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  I have read, in the marvellous heart of man, 
That strange and mystic scroll,
That an army of phantoms vast and wan
Beleaguer the human soul.
—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow







  
  Prologue
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Annwn — The Garden Groves

October 31, 2006

How could I have missed this?  Myrrdn thought as he stared into the gateway wellspring, now polluted by residual red magic. Only one creature in all Samhuinn possessed the strength to cross the ley lines from the blighted kingdom into Annwn’s sacred garden groves. The Morrigan—the queen of Samhuinn—would literally bring her hell to Earth. 
I have to stop her, somehow…
Despite his resolve, until the wellspring purified itself the gatekeeper wizard knew he had no option other than to wait. Myrrdn stood beside the gateway wellspring, leaning against a hazel tree, and traced the various sigils carved into his staff with the index finger of his right hand. Annwn’s cool, pure breeze struck his long, white beard, causing it to flutter in the wind. The spring bubbled as five salmon swam clockwise within. The residue of red magic, the kind that originated from the Samhuinn’s Wayward Tree, swirled among the fish. With each inhale, the salmon took in the tainted water through their gills, then returned it to the spring clear of any tainted magic. How could he have allowed this to happen?    
Myrrdn tapped his foot furiously against the grassy ground, staring intently at the bubbling waters as the wellspring’s guardians ever so slowly purged their watery home of the cursed red magic. For someone not used to having to wait on much of anything, the minutes that passed felt like hours. The salmon simply couldn’t work as quickly as Myrrdn needed them to. Who knew what kind of havoc the queen of Samhuinn could be wreaking on the Earth as each second passed?
Once he saw that the wellspring had resumed its crystal-clear condition, which made nearly fifteen feet of deep water appear like mere inches, Myrrdn dove in and swam to the bottom, plunging himself through the gateway. 
His arms and legs churned against the water as he swam his way through the other side and pushed himself toward the surface of Earth’s twin wellspring. The familiar sound of droplets falling from stalactites echoed through the cave. He pulled himself up on the rocks at the edge of the pool. With soaked beard and robes, he dashed down a long corridor toward the sunlight. 
Emerging from the cave’s opening, he took a deep breath. Achoo! Inhaling Earth’s air for the first time in months was bound to force a sneeze or two. He removed his long white robe, draping it across a boulder, and kicked off his shoes. The wizard shivered as the cool October breeze struck his exposed flesh. Myrrdn gripped his staff firmly with both hands and reached out with his will, channeling the magic from the Tree of Life into his frame. His body shifted shape, his arms and shoulders tucking behind him, forming into wings. His legs shortened and narrowed into talons. Feathers sprang forth from his skin—dark ones on his body, and white ones atop his head and down his neck. His nose hardened and turned a shade of mustard yellow, forming into a beak. After grabbing his robe and staff with his talons, Myrrdn flapped his wings and took off into the skies, soaring northward toward St. Louis. He was thankful, at this time of year, the snakes and field rodents were less abundant than in the spring or summer. It was always a struggle to fight his predatory instincts in this form, and he had no extra time for distractions.   
From a distance, a pillar of black smoke filled the skies near his destination. By the trees, he thought, pray it not be so. Drawing nearer to the house, though, his fears were realized. The Wadsworth home was consumed in flames, smoke pouring from around its windows. Myrrdn dove toward one of the windows, and crashing through the glass, he landed in the master bedroom. 
Releasing the magic that held him in eagle form, he resumed his natural condition and quickly redressed himself. He covered his face with his white robe and, struggling to breathe through the smoke-filled air, gripped his staff with his other hand. “Mereflod!”
A torrent of water poured from the end of his staff, extinguishing the flames around the room, but filling it at the same time with steam and more smoke. Myrrdn coughed, struggling to breathe through his thick cotton sleeve. 
Myrrdn passed through the bedroom, extinguishing the flames with Mereflod as he saw them. Down the hallway he saw a body collapsed, lying face-down at the foot of the stairs. He recognized his old friend, who lay there as if he had fallen in his struggle to make his way toward the twins’ room before the smoke overtook him. Myrrdn turned his friend over onto his back and entered into spirit gaze. He was looking for life, trying to sense if any of the Druid’s magic still coursed within him… but he saw nothing. Only a single object, still gripped by the rigor mortis of his hand, reflected green magic back at Myrrdn’s gaze. Myrrdn pried the object from the dead Druid’s grip. It was a smooth stone, marked by the sigil of the Druid Order, embossed in amber on its porous surface. He knew what this was—it was meant for one of the Druid’s children, if either of the twins had survived. 
