cycle of life and of magic. The Drayoom believed that the fallen warrior was with Araki now, and was better off for it. 
Mona continued to ponder this even as Merrick was suddenly demanding that they leave the party. The Emperor didn’t look very happy about Merrick’s abrupt departure, and Mona wasn’t very pleased with it either. Merrick might have turned into a responsible and focused adult since he had first discovered that he was a Drayoom, but he certainly hadn’t learned how to enjoy life any more than he used to. 
 



CHAPTER 38
 
FOR THE FIRST TIME in a very long while, Cara found herself unsure of her next move. Normally, at Rune Corp, she knew exactly what she had to do on any given day and there was always something for her to be working on. But here, in the Earth Clan, aside from waiting for Bradley to recover and for Merrick and the others to arrive, she had the somewhat vague mission of figuring out how to determine the source of the Rune Corp divinium. 
After thinking about how to proceed for a while, she determined that she needed to first get the lay of the land. 
After checking on Bradley, she visited with Balach and his mother, Adrianna, most of the day. Their conversation lasted hours, spanned two meals, and helped Cara get a true sense for the state of the Earth Clan. What she discovered confirmed and surpassed her suspicion about the Queen and her tenuous hold on the seat of power. 
Cara had already seen the way the Earth Council acted differently—and more openly defiant—to the Queen, but according to Balach, displeasure with the Queen was rampant in all levels of Earth Clan society.
Her first thought was that the citizens of the Earth City were turning their back on the Queen because she had invited forces from the Fire Tribe into the city and had actively tried to help her one son, Eudroch, kill her other son, Merrick. What Cara had been surprised to discover was that those events had only been the proverbial last straw for many of the council members and the citizens whose general displeasure had been building for a while.
According to Adrianna, many of the people in the Earth Clan remembered the time when Ohman ruled, and despite the Queen’s best attempts to vilify him, they were still loyal to him and missed his inclusive and direct style of leadership. Cara knew that her father had been a stern ruler when he held the crown, but she was sure that he had also been fair, led by example, and treated all citizens with respect and dignity. 
That kind of approach to ruling a people was in direct contrast to the Queen and her propensity to look down on everyone and to make her decisions in a vacuum, or even worse, behind a veil of secrecy.
Even though Cara’s primary duty was to the company that she and her father had built, and to finding the source of their divinium, she couldn’t help but daydream about what it would be like to rule the Earth Clan and how she would do things differently than the Queen if given the chance.
Of course, Cara knew that if anyone was going to depose the Queen, it would be Merrick—not her—and in her heart, she was perfectly fine with that and increasingly hopeful that he might do so.
 



CHAPTER 39
 
MERRICK WAS TIRED of waiting for the emperor to provide a room where he and Mona could speak with one another openly. It had been too long since he’d had a private conversation with his fiancée, and he was determined to make it happen despite the four guards following closely behind them as they returned to their rooms.
As they were about to step onto the platform that would whisk them up to their floor, Merrick turned to the largest of the guards and the one who seemed to be in charge of his detail.
“I desire to visit the Earth Room before retiring to our rooms,” Merrick said.
“I am afraid that is not possible at the moment, Ard Righ,” the guard said. “My orders are to escort you back to your chambers...”
“And I will allow you to do so, after you have taken us to the Earth Room,” Merrick said. “This is not an option, guard. Unless you would rather risk showing your Emperor’s guest such disrespect as to not allow him to pay homage to his dragon before retiring for the evening? The Prince was quite clear when he told me that we were welcome to visit the Earth Room at any time.”
The guard was confused and glanced at one of his colleagues, who shrugged and turned away. Merrick could see the guard’s brain going through the different possibilities. If he let Merrick visit the Earth Room, he would risk angering the Emperor, who had ordered him to take Merrick and his team directly back to their chambers, most likely so the Emperor could more easily observe them.
On the other hand, the guard had clearly heard his Emperor refer to Merrick as the Ard Righ, and knew that he would not be expected to argue with one such as Merrick who was so obviously above the guard’s own station in life.
Either way, the man was likely to get in trouble. But he was assured of getting in trouble if Merrick complained, as the guard assumed Merrick would.
In the end, the guard reluctantly motioned for them to get on the wind lift system. There were no visible controls anywhere, but Merrick heard the man mutter a word under his breath. From his cursory studies of the Wind Dragon’s Tongue, Merrick recognized the word as being simply a number that most likely corresponded to that of the desired floor.
A gust of air lifted them several stories into the air before slowing down and bringing them to a stop. The guard motioned for them to step forward into the hallway. Merrick and Mona got off the elevator, but Merrick turned back to Jonathan and Master Banzo and suggested that they go back with two of the guards to their chambers and that Merrick and Mona would go on to the Earth Room with the other two.
“Unless you have a problem with this as well,” Merrick said to the head guard.
The guard grunted and walked forward, leaving two of his men in the lift with Jonathan and Master Banzo. The guard led the way to the Earth Room while his comrade followed behind Merrick and Mona.
Merrick could smell the room before they even arrived. He had not realized how much he missed the scent of the Earth until he inhaled the wet odor of the soil, the smell of raw life from the trees, and the richness of the air. 
The Wind Dragon may have controlled the air and the wind, but Terrada and her creatures made the air smell sweet and full of life. 
The guard opened the door, but did not step inside, which was exactly what Merrick had hoped would happen. 
“Thank you,” Merrick said as he and Mona entered the room. “We won’t be long.”
Merrick closed the door before the guard had a chance to reply.
Once inside, Merrick walked over to the tree. Somehow the Wind Family had figured out how to grow and sustain a small birch tree in no more than a few feet of soil and with no sunshine. He reached out and gave the tree’s trunk a tentative touch.
He could feel that the birch was not happy or healthy. He felt the isolation and the loneliness of the rocks and the sand, being so far from Terrada and her creatures. Even though it was a pleasant experience for Merrick to be around parts of the Earth so far from home, his joy was quickly overshadowed with sadness, as he now perceived the room as being no more than a prison for its inhabitants.
He didn’t know how, but he pledged to himself that he would free the rocks and the sand and even the tree if he ever had the opportunity.
He walked over to Mona and gave her a hug and a gentle kiss on the lips.
“I just wanted a chance to talk to you,” Merrick said. “You haven’t seemed yourself since the outpost. Can you tell me what’s going on? Are you still not feeling well?”
Mona looked away and then back into Merrick’s eyes.
“I feel as good as can be expected,” Mona said. “Pretty funny that you’re the one asking me to open up now. I remember not too long ago, I had to ask you for the same thing.”
“I’ve grown up a bit over the last year,” Merrick said with a melancholic smile. “I was always introspective, but going through everything we did last year just so I could discover my creation name made me realize how important communicating is. You know, I couldn’t have done it—discovered who I really am—without you.”
Mona moved in closer and put her arms around his neck and the side of her face on his chest. 
“Thanks, Merrick,” she said. “I needed to hear that.”
“Now will you tell me what’s wrong?” Merrick said while stroking her hair.
“I know I forced you to bring me along on this trip,” Mona said. “I didn’t know how long you’d be gone, and I didn’t want to be away from you. I know you were just trying to keep me safe, and...maybe I shouldn’t be here after all.”
“You did kind of weasel yourself into being invited,” Merrick said with a chuckle. “But I meant it when I said we make a great team. I’m glad that you’re here.”
“It just seems that maybe you need something or someone else sometimes,” Mona said, silencing Merrick as he shook his head, about to deny her statement. “I’m not saying that you want anyone else. But, Merrick, look at you. Look at what you’ve become over the last year.
“Other women have boyfriends with ambitions, but none of them have ever saved the world from being destroyed by a Fire Dragon. None of them might become a king one day, and they don’t go on adventures in a city made of clouds to retrieve a cube filled with magic. That sounds crazy just hearing myself say all of that. 
“And then there’s the strangest part. I love you, Merrick, but you’re not...you’re not even human.”
“That’s not very fair to say,” Merrick said. “I can’t help how I was born. I didn’t ask for any of this.”
“I don’t mean anything bad by that,” Mona said, “but don’t you want to be with a woman who can give you Drayoom children? Won’t the Earth Clan expect that from you? The only reason they accept Cara is because of who her father was and because of you. Not only are you a pure blood, but you’ve got the blood of two dragons in you. You’re special even among a species of magical beings. And I’m just a woman.
“A great woman, sure,” Mona said with a laugh, “but still just a woman.”
Merrick held her at arm’s length. 
“Where is all of this coming from?” he said. “I’ve never heard you talk this way before, and I don’t understand why you’re talking all of this nonsense now.”
Mona turned her eyes away from him.
“I’ve just been thinking a lot. Back home, you and Cara are in the minority, but up here, being with all these Drayoom—it makes me realize how foreign the world of the Drayoom is to me and how much you seem to belong with more of your kind.”
Merrick shook his head. Maybe the magic of Mr. Kawagishi’s name was influencing her somehow—putting doubt into her mind—although Merrick couldn’t understand why the Emperor’s diplomat would want to put a wedge between him and Mona. 
“I’ve never even thought about any of that, Mona. I just know that I want you, and that being with you makes me happy. And for a human, you’re pretty damn amazing,” he said with an attempt at a laugh that Mona joined in on. “Is there anything else on your mind?”
Mona appeared to be debating internally about whether or not to bring something else up, but she just shook her head and smiled, wiping a small tear from the corner of one eye. Merrick was frustrated about not knowing what was going on inside her, but he knew that in her own time, she would tell him whatever she was still hiding. 
What concerned him even more was that, even as he was trying to convince Mona that there was nothing wrong on his end, he couldn’t deny to himself that he had never thought through any of what Mona had just brought up, and that he probably would have to in the future. He had never imagined what it would mean to live among other Drayoom, and he had never considered that he might have an obligation to continue his bloodline, especially since it was also that of the Queen’s.
In the meantime, he would continue with the mission and keep an eye on Mona to make sure she was all right. Maybe he could ask the Emperor to provide an escort back home for her, or maybe even to take her down to the ground and let her return with Master Banzo by traveling through Terrada.
Merrick took Mona’s hand and led her over to the large boulder in the room. They sat down together, and he reached over and picked up the divinium statuette he had given the Emperor as a gift back at Rune Corp.
“I want to check to see if the divinium recorded anything important,” Merrick said, “although I doubt it did.”
Merrick touched the divinium and closed his eyes. The humans needed special equipment to access and use the full power of the magical stone’s. The cube interface, the enunciator collar, and the earphones were all necessary for humans to tap into their internal magic. But Merrick had developed an automatic connection with divinium that was as natural as walking. 
As soon as he touched the divinium, his mind filled with images of being clutched by the Emperor and of being immediately handed over to Mr. Kawagishi, who enclosed the statuette in a sphere of wind. From that point on, the divinium’s senses had been dulled and dampened, and the next thing it really saw was when it was placed in the Earth Room at the royal palace.
Merrick opened his eyes. There was nothing of value for Merrick in the divinium’s memory. But at least he was fairly certain that he knew where the cube had been a little while ago—inside the spiked ball at the end of the chain that the warrior had used to kill his fellow combatant. 
Now that he was away from Mr. Kawagishi and the Emperor and the power of their creation names, Merrick’s mind felt clearer, and he was able to focus his thoughts more easily.
Even though just a boy, the Emperor was already a shrewd leader. And if he was to be believed, he carried in his mind, as a part of his own memory, all of the experiences of his great-grandfather and many of his ancestors before that. Merrick had to stop thinking of the Emperor as a child in any sense of the word. The Emperor had adult memories, adult ways of looking at situations, and adult desires and ambitions. 
And that meant that the Emperor would certainly want the power of the Rune Corp divinium for himself. Even though the Emperor had put on a convincing show at dinner about not allowing any other dragon magic to be used in his presence, Merrick had to presume that the ambitious ruler would do anything it took to possess the secrets of the cube.
And that meant two things.
Firstly, Merrick had to assume that the Emperor might try more overt ways to get information about the cube out of him, even though, unbeknownst to the Emperor, he had none to give. There was nothing for Merrick to do about this, other than to keep his mind sharp and his senses alert—something he was having a difficult time doing on a consistent basis since arriving at the Cloud City.
Secondly, he had to guess that his fear about Rune Corp becoming a target was now more likely than ever, especially with him and Cara being gone. The Alphas and the rest of the employees would put up a good fight, but if the Emperor launched a concerted attack, he could probably take Rune Corp and steal all of its divinium and its technology. If there was any way for him to do so, he had to get a message to Cara or to Rune Corp to make sure they were as ready as possible.
The only good thing was that the Emperor’s desire for the cube meant that he would most likely keep it close by—certainly in the palace. And that meant that there was still hope that Merrick could find it.
Merrick turned his focus back to the statuette of the bonsai tree and reached out to it again.
The divinium hadn’t seen the cube, but had it felt its presence in some other way?
As he searched through the statuette’s living energy, Merrick found a memory of a surge in energy that was different from all the rest of the normal magical fabric that permeated the Cloud City and the royal palace. A spike of that nature and of that size could only result from the magic of the cube being activated.
It would make sense that the warrior would have to experiment and practice to be able to use the cube so well in such a short time. It was beyond his ken, but Merrick had to entertain the thought that the warrior had agreed to learn the cube, use it in battle, and then to commit seppuku all in the service of his Emperor. 
But for what purpose?
The Emperor could have been trying to intimidate Merrick—trying to send him a message that it was too late—that he had already unlocked the power of the cube. 
If that were the case, Merrick considered the Emperor’s mission accomplished and his message received.
 



CHAPTER 40
 
EVEN THOUGH TAMAMI was of royal lineage, she stood at the back of the room watching the floor as her Abbess and the Emperor spoke. Tamami dared to glance at them before lowering her head again. It was an odd sight. The Emperor was not even four feet tall and so young to be dressed in his royal garb of golds and blues. The Abbess, of unknown birth and favored by Araki, was the spiritual leader of the Wind Family and a de facto force that even the mighty Emperor had to take into consideration. Even in her plain dark blue monastic robe, her posture and demeanor was that of a queen. 
“You cannot kill him,” said the Abbess. “He is the anomaly for whom we have been waiting for years. And he has done nothing against our family or against Araki. In fact, the great Araki has shown him favor in the past during his visit to Annoon. You are our Emperor, but who are you to defy our dragon’s will?”
The Emperor huffed.
“It is true that he has not done anything yet to the kingdom. But he is a political enemy who has not yet blossomed. That is the time to cut down a weed—before it has grown to maturity.”
The Abbess straightened her posture even more, now looming above the Emperor. No one else in the Cloud City and perhaps the world would dare to take such a stance with the young ruler.
“What kind of an Emperor brings an enemy into his own house as a guest, only to plot his death? If that was your intention, why didn’t you kill him back on the ground where he lives?”
“That was the plan at first, if you must know,” said the Emperor. “But he is resourceful and not without power and resources of his own. Not only did he kill three of my most loyal and skilled warriors, but he then decided to accept my invitation to visit the Cloud City. There is no other reason for him to do so other than to reclaim his precious cube and to spy on me, and so he must be dealt with before he commits his crime against us.”
“The way you have spied on him?” the Abbess said. “The way you have stolen from him?”
The Emperor slammed his fist into the open palm of his other hand.     
“You overstep! Concern yourself with the spiritual health of our people, and I will worry about the physical health of the kingdom. Merrick is a very dangerous person and a threat to this family and to Araki, and to the future of all Drayoom, even if the Wind Dragon does not realize it.”
The Abbess pulled away as if distancing herself from the punishment the Emperor was about to receive by uttering such profanity.
“You are fortunate to still be standing,” she said, her eyes wide. “If he is so dangerous, then why did you invite him into our home?”
The Emperor turned away and cocked his head to the left before dropping his chin and facing the Abbess again.
“As I have said, he has done nothing to us yet. But, my scholars and generals have had enough time to review his cube and to make a preliminary assessment. Their findings suggest that the cube is a more powerful weapon than even we had thought at first.
“It is hewn from a special type of divinium that can hold the magic, we believe, of all four dragons. In addition to that, the late Ohman was clever enough to design and install an interface so that even humans can make use of divinium. Not only does our family require more of this special type of divinium, but more importantly, we cannot afford to let another family have this power, much less one composed of humans.”
“I understand and agree with your logic in this,” the Abbess said, “but that does not necessitate Merrick’s death.”
“But it does, Abbess,” the Emperor said. “I used my strongest magic on him tonight at dinner, and still he refused to divulge whether his divinium was created or naturally occurring. I do not believe that he is that strong willed. Instead, I believe that he does not know the answer himself. And without that knowledge, he is more of a threat to our future than he is a potential source of information. With Merrick gone, I can take his technology. I can take his divinium.”
The Abbess softened her voice slightly.
“But he is needed—for a higher purpose than your simple desire to gain more power for our family. Merrick must live because he holds in his veins the potential to save all the Drayoom and to establish the two of us as the rulers of this planet as we were intended to become.”
The Emperor threw up his hands.
“The die has already been cast.”
“Yes, it has,” the Abbess said. “Long ago.”
 



CHAPTER 41
 
THIS WAS NOT the first time that the great tree had found itself in a challenging position. The mighty yew was connected with every plant, tree, branch, root, and animal on the planet, and the sensations it received from all of the pieces of Terrada formed an immense network of organic sensors. As such, Oodrosil was aware of the world and of all the creatures that walked its surface in a way unlike any of Terrada’s other followers. 
At the moment, Oodrosil’s network was telling it that something was wrong. There were magical energy spikes where they shouldn’t be and a mass of Wind Energy forming high above the Rune Corp building. The tree was silently thankful that even though birds were creatures of the sky, they were also children of Terrada.  
The fact that the surge in Wind Magic was occurring while Cara and Merrick were both away on travel made the old tree suspicious. Oodrosil did not believe in coincidences, especially considering the fact that the Emperor had just finished visiting Rune Corp and that he had witnessed the power of the cubes.
Between the amount of divinium used to detect, process, assimilate, test, and store the words from the different dragon lexicons, and the sheer number of dragon words captured in the Rune Corp data cubes, the building that Oodrosil called home represented one of the largest concentrations of magical energy on the planet. 
And the yew was sure that the Emperor of the Wind Family was also aware of this fact.
The wards that Cara and Merrick set up to protect the building were formidable. With the addition of Ohman’s creation name, the building was more secure than ever. But the tree was not sure that the wards were strong enough to withstand a full force tornado or another equally powerful wind-based assault of nature, which the Emperor and his troops were fully capable of launching.
Oodrosil was also worried about whether or not the humans Merrick had been training would be able to withstand a full attack by the Emperor’s soldiers. 
What the mighty yew did know was that most of the humans here were as honorable and dedicated as any Drayoom the tree had ever known throughout its long life. Each of them would fight to the end and give their lives to defend the building and the secrets that were kept within.
And the humans would not be alone in their fight. Oodrosil could and would fight by their sides. 
Oodrosil reached out to the trees and to the stones that were located around the building. The tree even spoke to the massive sheets of bedrock and layers of clay beneath the artificial blanket of asphalt and cement that covered them. 
Oodrosil knew that Ohman had always made it a top priority to keep the existence of the Drayoom and of magic a secret from the humans outside of Rune Corp, but if circumstances became dire, Oodrosil would do what it took to save its home, even if the human population saw and learned more than desired.
Briefly, Oodrosil thought back to when Merrick had asked about the source of the divinium Ohman had used to build the Rune Corp technology. The mighty yew had been caught off guard by the young man’s question, and despite its best efforts to hide the truth, Oodrosil was sure that Merrick caught a glimpse of the divinium forest in the split second before it blocked its thoughts from him.
The yew tree loved both Merrick and Cara more than it had loved anyone other than Ohman. But it could not share the secret of the stone with them. 
There were not many rules that the yew tree obeyed unless it suited its desires, but it could not divulge to Cara the secret of the true divinium, because she was not a full-blooded Drayoom. 
Even Ohman had known that rule when he first asked the tree for help obtaining the rumored divinium that could hold the magic of all four dragons. That was one reason why the tree suspected that Ohman had been so excited about and willing to bring Merrick into the fold. 
At least Merrick was a full-blooded Drayoom—someone with whom Ohman could one day share the secret of the stone, or as much of the secret as he was able to discern.
Oodrosil knew Ohman’s intentions, and as such, it wanted to tell Merrick about the source of the true divinium. But Merrick was still young and not nearly as wise as Ohman had been at his age. Merrick had so much potential, despite being half-filled with the blood of that wretched Queen of the Earth Clan whose very smell Oodrosil could not stand.
The tree was sure that Merrick could one day be entrusted with the secret of all creation on this world, but now was not that time. The boy had come a long way in just a short amount of time, but he was still unbalanced and not fully centered inside. 
Giving that much power to someone who was even a little out of balance was ill-advised and something the tree would not risk.
If Merrick somehow were able to find the forest on his own, even though Oodrosil hoped it would not come to that, the mighty yew would do what it had to in order to protect the forest and its secrets.
 



CHAPTER 42
 
MERRICK LOOKED OUT the window in his room and saw that it was night outside. 
There was so much that was foreign and unearthly in the Cloud City that Merrick found himself feeling thankful to Sigela—for the regularity and the rhythm that the sun brought to the planet and to the lives of the creatures who called it home.
He was tired, and even though it would have been wonderful to fall asleep as he lay there processing the day’s events in his head, he knew that he had work to do. He had to find the cube as quickly as possible, get his group to the Earth City to meet up with Cara, and get in touch with Rune Corp to warn them before it was too late. 
After he and Mona had left the Earth Room, Merrick thought of a way that he might be able to use the bonsai tree statuette to find the cube. The divinium was able to detect the cube’s energy when it was being used, so maybe if he carried it with him like a magical divining rod, it could pick up the cube’s energy signature even when it was at rest.
In order to try out his theory, first he had to make his way back to the Earth Room without being detected, and that was not going to be easy. He suspected that the room in which he was staying was guarded and that he would be immediately caught if he tried leaving out the front door. 
The chances were that his room was being visually monitored as well, but it was a risk he was going to have to take. 
He looked over to the window again.
The only way he could think of to go down to the level with the Earth Room without being detected was to scale down the outside wall of the palace. Even though Merrick was getting used to being this many miles above the ground, he had no idea what would happen if he fell from this height. 
Would his body bounce off of the divinium-laced cloud or would it slice through the layer that made up the floor of the city? 
Merrick still thought that he would be able to call the lightning in time to save him, but he did not want to find out. 
Clearing his head of that scenario, Merrick stepped up to the window ledge and looked down. There were some lights at the base of the massive tower, but up top where he was, the side of the building was thankfully lit only by the half moon in the sky. 
He could see enough of the wall to hopefully find a place to grip, while still being relatively covered by darkness. Anyone on the ground looking up would be blinded by the lower lights and would not be able to spot him as he climbed down the wall.
For a moment, he thought about trying to simply float down to the desired level, but he knew that the Emperor set wards throughout the palace that nullified magic to different degrees, and he didn’t want to find himself unexpectedly in a free fall with no ability to stop his descent. 
Instead, he searched his memory for any words he might be able to use to help him climb down the outside wall. One Earth Dragon word came to mind—the creation name of Kern Leggath, a mighty climber who used to scale both trees and mountains that no one else would dare to try. The meaning of Kern’s creation name must have been easy to decipher, Merrick thought to himself as he let out a low chuckle. 
Unfortunately, the wall was not made of any earthen materials. 
Then he remembered a word in the Fire lexicon for climbing, taken from a woman named Yudelle who was as light as smoke itself, according to the stories that were told about her. But even though her name would probably work in the open air, it was best used for rising upward, not for traveling downward.
Merrick struggled to remember any Wind Dragon words that might help him. Rune Corp’s collection of Wind Dragon words wasn’t very large, but if he could use one of Araki’s words, it would have the added benefit, hopefully, of not setting off any hidden alarms that were set to detect magic from other dragons being used in the palace.
There was one name that he barely recalled. It wasn’t the Wind Word for climbing, exactly, but it might help. It was the creation name of Huang Lee, a peasant worker who began working in a field at the top of a very high mountain that touched the clouds when he was but a young boy. Huang worked that rocky field all of his life, and a long life it was. At the age of 95, Huang still awoke to the call of his farm animals and worked his field until dark, stopping only for a light lunch and a snack. Even after he was forced by his son to stop working the fields and performing such taxing manual labor, Huang still had a difficult time being still. Some claim to have seen him working his field at night with the wind whipping his hair about him as he continued his labors until the day he eventually died. He was the essence of dedication and specifically, his creation name was a word in the Wind language that was closely related to perseverance.
It wasn’t much, but Merrick knew that climbing down the wall would be as much a test of his mental endurance than of anything else. 
With a heavily exhaled breath, Merrick opened the window and sat on the stone sill, his legs hanging over the edge. He waited for guards to bust through his door, but none came. 
In the light of the moon, Merrick saw a thin lip of stone on the wall beneath his window.
He had counted the floors earlier, and knew that he had to get down to a hallway about three levels down from the one he was on. At some point he would also have to get back up, but he wouldn’t be able to use the regular lift system in the palace to do so. Even though using Fire Magic would be risky, if he became desperate, he could always use Yudelle’s name to turn his body as light as smoke so he could float back to his bedroom window. 
With only a general plan, Merrick slid out of the window and twisted his body so that he was facing the wall. He stabilized himself on the small stone ledge, and as he uttered Huang’s name, he felt his resolve immediately harden. With that, his confidence increased as well, and he began to carefully make his way across the outer wall of the building until he came to a channel cut into the stone that ran from the bottom of the wall, all the way to the top. 
The groove was a depressed, squared-off section of the wall that was about three feet wide. Merrick pressed his feet against one side of the channel while pushing hard with his hands on the opposite side of the stone inset. 
Foot-length by foot-length, Merrick shuffled his way down the building, counting the floors as each was laboriously checked off in his mind. The perseverance of Huang Lee served him well, keeping his mind focused on his task and away from any thoughts of giving up.
In less time than Merrick predicted, he arrived at the desired floor and moved out of the channel and onto a narrow stone ledge that ran the width of the wall. He shuffled along the ledge until he arrived at a window at the end of an empty hallway. Merrick pushed against the window with his hand and tried pulling it open, but it was locked. He assumed he could break the cloud-glass, but he also figured that doing so would set off the security wards.
Frustrated, he leaned against the window, but felt its sturdiness give way almost immediately as he tumbled through the glass as if it weren’t even there. He had not been prepared for the fall, but his instinct kicked in as he landed in the hallway with a soft shoulder roll that Master Banzo had taught him. When he came to his knees, he listened closely, afraid that he had set off an alarm, but when looked back to the window, he saw that it was still intact.
For a moment, he was confused, but then he almost laughed as he looked down at his suit. He had completely forgotten that his battle suit was woven from Rune Corp divinium. Although happy that the suit had helped him enter through the window, he was also suddenly anxious and cursed under his breath. He had made a point of not bringing another cube along because he didn’t want the possibility of more Rune Corp tech falling into the Emperor’s hands, but he had totally overlooked the advanced technology, including the lightweight version of the enunciator collar, that was built into the very suits that he and his team were so used to wearing.
When Merrick had leaned against the window with his full weight, his battle suit had interacted with the Wind divinium, letting him pass directly through it. His suit acted as a conduit for his own internal magic in much the same way the cubes did, but without an interface. 
Merrick got to his feet and held his arm up to the wall. He imagined his sleeve turning the same color and texture of the cloud wall. Instantaneously, his arm turned the same shade of whitish blue as the walls of the grand palace.
Merrick closed his eyes and willed his entire suit to do the same. At least now he was covered with some level of camouflage. His head, feet, and hands were still visible, but his suit would go a long way to remaining undetected as he walked around, blending in almost seamlessly with the walls. 
Plus, now he knew that he could always escape by traveling through the walls if he had to make an emergency escape. 
As he walked down the hallway, his mind was already thinking of how he planned on altering the battle suits when he got back to Rune Corp, assuming that the company was still in one piece by the time he returned. He would add a hood and gloves first and make sure the materials in their shoes were made with divinium as well. The suits would be the ultimate in personal stealth technology.
Within less than a minute, Merrick arrived at the door to the Earth Room. 
He instinctively reached for the door handle to open it, but stopped short. If the Emperor was even half as cautious as Merrick himself was, the door would be protected with security wards. 
Even though his initial plan had required that he use the divinium statuette to detect the cube, he wondered now if he could achieve the same results by using his battle suit. After all, it too was made of divinium—and of Rune Corp divinium, whereas the statuette was made only of divinium from the Earth Clan.
Merrick closed his eyes and reached out to his suit again as he focused on a mental image of the missing cube. He felt something, but saw no visual indicator in his mind as to what the suit was detecting. 
Frustrated, he stepped to the side of the door, tested the wall, and tried walking through it. His suit crackled with white energy, matching the Wind Magic used to create the palace, and Merrick was soon standing inside the Earth Room. He spoke a quiet word for light, then moved over to greet the small birch before picking up the divinium statuette of the bonsai tree. 
He held the divinium close to his face and concentrated his thoughts—trying to focus them on communicating with the statuette.
Can you still sense the cube?
Nothing. 
The interface that had been uploaded to the statuette was not the same level of complexity or functionality as the interfaces used in the cubes. Instead, it was more geared to gathering sensory data and preparing it to be downloaded back at Rune Corp, where they had the proper technology to analyze whatever signals the piece of divinium had picked up. 
But Merrick didn’t have any Rune Corp technology with him, and he had to depend on his own mind to interpret whatever the statuette was sensing. And right now, it didn’t seem to be picking up anything. As much as he had been hopeful, this did not surprise him, especially after the incident at dinner tonight. The Emperor would be sure to keep the cube locked up tight, with its signature dampened if not silenced completely. 
His only hope was to move around and get the statuette closer to wherever the cube was being held, hoping that the statuette would be able to detect the cube once it was near enough.
As Merrick prepared to leave the Earth Room, he turned back to the tree and the boulder. He looked down at the ground next to the boulder and saw a single stone sitting in the raked sand, all by itself. 
He squatted down and picked it up. It was unremarkable as stones went, but it was of a type of quartz with which Merrick was familiar. He held the stone in his hand, remembering the creation name for that type of stone and that its meaning contained echoes of Merrick’s own creation name of Redemption.
“Hello, little one,” he said. “I might be able to use your help later if you would be willing.”
The small rock grew almost imperceptibly warm for a moment, and Merrick could sense that it was willing to help however it could. As Merrick slipped the stone into his pocket, he could clearly sense that the stone was ready to leave this place and to have the opportunity to one day be among its kind once again.
Merrick turned around and exited the room through the wall as he had entered it. 
He knew that it was possible, but not likely, that the Emperor would notice the disappearance of the bonsai tree statuette, since he probably didn’t visit the Earth Room often. 
But to be safe, Merrick decided to return the little statuette before heading back to his bedchamber at the end of his excursion, if time and circumstances allowed.
Holding the statuette in front of him, Merrick made his way down the hallway, his senses reaching out to his surroundings as he went, trying to detect any approaching guards before they would see him while also searching for the cube’s unique energy signature. As he walked along, the statuette grazed his battle suit accidentally. When it did, Merrick briefly saw a static-ridden landscape with a single blip of green pulsing out from one of its corners. 
He held the divinium statuette against the midsection of his battle suit and kept it there. The digitized landscape appeared again as if floating in the front of his mind. The statuette alone didn’t have the power or the interface to detect the hidden cube, but when it touched the battle suit, the suit acted like an array antenna, boosting the statuette’s ability to sense the cube’s presence.
As he moved down the hallway, the signal continued to get stronger. He passed another hallway that snaked off to the right, and after another fifty yards or so, the signal began to weaken. Merrick quickly backtracked and started off down the connecting hallway. 
As he did so, the signal once again grew in strength. 
 



CHAPTER 43
 
AS MERRICK APPROACHED the next intersecting hallway, he heard two male voices speaking to each other and getting louder. Without conscious thought, Merrick merged into the wall to his left and waited as two of the royal guards turned the corner and approached. 
Even though he was physically hidden inside the wall, Merrick waited, prepared to fight, in case the guards were somehow able to detect his energy signature.
Merrick held his breath as the guards passed him by and continued down the corridor. 
He stepped back into the hallway and started moving toward the green blip again. With each step, the signal grew slightly stronger. Soon, he arrived at one of the airlifts and took a right down yet another corridor. At the end of the corridor was a large door with a giant, round handle mounted to it.
The green blip was glowing strongly now, and he felt a mix of excitement and nervousness being this close to his goal. Despite having a strong urge to use his battle suit to pass through the door, Merrick hesitated, unsure of what, besides the cube, might be waiting for him.
Merrick steeled himself for whatever he might find as he leaned forward, about to step through the door. Before he could move even an inch, a hand grabbed his shoulder from behind and pulled him back. 
Merrick spun around, crouching in a defensive posture—his mind already racing with different scenarios that included dealing with his attacker, bursting into the room beyond and snagging the cube, and then escaping with Mona and the rest of his team before being captured.
As he prepared to fight, a tall figure in a dark blue robe and a traditional straw hat floated away from him with such grace that it gave him pause. The hat covered most of his attacker’s face in shadow, but Merrick recognized the body as belonging to Tamami, the monk who had spoken to him privately back at Rune Corp about becoming the Ard Righ.
“Tamami?” Merrick said.
She lifted her head slightly, and Merrick saw a slight smile break across her face.
“You remember me,” she said. “That is a good sign.”
“A good sign?” Merrick said.
“Just follow me quickly,” Tamami said. “I have much to explain to you, but we need to move to somewhere safe.”
She turned away and glided back in the direction from which Merrick had just come. He didn’t know why he should trust her, but there was something about her that seemed familiar, and his gut told him to at least hear what she had to say. He knew where the Emperor kept the cube now and would come back for it later. 
With each step, Merrick’s mind felt like it was clearing from a haze he had not known was there. He blinked his eyes and wondered why he had been so headstrong just a moment ago even when his instincts had been warning him of danger.
As he followed Tamami’s shapely form, he felt more like himself and more at ease as well. Before he knew it, they were nearing the entrance to the Earth Room. 
Tamami stopped and motioned him closer. When he walked up to her, he felt strange, as if he had just inhaled the heady scent of wild flowers. 
“Hold onto me and take us into the Earth Room again,” Tamami said.
“You saw me do that earlier? You’ve been watching me?” Merrick said, as he stood even closer to her.
She grabbed his arm and pulled back her hood so that he could see her scarred face and the concern in her eyes. 
“Take us into the room, now, Merrick,” she said.
Merrick grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her close before stepping with her through the wall, back into the Earth Room. 
As soon as they were inside, Tamami exhaled and slumped against his chest.
“We are safe for the moment,” she said, as she looked at Merrick in his eyes. 
Despite the massive scars on both of her cheeks, Merrick found her…alluring. Her high cheekbones and full lips were almost cat-like, and he found himself being drawn to her as if in a trance.
The word of light Merrick had used earlier was still active inside the room, and it cast the rocks, the sand, and the young birch tree in a soft glow.
“Let us sit and talk,” she said, pulling him gently by the hand to one of the large boulders in the room.
They leaned against the rock and turned to look at one another.
“It appears as if the ward has mostly dissipated,” Tamami said. “The Emperor had both exits from your room covered with protective wards, you know.”
“They didn’t do a very good job,” Merrick said. “I almost found what I was looking for before you stopped me.”
“That is what the Emperor wanted you to think,” she said. “The wards were not there to stop you from leaving your room. Their purpose was to compel you to find the very cube for which you are searching.”
“You know about the cube?” Merrick said, leaning forward, taking in her scent again as his face neared hers.
“Do not forget that I too have seen what your infamous cubes can do,” Tamami said. “The great Ohman possessed a genius that will be missed.”
“Why would the Emperor want me to find the cube?” Merrick said. 
“Do you know what was beyond that door?” Tamami said. “That was the royal bedchamber.”
Merrick was confused. The door to the room had been large, but nothing like what he would have imagined the entrance to the Emperor’s bedroom to be like. 
“That was the back entrance to his bedchamber, and it is normally heavily guarded. But not tonight. If you had entered through that door, the Emperor’s guards would have killed you before you had a chance to defend yourself. It was a trap.”
Merrick shifted on the boulder uncomfortably. What Tamami was saying still wasn’t making sense to him, but something inside still told him to believe her—to trust what she said.
“The wards he set up in my room directed me to that door without me knowing it?”
“Not just the wards. Your statuette has been compromised as well,” she said. “The Emperor used your own cube to do it. Changed your spying device into one of his own to lead you into his trap.”
Merrick looked at the bonsai tree statuette as if it had betrayed him.
“Do not blame the divinium, Merrick. The stone is a complex living creature, but it also does the bidding of its keeper, and it had no choice. We will have to dispose of it tonight somehow. It is recording everything we are saying even now, so that it may report it to the Emperor. He will want to know what went wrong with his plan.” 
Merrick felt like he was trying to play catch up with everything going on. A few moments ago, he had been close to recovering the cube and worrying about how he was going to be able to get Mona, Jonathan, and Master Banzo out of the Cloud City safely. Now he was coming to terms with the fact that the progress he thought he was making had been a deception to lure him to his death.
“If they found me in the Emperor’s chambers at night, they could claim that I had gone there to try to assassinate him,” Merrick said, “that I was trying to remove a political opponent—a leader of an opposing family. Is that why he’s been so adamant about calling me the Ard Righ?”
Tamami smiled, and her face lit up with true humor. The agony she must have lived through as a child had not marred her warm nature.
“No, Merrick,” Tamami said. “Always remember that the best lie is one that is as close to the truth as possible. The Emperor truly does consider you to be the Ard Righ. As do I. As do many of the Drayoom in all of the families. And it is for that reason that he also fears you. 
“It has remained largely unspoken, but our family and the Water People believe and fear that you might have the power to bring together the Earth Clan and the Fire Tribe one day. Such an accomplishment would be unprecedented since the split of the families so long ago. 
“Within a single generation, you could be the leader of a single family of Drayoom whose members worshipped both the Earth Dragon and the Fire Dragon. Within just a few generations, all the members of this new family could have the blood of two dragons flowing through their veins, just as you do. Imagine the power of such a family. The Emperor surely has. It would be twice in size as the Wind Family or the Water People, and each member of your new clan would have powers equal to your own. 
“This is why the Emperor tried to have you killed tonight. He wants to possess the power of the Rune Corp divinium and your company’s technology, and he knows that he can easily take both of these after you are dead. But more importantly, he wants you dead because of what you may one day achieve.”
Even though the situation was surreal to Merrick, everything Tamami said made sense to him. Merrick had never really contemplated joining the Earth Clan and the Fire Tribe, but if he were able to accomplish such a thing, it would be a game changer in the Drayoom world—something that could alter the course of events for his entire species. 
“Why not just have me killed in my room?” Merrick said. “I’m sure the Emperor could make up a suitable cover story that others would believe.”
“The Emperor wanted to be able to show his people, and anyone else who doubted him,” Tamami said, “that he was justified in having you killed—that you entered his bedchamber at night, with a weapon that could easily have taken out the entire royal wing.”
Merrick looked again at the divinium statuette in his hands. 
“Yes, the Emperor reworked your statuette into what amounts to a magical bomb,” Tamami said, “and no one would be able to dispute this. You would be seen as an assassin and a terrorist.”
Merrick had been wrong about why the Emperor had revealed that he both possessed and knew how to use the cube. It hadn’t been an intimidation move at all. Instead, the Emperor had shown Merrick the cube as bait to draw him in and to provide the Emperor with an excuse to kill Merrick in a way that would be acceptable to the Drayoom community. 
“Why did you save me?” Merrick said, looking deep into Tamami’s eyes, desperate for a piece of truth amidst the Emperor’s deceptions. 
She smiled again.
“You and I have many things in common,” Tamami said. “Did you know that I too have the blood of two dragons coursing through my body, although not the ones that live inside you? You and I are two of a kind in our world, and I would not see the life of someone as special as you destroyed out of ignorance and fear—a fear that I do not share with my brother.”
“Your brother?” Merrick said. 
“The Emperor is my younger brother,” Tamami said, “and although we must dispose of this statuette and return you to your room immediately, we have much to talk about before you leave my city.”
 



