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Shadows in the East

Gilded sunlight poured over the landscape and pushed through the trees, announcing the break of dawn or signaling the approach of evening.  It was hard to tell in this strange, noiseless place.  The colors here were bright, but fuzzy around the edges as if stained and blurred by water.  Nothing stirred here; there were no deer, no foxes, no rabbits, not even a solitary bird to disrupt the foggy solitude.  All around the trees stood silent, watching and waiting for something profound to happen.  And then something did happen.

Far below the wooded hillside in the bare, spacious glen something finally moved.  A fair-haired child, barely older than ten, danced into sight.  She looked happy and carefree, her laughter alone breaking the unnatural, oppressive silence.  She wasn’t dressed like a typical girl, wearing only a plain cotton shirt over a pair of leather pants.  Her hair was loose, unbound and falling past her shoulders.  It caught the eerie light and reflected it in golden shards that cut through the monotony of this world.  She chased after butterflies, doing cartwheels and kicking up clouds of ladybugs with her bare feet.

It was obvious she felt safe here, even as the atmosphere slowly began to change.  The slumbering trees grew more rigid and the pleasant scene dimmed, as if a black cloud had crept in front of the sun.  Something sinister was approaching, but the girl was too caught up in her own antics to realize she was no longer alone.  She was too busy dancing across the field and making merry, so she didn’t feel the change in the air; she didn’t notice the darkening sky.

And then it happened.  Something like a dark flame appeared on the edge of the meadow where the dense wood began.  It was a figure wearing a blood-red cloak, creeping between the shivering trees, stalking around like a predator hunting down its prey.  The creature crawled from the edge of the tree line and drew closer to the girl.  But the girl kept at her games, unaware of the menacing threat to her safety.

As the ominous figure moved ever closer, it threw open its arms like a great, blood-stained bat, its crimson cloak curling and flowing behind it as if pushed by an imperceptible wind.  The creature began to grow, becoming larger and larger with each step.  It was only a few yards from the girl now and had grown to twenty feet tall and twice as wide, engulfing the entire glen with the flowing scarlet fabric of its robes.  It stood over the girl for a few seconds more and then, as quickly as the blink of an eye, it wrapped its massive arms around her and vanished.

Raejaaxorix jolted awake, breathing heavily as his heart pumped the overly-heated dragon blood that pulsed through his veins.  Instinctively, he grazed his surroundings with his sharp eyes, looking for the girl who had been swallowed up by the red demon.  After a few moments, he breathed a sigh of relief, wisps of smoke curling from his nostrils.  A dream, he consoled himself as his heartbeat calmed, just a dream.

The Tanaan dragon lifted his head and stretched out his legs, working the tension free of the stiff muscles.  Though the dream wasn’t a new one, it continued to terrify him each time he woke from it.  He knew it was only a result of the recent discovery of Cierryon’s soldiers setting up camps around the perimeter of Oescienne, but it felt too real to simply ignore.  There was no denying that the girl in the dream was Jahrra and that the monster, the demon, was the Tyrant King himself, or at least those who worked for him.  The corrupt soldiers of Ghorium, he reminded himself with a grimace.

Jaax shuddered and tried to convince the pounding ache in his head to go elsewhere.  Jahrra was safe, he had to believe that.  She would not be found by their enemy, at least not yet.  He stood, stretched out his stiff joints and his great wings and waited for his scales to slowly change from the dull, dead gray of the granite crag he’d been sleeping on to his own natural colors of green, gold, bronze and turquoise.  He yawned once, exposing all of his deadly teeth, and glanced around as he tried to judge the time of day.

Just after sunset, good, he thought.  That gives me plenty of time to hunt before full dark.  Jaax lifted his nose to the frigid breeze pouring over the mountain peaks.  Mixed with the scent of fresh snow and crisp pine resin was the distinct odor of deer.  The dragon smiled.  It had been two weeks since he last ate and he hoped that whatever he caught tonight would be enough for another few weeks.  He lumbered over to the edge of the cliff where he’d slept the day away.  The drop was treacherous, over three thousand feet, but he had nothing to fear.  He thrust out his great wings and leapt, allowing the biting winds to pull him away from the mountainside and towards the valley far below.  Down there somewhere he would find his meal, grazing one last time before the night.

While he flew, Jaax thought about the nightmare that had been plaguing him nearly every night for the past few months.  Ever since King Dhuruhn of the Creecemind dragons informed him of the suspicious activity around the border, Jaax had been haunted in his sleep.  The first time he’d had the dream, he knew exactly what it had meant: the Crimson King knew about Jahrra, and he would do what it took to find her.  And just like the Jahrra in his dream, the Jahrra in real life was oblivious to what was after her.  Jaax shivered.  He knew the time to tell her who she really was was drawing near, but he feared telling her the truth, though he knew it was necessary.  How would she react?  Would she even believe him when he told her she was the only human being in the whole of Ethoes and that the fate of the world depended on her?