One of them must have, Myrrdn thought, otherwise the wellspring gateway would have closed. Still in his spirit gaze, Myrrdn searched the Wadsworth home, looking for signs of life. There was nothing. Kicking through the front door, Myrrdn removed his clothes again, channeled his will, and returned to eagle form. He heard fire engines approaching as he took off into the skies. Maintaining eagle form while still in spirit gaze took all his focus, but he managed to retain both spells as he searched the area. He prayed that the rest of them had made it out and escaped the flames, but he sensed only a single spirit whose soul retained its connection to the Tree of Life. Three blocks over, he sensed the boy’s presence. Thank the trees, he was still alive. A tear fell from Myrrdn’s eagle eye. The boy’s life was about to be turned upside down. He’d lost everything and didn’t even realize it yet.   
There was no time to worry or mourn. Myrrdn expanded his spirit gaze again, surveying everything in several miles’ radius. The Morrigan couldn’t have gotten too far. Then he saw a subtle, red glow from deep within Forest Park. Pushing a mass of air beneath his wings, he dove through a canopy of orange and red leaves, zeroing in on the source of the magic. The Morrigan was gone, but a magical residue consumed a single, hundred-year-old oak in the middle of the park. The wizard hesitated a moment. Engaging red magic was never pleasant. When he touched it, it burned more than his skin. It felt like a thousand torments all descending upon his soul. 
A tornado of green and gold energies swirled rapidly around the oak’s trunk. It was a portal, a gateway. Forming a portal wasn’t a challenge—any adept Druid could do it. Making one that could pierce through the veil on the other side, however, required the consent of a gatekeeper… and the Morrigan ruled Samhuinn. Myrrdn knew where this portal led.  
Myrrdn took a deep breath. He’d only been to Samhuinn once before and vowed never to subject himself to that torture again. But he had no choice. After what the Morrigan had done, he had to stop her before she could carry out any more of whatever insidious plan she had made. He gripped his staff and dove into the gateway. It felt like his body was being ripped apart as he pierced the veil between earth and Samhuinn. A violent heat struck him as he fell through the other side, face-planting in the dry, blighted soil. Looking up, he saw a dark, flowering branch adorned with a red, bulbous fruit casting a grim shadow over him. As he struggled to get to his feet, something hard struck him abruptly under the jaw, sending him flying into the Wayward Tree’s massive trunk. 
Through his dazed vision he saw her—shrouded in black from head to toe, gripping her white, crooked staff as her eyes burned like red embers. 
“Morrigan!” Myrrdn shouted as he gripped his staff. “Cadwini!”
A chain of jade shot out from his staff and wrapped itself around the queen of Samhuinn, but she feigned no resistance. She simply stood still as the gatekeeper’s bindings squeezed her body. Getting to his feet, Myrrdn swung his staff, yanking at the magical bindings and sending the Morrigan flying into the Wayward Tree. As she struck the tree, the trunk opened up, exposing a dark hole, and swallowed her whole. Releasing the spell, Myrrdn shouted again, “Cadwini!” This time he ran circles around the tree, tying it shut. He had trapped the Morrigan within the cursed Wayward Tree. His eyes radiated like emeralds in the sun as he stared at the wicked tree.  
That shouldn’t have been so easy, he thought. It was almost like she wanted to be trapped within… 
The sound of rapid footsteps diverted his attention. Myrrdn turned his head to look, but he saw no one. Sweat poured from his brow and down his beard. “Who’s there?” he asked. 
No response. 
Casting in Samhuinn took a lot out of him—more than usual. He wasn’t sure he’d have the stamina to fight off a Loa, or whatever other insidious creature might be lurking about. Samhuinn was full of vile beasts, some of them not visible to human eyes—not even to a wizard in spirit gaze. He had to get out of here. Myrrdn lifted his staff overhead, twirling it in a circle. A tornado of green and gold enveloped his frame as Myrrdn disappeared, returning safely to Annwn’s garden groves.                                                                   






  
  Part I - Awaken
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  1. Caged
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As I think back to how all of this began, how I went from being your average teenage nobody to the world’s most powerful sorcerer, it all really started back in the eighth grade. It was a little more than a year after the fire, and as you might predict, I wasn’t exactly the sort of kid who found joy in candy and Happy Meal toys. Video games distracted me, but I can’t say I really enjoyed them anymore. I didn’t enjoy a whole lot of anything back then, to tell the truth. It was like living life through a viewfinder. I saw people enjoying themselves, playing games, laughing at each other’s jokes. But I felt removed from it all, isolated, on my own little island without so much as a castaway’s volleyball to assuage my insanity. So, I started living recklessly. It’s not like I wanted to die. But I wasn’t sure how I could go on living, either. Most of the time I was numb. But when I put myself in danger… it was like I could  feel again. The only time I ever felt like I really wanted to live was at that very moment when I thought I might die. I know it’s kind of screwed up… but losing everything you care about at such a young age will do that to you. I’d heard that St. Louis was one of the most dangerous cities in the country, so I’d sneak out in the middle of the night and go walking through the park. I’d ride my bike into traffic and laugh as the cars tried to swerve out of my way. Thinking back on it, I was probably putting Gene and Lois Harley—my friend’s parents who adopted me after my parents died—through hell.
By far the craziest thing I did, though, was something I oddly didn’t even mean to do. 