CHAPTER 44
 
PRINCE TAKEHIKO HAD ARGUED with the Emperor at first—something only he and perhaps the Abbess would ever dare to do. He had made the case for not killing Merrick, because he believed that there would be more information to be gained from interrogating him. What the Prince had not shared with the Emperor was how apprehensive he was to face the legendary Merrick, even with the advantage of surprise in his favor.
The Prince was a superbly skilled fighter and had remembered his own creation name early on as a child, but he had never faced Sigela before, nor had he journeyed to Annoon, the fabled home of the dragons. 
Merrick had done both of these things and survived.
The Prince held the cube and waited patiently for Merrick to break through the door to the Emperor’s bedchamber, as he readied himself for the battle of his life. It was true that having a few guards with him would have made his victory over the Ard Righ more certain, but the Emperor wanted as few people as possible to be aware of what was really about to happen. 
As it was, one of the royal guards had already sacrificed himself earlier in the evening at dinner, and two more would be required to do the same to make it look as if Merrick had fought his way through to the royal chambers, bent on killing the Emperor in his sleep. 
The fact that the compromised divinium statuette was recording Merrick’s progress along the way would help convince the Wind Family and Merrick’s followers that Merrick’s death was only the result of the Prince trying to protect the Emperor. 
The Prince still believed that they could learn more about the cube with additional information from Merrick, but the Prince was bound by honor and duty to follow his brother’s orders. And if he were honest with himself, he had to admit that, after having the chance to examine and use the cube himself, its technology was just as potentially dangerous as Merrick.
The divinium from which the cube was created was so different from the stone the Wind Family possessed. Its ability to store magic from all four of the dragons, combined with the human concept of a user interface, made magic accessible and usable by humans. And an army of humans outfitted with cubes and with magic at their disposal was enough to cause fear in any sensible Drayoom.
Humans had proven several times over that their appetite for destruction overruled their ability to do what made sense for their species and for the planet overall. To give them the power of magic would bring about the end of existence as the Prince knew it, faster than anything the dragons could do with their prophecies and their powers.
In addition to the potential of a human army armed with magic, the Prince also shared his brother’s fear of a united Earth and Fire family under the Ard Righ—a union that would eventually produce an entire family of Drayoom—with each member being as strong as Merrick himself. 
In order to stop both of these futures from coming to pass, perhaps the Emperor was right about Merrick having to die. After he was out of the way, the Prince would lead the Emperor’s army against the humans at Rune Corp and take the divinium and the human technology for the glory of Araki.
As the Prince was lost in his thoughts, waiting for Merrick to arrive, he felt the cube vibrate and saw it light up with an eerie green glow, signaling that Merrick was drawing nearer. Even though he and the Emperor had easily learned how to use the cube, they had not yet begun to unlock all of its mysteries, but as best as he could tell, the cube had been calling to Merrick ever since dinner tonight. It was as if the cube had sensed Merrick’s presence and was reaching out to him so that he could return the cube to its home—something that the Prince could not allow.
As he tensed and loosened his muscles, readying himself to strike as soon as Merrick came through the door, the cube stopped humming and its glow began to dim.
The Prince cursed under his breath as he went back into waiting mode. Perhaps Merrick was not yet as close as he had thought.
Soon, the Prince would have his chance to prove his dedication to Araki, the Wind Family, and the Drayoom species itself. Defeating the mighty Merrick in battle would also raise the Prince’s status throughout the Drayoom world and force others to finally recognize him as more than just the Emperor’s brother.
 



CHAPTER 45
 
ORDU DID NOT THINK so much as feel that it was a horrible existence to be a boulder so far removed and isolated from Terrada, the mother to all things. When the rock had first sensed the Ard Righ’s arrival, it could hardly believe its senses. For years, Ordu had sat in the tiny enclosed room, locked away in the palace of the Wind Family with its fellow prisoners—the tree, the sand, and the other dedicated followers of the Earth Dragon.
Although just a boulder to most, Ordu had been alive for countless years and took pride in being a full member of the Earth Clan.
When Merrick had entered the Earth Room and had actually greeted Ordu, the boulder had been astonished and pleased. Ordu had once been a part of the very mountain inside which the Earth Clan had built its fabled city. Before being brought to this awful place, it had seen enough of life and felt enough magic to recognize the power and the potential greatness bubbling inside of Merrick.
Ordu knew the moment it saw him that he was the true Ard Righ, chosen before birth by Terrada herself to rule her people and perhaps even more.
When the Ard Righ walked out of the room with Araki’s female monk, leaving the Earth Room, perhaps forever, Ordu sank back into its depression. There was nothing it could do to help the Ard Righ, but the boulder made a vow that if ever chance permitted, it would give all that it could in service to its king.
As quiet as a boulder at rest tends to be, Ordu settled back into its dreary existence, silently praying to Terrada for a chance to somehow help Merrick and to escape its wretched prison.
 



CHAPTER 46
 
IT HAD BEEN three days, and Cara was beginning to be concerned about Merrick. She knew that he was fully capable of taking care of himself and the others, but he had never before dealt with anyone as powerful and devious as the Emperor.
Aside from her concerns about Merrick, she was also finding that she missed his company. She had grown used to working closely with him on a daily basis, and even this much time away from him left her feeling alone and bored, despite her task and having the entire Earth City to explore. 
She had spoken with several of the council members and tried to learn anything more she could about her father and the source of the Rune Corp divinium. Everyone she talked with told the same story. Ohman had never once asked for any of their divinium after he had left the clan. From that, she had to conclude early on that Ohman must have found the Rune Corp divinium somewhere organically instead of altering divinium from the Earth Clan. 
She had talked to a few of the clan’s elders who weren’t even on the council, looking for any clues or rumors they might have heard about divinium that could hold the magic of all four dragons, but no one had heard anything. Her last resort was to try talking with the Master Keeper, but she had not been successful in getting an audience with him yet.
The night before, she had dined with Heinin and his parents, which turned out to be the highlight of her week so far. His parents were both so humble and kind. Having dinner with them gave Cara a peek into a life she herself had never known. 
Of all the strange things she had experienced in her life, eating a home-cooked dinner with a family around the dining room table had been one of the most alien.
A single meal wasn’t about to change the way she approached life, but it did make her wonder what a normal life with a family and with someone she loved would be like. With her father gone, even though she had never told him, Merrick was the closest thing to family that she had.
And even though she knew that Merrick could take care of himself in the Cloud City with the Prince and the Emperor, she was anxious about his safe escape. After all, even though he downplayed the seriousness of his mission there, Merrick was going to try to steal back their divinium cube, an advanced weapon that the Emperor would be sure to guard quite jealously. 
To top it off, she knew Merrick well enough to know that he had no real plan other than to get the cube and leave.
With anyone else, that kind of strategy would have been unacceptable, but with Merrick, things were different. He had a way of dealing with situations and coming out on top, even if he had to suffer immensely before doing so.
Regardless of his ability to improvise and his prowess at magic that seemed to grow with every passing day, Cara was still worried about him and had to physically restrain herself from figuring out a way to visit the Cloud City on her own to check up on him.
For now, she would remain patient, try to speak with the Master Keeper, and wait for Merrick and the others to return. 
 



CHAPTER 47
 
BRADLEY LAY in the healer’s bed, dozing sporadically. Each time he regained consciousness, he looked down to make sure his leg was still there, and when he saw that it was, he allowed himself to fall back into his slumber. 
Even though the healers had regrown his leg, the trauma to his body from doing so was immense, and he felt as if he were devoid of all energy. 
Just as he was about to fall asleep again, a hand touched his arm. With a start, he opened his eyes and turned his head to face his new visitor. He hoped it was Cara, come to see how he was doing again.
It was not.
His vision was slightly blurry, but he could plainly see a tall, graceful woman, possibly in her thirties, standing next to his bed. Atop her head, she wore a crown of gold and leaves. Even though he had never met her, he knew immediately that this was the Queen of the Earth Clan. 
“It is Bradley, is it not?” the Queen said.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” Bradley said, feeling awkward at the use of the formal greeting. He had never before spoken with a queen, and he had learned everything he knew about dealing with royalty from international news stations and bad romantic comedies. 
Bradley felt relieved when he saw the Queen smile at him and tilt her head slightly to the left. He felt...warm under her gaze for some reason, and he was not complaining. 
He did wonder about one thing, however. All this time, he had heard Cara and Merrick talk about the Queen as if she were some old hag, and this woman was far from that. 
Then it hit him. What if this wasn’t the Queen at all, but instead her daughter? A princess instead of a queen?
“I apologize,” Bradley said. “You must be the Princess. I mistook you for the Queen.”
“Such a sweet boy,” the Queen said with a smile. “You were correct the first time. I am indeed the Queen, and I am here to make sure my healers have taken proper care of you.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Bradley said. “I’m very grateful for your help—for their help. They gave me back my leg. I wish there was some way I could repay you for your kindness.”
The Queen raised her right eyebrow.
“Well, there are one or two things we could discuss later,” the Queen said. “But first, tell me how this awful accident occurred.”
Bradley shuddered at the memory of it, but he forced himself to tell the Queen the story of working with the new dragon word and of the pencil in his pocket. 
“It really was my fault,” he said. “I didn’t follow procedure, and if Merrick and Cara give me another chance, I won’t screw up again. I’m just happy to have my leg back.”
The Queen snorted lightly.
“It seems to me that you are being incredibly good natured about the whole thing,” the Queen said. “To be honest, if it were me, I would not be able to let go of it so easily.”
In fact, Bradley had not been able to let go of his anger at all up until when the healers started taking care of him. Maybe when he was more rested he would grow angry again, but for now, he didn’t have enough energy to be mad.
“I mean no offense, Bradley,” the Queen said, as she gently squeezed his bicep, “but leaving a human alone, even one as capable as yourself, to work with unknown words from a dragon tongue, is irresponsible at best. Did you know that our Keepers are trained from the time they are young children, and that they are selected from the rest of the citizenry because they have the highest capacity for memorization of all the members of the clan? And still, when they learn a new creation name—when one is brought to them to test for the first time—they take precautions and are never alone. I do not see how you could be to blame for what happened.”
Bradley looked at the beautiful Queen. Her face seemed to shimmer and her eyes made him feel safe and cared for. He found himself smiling before he was even aware that he was truly happy, perhaps for the first time.
“I respect a man like you, Bradley,” the Queen said. “Do you know how rare that is for me? It is very rare, indeed. I feel as if the two of us are cut from the same stone. In fact, I wonder if you might not have some Drayoom blood running through you somewhere. Have you ever felt that way as well?”
Bradley simply nodded, transfixed by the Queen’s lovely face that was slowly coming ever nearer to his mouth as she spoke.
“I don’t find many people I respect, Bradley,” she said slowly, before standing up and letting her robe fall to the floor.
Bradley tried to say something, but found that he was too in awe of her radiance to speak. A part of him was also afraid that if he made a sound, the dream would shatter. And he didn’t want that to happen. 
“But I never find someone I respect, and to whom I am attracted,” the Queen said as she slid into bed with Bradley. “Never.”
Finally, Bradley found his voice, although his speech came out quivery and unsure.
“Your Majesty,” Bradley said, “I don’t understand. Why?”
“I will explain everything later,” the Queen said as she pushed back Bradley’s hair from his eyes and pressed her lips against his. “Let us first merge ourselves as only two of our nature can. Afterwards, we shall talk about what you can do to help me. You’d be agreeable to that, wouldn’t you, Bradley?”
“Yes,” Bradley said. “I will do whatever you wish.”
 



CHAPTER 48
 
AT FIRST, MERRICK had been perturbed about the Emperor not allowing him and Mona to stay in the same room, but as he readied himself to spend the third night in a row with Tamami, he admitted to himself that he was glad he had the chance to escape and to explore the wonders of the Cloud City at night...without her. 
He still loved Mona; his time with Tamami was nothing like the love he had for Mona. But his love for Mona was also nothing like the relationship he was forming with Tamami, the outcast daughter of the realm. When he was with her, he felt...at home and comfortable, like he was with one of his own. 
It was true that Tamami was a member of the Wind Family, but she also had the blood of the Water People in her veins as well. That is why she was able to understand and to relate to Merrick better than anyone else he had ever met, other than his own brother when he had been alive, of course. Tamami knew what it was like to be consumed by a dragon and to feel its power coursing through your veins, and then, in the next moment, to feel the power of a different dragon also trying to take control of you. Sometimes the swings could be exhilarating, and at other times, exhausting.
For Merrick, that meant that he could be one with Terrada, focused and filled with endless patience for a task at hand, and then the next moment he could be filled with unquenchable passion and inspired by Sigela to succumb to all manner of spontaneity. Merrick had taught himself to combine the two dragons inside of him and to reach a certain equilibrium or balance where he was able to be both focused and passionate about something—namely his work and unraveling the mysteries that Ohman left behind.
According to Tamami, her experiences were often much worse than his. 
At times she would be filled with a lightness of being that only a creature of the clouds could feel, only to be suddenly weighed down like a creature living under the water. 
Thanks to the benefits of her monastic training, she had learned how to keep her mind under control and in a meditative state while merging the feelings of wind and water that filled her essence. As she divulged to Merrick, it was during these times that she felt at her most troubled, but also at her most powerful. 
She, like Merrick, felt misunderstood by others the majority of the time, and during their nightly outings, she seemed as happy as he was that they had found each other. Not only did he marvel at the city nightlife she showed him, but he found himself understanding the way she thought and began to share her love for the city and the ever-changing cloudscape upon which it was built. 
By day, he, Mona, Jonathan, and even Master Banzo were treated to exclusive access to all parts of the city. In addition to the palace itself and its many wonders, they visited local markets, were presented with gifts from vendors, and learned that clouds had landscapes within them as rich and as varied as the most pristine tropical rain forest. 
As a bonus, Merrick’s body finally adjusted to the higher altitude, and by the second night, he was able to walk about effortlessly as they explored the streets of the city, adding to his happiness during the day, but especially at night when he was with her.
Merrick had asked Tamami about his overwhelming euphoria at one point, but she had assured him that what he was feeling was a natural by-product of living amongst the clouds. Just as the clouds themselves were light, so were the spirits of those who dwelt within them—and even though he wondered why neither the Emperor nor the Prince seemed particularly light to him, that small inconsistency didn’t seem to matter when he was with Tamami. 
As he prepared to go out with Tamami, he was dressed in the more casual black kimono she had given him as a gift. He was excited but also nervous about the evening. He had been telling Mona and the others that he had been searching for the cube each night and that he felt like he was getting closer to finding it. The truth was, he had been outside the palace gates every evening, and the last thing that had been on his mind had been finding the cube for some reason. 
He had shared this with Tamami as well, and as usual, she completely understood what he was feeling and his predicament. She had promised to get the information about the cube’s whereabouts and to lead him to it tonight. Once he knew where it was kept, the two of them would figure out a plan to retrieve the cube and to get him and his team out of the city. He had told some of this to Mona, Jonathan, and Master Banzo, and asked that they be prepared later in the morning for his signal even though he could not tell them for sure whether it would come or not. 
As he tried to focus on potential plans in his head, Tamami appeared outside his window, and his mind went blank. She was dressed still in her monastic garb, but with her straw hat pulled back so that he could see her face. She spoke a few words from Araki’s tongue to defuse the wards Merrick had inadvertently tripped on his first night out of his room. Then she smiled and gestured for him to join her. 
Without hesitation, Merrick leapt out of the window and joined her as they floated high above the city.
“Hello, Merrick,” she said, her face close to his, as had become their custom.
“Hi,” he said, still with a smile on his face. 
She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, then, with her arm around his waist, she turned and flew them toward the heart of the city.
Unlike the quiet nights at the Earth Clan, the Cloud City was alive and teeming with all sorts of characters and ways to both enjoy oneself and to get in trouble if one wasn’t careful. 
Luckily, he had the best guide in the city. 
Within a minute, she set them both down on a small street that led into a crowded part of the city he had not yet seen. Ahead, he could hear the sounds of vendors still hawking merchandise even this late at night, and he knew he would find older Drayoom sitting around playing board games with each other while laughing and telling tales of their youth. 
“Tonight, I want to show you something very special to me,” Tamami said.
“Is this about the cube?” he said.
“I have found that which you seek, my lovely Merrick,” she said, “but we must wait to discuss that when there are fewer prying ears nearby.”
Merrick looked around and noticed that he and Tamami were constantly being recognized. When someone said something to Tamami, she simply smiled and nodded her head regardless of what was said. Even though she was not recognized as a member of the royal family, Merrick could tell that the people revered her.
As they continued walking, and the crowds began to thin, they slowed their walk to a stroll to better enjoy the evening. Without even realizing it, Merrick reached over and held her hand. 
She turned toward him briefly and smiled.
“Is this allowed?” Merrick said. “With you being a monk?”
She laughed delicately.
“Yes,” she said, “unlike human devotees to their religious orders, I am allowed to marry and can also be courted, although none ever have. My heart belongs to Araki, but it can also be shared with another.”
She looked up at Merrick with soft, almond eyes.
“As can the rest of me,” she said.
Merrick felt a lump in his throat and could not swallow. How things had changed since he first met Tamami. With each passing minute they were together, her scars disappeared a little more and he found himself looking deeply into her eyes more and more often—his only concern being to solve the riddle to her soul. 
“I am taking you to a small house” she said, as Merrick labored over how to respond to her last statement. “The place I was born is only a couple of miles from here. Once there, I will tell you about your cube.”
Merrick didn’t mind walking with Tamami, and the two of them strolled through the downtown streets of the Cloud City, heading for the place of Tamami’s birth. 
Merrick walked with confidence, having grown accustomed to the soft clouds underfoot. A crisp breeze flowed through the chill evening air as the two walked along next to each other—their shoulders touching accidentally, but not regrettably, every few steps.
“Tell me about your home,” Tamami said softly. “Do you do much walking where you live?”
“We mainly use our vehicles to move around,” Merrick said. “There are fewer and fewer places to walk where I live.”
“How do the humans survive without walking?” she said.
“They…we go to special places called gyms, where we walk and run on machines that simulate walking outdoors. Hearing myself actually say that, the whole thing sounds kind of senseless. I know you’re going to ask why we don’t just walk and run outside, but if you walk in Tysons Corner, you take your life into your own hands. The drivers there are some of the worst in the nation.”
They walked in silence for another minute.
“My sisterhood,” Tamami said, “my fellow monks. Each must walk or run every day for years before being allowed to join the order officially. They rise before the sun, each picking a separate direction, and they run, hopping from cloud to cloud or flying until the sun goes down. They start in the city, but they move among the clouds all over the world in order to fulfill their sacred vows. They are trying to touch every piece of Araki, to prove their devotion to him.”
“Did you do this as well?” Merrick said.
Tamami smiled as if remembering a time in her distant past.
“When I was a young girl,” Tamami said, “I was the best runner our order had ever seen. I had no desire to be among others, and I craved the time alone each day. Just the clouds, the wind, and me. Sometimes I still go out with one of the runners. It helps me to find my center whenever I feel it slipping away.”
Although Merrick wanted to ask what could make her feel so unbalanced, he knew the answer. He had asked her already about her scars, and she had told him of her abduction by members of the Fire Tribe and of her subsequent return to a less-than-accepting royal family. The Emperor claimed that by mixing with those from the Fire Tribe, she had dishonored their family, but the real reason she had been shunned was because of her mixed blood. 
Just the memory alone of a childhood like hers would be enough to unbalance anyone.
When she talked about her past, she looked older than her years. Out of respect, he did not bring it up again.
After walking in silence to the edge of the city, Tamami squeezed Merrick’s hand and led him down a narrow road that branched away to the left.
“Even though this is a city,” Tamami said, “many of us live farther out in what you would call a rural setting. I was born out here, away from the palace, because my father had wanted to keep my existence a secret at first.”
“It’s beautiful out here, even at night,” Merrick said. Being this far up in the sky presented him with an almost other worldly view of the celestial heavens. He felt happy yet insignificant walking beneath them.
“Tell me more about your cubes,” she said. “We have always used divinium, but never have I heard of the sacred stone being used as you and your people do.”
“Like you said before, Ohman was a genius,” Merrick said. “Now that he’s gone, I’m starting to realize this more and more with each passing day. He took the very human concept of computer programming and user interfaces and merged those together with the divinium’s natural ability to store information and to help anyone who touches it tap into their internal stores of magical energy. He turned divinium into a usable version of a living computer.”
“And you turned his cubes into weapons?” she said.
“The cubes were never meant to be weapons, but we had to defend ourselves and the Earth Clan against my brother, Eudroch, and the Fire Tribe,” Merrick said. “We had no choice.”
“And the humans...” Tamami said.
“Ohman and I were the only full-blooded Drayoom at Rune Corp,” Merrick said. “Even Cara’s only half Drayoom. We had no other choice but to empower and mobilize some of the Rune Corp employees. The humans fought bravely and brilliantly, but they all died.”
Merrick was quiet for several steps before continuing.
“They were programmers, not warriors,” he said. “That’s why I started the Alphas, the team that gave the demonstration for you back at Rune Corp. If ever the time comes again for us to go to war, our humans will be trained properly and ready for anything.”
“All very noble,” Tamami said, her face now serious. “But do you think it wise to give the power of magic to humans? They have proven themselves time and again to be irresponsible with great power.”
“As have the Drayoom,” Merrick said.
Tamami was silent.
“The thought of humans using divinium had occurred to us once before as well,” she said, “but our best engineers were unable to figure a way for humans to harness its power. I’m not sure why the Emperor’s team was unsuccessful, when you have quite obviously solved the problem.”
“Some of our success is because we applied human concepts to the divinium, but also, I think it’s because of our divinium itself and its special ability to hold words from all of the dragons.” 
“Did Ohman make the divinium the way it is?” she said.
“Knowing how Ohman was, it could be that he made it or that he found it—but I’ve been through all of his notes, and if he figured out a way to alter regular divinium, I can’t find his formula. My best guess is that the divinium is found naturally somewhere,” Merrick said.
“You have guessed, I am sure,” Tamami said, “that the Emperor desperately craves the power of your vaunted divinium. He will do whatever it takes to either find more of it himself or to take yours by force.”
Merrick knew that he needed to be careful about what he divulged to Tamami, even though his heart told him to trust her completely. And yet, his heart made him slack and relaxed as he turned to look into her eyes.
“The Emperor is not the only one who seeks the source of the divinium,” he said.
Tamami stopped walking and turned to Merrick.
“Are you trying to tell me that you don’t know where your own divinium comes from?”
Her eyes turned slightly moist. 
“If you don’t trust me enough to tell me, I understand, Merrick, but...”
Merrick gently took her shoulders in his hands and looked directly into her eyes.
“I would tell you if it were otherwise,” he said, “but trust me, no one at Rune Corp knows where Ohman got our divinium from. After I retrieve our cube, that will be my next task. But until then, your guess is as good, and maybe even better, than mine.”
As he heard himself speak about the cube, a dim light flickered in Merrick’s mind, and he shook his head as if to clear it of some unseen cobweb. For a brief second, he remembered his mission. 
“As much as I could spend forever walking and talking with you, I need to find our cube and return to the Earth Clan to start my search. For all I know, the Emperor or some other Drayoom is already ahead of me looking for it.”
They started walking again, and soon they turned down another narrow road with a small house off to the left.
“This is where I entered the world for this incarnation,” Tamami said with a slight smile. “This is where my father tried to hide me from his people. This is where I learned to fight and to love, and it is ultimately the place that gave me the strength to later overcome my capture by the Fire Tribe. This is my real home. Come with me inside, and I will tell you of your cube, and we shall make plans for how you can retrieve it.”
For hours, Merrick sat with Tamami in her old house, long since abandoned by the passing of her adoptive parents. Merrick shared how he had been raised by his human father, only to discover that he was adopted. Then he told her of his long journey to find himself and of the revelation that the Earth Queen was his true mother. In the end, he told Tamami that he had discovered a truth—that family had less to do with common DNA than it had to do with the love shared between people on a daily basis. He ended his story by telling Tamami that he still missed his human father on a daily basis.
They spoke of many things, including the location of the cube and how to best recapture it.
Merrick knew he had a duty to his people and to Drayoom everywhere to retrieve the cube, but he was also learning a lot about himself with Tamami, and that was important as well. He was beginning to understand that it was acceptable and perhaps even beneficial to take time to enjoy life. And for some reason, he felt comfortable doing just that with Tamami.
With only hours left before the dawn, they made their way back to the palace.
“I have one last favor, Tamami,” he said as he pulled out of his pocket the small stone he had taken earlier in the week from the Earth Room. “Can we stop by the edge of the city on the way back? Or someplace where I can drop this to the ground below. I have to get word to Cara that I will be late for our rendezvous.”
“We could drop something through even here,” she said, “but there would be less notice if we did it from the edge of the city as you suggest. Follow me.”
In fifteen minutes they stood near the edge of the cloud on which the city was built. He turned around and saw what he considered to be the perfect view of the entire city as he stood on an island of clouds, surrounded by a sea of sky. 
Tamami stepped in front of Merrick and held out one of her hands as she spoke a long series of words from the Wind Dragon. 
“Throw your stone over the side, now,” she said.
 Merrick tossed the tiny stone out into the atmosphere, watching as it faded into nothingness on its way to collide with the Earth so many miles below.
Now Cara would know that they were all safe for the time being and that he was planning on meeting her at the Earth City soon. If the information Tamami had just given him about the location of the cube was accurate, they could be leaving as soon as tomorrow evening.
Merrick thanked Tamami, who smiled silently and turned to take him back to his room, just as she had done the previous three nights.
Just as they had done the night before, the two of them floated in each other’s arms as they rose from the ground outside of the palace, all the way up to Merrick’s room. 
But this time, there were two things that were different about the way the night ended.
The first difference was that this was the first night Merrick had not felt even a tinge of guilt about spending so long a time with Tamami rather than with Mona. 
The second difference was that when Tamami helped him get back to his room, she did not leave.
 



CHAPTER 49
 
MONA HAD WAITED all night for a signal from Merrick—a signal that never came.
As the dawn approached, she couldn’t stay awake any longer, and lay down on her bed, finally giving way to the heaviness of her eyelids. 
As she touched her stomach, she reminded herself to give Merrick the benefit of the doubt. She was relatively certain that nothing had happened to him, since no alarms had gone off in the palace. Her best guess was that something unforeseen had come up, and Merrick had been unable to contact her.
After a few hours of sleep, she’d meet Merrick for breakfast in the courtyard on the ground floor and give him a chance to explain. She hoped that Jonathan and Master Banzo weren’t still awake, too. At least they had been allowed to stay in the same room, so they would have been able to entertain each other and to fend off the boredom of waiting around all night. 
If she knew Master Banzo at all, he was probably having Jonathan go through his latest kata while they were waiting. Or maybe they were taking shifts sleeping. Either way, she only hoped that they had gotten some rest. If Merrick really was this close to finding the cube, they needed to be well rested and ready to go at a moment’s notice.
They certainly needed to get more rest than Merrick had been getting for the last few days. 
Merrick had plenty of life in his eyes and energy in his step, but she could tell that he was tired. She knew he had been going out at night, searching for the cube, and the effort was clearly taking its toll on him. 
When she had tried to reach out to him and to comfort him, he had pulled away slightly—something Mona had not seen him do since before his entry into the world of magic. He claimed that it was only the lack of sleep, but Mona sensed that there was something more going on with him that he was not sharing with her. 
She placed her hand flat on her stomach again. She was hardly showing, but soon she would, and then she’d have to tell Merrick about his child. Instead of waiting that long, she decided to let him know once they made it to the Earth Clan, since the last thing she wanted was to distract him from his mission in the Cloud City. 
After all, waiting another day or two to tell him wouldn’t really make that much of a difference anyway.
 



CHAPTER 50
 
AT TIMES, TAMAMI wasn’t sure if the Prince wanted to be accepted by the Emperor or if he wanted to actually be the Emperor himself. Either way, Tamami believed the Prince was too obvious about his desire to rule the Wind Family. He had not said as much out loud, but the tone in his voice when he addressed their brother spoke volumes. She had overheard the two discussing Merrick’s fate, which is how she knew to save Merrick from their trap. She had been surprised that the Emperor had tolerated their older brother’s arrogance.
She herself had been on the other end of the Prince’s haughty disposition countless times, but that was to be expected since the Prince, along with most everyone else, believed that Tamami was stuck in her current station—that she had no ambition for the future nor way to rise above the level of a common monk.
At best, the people of the Wind Family believed she might one day advance to the position of Abbess once the current one passed on to her next incarnation.
Everyone, of course, was wrong.
Not only did she dream of taking back her role as the rightful Empress and of ruling the Wind Family, but she also had dreams that far outreached those of her brothers. Tamami believed in the vision of unifying all of the families, as did the Emperor, but unlike her brother, she knew that she would not be the one to achieve this feat. 
She accepted that. 
To rule all of the families would require a leader, a Drayoom, even the dragons would quake to look upon.
Oddly enough, even though the Abbess was the faithful servant of Araki, she had been the one to show Tamami how she could turn the shame of her birthright into her strength and how she could save all the Drayoom—not just her family. 
 



CHAPTER 51
 
ARAKI REMEMBERED the young Merrick from when the young Drayoom had visited the island of Annoon, the home of the dragons, to do battle with his brother and to learn of his creation name. It had been only a very short while ago, especially to one such as Araki, whose lifespan was measured in millennia, instead of years.
During this time, the young Drayoom had changed immensely. He was more powerful, but there was something else. He was more focused, more intent, and more in control of his magic. 
Even back on Annoon, the Wind Dragon had seen something special in him as he sought to avoid his destiny with Sigela—a foolish endeavor that only resulted in prolonging the inevitable. 
It was true that Merrick had kept Sigela from returning in physical form to the Earth, but as he would soon discover, the fire and passion Sigela could inspire in both Drayoom and humans alike was a powerful force to be reckoned with. 
And then there was Tamami, one of Araki’s favorite daughters. The self-proclaimed Emperor of Araki’s Wind Family had been cruel to her, but she had persevered and thrived. She was one of Araki’s favorites, and yet...her plans, which were obvious to none save Araki himself, put some degree of fear into even the elemental heart of the Wind Dragon.
If the other dragons were to discover Tamami’s intentions, they would do their best to kill her immediately.
However, Araki, more than the rest of the dragons, embraced change. He believed in letting go and seeing where decisions and circumstances would take a situation. And for that reason, Araki had decided not to interfere in Tamami’s plans for the time being. 
While Araki let himself ponder the possibilities of what might come from her actions, he recalled the last time that all of the elemental powers were brought together in a single Drayoom. That was a dark time for Araki and the other dragons. They had been held to the will of their own creature, and Araki had no desire to experience that kind of subjugation again.
The one called Merrick only had the blood of two dragons in his veins, so there was no future in which he could be the Drayoom to unite all of the dragon languages. But with Sigela’s passion driving Merrick’s actions, a child of his could have the potential to one day either rule or even destroy the world. 
 



CHAPTER 52
 
CARA AND HEININ SAT at the dining table in Merrick’s house. Cara had been in Merrick’s Earth City home before, but seeing it now, after all of their adventures over the last year, left her with a different impression of him. 
The expertise and the talent he had shown when he had built his home from the inside wall of the mountain was apparent. The walls of his house were made from stone slabs Merrick had split off from the inside of the mountain itself, and thick vines covered the outside of his walls, wrapping around his abode like a leafy cocoon protecting him from outside danger. 
And then there was the yew tree. Born from seeds given to Merrick by Balach’s father, Fenton, the yew stood to the right of Merrick’s thick wooden door, rising up like a guardian, in much the same way that Oodrosil watched over them back at Rune Corp. 
When Cara passed by the tree on her way into Merrick’s home, she felt a familiar presence. At first she thought that it was because the tree had a direct connection with Oodrosil, but when she touched the tree’s trunk, she instead recognized the familiar spirit of her father, Ohman. 
As she sat at Merrick’s dining table, her hands steepled in front of her lips, she allowed herself the painful luxury of remembering her father—the good and the bad. He had been such a firm, tough parent, but he also had taught her so much about her inner magic and about her self. She knew that nothing was ever created or destroyed in this world, but she still felt sad about the fact that she would never have the chance to speak with him or learn from him again. 
She was lonely for his companionship more than anything. Without him, she had no other family—other than Merrick, it seemed.
Cara sighed just as someone knocked at the door. Both she and Heinin got up to see who was there. When she opened the door, she saw Bradley with a smile on his face, standing on two perfectly good legs. 
She had never been particularly close to Bradley, but now that all of his hate and anger seemed to have dissipated, she saw him in a different light—as someone who had gone through real adversity in his life and had still persevered. 
She put her hand on Bradley’s shoulder and squeezed gently. 
“It’s good to see you up and around. It looks as if the healers have lived up to their names.”
Both of them laughed as Heinin also waved and greeted Bradley. 
“You have no idea,” Bradley said as he stepped into Merrick’s home and shut the door behind him. 
“I know it might sound obvious, but I’m all better now, and ready to help,” Bradley said as he sat down at the dining table and was joined by Cara and Heinin. “What’s the plan, Cara?” 
“Don’t you want to rest?” she said.
Bradley shook his head.
“I’ve been sitting around for too long as it is, and my leg feels better than ever.”
“I’m not sure we really have a plan yet,” Cara said. “Merrick’s still not back, and I haven’t heard from him. As far as figuring out the source of the Rune Corp divinium, I’ve spoken to lots of different people—some of whom my father used to know pretty well—but no one has any idea where he found the divinium he used to build our company.
“The only group I haven’t been able to speak with yet are the Keepers. I’m hoping some of them might be loyal to Merrick and might talk to him when he arrives. If they don’t know anything, I think we need to start thinking broader and assume that no one but Ohman knew the source of the Rune Corp divinium, and that we may never find it.”
“It’s too bad the Keepers won’t talk to you,” Bradley said. “That would definitely save some time while we’re waiting around for Merrick to show up.”
Cara had thought about that very same thing. Talking with the Keepers might yield some information, but even though she had requested an audience with the Master Keeper on more than one occasion, he and his followers had avoided Cara all week. 
She wondered silently whether the fact that Ohman had once been their Ard Righ and a Keeper himself would work for or against her. The question was, did the Keepers believe the Queen and see Ohman as a traitor, or had the revelation of the Queen’s deception changed their opinion of Ohman...and of his offspring?
Before Cara could say anything, the earth beneath them started to vibrate. Cara sprang up from the table and stepped through the door. The dirt in front of Merrick’s house shook, and tiny pebbles and pieces of stone popped up and landed, over and over again, until one by one, each one of them stopped. Gradually, a message began to form on the ground.
She wasn’t sure how it was possible, but in front of her, formed from dozens of tiny stones and rocks, was a message from Merrick.
Be there tmrw or soon after with the cube.  
In the middle of the message was a larger stone that Cara could feel was emanating heat. She picked it up carefully as several images shot through her mind.
She saw the same stone she was holding, but it was in the clouds—in the Cloud City itself. Cut off from Terrada. A slave. A prisoner. Along with a small tree and a larger boulder. And there were other followers of Terrada as well.
And then Cara saw Merrick and a woman with scars on her face. Cara could feel that the stone did not like the woman, but she did not understand why. The next image showed Merrick dropping the stone off the side of the Cloud City. 
Now the images changed to sky and clouds moving quickly past the stone as the ground rushed up to meet it. Cara briefly felt the pain as the small stone pierced the skin of the planet when it struck—traveling deep into Terrada herself with a single mission—to give Cara this message from Merrick.
Even as she moved the rock closer to her lips to say thank you, it crumbled to dust in her fingertips, having used up all of its life energy after it accomplished so much more than anyone would ever expect from a simple rock.  
Such was the power of Merrick, Cara thought. He could inspire even a stone to do miraculous things.
She wished there was a way to send a message back to Merrick, but there was no connection between the Earth and the Cloud City so high above that she could use. She would have to wait and hopefully see Merrick, Mona, Jonathan, and Master Banzo, along with the cube, tomorrow. 
Cara knelt down and gently erased the message with the palm of her hand. As she stood up and turned to go back into Merrick’s house, four Drayoom in dark green robes with large hoods that covered their faces emerged from the ground and surrounded her, Bradley, and Heinin.
Their sudden appearance startled her, but she immediately recognized them as Keepers.
“Our master would have words with you, Cara,” one of them said.
Cara opened her mouth to speak, but she was dragged down into the ground by powerful Earth Magic and soon felt the familiar flow of traveling through Terrada.
Her journey lasted only a second before she popped out of the ground once again. 
She found herself alone with the same four Keepers inside a dark, stone room with no apparent doors. The only way in or out must have been to travel through Terrada. She had never been there before, but she knew that they must be deep in the chambers of the Keepers. 
But for what purpose, she did not know. 
On the other side of the room, the Master Keeper stood in his dark green robe with his hood up and covering most of his face in shadow.
“Master Keeper,” Cara said, addressing the Master Keeper. “Thank you for seeing me. I thought that perhaps you were planning on waiting to talk to Merrick directly when he arrives.”
“I have meditated on this,” the Master Keeper said, “and it is with you I must speak.” 
As Cara looked around, she saw that there were several divinium cubes sitting on a wooden table in the center of the room. Each pulsated with a glowing green light. They looked similar to the Rune Corp cubes, but she could tell that they had been molded by a different process than the ones used by her father.
“You’ve been making your own cubes,” Cara said as she approached the table.
“Ohman and Merrick have shown us the way,” said the Master Keeper. “Although I admit we have not been able to replicate his success. Sit, please.”
Cara decided to remain silent on the fact that she and her father had designed the cubes, not Merrick. 
“Do you know the life of a Keeper, Cara?” the Master Keeper said. “We spend the earliest part of our childhood just as other children of the Earth Clan. But those who show propensity to memorize vast amounts of information are plucked by the Master Keeper and indoctrinated into the order. This is a great honor for the parents of the Keepers of course, even though they do not see their child again until he or she has reached adulthood. There is too much to be done and too much training to allow a normal life for any of us once we are chosen and have accepted our role and our responsibility.”
“I understand,” Cara said.
“We are honored to provide this service to our family and to our royal leader, and we train every second of every day to achieve our tasks. But Ohman created a better way, at the center of which, are your cubes. Your cubes have the ability to store all of the names that we endlessly repeat in our minds every second of every day. Even as I speak to you now, I am also chanting a progression of names so that I may never forget. I do this, as do all Keepers, because we do not have a way to accurately store any of the names that are our charge. 
“We have also been taught that it would be too dangerous to commit the names of the Earth Clan to paper even if we had a syntax and a framework for even doing so. But your cubes combined with human technology solve these problems, and are nothing short of a miracle.”
“I’m sure we can help you with your cubes,” Cara said. “After we get back home, we’ll schedule you to visit Rune Corp, if you’d like.”
The Keeper smiled.
“You honor us with your kindness, but that is not why I wished to speak with you.”
Cara suddenly felt vulnerable. Keepers possessed the creation names of every Drayoom who had lived and died since the time of Abred. The Keepers were beings of great knowledge and power, and she was essentially trapped in an underground room with four of them and their leader.
As she contemplated her potential fate, the Keepers did something Cara never could have expected. 
The Master Keeper and the other four each dropped to one knee and bowed to her.
“Daughter of the great Ohman, past Keeper and Ard Righ of the Earth Clan, we humbly seek your assistance,” the Master Keeper said.
Cara felt her shoulders relax slightly as her anxiety turned to incredulity. 
“I don’t understand…” she said.
The Master Keeper raised his head slowly.
“We implore your help in placing Merrick on the throne of the Earth Clan as its rightful Ard Righ. He carries the blood of the Queen, and of Terrada, and of Sigela, and we choose and acknowledge him as our rightful leader.”
Cara was stunned, but she knew that she couldn’t speak for Merrick.
“When Merrick arrives, you can talk to him about that,” she said. 
“There is more,” the Master Keeper said as he held out a piece of divinium to her that had been shaped into the form of a small twig with several smaller branches sprouting off from a main branch.
“What is this?” Cara asked.
“We know that our divinium is not as powerful as the stone used to create your cubes. We have heard that you seek the source of your own divinium. In an attempt to help, we performed our most sacred of ceremonies and contacted the all-powerful Terrada herself.”
Cara was stunned that the Keepers had asked the Earth Dragon where their divinium came from.
“What did she say?” Cara said.
“The dragons do not speak, as you know. But the bountiful Terrada left us with the piece of divinium you hold in your hand. That was her only response.”
“She said nothing else?” Cara said.
The Master Keeper removed his hood and looked directly into Cara’s eyes. His face was young, but looked as if it had been weathered by twice the number of years he had been alive. Such were the dangers of working with creation words each day, all day, of one’s life.
“Mighty Terrada relayed her desire for Merrick to lead the Earth Clan. The Earth Dragon also made it known to us that you, Cara, daughter of Ohman, hold in your veins the blood of the great Ohman and the blood of the humans. Terrada believes that you are to rule the Earth Clan along with Merrick, and that your descendants will one day reign over all of the Earth. 
“Blessed Cara, Terrada has declared that you are to be Merrick’s Queen.”
 