Jaax shuddered again, causing the rhythm of his wing beats to falter.  He needed to stop analyzing his nightmares; it was getting him nowhere.  Instead, he decided to reflect on the positive outcome of constant vigilance and hard work.  For the past few months he and a handful of other dragons had been camped out in the far eastern rim of the Elornn Mountains where the southern boundary of Felldreim met with the borders of Torinn and Rhiim.  The dragons had been studying the activities of the Tyrant’s troops, Ghorium soldiers, for half a year now.  They’d watched them carefully, noting every movement, listening to every order, memorizing every camp schedule.  After all they’d seen, Jaax and his colleagues had finally come to the conclusion that if the enemy were to enter Oescienne at all, their march would begin here, where the three provinces met.

The soldiers’ main camp was, gratefully, east of the Oribiy River, still well within the province of Rhiim.  But once they crossed the Oribiy it wouldn’t be long before they continued west.  Since it was located far on the outskirts of Felldreim, the southern Hrunahn Wilders contained little magic to ward off any unwelcome intruders.  Once through the Wilders, the army would merely follow the southern shore of Lake Runess until they came to the Cornaith River.  A week or two south along the river’s mountain valley and they would find the head waters of the Raenyan River, splitting from the Cornaith and leading directly into the heart of Oescienne.

Jaax winced at how easy it could be for them to trickle into the western province unnoticed.  He only hoped that it proved as difficult as legend claimed.  The valley that existed where the Elornn and Thorbet mountains met was notorious for claiming the lives of thousands of explorers and adventurers.  If the Tyrant’s army followed the path Jaax imagined, then they’d find themselves in a treacherous river valley riddled with cliffs, disorienting canyons, weather that could change almost instantly, and ferocious wild animals that were nearly impossible to kill.  If this was their plan, Jaax could only hope they met with every obstacle imaginable along the way.  Until they made their move, however, he was determined to delay them as long as possible.

The sudden overpowering scent of wild venison yanked Jaax’s awareness back to the present.  He quickly glanced below, his eyes focusing on the russet figures about fifty feet below.  It would be an easy catch this time of day, for the deer were well fed and weren’t expecting an attack from above.  All I need is one, Jaax thought, grateful that that would be enough.  He set his sight on one of the adults and suddenly dropped from the sky.

After finishing his meal, Jaax took a few more minutes to analyze his surroundings before taking flight once again.  It was dark enough now that he could leave this secluded valley in the mountains and take to the open sky.  It was still a little early to meet the others, but Jaax wouldn’t mind some time alone before the night’s work began.  He stretched his wings and lifted from the clearing, his full stomach protesting just a little.  He soared above the tops of the Elornn Mountains, their white-capped peaks glowing eerily against the indigo sky.

Jaax passed by his campsite from the day before and kept going, looking for the final mountain on the eastern edge of the range.  When he found it, he immediately located the high ledge where he would meet the others.  Jaax made a rather quiet landing, his feet crunching delicately in the freezing snow.  He pulled his wings tightly against his back and sat to wait, not noticing the biting ice that surrounded him.  A half hour later he heard the familiar pulse of a dragon’s wings.

Jaax turned his triangular head and acknowledged the other huge reptile that was now approaching, giving her a curt nod.  She was a deep red color, dulled down by the evening dark.  She was smaller than Jaax, but she resembled him in build and stature.  Her head, angular like his, was narrower and she had fewer spikes adorning her features.  Her gait was smooth and confident, and as she joined Jaax’s side, her mouth curved in a smile.

“Couldn’t sleep again?” she asked in a liquid voice.

Her light brown eyes glittered with amusement, but Jaax wasn’t paying attention.

“No Shiroxx. I slept, but not well.”

Even Jaax thought his voice sounded tired.

“The nightmare again?”

This time the dragon named Shiroxx sounded slightly concerned.

Jaax simply nodded.  Shiroxx dropped her head and thought for a moment.

“You’re not worried, are you?  Do you think you should return to Oescienne, to make sure all is well?”

Before Jaax could answer, the sound of more wings intruded the quiet, stirring the frosty air of the snowy ledge.  A pair of Korli dragons landed several feet away and started walking towards the two Tanaan before folding their wings.  One looked to be dark gray in the pale light of the newly risen half moon.  The other was a little lighter than Hroombra’s cobalt blue.

Before they could say anything, Jaax spoke, “Sapheramin, Tollorias.”

The two new giant reptiles nodded at the other dragon’s greeting, then eyed Shiroxx jadedly.

“Where’s Tybys?”  Tollorias, the darker, more wrinkled one asked.

Jaax cringed.  He’d forgotten about Tybys.

“He had to return to his post, it was a last minute decision.  It seems a few of the Tyrant’s men have decided to brave the temptation of the Dunes of Ehrann and have traveled down the Rhiimian Gorge.  From the report we received earlier, they plan on following the Fuhrlas River south and then cross into Torinn.  We needed him back at Telln Bahra in order to keep watch if this information proves true.”

“And you were going to inform us of this when?”  Shiroxx’s voice was sharp, making plain her feelings of being left out of this decision.

“Tonight,” Jaax said, casting her a warning glance before looking back at Tollorias and Sapheramin.  “Tybys received word only five hours ago, leaving as soon as he knew the details.  He offered his apologies and promises to return as soon as the south is secure.”