It was Halloween. I hate Halloween; it’s the day when my family died exactly two years before. So I was probably even more out of sorts than usual. It was also the day our class took a field trip to the St. Louis Zoo.        
As I stood there overlooking the exhibit, I felt something of a kinship with the young but full-grown grizzly who paced back and forth with no discernible purpose. They called his home a “habitat,” but nothing of the thrill of the wild remained for the bear in his man-made pit. A few of my fellow eighth-grade field-trippers snickered as they watched him obsessively perform his ritual. 
He would walk to one end of his cage and bob his head back and forth. Moments later, he would walk another predetermined path, sniffing at the water along the way, until he returned to where he had started. Then he’d do it all over again. He must have repeated his choreographed stroll a dozen times while I watched. I couldn’t join in my classmates’ mockery. I felt his pain. His loneliness. He had lost everything, and I knew what that was like.  
Surely as a young cub, he’d had dreams—the thrill of snagging a salmon from a cold stream, savoring the fruit of his kill as he chomped into its juicy flesh. Now all he had to look forward to was the creak of an iron gate signaling that his keeper might throw him a lifeless, tasteless meal. He could survive here… but he couldn’t live. 
I had more in common with this bear than any of my fellow classmates. 
As I stood at the edge of the exhibit, pondering the similarities between the bear’s tragic life and my own, someone touched my arm. It was a gentle touch. A static tingle flowed from the unexpected caress and consumed my body. I turned to see who it was, but a bright light, swirling with streams of red and gold, consumed my vision. Within the light, all I could see was a dark figure with a delicate frame, nearly my own height. A feminine voice echoed in my mind, loud and piercing, but calm and deliberate.
You are meant for more than this, Elijah. Awaken! 
A force stirred deep within my gut. The blinding lights surrounding the figure beside me intensified, forcing my eyes shut.
I heard hysterical screams from a distance. When my vision readjusted to my surroundings, I was in the pit, standing only a few feet from the grizzly bear. The shrieks from above continued as my classmates and other zoo-goers observed what surely seemed to them a horror come true. 
The bear broke his ritual when he saw me. He paused, and as much as a bear can, he seemed to smile at me. I was not scared. Time slowed down. He sniffed my hand. Rearing upon his hind legs, he stared directly into my eyes. It was like we knew each other. I felt his pain. He understood mine. For a moment, it felt like he was my friend… or something more than that. If we could have spoken, we would have. Still, words weren’t necessary. I knew his thoughts. He cried for help. He hoped I could offer him salvation. I had no answer for him. Still, he seemed to sense my empathy. That’s all he wanted. Someone, anyone, who understood. Tears welled up in my eyes. 
I felt my feet leave the ground. I heard a loud bang as my body was yanked from the exhibit by the hands of a man whom I had never met. The grizzly’s countenance turned furious. He released a piercing roar but collapsed as he attempted to pursue me, a single dart stuck in his back. With another loud bang, a second dart struck him just beneath the first. I screamed. I begged them to let me go, not to harm him. 
The world spun around me as the man who held me returned my feet to the ground. He gripped my wrist tightly. Panic was upon his face as he looked directly into my eyes. “Are you okay?”
“I… Yeah… I’m fine…” I mumbled, taken aback by the sequence of events that led me to this confrontation.
“What’s your name?”
I paused for a moment, trying to make sense of what had happened. The man was large, and he spoke with a deep and intimidating voice. His khaki shirt and pants, affixed with an official St. Louis Zoo logo above his left breast, signaled that he must have been one of the zookeepers. “Elijah Wadsworth,” I told him. “I’m sorry…”
“What were you thinking?” the zookeeper interrupted. “How did you get down there?”
“I don’t know,” I told him honestly. “One minute I was standing there, watching the bear. The next thing I knew, I was right there in front of him.”
It was clear from his expression that he didn’t believe me. “A bear is not a cuddly pet. He could have killed you. You’re lucky we got there in time.” 
Before I could respond, two arms enveloped me from behind and freed me from the zookeeper’s grip. I met my adopted mother’s tear-filled gaze. “Thank the Lord you’re okay! Don’t you ever do that to me again, young man. Never again…” 
“I’m sorry, ma’am, but we need to question the boy further. It shouldn’t take long,” the zookeeper said as he assumed a less imposing posture. 
“You will do no such thing,” she said. “He has been through enough…”
“Lois, it’s okay,” I said. To their chagrin, I’d always called my adopted parents by their first names. 
“My apologies, ma’am, but we need to make sure that the boy understands the gravity of the situation. We can’t have children wandering into exhibits like this…”
“Do you mean to suggest,” Lois interrupted, “that he did this on purpose? I know my boy, he must have slipped and fell. He did not just wander in there.” 
The man looked at me for confirmation.
“Yes, sir. I’m very sorry. I must have been leaning too far over the rail and fell in and bumped my head. Honestly, I blacked out. I don’t remember what happened.” While it was a half-truth, it was no lie. I couldn’t explain what had happened, not completely. 