CHAPTER 53
 
BRADLEY TOLD HEININ to stay at Merrick’s house and to wait there in case Cara returned while he ran to tell the Queen’s guard, the Fianna, that Cara had been taken.
Heinin hesitated then sat down on the front step leading up to Merrick’s door, settling in to wait. 
Bradley ran as fast as possible, back to the royal quarters, feeling the power of his new leg propel him faster than he had ever run before. When he arrived, he approached the muscled Fianna who was standing guard outside of the entrance to the royal section of the city. 
Bradley was elated that he had come upon a chance so quickly to prove his worth to the Queen, and he could hardly contain his excitement. 
He didn’t know why exactly, nor was the reason important, but he craved the Queen’s approval more than anything he had ever wanted before in his life. But his desire for the Queen was not completely selfish. He also wanted the power she possessed, and he wanted her as a man wants a woman. Never before had he been this stricken, this in love, and he would do anything he could to prove himself to her in every way possible. 
“What is your business, human?” the guard said.
Still out of breath, Bradley tried to compose himself as best as he could. 
“I have an urgent message for the Queen,” he said. “One that can only be delivered to her in person.”
The guard spat on the ground.
“I’ve been given orders to take you directly to her if you seek an audience, although only Terrada knows why the Queen would possibly want to speak with the likes of you.”
Ignoring the guard’s comment, Bradley followed him as his heart gradually slowed to its normal rate. 
The guard led him to an ornate stone building with a line of giant yew trees planted just outside its walls. Thick, ancient vines crawled up the outside walls and covered even the roof several stories above. 
This was the palace itself, and Bradley was rightfully impressed.
“Wait here,” the guard said before entering the front door and closing it behind him. 
After several minutes, the guard returned and escorted Bradley into the palace. They walked down two adjoining hallways until they came to a sitting room decorated with three gold-lined couches, each covered in ornate throw pillows. Each of the couches had a low, wide table in front of it.
The graceful and beautiful Queen sat, half-reclined, on one of the couches.
Bradley could tell that the room was designed to show off the Queen’s wealth, but even more importantly, to make her feel comfortable in her surroundings.
Although the dominant element in the room was, of course, the Earth, there was also a small Koi pond behind one of the couches, standing braziers holding flickering flames at the far end of the room, and a fresh breeze circulating through the room. When Bradley looked to the ceiling, he saw patches of puffy mist that looked exactly like miniature clouds floating near the room’s ceiling.
“Please enter, Bradley,” the Queen said. “You may leave us, guard.”
The door closed behind the guard as he left them alone. Bradley walked in and took the hand the Queen was offering. He held it lightly and bowed on one knee.
“I bring urgent news, my Queen,” he said. “Cara just received a message that Merrick will be arriving tomorrow from the Cloud City. With one of the Rune Corp cubes in hand.” 
“You have done well, my darling,” she said. “And what is Cara doing in preparation for his arrival?”
“That’s the other thing, my Queen,” Bradley said. “Cara was taken by four Keepers about twenty minutes ago. They popped up out of the ground and vanished with her.”
“They did not say what they wanted?” the Queen said.
“No, Your Majesty. They only said that their master wanted to speak with Cara. I have no other information for you than that, but I knew you would want to know.”
The Queen stared at a tree planted in one corner of the room—her eyes taking on a glazed look.
“Oh, what are you up to, Terrada?” she said. “I know the Keepers, and they would do nothing so bold without direction from you. I do not know what you hope to learn from Ohman’s child, but the half-blood Cara is of no consequence to me, and I am sure you will find her to be of little use, either.  
“What are your orders for me, my Queen?” Bradley said.
The Queen blinked her eyes, as if she had just remembered that Bradley was even in the room with her. 
“You must go back and wait for Cara, my dear. The Keepers will return her, and when she tells you what they had to say, then you may come to me again.”
The Queen stood up from the couch and motioned for Bradley to stand. She moved in close to him, her face within an inch of his as she whispered into his ear.
 “Learn of and tell me what the Keepers are planning, and I will reward you greatly. Go and show me that you are deserving of a place by my side in the Earth Clan.”
 



CHAPTER 54
 
MERRICK WOKE UP more tired than he’d been in a very long while—even more exhausted than he would have been if he had spent all night working with the divinium cubes.
Tamami had left only half an hour before the dawn, and Merrick had barely accumulated three hours of restless sleep since then. 
And yet, despite the fact that he knew he would be seeing Mona in a short while, and that he would have to face her at some time about his mental, emotional, and now physical infidelity, he couldn’t help but feel, not happy, but peaceful after spending the night with Tamami.
His mind told him that he should be filled with guilt and that it would be difficult to look in Mona’s eyes, but as he searched inside himself, he could only find the barest hint of these emotions, as if they had been muted. 
It had been far from a case of charity, but during their talks he had learned that Tamami had never had a relationship with a man before. It was not that her monk status prevented such an occurrence, but rather the fact that she had been waiting, as she had said, for the right one.
In Merrick’s previous life when he thought himself a human, he would have run away from any woman who said something like that to him, but since he’d entered the world of magic, Merrick had grown more comfortable with such statements. Compared to worrying about prophecies and the fate of the world, what Tamami had said did not frighten him at all. 
As best as he could tell, Tamami had simply been waiting for someone who understood her—someone who could relate to her. 
Merrick understood that very well. 
In many ways, he felt as if he had been waiting for her as well. It didn’t change how much he loved Mona, but his affection for Tamami made him doubt whether Mona and he really were right for each other. 
Mona was wonderful, but even she had admitted that she was only a human, unable to truly understand and relate to him fully. Tamami, on the other hand, saw into Merrick’s inner core as easily as she walked among the clouds.
On the surface, Tamami was scarred, but Merrick could see nothing but beauty when he looked at her.
Merrick pivoted himself out of bed, quickly got ready for the day, and stepped out into the hallway to meet Jonathan, Master Banzo, and Mona, as had become their tradition before sharing breakfast in the palace courtyard. 
Mr. Kawagishi was there as well and told them that today was the day of the Wind Festival—a time for much celebration and joy in the city. This was the day they celebrated Araki’s own birth. There was, of course, no way for Merrick to know if the Wind Dragon actually had a birthday or not, but this was still the one day every year when Araki’s followers came together, no matter their location, no matter their social status, to honor their sovereign dragon.
“You will see many wonderful things today, Ard Righ,” Mr. Kawagishi said. “Dances and spectacles the likes of which you have never before experienced. And cuisine from all around the globe, all inspired by Araki, of course. You will see. You are very lucky indeed to be with us at this time of year!”
As they followed behind Mr. Kawagishi, Mona leaned over to Merrick to give him a kiss on the cheek.
“What happened to you last night?” she said quietly into his ear in a serious tone. “I waited up almost all night for you. I hope you found what you were looking for at least.”
“I found it,” Merrick said quietly back to her, “but it’s not going to be easy to get. I have a plan, and if things go as I’m hoping, we’ll be leaving before nightfall. Tell the others to stay ready.”
Mona looked up at Merrick and searched his eyes, then nodded.
“I’ll tell them,” she said, “but can you tell me anything more right now?”
“The Prince will have the cube with him later, in public,” he said, leaning in closer to Mona. “I’ll take it away from him then.”
Mr. Kawagishi took them down the airlift to the ground floor of the palace, past the courtyard where they normally ate breakfast, and toward the palace gates.
“I have someplace else in mind this morning for your morning meal,” Mr. Kawagishi said.
Merrick could tell that Mona was irritated with him and wanted to speak in private—to say more than she was able to in Mr. Kawagishi’s presence. But as they walked, she appeared more and more relaxed, and soon, she seemed quite content to simply take in the surroundings of the billowy, white city. It was as if she had forgotten her qualms with Merrick, for the time being at least.
Merrick watched Mr. Kawagishi closely, but his instinct as well as his eyes told him that the diplomat literally oozed the soothing magic from his creation name without even trying to affect those around him. 
Even Merrick felt calmer from walking so close to Mr. Kawagishi.
“Today we venture into the streets of our fine city,” Mr. Kawagishi said. “First, we go to watch the dance of the dragons. I think you will enjoy this very much.”
“This city is beautiful,” Jonathan said to Merrick. “Its architecture. Just like I’ve studied, but seeing it in person is a completely different experience. The fact that they’ve constructed an entire city using divinium-laced clouds as magical building blocks is amazing.”
“Your appreciation for our culture honors us,” Mr. Kawagishi said. “Not many strangers are allowed to see our city, and the ones who do never seem to...appreciate the nuances of what we have created here. Do you know how many nails, fasteners, and dovetail joints were used in the construction of our home in the clouds? Not a single one. It took our finest architects and engineers over two years to build what you see before you—to create a suitable place for our family to live among the winds with Araki. It was a beautiful day when our family moved here, after the split between the families, or so the legend has it.”
Merrick spotted a crowd of Wind citizens gathered up in front of them on the left. 
“What is that?” Merrick said.
“This will be of great interest to you,” Mr. Kawagishi said as he stopped their group and pointed out to the center of the street. “This is a symbolic dance celebrating Araki’s movement across the skies of the world. It is more for entertainment’s sake and is not nearly as serious as the one you witnessed on your first night at dinner with the Emperor.”
A line of dancers stood in the middle of the street, cloaked from their thighs to their heads under a thirty-foot silk representation of Araki. Just like a dance in Chinatown that Merrick had seen several years ago, the dancers began their movements, instantly causing the giant silk body to undulate and sway as if it were an actual dragon.
The Drayoom dancers had a leg up on their human counterparts he had seen perform back in D.C., of course. These dancers were able to fly into the air, sending their dragon up at an unbelievable angle before diving at a speed that was so alarming, the audience gasped as the dancers pulled the dragon out of its nosedive only inches from the street’s surface. 
Merrick and his crew looked on in awe. 
The silk dragon moved so fast that Merrick could feel a breeze blowing across his cheeks as it danced past.
“Come,” Mr. Kawagishi said. “There is more of this sort of spectacle throughout our city today. You must be hungry. Let us enjoy our morning meal at one of our traditional establishments.”
Merrick had to pull Jonathan away from the dancing dragon as they made their way through the crowds to a restaurant where people were sitting outside at round tables, eating breakfast.
After escorting the group to one of the larger tables, Mr. Kawagishi shouted something to the restaurant owner in the common language of the city that Merrick had gotten used to hearing during his nighttime adventures with Tamami. 
“Was that Japanese?” Jonathan said.
“Pardon my rudeness,” Mr. Kawagishi said. “We speak a language that shares some tonal qualities and some historical origins with your Japanese, but our people speak their own language, entirely different from any human analog at this point, I assure you.”
“I didn’t know your people spoke anything other than English,” Jonathan said. “Everyone here speaks it so well...”
“Yes, in our family, it is considered a courtesy to speak other people’s languages whenever possible. Once again, I apologize for using our common tongue, but the restaurant owner is very old and does not speak English.”
“We take no disrespect at that,” Jonathan said. “I was just surprised.”
Merrick laughed lightly. Even in the world of the Drayoom, the American assumption that everyone spoke English was still present. Even though he certainly knew more words in the Wind language than most members of Rune Corp or the Earth Clan, Merrick made a note to study the common tongue of the Wind Family after he returned home. 
Even as Merrick, Jonathan, and Mr. Kawagishi were talking with one another, three serving women in dark kimonos appeared, their heads bowed as they glided up to the table. They placed small bowls of rice and various side dishes including small, rolled-up omelets and something that Merrick was sure was broiled fish.
Mona and Master Banzo looked a little taken aback by the breakfast that probably reminded them more of lunch than anything else.
Jonathan, as expected, was not surprised at all by the morning meal.
Once again, some of his group were faced with another misconception—that every culture started the day with a sugar-based meal. Over the last three mornings, they had been fed a more standard Western breakfast comprised of cereals and breads along with eggs, but out here, among the people of the Wind, they were eating the way the real citizenry dined.
The group’s hunger soon took over as they ate their small meals along with some invigorating hot tea brought out shortly by the same serving women. 
As the food entered his belly, Merrick felt warmed and refreshed, the sudden influx of fuel overriding his lingering stupor from the night before and from the lack of sleep. 
Before discussing their plans for the day, they enjoyed some light conversation about the beauty of the city and how gracious the Emperor was for being their host. 
“I thought it would be fitting to simply walk around the city and to enjoy the different events our people enjoy on this holy day, if that suits your desire,” Mr. Kawagishi said as he cast a sideways glance at Merrick. “After that, we will return to the palace in the afternoon for rest and then meet again for a more official ceremony of Araki’s birth this evening.”
Merrick and the others nodded and gave verbal agreements. One thing Merrick had to say about the Emperor—he certainly kept his guests busy. Merrick wondered if this was the way he treated all guests or if the idea was to keep Merrick as distracted as possible for some other reason.
Either way, Tamami had told Merrick where the cube would be this evening, and Merrick was perfectly fine playing along with the Emperor’s itinerary for one more day. Even though he had memorized much of the city from his outings with Tamami, the more he saw of the city in the daytime, the better equipped he would be to escape when the time was right. 
As their group continued on, Merrick heard loud shouting in an area up ahead where several streets converged at a large circle. Mr. Kawagishi seemed excited as he urged their group forward, letting their guards clear the way for them through the mass of commoners, leading them to the front of the crowd.
In the center of the circle, two shirtless men, each in loose-fitting pants and sandals, were fighting as the crowd screamed and cheered. Each of the men was a skilled fighter and displayed his own unique fighting moves and counter attacks. As Merrick would expect from a fight in the Wind City, the men combined fighting on the ground with flying through the air, performing complex aerial somersaults and attacks as each launched an intricate dance of strikes and counter-strikes. 
At one point, their fists connected with each other, and the sound was like that of thunder, sending both fighters reeling through the air in opposite directions. One stopped by landing on the street, while the other one ended his flight by hitting the roof of a nearby house before launching himself back into the fray.
Although Jonathan would usually be the most interested in such a cultural phenomenon, this kind of display was Master Banzo’s territory, and the fighting master looked over at Merrick and then back to the action as if he were a young boy who very much wanted to join in the games with the other boys in the school yard.
“Mr. Kawagishi,” Master Banzo said. “Are these contests open to outsiders, by any chance? Do entrants fight the winner or are the matches separate from one another?”
Mr. Kawagishi smiled.
“I thought you might enjoy something like this, Master Banzo. If you wish, I will inquire for you.”
Master Banzo enthusiastically agreed as Mr. Kawagishi made his way along the edge of the crowd to a large man who seemed to be running the show. Mr. Kawagishi pointed back at Master Banzo, and the large man simply grinned and nodded. 
Merrick had felt bad that Master Banzo hadn’t had much to do during their trip so far, and he was happy that his Sensei would have a chance to enjoy himself and to show off his skills as well. Merrick had fought many Drayoom since he had entered the world of dragons and magic just under a year ago, but he had never seen anyone fight with Master Banzo’s skill and power. 
Merrick crossed his arms and waited, eager to watch his teacher in action.
Mr. Kawagishi made his way through the crowd, back to Merrick and the group and told Master Banzo that he could fight in the next match if he so desired—as a special honor to the Emperor’s guests.
“These fights are not only for display, however. I must warn you,” Mr. Kawagishi said. “There are rules of combat that will not be broken, and although lives are not normally lost, the fights are for status and honor in our family. The participants take them very seriously. Do you still wish to take part?”
“I would be honored,” Master Banzo said, “to represent Rune Corp and the Ard Righ.”
“Very well,” Mr. Kawagishi said as he raised his hand and swirled it in the air several times. The large man saw the signal and nodded. 
Meanwhile, the fight in the circle was winding down, as one of the warriors struggled to catch his breath. He was letting his guard drop, and his opponent was taking full advantage of his opponent’s weakness. It was clear to Merrick that this was a case of the better-conditioned fighter coming out on top. 
Most people who had never fought before severely underestimated how much aerobic capacity and energy it took to fight for even thirty seconds, much less for several minutes at a time.
When Merrick looked again at the fight that was winding down, the weaker opponent was on the ground, making a gesture with the palm of his hand that must have signaled his surrender. The crowd applauded wildly as the victor bowed deeply to his opponent and then to the surrounded masses. 
By the time Merrick looked away from the spectacle, Master Banzo had already taken off the top part of his battle suit and handed it to Jonathan, who received it with a worried look on his face.
“Master,” Jonathan said, “please remember that they take these fights very seriously here, and we need you in one piece for the next part of our mission. Promise me that you will give them the sign of surrender if it gets to be too much. None of us doubt your fighting prowess.”
Master Banzo looked at Jonathan and grinned.
“Boy, this is not about what any of you think of me. This is about what I think of myself. If you want someone to worry about, worry for my opponent.”
And with that, Master Banzo made his way to the large man who was motioning him over. As the crowd noticed that an outsider was about to fight, their volume rose to such a level that it hurt Merrick’s ears. 
Merrick wondered if they would scream even louder if they knew that the man they were about to watch was not only an amazing fighter, but also a human.
 



CHAPTER 55
 
MASTER BANZO HAD not fought a challenging opponent in several years, and certainly not since he had joined Rune Corp. He respected and liked Merrick and Cara both, but without their magic, neither of them was even close to his prowess as a fighter. 
As for Master Banzo, he had learned how to wield the magical divinium cubes and weapons in battle, but discovering that magic itself existed had been no surprise to him at all. 
During his studies in Japan and later China, Master Banzo had learned about Chi, the force that flowed through every living creature. He knew how to direct his own energy and how to conserve it as well. He had learned all of this before ever meeting Merrick, the man who had surprised him by turning out to be his best pupil yet.
As Master Banzo listened to the instructions from the large man who ran the contests, he flexed and relaxed each of his muscles as he prepared himself both physically and mentally. 
A Drayoom walked into the center of the clearing. He was only of medium height but his body was lean and etched with sinewy muscle. Master Banzo noted that the man walked with a confidence that did not reflect arrogance, but instead hinted at proven ability in battle. 
As if to further this impression, his opponent wore several scars on his body, and Master Banzo concluded that the large man had selected one of the best Wind Warriors for this match. Perhaps the man wanted to ensure victory for the Wind Family to avoid the inherent disgrace that would come from losing to an outsider—especially one who represented both the Earth Clan and Rune Corp.
None of that mattered to Master Banzo, because he was fighting for neither of those groups. Instead, he was representing humans everywhere and wanted to show the Drayoom that they were a force to be reckoned with. 
With his best mushin stare, Master Banzo strode into the center of the circle, ready to test his mind, his skill, and his Chi against his opponent. 
 



CHAPTER 56
 
MERRICK HAD NEVER seen Master Banzo fight before, and his Sensei never participated in the sparring matches back at Rune Corp.
Master Banzo was not a tall man, and in fact, with his short, stocky frame, he didn’t resemble most people’s image of a martial arts master at all. But the few times Merrick had seen his Sensei move—really move—during a demonstration, Merrick had been notably impressed with Master Banzo’s economy of motion and how he eluded his opponent with minimal effort. 
But going up against a warrior of the Wind Family who had the full power of Wind Magic at his disposal would be a lot different than demonstrating moves and techniques to a class of willing students back at Rune Corp.
Merrick hoped that Master Banzo hadn’t taken on more than he could handle. 
As calmly as if he were walking into his own dojo, Master Banzo strolled into the center of the street and squared off with his opponent. 
Both men bowed, and then...nothing.
Although the crowd was shouting and cheering, the two opponents backed up slightly from one another, raised their hands, and stood very still. The Wind Warrior stared fiercely at Master Banzo, while Master Banzo seemed to be almost in a trance, focused on everything and nothing at all. 
Neither of them made a move.
Merrick knew from his Sensei’s teaching that it was always best to let the other person attack first, but he had never seen a fight start off with this kind of patience. 
After a full minute of waiting, Master Banzo’s opponent was unable to contain himself. He sprang forward, launching a flying kick with such speed that Merrick knew he must have been using a gust of magical wind to propel himself. 
Master Banzo did not move until his opponent was in the air. Then he shuffled his feet and moved until he somehow stood directly behind the Wind Warrior when he landed. The instant the warrior’s foot hit the ground, Master Banzo struck him hard with a shoken, or one-knuckle punch, to the back of his head. 
The Drayoom stumbled forward and rolled several times before jumping to his feet and turning to face Master Banzo. The warrior raised his hands while blinking his eyes as he struggled to clear his head. It was apparent that the warrior had expected an immediate follow-up attack, but instead, Master Banzo waited several yards away from him in the same stance he had adopted at the start of the match. 
Master Banzo retained his mushin gaze and appeared as if he had barely expended any energy at all in the fight so far.
Even from Merrick’s vantage point, his Sensei’s stare was unnerving. 
The crowd had grown quiet as they watched the outsider with newfound respect and caution. 
The Wind Warrior composed himself and grinned slightly before walking forward with relaxed arms and legs until only a few feet away from Master Banzo. Once there, the Drayoom started to sink down into his fighting stance, apparently determined to have another standoff. 
Before the Drayoom could establish his stance, Master Banzo exploded with the speed of a wild animal, unleashing a flurry of closed hand strikes for which his opponent was not prepared. 
Master Banzo’s first four strikes hit the Drayoom in the dead center of his chest and in his sternum. The warrior shook off the blows and recovered his senses enough to unleash a few Wind Dragon words that summoned a dense column of air that flung Master Banzo away, like a leaf in the wind.
Master Banzo rolled away from the burst of wind and dropped down to the ground. He landed in a crouched position as the column of air roared past him and shattered the wall of a building another twenty yards away.
When Master Banzo stood up, he adopted the same fighting pose as before, with his hands raised and his gaze completely unchanged and unnerving. This time, the crowd exploded in cheers, although it was unclear to Merrick for whom they were cheering at this point.
Perhaps taking a note from Master Banzo’s book, the Wind Warrior launched himself at Master Banzo, trying to strike him before he had a chance to settle into his stance.
As his opponent neared, Master Banzo once again did not move until the last possible millisecond.
Instead of avoiding the warrior’s charge, this time Master Banzo extended his arms and brought up his interlocked hands directly in front of him, while leaning into his stance as if he were pushing against a heavy object.
His raised hands were exactly at the level of his opponent’s face, and before the Drayoom could alter his course, his face slammed into Master Banzo’s hands as if they had struck a brick wall, while the rest of his body continued along its path of forward momentum. 
The result was the same as if his opponent had just run into an iron clothesline with his face. The Wind Warrior’s feet flew out in front of him, and he went down hard onto the street. 
Master Banzo had always taught Merrick that to control the head of one’s opponent was to control his body, and Merrick finally understood what his Sensei had meant.
Instead of retreating to a safe distance, Master Banzo dove into his opponent’s prone body with his knee. He pulled back his hand, ready for a knife strike to the throat, and barked a noise that was so focused and filled with his internal Chi that it gave even the Drayoom crowd a pause. 
Merrick thought to himself that, as powerful as Master Banzo’s voice was, it was probably at that moment that everyone in the crowd understood that he was only a human, and that this human had just defeated one of their best fighters.
As Master Banzo prepared to unleash his final strike, his empty gaze did not alter. His face did not show anger, rage, anxiety, or fear—nor did his focus waiver. He was the epitome of both internal balance and empty mindedness.
His opponent must have looked up into Master Banzo’s eyes and known that he had been thoroughly defeated. The Drayoom kept his eyes locked on Master Banzo’s face and raised his hand in submission.
Upon seeing the warrior’s signal, the large man barked a command, and the fight was over. Master Banzo stood up, bowed to his opponent who was still on the ground, bowed to the large man, and then bowed to the crowd. 
There was a moment of silence as he was regarded for what he was—a human who had bested one of their own. And then, the crowd cheered and shouted, showing their respect for the clear winner of the match.
Finally, Master Banzo blinked and his gaze cleared. He allowed himself a slight smile as he walked over to the edge of the crowd and was patted on his back and congratulated as he made his way over to Merrick and the rest of their group.
Jonathan was the first to greet him.
“Master, you were amazing! You won without using any magic at all!”
Master Banzo looked at Jonathan, his face and his upper body glistening with sweat.
“The warrior defeated himself,” Master Banzo said. “He was a skilled fighter, but he was not balanced inside. That is why he was defeated. Still, I am pleased with my performance, although I never should have let that wind blast take me so far away before rolling away from it.”
“You were brilliant, Sensei,” Merrick said, placing his hand on Master Banzo’s shoulder.
Master Banzo simply smiled.
Merrick turned at the sound of Mr. Kawagishi’s voice speaking in the common tongue of the Wind Family. Their guide was seemingly engaged in an argument with the large man who ran the fights, and when the man gestured at Merrick, Mr. Kawagishi shook his finger in the man’s face.
Merrick walked over to them.
“Did I do something wrong?” Merrick said.
“Pardon us, Ard Righ. This man was impressed by your Sensei’s performance and has asked if you would also be willing to fight. I have told him that he is out of line to ask that of the Ard Righ, the King of the Earth Clan, but he is stubborn and a greedy man who only wants to maximize the size of the bets placed on these fights.”
“I would enjoy a chance to compete,” Merrick said. “Tell him I would be honored to participate.”
“Merrick, what are you doing?” Mona said as she came up from behind him. “Why would you want to fight?”
Merrick leaned in close to Mona.
“I want to show them that Master Banzo’s victory wasn’t just a fluke—that they can be beaten not just by humans but by me as well,” Merrick said with a slight smile before turning to Jonathan. “What’s the worst that could happen if I lose the fight?”
Jonathan cleared his throat.
“It seems that the rules are obeyed here, so I wouldn’t predict a high probability of permanent injury or of death. If you lose, however, the crowd will likely see this as the Wind Family being victorious over the Earth Clan and Rune Corp. You have to remember that you won’t be fighting as Merrick in their eyes, but as the Ard Righ—even if you don’t claim the title for yourself. It’s a safe venture from a physical standpoint but a risky political move, at best.”
“But if I win?” Merrick said.
Jonathan stepped nearer to Merrick and whispered close to his ear.
“If you win, especially after the victory by Master Banzo, you would establish Rune Corp and the Earth Clan as forces to be taken seriously. They will wonder if all of our warriors are as strong as the two of you. It might make it more difficult for the Emperor to rally his forces against the Earth Clan or Rune Corp in the future, if he ever felt so inclined.”
“That’s what I was hoping you would say,” Merrick said as he took off the top part of his battle suit, as Master Banzo had. 
Merrick turned to Mr. Kawagishi and the large man.
“I accept the challenge.”
“The Emperor will not be pleased with this,” Mr. Kawagishi said.
“I take full accountability for my decision,” Merrick said before walking out to the center of the street circle to the astonished cheers of the crowd. 
He bowed to the crowd.
“I fight as Merrick, and I fight for Rune Corp,” he said, although his words were drowned out by the frenetic crowd.
While Merrick waited for his opponent to show, he closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing. When he opened his eyes, he was fully in the state of mushin, seeing everything but nothing at all—and prepared for anything. 
He would not let Master Banzo, Cara, or Rune Corp down.
To his left, a giant of a man, perhaps the largest Merrick had ever seen, stepped into the cleared street circle. Several members of the crowd began shouting a name, presumably that of the giant man, and some even laughed out loud at the sight of how small Merrick must have looked in comparison to the behemoth he was about to fight. 
The two men bowed to each other, then squared off, each of them settling into their respective fighting stance. 
Even as Merrick prepared himself to out wait his opponent, he realized that the crowd had gone silent. He heard a familiar voice addressing him, and he allowed his mushin to fade as he backed away from his opponent and stood at his full height. 
The enormous warrior looked equally confused until they both saw Prince Takehiko walking across the cleared circle with a long pole weapon in each hand. One pole had a spiked mace ball on the end of it while the other ended in a spear tip. 
Merrick’s opponent dropped to the ground, bowing as the Prince tossed the spear toward Merrick, who reached up and caught it in mid-air.
“You honor our traditions with your participation,” the Prince said, “but it is not right for a commoner, no matter how skilled or large a warrior he might be, to fight someone of your station. I offer myself as a worthy substitute. Let us see how the royal lines of each of our families fare against one another.”
“I’ve told you before, with as much respect as I can, that I am not the Ard Righ. My name is Merrick. Nothing more and nothing less,” he said, as he tried to tamp down the contempt he felt for the Prince who had been ready to ambush him only a few evenings ago. “I will accept your invitation to fight, but only as Merrick.”
“Very good, Ard Righ,” the Prince said with a barely concealed sneer. “You may fight under whatever title you wish, of course.”
Merrick turned to look for his people in the crowd, and as he did so, the Prince lunged forward with his pole mace. Merrick dropped flat on the ground, letting the spiked ball pass over his head as he murmured a word from the Wind Dragon’s lexicon that sent him rolling away on the ground with super human speed. 
Merrick wasn’t nearly as skilled at Wind Magic as he was with the other elements, but there was nothing around him on which to work his Earth Magic. He was also pretty sure he could call on the lightning from Sigela, but he didn’t think the bolts would pass through the wards that protected the city unless the Emperor had once again removed them as he had done at dinner earlier in the week. 
As Merrick jumped to his feet to face the Prince, he knew that he was going to have to rely on his skills as a fighter and on his limited knowledge of Wind Magic to get him through the fight with the Prince. 
The two warriors circled each other, their weapons held at the ready. For some reason, despite the rules of the contest, Merrick sensed that he was about to fight not only for his honor but also for his life. 
Merrick stepped farther away from the Prince and positioned himself so that he could see Mona without taking his eyes off of his opponent again. He could see that her face was filled with fear, and he did his best to assure her with his gaze that everything was going to be all right.
Silently assuring himself of the same thing, Merrick regained his state of mushin and settled in for the fight of his life.
 



CHAPTER 57
 
FOR ONCE, THE EMPEROR had been very clear when he had told the Prince to take advantage of any situation where Merrick’s death would either be seen as justified by his people and by the other families or where his death could be clearly proven to have been an accident. 
The Prince’s first attempt at tricking Merrick into entering the Emperor’s chambers after hours had failed. It would have been easy to convince others that Merrick had broken into the Emperor’s sleeping quarters and had been killed in a fight with the Prince as he tried to protect his younger brother, the ruler of the Wind Family.
Merrick had only escaped his fate that night because their sister, Tamami, had intervened. She was always causing trouble, but both he and the Emperor were hesitant to take her on directly. She was more manipulative than either of her brothers, but more importantly, she was also deeply embedded within the monastic order of Araki. The monks led by the Abbess were the only group that came close to equaling the influence of the royal family with their people. As was always the case, religion was a formidable and influential force among the masses, and its leaders could not be trod upon with impunity.
What really worried the Prince was that he did not understand why Tamami had taken to being Merrick’s protector. The Emperor had told him that the Abbess thought Merrick was destined to play some crucial role in the future of all Drayoom, but Tamami seemed to be taking a more personal interest in Merrick than she would have if only following the orders of the Abbess. 
It also surprised the Prince that Tamami was being so open about her nightly outings with Merrick. She must have known that the Prince and the royal guard knew of everything they did, but she obviously did not care. 
The Prince knew that Tamami had a plan. She always had a plan. But he didn’t know what it was, and without knowing the details, he had been hesitant to act against Merrick again up until now.
When he had first heard Merrick agreeing to fight one of the Wind Warriors, he had thought the situation was almost too good to be true. All the Prince had to do was to take the warrior’s place and fight Merrick himself. 
Outside of the palace, the wards dampening the use of magic from the other dragons were not in place. The common citizen had use for occasional words from other dragons, such as Sigela, to perform day-to-day tasks like starting fires, or words from Lagu for pulling water from the clouds to drink. 
This meant that Merrick would be able to use magic from any of the dragons. Because there were no Earth elements such as trees and rocks lying around in the streets of the Cloud City, Merrick would be limited in what he could accomplish using Terrada’s words. However, the Prince reminded himself to watch out for Merrick’s use of Fire Magic and to be wary of his skills as a fighter as well. 
Despite the fact that the Prince wanted badly to show the upstart Merrick that he was a superior combatant, he reminded himself to stick to his plan. All the Prince had to do was make it appear to the crowds that the Ard Righ was turning a recreational sparring match into a political attempt on the Prince’s life. Once the crowd believed that the Prince was fighting to stave off a potential assassination, they would agree with and support the use of his full might against Merrick to defend himself. 
None of the other families would be able to question the Prince’s motives. There would be too many witnesses, including Mona and her two Rune Corp employees, who would have seen the whole thing unfold before their eyes and who watched as the Prince desperately tried to survive the clear attempt on his life by the leader of a rival family.
 