Sapheramin and Tollorias nodded in acceptance, but Shiroxx huffed her frustration.

“It was hard enough with five dragons, now we just have four.”

“We are plenty in number, Shiroxx.  Remember, we are simply trying to spook the soldiers, not take on the entire army,” Jaax responded with his usual authority.

Shiroxx glared at him, but he simply took a deep breath and closed his eyes.  It was almost like arguing with Jahrra, almost.  Jaax allowed himself a minute grin at the memory.  Even though arguing with Jahrra was much more exhausting than arguing with Shiroxx, it was somehow much more satisfying.  He very nearly chuckled aloud when he pictured the stubborn girl refusing to let him intimidate her during their last encounter.

“And what is so amusing?” Shiroxx snapped.

“Nothing,” Jaax said, opening his eyes.  “Just recalling a more pleasant situation.”

“Well, I’m sure we’d all love to sit and reminisce on more pleasant times Raejaax, but we ought to get moving,” Tollorias interrupted.  “It’ll take us three hours to fly to the camp and another hour to terrify those Ghorium parasites further into Rhiimian territory.”

“Alright then, Tollorias, lead the way.”

Jaax nodded to the larger, darker of the two Korli dragons.  He then turned and gave Sapheramin a bright smile.

“And how are you doing?  Tollorias treating you well, I hope?”

The smaller Korli dragon returned Jaax’s greeting with a brilliant grin of her own.  Unlike Shiroxx, Sapheramin exuded an aura of joy.  Her crystal blue eyes flashed, adding their own light to the dark night, and she easily walked next to Jaax as they made their way to the edge of the mountain shelf.

“Oh, Tollorias!  He’s taking this duty much more harshly than I.  He feels guilty that I’ve been removed from Nimbronia, but I’ve tried to tell him I don’t mind.”

Jaax nodded grimly and set his focus on the ground ahead of him.  Sapheramin and Tollorias were important delegates in the courts of Nimbronia, two of the many consulates living in that city and serving the king.  Sapheramin’s position was considered more important than Tollorias’, and although she was regarded as very valuable to the king, she’d insisted on helping out in the cause to keep the human child protected.

“And how is our young Jahrra?  Did she look well since you last saw her?  Is my uncle taking good care of her?”

A mischievous grin flashed across Sapheramin’s young, yet wrinkled face.

Jaax answered that with a light chuckle, “Oh, well, you know Hroombramantu.  He’s spoiled her rotten, I assure you.”

“That sounds about right.”  She sighed contentedly and Jaax felt his spirits lift.

“But how does she look?  You must describe her for I have never seen her,” Sapheramin laughed.

Jaax furrowed his brow and narrowed his mouth, trying to get a clear picture of Jahrra in his mind.

“She’s tall compared to her friends, but not thin and gangly or petite like the Resai.  Her eyes are blue, but not as bright as yours, and her hair is a deep blond color.  And she’s strong for a girl, something that surprised me.  The last time I saw her she dislodged one of my scales.”

Shiroxx cleared her throat behind them and Jaax turned to look at her.  Her eyebrows were raised and she nodded her head towards Tollorias.  He’d made it to the edge of the peak and was waiting for Jaax’s command to take flight.  Jaax sighed and smiled at Sapheramin.  He hoped that his description of Jahrra satisfied her curiosity.

Their job tonight was simple and was the same as it had been the last hundred nights: to fly to the large camp of the Tyrant’s soldiers in the East Crein Mountains and terrorize them until they retreated further into Rhiim.  So far it had been somewhat successful, but it was only a matter of time before the men realized it was only a small group of dragons and not a huge colony that was trying to drive them away.  That is why they always attacked at night, so the only thing the enemy could see were the streams of multi-colored fire raining down on them.

Jaax took a deep breath and sighed.

“Is everyone ready?” he asked.

The other three dragons nodded and Jaax climbed to the edge of the precipice.  This one was even steeper than the cliff top he’d slept on earlier that day.

“May Ethoes grant us another successful night,” he said solemnly.

The four dragons quietly mumbled an ancient blessing in their own dialect of Kruelt.  On Jaax’s signal they launched themselves off the mountain, their giant reptilian bodies invisible against the black of night.

Don’t worry Jahrra, Jaax thought as they crossed over the Oribiy River, the moonlight sparking off its surface far below, I’ll stop them, I won’t let them find you.

As the miles fled by, Jaax found his thoughts returning to his nightmare once again.  He felt so helpless in that world, unable to move, unable to shout out a warning to Jahrra, unable to confront the demon who attacked her.  But he wouldn’t let that world become reality; he wouldn’t allow his nightmare to take form in the world of the living.  He would fight, fight to the death if he had to in order to keep Jahrra safe.  With a renewed vigor, Jaax set his teeth and felt the flames building deep in his chest as the weak firelight of a large camp came into view.  Someday he would defeat the Crimson King, but tonight he would simply delay him.

-Chapter One-

Advice from a Mystic

“Jahrra!  Be careful, that plant–”

“ARRGGGHHH!”