The zookeeper reluctantly accepted the explanation, but insisted on escorting us out of the zoo. 
Lois took a knee on the sidewalk and gripped me by each shoulder as the zookeeper left our company. “Please tell me, Elijah, that this was just an accident. I know you’ve been through a lot, but suicide…”
“Lois,” I insisted, “it’s the truth. I didn’t go in there on purpose.” 
“Well,” she continued, wiping the last of her tears from her eyes, “I’m glad I volunteered as a chaperone. I’ll need to have words with your teachers. We never should have left you unattended by the exhibit.”
I wanted to protest. This was not her fault. It wasn’t the teacher’s fault, either. It wasn’t even my fault. Still, I couldn’t help but feel pangs of guilt twist away at my stomach. The Harleys were good to me, and I knew that this sort of behavior was driving them both—Lois, especially—absolutely nutty.   
No one had seen how I ended up in the cage, and I couldn’t tell Lois, either. What had happened, she wouldn’t believe. Telling her about the strange figure, the swirling lights… she wouldn’t believe any of it. It would only become a pretense for mandatory psychotherapy—and I’d had enough of that already. So, I stuck by my story: I must have slipped and fallen in. I probably hit my head; that’s why I blacked out and couldn’t remember the fall. 
The incident made national news. For weeks, I was something of a celebrity at school. My classmates either revered me for the incident, honoring my daredevil bravery, or mocked me as an attention-starved moron. Some of my friends started calling me “bear boy,” which eventually got shortened to “Bear.” I wasn’t sure if they meant to honor me or make fun of me. Probably some of both. I didn’t care. 
I returned to the zoo a dozen times after that, but never saw the bear. Apparently he was relocated to another facility. I hoped I’d find the strange girl who had touched my arm. Something did awaken in me that day. After that, animals of all kinds were drawn to me. I could sense their thoughts, and they seemed to sense mine. Aside from a couple close friends, only my sister’s cat, Indie—who had miraculously survived the fire—really understood my pain. A part of me began to believe that the whole episode at the zoo had been an accident. I tried to convince myself that the figure who had touched my arm must have been a figment of my imagination. For years, it worked. I made my way through high school, doing my best to fit in. I was a better-than-average student, and that seemed to assuage most of my adoptive parents’ worries. Still, I couldn’t completely get the image of that darkened figure, and the sound of her oddly familiar voice, out of my mind.






  
  2. Senioritis
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Fast forward four years. I was halfway through my senior year and everyone was hassling me about picking a college. Lois was constantly on my back. Keep those grades up, she’d tell me, so I could get into the best schools. Blah. I suppose she was right, but I just couldn’t work up the focus to study anymore. Thus, I found myself totally ill-prepared for my midterms.  
The first page of my exam stared back at me with nothing but my name scribbled sloppily in the upper right-hand corner.
Elijah Wadsworth.
Only the “E” and the “W” in my signature were decipherable by the untrained eye. Thankfully, my teacher, Ms. McDowell, was proficient at deciphering my scrawls.
Not only was this the third time I had taken one of her classes in as many years, but she had also been my “personal tutor.” Placing her title in quotations made it seem somehow official. After four years, I suppose, it might as well have been.
My adoptive parents hired her because, apparently, I was acting too “reckless”—like in the incident at the zoo—and wasting a lot of “untapped potential.”
What is “untapped potential,” anyway? I mean, everything has potential. Newton said that, I think. The cafeteria food I had for lunch today had the “untapped potential” to end up a pile of barf on the classroom floor. Saying I had “untapped potential” was just a nice way of saying I was a disappointment.
I hated hearing that. Of course I had “potential.” It isn’t too hard to figure out why a boy who’s lost both of his parents and twin sister in a house fire might lack inspiration. And they had the nerve to talk about my “untapped potential?” Yeah, the propane tank in our garage had “untapped potential,” too. That’s how the fire marshal explained it, anyway.
When it happened, I was at the Harleys’ house playing video games with my friend. We were racing to the new level-cap for the latest World of Warcraft expansion. Now my friend (and guildmate), Tyler Harley, was my adoptive brother. 
I stared again at my illegible signature.
I hated exams.
Tyler was sitting beside me. He held his number-two pencil in a death grip as he furiously answered question after question.
Don’t ever tell him I said this, but Tyler was way smarter than me. And everyone else in our senior class. It wasn’t that I was dumb—I was actually an A or B student most of the time. But Tyler was in a league of his own.
And I should have studied.
I feigned an itch over my right shoulder, attempting to get a glance at his answers. Hey, I’m a good person (usually), but I’m no saint. Tyler had his left hand on edge, cupped perfectly to deflect my view.
I rolled my eyes.
Then I almost burst out laughing.
He was in the zone. I wasn’t sure what to call Tyler’s zone. He did the same thing playing Call of Duty or any other shoot-em-up game. He looked focused, but demon-possessed at the same time. His brow was furrowed, his eyes squinted. He randomly and repeatedly licked his lips for no meaningful reason at all.