CHAPTER 58 
 
MERRICK TOOK IN HIS surroundings. The Prince was only one part of the fabric that Merrick’s mind observed and processed while in the almost meditative state of mushin. 
As Merrick and the Prince circled each other, Merrick waited for an opening in the Prince’s defenses, but saw none. He could only assume that the Prince could not see any chinks in his defenses either or he would have already attacked. 
Unable to take the waiting any longer, the Prince lunged at Merrick with astonishing speed, swinging his pole mace like an axe. Merrick turned his body to one side and felt the breeze as the spiked end of the pole passed in front of his face. 
When the Prince followed through with his swing, Merrick brought up his knee into a half roundhouse kick and landed a direct hit into the Prince’s mid section. The Prince spun around to face Merrick, showing no signs of having just been struck. He jabbed this time with the pole mace, and Merrick jumped high into the air and flipped backward with the help of another wind word.
Before his feet landed, the Prince was on him again, pressing his advantage, this time leading with a front kick that Merrick avoided easily, staying just out of range of the Prince’s powerful strikes. 
The Prince stumbled slightly from overextending his leg at the end of his kick, and Merrick brought his pole around in an attempt to hit the Prince broad-ways across the chest. The Prince stopped Merrick’s swing with a hard block using his forearm, the impact of which sent a shock up Merrick’s own arm that stung like he had just hit a telephone poll with an aluminum bat. 
Rattled for the first time, Merrick heard the shouting and jeering of the crowd, as he doubted, for only a second, his ability to defeat the Prince. Knowing that most fights were won in the mind, Merrick cleared his brain of negative thoughts and sought refuge again in the quiet of his mushin. 
Merrick barely raised his spear in time to block another swing of the Prince’s pole mace, as the two men closed to within only a couple feet of one another. At such close range, both opponents swung their weapon at the other with blurring precision and speed. Each pole strike was met with a block and a counter swing, and the makeshift arena in which they fought reverberated with the clanking of their weapons. 
At one point, their poles struck each other so hard that a small spark erupted. Seeing an opportunity, Merrick used a Fire Word to fan the spark into a fireball that erupted right in front of the Prince’s face.
The Prince backed away quickly and released a powerful burst of air that snuffed out the flame.
When the opponents were separated by almost six feet, the Prince lowered into his fighting stance once again. Merrick settled into his stance also as both men readied themselves for the next bout of attacks.
In an attempt to surprise the Prince, Merrick tried to flank him by flowing into a one-handed cartwheel, but the Prince immediately released a column of wind, striking Merrick while he was moving in mid-air.
Merrick’s body went flying through the air as his limbs flailed to regain equilibrium.
He landed roughly on the other side of the cleared circle, rolled, and jumped to his feet, ready for the Prince’s next attack. The Prince was still at the other end of the cleared street circle, but already was launching himself through the air to close the distance with Merrick once again.
Merrick looked up and saw the palace in the distance and had a thought. Even as the Prince drew nearer, Merrick craned back his neck and shouted toward the sky a summoning word from Terrada’s tongue combined with a word from the Wind Dragon’s tongue.
The Prince looked confused for a second and landed just short of where Merrick stood. When the Prince saw that nothing had happened as a result of Merrick’s strange utterance, he laughed even as Merrick shook his head in frustration.
With bolstered confidence, the Prince inched his way forward, preparing to unleash another round of attacks.
Before the Prince could make the first move, Merrick jumped into the air with a flurry of front kicks aimed at his opponent’s sternum. The Prince backed up quickly, but found himself slightly off balance as Merrick landed and dove directly into another attack. 
Merrick lunged forward, and the Prince raised his mace, grazing Merrick’s lower leg with its divinium spikes and drawing a little blood through his damaged battle suit.
The crowd erupted, cheering at the sight of first blood in the fight.
Merrick switched up his fighting stance so that his wounded leg was in back. He raised his spear and jabbed it at the Prince. His leg was hurt, but what concerned him more was the feel of the energy from the mace when it touched his battle suit. For the second that the two were connected, his suit activated and pulsed with energy in a manner that was all too familiar.
As Merrick tried to make sense of what he had just felt, a strong gust of air pushed him from behind, propelling him directly toward the Prince. The sudden forward motion seemed to take the Prince by surprise as the spear tip of Merrick’s pole pierced the Prince’s side.
Merrick was stunned. He had not meant to deliver such a vicious attack and had certainly not tried to slice into the Prince with his spear. Yet some unseen force had propelled him forward against his will. Merrick supposed that any number of people in the crowd could be responsible, but his intuition told him that perhaps the Prince himself was behind it.
The only question was why. 
As the Prince took his hand away from his side and held his bloody palm up for the crowd to see, many of the gathered citizens hissed at Merrick, believing that he had crossed a line and was now trying to injure their Prince. 
The Prince held his pole mace with one hand and covered his wound with the other as he closed in on Merrick once again. Even though Merrick was prepared for it this time, another gust of wind came at him from behind. This one was more focused and grabbed hold of Merrick’s spear arm and jabbed the weapon forward, into the Prince’s chest.
When the spear tip went in this time, the crowd turned angry, and several Wind Warriors started to make their way into the makeshift arena to assist their Prince.
The Prince held up his bloody hand again and gave a command in the common tongue of the Wind Family that Merrick recognized as telling everyone to stay back.
Merrick saw that Master Banzo and Jonathan were fighting the urge to enter the street circle, and Merrick held a hand out to them, signaling them to stay where they were as well. 
The Prince gritted his teeth and stood to his full height, holding his pole mace in front of him as he advanced on Merrick again—this time with a more malevolent gleam in his eye. 
Within a second, Merrick found himself on the defensive as the Prince came at him with blows that would have seriously wounded or killed him if he had missed even one of his blocks. 
In addition to the physical strikes, the Prince smiled and launched balls of brutal wind at Merrick that he only narrowly avoided or diffused through well-practiced Fire Magic that ignited and stopped the oxygen-rich projectiles in flight. 
As he backed away in an attempt to regroup, Merrick had a clear view of the wound in the Prince’s side. It had either healed considerably in just the last few moments, or the injury had somehow not been as bad as it had first looked. 
Merrick fended off another of the Prince’s attacks, growing weaker and sloppier with each maneuver. Even through his exhaustion, the sight of the Prince’s wound wouldn’t leave his mind. 
Merrick was certain that he had not only seen, but also felt his spear pierce the Prince’s flesh not once, but twice. Everyone had seen it, yet as he looked again, both wounds had stopped bleeding and appeared to be almost fully healed.
Distracted by the Prince’s wounds, Merrick failed to block the Prince’s next lunge with his spiked pole mace. Since Merrick was not wearing the top portion of his battle suit, the divinium spikes sank directly into his left shoulder, causing explosions of pain to shoot up and down his central nervous system.
The pain was engrossing, but even so, Merrick once again felt something familiar in the deadly kiss of the mace.
Merrick shook head, trying to clear his thoughts. He had lost his mushin gaze after he had drawn blood from the Prince, and he couldn’t get it back, no matter how hard he tried to focus. 
Just as Merrick saw the Prince ready himself for yet another blow, he saw the mace glow hot red for just a second, like embers in a fire. That image combined with the Prince’s quick-healing wounds and the familiar feeling he had when touched by the mace combined to reveal what Merrick should have realized sooner.
The cube itself was inside the spiked mace head. That was how the Prince was healing himself without a healer, and that was why his weapon was glowing as red as Sigela’s heart.
Now that Merrick knew what he was up against, it was his turn to grin.
The Prince struck again with his mace, and Merrick gathered his fading strength to avoid the swing by flying up into the air. 
As the Prince gathered himself to also jump into the air, Merrick reached out with his senses to the hidden, but familiar, cube. When their fight first started, Merrick had sent a calling tone and a word of flying to any follower of Terrada that was close enough to hear, but he had received no responses.
 Now he used the cube’s power to shout the same calling tone again, but this time, Merrick’s signal was amplified, and he knew exactly to whom he was calling.
“That didn’t work before, Ard Righ,” the Prince said as he launched into the air and swung his pole mace at Merrick’s feet. As the Prince’s pole passed under Merrick, Merrick shot out with both of his legs and landed both feet directly onto the Prince’s face.
Merrick heard the crunch of cartilage as his opponent’s nose broke, and he fell to the ground.
Before the Prince could recover, Merrick threw his own pole to the side and dove for the Prince’s weapon.
The Prince’s eyes went wide as Merrick ripped the pole mace from his grasp.
“I don’t need that weapon to defeat you,” the Prince said.
Before Merrick could respond, he heard a high-pitched whine that grew louder even as a shadow from above covered the Prince.
Just as the Prince looked up, the large boulder that had been imprisoned in the Earth Room of the palace for so many years came just as Merrick had requested. It landed directly on top of the Prince and continued straight through the floor of the Cloud City, taking the Prince with it. 
The crowd was silent, stunned at what they had just seen. Soon, the cloud citizens grew noisy with a mix of anger and fear—anger at having seen their Prince possibly murdered before their eyes, and fear at seeing the defeat of their Prince, an icon of the Wind Family’s military might.
Merrick motioned for Mona and the others to join him as the Wind Warriors started to move in, and the people in the crowd turned into a mob, all looking at Merrick with the threat of death and revenge in their eyes.
As soon as Mona, Master Banzo, and Jonathan joined him, Merrick brought them all together, the Prince’s weapon still in his hand.
“Just stay with me,” he said. “We need to leave before someone thinks clearly enough to strengthen the wards in this part of the city.”
Mona grabbed hold of Merrick as he jumped through the hole in the floor of the Cloud City that was still open where the boulder had just passed through.
Within seconds, Merrick and Mona were free falling from miles above the surface of the Earth. Merrick held onto Mona with one hand and onto the pole mace with the other. He looked up and saw Master Banzo and Jonathan following right behind them, putting all of their trust into him and the belief that he would save them all.
“Get as close as you can to me, and hold on,” he yelled over the sound of the wind and against its suffocating pressure. 
Just as they were as close as was going to happen, they broke through one of the upper clouds and saw the highest peaks of Mount Fuji come into view below them. Merrick spoke the words from Sigela that called the lightning. Instantaneously, a beautifully branched bolt of lightning engulfed them and carried them away on Sigela’s tail.
Merrick felt his molecules being ripped apart and set afire as he was shot screaming through the electrical strands of the lightning. 
Within less than a quarter of a second, Merrick and his group stood in the grayish, tan depression at the top of the most famous of Japanese natural landmarks. Merrick felt revived after the brief, but intense, journey. His energy had been partly restored by Sigela, but Mona lay down on the ground and put her forearm over her eyes as if to shield them from the sun. 
“You can’t rest. If we stay here, we’ll lose any head start we have on the Emperor,” Merrick said. “I’m not sure whether or not the Prince is dead, but we have to get out of here. I only brought us here so we could travel with Terrada back to the Earth Clan.”
Mona nodded, giving Merrick the message that she was not all right to travel, but that she was ready to go because she knew she had to.
While the others regained their senses from traveling with Sigela for the first time, Merrick helped Mona stand up. He looked to his right about twenty yards away and saw a smaller crater inside the one in which they stood. At the center of the mini-crater were the pulverized remains of the boulder that had given its life to save Merrick and his friends. 
It was still strange to Merrick, even after all of his experiences, that such nobility could be found in what he used to think of as only a simple rock. Merrick mouthed a silent thank you to what was left of the boulder and then looked around, suddenly on his guard and tense.  
If the boulder had landed here, where was the Prince? Had he been killed or was he still alive, somewhere close, watching, ready to strike?
Merrick pulled his group close to him.
“One more part of our journey before we can rest,” Merrick said. “Time to get to the Earth Clan.”
“But our mission...” Mona said, looking more drained by the trip than she should have.
“Trust me,” Merrick said as he took the Prince’s mace pole and hit it as hard as he could on a flat boulder close to his feet. The mace burst into shards of sparkling white divinium, leaving behind the lost divinium cube, glowing almost joyously with greens and reds and whites as Merrick picked it up in the palm of his hand.
“It’s good to have you back,” Merrick said to the cube. “Now it’s time for all of us to get out of here.”
With that, Merrick grabbed Mona’s hand, called on Terrada, and the four of them disappeared along with the cube into the body of Mt. Fuji. Soon they were riding on the back of the Earth Dragon, crossing the globe as a billion separate but related atoms, kept close to one another only by the thoughts each of them held in their mind.
Although it was impossible to keep a sense of time when traveling through Terrada, the trip did not last as long as Merrick thought it would, and soon they were all standing in the valley outside of the Earth City in the Scottish Highlands.
Merrick looked at Mona, who seemed just a little less exhausted than when she had started the trip.
“I’m feeling a little better,” Mona said as Merrick put his arm lightly around her shoulders. “I think Terrada must have done something while we were traveling with her.”
Merrick silently thanked Terrada for her kindness before addressing his three cohorts.
“I know we’re all tired,” Merrick said, “but we need to get to the safety of the Earth City as soon as possible.”
As they made their way up the side of the mountain, Merrick savored how good it felt to smell the wet and rich soil of the Highlands and to be standing on solid ground once again.
Jonathan followed directly behind Merrick.
“Your leg,” Jonathan said. “You need to visit the healers.”
“I will,” Merrick said, wincing and forcing himself up the side of the valley. “As soon as we get inside and return the cube to Cara.”
 



CHAPTER 59
 
MONA WAS NO STRANGER to traveling with dragons. She had done so with both Terrada and Sigela many times before. But she had not been pregnant at the time. She knew there was no other practical alternative to escaping the Cloud City, but the short trip down to Mt. Fuji had left her sick to her stomach and anxious.
She couldn’t stop thinking about how dragons gave Drayoom children their names while they were still in the womb. That concept had always fascinated Mona, but the thought of a dragon entering her body to whisper in the ear of her unborn child also frightened her. 
Merrick had the blood of not just one, but two dragons in him, and she assumed that meant that their child would also have the blood from both dragons but mixed with her own human blood as well. 
She wondered if Terrada and Sigela would each invade her body at some time and whisper a name to her child, or if neither of them would because she was part human. Mona had never heard Cara talk about her own creation name, but she made a mental note to ask her about it when all of this was over.
What worried Mona the most, however, was whether traveling with three different dragons over the last week had caused any harm to her child. For all she knew, the Wind Dragon might try to harm her unborn child because of its affiliation with Sigela and Terrada. 
For the hundredth time that day, she chided herself for not remaining at Rune Corp, where both she and her baby would have been safe. Of course, now that the Wind Family thought that Merrick killed their Prince, Rune Corp probably wouldn’t be safe for much longer either. 
Mona lay on the ground trying to catch her breath. Only one more leg of the journey to go, and then she could rest for a bit. The question that still plagued her was when she should tell Merrick she was pregnant. 
She suspected that Merrick would be upset at first when he found out she had been keeping their child a secret from him. At the very least, he would be angry that she had put their child at risk. But she had to let him know soon. She needed him to know and to be her partner in all of this. 
After they were settled in at the Earth City, she’d tell him the first chance they had to be alone. Once he got over his initial shock, she knew he would be happy about being a father...or at least she hoped he would be.
 



CHAPTER 60
 
BY THE TIME MERRICK and the rest of his crew made it into the Earth City, it was just before dawn in Scotland, and exhaustion was setting in, despite the fact that Terrada had healed his wounds as he had traveled through her bosom. 
“Where do we go now that we’re here?” Jonathan said, as they walked along the road that led to the city’s center. Merrick couldn’t help but grin a little as the young Alpha took in the sights of the Earth City for the first time. Despite all of Jonathan’s book studies, he had never before visited the fabled city in the mountain.
“To my home first,” Merrick said. “I haven’t seen my house in a while, and I miss it now that I’m back in the Earth City.”
As the four of them walked along, the people of the Earth Clan came out of their homes to greet Merrick, many of them joining the procession. Merrick could hear shouts of Ard Righ being picked up and repeated by others as he continued walking. 
For the people to be so brazen in public must mean that the Queen’s political position was even more tenuous than he had suspected. 
They turned left just before reaching the city’s center and waved to the small crowd of his followers as they dispersed, leaving Merrick and the others to walk the remaining segment of road by themselves. Shortly, they turned another bend, and Merrick saw his home, just as he remembered it. Only the height of the surrounding trees had changed. The yew tree that stood watch outside of Merrick’s door had grown the most.
Merrick smiled as they walked up to his house and saw the young Heinin sitting on the stoop. Heinin jumped to his feet and ran over to greet Merrick as soon as he saw who it was.
“You’re back!” Heinin said as he raced up to Merrick. “Just like your message said. Cara’s inside, waiting for you.”
Even as Heinin said this, Cara came racing out of Merrick’s home, followed by Bradley, who walked lazily behind her as if he had just woken up. 
When Cara reached Merrick, she embraced his still bare torso and held their hug just a second longer than Merrick would have expected. In fact, this was the first time Merrick could remember Cara hugging him at all. 
Cara must have realized this as well as she pulled away from him awkwardly. In a weak attempt to cover her social faux pas, she embraced Mona as well.
“I’m sorry. I’m just so happy that you’re all alive,” Cara said. “We have a lot to catch up on later. Do you have the cube?”
Merrick motioned to Master Banzo, who pulled the cube out of his battle suit and handed it to Cara.
“Thank Terrada,” she said. “Let’s get inside where we can talk.”
“Have you spoken to Balach?” Merrick said.
“Many times this week, but not yet today. I know he’ll be glad to see you again,” Cara said.
“I can go get him,” Bradley said. “I know where he lives.”
“You have a new leg!” Merrick said to Bradley, slapping him on the shoulder. “How does it feel?”
Bradley was silent for a few seconds.
“It feels like it belongs to someone else sometimes, but it’s a strong leg—stronger than my old one, that’s for sure—and I’m grateful to have it. If I didn’t say so before, thank you, Merrick.”
Merrick simply nodded.
“If it works as well as you say it does,” Merrick said, “I’ll take you up on your offer to find Balach. I’d like to talk to him as well. And ask him to bring me a shirt, if you don’t mind. I’m starting to feel a bit self conscious.” 
“I’ll be back as soon as possible,” Bradley said as he ran off toward the center of the city.  
With Bradley gone, Cara, Mona, Master Banzo, Jonathan, and Heinin followed Merrick into his home.
As Merrick entered the doorway, he reached out and touched the trunk of the yew tree. He wasn’t as close to this tree as he was to Oodrosil, but it was still good to see it again.
“Thank you for watching over my home while I’ve been gone,” he whispered.
Once inside, Merrick sat down at his dining table and motioned for everyone to join him. 
“What happened to you?” Cara asked as she touched the three new scars on Merrick’s thigh from where the spikes of the mace had drawn blood.
“He did us all proud in battle, is what happened,” Master Banzo said.
“And from a political standpoint,” Jonathan said, “he asserted the Earth Clan and Rune Corp as being forces the Wind Family cannot take lightly.”
“We still have to be on our guard,” Merrick said. “We should be safe here for a short while, but I have to assume the Emperor will send troops after me—for what they think I did to the Prince, but even more so, because I’m sure they want the cube back.”
Over the next half hour, Merrick, Mona, and the rest of their team told Cara and Heinin everything they had seen and experienced in the clouds. They told Cara about their dinner with the Emperor and of the Earth Room. Mona told the story of Master Banzo’s fight with the Wind Warrior and then, of course, about Merrick’s battle with the Prince. The ending of the story seemed to surprise Cara as Merrick told her about the loyal boulder that had saved his life by crushing the Prince under its weight. 
Merrick omitted his nightly adventures with Tamami and especially the last night he had spent with her. 
However, as he retold the story of the last week, Merrick couldn’t help but think of Tamami. Now that he was back in the Earth City, his mind seemed clearer than it had in days. He wondered if he had indeed been under some kind of spell the entire time he was in the Cloud City. As he glanced over at Mona, who was sitting next to him, gently rubbing his shoulders, the pang of guilt weighed heavily upon him.
Looking back, he couldn’t remember why he had done it—why he had let Tamami stay with him that last night. At the time, he had felt such an intense connection to her—the type of bond that he hadn’t felt with anyone before. He had felt a certain amount of pity for her also. He had found her increasingly attractive as he spent more and more time with her, but there was also a certain vulnerability and sadness about her to which he had responded.
Tamami had been relegated to the monastic order as a young woman. Even though she had not said as much, he was sure that, although her captors from the Fire Tribe had taken her body, she had never known the love of a man. A part of him had wanted to give her that gift—to bond with her in the most intimate way possible. 
And he had.
It was something that he couldn’t change, but as he sat next to his ever-faithful Mona, he felt sick in his stomach at what he had done. Even though it would kill him to do so, he had to tell Mona the truth. Maybe other men could have taken that secret to their death, but Merrick was not other men. He knew that if he didn’t tell her, the guilt would consume him.
As soon as he could get a moment alone with her, he’d face the consequences of his actions.
But for now, he had to remain focused on the next phase of their journey—finding the divinium and getting back to Rune Corp as soon as possible before the Emperor came here looking for him.
Merrick listened to Cara talk about her meeting with the Keepers, and how they said that Terrada believed that he, Merrick, would be their Ard Righ. It was one thing for other Drayoom to say that Merrick should be their king, but when Terrada herself had the same opinion, Merrick had no choice but to consider the possibility.
“Did the Keepers say anything else?” Merrick asked.
Cara hesitated, like she was going over what she was going to say in her head.
“They gave me something from Terrada that you’re supposed to have,” she finally said as she held out what looked to be a piece of pure divinium molded in the shape of a thin branch from a tree.
Merrick took the divinium in his hand and looked at the multitude of colors swirling across its small branches. Its craftsmanship was amazing and delicate, and he could tell immediately that it was made from the same divinium as the cubes.
“It’s beautiful,” Merrick said as he held it to his right ear. “There’s a hum coming from it—very low, in the infrasonic range for humans.”
“According to the Keepers, Terrada gave them the sculpture when they asked about your destiny,” Cara said. “I think it might be a clue about where my father found the Rune Corp divinium. That piece you’re holding reminds me of an image I saw when my father passed away—a picture of him talking to a tree made of stone. And remember the burned out forest you saw when you spoke with Oodrosil about the divinium?”
Merrick moved forward in his seat, nodding his head as he recalled seeing the blackened trees in his mind when he had asked Oodrosil about the source of the Rune Corp divinium.
“There’s one more thing,” Cara said with a slight smile. “It might be nothing, but...I remember a story my father used to tell me about when the first Drayoom, Abred, and his family left Annoon.”
Merrick focused even harder when Cara mentioned the island of Annoon, a place very few Drayoom, other than he, had ever visited.
“Later in his life, Abred supposedly took his family,” Cara said, “and sailed from Annoon to a land where he created a magical forest in which he and his wife and child could live. It’s just a myth, but as with any myth, there’s probably some bit of truth there as well. 
The forest was rumored to be a place where all of the elements lived together but without the direct presence of the dragons—a place where the Drayoom could live in peace. It has since been called the Forgotten Forest.”
Before Merrick could ask a question about why the Drayoom would have ever left such a place, there was a knock at the door, and Balach walked in, followed by Bradley. 
Merrick and Balach looked at each other awkwardly for only a moment before tears welled up in Balach’s eyes and he stepped forward to embrace Merrick.
“Welcome back, brother,” Balach said, handing Merrick a brownish-red shirt that Merrick thought must have belonged to Balach’s father. “I look forward to talking about old times and of recent adventures with you soon. It has been…too long.”
“I agree,” Merrick said. “But first, I need to hear about how you are faring and how your mother is.”
Balach’s mood noticeably dimmed, although he still looked pleased to see Merrick.
“We have much to discuss, Merrick, but Mum is doing as good as can be expected,” Balach said. “I know she will be glad to see you again.”
Merrick placed his hands on Balach’s shoulders.
“Please tell her I’ll visit as soon as I can,” Merrick said. “Right now, I need you to do something for me and for the Earth Clan, Balach.”
“Whatever I can, of course,” Balach said.
“The Emperor took one of our cubes, and we’ve just now reclaimed it. If that were all that had happened, we’d be in the clear. He wouldn’t have a legitimate reason to come after me. The problem is, someone made it look like I tried to assassinate their Prince, and I think the Emperor will use that accusation as an excuse to come looking for me, even though all he really wants is the cube.
“I don’t think the Wind Family would do anything as foolish as attack the Earth City, but he can be a difficult strategist to predict. The Earth Council and the people trust you, Balach. I need you to alert the Earth Council and the Queen and tell them that they should be ready, just in case.”
“What about Rune Corp?” Balach said. “With you and Cara gone...”
“I’ve thought about that, and I think you’re right. Some of us need to go back and prepare them as well.”
“I’ll go,” Cara said.
“I want to check a few things before we do anything,” Merrick said, “but first, I don’t know about Master Banzo and Jonathan, but I need to rest for a few hours.”
“Me too,” Mona said as she reached out and held Merrick’s hand.
“While you two recuperate,” Cara said, “I’ll go with Balach to talk to the council. Meet you back here in a few hours to figure out what we’re going to do, if that sounds good.”
“Thank you, Cara,” Merrick said, as everyone but Merrick and Mona left his house.
Merrick and Mona lay down and embraced. Mona kissed Merrick’s cheek and then his lips gently.
“There’s something I need to tell you,” Mona said. “Something I should have told you earlier.”
Merrick sat up and looked at Mona’s face before averting his eyes. 
“Before you say anything,” Merrick said, “I need to tell you something first.”
“Is there something wrong?” Mona said, her eyes wide with worry.
Merrick reached out to hold her hand and forced himself to look at her in the eyes as he began to speak.
“I’m not sure how else to say this, Mona. I didn’t plan it, but back at the Cloud City. Something happened between Tamami and me. It wasn’t love. I don’t know what it was. I don’t even remember it that well—like it was a dream almost...”
Mona pulled her hand away from his. 
“What are you saying, Merrick? Did you have sex with her?”
“Yes,” Merrick said as he buried his face in his hands. “And I’m so very sorry.”
Merrick heard the sound of metal hitting the ground. He looked up and saw Mona walking out—her divinium engagement ring on the floor. 
 



CHAPTER 61
 
IT WAS LAUGHABLE that the young Ard Righ would think a Prince of the Wind could not easily survive falling from miles above the Earth’s surface. Falling for the Prince was like taking a gentle stroll for Merrick. 
The Prince was in his element—inside Araki himself—when he was in the air. The blow from the boulder, on the other hand, had hurt very much. Although his neck still stung from the impact, it had been no problem at all to follow Merrick and his team to where they landed atop the Great Mountain, known to the humans as Mt. Fuji.
Yes, he could have attacked them there, but Merrick was a formidable opponent as was the one called Master Banzo. And, Merrick would have the advantage standing on the Earth’s surface, in direct contact with Terrada.
Instead, the Prince listened to Merrick’s plans to travel to the Earth City, a location known to all of the families. Even before Merrick and his team left, the Prince leapt into the air, becoming a living part of Araki as his molecules sped along the Wind Dragon’s back until he arrived just outside the mountain home of the Earth Clan.
As with all the established territories that belonged to each of the dragon families, travel directly up to the city’s gate or even into the city was usually prohibited. 
However, the wards did not stop the Prince from watching Merrick and his followers when they passed through the hidden entrance to the city, nor did they stop him from hearing the phrase he needed to enter through the city gates himself. 
Becoming a part of the air itself, the Prince tracked Merrick as he moved through the city and heard everything that the Ard Righ had to say and saw everything that he did, including when he handed the cube over to Ohman’s daughter, Cara.
As the Prince hid outside of Merrick’s home, he listened to everything Merrick told Cara about their trip—their words carried directly to the Prince’s ears by the obedient breeze. He was particularly amused when they described him in their stories. Neither Merrick nor Mona was entirely unkind, but they didn’t have much nice to say about him either. 
The Prince found it particularly interesting that Merrick failed to disclose his nightly excursions with Tamami to the group. 
The Prince had no real interest in what Merrick and Tamami did or didn’t do while together, but if he knew his sister as well as he thought he did, she had already gotten everything she wanted from Merrick well before he and his fellow travelers had made their escape from the Cloud City. 
As the Prince continued listening, Merrick revealed that he was indeed searching for the source of the Rune Corp divinium. It appeared that Ohman had not told anyone else where he obtained the magical stone after all. 
Now that he knew Merrick held no more useful information, the Prince at first wanted to end Merrick’s life and be done with him, but his primary obligation was to the Emperor and to his family. He would send a note back to his brother on the wind—a message that only the ears of the Emperor could hear. 
He would tell the Emperor that he would not return until he had learned the source of the Rune Corp divinium. He would also suggest that the Emperor send his forces to Rune Corp now and take all of the Rune Corp divinium and technology back to the Cloud City while both Merrick and Cara were absent. 
After sending his message, the Prince would wait to see if Merrick was successful in locating the source of the divinium before deciding Merrick’s fate. A lesser strategist might simply have tried to beat Merrick to the source of the divinium or to maybe even follow Merrick to see the source of the divinium for himself, but the Prince was not a simple man. 
After hearing Merrick finally confess his infidelity to Mona and watching as Mona stormed out the front door, the Prince began to formulate a new strategy, one that would take advantage of Merrick’s biggest weaknesses—his overdeveloped sense of guilt and his love for Mona.
 



CHAPTER 62
 
OODROSIL WONDERED HOW, for one with so much power and potential, Merrick understood so very little about the world in which he now meddled. Did Merrick not understand that Oodrosil was more than the sum of its trunk, branches, and leaves?
The young Drayoom had traveled with Terrada enough times that he should have realized how interconnected all of the Earth Dragon’s creatures were—especially the trees. And among trees, the yews were the most connected and interwoven of them all. They were the holy trees of Terrada herself.
As such, Oodrosil heard everything that Cara and Merrick discussed inside Merrick’s house through the senses of the yew tree that stood guard outside of his home. Merrick’s guardian yew was an extension of Oodrosil and its network of elemental sensors that covered the planet.
And from what Oodrosil heard, it seemed that Merrick and Cara were on the right track to finding the Forgotten Forest. Whether they would actually figure out how to do so or not was yet to be seen, but unfortunately, the two of them made a formidable team. 
Oodrosil was one of the wisest creatures alive on the planet, but the old yew at times was still confused by the ways of Terrada. 
Why would the Earth Dragon give Oodrosil the mission to protect the forest at all costs from everyone other than the very few who proved themselves worthy, while at the same time giving Merrick such a blatant clue about where to find the exact same forest?
Perhaps this was not about Merrick at all. 
Perhaps, even after all this time, Terrada was testing Oodrosil, her favorite yew, to see if the tree was worthy of the mission with which it had been entrusted. Oodrosil trembled slightly, causing its straw-shaped leaves to shake back at Rune Corp and for some of its needles to fall to the lobby floor. 
Either way, Oodrosil prepared itself for the inevitable battles it would likely soon face. At Rune Corp, Oodrosil would do its part in keeping the company’s divinium and its technology from the Wind Warriors who were bound to attack in only a matter of time. In the Forgotten Forest, Oodrosil feared that it would face an even more difficult test of its strength and resolve by being pitted against the most unlikely foe the mighty tree could ever imagine—Merrick himself. 
 



PART THREE
 



CHAPTER 63
 
MERRICK PICKED UP the divinium engagement ring he had given Mona from the floor and started to run after her.
Cara stopped him at the door on her way into his house, putting one hand on his shoulder and looking him in the eye.
“Whatever happened in here—Mona looks like she needs some time, Merrick.”
Merrick cursed aloud, then turned back from the front door and made his way back to the dining table. 
He sat down in one of the chairs, his back to Cara.
“I cheated on her,” he said. “I have the perfect woman, and I cheated on her. And I did it while she was sleeping only a couple of doors down from me back at the Cloud City.”
Neither of them spoke as silence enveloped the room. 
“I’m not sure what to say,” Cara finally said. 
Merrick rubbed his forehead. 
“It was Tamami,” he said, “the monk who came to Rune Corp with the Emperor.”
Cara pounded the table with her fist.
“Aside from what you did to Mona, do you know they could have killed you for having sex with a monk of Araki? That’s considered a desecration of their sacred bond with the Wind Dragon, punishable by death.”
“She said that members of her order were allowed to have relationships,” Merrick said.
“Well, she lied,” Cara said.
“She’s also the Emperor’s sister,” Merrick said, staring down at the floor. “Her family abandoned her when she was a young girl, and she was raised by the monks. The Abbess is like her mother.”
Cara circled around Merrick so that she was facing him.
“I taught you about diplomacy and dealing with other ruling families,” Cara said. “What were you thinking, Merrick?”
“It felt different between us. She was different, Cara. I have no excuses for any of this. I’m totally to blame, I know that.”
“But...” Cara said.
“But being with Tamami—I felt more like myself than ever before. I spent every night this last week just walking around the city at night with her. We started holding hands one evening, and then on the last night, things just kind of happened. And that felt right, too. At least it did at the time. I don’t know if I was under the influence of some type of Wind Magic or if it was something real. I don’t know, but I do know that as soon as I entered the Earth City, I started feeling guilty about everything.”
“Are you in love with Tamami?” Cara said.
“I don’t know. I love Mona. I know that. But she is human, and whether I like it or not, that’s not me anymore. Ohman married your mother, and she was human, so I know it can work, but...”
“I don’t remember much about my mom,” Cara said, taking a seat next to Merrick. “But I know they had some hard times. There’s a big gap between being human and being Drayoom. That much is true. Just the things you think about every day and the way you interact with and see the world are substantially different. I totally get that, but you really went about this whole thing the wrong way.
“Whether you’re supposed to be with Mona or Tamami or someone else is completely up to you. And I’ll support you in whatever you want to do, but Mona’s my friend too, and I care about her. I think we need to get everyone home as soon as possible and let the two of you figure some things out.”
Outside Merrick’s house, Balach screamed Merrick’s name.
Merrick and Cara ran outside. Master Banzo and the others were standing a few yards away from Merrick’s front door, but Balach was farther down the dirt road, hunched over Mona’s fallen body.
Merrick sprinted down the road and slid into the dirt on his knees next to Mona. 
“What happened?” he said.
Mona looked at Merrick with her tear-ravaged face but didn’t say a word.
“I was talking with her, and she collapsed,” Balach said.
“I told you I haven’t been feeling well,” she said, still glaring at Merrick. “I just need to rest.”
Cara gently, but firmly, placed herself between Mona and Merrick.
“Let me take you to the healers to get you checked out,” Cara said. “I was just there a while ago with Bradley, and the woman was good—really knew what she was doing.”
Mona nodded weakly and let Cara help her to her feet.
“Just the two of us, though,” Mona said, with no attempt at hiding her bitterness toward Merrick.
Cara helped Mona walk down the dirt road toward the center of the city. Cara looked back at Merrick over her shoulder, and her eyes told him very plainly that he should not try to follow.
Merrick hung his head and returned to his house. Balach, Jonathan, Master Banzo, Bradley, and Heinin followed him inside, each looking at the other as if they wanted to help but had no idea how to do so.
They sat down around Merrick’s table, and the silence quickly became awkward.
“If there’s anything you want to talk about,” Balach said. “Even in private, I mean.”
Merrick shook his head left to right.
“I just need time to figure some things out.”
“After the healer looks at Mona, are we heading back to Rune Corp?” Jonathan said.
“I don’t know,” Merrick said. “I think most of us should. I might stay here and keep looking for the source of the divinium. Now that the Emperor understands its power better, he’s going to want all he can get, and he’s going to make a move eventually. We need more of the divinium so that we can protect ourselves.”
“I agree that the Emperor might attack Rune Corp,” Jonathan said. “It’d be a lot easier and faster for him to take our divinium and our cubes than it would be for him to find the divinium on his own and develop our technology from scratch.”
“Would he attack us, right in the middle of the human world?” Master Banzo said. “Also, as you say, he knows what the stone can do. I would think twice facing a building full of people armed with cubes.”
“He will think twice about it,” Jonathan said. “But that doesn’t mean he won’t try something anyway. The Emperor’s a bold strategist and tactician, and he’s been inside our building, so he has a general lay of the land. Don’t put it past him to figure a way to breach our security.
“I suspect the Emperor’s also looking for a way to save face with his court and his subjects right now. He could easily tell his people that he’s attacking Rune Corp to find Merrick and to bring him back for the assassination of Prince Takehiko.”
The group stared at Merrick, waiting for him to comment.
“Well?” Jonathan said.
Merrick took a deep breath and exhaled.
“I want to go see the Master Storyteller while we’re waiting to hear how Mona’s doing.”
“You don’t want to go see Mona?” said Balach.
Merrick turned to Balach.
“Of course I want to see Mona. But she does not want to see me right now. So until she does, I want to talk to the Master Storyteller. I want to hear more about the Forgotten Forest.”
“No one has ever found that place,” Balach said. “That’s how it received its name.”
“Will you take me or not?” Merrick said.
Balach nodded.
“Of course,” he said. 
“Then let’s go,” Merrick said as he got up and walked out the front door. He touched one of the branches of his guardian yew tree as he passed into the clearing. “I need to hear a good story.”
The five of them walked along the hard packed dirt road until they reached the main road and made their way to the center of the city, in front of the Earth Council chambers. 
“He usually sits around here and tells his tales to the children during the day,” Balach said, looking around. “But if he’s not here, he’s probably in his home across the clearing. Over there.”
Balach led the way to a small abode constructed like so many others in the city from intertwined tree roots and branches. Balach knocked at the front door, and within seconds, an old man swung the door open and looked out at them. The old man’s eyes quickly settled on Merrick.
“Ard Righ,” the storyteller said as he looked at Merrick. “Please enter my home. I am honored.”
The storyteller’s house was different from any Merrick had seen before. The walls were plastered with thin strips of bark that looked like they came from a River Birch tree. On each of these pieces of thin, off-white wood, were markings and scribbling that Merrick did not recognize.  
“Please, sit down,” the storyteller said. “How can I help you?”
“I need you to tell us a story,” Merrick said.
“Of course, of course,” the storyteller said with a laugh. “What else would you be here for? Anything in particular you wish to hear?”
“I want to hear about the Forgotten Forest of Abred,” Merrick said as he watched the storyteller’s face. 
“Very well,” said the Master Storyteller. “You already know about Abred and Gwynfyd, the first Drayoom and his wife, I’m sure. And you have heard about how Abred calmed the dragons by speaking all four of their names at the same time. It was an amazing accomplishment, but equally impressive were Abred’s foresight and wisdom that he showed later in his life.
“You see, as Abred grew older, the languages of the dragons began to fade from his mind,” the storyteller continued, “Abred tried to write down the words of magic the dragons had once taught him, but he did not possess the written language to capture their sounds and their meanings.
“As you might imagine, Abred did not want the dragons to find out about this, because he was sure that if they knew he was losing his mastery over their magic, they would unleash vengeance on both him and his family. Remember, the dragons were still furious that Abred had used their own names against them and that he had refused to choose one of them to be the ruler over the others.
“Abred decided that the best thing to do was to leave Annoon and to seek a place where he and his family could live in peace, away from the direct meddling of the dragons. 
“Before he left, he gathered together energy from each of the four elements and stored them in earthen globes so that he would have some magic to start over with once they reached their new home. Over the next six days, he built a boat for him, Gwynfyd, and their newborn son. On the seventh day, they set sail from Annoon. 
“Does the story say in which direction they sailed?” Merrick said.
The storyteller cocked his head and looked upward for a second before returning his gaze to Merrick.
“I do not recall that piece of information in any variation of this story,” the storyteller said. “I have only heard that Abred built a boat and set sail from a beach. Nothing more. Nothing less.”
The Master Storyteller cleared his throat and settled back into his story.
“Abred crafted some oars as well,” the storyteller said, “because he expected no help from Araki and was prepared to paddle until he found a suitable place for him and his family to live. But to Abred’s surprise, after they had launched their ship and set off on their voyage, Lagu made the sea still, and Araki blew a gentle breeze to help the boat across the water. Some say it was because Araki and Lagu wanted nothing more to do with Abred and his kind and that they helped him escape more as a form of banishment than anything else. But we will never really know, of course.
“Abred, Gwynfyd and their son sailed for what seemed like days, although Abred could not be sure. Despite the fact that the land of Annoon switched regularly from utter darkness to brightly lit day, there was no sun in their sky, which made its oceans nearly impossible to navigate.
 “Just as Abred was about to give up hope, a shore came into view in the distance. He angled their sail so that it took them to the land, but when they arrived, the shore seemed similar to the one they had just left. 
“In fact, Abred at first stood in the boat and stared ahead with dread because he was afraid they had sailed around the world and had ended up back where they had started. He looked closer and after much studying, he was elated to realize that this was not the case, and that this was indeed a new shore. With a smile on his face, he landed the boat.
“And just beyond the shore was the forest? The one that he and his family would call home?” Merrick said.
“Ha!” said the old man. “You would think that, of course, but that was not the case. As with any good story, not everything is as straightforward as it first would seem. At that time, there were only a few trees near the shoreline, but once Abred walked past these trees, there were no other signs of any of the elements anywhere to be seen.
“The land was barren. The sky was dark and cloudy, and nothing moved. It was as if they had landed in a land devoid of life. But Abred knew. He knew that under his care, the soil would not be barren for long and that they had at last found their new home.
“Abred and his wife took turns carrying their baby boy as they walked in a straight line away from the shore. They did so for a long time until reaching a spot that looked to be the same as every other place in that land, but which Abred knew held something special.
“Abred knelt down on the parched and cracked clay ground and opened each of the globes he had brought with him. He released the small amounts of each of the elements that were contained within. 
“When he did this, the skies opened, and rain poured so that it created rivers and softened the earth. Abred sowed seeds all around him in the wet dirt. Some of these seeds took root, but others were picked up and carried across the land by a warm breeze, finding now fertile ground wherever they settled. 
“The dark clouds lightened and the temperature rose and Abred and his family were once again warm. And soon, all around them a forest began to arise to encompass the whole of the land they had found.
“And Abred called this new land, Arden. And that is how the Forgotten Forest came to be.”
“Why do they call it the Forgotten Forest?” Merrick said.
“Abred and Gwynfyd had four other children as the years passed, and eventually, for various reasons, one after another, each of their children decided to leave the safety of Arden and to make his or her way across the globe.
“Abred and his wife, Gwynfyd, lived in the Forgotten Forest until their dying days. It is called this because no one knows the location of the forest. All that is left is the story I have just told you, and a bit more about Abred’s children populating the four dragon families.”
“But there were five children,” Merrick said.
“You are right, but that is a story for another time, perhaps,” the storyteller said as he looked away from Merrick for a split second.
“Do you know any stories about the forest burning down?” Merrick said.
“I have never heard of such a story,” the storyteller said. 
“Any mention of divinium in the forest?” Merrick said.
The storyteller shook his head.
Merrick stood up and paced. He turned again to the storyteller.
“Do you know any stories about other forests?”
The storyteller shook his head again.
“I know of several stories that feature a forest, but nothing like what you are asking about, I’m afraid. None of the forests I know about have anything to do with Annoon or with divinium. I am sorry, my king.”
Merrick had to suppress his desire to correct the storyteller about referring to him as the king, even though the misconception was certainly coming in handy when he needed immediate cooperation.
With the tale being over, Merrick thanked the Master Storyteller for sharing his wisdom and then led the group outside to the town center. The area was beginning to swarm with citizens going about their daily business in the early afternoon. 
“I have an idea about how to find Arden,” Merrick said.
“But the storyteller said there was no divinium to be found in that forest,” Jonathan said.
“He said he hadn’t heard of any divinium being found there,” Merrick said. “That doesn’t mean it’s not there.”
“He also said that its trees had never burned down,” Jonathan said.
“Maybe it hadn’t burned down back then,” Merrick said. “A lot can happen since the beginning of creation.”
 