Jahrra released the stubborn weed the second it spewed a noxious cloud of gas into her face.  She fell to the ground and immediately started coughing, waving at the green mist in an attempt to rid herself of the horrible smell.

“I was going to say, ‘that plant is called Bog’s Breath for a reason.’”

Jahrra glared up at Denaeh, her youthful expression showing amusement.  She had her sleeves rolled up and her face was shaded by a wide straw hat.  Dirt and mud covered her hands and forearms, but she didn’t seem bothered by it at all.

“You could have warned me before hand,” Jahrra grumbled as the awful odor of Bog’s Breath finally floated away.

“I’m sorry, I forgot, until I saw you tugging away at it.  You have to be cautious of the leaves.  If you press them too hard the sack underneath will burst, and well, you know what happens then.”

It was obvious that Denaeh was trying very hard not to laugh.  Jahrra sighed and stood up, brushing herself off in the process.  It’d been months since the strange Mystic had helped her frighten Eydeth and Ellysian, and she was determined to make it up to her, even if it meant weeding a garden that was full of gas-spewing plants.

Jahrra gave her newest friend a weak smile and got back to work, tugging and yanking a little more cautiously now.  As she pulled on stubborn weeds and listened to the sound of fog dew dripping to the forest floor, Jahrra thought about her summer.  Now that it was nearly over, she would be starting school again and facing the evil twins once more.

A grin suddenly split Jahrra’s face.  Earlier that spring she’d been dared to enter the dreaded Belloughs of the Black Swamp in the Wreing Florenn to find the terrible witch that lived there.  Despite the rumored dangers and her own fear, Jahrra had done it, all to win back her favorite retreat, Lake Ossar.  The horrible Resai twins had taken a sudden interest in the lake and in doing so had forced Jahrra and her two best friends, Gieaun and Scede, to find another place to hide from them.  When Eydeth had challenged Jahrra to enter the Black Swamp, she’d made a deal with him: he and his sister had to stay away from Lake Ossar for good.  The only hitch had been that Jahrra needed to prove she had found the witch, and until she discovered the Mystic Denaeh, she had no idea how she was going to prove it.  In the end, the Mystic pretended to chase Jahrra out of the forest, terrifying all of her waiting classmates in the process.  Eydeth and Ellysian hadn’t bothered her since.

“Drat!”

Jahrra jerked her hand back and drew her palm to her mouth to subdue the new wound.  She loved to help Denaeh with her chores, but the Mystic had a knack for growing strange and sometimes painful plants.

The Mystic looked up from her corner of the garden and smiled.

“Don’t worry, that one isn’t poisonous.”

Jahrra glowered at her, the edge of her hand still in her mouth.  The day after Jahrra had met the Mystic Archedenaeh, she had been given a warning about the strange woman.  At least she thought it was a warning.  Gieaun and Scede were suspicious, naturally, and cautioned Jahrra to stay away from her new acquaintance.

“She’s too odd, Jahrra!  She could be anyone at all!” Gieaun had said.

Scede merely nodded grimly in his usual, quiet fashion.

Because of her friends’ apprehension, Jahrra hadn’t told Hroombra about Denaeh.  Master Hroombra would never approve of any of this, Jahrra reminded herself.  She glanced about the misty Belloughs deep within the dreaded Wreing Florenn and imagined what the great Korli dragon, huddled over his manuscripts, would say if he knew where she was just now.

Jahrra shivered and dashed the thought from her mind.  She hated keeping secrets from her guardian, but all too often she found it necessary.  Since Hroombra knew nothing of her new acquaintance, the warning about the Mystic hadn’t come from him, nor had it come from Phrym, her loyal semequin.  No, it had come from someone she had only met in her dreams.  Someone who was more of a stranger to her than Denaeh, but more familiar to her than anyone else she knew.  He had shown up, shrouded in his green cloak, drawing her away from the unicorn she had followed to the Belloughs of the Black Swamp in her dream world.

For a few days Jahrra considered heeding her cloaked stranger’s silent warning, but in the end she decided that Denaeh was too intriguing a person to ignore.  Besides, Jahrra reassured herself, I owe her my thanks for dealing with the evil twins.

Jahrra pulled her sleeve down over her wounded hand and attacked the spiny weed with a renewed vigor.  With a terrible ripping sound it finally pulled free from the rich soil and joined the pile of other strange debris.  Jahrra sighed and searched for a new enemy to tackle, secretly dreading the end of the week.

“Why so quiet?” Denaeh finally asked, running her forearm across her brow.

Jahrra looked up and blinked.  Denaeh was much closer than she had realized.  She sighed again and grumbled, “School starts next week.”

“Is that all?” Denaeh answered, laughter dancing in her amber eyes.

“You know what that means!” Jahrra snapped, standing up and brushing away an annoying wisp of hair that had escaped its braid.  “Eydeth and Ellysian.  I can avoid them during the summer, but once school starts . . .”

Jahrra donned a disgusted face and shivered.

“Come now, they wouldn’t dare mess with the girl who faced the Witch of the Wreing and survived to tell the tale!” Denaeh hunched over and wiggled her fingers.

Jahrra couldn’t help but smile.  She did have that wonderful memory to dwell on, but something told her it wouldn’t work forever.