He was answering the questions faster than I could read them. His shaggy red mop nearly covered his eyes as he accumulated trace amounts of sweat around his ears. His freckled cheeks were drawn in as he squinted to focus. His pointy nose quickly darted from left to right and back again, as if his elongated snotlocker were directing his eyes where to go.
Tyler was a good six feet tall—three inches taller than me. Sitting down, though, we were nearly the same height due to his abnormally stilted and my dwarfish legs. Tyler also had a cheetah’s metabolism. The guy could down pizza and Twinkies like it’s nobody’s business… sometimes at the same time. But he couldn’t seem to accumulate an ounce of fat—or muscle, for that matter—on his bones. I loved the guy, but he was damned quirky.
And a prat. Wouldn’t even let his dearly adopted brother steal a few answers. Test-taking integrity is not dead, folks. Not so long as Tyler Harley remains in school.
The faint scratchy sound of more than two dozen pencils on paper assaulted my ears. Dammit, I should have studied.
I didn’t have much of an excuse; I was suffering from a serious case of senioritis. Plus, I had to join my guild on a raid the night before. Yes, I know… I’d been playing that dumb game for more than six years. The addictive properties of World of Warcraft rival heroin. No joke. Guild raids were serious business. Miss one, and I’d be likely to get a barrage of arcane missiles up my orcish ass the next time I logged in.
I guess addictively playing WoW secured my place in the immortal realm of cyber geekdom. At the same time, it had the debilitating side effect of leaving me ill-prepared for things that supposedly mattered. Like this exam!
AP Anatomy.
I’d never really been a science person. I did well enough. Well enough to get into the AP class, anyway. Science was Tyler’s forte. I was more of a history buff. History and philosophy. English and literature. These things intrigued me. Math and science, though? I could hold my own, but I just wasn’t wired for it. It didn’t turn me on.
Focus, Elijah. Focus!
I forced my attention upon the first question.
1. Gluteus maximus is responsible for which of the following movements?
A. Hip flexion
B. Hip abduction
C. Knee flexion
D. Knee extension
My father used to say that some wonders of deity are better adored than investigated. I didn’t know about God, per se, but that was precisely my attitude regarding gluteus maximus.
More specifically, the female version of Gluteus Maximus. Emilie Royce’s gluteus maximus…
To be adored…
I couldn’t help but break my attention and stare as Emilie got up, two seats in front of me, to sharpen her pencil. Emilie wasn’t the prom queen, cheerleader type. She wasn’t the sort the quarterback would choose as arm candy. Not every guy noticed her. 
But I did.
Her auburn hair fell just below her shoulders. She casually crossed one leg behind the other as she began cranking the pencil sharpener. The pose accentuated her… gluteus maximus nicely. Hey, I was an almost-18-year-old, hormone-infested dude. Cut me some slack.
You know you’ve got it bad for someone when you’re admiring her pencil-sharpening skills.
She removed the pencil, pivoting to the side to blow the excess shavings away. What a tease. She pivoted a second time to return to her seat.
Emilie’s hazel eyes and button nose suited her round face well. She lost her braces about a year ago. Her new smile, framed by dimples on either cheek, perfectly completed her adorable face.
Whenever she flashed that smile my way, it had a calming effect. That smile meant, to me, that no matter how awful the world might seem, everything—at least, here and now—would be okay.
I’d been crushing on Emilie going on three years now. In some ways, I felt like she reciprocated my feelings. So why not go for it?
Well, I’d known Emilie as long as I could remember. Our mothers used to get together so we could have “play dates” back while we were still in diapers. We were best friends. I think we both wanted it to be more, and a few times we’d come close. We even went to prom together two years in a row. But we were both too afraid of ruining what we had. We never had that conversation, exactly, but it was understood. Besides, with graduation only a few weeks away, the future was too uncertain to start anything. Our time had passed. Alas… that didn’t mean I’d given up hope, though.
Emilie scrunched her nose and shot me a grin before sitting down, as if to express our shared angst over the exam we were in the middle of taking. She settled back into her chair and resumed the exam. She also was involved in the previous night’s “raid.” Her blood elf priest played an essential role in our victory. That said, unlike me, she had studied before the raid. If sharpening her pencil served as evidence at all, she had clearly moved beyond the first question by now.
Focus, Elijah. Focus!
Gluteus Maximus! The muscle, not Emilie’s!
What was Ms. McDowell thinking when she wrote this question?