CHAPTER 64
 
FROM THE FIRST DAY Cara met Merrick, she had always been the strong one—the one who knew where things were headed. She had been his teacher. 
She knew that Merrick had a crush on her at first, but she was used to dealing with men who felt that way about her. She wasn’t the best looking woman in the world by far, but she was athletic, slim, and had a pretty face framed by short blonde hair. 
Best of all—as far as she was concerned—she was also intelligent.
And Cara knew that Merrick was attracted to smart women. 
If she was honest with herself, she had been attracted to Merrick when they first met as well.
For a while, they had thought that Ohman was their father by different mothers, and that had, of course, put a damper on any relationship potential between the two of them.
By the time Merrick discovered that Ohman wasn’t his real father, she and Merrick had become friends, and over the last six months they had built up a solid respect and even admiration for each other also as co-workers. 
Merrick had matured more over the last year than Cara had expected him to, and she had found her opinion of him grow as well.
When Cara had first met Mona, she had been, not jealous, but surprised that Merrick was so attracted to her. It wasn’t that there was anything wrong with Mona, but Merrick was so special. She used to think that he could do…well, better. 
After their adventure together, Cara witnessed the fierce loyalty that Mona had for Merrick, and she saw Mona more than prove her value in a fight. Mona may have only been human, but she and Merrick started to make a little more sense to her as a couple. And over the last six months, she and Mona had become friends, further solidifying the fact that Cara and Merrick were not meant to be.
But while waiting for Merrick to return from the Cloud City, Cara could not help but admit to herself that she was more than just eagerly awaiting his return. 
She was missing him and almost longing to see him again. And suddenly she realized how close she and Merrick had become since working together.
Despite this, when the Master Keeper said that he wanted Cara to sit on the throne as Merrick’s Queen, her first inclination had been to dismiss the idea as outlandish. After a few hours of mulling the idea over, however, parts of it started to make sense.
Merrick had royal blood in his veins. That was for sure. He at least had the Queen’s blood in him. Because he didn’t know who his father was from the Fire Tribe, it was also possible that he had a royal connection with them as well. 
Then there was Cara. Even though she was a half-blood, her Drayoom half was also of royal lineage. 
And now that Merrick had cheated on Mona—and Cara hated herself for even thinking of it—a part of her entertained the possibility that she and Merrick might not be such a bad pairing after all if Merrick and Mona didn’t end up staying together. 
Cara was surprised and even ashamed of her thoughts and her feelings, but they were what they were, and she could not help that they existed no matter how much she tried to deny them. 
She was also her father’s daughter, and she had been raised to think logically. And as much as it pained her to admit it to herself, she and Merrick made sense on more than one level, no matter how much that reality might hurt Mona.
It was with these thoughts in her mind that Cara arrived with Mona at the residence of the healer and helped her friend inside. 
 



CHAPTER 65
 
THE SAME HEALER who had given Bradley a new leg was still there when Mona and Cara arrived, inquiring about Mona’s health. The healer was an old woman, but she appeared strong despite her advanced years. 
“I apologize for intruding,” Cara said, “but Mona collapsed about fifteen minutes ago, and we don’t know what’s wrong with her.”
Cara turned to Mona.
“You said you haven’t been feeling well all week?”
The healer looked at Mona who had just sat down at the main table. 
“I haven’t been feeling well,” Mona said, “but I think that might be because...”
“It’s all right dear,” the healer said, placing a delicate hand on Mona’s shoulder. “Anything you say will be kept between the three of us. Is that not correct, Cara?”
“Of course,” Cara said.
“You have to promise not to tell Merrick until I’m ready,” Mona said to Cara.
“You have my word,” Cara said.
Mona looked down at the ground.
“I’m pregnant,” Mona said as she started to cry. “I feel so stupid now that I know Merrick cheated on me. I’ve spent so long thinking about how happy we were both going to be when I told him. And now...”
Cara put her arm around Mona and hugged her while she wept.
“How far along are you?” the healer said. “Not more than eight weeks I imagine. I can barely tell from your figure. Tell me more about how you’ve been feeling, dear.”
Mona and Cara separated, and Mona dried her eyes with her sleeve.
“I started feeling sick after we traveled to the Wind Family’s outpost back in Virginia.”
“How many times have you traveled with the dragons lately?” the healer said.
“Too many times in the last week,” Mona said. “Twice with Araki, once with Sigela, and once with Terrada. I felt a little better after the trip with Terrada, though.”
The healer slowly nodded her head and knitted her eyebrows.
“I see,” the healer said, as she pulled up a chair and sat in front of Mona. “Let me look at your hands, my dear. Put them out, palms up, please.”
Mona did as she was asked, and the healer moved her fingers lightly over Mona’s wrists, the way a guitarist moved up and down a fret board.
“I’m listening to your pulses. A bit thready, but you’re all there at least,” the healer said, with a low chuckle.
“Pulses?” Mona said.
“Blood isn’t the only substance coursing through our bodies, even with human ones like yours. Now try not to talk, please. This won’t hurt at all. I just need to feel around a bit.”
The healer moved from Mona’s wrists to her abdomen. She put her wrinkled hands up Mona’s shirt and felt her stomach. 
The healer closed her eyes and turned her head as if listening for a distant sound.
Cara opened her mouth to ask a question, but without even looking up, the old lady looked at her and shook her head only once before focusing again on Mona.
After a few minutes, the healer removed her hands from Mona’s stomach and sat back.
“I hear what I would expect to hear,” the healer said. “There are no sounds out of the ordinary, which is good.”
Both Cara and Mona seemed to relax a little, and their shoulders lost their tension.
“However, traveling with the dragons is not advised when you are with child. Your baby does not yet have its own identity, and even though your thoughts were enough to keep your child whole, each time you journey with a dragon...it opens up certain possibilities and makes your child vulnerable.”
Cara raised her eyebrows.
“Vulnerable?”
“To the dragons of course. The child inside Mona already has Earth, Fire, and human blood in its veins. It is likely that both Terrada and Sigela have whispered in the baby’s ear already to give your son his creation name.”
“Did you say, my son?” Mona said.
“Yes, my dear. Can’t you feel that it’s a boy?” the healer said. “How sad and difficult it must be to be a human...
“As I was saying, both Terrada and Sigela likely have already spoken to your child, much as they both did with Merrick before he was born. There is a danger—and only a danger, mind you—that Araki may have taken the opportunity, when you traveled with him, to also speak to your child. This may not be a bad thing, but it’s difficult to say. 
“The Wind Dragon can be gracious and kind one day and brutal and cruel the next. There is no way of knowing whether Araki added something to your son’s name until he grows older and begins to learn his magic. Possibly even not until he remembers his creation name.”
The healer got up from her chair with the dexterity of a middle-aged woman. 
“For now,” she said, “there is nothing to be done about it. Other than to avoid traveling with the dragons again until after your son is born.”
Both Cara and Mona thanked the healer and made their way to the door.
Once outside the healer’s room, Mona turned to Cara.
“I know you and Merrick are very close,” Mona said, “but you promised me you wouldn’t tell him anything about this. He and I need to figure things out between the two of us, and I don’t want the baby to affect his decision.”
“You still have my word, but what decision are you talking about?” Cara said.
“Whether he wants to stay with me or not,” Mona said. “I’m angry and hurt as hell right now, but I still love him, Cara, and I’ll do what it takes on my end to fix this and make us work as long as he’s willing to do the same thing.”
“Maybe we should find him now. I’m sure he’s worried to death about you.”
“I’m not ready for that yet. Will you tell him that I’m all right, Cara? I’m going to see if I can stay with Balach and his mother for now. I just need a little time.”
 



CHAPTER 66
 
MASTER BANZO GRUNTED.
“How do you plan on finding a mythical piece of land that has remained hidden since the beginning of time?”
“Simple,” Merrick said. “I’ll recreate Abred’s journey. Travel to Annoon, build a boat, and keep sailing until I hit land.”
“That’s what happened according to the myth,” Jonathan said. “Stories change as they get passed down through the generations. A thousand years ago, the tale might have been completely different. There might not even have been a forest in the original version of the story, or maybe Abred and his family flew to their new home instead of sailing there. You have no way of knowing what really happened.”
“With normal cultures, I’d agree with you,” said Merrick. “But the Drayoom families have successfully remembered the names of every one of their ancestors across the millennia. I think there’s a very good chance the story we just heard is exactly as it was told the first time.”
Jonathan shook his head and stepped away from Merrick while Master Banzo eyed Merrick thoughtfully.
“Do you even know how to sail, much less build a boat?” he asked.
Merrick looked down at the ground.
“I’ll admit I haven’t figured that part out yet.”
“I’ve never built one before,” Jonathan said, “but I was practically raised on a boat, and I know the basics of how the hulls have to be shaped to stay afloat and cut through the water. I’ll come with you and help, even if I do think you’re crazy.”
“I agree with Jonathan,” Master Banzo said. “I will help you as well, if you are going to move ahead with your search anyway. If the forest exists, we will find it together.”
“I want to help, too,” Bradley said. “You’ve seen my leg in action. I’m ready.”
Merrick was quiet and stared at the empty tabletop in front of him. 
“You don’t know how much it means to me that you are all offering to help,” he said. “But I have to do this alone,” he said.
“You can’t go by yourself, Merrick,” Jonathan said. 
Merrick felt a familiar hand on his back.
“Where are you planning on going?” Cara said.
Merrick turned to face Cara and held her by her shoulders.
“Is Mona all right?” he said, his face filled with dread.
“She’s fine...physically,” Cara said, staring directly into Merrick’s eyes. “But the healer says she has to rest and not travel anymore for now with Terrada or any of the other dragons. The healer wants her to stay here for a few days and get her strength back.”
“Can I see her?” Merrick said.
“Let’s talk for a minute,” she said, as she pulled Merrick away from the larger group. “Mona needs to rest, and she needs some time to think. You really hurt her, Merrick, but she still wants to make it work.”
Merrick was silent. He inhaled and then let out his breath slowly. 
“I’m not sure whether to be relieved or not,” he said. “Isn’t that sad? I used to try to find my passion and my meaning through my relationships, and Mona used to give me a lot of that. Now I have both of those things from being a Drayoom, working at Rune Corp, and carrying on Ohman’s work. For the first time in my life, I feel like I have a purpose. I have passion. And it’s not dependent on anyone else. 
“I still love Mona, and I feel guilty as hell, but when I was in the Cloud City, I also felt alive in a way that I’m not accustomed to feeling. And I liked it. Even if Tamami or Mr. Kawagishi used some kind of magic to make me feel that way, I still liked the way it felt to be with…well, with someone of my own kind. Call me a bad person if you want, but I can’t help how I feel.”
Cara sighed.
“Sleeping with another woman was definitely a jerk move, but I don’t think you’re a bad person, Merrick. I think you’re just now coming to terms with some of the ways your life has changed over the last year—things you didn’t have time to process when you were worried about saving the world from your brother. 
“Life is clear and simple when there’s a bad guy for everyone to rally against. Being that focused lets you ignore the other parts of your life. Dealing with your day-to-day life and relationships—that’s the difficult part.
“I’m not surprised that you like being with your own kind. That’s only natural. I’m only half Drayoom, but it’s hard for me sometimes to be with humans every day, all day long. I can only imagine how you must feel sometimes.
“But you owe it to Mona to decide whether you want to make it work with her or not, because that woman is not a quitter, and she’ll try to make it work if you let her. Figure out what you want to do, and then let her know. But right now she needs to be by herself.”
“Maybe this is a good time to go after all,” Merrick said.
“Go where?” Cara said.
“To find the Forgotten Forest of Abred,” Merrick said. “I think that’s where your father was getting the divinium for Rune Corp.”
Cara raised a single eyebrow.
“Did you say, Arden?”
“I understand that it might just be a mythical place that doesn’t really exist,” Merrick said, “but...”
“No,” Cara said, “I’m sure it exists. Unlike humans, we don’t tell stories about events that didn’t really occur. I’ve even heard of others in the past trying to find the Forgotten Forest, but no one ever has been successful. Why do you think you have a chance of finding it?”
“Because I’ve been to Annoon before,” Merrick said. “I plan on going back, retracing Abred’s path, according to the Master Storyteller, and finding the forest. Jonathan and Master Banzo both want to join me, but I think they should go back with you to Rune Corp. Just in case the Emperor decides to attack and just take what he wants.”
Cara looked pensive and pursed her lips together.
“I actually think that makes sense,” Cara said. “You know your way around Annoon, I’ll give you that much.
“I agree with you about Rune Corp, too. It’s a risk we can’t ignore. Plus, I’ve felt bad about being gone for this long anyway.”
Cara gestured to Master Banzo and the others to join her and Merrick.
“I need you to return to Rune Corp with me,” Cara said. “After I make sure everything is in order back in Tysons Corner, I’ll come back here and check on Mona and Merrick.”
“You don’t need to do that,” Merrick said, “Doing all that extra traveling doesn’t make much sense.” 
“Neither does going to Annoon alone,” Cara said.
Merrick thought about the trip ahead of him and knew Cara was right.
“I’ll take Jonathan, then,” Merrick said, turning to the younger Alpha. “If you’re still up for going. Your knowledge about boats will come in handy.”
Jonathan nodded.
“I’ll take Master Banzo, Bradley, and Heinin with me, along with the cube,” Cara said, “to prepare Rune Corp for the worst.”
“Maybe when I get back, I’ll have my head screwed on tighter, and Mona will be ready to talk to me.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Cara said, “or as close as we’re going to get to one.”
“But I need to speak to her for just a second before I go,” Merrick said.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Cara said.
“I respect your opinion,” Merrick said, “but I have to let her know I’m not just running away—that I’ll be back.”
Cara nodded, and Merrick turned to the others.
“Master Banzo, I need you to lead the Alphas back home and get all of our people ready for an invasion. Bradley, I want you to arm the Alphas and any of the other employees who are willing to fight with the latest weaponry your brilliant mind can come up with. Heinin, I’ll understand if you stay here, but if something goes down, we could use your help back in Tysons, too.”
“I’ll go,” Heinin said, his young chest pushed out, showing his pride at being singled out for being able to help the cause.
“How can I help?” Balach said.
“Mona was hoping she could stay with you for a few days,” Cara said. “I dropped her off at your house on the way over here. Your mother was talking with her, giving her advice, when I left.” 
“I also still need you to go to the Earth Council and the Queen,” Merrick said, “to warn them about the potential danger to the city. There’s no telling what the Emperor might be planning.”
Balach nodded his head.
“I’ll talk to the Earth Council, like I promised before,” Balach said, “I’m sure I can get them to listen to your warning. I’m not as certain about the Queen.”
“And you’ll take care of Mona while I’m gone?”
Balach stepped up to Merrick and placed his hand on his shoulder.
“Of course, brother,” Balach said. “She can stay at my home as a member of our family.”
“Thank you all for everything you’ve already done and for everything you will do in the future. I couldn’t ask for a better group of friends.”
Merrick held his hand up to say farewell, as did those who were heading back to Rune Corp. To Merrick’s surprise, Cara gave him a slightly awkward hug before parting and whispered in his ear. 
“Things always work out the way they should. Remember that, Merrick.”
By the time the shock had worn off, the hug was over. 
Even though Merrick was still trying to decide what to do about Mona, he couldn’t help but also enjoy holding Cara in his arms just for those few brief seconds. It brought his thoughts back to the first time he met her at a bar—right before she had spiked his drink and took him back to Rune Corp to meet her father, Ohman. 
Balach waved as he headed in the direction of his home.
Merrick signaled to him and asked him to wait for a moment.
“Is there something wrong?” Jonathan said to Merrick, as they made their way over to Balach.
“We need to go with Balach first so I can tell Mona I’m leaving,” he said. “And there’s one last thing I need to figure out before we go.”
“What’s that?” Jonathan said.
Merrick shuffled uncomfortably.
“To get to Annoon, I have to summon Terrada, and to do that requires blood from one of her true believers.”
Jonathan looked at Merrick with a questioning look on his face.
“Before we can go to Annoon, someone has to die.”
 



CHAPTER 67
 
BRADLEY WAS UPSET that Merrick had decided not to take him along to find the source of the Rune Corp divinium. But he knew that if he pressed Merrick any further about joining him, Merrick might get suspicious. 
He would still be able to serve the Queen by returning to Rune Corp. She had anticipated this eventuality and used her magic on him so that he would be able to keep his memory in tact while entering and leaving the Rune Corp building, even if Cara tried to make it otherwise.
The Queen had also given him a specially loaded piece of divinium that he could use to contact her from anywhere on the planet. He wasn’t going to have a chance to sneak away to see the Queen before they left, but he’d send a message to her as soon as he arrived back at Rune Corp.
Even though he wouldn’t be joining Merrick, Bradley still had plenty to tell the Queen, especially about how the Keepers wanted Merrick to take the throne as the Ard Righ for the Earth Clan. 
He also had to tell her about Merrick’s plan, as crazy as it sounded. Looking for a lost forest that no one had ever been able to find seemed like chasing after the Loch Ness Monster to Bradley. Then again, if everything he had heard was correct, Merrick was one of the few Drayoom to ever visit and return from Annoon, so maybe he really was on to something.
Either way, if Bradley kept his wits about him and persevered, he knew that he’d get through this and finally have the chance to prove to the Queen that he was worthy of living among the Drayoom as one of them. 
 



CHAPTER 68
 
MERRICK ASKED JONATHAN to wait outside while he went inside with Balach.
As Merrick entered the living area of Balach’s home, he saw Mona sitting, talking to Balach’s mother, Adriana.
“I know you don’t want to talk to me right now, Mona,” he said. “And I understand that. I wanted to let you know that I’m going away for hopefully only a few days to look for the source of the divinium. Cara told me that the healer didn’t want you traveling right now, and Balach said it was all right if you stayed with them until I get back. I hope we can talk when I return. I just wanted to let you know that I’m coming back—that I’m not running away.”
Mona looked up at him with moist eyes, but didn’t say anything.
Merrick wanted to take her in his arms and tell her again how sorry he was. 
Another part of him wanted to run away as fast as possible so that he wouldn’t have to address the larger, invisible issues between them or make a decision of his own.
He turned his back and put a hand on Balach’s shoulder before slowly walking toward the door.
“Merrick?” Mona said. 
Merrick turned around. 
“Stay safe, please.”
Seeing her there, vulnerable and strong at the same time, his heart ached. He and Mona had so much history. She had stuck with him through so many things. Before he was anyone special, she still loved him and believed in him. After he had come into his power, she had put her own life at risk to save him. In fact, when everything had come to a head last year, she had literally saved his life and offered him his shot at redemption—the very word that turned out to be his creation name.
“I’ll be back for you,” he said, before turning away and joining Jonathan outside.
“Are you OK, Merrick?” Jonathan said.
Merrick nodded, trying to gather himself and clear his heart of the strong emotions he was feeling.
“Are you sure you still want to do this?” Jonathan said.
“We have to go,” Merrick said. “This is bigger than me and what I have going on in my personal life right now. I’m trying to think of the larger picture. I have a responsibility…to Cara and to the future of Rune Corp. And to Ohman’s life work.”
Merrick started walking back to his house, lost in thought.
“There’s got to be a way to call Terrada without needing the blood from one of her dead followers. Last time, one of the Queen’s Fianna was murdered by Eudroch, and I was able to use his blood to call her. But now...”
Jonathan walked alongside Merrick but seemed a little uncomfortable and unsure of what to say.
“Can you try calling Terrada and explaining to her that this is an emergency?”
“I don’t think that would work,” Merrick said. “And I’m not sure that Terrada would consider me finding the divinium as an emergency anyway.”
The two continued on in silence—Merrick still searching his mind for any possible solution to his dilemma. For a moment, he considered asking for the Queen’s help, but he didn’t want the Queen to know his plans. So far, Merrick had successfully avoided his mother, the Queen—and he was fine with it staying that way for as long as possible. 
The only reason he knew that he needed to see the Queen in person was to have her return the divinium pendant Merrick’s father had given him on his death bed. The pendant belonged to Merrick, and he would get it back from her one day. 
As they approached his house, Merrick took a moment to take in the wonder of his abode. Most of the houses in the Earth City, including Balach’s, were made of trees molded together to form walls and thick, overhead roof canopies. But Merrick’s home was made mostly of the stone from the inside of the mountain. 
Merrick looked at the walls he had shaped out of the mountain using only his words of magic. It had been the first time he had shown precision and mastery with his craft, and he was still proud of his accomplishment. 
There was something special about his house that made it feel like a home to him even though he had not stayed there often since it had been built. 
He and Jonathan sat outside his house on a stone bench that Merrick had also constructed using his magic.
Merrick was still trying to figure out a way to call on Terrada, but still nothing came to mind. In frustration, he slammed his fist against the top of the stone bench. When he did so, several needles from his young guardian yew tree fell to the ground.
Merrick stared at the yew tree as it shed even more of its needle-like leaves. Concerned, he stood up and walked over to the tree. 
Frantically searching his vocabulary, Merrick looked for a word that could help the dying yew, but he had no idea what was happening to it.
Just as Merrick was about to try using the name of Garanth, the one who had never suffered from a moment of sickness in his life, Merrick heard a single word echo in his mind. It was the word, no. 
In confusion, Merrick stepped back and looked at the tree as it stood, now barren of all its leaves. 
After all his training and all of Ohman’s and Fenton’s teachings—after all of his experiences from the last year. After all of that, he had still been so close-minded as to think that Terrada would only accept blood from a Drayoom. 
The tree before him—the young yew that had volunteered to be Merrick’s protector—was also a follower of Terrada. And like Merrick and the rest of the Drayoom living in the Earth City, the yew was a living creature that was capable of dying. 
As Merrick looked at the now-lifeless tree, he knew that the yew had sacrificed itself so that Merrick could use its lifeblood to call on Terrada.
Merrick kneeled down next to the withered tree trunk, as Jonathan looked on, confused. 
“What just happened?” Jonathan said.
“This noble tree just gave its life so that we could call on Terrada,” Merrick said, his eyes moist with tears at the selflessness of the yew. “This tree will be remembered always.”
Merrick leaned forward and saw a large dollop of sap oozing from the bark. He picked up a dried twig and used it to scoop up a large glob of the heavy sap before standing up.
“It’s time,” Merrick quietly said to Jonathan. “This will be just like it always is traveling through Terrada. I’m going to ask her to take us directly to Abred’s forest. It can’t hurt to try, but I’m assuming she’ll ignore my request and take us to Annoon instead, just like she did last time. 
“If that happens—and this is very important—we’ll arrive underwater in the ocean, not too far off the coast of Annoon. Take a deep breath as soon as you feel our journey through Terrada ending and hold it. Don’t panic when we find ourselves under water. Stay close to me. I’ve done this before, and I know how to get us to the surface quickly.”
Jonathan nodded.
“I’m ready whenever you are,” Jonathan said.
With that, Merrick knelt on the ground and motioned for Jonathan to step closer. He took the twig with the tree’s sap coating one end of it and said a word that sounded like sand sliding down the side of a mountain. A small hole opened up in front of Merrick, and he gently placed the stick inside the hole so that the sap oozed down into the Earth. 
Merrick spoke the words the Master Keeper had once taught him to summon Terrada and to ask her help in traveling to Annoon. He knew that the dragons did not like each other allowing their Drayoom to travel to Annoon, but he hoped with all his heart that Terrada knew what was going on and that she would grant him and Jonathan access to the sacred island of the dragons.
The ground began to shake, and before Merrick could ask Terrada if she would take him to Abred’s forest directly, he was being shot through the earth faster than ever before. He didn’t understand why, but it felt like, although the Earth Dragon was granting his request, she was not very happy about it.
As Merrick sped beneath the surface of the Earth, he went through the normal sensations of becoming one with the roots, sand, bugs, and rocks that lived inside of Terrada, while also keeping his thoughts anchored so that he could maintain his sense of identity.
Soon, he felt himself grow colder than usual during his journeys through Terrada, and he knew he was passing under the ocean floor. As he felt himself grow damper with each passing millisecond, Merrick readied himself.
And then he and Jonathan were spit out under the water at the bottom of the ocean, just as it had been the first time Merrick visited Annoon. 
Despite being ready for the abrupt transition, Merrick’s lungs began to scream for air within seconds of being released into the frigid water. Merrick looked over and saw Jonathan, his eyes wide in fright, as he looked frantically upward toward the light far above. 
Merrick grabbed Jonathan by the arm and spoke the same words he had intoned the first time he had gone through this experience. Immediately, the ground below them formed a fissure, and a wide column of earth rose up beneath Merrick and Jonathan’s feet. 
Both men were raised gently up through the water and within a minute, broke the water’s surface. They both choked and coughed up seawater as they stood and looked at the world into which they had just arrived.
When Merrick was last here, he hadn’t taken the time to really admire the beauty and strangeness of this land of the dragons. 
This time, the water was calm, the sun was shining, and Merrick looked around him, shocked by how much it felt like coming home. 
Merrick and Jonathan were surrounded by Lagu’s ocean, but in the far distance, Merrick could make out the island of Annoon. He couldn’t tell for sure, but the last time he was here, the island had seemed closer. Merrick wondered if the island moved like a meandering beast throughout this unchartered world or if his sense of perception was different this time.
At least the day was clear, the weather was good, and he wouldn’t have to worry about missing his mark. Despite the brightness of the day, Merrick didn’t see any sign of the sun in the sky.
He vaguely recalled from his last visit that Annoon had no sun in its sky, but he hadn’t really thought much of it at the time. Now, as he and Jonathan stood on the raised rock formations, surrounded by the sea, Merrick wondered if they were still on the surface of the planet Earth.
Whether they were in another dimension or even inside the Earth itself, Merrick suddenly felt small and insignificant.
Jonathan was looking around as well—his mouth open in awe as he stared ahead at the distant island.
“That’s Annoon?” Jonathan said.
“I think so, but it seems as if it’s changed somehow,” Merrick said, “like it’s in a different place—farther away. I never stopped to ask myself exactly where Annoon was located last time I was here. I assumed it was hidden in some remote location of the world, protected by magical wards. Now, I’m not sure what to think. There’s not even a sun in the sky.”
“I remember reading about a legend,” Jonathan said, “that mentioned in passing a place that existed before the world was formed, before even the dragons were here. I think it was a short poem, actually. No real details. Just a few lines talking about what seemed like it could be a parallel dimension or maybe a before time, from whence all things sprang. That’s all I can remember, though.
Merrick wiped perspiration from his brow. 
“That’s a mystery for another day, Jonathan. For now, I’m sure enough that that’s Annoon and that we need to keep moving.”
“I’m not that good of a swimmer,” Jonathan said, squinting at the distant island near the horizon.
“I thought you said you were good with boats,” Merrick said.
“I am,” Jonathan said. “That’s why I never learned to swim.”
Merrick grinned as he released his voice into the gentle breeze and intoned the Earth words of raising. Within seconds, pillars of stone pushed themselves up from the ocean’s depths and broke the water, forming a series of irregular shaped platforms that led all the way to the island and on which Merrick and Jonathan could walk.
Merrick stepped forward and placed his foot on the first stone.
“Just watch where you place your feet,” Merrick said.
Jonathan grunted and followed behind Merrick, his eyes focused downward as he concentrated on each upcoming stone to make sure he didn’t misstep.
As the two made their way to the island, Jonathan spoke up with a slight tremble in his voice.
“Why can’t we just walk this way, all the way to the forest?”
“I thought about that,” Merrick said as they continued forward, “and it might actually work. But I’m not sure how far away the forest is. If the story was correct and it took Abred a few days to get there on a boat...well that’s a lot of walking, and I don’t want to be sleeping or even standing on one of these rocks in the middle of the ocean if Lagu all of a sudden decides to throw a fit.”
Jonathan grunted in agreement as his foot slipped and he was forced to lower his center of gravity and use his arms for balance. As soon as he stabilized himself, he was quick to stand up and continue onward.
“Secondly, if Abred reached the forest by sailing to it, for all I know in this weird mystical place, maybe the Forgotten Forest can only be reached by boat. For all I know we need to follow the winds of Araki to get us there. If we walk, maybe we won’t be able to find the forest at all.”
Jonathan nodded again.
“I guess in some strange way, that makes sense,” Jonathan said. 
Merrick laughed and started going a little faster. As their confidence increased, both men moved more quickly until they were hopping from stone to stone. 
“The faster we get there and find the source of the Rune Corp divinium, the sooner we can get back to the Earth City and to Mona.”
“Are you worried about the Emperor finding the forest too?” Jonathan said. “Assuming we find it at all, it’s not like we can claim the place for Rune Corp or anything. Maybe we could post some guards there or something, but if the Emperor finds the location and really wants the divinium...”
“You’re right,” Merrick said as Annoon’s shoreline crept into focus. “I’m not sure how to keep the Emperor from eventually finding the source of the Rune Corp divinium other than keeping its location a tight secret between you and me once we find it.” 
“Just like Ohman did?” Jonathan said.
“Now that you mention it,” Merrick said, “yes, exactly like Ohman did.” 
Another five minutes of agile jumping from stone to stone and they made it to water that looked to be no more than chest high for either of them. 
 A minute later, Merrick stepped off the last rock and set foot on Annoon’s beach again, followed closely by Jonathan.
In the stark daylight, the sandy beaches and surrounding blue waters were simply beautiful.
They walked from the wet sand toward the tree line, and Merrick noticed the remnants of the fire he had built some six months ago were still there. 
He looked out above the tree line of the forest that encircled the island and saw the familiar peak of the volcano located at the heart of Annoon. 
He would never forget that place. He and Mona together had killed his brother, Eudroch, there, at the top of that volcano, and Merrick was in no hurry to ever stand at its peak again.
With a sigh, Merrick made his way to the forest’s edge. 
“Time to get to work,” Merrick said as he placed his hands on one of the trees and began to chant the words that would shape the trunk into whatever form he desired. 
Since Jonathan was only human and unable to vocalize any of the creation tongue without the help of the cube and the Rune Corp equipment, he decided to help Merrick with his knowledge of boats and how they were constructed.
With direction from Jonathan, Merrick created piece after piece and handed them to Jonathan. Soon the frame of a simple boat began to take shape.
They worked through most of the night, allowing themselves only a couple hours of sleep when they began to tire. As the morning approached, Merrick and Jonathan had created what would pass in most circles for a well-built boat. Its construction had gone as smoothly as could be expected with only one strange event that occurred when Jonathan was asleep. Merrick had felt as if he were being watched at one point. When he looked up from his work, he saw what he could have sworn was Ohman’s ghost, dressed completely in white with both beard and complexion to match.
After he blinked his eyes, the ghost was gone, and Merrick went back to work.
By the time the island was starting to light up again, they were only in need of a sail, and Merrick peeled away pieces of bark from the various trees to create one for their vessel.
“I know this is a bit late to be asking this,” Jonathan said, “but how do we know that Abred launched from this side of the island?”
“The storyteller said that Abred took off from a beach,” Merrick said, “and as far as I know from the last time I was here, this is the only beach on the entire island. The rest of it’s surrounded by gigantic boulders. We leave from here and we let Araki’s winds take us where they will, and we’ll be starting our trip where Abred started his.”
“And if we’re lucky, we’ll just run into the right forest?” Jonathan said. “That simple?”
“Something like that, I hope,” Merrick answered as they slid the boat into the water and jumped in. 
True to their intention, the boat did not leak, nor did it flip over. They paddled out with the oars for the first few hundred yards and waited, ensuring there were no leaks that would need patching.
As soon as they were convinced that their boat was sound, they hoisted its sail.
A gentle breeze filled the patchwork material, causing it to billow as the small craft surged ahead, leaving the sacred island of Annoon behind as an increasingly smaller speck in the distance.
As the winds took the boat, they began to slightly turn, and Merrick heard a dull echo of something in his head. He turned to look around, but saw nothing that might have been the source of the noise. 
Merrick looked at Jonathan, who was facing into the breeze and who seemed to be enjoying the way Araki gently stroked his cheeks. 
Merrick reached into the pocket of his battle suit and pulled out the small divinium sculpture that was shaped like a branch. 
As he held it in his hand, the divinium pulsed in perfect syncopation with the pounding in his head. The tiny piece of divinium, so expertly carved into the semblance of a branch, was trying to talk to him. It was chanting a single word. It felt like a creation name to Merrick, but it didn’t possess any of the tonal similarities to any of the dragon words he had ever heard. Instead, it felt...ancient as it pulsed through his head. He did not know from which, if any, dragon the word originated, but the more he heard and felt it, the more he understood with all of his heart that this was the creation name for Abred’s Forgotten Forest.
Merrick began chanting the strange yet familiar word as their boat raced through the strange sea on its way to the Forgotten Forest.
 