Before she bent down to pull at another weed, she mumbled in Denaeh’s direction, “You don’t know the evil twins.”

***
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Ignoring Eydeth and Ellysian at the beginning of the school year was easy at first.  With the combined effects of Viornen’s and Yaraa’s training, the recollection of her escape from the Witch of the Wreing still circulating the school ground, and the somewhat therapeutic visits to the Black Swamp, Jahrra wondered if she was safe from the twins’ jibes for good.  But of course their cold silence was only temporary.  A mere few weeks into the school year the twins started spreading stories of what really happened in the Wreing Florenn.  They claimed that Jahrra invented her adventure story because they’d invented the evil Witch-Hag of the Black Swamp, and that their father and uncles had hunted in that swamp for ages without seeing hide or hair of such a creature.

When several of their classmates wondered about the terrifying woman who had come screaming out of the forest after Jahrra, Ellysian had a ready excuse.

“That was probably one of her friends from that mud hole!  I bet she paid them to dress up and howl like that, though I have no idea what she could have paid them with!” Ellysian had crooned menacingly.

Far too angry to speak, Jahrra had simply clenched her fists and stalked to the other side of the schoolyard to fume.  Eydeth and Ellysian were on her last nerve, and she didn’t know how much more she could stand.  Stupid, she thought, how could I be so stupid to think that they’d actually leave me alone after this?

“The most dangerous thing you could’ve seen in there was a mosquito or two!” Eydeth cackled, half bent over, his face contorted and his cheeks streaming with tears.  “I bet you ran in terror when you saw them!  Is that why you and your mud-hole friend came screaming out of the woods?”

This earned a healthy rumble of laughter from some of the students, but not as many as usual, and Jahrra couldn’t help but be a little happy for this bit of fortune.  The twins were still on the hunt, but it seemed that their pack was getting tired of chasing down the same old prey.  By the middle of fall, however, the majority of the class, except for Gieaun and Scede and a few others, were convinced that Jahrra was the liar Eydeth claimed her to be.

Jahrra would’ve accepted their continued abuse with some dignity if it hadn’t been for one thing: Eydeth and Ellysian had gone back on their word about staying away from Lake Ossar.  Jahrra, Gieaun and Scede had enjoyed a few weeks of freedom at the lake after the success of her venture into the swamp, but then, out of the blue, the twins suddenly started showing up at the lake once again.

“What are you doing here!?” Jahrra had demanded angrily of her two mortal enemies.  “You are not supposed to be here!  We had a deal!”

It was the second weekend after the start of school and Jahrra, Gieaun and Scede had been craving an escape to the lake.

“We don’t have to keep promises to liars,” Eydeth had sniffed, dangerously quiet as he stood his ground.

“Now move out of the way, we have more important things to do than talk to worthless Nesnans!” Ellysian spat, sweeping past Jahrra in a flurry of the layers of skirts she always wore.

Jahrra was livid, and if it hadn’t been for Gieaun and Scede holding her back, she would’ve tackled Ellysian and practiced a few of her newly learned attack moves on her.

“I’ll get you back for this someday!” she screamed in rage as the twins and their friends marched away sniggering.

“Jahrra!  Calm down, there’s nothing we can do!” Gieaun hissed, trying very hard not to bolt after Ellysian herself.

Scede had been so angry he couldn’t move from where he stood for several minutes.

“I’ll find a way to get rid of them if it kills me!”  Jahrra seethed as the three friends left the lake.

Jahrra could feel herself burning with anger as she recalled the memory.  That had been over a month ago, and it was now the middle of autumn.  Soon it would be winter, and soon she would have a few weeks away from the twins.  Free time for going to the lake and watching the winter birds, Jahrra thought sadly, shivering with annoyance as she remembered her one place of sanctuary was no longer safe.  Well, maybe not my only place of sanctuary, she thought with a wry grin.  She was presently stretched out on a great sagging, moss-covered oak branch, her arms folded under her chin, watching Denaeh tend to some of her plants and mushrooms.  It was a foggy, quiet fall day similar to the late summer day when she had last been to the Belloughs before the start of school.  The familiar smell of sluggish smoke tinged the air and she kicked her legs lazily, the hanging dry moss from the branch above brushing her feet.

Even deep in the Black Swamp, where normally one would be on their guard, Jahrra couldn’t help but feel comfortable and at ease.  The forest was enveloped in a great blanket of fog, but everywhere within this deaf silence echoed the small sounds of moisture collecting and slapping leaves as the water droplets fell to the forest floor.  Both near and far the sounds of the dripping condensation sang in unison with the quiet crackle of Denaeh’s fire.  The small noises of the tiny creatures searching out the driest spot to rest in the underbrush only added to the secretive atmosphere.

The silence only enhanced Jahrra’s other senses as she continued to brood over her latest debacle with the twins.  How?  How do they keep getting away with it!?  How do they keep winning even when I beat them?

Jahrra had been so lost in thought that she failed to notice Denaeh smiling up at her.

“Don’t let it bother you so much,” she said aloud, shocking Jahrra back into the present world.  “It happened months ago.  Besides, are you sorry that you accepted their dare?”