No sooner did I have that thought than a voice startled my attention back to reality. I could swear it was Ms. McDowell’s voice. It took me off guard. What did she say? I couldn’t make any sense of the first few faint words I thought I’d heard. I faked a stretch and looked her way. Her eyes were fixed on a stack of papers in front of her. Some poor student’s exam was suffering the vigorous assault of her red pen of death. She hadn’t said anything. Still, I could swear it was her voice…
After years of tutoring and several of her classes, there was no mistaking her voice. The voice I’d heard was familiarly hers, but it sounded different. It was distant yet close at the same time, like when you can hear someone else talking in the background over the telephone…
Eenie, meenie, miney moe… Oh, whatever. Make it B—hip abduction…
A tingle settled upon my brow as Ms. McDowell’s voice resonated again, somewhere deep in my mind. As I heard the words, my eyes were drawn back to my exam by a bright-orange glow that invaded my periphery. The words hip abduction were literally glowing; moments later, they faded back to black.
What the…?
I looked up at Ms. McDowell, this time without the feigned attempt to hide my wandering eyes with a false stretch. She remained intently focused, probably doing another Pontius Pilate job on a poor, unsuspecting student’s test. Her gray, tightly curled permed hair was all that met my glance. Her reading glasses rested low, toward the tip of her nose. Ms. McDowell has looked the same as long as I’d known her. She had that sort of old-lady look that, once it set in, was bound to remain.
She was busy. She didn’t acknowledge my attention for several moments. Then she tilted her head upward, eyes peering beyond the tops of her bifocals and fixed directly my way. “Is there a problem, Mr. Wadsworth?”
“No ma’am,” I said. “I thought I heard you say something.”
“Hmm—” She flashed me a look of skepticism and returned to her stack of tests.
What in the world was happening? I knew I’d heard her voice—Ms. McDowell’s voice. It was as if I was overhearing her own, personal inner dialogue as she was writing the test! I knew what I saw. The letter of the answer, assuming B was the correct one, glowed!
Was I hallucinating? It was certainly possible. My study was not all that was sacrificed on the altar of last night’s raid. I’d barely slept.
Perhaps it was my own subconscious drawing upon information from a previous lecture, or maybe the textbook. I’d heard that the human brain stores, somewhere, everything one has ever seen or heard. It’s just that most of us, under normal circumstances, can’t access it.
I marked B on the answer sheet and progressed to the next question.
2. What part of the brain is responsible for the processing of visual information?
A…
You have got to be kidding me! Ironic much? I scanned the options, narrowing it down to either A (the temporal lobe) or B (the occipital lobe). I knew it wasn’t C (the brain stem), and D was “none of the above.” Ms. McDowell never made “none of the above” the correct answer.
Hmm, I thought, what was she thinking?
They’ll never expect the same choice twice in a row, her familiar-but-faded voice quickly retorted. Again, an orange glow settled upon the answer B.
What the hell!
I marked B, recognizing somehow that my occipital lobe was involved in the hallucination… if that’s what it was. What else could it be? I was either going crazy… or… I was going freaking crazy!
Question three. Same thing happened.
I laughed out loud. The whole class turned and looked. Ms. McDowell shot daggers from her eyes with such force they would have shattered her bifocals had she not lowered them sufficiently.
“Sorry…” I mumbled sheepishly.
Emilie looked back, muffling a giggle behind her purple-painted nails.
Tyler just shook his head.
I finished the whole flippin’ test that way. Every question was answered by an orange glow. Every question was accompanied by Ms. McDowell’s test-writing narration. I was more than a little weirded out, but figured those answers were at least as good as any guesses I could make.
I took my test up front, setting it on top of Tyler’s. Of course, he’d finished first. I casually strolled back toward my seat.
As I made my way to my seat, my mind was racing…
A hallucination?
No, several hallucinations…
But how…
Maybe a brain tumor.
Hell, I hope not… Dammit. What if it is?
I don’t want to die!
I have a brain tumor, or I’m bat-shit crazy…
I don’t want to die!
THUD!
Emilie stumbled after I collided into her, thwarting her attempt to turn in her own exam. I caught her and steadied her on her feet. Our eyes met, only inches apart.
“Oh my God!”
“Oh… I’m sorry. Excuse me, Ems.”
“No, it’s not that. Elijah… Bear… Your eyes…”
I shrugged.
“Elijah, they’re orange!”
A tingle settled across my brow.
And I collapsed…

      [image: image-placeholder]…I’d always hoped that if I were ever in need of CPR, a hot lifeguard would be somewhere nearby. I opened my eyes and saw two old ladies.
Damn my luck.
Fortunately, I hadn’t needed CPR.
My luck could have been worse.
Ms. McDowell was hunched over behind the school nurse, whose name I never bothered to learn. The nurse was holding my left eyelid open, shining one of those bright doctor lights directly at my eyeball. She was squinting, making an open-mouthed grimace, greeting me with her yellowed, plaque-infested chompers.
Delightful.
“He’s back with us,” the nurse shouted, delivering a breath full of what I was sure must have been Cool Ranch Doritos.
“Will he be okay?” Ms. McDowell asked.
I started to squirm away from Dorito zone, anticipating the nurse’s reply.
“He should be. Looks like it was just a little spell.”
“What about his eyes?” Emilie interrupted with a hint of panic in her voice. “Did you see his eyes?”
“They look fine to me,” the nurse calmly replied.