CHAPTER 69
 
TERRADA RECOGNIZED Merrick’s familiar scent. It was special even among the Drayoom.
She knew of Merrick’s quest and had broken her pact yet again with her siblings, allowing him access to the holy island of Annoon. 
Merrick believed that he was searching simply for the source of the Rune Corp divinium, but if he was successful in his quest, he would discover so much more. And Terrada suspected that he was not yet ready for what he might actually find. Despite her misgivings, the Earth Dragon also knew that there was a larger agenda in play, and that Merrick deserved a chance to prove to her that he was ready to play a part.
He also deserved a chance to prove to Oodrosil that he was worthy of the stone’s secret. 
The one thing that disturbed and puzzled Terrada was the fact that Merrick had brought a human with him. Had Merrick not given a thought to what he was doing? It was rare enough for a Drayoom to touch the soil of Annoon, but it was even more so for a human to do so. Only one other of their kind had ever visited Annoon before, and that was only because of the sacred role that Mona was destined to play one day in the affairs of the dragons and in the fate of the world.
Still, Terrada found that she was curious to learn what she could about Merrick’s human friend while he was here. Even more curious was the fact that the other dragons were acting the same way as well. 
Merrick seemed to think that Terrada and her siblings were being calm and were welcoming him back to their island, but their curiosity about the human was what had kept them at bay thus far. 
These strange and inferior creatures called humans, who had been on the planet for almost as long as the Drayoom, were also destined to play a part in the fate of the world. And the dragons wanted to learn more about the species any way they could, whether by observing how they reacted and responded to extreme weather on the planet’s surface or by analyzing a single specimen like this one as he made his way through their sacred world. 
 



CHAPTER 70
 
WHEN CARA ARRIVED back at Rune Corp, the company was already buzzing with activity. Gus had been true to his word and kept everyone moving forward while Cara and Merrick had been gone. But Gus was not a businessman. 
He was a warrior.
As such, he had diverted all resources to the special weapons division, and some of the other department heads were not happy about it. On the other hand, he had made significant advances on some of the divinium-based weapons that surprised and pleased even Bradley. Within seconds of arriving, Bradley hurried back down to his hole to test the improvements to his weapons and to carry out Cara’s orders of arming the employees.
Master Banzo immediately joined Gus to help him ramp up the Alphas and to focus on preparing the employees for an eventual invasion.
Even though there was no proof that the Emperor’s forces were imminent, Cara wanted the building on high alert and secure as soon as possible. That meant fortifying the wards, which she would handle with the security division, briefing the employees, and operationalizing as many of the new divinium weapons as possible, despite their shortage of the magical material.
As she walked through the foyer and nodded to Oodrosil, Cara tapped on her ear and opened up a general announcement frequency that would go out to all of Rune Corp.
“Attention, everyone,” she said. “There is a small but very real possibility that our building will be under siege by forces from the Wind Family in the near future. I know that not many of you are familiar with this group of Drayoom or their capabilities, but it is critical that you remain inside the building and do not try to leave without explicit orders from me. 
“At the first hint of any real danger, we will physically lock down this location, and once we do, no one will be able to leave. 
“I know that the majority of you are not trained warriors, but we have to assume the worst case scenario of a building breach. I need each and every one of you to be ready. Members of the Alphas will be coming to each floor and organizing you for battle stations. More information to come as soon as I know about it. And...thank you. Merrick’s working to bring us more divinium, but until then, we are on our own. That’s all for now.”
Cara stepped into the elevator and took it to the top floor.
As she walked down the hallway to her office door, she stopped where the mighty yew tree’s branches were near enough that they almost touched the glass wall that lined the walkway.
She reached out and touched the branches and smiled.
“It’s good to see you again, old friend,” she said. “We’re going to need your help if anything happens. Our building is solid, and we’re doing all we can to make it even stronger. Can I count on you as my father counted on you for so many years, to be our first layer of defense?”
Cara did not hear anything from Oodrosil as much as she felt the tree’s response. The yew would organize the trees, the boulders, and the very earth itself outside the Rune Corp building. Anything that would be able to make its way through Oodrosil’s front line would have to be on the level of a catastrophic force of nature, which was, of course, exactly what Cara feared the most.
She had seen the kind of power the Wind Family could unleash. Terrada was a powerful dragon, but she was slow and plodding, affecting the world in terms of decades, centuries, and eons. But Araki and her people...they were quick, agile, and even though they too could work across the millennia to accomplish things like carving valleys out of mountains, they were also capable of striking in the moment with deadly force.
Cara removed her hand from Oodrosil and continued on to her office. She tapped her ear again and summoned the heads of all the departments to the executive conference room for an immediate war briefing.
Before entering her office, Cara greeted Betty and asked that she wait for her in the conference room. Cara settled quickly into the chair behind her desk, brought up her terminal and logged in with her voice. Hers was a prototype hybrid of the latest human operating system that was powered by divinium chips placed onto the machine’s motherboard itself.
The combination worked better than expected, even though they hadn’t yet ironed out the interface required for humans to use it. Being half Drayoom, the divinium and the human technology of the computer quickly and seamlessly responded to Cara’s commands. 
Cara immediately brought up the app that allowed her to control the building’s physical security. Only three people were authorized to access this part of the system. She, Merrick, and Master Banzo were the only ones who could activate the building’s bomb-proof encasement routine. It wasn’t yet time for this measure, but she wanted to be ready, just in case. Leaving the program open on her desktop, she locked her machine and moved over to the executive conference room, which was already filled with her management team.
As soon as she entered the room, the chatter died down, and all eyes were on her.
“What kind of potential attack are we talking about?” said Sandy, one of the company’s top analysts.
Cara held up her hand and took a seat at the head the table. The spot next to her that Merrick would normally have filled was empty, and it made Cara feel...alone. Again, she was surprised by the feelings that showed themselves whenever she thought about him. Not even a year ago, Rune Corp and her life were just fine without Merrick. But after such a short time, he had become essential to the company and to Cara herself. 
Cara cleared her head and refocused on the task at hand.
“I wasn’t lying a few minutes ago in my general address to the company,” Cara said. “We really don’t know whether or not there is an immediate danger from the Emperor and his kingdom. However, you all know Jonathan, and I respect his advice. He believes that the Emperor is not past taking actions as bold as attacking Rune Corp directly.”
“Why would he want to attack us? What does he hope to gain?” John, the head of the security department, said. 
“We believe he will try to take our divinium and the technology that allows humans to use the cubes. His family, just like the others, has its own divinium, of course. But we’ve recently confirmed that our divinium is very different from the kind employed by the four families. It’s much more powerful and can hold multiple languages. Unfortunately, the Emperor has also discovered this fact, and Jonathan believes that it is likely he will opt for stealing our divinium versus trying to find his own.
“One thing I did not state in my general announcement is that we ourselves do not know the source of our divinium.”
The department heads looked collectively surprised at this news and started to talk amongst themselves.
“Please remain quiet,” Cara said, as the table turned silent once again. “It is too much to go into now, but please know that Merrick is searching for the source that my father, Ohman, used to supply us with our divinium when he was alive. You know Merrick as well as I do, and you know that he will not stop until he has found what we need. In the meantime, we work with what we have.”
Cara sat forward in her chair and placed her hands palm-down on the table. 
“Let me quickly explain what’s happened while we’ve been gone. After that, we need to make sure you and your people know their roles. We’ve drilled for this in the past, but this could be the real deal. The effectiveness and the safety of your people will be up to each of you. Am I clear?”
There were nods all around the table. Despite the potential dangers of what might be coming their way, they were all ready to do their best, and she was proud to work with such a fine and versatile crew. Each of her employees had been chosen through a rigorous application process that selected for magical capability and intuition, initiative, intelligence, and loyalty. She would challenge any other high tech company in the area to have their people sling code one minute and in the next, defend against an invasion of any kind.
Over the next fifteen minutes, Cara hit the high points of the last week, focusing on how Merrick had recaptured the divinium cube and then met them all at the Earth City. She assured everyone that both Merrick and Mona were fine. 
A few of the department heads fidgeted nervously when they heard that Merrick wouldn’t be with them if something went down in the next few days. Once again, Cara was amazed at Merrick’s impact and influence on her company and its people in such a short time. 
With Ohman gone, Merrick was the only full-blooded Drayoom who worked at Rune Corp, and the stories of his battle with the Fire Tribe and how he had handled the dragons on Annoon had been told and retold countless times in every cubicle in the company. Merrick had become a legend with the employees, and they felt safer with him around.
As they should have.
Cara would be lying to herself if she didn’t admit that she would feel safer if Merrick were around, as well.
But she also believed that her people were fully capable of defending the company without Merrick, and after she drilled each of the department heads, she felt even more certain that they would be ready for anything the Emperor could throw at them. 
Just as she was about to adjourn the meeting, she heard a loud rumble that shook the building as if a freight train were suddenly bearing down on them. 
Without conscious thought, Cara sprang from her seat and dashed into her office. She logged back in to her terminal and, without pause, activated the bomb-proof encasement routine. All around her, Cara knew that every window and external door was being covered with slabs of a proprietary plastic that her research and development guys had ginned up. It was made of divinium molecules that grew both fatter and more pliable the stronger the impact against it.
The plastic had been programmed to act as a smart network mesh that reacted in real-time to any kind of blast or collision. The final advantage that the plastic had over other materials was that it was completely man-made, and it was so far removed from any kind of an organic base that it was highly impervious to magic from any of the elemental dragons.
The building was on lock down, and at this point there was nothing to do but to wait. 
Cara made her way back into the conference room, but Betty was the only one who still remained. 
Cara turned on the giant flat screen mounted on the wall and set it to the external video monitors so she could see what was happening outside. 
Even though it was the middle of the day, the sky was dark, and a set of three large, very angry wind funnels were moving in to surround the Rune Corp building. 
 



CHAPTER 71
 
THE FIRST THING BRADLEY did when he arrived back at Rune Corp was to go directly to his lab deep under the Rune Corp building. 
The second thing he did was to send the Queen a message, just as he had been instructed. He held the small sliver of divinium that she had given him in the palm of his hand and used the headset and vocalization collar to speak the words that would call her. 
The words from the Earth Dragon’s lexicon flowed from his lips, but nothing happened. 
Bradley struck his worktable with his fist.
He had forgotten that the lower labs, especially his, were heavily shielded to make sure that any stray effects from untested words were contained. 
With a curse, he left his lab, still wearing the collar and the headset. He took the elevator to the lobby floor and stepped out of the elevator into a scene of ordered confusion he was not used to seeing at Rune Corp. 
Everyone was in a hurry, walking with purpose, their faces showing mixed emotions of fear and excitement. 
Bradley felt the vibrations rattling the very floor on which he stood, and he saw that all of the building’s windows had been covered with the emergency plastic shielding. The place had been locked down, which meant there was an imminent threat—most likely from the Wind Family. 
Bradley knew he had to get back to his lab and gather up any weapons that were usable to arm the employees, but first he had to get in touch with the Queen. The lobby had been designed on purpose to be as open as possible, but he needed privacy. He made a dash for the men’s bathroom and locked himself in one of the stalls.
He pulled out the divinium shard and tried again to contact the Queen. This time, the Earth Dragon’s words worked, and the metal of the stall door began to ripple in a circle about six inches in diameter. 
When he spoke into the fluctuating metal surface, it acted like a magical microphone, reverberating with each word he spoke. 
“My Queen,” Bradley said. “Rune Corp is under attack. I don’t have confirmation, but it must be the Emperor.”
“Where is Merrick?” the Queen’s voice boomed as it leapt forth from the rippling metal. 
“He didn’t come back with us...when we left, he was on his way to Annoon. He was trying to find something called the lost forest of Abred.”
“Do you mean the Forgotten Forest? Arden?” the Queen said, her voice slightly louder.
Bradley nodded, then realized that she couldn’t see him.
“Yes, my Queen. That’s what he said. He took Jonathan with him as well.”
There was a pause even as the lights hanging from the restroom ceiling swayed back and forth with the increasingly strong rumbling.
“What does he hope to find there?” the Queen said finally. 
“My Queen!” Bradley said. “I have to go. The entire building is shaking apart around us!”
“That is of no concern to me,” the Queen said. “Answer my question.”
“He’s looking for the source of the divinium we use here at Rune Corp,” Bradley said. “Ohman never told Cara where it was when he was alive, and Merrick thinks he can find it there.”
Silence.
“And the Keepers?” she said finally. “What did they want with Cara?”
“They told her that Merrick should be the Ard Righ of the Earth Clan.”
Again silence.
Bradley waited for the Queen to speak again, but she did not, and within a few seconds, the metal door of the bathroom stall stopped rippling. The Queen had terminated their connection and left Bradley alone amidst the chaos of his current situation, with no promise of help—no talk of joining her. Nothing. 
Silently, Bradley cursed himself for being used by the Queen and for so easily turning on Merrick and his own people just because of his leg. 
He looked down at his new limb and laughed ruefully when he thought about how the Queen had used his desire to be accepted by the Drayoom against him. He now understood that he would never be one of them, even though he was no longer completely human either.
He was ashamed and vowed to make up for his transgressions by helping to defeat the Emperor’s armies. 
Bradley slammed open the stall door and ran as fast as he could, back to his lab.
He would start by arming as many of the Rune Corp employees as he could with his divinium weapons, and then he would arm himself as well. 
He would no longer hide inside his lab or behind his lies.
And if he survived, he would remain loyal to Cara, Merrick, and even Oodrosil in the future, especially if doing so meant helping to depose the Queen.
 



CHAPTER 72
 
RARELY IN ALL THE YEARS the great yew had been alive had it faced such indecision. Its power was diverse and spread throughout thousands and thousands of its branched roots, and by Terrada’s grace, those branches connected to countless other trees to form a network that spread across the Earth, even under its oceans. 
And yet, even Oodrosil’s power had its limitations. 
Here at Rune Corp, the yew had invested a small amount of its lifespan, but a large quantity of its energy working with Ohman, Cara, and most recently, Merrick. Oodrosil was bound by its word to help protect this place and the humans inside its walls.
And from the growing intensity of the vibrations barreling ever closer, the building was going to need all of the help it could get.
At the same time, Oodrosil was concerned about Merrick’s actions on Annoon. The yew had not expected him to even make it to Annoon, and had been shamefully surprised when it had discovered that one of its own brother yew trees had given its life for Merrick.
Despite this, Oodrosil could not be angry. The young yew had taken on the role as Merrick’s guardian, protecting his house in much the same way that Oodrosil protected Rune Corp. 
Still, because of Merrick’s perseverance and his intention, Oodrosil was presented with a distraction when all of its power needed to be placed firmly here at Rune Corp.
As important as Merrick might be to the future of the Drayoom species and to the Earth itself, he was not yet ready to possess the secret of the stone. Ohman had known the secret—had discovered it on his own—and had used that knowledge to accept the quest that Terrada had given him. 
But Merrick was not yet the equal of Ohman, and just because the young Drayoom thought he should take on Ohman’s quest did not mean that Terrada or Oodrosil agreed.
The great tree hoped that a solution would present itself, but the tree was old and wise enough to know that hope alone was not a method.
Even though Merrick did not know it for sure, he was indeed fast approaching the Forgotten Forest, in the land of Annoon, a place that was both of this world and not of this world. 
For now, Oodrosil would have to divide its attention between Rune Corp and the Forgotten Forest and hope that half of its magic was enough for each of the situations.
As Oodrosil turned its attention to its two tasks, it noticed one of the human employees wearing a headset and one of the human enunciation collars moving cautiously through the lobby. This would not seem so unusual except for the fact that everyone else around him was moving frenetically and with purpose, responding to the impending attack. 
The man was also holding a piece of divinium from the Earth Clan that smelled very much of its Queen—a scent that Oodrosil both knew and loathed.
 



CHAPTER 73
 
JOANNA HAD BEEN investigating Rune Corp and casing its building for weeks now, and all she had uncovered were more and more mysteries.
She started with a general Internet search, which of course came up with the company’s web site. It was a standard corporate site that talked about the usual boring things like mission statements, vision statements, and the company’s culture. There were slick graphics with backgrounds that artfully arranged such words as creativity, innovation, agility, and other phrases meant to distinguish their company when, humorously enough, almost the exact same words were used by every other large corporation in America to do the same thing.
Joanna tried to figure out what the company actually did, and as best as she could conclude after wading through all the corporate-speak, the place was a knowledge management consulting firm that invested heavily in research and development. Unlike most corporate web sites, however, the Rune Corp site didn’t list any customers explicitly, and Joanna knew what that usually meant right away.
In the Northern Virginia area, located only miles from the nation’s capital, not listing specific customers meant that the company did a lot of black, or classified, work. That in itself was not unusual for Tysons Corner, but usually a company had a mix of unclassified and classified work in its portfolio of clients, although that did not appear to be the case with Rune Corp. 
All Joanna could figure was that Rune Corp was into some seriously hush-hush stuff, which, of course, set off her reporter’s instinct even more.
She had tried very casually to flirt with some of the male employees who looked as if they had never had an attractive woman even look at them much less approach them in a bar. Either their operational security was incredibly good, or the employees she talked to weren’t privy to what the company really did. Joanna had not gone so far as to take one of the nerds to bed or anything, but she had exerted enough of her female charm that at least one of them should have cracked.
Instead, despite all her research and her fieldwork, she had learned exactly nothing that would connect Rune Corp to the disappearance of Officer Diggs.
At the same time, Officer Diggs had not yet resurfaced, and her police brethren were in full search mode for any clue that might let them know what had become of her. 
From her contact in the police department, Joanna had learned that they had discovered signs of a struggle and of shots being fired at Diggs’ condo unit. 
Neighbors had been able to corroborate that the fight had occurred on the same morning as when the tornado had touched down. But strangely enough, even though the forensics team was able to find four bullets from Diggs’ Glock, the neighbors only remembered hearing a single shot that was fired. Most of them knew that Diggs was a police officer, and they had minded their own business and not reported it.
The police had, of course, confiscated Joanna’s footage of Officer Diggs and her struggle with the man in white, and had put it through all sorts of forensics and specialist testing, she was sure. Other than being able to agree that the shape of the woman did indeed look very much like Officer Diggs, they had not learned anything new. 
The good news was this meant the cops weren’t looking at Rune Corp at all, and that Joanna had the company all to herself to investigate. The bad news was that she had found absolutely nothing, even though her instincts kept telling her that there was some connection there to be found between the disappearance of Officer Diggs and the mysterious company. 
Joanna sat in her car across the street from the shining corporate building with its huge glass windows and its red logo five stories above the ground. Over the last few days, something seemed to be going on behind the Rune Corp walls as fewer and fewer employees left at the regular end of the day. 
When the dark funnel clouds gathered almost directly above Rune Corp, and the first twister set down just a few hundred yards away from her car, Joanna jumped.
When the company’s external blast shields dropped down to cover all of its exposed glass, Joanna slapped her dashboard—not because she was mad, but because she had finally realized the one thing that both the disappearance of Officer Diggs and Rune Corp had in common.
It made no sense to her, but they both involved intense, extreme, bad weather.
 



CHAPTER 74
 
THE BOAT THAT MERRICK and Jonathan made was simple but its keel line was straight and true, and it passed the most crucial test of all—it floated.
They had opted to make the most basic of sail boats with only a single sail attached to a yard arm and a boom that they could raise or lower with relative ease and manipulate to catch the wind through a cable system with a rope rigged from braided, softened bamboo and several very cooperative tree roots. Between the sail that was filled with air and the rudder they had sliced off from a fallen tree, they had been able to pick up some speed and keep their stern pointed away from Annoon for the last several hours.
Because the sea remained almost unnaturally still, they glided across the immense body of water like an ice skater across an endless rink.
“This is harder to steer than anything I grew up with,” Jonathan said.
“We don’t need to steer,” Merrick said, taking a break from his chanting. “Let go of the tiller.”
Jonathan did as Merrick asked, and the boat made a slight adjustment on its own.
As Merrick started to repeat the word for Arden again, he was intensely aware of the way the word scraped against his pallet over and over again. He realized that, although different, the word for Arden felt similar in some ways to the word for Annoon. He had always assumed that the word for Annoon, first given to him by the Earth Clan’s former Master Keeper, was from Terrada’s tongue. But now that he could compare it to the word for Arden, he began to think that they might both be from a completely different language—one that was even more ancient than the dragon tongues. 
An idea awakened in Merrick’s head as he wondered if combining the four languages into a unified language might result in much more than just the sum of their parts. Maybe trying to figure out how words from the Earth Dragon and the Wind Dragon lexicons could fit together, for instance, wasn’t the right approach. That was the way Ohman had been trying, but it was possible that even the great Ohman had been wrong at least once or twice in his lifetime.
As Merrick continued his chanting, the boat turned its course again, and the seas started to become choppy.
Within minutes, the ocean around them rolled with endless swells that lifted their small craft up into the air and dropped it back down into trough after trough between the waves. Even the wind joined in as Araki seemed to suddenly become aware of their existence as they drew nearer to the magical forest they sought.
Despite all of his magical power, Merrick’s stomach quickly grew queasy from the extreme motion, and he found it more and more difficult to continue his chanting.
Jonathan lowered the sail, then ran back to keep his hand on the tiller, although Merrick was sure that his friend knew that he was not actually steering the boat. Merrick took a break from his chanting to speak words of calming to lessen the force of the wind, but the farther the craft sailed, the stronger and more merciless the weather became. 
He went back to chanting the word for Arden in the hopes that their course would stay true through the storm.
Salt water doused them, and Merrick wished many times that they had taken the extra time to construct a more substantial boat that was better able to protect them from the rage of the elements. 
After one particularly steep ascent up the front of a wave, the boat was thrown down hard into the trough, and Jonathan was thrown out of the boat. 
Merrick jumped to the edge of the deck and threw his hand out for Jonathan to grab. Jonathan made a grab for Merrick and touched his fingertips, but he wasn’t able to get a firm hold.
Merrick shouted the word for float in Araki’s own language, his mouth emitting a sound like the wind screaming through a desolate and dry valley. He was rewarded when he saw Jonathan’s body rise from the waves and move back toward him and the troubled boat.
As soon as Jonathan was within reach, Merrick grabbed him and pulled him in. Once they were both safely on the deck again, they lashed themselves to the mast and held on to the soaked wooden post.
They were at the mercy of Araki and Lagu as they clung to the mast and braced themselves against the roaring wind, pelting rain, and surging waves. Their desire to reach Arden quickly turned to hoping only for their craft to stay afloat.
Ever so slowly, the weather lessened in severity, and they found themselves eventually on smooth seas again. Merrick was relieved, hopeful that they had weathered the worst the two dragons could send their way but fearing that this was not the case. 
“I’ve completely lost my bearing,” Merrick said, and Jonathan nodded in agreement. 
“Looks like we made it through the worst of things,” Jonathan said.
They untied themselves from the mast, and Jonathan took his place at the rudder once again. Their ship was a simple one, but it was rugged enough that it had withstood the harsh weather, and for that Merrick thanked Terrada.
Merrick hoisted the sail and took joy in the sound of the snap of the material as it once again filled with a gentle breeze.
“I’m going to start the chant again,” Merrick said, “and see if we can get back on course.”
Once again, Jonathan released the rudder as Merrick began repeating the word for Arden that the branch-shaped piece of divinium had taught him.
 Slowly but noticeably, the boat began to turn until the boat’s stern was facing the opposite direction it had been pointing when they had come out of the storm.
Merrick stopped his chanting with a sense of dread as he realized that they had not passed through the storm at all but instead had been turned completely around and spit back out. 
Araki and Lagu had successfully stopped Merrick from reaching the Forgotten Forest.
“Before I start chanting again, we need a plan,” Merrick said. “If we go back the same way, we’re just going to have to deal with the storm again, only the next time we might not be so lucky.”
“How are we going to get to the forest if the dragons don’t want us there?” Jonathan said. “I can’t believe Ohman used to go through this every time he brought back more divinium. That wouldn’t make any sense.”
Merrick understood Jonathan’s point. Maybe the forest was a dead end. But if the forest wasn’t the answer, then there must have been some other reason Terrada gave him the divinium branch and the word for Arden.
“What if Araki and Lagu don’t want us making it to the forest,” Merrick said, “but Terrada, and maybe even Sigela, do?”
“Could you call the lightning for us to travel on?” Jonathan said.
“I’m not sure Sigela’s power is that strong here,” Merrick said. “Especially when there’s no sun overhead. But I can try.”
Merrick spoke the calling words for lightning, his voice crackling like fire, but Sigela did not answer. Behind them in the distance across the sea, Merrick heard the far-way rumblings of what he imagined was Annoon’s volcano.
Traveling on the back of the lightning was not going to work in this land.
“I could raise the ocean floor again,” Merrick said, “but if we tried to walk through that kind of storm, there’s no way we’d make it through alive.”
Merrick took down the sail, and the two of them floated peacefully for what might have been hours, while Merrick tried to think of a plan.
“I might have something,” Jonathan finally said. “How much control do you have over the ocean floor?”
“As much as you’ve already seen,” Merrick said. “What did you have in mind?”
“I was thinking about an engineering solution to our problem, just looking for anything from the human world we might be able to apply here, and for some reason I thought about the Panama Canal.”
“That was built to connect two oceans, though,” Merrick said. 
“True,” Jonathan said, “but the canal also protects ships from stormy ocean weather. Instead of making stepping stones for us to walk across, could you raise up the ocean floor on either side of the boat—create a channel that could take us all the way to Arden?”
Merrick immediately understood what Jonathan was suggesting and hopped to his feet. He and Jonathan raised the sail and watched as it filled with gentle air. 
But Merrick cursed after he thought everything through. 
To pull off what Jonathan was suggesting, Merrick would somehow have to chant the name for Arden while also sending the tone that would raise the ocean floor. 
He thought he could handle the task from a mental standpoint, even though intoning the different words simultaneously would be difficult, but he only had four vocal folds. And that meant that he could only physically intone as many sounds at one time. 
Just saying Arden’s name alone took all of his vocal folds. He needed a way to say more.
Merrick remembered the Tuvan throat singers he had studied when Ohman had first taught him about magic. The Mongolian republic of Tuva was famous for its singers who held their necks in a special position that mimicked extra vocal folds and allowed them to sing multiple tones simultaneously. They were able to imitate sound from nature, and their songs were probably the closest that humans had ever come to speaking the dragon tongues on their own. 
Merrick had studied the throat singers closely when he first learned of his magical legacy, and he knew, at least in theory, how they were able to manipulate their necks. If he did it right, he might be able to add as many as four extra folds to his own throat, but even two would be enough. 
He pulled his chin back to his throat and tried to envision the desired physiological changes that needed to happen. He began tentatively by speaking a word that lifted up a piece of the ocean floor on both sides of the boat. 
Jonathan stood up and grabbed hold of the mast in anticipation of the ride to come, while Merrick took a deep breath and started to overlay the word for Arden on top of his calling tone to the ocean floor. 
It was difficult at first, but soon Merrick grew more confident and stronger in his words. The boat began to steer of its own accord, while Merrick brought up a wall of the ocean floor on each side of them in real-time to match their direction. Once they seemed to be on a steady bearing, Merrick raised more of the ocean floor ahead of them as the seas began to swirl in anger all about them, and the wind began to howl.
 As the waves grew larger and the wind grew stronger, Merrick continued his incantations, stacking the walls made of the ocean floor even higher to protect their craft. 
The storm they had survived last time had been intense and dangerous, but as they neared their goal, the storm raged to such levels that it felt to Merrick as if Araki and Lagu were throwing desperate tantrums because they were unable to stop Merrick’s progress through their domains. 
Even though the way ahead was cleared for the boat, the sail was being whipped about with such force that it had become useless. Merrick stopped his chanting for a moment to rest his mind and his body. With the sea walls on either side of them, he knew they were still pointed in the correct direction. 
After a minute, Merrick began chanting again. This time, he called on the ocean floor to also raise a wall behind them that matched their progress and gently but steadily pushed them forward. 
Merrick only hoped that their bearing remained true as the boat continued on.
Even though they were not in the same amount of danger as last time, they lashed themselves to the mast again as the winds grew to hurricane speeds and threatened to tear the boat to splinters by dashing it up against the very sea walls that Merrick had created.
At one point, at the height of the storm’s fury, the boat lurched forward, and Merrick heard and felt a loud scraping noise underneath the boat.
It was difficult to see through the driving rain and the waves crashing about them on either side of their sea walls, but Merrick peered as hard as he could through the weather in front of him and realized they had just run aground. 
Araki and Lagu continued tormenting them even though Merrick and Jonathan had at last arrived on the shores of Arden. 
Merrick stopped chanting while he and Jonathan unlashed themselves and then hopped over the stern of the boat. They landed on slippery submerged sheets of rocks in chest-deep water. The shore was so close they could see it despite the storm, and they started their final push to make it onto land.
Within minutes, they stood on the beach, struggling to keep their footing against the hurricane-level winds and the sideways rain. Merrick pointed to what looked like the edge of a forest, not fifty yards from them. 
They made their way slowly to the woods, fighting for every step. As they neared it, Merrick saw two bone-white figures standing at the tree line. One was a man, and the other a woman. Both were naked. The man raised his hand in greeting, and the woman’s face broke out into a sweet smile.
Even as Merrick continued moving forward, straining with each step, the image of Mona popped into his mind. There was something about the white woman’s smile that reminded him of Mona. 
By the time Merrick and Jonathan fought their way to the forest’s edge, the figures were gone. As soon as Merrick and Jonathan stepped beyond the tree line and into the forest, the storm stopped. Merrick looked at his feet and saw that the ground was completely dry. He turned around and saw the storm raging outside of the forest not more than six inches from his face, but the storm did not follow them into the trees. 
In the Forgotten Forest, all was calm.
Merrick and Jonathan looked at each other. They had made it.
Now they just had to hope that Merrick had guessed correctly and that Arden held the source of the Rune Corp divinium that he sought.
 



CHAPTER 75
 
PRINCE TAKEHIKO WAS PLEASED, but he also thought it was strange that the Queen of the Earth Clan had accepted his request for an audience without hesitation. 
Their meeting began with two members of her personal guard standing with them in the room, but as the conversation turned from pleasantries to the real reason for his visit, the Queen dismissed her warriors so that the two rulers could speak privately. 
As her guards left the room, the Prince took in the countenance of the Queen.
He could tell that she had once been a beautiful woman, but she wore wrinkles that seemed to be the product of a lifetime of stress and other unhealthy emotions. The door closed behind them, and the Queen raised her eyebrows and signaled the Prince to continue. 
He saw it as a good sign that she trusted him enough to meet with him alone. Of course, for all he knew, there were warriors hiding in the stone walls of the room, ready to strike him down the second he moved too close to their monarch.
“Queen Nabharia,” the Prince said, maintaining his distance, “we both know that political discussions at our level are often cloaked in double meanings and are filled with carefully phrased words that can sometimes elude direct interpretation.”
“You are saying that we often lie and attempt to manipulate each other,” the Queen said with a grin. “Your honesty is refreshing. Continue.”
“Then let me be to the point,” the Prince said. “Merrick, your son, was invited into our house as a guest of my brother, the Emperor. Merrick brought with him his human lover as well as two of his human employees. We offered him every kindness and showed him all due respect.”
“And...” the Queen said.
“In return, he stole from my family and made an attempt on my life,” the Prince said. “I ask your forgiveness for intruding in your grand city without invitation, but I followed Merrick here after he left our city...”
“I was aware that he was coming, but I have not spoken with him directly,” the Queen said.
“Your majesty,” the Prince said, “I believe he knows I am following him and has already fled your city. I overheard him speaking with another of his companions—one named, Cara. They spoke of finding the Forgotten Forest of Abred.”
“Impossible,” the Queen said. “No one has ever found Arden. Not since Abred.”
The Prince took a single step toward the Queen and looked directly into her eyes.
“Merrick said that he knew how to get there—that he had to start at Annoon,” the Prince whispered.
The Queen was silent.
“What do you wish of me?” she said.
“I only ask that you allow me to stay here with a small number of my guards and to wait for his return,” the Prince said.
“Why would he return here if he is running from you?” the Queen said. “I would think that you would want to follow my son and catch him.”
“His woman is still here,” the Prince said. “He will return for her. I mean her no harm, of course, but she may prove useful as leverage, if that would be amenable to you...”
The Queen nodded.
“The woman is merely a human. She means nothing to me either way, although my son is quite fond of her, assuming she is the same one I remember having the displeasure of meeting several months back. You have my permission to do with her as you will.”
“Thank you, Queen Nabharia. Your generosity is appreciated by the Wind Family and will be remembered,” the Prince said. “I assure you that as soon as our property has been returned, I will leave your city and be gone from your sight.”
The Queen’s face turned into a slight grin.
“And what of my son’s attempt on your life?” she said. “Is that so easily forgiven?”
The Prince made himself appear to be lost in thought for a second.
“While in your kingdom, I will respect the fact that he is your son,” the Prince said. “However, I will seek the opportunity for a fair battle between the two of us at some point so that I may reclaim my honor.”
“We shall see how events play out, Prince Takehiko,” the Queen said. “For now, you are welcome in my house while you await his return. I shall have someone prepare a room for you.”
The Prince bowed his head.
“There is one more thing, Queen Nabharia,” the Prince said. “Upon meeting the Emperor, Merrick was quite insistent that we refer to him as the Ard Righ. We did not know how to respond to this, since he is your son after all. However, we were not aware that you or your clan had made such a proclamation...”
For a split second, the Prince saw the fire of anger flash in the Queen’s eyes, but when she opened her mouth to speak, her voice was as calm as ever.
“Nor was I,” the Queen said. “I shall have to speak to Merrick about his error when he returns.”
 