Again, she’d managed to read Jahrra’s mind.  This statement, if given by Hroombra, or worse, Jaax, would have raised Jahrra’s hackles and turned her pale gray-blue eyes deep cobalt.  But coming from Denaeh it made perfect sense.  Besides, she’d been listening to Jahrra’s thoughts again, and one couldn’t be angry with someone who had that kind of power.

“I’m not saying that I’m disappointed,” Jahrra proclaimed.  “I wouldn’t have met you if I’d backed down.  But those two always seem to lure me into their trap, and no matter what, no matter how many times I succeed, I never can win.  I just wish for once I could get back at them, not just for a few weeks, but for good.  I’m still angry at them for trying to kill me on Solsticetide!”

Denaeh merely nodded and smiled, still bent over her precious mushrooms.  She hadn’t seen the young girl since the week before school had started and at that time Jahrra was still pleased with the results of their combined act to bring the dreaded swamp witch to life.

“You had the lake for a while, did you not?  And you and Gieaun and Scede alone have the satisfaction of seeing the twins’ faces and hearing their screams when I chased you from the trees.  They can claim you lied all they want, but they were petrified.”

“I know,” Jahrra huffed, “but I just wish there was a way to get them to leave us alone.”

Denaeh stood up from her crouching position, black crumbs of soil tumbling off the front of her stained apron.  She pressed her hands against her lower back and stretched, gazing off into the distance as if doing so would clear her mind.

She stood that way for several minutes before she spoke, “I don’t usually partake in revenge because I believe that everything will one day come back to haunt you, even if those you are casting your vengeance upon have been deserving their comeuppance for quite some time.  But I like you Jahrra, you remind me of what it truly means to be youthful, and these two children have stepped far over the boundaries of what should be tolerated.  So I shall help you this one time in developing a plot to disrupt the evil twins, as you so claim them.”

Jahrra’s head shot up, her cheek prickling after having left behind its mossy pillow.  She hadn’t thought that Denaeh would ever propose such a thing.  The Mystic was grinning up at the young girl underneath a halo of fire-red hair, a look of mischief soon replacing the look of calm composure on her youthful face.

“Now,” said Denaeh clasping her hands together in a gesture suggesting she was about to clean an untidy room, much less plot revenge, “you’ll have to attack them in a place that is in your territory.  Now when I say your territory, I mean a place that is comfortable and well known by you.  For instance.”

Denaeh cocked her head so one side of her face was exposed to Jahrra.  “Lake Ossar . . ?”

Jahrra snorted.  “Oh, they go out there as often as they can now.  But Gieaun and Scede and I know it far better than they do.”

Jahrra sat up now and rested her elbows on her knees, allowing her legs to dangle freely.  Denaeh stood there, her left arm supporting the elbow of the arm whose hand was now thrust under her chin.  Jahrra couldn’t make out her expression; her face was downturned.

“And how deep is this lake?”  Denaeh continued.

“Probably only twenty feet at the most in the center,” Jahrra answered blankly, sitting up a little straighter and returning her focus on Denaeh.

“And what sorts of animals live in this lake?” the Mystic asked casually, waving her free hand around as if trying to extend the smoky scent of burning incense.

“Oh, nothing more dangerous than large trout and bass, frogs and tadpoles, turtles, and some water bugs.  Leeches, maybe.”

Jahrra counted the creatures off on her fingers, then after a few moments of silence, she chuckled and sat up fully on the large limb.

The Mystic finally raised her head.

“What is it?” she asked, looking truly confused since the first time Jahrra had met her.

“Oh, I was just thinking about what else might live in the lake, and I remembered some stories Gieaun’s and Scede’s father used to tell us.”

“What kinds of stories?” Denaeh pressed on, casualty still cloaking her voice.

“Just stories to scare us.  Stories about a lake monster.  They’re harmless, but they sure scared me when I was younger.”

A glint of mischief flared within the Mystic’s eyes, turning them for just a second from clear golden honey to living, burning sunlight.  She smiled ever so slightly.

“A lake monster, huh?” she said composedly.

“Yeah, just legends to tell over a campfire really,”  Jahrra answered lazily, letting her shoulders slouch under the weight of the fog.

Denaeh paused for a moment, and Jahrra sensed that she was thinking carefully.

“So, there’s no way that the lake is fathoms deep in the center, and it is in no way possible that a hideous creature lives at the lake’s bottom and comes up every so often to feed upon whatever disturbs the surface?”

Jahrra stared down at Denaeh with a furrowed brow.  Then, as the realization of what the Mystic was getting at set in, she smiled broadly, both hands set firmly on the mossy perch on either side of her.  The silent sounds of the foggy wood were soon filled with the enchanting laughter of the two women, one very young and one very old.

-Chapter Two-

The Plan

Jahrra told Gieaun and Scede the very next day of the plan she and Denaeh had concocted.  She rightfully gave the Mystic most of the credit, seeing as it really had been her idea.  Gieaun giggled with glee and Scede took on the same impish grin that Jahrra herself had held the day before.