“Green as always,” added Ms. McDowell.
“But I swear they were orange! Bright, glowing orange!” Emilie insisted.
“It must have been a reflection,” Tyler hypothesized, gesturing toward the incandescent lights above us.
I was starting to get back on my feet.
“I know what I saw, Tyler! It was no reflection. His eyes were glowing.”
“That’s impossible, Emilie.”
“It must not be, considering I just saw it flippin’ happen, Tyler!”
“Whoa. Whoa, you guys,” I interrupted. “I’m fine, by the way… you know, in case you were wondering.”
Emilie lunged at me with a hug. I squeezed back, awkwardly patting her back. Why the heck did I add the pat? I’d just given her an uncle hug. Dammit.
Tyler rolled his eyes.
Pulling away from Emilie’s embrace, I checked myself in a mirror conveniently mounted by the chalkboard. I figured Ms. McDowell used it to get a better view of the class from her desk. I looked at my eyes. Nothing unusual. I ran my fingers through my shaggy, dark hair. It was a mess. But that’s how it was supposed to be—it was a strategic mess.
I wasn’t one to brag or anything. I was never going to be a model. Still, I was a decent-looking guy, I thought. I’d always had a bit of a baby face. I was sure I’d appreciate that when I was, say, thirty. Being just a day shy of eighteen, though… having a baby face wasn’t exactly an asset.
“How do you feel?” Nurse Frito-Lay questioned as I was fixing my hair.
“Fine, I guess.”
“Has this ever happened before?”
“No, ma’am. I guess all the nerves from the exam got to me. I probably stood up too quickly.”
“What have you eaten today?”
I hesitated. I wasn’t sure. I’d always had a bad habit of skipping breakfast. Sleep > breakfast. “Just a granola bar on the way to school.”
“What have I been telling you, you putz?” Tyler interjected as he tossed me another granola bar he had stowed away in his backpack.
I caught it and peeled it open. “Thanks, man,” I said as I took my first bite.
“No worries, dude. I took it from your stash.”
“Ass.”
“Language, Mr. Wadsworth,” Ms. McDowell rebuked me forcefully from her desk as she resumed business as usual.
Tyler laughed.
Smirking, I grabbed my backpack and headed for the door. Tyler and Emilie followed close behind.
“You know,” Tyler said, “if you can’t learn to stay on your feet, we might have to get you one of those life-alert necklaces from TV.” He attempted his best impersonation, throwing his voice into a cracking, high-pitched tone. “I’ve fallen… and I can’t get up!”
“Keep working on that impression, bro. If you really want to, I’m sure you could just identify as an old lady.”
“Hey, I’m not the one who almost kissed the tartar queen back there.”
“Ty, don’t hate. I can’t help that I’ve got game with the old ladies.”
“Old-lady game? You mean like canasta?”
I laughed. “I was thinking Twister. Hey man, you take it where you can get it.”
Emilie shook her head. “You guys are horrible!”
“Well, I’m glad you’re all right, bro,” Tyler said, barely managing to push a few words through his chuckle. He took a sharp right turn, cutting down an adjoining hall toward his next class. “See you, Emilie.”
“Thanks for the warning,” she shouted his way as he was already a few paces away.
Tyler lifted his hand over his right shoulder, affectionately extending his middle finger as he departed our company.
While Tyler was one of my closest friends, we were really more like brothers than buds. He was an only child before the Harleys took me in and, for medical reasons, I’d always had enough wisdom not to inquire about why they’d never had any more. They’d always said I was the answer to their prayers. For a while I resented that. I mean, what kind of sadistic “God” would kill most of a family in a fire to answer another family’s prayer for a second kid?
While I’d never taken to the Harley family religion totally hook-line-and-sinker, they had dragged me along to church enough to understand, sort of, what they meant. As Mrs. Harley said, “God is in the redemption business.” I suppose if God existed, he was capable of bringing good out of tragedy.
For me, the Harleys were that good. If I ever had prayed, they would have been God’s answer to my prayer, too. Yeah, Tyler and I were like brothers. We picked on each other incessantly, but never out of hate. At the end of the day we had each other’s backs. And, as much time as I spent with Emilie, she and Tyler had the brother-and-sister banter going on as well. While some had called Tyler a “third wheel,” he was really the glue that held our little trio together.
Emilie hooked her arm around mine as we proceeded down the hall. “Bear… what really happened back there?”
“I… I really don’t know, Ems.”
“Your eyes were glowing!”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah…”
I hesitated a moment. I mean, I usually told Emilie everything. She was the one person I could literally bare my soul to. She always listened. Always understood. But this? This was uncharted territory. At the same time, though, if I didn’t tell someone it would drive me nuts trying to figure out on my own.
“Ok… you promise you won’t think I’m crazy?”
Emilie laughed. “I already know you’re crazy, Bear! But I’m still right here.”
“You know, you’re the only one left who still calls me that.” Emilie was the only one who knew the true story about what had happened to me at the zoo that day. She was the only one I trusted enough to tell. 