CHAPTER 76
 
MERRICK AND JONATHAN MADE their way through the forest. Unlike some forests that had a concentration of one kind of tree, this one was filled with more species than Merrick could identify.
The trees were dense enough that Merrick couldn’t see more than fifty yards in front of him, but not so much that walking was impossible. And despite being surrounded by so much foliage, there was a gentle, cool breeze that somehow circulated around them, and there was light that filtered down from above. Sometimes the light came down in angled beams that broke through the tree canopy and highlighted portions of the ground.
“The divinium is here somewhere. I can feel it,” Merrick said. “Keep your eyes open and signal if you see anything.”
“I can’t believe we’re actually here,” Jonathan said, “in the forest where Abred, Gwynfyd, and their children once lived. This place feels special, Merrick.”
Merrick could sense it, too. There was something holy about these woods. It felt like sacred ground even more so than Annoon. 
Merrick moved farther abreast of Jonathan so that they could cover more physical territory while still keeping sight of one another as they walked. Not only was the forest filled with trees, but there were several places where they had to jump across small streams that wound their way, presumably, down to the ocean. 
All four of the elements were represented and appeared to be living in perfect harmony within the dense forest. Merrick stopped a few times to listen to the soft buzzing of insects and to the chirps of birds. In his mind, he wondered if this was the forest that somehow served as the basis for the human story of Eden. In fact, Merrick halfway expected to come to a clearing at any moment where he would find a tree bearing the forbidden fruit of wisdom.
Despite the grandeur of the forest, as they walked on and on, Merrick began to wonder how much farther they would have to trudge before spotting the divinium they were seeking.
Merrick took the branch-shaped piece of divinium from his pocket and looked at it. It was pulsing gently, with all four colors of the dragons swirling together in unison. Merrick tried to talk to the stone, but it did not answer. 
Whenever Merrick came to a log that was big enough to cover a hidden entrance to a tunnel, he checked to make sure he wasn’t passing by the secret store of divinium. He also tested every tree that was wide enough to contain a secret door leading down into a divinium mine. He even looked in the streambeds, in case the divinium was lying there like gold in the dirt. 
But was all he found were more and more trees. 
And as they moved deeper into the forest, the trees grew closer and closer together. Eventually, the forest was so thick that Merrick and Jonathan couldn’t continue on. Their only potential way forward seemed to be to climb at least halfway up one of the trees and to continue on through the intertwined branches overhead.
Merrick thought for a moment, then decided to try a word of floating in the Wind Dragon’s language. To his surprise, he felt himself rise above the ground. He was silently thankful that the magic of the dragons worked here, which made sense to him, especially if this really was the lost forest of Abred. While he was in the air, he decided to continue higher to get a view above the tree line before bringing Jonathan up with him. 
Jonathan watched from below, his head tilted backward with his hand shielding his eyes from the glare coming through the trees.
Once Merrick was above the highest tree in the area, he could finally see where he was. In back of him, the ocean looked like it was miles and miles away. From this view, he could see that they weren’t on an island at all, but rather a land mass large enough to possibly be a continent. 
Above him the same cloudless blue sky surrounded him, still with no apparent source of light in the sky, such as the Sun.
In front of him, however, he could only see trees and more trees.
Merrick strained to see as far as he could and noticed two things in so doing. The first was that there was no discernible horizon. It was difficult to wrap his mind around what he was looking at, but from his vantage point, it looked almost like they were inside a giant sphere whose interior walls were painted blue and lit somehow from behind. The second strange thing was that farther out, close to the limits of his vision, it appeared as if the treetops were darker than they were in the rest of the forest—almost black.
For the first time since they had entered this strange world, Merrick felt a glimmer of real hope that he had chosen correctly—that there really was a forest with black trees that might hold the secret of the Rune Corp divinium. 
Merrick let himself return to the ground.
“It looks like the forest turns black up ahead,” Merrick said to Jonathan, “but it’s pretty far off in the distance. Probably take us forever if we try to make our way through the trees down here, assuming we could even circle around and find a way through them. I think our best bet is to travel above the tree line.”
Merrick motioned Jonathan over.
“Hold onto my arm, and I think you should be fine,” Merrick said.
“Anything has to be better than fighting our way through this forest,” Jonathan said.
Merrick spoke the Wind Dragon words again, and this time, both of them floated into the air.
Once above the tree line, they drifted forward—in the direction where the horizon would be if there had been one. 
After half an hour of soaring above the trees, the dark forest in the distance didn’t seem any nearer.
It took another two hours of flying before the trees below started to turn black. 
Merrick looked closer at the treetops below him and crinkled his eyebrows in thought.
He had expected the black trees to be burnt remnants of some forest fire from long, long ago. But as they continued to float farther and farther into the forest, he saw something completely different. 
Instead of a burned portion of the woods, the trees were actually black, with black trunks, black limbs, and black leaves.
As they kept moving, more and more of the black trees dotted the forest below them, shining and sparkling like dark diamonds. 
While Merrick was transfixed by the black trees below him, a powerful gust of wind sideswiped them, sending Merrick and Jonathan spiraling backward until they were about one hundred yards from where the black trees had first started appearing. Jonathan was barely able to hold onto Merrick and had to readjust his hold before he was ready to move forward again.
Merrick spoke the word from the Wind Dragon again as they started to move forward.
As soon as they got to where the black trees were more frequent, they were pummeled by another pillar of wind, but they were ready for it this time and quickly recovered in mid flight.
Merrick shook his head and motioned to Jonathan that they were going to land. Jonathan nodded as the two of them descended to the ground.
“What the hell was that?” Jonathan said. “Felt like Araki, but that makes no sense that we’d be able to use the Wind Dragon’s magic to get all the way here just to be kicked out by Wind Magic once we were getting close.”
“Look at the trees, Jonathan,” Merrick said as he pulled out the piece of divinium given to Cara by the Keepers. “People talk about not being able to see the forest for the trees, but I think in this case we haven’t been able to see the trees for the forest.”
Merrick held up the piece of divinium that he had assumed had been shaped to look like a branch in order to give him the clue about coming here. He reached up and snapped a small branch off of one of the shimmering black trees next to him. The tree shook almost imperceptibly, then grew still again. 
Merrick held the two pieces in front of him. Comparing them side-by-side, it was obvious that the piece of divinium Terrada had given the Keepers had not been molded into the form of a branch, but was instead an actual branch from a tree of solid divinium. 
The two branches were not identical, just as no two pieces of nature ever were, but they were clearly related to each other, just as two different parts of the same fractal.
Merrick placed his hand against the trunk of the tree next to him and felt the same magical power he felt from the cubes.
The Forgotten Forest did not contain the hiding place where the divinium was kept. Instead, the trees of the Forgotten Forest actually were the divinium that Merrick sought. 
At last, he had found the source of the Rune Corp divinium, and there was such an abundance of the magical stone that the potential he saw in it left him dizzy. There certainly was more than enough divinium to arm all of the Rune Corp employees with magical weapons, to create enough cubes to collect and test dragon words for the next hundred years, and to expand their lone building into a proper campus. 
“This is it,” Merrick said. “This is where Ohman got his divinium from. But there’s so much of it here, I don’t understand why he didn’t bring more of it back to Rune Corp.”
Jonathan looked around and shrugged.
“If he had to go through the trip we just went through each time he wanted some,” Jonathan said, “maybe he only came back to get more when he absolutely had to. Should we gather some pieces together and head back now that we know where to get it from?”
Merrick shook his head.
“I think you’re right about Ohman. There’s no way he went through this every time he needed more divinium. It would explain why we only have so much of it back at our building, but there must be something still that we haven’t figured out.”
Still curious, Merrick continued moving forward, still holding the two branches of divinium in his hand while Jonathan followed behind him. The forest was not as dense as it was back when they had first started flying, and they were able to walk freely again. Gradually, the number of black trees surrounding them increased until there were more of them than there were of the regular trees. Within another half hour, even the ground beneath their feet had turned black, including the dirt, the grass, and even the insects.
Soon, they were surrounded completely by a forest of gently pulsing divinium. Gradually, the canopy of branches and leaves above them began to close in and block out the light from the sky, until it was as if they were walking through a shimmering, dark landscape of divinium at night. 
After another half hour of walking, even the glow from the divinium trees began to dull until Merrick and Jonathan found themselves standing in complete darkness. 
Merrick very carefully uttered a word from the Fire Dragon that created a small group of purplish, glowing globules that danced around each other, giving off a weak but discernible light—enough for them to see by as they started moving forward again.
In addition to the lack of light from above, the sounds of the forest had also stopped. Merrick felt as if they were intruding in a place in which they were not supposed to be. He felt like he did not belong there—that he was not welcome.
But still, they pressed on, although even more slowly and with greater caution.
After another hour of walking slowly through the black landscape, the canopy above began to open once again, and light from above illuminated more and more parts of the forest. The trees and the grass and everything else made of divinium began to pulse with color again, and even the breeze began to circulate again.
Merrick extinguished the Fire Dragon spell and looked eagerly ahead. Not only had the canopy above thinned enough to let the light in, the trees in front of him were getting farther apart as well. Merrick thought he could see a clearing opening up in front of them about two hundred yards ahead, and he urged Jonathan to follow closely behind him.
They made their way faster as Merrick sensed that they had finally reached their destination. As they neared the clearing, Merrick saw an enormous divinium yew tree at its center, its colors strongly pulsing as if it were the living heart of the forest. 
They neared the edge of the clearing, and Merrick saw something that he had not realized had been missing from the forest this whole time. Unlike with other forests, this one had not contained any fallen trees, or splintered branches or even leaves on the ground. Now, as he and Jonathan looked down, the forest floor was littered with dead and fallen divinium branches as well as dead insects and small animals, as if everything in the forest came here exclusively to die.
Their feet made crunching and snapping noises as they came up to and stopped at the clearing’s edge. To Merrick’s right was a withered and bent tree that sagged as if the weight of its own limbs and leaves were too much of a burden for it to stand for much longer. 
Merrick and Jonathan looked at each other and then back at the clearing. Unlike the forest surrounding the clearing, the area around the mighty black yew tree was immaculate. Merrick nodded and raised his leg, moving to place a foot on the shiny black grass in front of them.
Before his foot could land, both he and Jonathan were pulled back and down by roots and branches that slithered and wrapped around their legs like serpents.
They had come so close but were now anchored firmly against the ground by the trees that surrounded the clearing and that were obviously guarding the mighty yew. 
Merrick lay on the ground, barely able to lift his head high enough now to even see the yew tree at the center of the clearing. The giant tree didn’t send Merrick any images, but Merrick felt something emanating from it that was so familiar that he immediately recognized the magic for what it was.
There was no mistaking that Merrick was feeling the power of Oodrosil.
In fact, as he strained to keep his head high enough to see the mighty tree, he was sure that it was an exact duplicate of Oodrosil, but made from divinium instead of wood. 
“I don’t understand, Oodrosil,” Merrick said. “You’re our friend. You were Ohman’s friend. Why are you stopping us? Why didn’t you want me to learn the secret of the stone—that divinium isn’t a stone at all, but that it’s really a living part of this forest.”
Silence.
“Maybe that’s not the entire secret,” Jonathan said, straining to speak while cords of divinium branches wrapped around his neck held him fast.
Merrick lowered his head so that it rested on the forest floor. If the fact that divinium was a tree and not a stone, wasn’t the entire secret, then he didn’t know what the rest of the secret was. And he wasn’t going to figure it out lying on the ground, unable to even move. 
Merrick felt the heaviness of despair and fatigue wash over him.
He knew there had to be a way out of this—some solution that would allow them to move forward and to communicate directly with the black yew tree.
Merrick closed his eyes and tried to rest.
Soon, he fell asleep and dreamed of his first weeks at Rune Corp and also of his first visit to Annoon. His unconscious mind was beginning to piece together a puzzle that his waking brain had not even realized was there to solve.
When he awoke, he looked up at the dying tree next to him, and he knew what to do.
 



CHAPTER 77
 
OODROSIL SHOULD NOT HAVE been surprised that Merrick had made it this far. Even though he was not the blood son of Ohman, Merrick reminded the mighty yew of its old friend in many ways.
At the same time, Merrick was also very different from Ohman. It seemed that Merrick could be surrounded by the truth and still not see it. 
Even now, he lay trapped at the edge of the sacred clearing where once Abred and Gwynfyd themselves had once lived in harmony, at peace with all the elements.
Other than Ohman, Merrick and the human by his side had made it farther than anyone else since Abred. But Merrick had still not proven his readiness or his worthiness to move closer and to touch the source of Oodrosil’s magic.
Regardless of Merrick’s fate, Oodrosil had more to worry about at the moment, as the battle at Rune Corp was about to begin.
If Merrick proved himself worthy, then he would be allowed to continue on and to learn more than he had dreamed possible on this journey. If Merrick did not prove himself, then he was already lying in his final resting place. 
He would eventually die and himself become a piece of divinium—a part of the living forest of Abred.
 



CHAPTER 78
 
THE RUNE CORP BUILDING shook and rattled as if under siege by an army. The reality of the situation was much worse.
Not only were the Emperor’s Wind Warriors descending on the building by the hundreds from above, but twisters and hurricane-force winds were pummeling the Rune Corp walls. Without the extra physical reinforcements and the magical wards, the building would have ceased to exist after the first wave of the attack.
For the fifth time that hour, Cara wished that Merrick were here with her. Her people could have used his power and his leadership to rally behind. But she understood that he couldn’t be everywhere and that he had no way of knowing for sure that the Emperor was going to attack so soon. 
At least he had been prudent enough to have Cara and Bradley return to Tysons Corner just in time to lock down the building and ready the employees. And because they had used the last six months to bolster the wards and the physical security of the building, securing the place had been relatively straightforward.
Cara walked the lobby floor, making sure everyone was in place and ready to do their best. 
Rune Corp’s lobby was filled with parts and pieces of Terrada. Plants, patches of grass, boulders, pebbles, dirt, flowers, and the mighty yew, Oodrosil, made the inside of the building look more like the outdoors than most of the actual outdoors still remaining in the heavily built-up area of Tysons Corner.
Almost half of the company’s two hundred plus employees were outfitted with data cubes and sat in the lobby wherever they could fit, ready to defend the building and its secrets. They sat in clusters, chanting words in Terrada’s tongue to repel individual attackers whom they could see on the video screens that had been lowered to cover the insides of Rune Corp’s shielded windows. The scene reminded Cara of some strange version of the hippie sit-ins used to protest the Vietnam War that she had learned about in history class.
On the video feeds, Cara witnessed a scene that she never thought she would see in Tysons Corner.
Presumably at Oodrosil’s direction, giant boulders rolled over and flattened entire groups of Wind Warriors as they tried to make their way to the walls of the building. Trees bent and stretched, their limbs wrapping around the legs of the attackers and tossing them into their own gusts of winds so that they were dashed against the walls and the plastic shielding of the building like bugs against a speeding car’s windshield.
But the Wind Warriors also fought back. Cara winced as she saw one of Oodrosil’s trees uprooted by a hurricane-force blast directed at its base. 
Her employees, although not physically outside in the fray, were doing their part to stop the invaders as well. Each group had a leader who directed the efforts of the cube-bearing employees under his or her command. Sometimes, they would send a stone or a piece of wood from a neighboring building as a missile toward one of the attackers. 
Mostly, they used the earth beneath the feet of the warriors against them. They raised huge chunks of concrete and asphalt from the parking lot and hurled them at the warriors. Even the employees’ cars were being sacrificed as they were rolled end-over-end onto groups of Wind Warriors by the upheaval of the ground beneath them. 
The other tactic the Rune Corp employees were finding to be most effective was to create sudden holes or trenches in the ground in front of the attackers and to let them run headfirst into them. 
Everything was being executed perfectly, and everyone was doing their best, but with the sheer number of warriors that continued to descend from the sky, Cara feared they would still be overwhelmed. 
Even as she watched, first a few, and then dozens, and then even more of the Wind Warriors reached the walls of the building. They began pummeling the structure with concentrated bursts of wind that amounted to invisible wrecking balls pounding away at the building and its shielding. 
To their credit, her employees remained steadfast with their efforts, although she could already see the signs of premature aging creeping up on some of them as the use of the cubes drained their internal energy levels. 
Without Oodrosil restoring the dwindling life energy of her people, Cara’s army of humans would soon be unable to fight, even with the cubes at their disposal. 
Cara heard a sudden roar from behind her and saw Merrick’s full team of twenty Alphas running through the lobby at full tilt with Master Banzo and Gus at the front of the formation. She had almost forgotten about them, but they must have been downstairs in the lab being outfitted by Bradley with the latest weapons available, because she had never seen them so heavily armed before.
Each of the Alphas wore a divinium battle suit, making them look more like superheroes from a movie than the small corporate army they really were. Each also carried a primary weapon made of divinium. Bradley must have been cannibalizing older data cubes to get the extra divinium long before Merrick had suggested it to him. Whatever he had done had worked. The Alphas carried pulsating spears, katana swords, broadswords, axes, bows and arrows, poles, and short swords. Around their necks, they all wore the battle-hardened versions of the enunciator collars, and their heads were protected with lightweight helmets that provided full auditory and vocal enhancers so that they could use the power of their divinium weapons to their fullest. 
Cara knew that it was suicide for the twenty of them to go against the swarm of attackers at their gate, but she smiled a little because she also knew that each of the men was a trained fighter specializing in close-in combat. 
She watched as they shouted in unison like a group of possessed, high-tech marines, before diving head-first into a spot on the wall that opened up to the outdoors just long enough for the last one of them to make it through. In only the few moments that the portal was open, the inside of the lobby was immediately engulfed in heavy winds that knocked several of the employees over where they were sitting. The sudden change in air pressure made even Cara’s ears pop, and the roar from the winds and the battle outside was deafening. 
Thankfully, the millisecond the last of the Alphas was outside, the hole in the wall closed again, and the employees were able to regroup and continue their attacks.
Cara watched on the video screens as the Alphas engaged with the surprised Wind Warriors. They had grown comfortable trying to break through the Rune Corp defenses, but she could tell that they hadn’t expected much one-on-one fighting. 
With Master Banzo at their head, the Alphas formed up like a modern day Roman phalanx and moved slowly but steadily through the forces of the unprepared enemy. Cara looked closer as one of the Alphas who seemed a bit smaller than the others landed a heavy mace blow that crushed the skull of one of the invaders. The blow was effective but clumsy, and by the way the person moved, she could tell that he was not one of the regular Alphas.
When he turned his head, she could see why. 
As unlikely as it seemed, the person she was watching was Bradley. 
Cara was already doing her best to not join the battle outside. She knew that her place was inside to guide the troops and to be the last line of defense if necessary, but seeing Bradley out there fighting made her want to join them even more. 
She slammed her fist against the wall and cursed. 
Bradley had built most of their advanced divinium weapons, so he knew well enough how to use them, but he wasn’t a trained warrior. The fool wasn’t even properly healed and rested from losing his leg yet.
Suddenly, she saw a huge fireball erupt in the middle of the fight, and for a second Cara thought that Merrick had returned. Another and another erupted, scattering the Wind Warriors with looks of horror in their eyes as they tried to cope with the magic of Sigela suddenly being called into play. 
And that is when it struck her. 
Bradley had moved away from the rest of the Alphas and was now the center of his own swirl of death. Fireballs launched from his mace, searing the enemy. High-pressured columns of water appeared out of nowhere, forcing their ways into the throats of attackers and drowning them as they stood. 
Bradley was using words from every dragon other than Araki, and chunks of concrete and asphalt rose up and crushed any Drayoom who tried to stop him. 
Cara’s mouth hung open as she witnessed the destruction a single man—a human—was able to bring to the Wind Warriors. She waited for him to slow down and to weaken, knowing that he only had so much internal energy he could use before running himself dry, but he kept on going. 
Maybe it was some aftereffect of having the new leg. Cara didn’t know, but she couldn’t help but smile as the Wind Warriors were pushed back before the might of the Alphas and the berserker madness of…Bradley.
Cara let herself have hope, but then she realized what the enemy troops were doing. They weren’t retreating. They were making room.
As soon as the Wind Warriors were far enough back, their own elite warriors rose above the heads of their troops, raised their arms, and flung them forward as if pitching intangible forces at the Alphas and at Bradley. 
She heard the attack, louder than the loudest train she had ever heard, before she saw its effects. 
The elite Wind Warriors had thrown a series of giant, hurricane-force columns of wind directly at the Alphas and at Bradley, and her people scattered under the onslaught like wheat before a combine harvester.
The Rune Corp employees in the building paused their chanting as they watched the destruction of their strongest team. 
As soon as the Alphas were down, the Wind Warriors rallied and renewed their attack on the building. 
Before they could go too far, their progress was cut short, however, as a giant wall of flame rose from the ground in front of them. Even through the walls of her building, Cara thought she could hear the tormented screams of the attackers who were unable to stop their forward momentum in time as their flesh was engulfed in burning, inescapable fire.
Cara looked closer and saw Bradley, propped up on one elbow, still fighting. He held the wall of fire as long as he could before finally dropping to the ground in exhaustion. As the flames disappeared, the Wind Warriors approached once again, albeit more cautiously this time.
Her head dropped in mourning, Cara took a deep breath and walked over to Oodrosil. It was almost time for their last line of defense, and to do so, she was going to need the mighty yew tree’s help.  
She put her hand on Oodrosil’s trunk and began to communicate with her old friend. She immediately connected with the tree’s thoughts, but there was something wrong. Despite the yew’s valiant efforts at directing the boulders and the trees outside, the tree’s thoughts—its energies—were disjointed, distracted. 
It was as if the spirit of the great tree were elsewhere, with someone else. Cara tried her hardest to get Oodrosil’s attention—to focus the yew on the impending disaster at hand—but she found herself suddenly shut out from Oodrosil’s mind completely. 
Cara kept her hand on Oodrosil’s trunk, but opened her eyes and turned to look back at the video screens. Some of the Alphas were slowly getting to their feet again, but their formation had been broken, and the Wind Warriors swarmed over and past them as they re-focused on what Cara assumed was their main mission—to overtake Rune Corp and to steal their technology and their divinium. 
Cara reached out to Oodrosil one last time, even as she felt the pounding at the building walls increase, and she saw the first crack in the plastic shielding that heralded the end of the company her father and she had spent their lives building.
 



CHAPTER 79
 
TAMAMI WATCHED from miles above the embattled Rune Corp building as the last of the three units the Emperor had dedicated to the siege descended and joined the assault. 
All was quiet in the outpost, and only she, General Hiroshi, and his messenger remained.
Below, she could hear more than she could see the utter destruction that was being wrought by both sides. The humans were putting up more of a fight than the Emperor or she would have thought possible. 
Many of the screams she heard were from her own people, and this saddened Tamami. She offered a silent prayer to Araki, asking that their life essences would return to the Wind Dragon and be born again into higher stations than those of soldiers in their next lives.
The pain and loss of life was regretful but unavoidable, but she had predicted that the Emperor would act this way, eventually attacking Rune Corp to obtain Merrick’s special form of divinium and the technology his company had invented that allowed even humans to wield magic so easily and effectively.
How could he not?
It was the right thing for the Emperor to do, or at least that is what the people would think. After all, the citizens of the Cloud City already believed that Merrick had killed their Prince during what was supposed to be only a friendly sparring tournament. When it was revealed to the citizenry that the Prince had miraculously survived, the people would still want Merrick’s head for his attempted assassination. And they would also want to be assured that Merrick’s group of humans would not be capable of using the power of the dragons against them in the future.
At first, only a few knew that the Prince had not perished, including the Emperor, the Abbess, and Tamami herself. Now that the Emperor had deployed his elite unit to the Earth City to await Merrick’s return while under the command of the Prince himself, word was spreading quickly among all their forces that Prince Takehiko had indeed survived the assassination attempt. 
Without even having to die, the Prince had become a martyr—a name around which the Wind armies could rally. 
She was sure that the Emperor hoped the Prince and his forces would be successful in capturing Merrick and in determining the source of the Rune Corp divinium, but she also knew that the Emperor would not rely on that to happen. 
To ensure his possession of the magical stone and the human technology, the Emperor had decided to take advantage of Merrick’s absence and to simply take what he wanted directly from Rune Corp itself. 
She knew the Emperor well enough to know that he acted not only from a logical standpoint but also because he felt it was his divine duty to keep the power of magic from humans…unless, of course, they were humans who fought for the Emperor himself and for the glory of Araki.
Tamami also knew that the Emperor did not actually believe that Merrick was worthy of being the Ard Righ, despite what he had been leading Merrick to believe. 
She prayed that the siege below was successful and that Merrick’s precious Rune Corp was destroyed once and for all, but she disagreed with the Emperor about Merrick’s destiny. She hoped that he would survive whatever the Prince had in store for him and that he would finally realize that his future lay with his fellow Drayoom and not with the humans.
Tamami had only one more piece of her plan to put into motion, and then she would be one step closer to realizing her dreams, and the dreams of the Abbess, of creating a new era—not just for the Wind Family, but for all her Drayoom brothers and sisters everywhere. 
And even though Merrick did not know it yet, he would play a major part in those dreams, even more so than he already had.
 
 



CHAPTER 80
 
“I HAVE A PLAN,” Merrick said, his body still held fast to the ground by the branches of pure divinium.
Jonathan grunted.
“Think about what it took to get this far,” Merrick said. “First, we needed to use Terrada’s magic to make it across the sea. Then we had to use Araki’s magic to fly over the forest when the trees were too dense to move through. Finally, we had to use Sigela’s magic to see our way through the last part of the forest because it was too dark. That only leaves Lagu’s magic that we haven’t used yet.”
“How’s water going to help us get loose from these trees?” Jonathan said as he struggled to raise his head up enough to look at Merrick as he talked with him.
“It’s not,” Merrick said. “Not directly at least.”
Merrick closed his eyes and concentrated as hard as he could. Lagu’s language was the one he had studied the least, but he remembered some basic words, and he began to emote the Water Dragon’s words for forming water from air. He looked over at the trunk of the dying tree that held him with its branches and saw a sphere of water now floating directly in front of it in the air. 
Carefully, Merrick commanded the water to pour out of the sphere and onto the roots and the soil that surrounded the tree. As Merrick watched, the divinium tree seemed to straighten itself slightly. And then, faster than possible, the tree righted itself completely, and the colors inside its black veins glowed richer and more full of life just like the divinium trees they had encountered earlier.
As the tree continued to grow healthier, its roots and limbs loosened around Merrick and Jonathan.
“I think this was all part of a test,” Merrick said, rubbing his neck where a thick root had just released its hold. “Abred knew all of the dragon languages. It makes sense that only someone who knows all four of the dragon tongues should be able to make it to the heart of Abred’s forest.”
“That makes sense,” Jonathan said, making his way to his feet with a soft groan as the last of the branches released him. 
Jonathan raised his leg, about to step onto the black grass in front of him, when Merrick pulled him back.
“Wait,” Merrick said. “I think this was more than a test. It was also a lesson. Isn’t that right, Oodrosil?”
Merrick shouted across the clearing to the shimmering black yew tree.
“I’ve figured out the secret of the stone. Divinium isn’t a stone at all. It’s not even a tree. It’s a living being unto itself. Maybe even a single living creature that you’re just a part of—that all divinium is a part of. 
“I can’t just take as much divinium as I want from here, no matter how noble my intentions might be. If I did that, it would mean killing parts of this forest. I realize that now. 
“That’s why you let Ohman come here for the divinium. Because he was smarter than me. More mature than me. Wiser than me, for certain. 
“Since I began this journey, I’ve been rescued by living creatures from Terrada’s kingdom again and again. Things that weren’t Drayoom or even human, but were just as noble. But I was still enough of an idiot to break off a branch from the first tree I saw when I arrived here. 
“I swear to Terrada that I understand my lesson now. If you will allow us to leave this place, I will only take branches from trees that have already fallen—trees that have passed on to their next lives already. 
“I thought I’d find a new truth at the end of this quest, but instead I’ve had to learn the first rule of magic once again—that magic is neither created nor destroyed, and that I need to work in tune with my surroundings—with the elements of the planet—instead of just taking from them when it serves my personal agenda. 
“Please let me approach, mighty Oodrosil.”
The yew did not respond. 
Merrick looked over at Jonathan.
“Stay here,” Merrick said. 
Merrick spoke the words of Araki and floated into the air. He walked forward, the bottom of his feet mere inches above the grass, just as he had seen the members of the Wind Family do when not among their clouds. 
As he walked above the grass in this holy place, Merrick remembered a dream he had last year, about an open field of grass being a living creature.
As he moved closer to the yew tree, Oodrosil did not stop him.
Merrick halted mere inches away from the divinium tree. With caution, he held his hand out and touched its ancient trunk. Where his skin touched it, the tree glowed and swirled in greens, reds, blues, and whites. 
Moving images flooded Merrick’s brain so fast that he could barely process them all. He saw energy in the form of color endlessly being transported across the world and then back again as the planet engaged in a complex and intricate balancing act. He saw hurricanes, twisters, earthquakes, and waves decimating random populations of humans. And then he saw Ohman standing under a pulsating black tree—a tree that Merrick recognized as the same one standing directly in front of him in the clearing. 
The scene changed again, and he saw Oodrosil standing alone in the middle of an immense green field, long before the day that it had chosen to live at Rune Corp. The mighty tree’s shadow began to move on its own, and Merrick watched as it turned into the black yew tree in front of him. 
The images faded from his mind, and Merrick focused on the black yew tree. As he looked closer, he saw a faint image of Oodrosil shimmering just behind its layer of pulsating black bark, like a mirrored reflection from another dimension.
The one tree was a reflection of the other. Each tree was the other.
Merrick cast a glance at a different tree to his left and saw the faint form of a Drayoom, or maybe even a human, merged with its trunk like an apparition as well.
When Merrick looked closer at the individual pieces of the forest surrounding the clearing, he saw bodies and faces hidden in each of them.
And then he knew. 
Just a few moments ago, he had thought that he finally understood the secret of the stone—the truth behind the divinium of the forest—but once again, he hadn’t understood anything at all. 
The divinium in this forest was more than a collection of magical trees and stones and insects. 
It was also more than just a living organism. 
The divinium in this forest was directly tied to the collective life force of every living thing on the planet. 
However large Merrick had come to think the forest was, he now suspected that it was immeasurably larger—big enough that he might never find its end, even if he walked through it forever. 
“Does my life force, my inner magic exist somewhere in this forest as well, Oodrosil?” Merrick asked. “Am I paired with a tree or a rock somewhere here?”
He silently wondered if Mona’s internal energy existed here also.
But the black yew tree did not send any images into Merrick’s mind in reply to his questions.
Perhaps he was still not yet ready for all of the forest’s secrets, Merrick thought to himself.
Merrick felt suddenly tired, and keyed by his fatigue, Merrick absently replayed a mental video of Rune Corp workers leaving, exhausted at the end of the day and being restored by Oodrosil as they departed. 
Merrick had often wondered from where and how the mighty yew tree tapped into that much power on a daily basis without ever showing signs of wear on its own body. Looking around at the multitudes of tiny, almost imperceptible lights pulsing on and off throughout the forest, he finally knew the answer.
“This is how you heal the Rune Corp employees every day when they leave to go home,” Merrick said. “You let them draw from whichever piece of the forest represents their life force. Does that mean that they’re going to live shorter lives? Or do you give them some of the magical energy from this place, taken in almost imperceptible quantities from across the entire forest?”
Despite the lack of response from Oodrosil, Merrick hoped for and suspected the latter. 
He had been taught repeatedly that the only way to take energy in a responsible manner was to borrow it in small, infinitesimal amounts from myriad sources, where no single donor felt the pang of loss to sharply. 
Merrick’s inability to consistently apply this lesson to his own life was why Oodrosil hadn’t wanted Merrick to find the Forgotten Forest in the first place or to discover its lost secrets. Oodrosil was afraid that if Merrick saw the vast power of the divinium from this forest, he would take as much back with him as he could carry, with no care to the damage he’d be doing to the living forest or any of the creatures it represented who lived on the planet.
Merrick bowed his head to Oodrosil.
“I didn’t know,” Merrick said to Oodrosil. “I won’t forget my lesson this time.”
Silence.
“I’m not Ohman, but I hope you’ll allow me to come back here in the future and to carry on Terrada’s quest to unify the dragon tongues,” Merrick said. “I’ll give everything I have to do so. Even if it takes my whole lifetime or my life to accomplish it.”
A final image flashed into Merrick’s mind—an image that he did not want to see. 
It was an image of him sitting on the throne of the Earth Clan as its Ard Righ.
Before he could respond, the images in Merrick’s head went dark, and he knew that it was time to go. He turned around and glided through the air, back to where Jonathan waited.
“We have to go back to the Earth City,” Merrick said. 
Merrick looked back to gaze one last time at the embodiment of Oodrosil’s inner magic. Standing in front of the black tree were the two bone-white, naked figures Merrick had seen when he and Jonathan had first entered the forest. Their faces were still placid and calm, but Merrick thought that he saw the male figure show the faintest sign of a smile. 
“Are we taking any of the divinium back with us?” Jonathan said.
“The next time we come back,” Merrick said, as the two of them began their journey out of the forest and back to the shore. “Now that I’ve seen what someone has to do to get to the center of the forest, I’m not as concerned with the Emperor finding and using this place any time soon.” 
Jonathan laughed and shook his head, as the two of them readied the boat.
They still had a ways to go before getting home, but this time, at least Merrick knew the way.
 



CHAPTER 81
 
AT LAST, OODROSIL THOUGHT, Merrick had learned his lesson. 
He had saved the tree instead of trying to fight his way out of the situation. And more importantly, he had learned that he could not take unthinkingly from the Forgotten Forest. He had finally shown temperance and wisdom and restraint.
Now, with Merrick under control and on his way back to the Earth Clan, Oodrosil could pay its full attention to the situation at Rune Corp. 
Cara’s hand was still on Oodrosil’s trunk, and the tree used this connection to communicate with the mind of Ohman’s daughter. Oodrosil could tell exactly what Cara was thinking and what she thought had to be done.
After a quick assessment of the situation outside the building, Oodrosil agreed with her plan. The tree told the other Earth elements outside what it planned on doing so that they could prepare, and then the mighty yew tree disconnected from all of them.
Oodrosil focused, and soon the earth under and around the Rune Corp building began to shake.
With all of its force of will, Oodrosil caused the ground around the building to heave upward and to form a protective shell around the entirety of the building. Some of the Wind Warriors were engulfed in the ruptures of the earth while others were entrapped in chasms that led deep into the ground. 
A large portion of the enemy forces were decimated, and the rest seemed to have their collective will sapped from them as they turned from thoughts of siege to acts of saving their wounded and fallen comrades as quickly as they could. 
After less than five minutes, all was still, and the Rune Corp building and its employees were safe.
The fates of the Alphas and of the brave humans who had fought with such ferocity were not as certain.
 



CHAPTER 82
 
AFTER HOURS OF BEING bombarded and attacked, the Rune Corp building, and everyone inside it, was finally still and silent. 
Cara removed her hand from Oodrosil’s trunk and walked slowly across the lobby floor. She wove her way cautiously between the groups of employees who still sat on the floor, hooked into their divinium cubes and unmoving. 
Most of them looked as if they had aged decades over the last several hours. The hair on their heads was white, their skin was wrinkled, and their bodies sagged as if the weight of gravity had won a lifelong battle in a single moment.
Only one of the five video screens still displayed an active feed from the outside world. Its camera was still pointed at the five-story Rune Corp building and showed that it had been fully encased in a giant mound of dirt, stone, uprooted trees, asphalt, and concrete.
The area surrounding the building was littered with a combination of man-made and natural debris. The parking lot existed only as clumps of ripped up asphalt. Most of the cars from the parking lot were either gone or in various states of wreckage from being tossed about and overturned by the high winds or from being used as projectiles by the Rune Corp employees. 
Sadly, Cara also saw that close to half of the trees that had lined the outside of the building were uprooted and had fallen over on their sides. 
In the distance, the wails of sirens grew closer. 
This was a sad day, but there would be time to grieve later. First Cara had to get rid of the materials encasing the building and then she had to get the Alphas back inside before the authorities arrived.
As she ran to the stairwell, Cara spoke words of undoing from Terrada’s tongue that sounded like the splitting of large slabs of bedrock. The video screen showed the pieces of the earth and asphalt breaking off from the building and falling to the ground like so much rubble. 
She raced up the stairs until she arrived at the fifth floor where she ran to her office and logged in to her computer. Within seconds, she had deactivated the building’s outer shields and disabled the playback message that alternatively erased and restored employees’ memories as they exited and entered the building, respectively. 
Cara made sure the plastic shielding that covered her office window started to retract before rushing back downstairs to help with the rescue efforts.
When she stepped into the lobby, she saw that several of her employees had already gone outside and were wrestling to move stones and other debris off of the fallen Alphas. Cara stepped outside into the chaos and destruction, just as police, fire, and ambulance vehicles arrived across the street.
“Get the Alphas that are alive back into the building and down to see the Doc,” Cara yelled.
“Cara, this one...he didn’t make it,” one of her female employees said, choking back her tears. 
Cara cursed.
“Take his weapons and his cube and move them to one of the labs downstairs. Go!”
As best she could tell, out of the twenty Alphas, five had died, and another ten were injured. Doc Reilly was going to have his hands full. 
Picking her way across the rubble, Cara walked up to the first of the emergency workers, a policeman who was trying to make his way toward the building. 
“What the hell happened here?” he said, as he surveyed the scene.
“Hit by a tornado—more than one,” Cara said, “and an earthquake, best as I can tell. All at the same time, or close to it.” 
The officer stood with his hands on his hips for a moment before turning his head toward Cara.
“You mean to tell me that your company got hit by three storms at the same time. I’ve never seen weather do that kind of thing to a parking lot before. Looks more like a bunch of explosions maybe.” 
“I assure you,” Cara said, “that the only explosions we heard was when the twisters hit the outside of the building.”
“How many folks are hurt?”
“All my people were inside and are OK as far as I know,” Cara said. “But the damage out here is pretty severe as you can see. And I’m not sure who you might be under the debris.”
The policeman yelled some orders to the teams of firefighters and other police officers as they swarmed over the area of destruction, beginning their search for remaining signs of life. 
“We’ll take care of things out here. You sure none of your people are hurt?”
“We constructed our building using the latest anti-earthquake technology,” she said. “And it looks like our investment paid off. Just a few months ago, we had the place retrofitted with anti-hurricane shields, too.”
The policeman whistled once and shook his head.
“You and your people are some lucky folks,” he said. “We’ve been getting hit with a lot of weird weather in the area, but this beats anything I’ve seen or heard of so far. You wouldn’t happen to have any video of the storm would ya? Just for the records.”
Cara shook her head. 
“The external cameras aren’t tied to the backup system,” Cara said, hoping the man wouldn’t step into the lobby and see the live feed still being transmitted on their remaining video screen. “We lost our power right before the storms hit and have been on emergency backup ever since.”
“No problem. Weather channel’s been talking about this for that last hour or so. Boss said it wasn’t safe for any of our vehicles to get too close until everything passed. You won’t have to convince anyone about what happened here, that’s for sure.”
Cara thanked the police officer and let his people and the other rescue workers go about their business picking through the rubble. She knew they would find at least five of her people—the fallen Alphas. They would also find their divinium suits and their weapons, but that was a problem she would have to solve another day. 
Cara had seen some of the fallen Wind Warriors being retrieved by their fellow soldiers and taken up into the sky—to be given a proper funeral amongst the clouds, she presumed. But she was also sure that at least some of the dead Wind Warriors had been left behind when the Emperor’s troops had retreated as quickly as possible when Oodrosil had encased Rune Corp in its protective cocoon.
When the rescue workers found the bodies, the police would want to have a chat with her, but with only a couple of detectives involved in the one-on-one conversation, she easily could use Terrada’s words to make the problem go away in their minds, just as she had done with the deaths of her people over at the Earth City so many months ago. 
She would have to be very careful to keep her story as close to the truth as possible, while denying any knowledge of who the Wind Warriors were. The police would easily discover that the five Alphas were in her employ, but she would just claim that she was unaware they were outside the building when the storm had hit. Luckily, the reality of what happened was so far from what anyone would ever guess, that no one would even come close to guessing the truth of what had really occurred. 
For now, she had to get inside and help her people. Her first priority was to make sure that Doc Reilly had enough assistance and supplies to take care of the wounded Alphas, and then she had to see if Bradley had somehow made it back alive. 
If he was still among the living, he was going to get a very long vacation, paid in full by the company. Because of him, the enemy was held back just long enough for Oodrosil to reengage and to surround the building. 
Without him, their doors would have been breached, of that she was sure. 
Next up, she needed to send all but emergency essential employees home, which meant she had to reinstate the security wards and the sub-audible spells at the doors. This whole incident had the potential to turn into a major security breach if her employees went home and started talking about their day with other people. And more importantly, when they made their way out the door, they would also have their internal energy stores replenished by Oodrosil through whatever magic the mighty tree used to work his daily miracles. 
After Cara made sure that Doc Reilly had enough room to tend to their wounded and their exhausted, she decided that she needed to get in touch with Merrick to let him know what had happened. Lastly, she had to meet with the local power company to make sure their power was restored as soon as possible. 
She cursed and then closed her eyes.
If she knew Merrick as well as she thought she did, when he heard about the attack, he would want to do something about it as soon as possible. Cara needed to decide what she wanted to do before she updated him. 
The last thing she wanted to do was to go to war with the Wind Family. Her employees had fought valiantly, but they weren’t warriors, and they hadn’t signed up for this. She hoped that Merrick would listen to reason and choose the prudent path for once. 
Even though she doubted that would be the case, she reminded herself that Merrick made a habit out of surprising her.
 



CHAPTER 83
 
JOANNA HAD SEEN and done a good number of things in her reporting career. She had even been sent oversees to Iraq to be a wartime correspondent, but only from the relative safety of an established American base. 
Even so, she had been close enough to explosions to feel the concussive force inside her chest as they rattled her internal organs. She had seen American troops coming back from the front lines with pieces of their bodies missing, the victims of everything from enemy fire to improvised explosive devices.
But she had never seen anything like what she had just witnessed outside of the Rune Corp building. 
Because she was parked across the street to do her surveillance, she had gotten the entire event on film, but what she had seen and what she had captured was so far beyond the limits of reality, she didn’t think anyone would believe her even if she showed them the video. 
Never before had Joanna been afraid of being committed to the loony bin for bringing her editor a story.
She watched the action on the playback monitor one more time just to assure herself that she wasn’t crazy. There was the first tornado, then the second, and even a third. Then, as clearly as one could tell with all the debris flying around, people started coming down from the sky and attacking the Rune Corp building. 
She saw what could only be described as nature coming alive as trees and boulders and even the parking lot rose up to stop the attackers. 
And then she watched as a small group of people came out of Rune Corp and made a valiant attempt at stopping the invaders. She watched again on the video as fireballs exploded and high-pressure streams of water came out of seemingly nowhere. Lastly, there was an earthquake that spit up large segments of the ground and then covered the building like a protective cocoon. 
Once the attackers saw this, they started picking up their fallen friends and ascending to the sky like flying was the most normal thing for them to do in the world. 
Joanna had never seen anything like that ever in her life other than in science fiction movies with very expensive special effects budgets. 
Even though she had witnessed it all and filmed it, even she didn’t believe it completely. 
She sat back in the bucket seat of her car and took a few deep breaths. She would wait two or three days, until the authorities were mostly done picking through the scene for bodies. She’d have to risk showing the footage to Chip and get his opinion on it ahead of time. 
After that, she had to figure out a way to get in to see the company’s new CEO, the blonde woman she had seen talking with the police officer in charge of the first responders—but not without first taking precautions and making plenty of copies of her digital video files.
This was more than a big story, and Joanna was going to handle it prudently and with care. She still wasn’t sure exactly what she had yet, but she knew that whenever it finally broke, it was going to change the country and maybe the world forever. 
 