“I don’t care if Denaeh is a Mystic or not, she sure has some good ideas,”  Scede offered apologetically.

He and Gieaun had finally struck up the courage to visit Denaeh.  They’d found her strange and eccentric, but like their friend, they’d been impressed and awed by her stories and garden of outlandish plant life. The Black Swamp still frightened them, and although they acted as if they had no more qualms with the Mystic, Jahrra could tell that they still didn’t completely trust her.  That didn’t keep them from being appreciative of her offer of help, however.  The scheme she’d devised, in their eyes at least, was ingenious.

The plan was simple and quite harmless in their opinion: they would construct a model of the lake monster, and they would use it to frighten Eydeth and Ellysian away from Lake Ossar.  At first the three friends had no idea how to even begin such a massive project, for the creature they were to create had to be big, really big, and it had to be believable.

“We just need to come up with a design and figure out what we’re going to use to build it,” Scede said, screwing his face up in thought.

“Let’s start with the basics.  What should we use for the frame?”  Jahrra asked.

It had been almost a month since the plan had been hatched, and it was the first time, in several weeks, since the three friends arrived at Lake Ossar and hadn’t found the twins there.  Jahrra, Gieaun and Scede wasted no time in paddling out to their little island, and were now stretched out flat on their picnic blanket staring at a blank piece of parchment.  Jahrra held a piece of charcoal in her hand, and Gieaun and Scede were trying very hard to come up with ideas for their monster.

“We could use reeds to bind the frame together,” Gieaun suggested.

“No, they would fall apart under the water,” Scede said.  “Wait, I know, we could use drift wood!  For the frame!  It would hold up, and it would make it more solid.”

“That would be perfect!  And we can cover it with seaweed, reeds and maybe some horse hair to make it look more gruesome,” Jahrra said, smiling brightly.  “But we’ll have to find some rope or something to bind it together.”

Gieaun sat up and crossed her arms.  “So we know what we are using to make it, but how big are we going to make this thing?  If we want it to be realistic, it’ll have to be huge.  Where are we going to hide it?”

Gieaun had a look of skepticism on her face.  Jahrra slouched, feeling like they hadn’t made any progress at all.

“How about we just make the neck and the head?  We don’t need to make the whole monster, do we?”  Scede queried, looking first at his sister and then at Jahrra.

The two girls glanced at each other and then looked back at Scede.

“You know,” Jahrra said, “I think that might just work.”

Gieaun clapped her hands in delight, and Jahrra smiled more broadly than ever.  Scede just sat back in smug satisfaction, a sly grin gracing his face.

“Now, all we need to do is sketch it out, and that’s your job Jahrra,” Gieaun said happily.

And so for the rest of that afternoon Jahrra sketched as Gieaun and Scede directed her to make the neck longer or the head bigger, to add more spikes or more teeth.  If anyone had been walking down the boardwalk on that relatively quiet day, they may have been taken by surprise by the sound of joyful laughter spilling from an island of reeds in the middle of the lake.

In the end, it took longer than expected for the three friends to come up with a good design for a terrifying water beast, but by the beginning of winter break, they had the perfect picture of their ideal lake monster.  Jahrra had drawn a hideous water dragon with a long neck, a large grotesque head and several extended, saber-like teeth.

“I don’t know what we’ll use to make the teeth,”  Jahrra said as she scrutinized her artwork.  “Maybe we can just use broken branches or driftwood.”

“It’s going to take us forever to collect enough driftwood and seaweed to make this thing!”  Scede complained.

“Maybe, but just think of how wonderful it will be when Lake Ossar is ours again!”  Gieaun added, trying to cheer her friend and brother up.

“Gieaun’s right, Scede.  It’ll definitely be worth the effort.”

Jahrra smiled at her two friends, and they set their sights on the day that their creation would be finished.

As the weeks passed, the three friends spent whatever time they had collecting materials for their project, storing whatever they found on their island.  Luckily, it was the dead of winter and the only other people on the lake were the occasional fisherman heading to the beach to fish or dig for clams.  They even celebrated Jahrra’s thirteenth birthday out in the middle of the lake surrounded by foul-smelling seaweed as their noses were nipped by cold gusts of wind pouring off the sea.  As the winter came to a slow close, the children had collected enough material to make good progress on their creature’s massive neck.

Spring arrived and with it came the warm weather that enticed the local families out onto Lake Ossar.  Jahrra figured that with all of the prying eyes she and her friends would need to find an effective new way to hide their mounting pile of driftwood, rope, and bleached fish and seal bones they’d collected over the past few months.

“I have an idea,” Gieaun hissed one weekend as the three sat hidden behind the rushes and cattails.  “We can build a little bit at a time and sink it below the water when we are done for the day.  That way no one will ever suspect anything!”

“Good idea Gieaun!” Scede added.  “We have to figure out how to keep it under the water anyway, now is a good time to start.”

The process of building a few feet of neck and then sinking it below the lake’s surface seemed tedious at first, but it was their best option.  Once they’d collected enough large rocks and attached them to the base of the structure, Scede tied a length of rope to it and lowered the five feet of thick neck they’d completed into the water.  It sank easily, disappearing below the lake’s crystal surface.  Scede led the rope to the middle of the island and Gieaun and Jahrra helped him tie it securely to a post they’d hammered into the ground.