“What can I say,” Emilie said. “I find ‘Bear’ endearing. Are you sure you’re okay?”
I was still thinking, Brain tumor! Still, I didn’t want to overreact to what had happened to me. “I’m sure it was nothing…” 
“Seriously, Bear—what happened in there?”
I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. I told her everything. Almost. I left out the part about staring at her ass while she cranked, semi-erotically, at the pencil sharpener. 
“Wow. Intense.” Emilie loved the word intense for some reason. “Definitely weird. But intense!”
The thing is…” I continued, “the way I heard the teacher speak to me reminded me of the grizzly bear back in eighth grade. The way I seemed to experience his pain and sensed his thoughts felt somehow similar to this. When that girl touched my arm that day, it felt just like the tingle that spread across my brow when I heard Ms. McDowell’s voice…”
Emilie sighed. “I wish I had answers. I wish we knew who that girl was. I mean, you said she knew your name. Surely she knows something…”
I shrugged. “You don’t think I was hallucinating?”
“I don’t know. Maybe? But if you were seeing the right answer, it had to be more than a hallucination, you know? Like maybe you’re psychic?”
“Well, that would be good news. Miss Cleo left that market wide open.” I laughed, awkwardly, at my own joke. “I don’t know. It might have just been my subconscious rising to the occasion after a sleepless night of gaming.”
“Maybe.” She paused a moment as if pondering the thought. “But none of that explains why your eyes were glowing, Bear.”
She was right. I mean, Tyler thought my eyes could have been reflecting the light. But Emilie wouldn’t have been freaked out by that. On the plus side, while I hadn’t checked out WebMD to confirm, I was pretty sure that glowing orange eyes weren’t a typical symptom of brain tumors, either. I knew Emilie. She’d seen my eyes glow, and neither one of us could explain it.
“Ems… I really don’t know. But I promise, if anything else happens you are the first—probably the only person—I’ll tell.”
Emilie kissed my cheek, which rouged immediately upon contact. “I know, Bear.”
“Emilie… can I ask you a question?”
“Um, sure. Anything.”
“Have you ever thought about… you know… us?”
Emilie sighed. “All the time.”
“And?”
“And I think you know, Elijah.”
“You don’t want to ruin…”
“It’s not that,” Emilie interrupted. “It’s… Well… Elijah, I love you too much to hold you back. You can do anything. Literally anything. But I’m stuck here in Missouri. Maybe someday you’ll come back, sweep me off my feet, and we’ll live happily ever after. But for now? I’m stuck here… and I don’t want to be the reason you end up stuck here, too.”
“You don’t have to be stuck, Ems…”
“Yeah… I sort of do…”
I nodded, putting my arm around her shoulder as we continued silently down the hall. She loved me too much… did she really just say that? I guess I knew it, but hearing it caused my heart to flutter. In her mind it just couldn’t be, and trying to argue the point wouldn’t make a difference.
Emilie’s dad had run off with a younger woman maybe a year or so after I lost my family. Her mom immediately found a new love in the form of a bottle. It left Emilie with the responsibility of stepping up to take care of Sam, her kid brother. Sam had just started high school last fall. He was a good kid. He could probably take care of himself. But Emilie still felt responsible. She’d applied to a local music program so she could stay close by. Emilie could have gotten full-ride scholarships to some of New York’s best programs... but she wouldn’t leave St. Louis. Still, she felt I, at least, should be able to leave town and go to college wherever I wanted.
And she was right. Even though she didn’t want to, she was holding me back. I was accepted to some colleges on the west coast. Still, I had no idea what I was going to major in, so moving out there to go to school didn’t make a lot of economic sense at this point. And of course, a part of the reason was because I was too afraid to leave Emilie behind. In a way she was holding me back, even though we weren’t “together.” It was my choice, sure, but I also knew she would blame herself for “trapping” me here. I mean, I could go anywhere. I could shake off St. Louis and make my mark in L.A. Why not? The Rams did it. Who could blame me? Emilie wouldn’t.
The last thing I wanted to do was add to her burden. But I didn’t want to leave her behind. 
Love. It’s complicated.
“I love you too, Ems.” I leaned in and placed a friendly peck on her forehead as we parted ways to our respective classes.
How could I ever choose a college if I didn’t have a clue what I wanted to do with my life? My parents left me the money for it. But what if I decided to do something else with my life? While they never specified “college” in their will—I





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
BSTEE DRUID LEGAGY
=F & BOOK'1 et | e T






OEBPS/images/69269723-15f7-46ee-9d42-0bc7e1422be5.jpeg





OEBPS/images/afd70748-edd1-4006-92fd-6fb569cf3656.png
Q‘@DTES OF “EDEN

THE DRUID [EGACY BOOK 1

THEOPHILUS MONROE





OEBPS/images/20a29ec8-dc8b-4053-984a-7050e19ca615.png