CHAPTER 84
 
MERRICK AND JONATHAN rose from the ground and found themselves standing next to Merrick’s house in the Earth City. It was a feat that rarely occurred within the actual borders of the city, but when Terrada herself wanted to transport someone to a specific place in her kingdom, that is what the Earth Dragon did.
“I have to find Mona,” Merrick said, as he and Jonathan made their way through the roads of the Earth City. As they walked along briskly, on their way to Balach’s home, Merrick noticed that the city was quiet, and the roads were not traveled. It was early in the morning, as best as he could tell, but there should have been more Drayoom walking about.
When they arrived at Balach’s house, a strange sensation crawled up Merrick’s spine as he knocked on the front door. 
He waited for a few seconds. He knocked again.
There was no answer. 
“Do you think there’s something going on we don’t know about?” Jonathan said.
“Mona might still be at the healer’s place,” Merrick said. 
Merrick and Jonathan took off at a full run through the empty streets of the city, until they arrived at the healer’s door. When he knocked, the door opened, seemingly on its own. Merrick was stunned to see Balach on the healer’s table, his mother, Adriana standing next to him.
He stepped up to Balach and touched his hand carefully. Balach did not look like he was bleeding or like he had any external wounds, but his breath was ragged and his chest heaved and fell as he struggled to breathe.
“What happened?” Merrick said.
“I’m sorry,” Balach said as he opened his eyes and looked at Merrick. “It was the Prince. He’s still alive.”
Merrick wasn’t surprised to hear that the Prince was still alive, but he did not understand why Balach was apologizing.
“Why are you sorry, brother? You don’t have anything to be sorry...”
And then Merrick understood. 
“Where’s Mona?” he said.
Adriana touched Merrick’s arm.
“Prince Takehiko is here with a small army at the edge of the city. They just walked in like they knew the words of entry into the mountain. Mona’s with him right now on the main road into the city.”
Merrick let go of Balach’s hand. Merrick felt like he was hearing Adriana speak to him while standing inside a giant glass jar. Sounds were muted and heavy, and he willed himself to blink in order to snap himself out of his stupor.
“And what is the Council doing about the situation?” Merrick said quietly.
Balach had closed his eyes and was drifting into unconsciousness again as the healer uttered soft words of comfort over his body.
“About an hour ago,” Adriana said, “Prince Takehiko and two of his guards burst into our home and tried to take Mona. My son fought them, but they were too strong. The Prince used a word from Araki’s tongue to force an evil wind down my boy’s throat. He hasn’t been able to breathe right or barely speak since then.”
Merrick leaned down and brushed Balach’s hair from his brow. 
“Do you know any Wind Magic that could help him?” Adriana said.
“Without knowing what word the Prince used, I’m too afraid I’d hurt him even more if I just tried one of their words,” Merrick said.
“The boy is strong, but there is a storm raging inside his body that is draining his magic,” the older healer said with a shaky voice. “There is not much to lose at this point.”
“I’ve got a better idea,” Merrick said. 
He placed the palm of his hand on Balach’s chest and spoke a series of words in Terrada’s tongue. They were the same words he heard on a daily basis back at Rune Corp, always spoken at sub-audible levels each time one of the humans left the Rune Corp building.
He had memorized the words months ago, but he had never known their full meaning, because they had been put there by Ohman. Now, as he spoke them to Balach, he understood that they were actually tones that called to Oodrosil, asking him to channel some of the energy from the Forgotten Forest into the desired host. 
Merrick said the healing worlds again, knowing that the mighty Yew was in touch with all parts of Terrada, including her worshipers who still walked the planet. Even though Merrick’s mind and his heart wanted to rescue Mona with no further delay, Merrick couldn’t abandon Balach, his friend who was more like a little brother to him than anything else. 
Within only a few minutes, Balach began to stir, healthy color returned to his face, and his breath grew steadier. 
“He has turned a corner,” the healer said, her eyes wide with astonishment. “The winds inside him are calming at last.”
Merrick removed his hand. 
“I’m sorry, Adriana, but I have to leave now. I have to find Mona.”
“The Prince has an army with him,” Adriana said, “and he’s demanding that the Queen turn you over to him for crimes against the Wind Family. I know you’re powerful, Merrick, but even you can’t take on an entire army by yourself.”
“And what of the Council?” Merrick asked again.
“We received word a few minutes ago that they are split, and the Queen refuses to send the army or the Fianna against the intruders.”
Merrick turned to leave, with Jonathan hurrying behind him.
“Merrick, wait!” Adriana said. “There’s something you have to know first. It’s not just Mona’s life that the Prince has in his hands.”
Merrick turned back around to face Adriana.
“What are you trying to say?” he said.
Adriana’s mouth moved for a couple of seconds before she began to make sense with her words.
“There’s no other way to say it,” Adriana said. “Mona is pregnant with your son, Merrick.”
Since joining the world of the Drayoom, Merrick had been tortured, nearly killed several times, and had lost many of his friends and mentors to death, one by one, but he had never experienced the level of raw impact that he felt when Balach’s mother uttered those words.
“My son?” 
Merrick’s eyes welled up, as he felt the highest elation mix with the lowest sense of dread. Terrada had seen fit to grant him a child—a potential heir to a crown he had not yet accepted. But Prince Takehiko had decided to put Mona and his son’s life at risk—in an attempt to force Merrick to surrender as the Prince’s prisoner.
Merrick was prepared to do anything and everything in his power to remove Mona from harm’s way, even if it meant going back to the Cloud City with the Prince. But he also knew that the Prince could not be trusted. Merrick would also need the backing of the Earth Clan and its fighting forces to successfully turn away the Prince and his army.
Without another word, Merrick pushed open the door and left.
“Where are you going?” Jonathan sputtered as he ran to catch up with Merrick. “You can’t take on an entire army. You heard what Adriana said!”
“I should have done this sooner, but now it’s the only way I can think of to save Mona.”
“What are you talking about?” Jonathan said, his words coming between staggered breaths as he ran.
“It’s time to face my destiny,” Merrick said.
Merrick and Jonathan soon arrived outside the Chamber of the Earth Council, and as usual, the door was guarded by two of the Queen’s Fianna. 
Merrick approached the door, his hands balled into fists. One of the Fianna stepped forward to block his access.
“Don’t,” was all Merrick said as he flared his nostrils and pushed his way past the guard and through the doors.
Merrick opened the inner doors to the council’s meeting room and walked in on a heated debate between the council members and the Queen.
The four Fianna guarding the room readied their spears as Merrick walked to the front of the table and turned his back on the Queen. Even though most of the council members had already quieted down, Merrick pounded his fist on the table.
“Enough!” he said. “I’ve just come from Annoon, the holy land of the dragons, and I have something to say to the Earth Council. My name is Merrick, born of Terrada, the Earth Dragon and of Sigela of the Fire. I am the son of Queen Nabharia and bastard son to a member of the Fire Tribe. I am a follower of Ohman, the last true ruler of the Earth Clan, and I am here to claim my right as Ard Righ of this clan.” 
Stunned silence.
“Our people have suffered long enough under the rule of this witch behind me, a woman who does not deserve to live amongst you, much less to rule over you. If you will have me, I will lead the clan. I will make us great again.
“Tell me now what you say, because if you are not for me, then I will consider you to be against me.”
“Guards, arrest my son!” the Queen said, but the Fianna looked at each other, uncertain of what to do. “That is an order from your Queen!”
Merrick ignored the Queen and continued to glare at the council members who were staring back at him in silence. 
Merrick held up his right hand in the direction of the Fianna.
“Stand with me, and you shall be my trusted guard,” he said. “Take a single step against me, and it will be your last.”
Merrick addressed the council again.
“Time is short,” he said. “Decide now. There are intruders at our door, and I will not let that stand. I either go by myself to face them only as Merrick or I go with our soldiers and with the Fianna as your Ard Righ. Either way, I will turn them away.”
“He just wants to save his human wench!” the Queen said.
Merrick closed his eyes, resisting the urge to turn around and release his rage upon his mother. He knew without a doubt that she had played some part in Mona’s capture, and he pledged to himself that he would deal with her later.
The first council member to speak was a short, skinny woman with long, flowing hair of gold. She stood, with her chin held high as she cast a glance at the Queen.
“I will stand with you, Merrick of the Earth Clan. I will recognize you as my Ard Righ.”
The others around the table looked up at her, many of them half standing and half sitting in their chairs, undecided.
Next, a white-bearded man in a black tartan with a gold sash stood. He slammed his fist onto the table.
“What is wrong with you fools? There is an enemy at our gate and a leader in front of our faces. I too will recognize you as my Ard Righ.”
Finally, a large muscular man stood, dressed in the red tartan outfit of the Queen’s Fianna. The man appeared formidable, but Merrick focused his glare on him, and silently dared him to rebuke his claim to the throne.
“I am Konrath, Captain of the Fianna. Guards, take your positions on either side of this man.”
Two of the Fianna stepped up to either side of Merrick as the council members waited to see what would happen next.
After a two-second pause, Konrath raised his hand in salute to Merrick.
“Uthra and Penn of the Fianna, I order you to protect the Ard Righ. The Queen is no more. Long live the Ard Righ!”
A cheer went up from the council members, and when Merrick turned around to the Queen, she was gone.
“There will be time for celebrating later,” Merrick said, as the council settled down again into their seats. “Captain, rally the army and your Fianna and meet me on the road a quarter of a mile from the enemy. Those wind bastards are in our city, and they have Mona. Neither of these things can stand.”
Konrath made his way to leave the room, but Merrick shouted out to him.
“Captain,” Merrick said. “Tell your men that under no condition are they to attack without my command. Am I clear? Mona must not be harmed. 
“She bears your Prince inside of her.”
“Yes, my Ard Righ,” Konrath shouted as he ran out of the room.
“Council members,” Merrick said. “I thank you for your trust in me. You will not regret it.” He and Jonathan raced out of the room, leaving the excited council members behind. He knew they were on their way to the main road that led out of the mountains, so they could watch the conflict that was preparing to unfold. 
All around them, Drayoom warriors and citizens ran at top speed, preparing to either engage with the enemy or to stand clear of the upcoming confrontation all together.
As Merrick moved farther down the road, he slowed to a purposeful walk. A small part of his brain realized that he held no weapon, and that he only wore the bottom half of his battle suit with only a simple shirt from Balach to cover his torso. He knew that he didn’t look the part of a king, but despite this, as he walked, warrior after warrior filed in behind him. 
A mile from the Prince’s reported location, Merrick looked back and saw what must have been thousands of Fianna and warriors of the Earth Clan marching in loose formation behind him as their commanders shouted orders for them to form up more tightly.
Within minutes, Merrick was only a quarter of a mile from the invader—so close that he could make out the details of the Wind Warriors and their weapons.
He stopped and waited there until Konrath arrived and stood next to him. Surrounded by Fianna, Merrick continued walking forward.
Only twenty-five yards from the Wind Army, Merrick held his hand up and stopped in the middle of the road. The massive array of troops halted in unison behind him.
From a quick count, it looked as if only a few hundred of Prince Takehiko’s Wind Warriors were with him. With such a small force, the Prince must not have counted on having a full-blown war on his hands—yet another indicator to Merrick that the Queen was complicit in the Prince’s actions. 
At the head of the Wind Army stood the Prince whom Merrick had figured for dead, but Mona was not in sight.
“Release Mona,” Merrick shouted across the divide, “and I’ll let you and your warriors leave with your lives. This is the only offer you will receive.”
Behind Merrick, disparate shouts of Ard Righ rang out.
The Prince laughed as he unsheathed his sword, a deadly blade made completely of wind that could easily cleave a boulder in half.
“We will leave, when you have surrendered to us, Merrick. The Emperor sent me to collect you. You are wanted for the attempted assassination of a member of our royal family. Come with me, and your woman will go free.”
With a wave of the Prince’s hand, a large warrior, with hands each the size of Merrick’s head, pulled Mona to the front of the army. She was wearing a white robe that Adriana must have given her and was doing her best to pull away from the tight grip of the solider who held her fast.
“Make a move against us and she dies,” the Prince said.
Merrick felt his heart beating so hard in his chest that it hurt. The adrenaline flowing through his system was so intense that he struggled to speak calmly and clearly. Despite his desperation, Merrick strove to remember all that Cara had taught him about how to speak to members of the Wind Family. 
Decorum dictated that he didn’t speak in a direct or forceful manner to the Prince, but Merrick was tired of adhering to their rules. 
He decided instead to be blunt.
“Let’s speak honestly with one another, Prince. I would gladly go with you if I thought you would honor your word and set Mona free afterward, but we both know that you would not do that. As soon as you let her go, there would be no way for you to hold me, and we both know that as well. 
“I also know that you don’t want me for anything other than my knowledge of the Rune Corp divinium. What you don’t know is that I did discover the source of our divinium. There’s more of it than you can even imagine, and I will tell you exactly where to find it and how to get there. But first you have to let Mona go, or there will be no deal. Am I clear?”
The Prince tried to be discreet about it, but he glanced behind Merrick to assess the sheer size of the force he would be up against the second he lost his only bargaining chip—Mona. 
Mona looked up at Merrick and mouthed three words to him that she followed with a smile. It took all of his will to not let his face reflect how his heart felt at seeing Mona mouth those words to him still, even after all he had put her through. 
As Merrick was about to push the issue further with the Prince, he saw Mona reach into the sash of her robe and pull out something small that shimmered with a white glow. In an instant, he recognized the shape as the throwing star made from the Wind Family divinium that he had given her for safe keeping back at Rune Corp.
His chest grew cold as he realized what she was about to do, and he saw the next few seconds unfold in slow motion.
Mona used the throwing star to slice the arm of the warrior who was holding her, and he released her with a loud groan of pain.
The Prince, still holding onto his wind sword, reached out to grab Mona with his free hand. She shrugged him off and made a break to run toward Merrick just as Merrick started running toward her.
And finally, the scene that Merrick could not comprehend even as he watched it happen.
As the Prince struggled to secure his grip on Mona’s robe, his other hand came up behind her and thrust his deadly wind sword into her back, piercing her heart with its blade before bursting out of her chest.
Mona looked at Merrick—the last sight she would ever see. Her mouth hung agape and her eyes opened wide as she fell forward onto the ground, halfway between the Prince and Merrick. Her blood spread out in a dark pool that soaked the ground around her prone body.
The Prince looked stunned by what he had just done. He stared at the sword in his hand and glanced over his shoulder as if expecting an evil shadow to attack him from behind. Even his own warriors were clearly surprised by his actions—their astonishment quickly turning to fear as they calculated their diminished chance for survival now that their only hostage was dead.
Merrick dove to the ground where Mona lay, unconcerned by how close he was to his enemy and how vulnerable he was to attack.
He gently turned Mona onto her back and buried his face in her bloody bosom, overwhelmed by grief, anger, and guilt as his face opened up in tears.
His first instinct was to call for the healer, but he knew that Mona was too far gone to be saved, even by the strongest of words from the Earth Dragon’s tongue. 
Instead, as Mona’s blood soaked into the ground, he started chanting, calling on Terrada as he had done when his guardian tree had given up its life the day before.
He knew he was pushing his welcome with the Earth Dragon even with a matter as desperate at this, but he had no other choice. As he felt Terrada’s presence, he asked her to take Mona and his unborn son into the Earth as a part of her own elemental body. He silently pleaded with Terrada to give them a new life somehow in another part of her expansive body—to let their energy survive beyond this existence. 
As was the way of dragons, Terrada did not speak her answer. But although Mona’s body remained where it had fallen, Merrick felt something pass from her dead body into the stone of the mountain under their feet. 
Merrick wept and silently thanked the Earth Dragon for her kindness even as he asked Terrada for one last favor.
Once again, Terrada did not answer with words, but in his gut, he knew that this request had also been granted.
He carefully closed Mona’s blank staring eyes and tried to control himself while standing up. He was bristling with power—the kind of energy that even a Drayoom was not meant to contain for long. It was all Merrick could do to keep his thoughts focused on the Prince and his small army or warriors and not to think about how he and Mona had been robbed of a chance to raise their son together.
Before the Prince could cross the few feet that separated him from Merrick, Merrick’s mouth flew open and released a strange, discordant mix of sound that originated neither from Terrada nor from Sigela’s tongue. The barrage of tones felt ancient, and they manifested in a blast of fire and rippling earth that spread out in front of Merrick with the explosive power of a nuclear bomb. The air rippled and Sigela’s full brightness filled the inside of the mountain for a single deadly instant.  
In the span of a single heartbeat, the Prince and all of his warriors lay still, their bodies flattened into one another—melted together by the blast into a single expanse of death.
Spent, Merrick fell to his knees and held his head in his hands. He thought before that he had reached the limit of suffering that one person could experience. But now, his past losses seemed as mere grains of sand in a desert of misery that was destined to be his life.
The only thing that approached his level of sadness was the degree of his rage. The hundreds of dead enemies in front of him did nothing to satiate him or to lessen his furor. Even though the Prince deserved his fate a thousand times over, the real villain had not yet been made to pay.  
Cheers rang out behind him as the forces of the Earth Clan recovered from the shock of the utter destruction they had just witnessed. Even as Merrick grieved, he also tried to comprehend all aspects of what had just happened. 
A part of him was aware that he had claimed leadership of the Earth Clan. He would make them great. He would give them a vision to follow for themselves and for the Drayoom species as a whole. 
He would also lead them into battle against the Wind Family until either he or the Emperor was dead. 
Merrick gently brushed more hair from Mona’s forehead. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the divinium ring he had given her to mark their engagement.
He closed his hand around the ring, swearing to always keep it close.
“I told you that I’d let you know when I was ready to be king, Mona. That time is now. I only wish you were here so that you could be my Queen.”
 



CHAPTER 85
 
EVERYTHING HAPPENED so fast that Prince Takehiko had to improvise and hope for the best.
The first surprise was that the Earth Clan was amassing their forces against him, even though the Queen had assured him that his single unit would be treated as a diplomatic party seeking the extradition of Merrick as a criminal.
The second surprise was that Merrick was commanding the forces of the Earth Clan. 
Regardless, the Prince still had Merrick’s woman as leverage, and he knew that as long as he kept her alive and under his control, Merrick would not attack.
That was the plan at least. 
All that changed as the Prince saw the blur of a divinium throwing star out of the corner of his eye while he was trying to negotiate Merrick’s surrender. Mona slashed the arm of the warrior who was holding her and tried to escape. 
With his free hand, Prince Takehiko reached out to grab Mona by her robe, to pull her back, and to retain the only advantage he had over Merrick given the superior number of warriors under Merrick’s command. 
In his other hand, the Prince held his mighty wind sword, made from their finest divinium and filled with the awesome and savage power of Araki himself. 
Even as the Prince caught hold of Mona’s sleeve, a powerful gust of directed wind took the Prince by surprise and forced his sword arm forward, angling his blade up and into Mona’s back with deadly force.
The Prince had done things in his life of which he was not proud, but he had never struck, much less killed, a woman or even an unarmed opponent. Today he had done both, even though he had not purposefully done either.
He briefly looked behind him to see who was guilty of such a horrid misuse of Araki’s magic, but he saw no one. 
When the Prince turned back to face his enemy, Merrick was on the ground in front of him, cradling his dead lover. 
Merrick lay in front of the Prince, vulnerable to attack. The Prince knew that his younger brother, the Emperor would have seized the opportunity and either taken Merrick as his hostage at sword point or simply ended his life then and there.
But Prince Takehiko was not his brother. 
When Merrick stood, his eyes wet with tears of both mourning and rage, the Prince knew that the fearsome look on the Ard Righ’s face would be the last thing he would ever see. 
 



CHAPTER 86
 
THE QUEEN HAD ALWAYS been a careful planner, and long ago she had created a system of secret passageways that led out of the mountain in case she ever had to retreat from an enemy inside her city.
She never imagined that she would have to use them to flee her own people. 
As she made her way through the secret corridor that began at the back of the council chambers, the Queen was already plotting her revenge on Merrick. She cursed the day she had shown weakness and let her emotions guide her to lay with Merrick’s father. 
But the King of the Fire tribe was so much different than her husband, Ohman. Ohman was not Merrick’s father, but the two men were very much alike, from what the Queen had heard. Ohman had been a good ruler to her people, but he had not been much of a husband. He had never been cruel, but his sin had been one of neglect. He was always working, and when he one day declared that he had been chosen by Terrada to follow a secret quest, his work life doubled in intensity. The Queen admired his dedication, but he was never able to enjoy the moment, much the same as Merrick, she suspected.
On the other hand, when the Queen had first met Pacal, the King of the Fire Tribe, she had been instantly mesmerized by his passion and the way he devoured each day as it came. 
Their connection had been immediate and their spark volatile.
Terrada had never allowed the Queen to visit Annoon, but Sigela had been more than willing to break her truce with the other dragons to let the her and Pacal onto the sacred island. There, they spent weeks together in joyful bliss, both physical and emotional, away from the stresses and responsibilities of their respective thrones.
They had gone to Annoon for more than just an escape, however. Both of them were also dreamers and were not content to let the world unfold around them without having a say in its future.
The result of their passion had been the inception of Merrick and Eudroch. 
When they had lain together in Annoon, they had both believed that they were doing the work of the dragons—that their actions would one day result in the fulfillment of the prophecy of the Sons of Earth and Fire, where the world would be remade, and the Drayoom would once again rise to dominate the planet.
Despite the fact that she had just lost her throne in one horrifying moment to her own son, she was still hopeful that their dreams would be realized. The ways of the dragons were almost always impossible to discern or to predict, so maybe Merrick was destined to rule the Earth Clan after all. Perhaps she had inadvertently accomplished what she and Pacal had wanted all along. 
If she knew Merrick as well as she believed she did, he would try to unite the Earth and the Fire families. Together, they would have twice the power that the other two families had on their own. Whether Merrick would use that power remained to be seen, but it was possible that bringing the two families together might be the beginning of a unified Drayoom family that would be better poised to rule the world once again.
As the Queen came to the end of her secret corridor, she faced the solid wall of the mountain. Beyond that slab of quarter-mile-thick rock lay the outside world into which she hardly ever ventured.
She had found and prepared a remote location for this type of eventuality, but her destination was halfway around the world, and she would need Terrada’s help to reach it.
Quietly, she sank to her knees and touched the ground—reaching out to the very essence of the Earth Dragon herself.
The Queen intoned the correct words from Terrada’s tongue that would allow her to travel through the mountain wall and along the dragon’s spine.
But for the first time ever, the words did not work, and Terrada’s body did not open for her.
 



CHAPTER 87
 
TAMAMI STOOD just inside the Earth Mountain, at the top of the cliff that overlooked the city. From her vantage point, she had seen the slaughter of the Prince and his elite unit of Wind Warriors.
She was both frightened and amazed at what she had witnessed.
She placed her hand on her stomach and tried to feel the life force growing inside of her. 
Merrick, with the blood of only two dragons in his veins, was able to unleash enough power to destroy hundreds of the Emperor’s finest warriors and her dear brother, the Prince, in a single instant. 
With the blood of all four dragons coursing through its body, Tamami shuddered with religious fervor to think of what the child she carried inside her womb would one day be capable.
 



CHAPTER 88
 
MERRICK AND CARA returned to Tysons Corner that same day with Mona’s body. It was the saddest he had ever been while traveling as a part of Terrada, and the journey felt completely different to him. 
Instead of a rapid-fire series of becoming different parts of the Earth, the trip home felt to Merrick like he was being slowly poured onto the ground and allowed to slowly seep through its layers. Merrick also paid no attention to focusing on a thought that would remind him of who he was and help to keep himself whole.
In some ways, he almost hoped that he would literally lose himself during the trip and be dispersed throughout Terrada forever.
All he could think about was how he had brought Mona to her end, perhaps inadvertently, but conclusively just the same. 
Merrick and Cara had talked about it before returning, and at Cara’s gentle suggestion, he had agreed that the best thing would be for Mona’s body to be found amongst the rubble that was still being sorted through outside the Rune Corp building. 
It would allow her to be taken by the authorities and put into the human system of grieving with no questions from the authorities. Cara had convinced Merrick that this would be the best thing for her friends and family. Having a body to say goodbye to was essential to reaching closure.
Placing Mona’s body peacefully amidst the wreckage was simple. And just as expected, the rescue workers found her the next morning.
When the police officer asked Merrick if he could identify the body, his grief flowed from him as he put his head on her bosom for the second time in as many days and wept for his loss and for their loss. 
Over the last year, Merrick had experienced more death than he had ever known before. He had also been given a new perspective about the ending of life. He understood that Mona would be returned to the Earth—her energy recycled and reborn in some other way.
That knowledge did not ease his sorrow in the slightest.
After attending her funeral and consoling her parents as best as he could, Merrick reluctantly returned to Rune Corp that next week.
Although there was no joy in it for him, on his first day back, he made it clear to both Cara and the others that even though he saw Rune Corp and the Earth Clan as becoming part of a single force one day, he would provide his guidance from the seat of power at the Earth City.
For better or for worse, he had made his bid for the throne, and with Mona gone, he would pour every last bit of his energy into being the type of Ard Righ the clan deserved. 
He was their king now, and as such he had an obligation to protect each of Terrada’s followers from the threats of today and the dangers of tomorrow.
And as far as Merrick was concerned, the main threat to the Drayoom as a people was the Emperor of the Wind Family. 
Merrick was just as sure that the Emperor considered the Earth Clan, the Fire Tribe, and even Rune Corp to be obstacles standing in the way of building the empire he desired. 
The next day, Merrick returned to the Earth Clan, and the people came out in droves to welcome him back. As he walked down the main road that led to the center of the city, he saw hope and happiness in their eyes, even if his own eyes were still filled with sadness. 
He hoped they would remain as hopeful when he explained that it would be better for their clan to be at war, filled with pride and purpose, than to be at peace but unprepared for when the inevitable threat of the Emperor was realized. 
He would soon find out.
The biggest surprise of all had come during the ceremony where Merrick had officially taken his rightful place on the throne. 
Two mighty yew trees outside of the Earth Council’s meeting room twisted together and formed a wide, royal perch on which Merrick could sit so that all of the clan could see their king. Such a thing had not been done since Ohman’s rule—the last time the people had a ruler whom they had truly desired.
Cara stood on the ground at the foot of the throne, looking out at the crowd before turning her gaze first to the Master Keeper, who nodded, and then to Merrick.
She stepped up to where Merrick stood, close enough that he could hear her above the noise of the crowd.
“Merrick—seeing you here—I can tell, just like all of these people, that you were meant to lead them.”
Merrick glanced at her solemnly and nodded with only the slightest dip of his head.
“But I know what you plan on doing,” she said, “and waging war against the full might of the Wind Family won’t be an easy task. What you did to the Prince and his men was...unprecedented, but you have to assume the Emperor will be better prepared for you next time and that many more lives will be lost on both sides before a war is over.”
“It will be what it has to be,” Merrick said.
“I know,” Cara said, looking up at him even as he continued to avoid her eyes. “But to make the clan whole, and to lead them through what is to come...they will need both a King and a Queen.”
For several moments, Merrick was quiet.
“What are you saying, Cara?” Merrick finally said, as he turned to look at her.
“Let me sit with you and be your Queen. I’m not trying to replace Mona, but this is the right thing to do for these people—our people. We make a good team. We know that already. Let me help you. It would also go a long way toward joining the Earth Clan and Rune Corp together as a single group.”
Merrick opened his mouth to say something, but no words came. He looked at the Master Keeper standing at the front of the crowd below him. 
The Master Keeper nodded with grim assurance. 
Merrick’s heart was closed and would remain so, but he already loved Cara like a sister, and he trusted her like one as well. 
“I’m not just going to war with the Wind Family, you know,” he said. “I’m going to unite all of the Drayoom just as I will unite our languages. You have to understand that.”
“I do,” Cara said.
He couldn’t bring himself to say it without breaking down in front of his subjects, but he extended his hand to Cara and welcomed her to stand next to him.
When the crowd realized what had just happened, the noise from their shouts doubled in volume.
The Master Keeper walked up to the foot of the throne and raised his hands toward the mass of people. In an instant, the huge crowd went silent.
Turning to face Merrick and Cara, the Master Keeper held out his hand, palm down, and both Merrick and Cara kneeled.
Merrick saw the crown handed to the Master Keeper from one of his attending Keepers. It was both grand and simple at the same time, made of gold and tree branches woven together with sparkling divinium intertwined throughout. 
When the Master Keeper set the crown upon Merrick’s head, he felt its weight in more ways than one. 
Then the Master Keeper was handed a similar but smaller crown, which he placed on Cara’s head.
Together they stood as the Master Keeper bowed and backed away from the throne.
The crowd was silent as Merrick and Cara sat together on the throne of yews.
With their new King and Queen in place, the citizens of the Earth Clan erupted once again in elation.
Merrick looked out at the cheering crowd, but he felt no joy. He did, however, sense that a balance had been restored—one that had been missing since Ohman had abandoned the clan so many years ago.
And for now, that would do. 
Merrick leaned over, placing his mouth close to Cara’s ear.
“Who will run Rune Corp?” he said.
“I’ve already taken care of that. Our company is in safe hands,” Cara said. “As soon as you are ready, we can meet with the new CEO and begin our planning.”
“Thank you, Cara,” Merrick said as he gently placed his hand on hers, “for everything.”
 



EPILOGUE
 



CHAPTER 89
 
BRADLEY SAT at Cara’s old desk, in what had been her office, and Ohman’s before that. Through his circular window, he could see the clouds forming outside, another day of storms in the forecast. 
He looked down at his right leg. It was hidden by the material of his pants, but he knew that at least one part of him was closer to being a Drayoom than before.
Of course, that wasn’t the only change Bradley was dealing with. When Cara had approached him about taking over the company, he hadn’t known how to respond.
His first thought was that he was unworthy of her trust. After all, he had spied for the Queen, even though Cara had most likely never unearthed that fact. 
He almost told her, but he knew that part of his life was behind him now. He had moved past his own weakness of character and in the end had fought for what was right.
Bradley had no doubt that his actions against the Wind Warriors had played significantly into why Cara had asked him to run the company. The fact that he had become something of a hero to the Rune Corp employees didn’t hurt the situation either.
After only a few seconds of thinking, Bradley had accepted the position from Cara, along with the understanding that Cara and Merrick would serve as Rune Corp’s Board of Trustees, along with Oodrosil in whatever way a tree could serve in that kind of a role.
Bradley chatted with Cara for an hour or so before she gave him the papers to sign and went over some of the things she wanted him to work on until the next time they met.
She talked about ramping up hiring, and expanding the advanced weapons section that Bradley was so familiar with. There was a time of war coming, she had told him, and when he looked into her eyes, he believed her.
Bradley had suggested expanding the building into a campus—turning it into its own fortified city within the heart of Tysons Corner. They had both agreed that the expansion should begin immediately, since they had to repair the building anyway from the damage sustained in the assault. 
Cara had also assured Bradley that she would talk to Merrick about getting him more divinium. They would never have as much as they wanted, but Merrick would get as much as he could to help with the weapons production and with the language unification initiative. 
The Emperor’s troops had been turned back due to individual bravery and extreme defensive measures, but the power of the Wind Family was immense, and Bradley agreed with Cara that they would be back one day. Bradley’s job was to ensure that the company and its people were ready when that time came. He was thankful that he had Master Banzo and Jonathan as his two new vice presidents to help him prepare.
Bradley had plenty on his plate, and he felt the stress of his new role after only a few days, but with his promotion, he was also doing much better than he had ever dreamed would be possible. He allowed himself a moment to take pride in his accomplishment. 
But only a moment.
Bradley took a deep breath and exhaled before standing and walking out of his office. He signaled to Betty as he passed by her door and mentioned that he was heading down to conduct the first interview of the day. 
Betty turned from her computer screen and smiled knowingly before returning to her keyboard and continuing to tap away.
As Bradley approached Oodrosil, he stopped and reached out to touch the trunk of the mighty yew tree. He didn’t know how, but he could sense that Oodrosil knew his secret about spying for the Queen, and that the tree still accepted him anyway. With his hand still on its rough bark, he said a silent thank you before moving on.
 



CHAPTER 90
 
EVEN WITH THE FOOTAGE she had of one of the most amazing things ever to happen, Joanna knew that she still needed more before going to her editor. The last thing she wanted was to be known as the crazy lady reporter who believed in ninjas dropping down from the sky.
Fortunately, only two weeks after the attack on Rune Corp, the company was flooding the area with news about hiring for some new contract they claimed to have been awarded. Of course, no matter how hard Joanna looked on the U.S. Government’s procurement notification site, she couldn’t find any mention of an award going to Rune Corp. This could mean that the contract was classified, or that the whole thing was a farce.
She had a lot of pieces to what she was calling the Rune Corp Puzzle, but none of them fit together into anything that made sense.
She was hoping that the interview she was scheduled for in a few minutes at Rune Corp would shed some light on something for her.
Joanna parked across the street and walked over to what used to be the Rune Corp parking lot. She glanced at the sky as she made her way to the front door of the building as the first drop of rain hit her forehead.
She was met outside the building by a nice enough young lady who handed her a badge and ushered her into a vestibule where she had to listen to a recorded message about keeping everything she saw or learned at the company strictly confidential. 
Joanna had to stifle her laugh in case they were watching her through hidden video cameras.
After she made her way to the lush lobby filled with more plants and flowers than she had ever seen indoors, she was escorted to a small office where she met a thin man named Bradley.
She was surprised when Bradley introduced himself as the new CEO of Rune Corp, but Joanna went along with it as the interview got underway.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Joanna,” Bradley said as the two of them took their seats on either side of a plain but gorgeous table carved out of exotic wood. “I see from your application that you are interested in a job with our company.”
“As a matter of fact, I am,” Joanna replied. “Excuse me for saying, but your ad was a little...vague.”
“Ah, yes. I apologize for that, but even worse, I regret to inform you that we have already filled the position for which you were being considered.”
Joanna scrunched up her face slightly. 
“I see,” she said. “I’m...so, why are you interviewing me?”
Bradley smiled. 
“That’s the funny part,” he said. “I’m interviewing you because it has come to my attention that you are working on a story about our company, and I wanted to let you know that we would be more than happy to answer any questions you have. At a later date, of course.”
Joanna was stunned and let out a long breath that she had been holding. This was better than she could have hoped for.
“That’s wonderful,” she said. “I’ve been watching this place for a while now, and I’ve seen some very strange things going on around here, to say the least. What do you know about the disappearance of Officer Diggs?”
Bradley held up his hand, then set it back down with a grin.
“Officer Diggs,” he said. “Well…Officer Diggs discovered a magical cube of ours, and after she unlocked its secrets, she was killed by a member of the Wind Family. They live in the clouds and worship Araki, the Wind Dragon, of course. Oh, and her killer rode in on that twister that touched down in Tysons Corner a few weeks ago. The one by the grocery store.”
Joanna was silent.
“If you’re not going to take this seriously...”
Bradley laughed.
“Actually, I was being completely serious,” he said. “But regardless, let’s set something up for next week maybe, and I promise I will answer all of your questions then. Fair enough? I could always go to another news station if that arrangement doesn’t work for you.”
“No,” she said with a laugh, “later is fine. You just had me going for a second there.”
“Excellent,” Bradley said as he stood up and extended his hand to shake. “Leave me your card, and I’ll have my secretary call you later today. You have my word.”
“Thank you,” she said as she walked with Bradley to one of the main exit doors.
She handed her Rune Corp visitor badge to Bradley at his request and entered the vestibule, where she again was forced to sit through another warning about taking security seriously. As she listened to the recorded message drone on, she felt a slight vibration in her stomach that lasted for about thirty seconds before fading away.
When she stepped outside of the Rune Corp building, the sky was dark, and the rain was soft but steady. She felt disoriented and tried to focus on the interview she had just had. Even as she attempted to recall details about the person with whom she had met or about the topics they had covered, her memories of the event seemed evasive and just out of reach.
The crews of construction workers scurried to get the site covered with tarps as the rain began to fall harder. They weren’t wasting any time at all rebuilding the place, and from what she had heard, they would be using this disaster as an opportunity to expand the building into a campus and to hire more employees. 
The boost this would give to the local economy would make a good story for the series her channel was working on about the modernization and expansion of Tysons Corner.
Joanna hurried across what was left of the Rune Corp parking lot, being careful to follow the narrow path that had been staked out with bright fluorescent emergency tape but which was already filling with rainwater and mud.
Just as she was about to step up onto the sidewalk, she noticed a reflection of light at her feet. She bent over and picked up a small shard of metal that looked as if it had been broken off of something larger. She didn’t recognize the material, but it looked like a cross between steel and black marble and it pulsed and glowed as if alive.
She slipped the piece of metal into her pocket as she hurried to her car. It was probably nothing, but if she remembered, she would take it to her friend who was into meteorite hunting. Maybe he would know something about what kind of rock it was.
Joanna sprinted across the street and hopped into her car, right before the rain started coming down in heavy sheets.
She was still bothered that she couldn’t remember what she had talked about while inside the Rune Corp building, but she took a deep breath and tried her best not to worry about it. She reached down into her boot, took out her digital tape recorder, and hit the stop button. 
She had learned long ago that human memory was fallible, which is why she always carried her trusty recorder with her. Later in the day, she’d run the recording through her voice recognition software that would produce a full transcript of everything they’d talked about during the interview. She’d give it a quick read-through in case she’d missed something interesting, even though her reporter’s instincts told her that doing so would probably be a waste of her time. 
###
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