“All we have to do is make sure our driftwood pile doesn’t get any higher than the cattails,” Jahrra said, looking at the few pieces that were left.

“We need to collect some more soon, maybe next weekend,” Gieaun suggested, eyeing the tiny pile with little interest.  “But I think we’ve done enough work for one day.”

The three friends rode home with light hearts that day.  Eydeth and Ellysian hadn’t shown up at the lake for weeks, and they started wondering if maybe they didn’t have to finish their lake monster after all.

“Trust me, they’ll be back, I just know it,” Jahrra said begrudgingly as they led their horses through the small wood surrounding the lake.  “Summer is coming, so I think we’ll be seeing a lot more of them around here soon.  Especially since they won’t be able to harass us everyday like they do at school.”

Despite the misgivings she felt about her limited freedom on Lake Ossar, Jahrra was looking forward to the upcoming summer.  Although she’d be busy once again with her Kruelt lessons with Hroombra and defense training with the elves, Jahrra looked forward to spending more time working on the water dragon, even if that time was limited by Eydeth and Ellysian and their insistence on visiting the lake.  She figured if they spent at least two days a week building, and one day a week collecting material, they just might be done by the beginning of fall.  Well, time will tell.  I just hope we can keep this secret from the twins a little bit longer, Jahrra thought as she waved goodbye to her friends at the foot of their long drive.

During the first few weeks of summer, Jahrra contributed to their project by scouring the fields after her defense lessons with Yaraa and Viornen for any bit of wayward material that might be helpful in their endeavor.  One day she found a very long piece of discarded rope, another day she found a nicely shaped branch that had broken off a tree.  Jahrra dragged them home, hoping that Hroombra wouldn’t ask any questions if he saw her, and hid them in the back of Phrym’s stable.

As the warm season progressed, the three friends added more and more to their lake monster.  By the first day back to school in the fall, they had nearly three quarters of the frame finished and weighted down below the water.

Jahrra couldn’t have been more pleased: it was perfect.  All that was left was for them to devise a way to get Eydeth and Ellysian out onto the lake at the most opportune time.

“We don’t need to worry about that now,”  Scede said when Jahrra brought this up.  “We need to focus on finishing the monster first.”

“Yeah, but it wouldn’t hurt to start thinking about it,”  Gieaun put in.

“First of all,” Scede hissed in a very low voice, “we shouldn’t talk about it here!”

They had been back to school for two weeks now, and the three of them were standing in the front of the schoolhouse waiting for professor Tarnik to arrive.  A few other children were standing around, but like always, they were as far away from the three friends as possible.

“You’re right.  If Eydeth and Ellysian got wind of this . . .”

Jahrra shivered.  She couldn’t imagine anything worse happening.  After all those months of hard work, it would be devastating for their enemy to find out about it.

It was at that very moment that a spotless, white carriage came chattering up the road, pulling to a stop only twenty yards away from them.  Jahrra tensed and put a scowl on her face, ready to do battle.  Eydeth and Ellysian stepped out of their carriage like mobile porcelain dolls and sauntered confidently over to where Jahrra and her friends stood.

“Haven’t seen you at the puddle lately,” Ellysian commented dryly.  “Have you found another mud hole to hang out at?”

It was true.  Jahrra, Gieaun and Scede had spent the last three weeks gathering all of the excess horse hair from the summer trimming at Wood’s End Ranch and hadn’t had a chance to visit the lake.  Gieaun thought the bedraggled, tangled hair would be a nice touch to their already fearsome looking lake monster.

Jahrra now stared at Ellysian, wondering what her excuse had been for not visiting the lake the entire summer.  Were she and Eydeth up to something again?  Jahrra furrowed her brow and glared down at the sour girl, ready to give a heated retort before Gieaun grabbed her arm.  She turned and saw Scede mimicking what she could only guess was a terrified Eydeth after being frightened away by the lake monster.  Jahrra forgot her anger and all three friends burst into laughter, leaving the confused twins standing like dumb statues on the path.

“I cannot wait until we are finished with that monster!”  Scede said on the ride home that afternoon.

“As soon as we finish the frame, we’ll be able to add the seaweed and horse hair,” Jahrra shouted gleefully as they raced their horses through the fields.  “It won’t be long before our lake creature drowns those spineless twins!”

By the end of that month, they had the frame completed, all fifteen feet of the long neck and head.  All that was left for them to do, other than lure Eydeth and Ellysian out onto the lake at the right time of course, was to fill in the skeleton of their creature with muscle and flesh.  For that extra touch of authenticity, they gathered dead reeds for stuffing and dried strings of seaweed to hold it all together.

“It already looks terrifying.”  Gieaun shivered happily, stepping back and looking at the half-filled neck that stood among the reeds of their little island like a rotting pier post.

The dark seaweed clung to the sturdy neck like thick ropes of decaying flesh, giving the strange skeleton a life-like appearance.  Gieaun and Scede closed their eyes and imagined what this creature would look like once it was completed, looming out of the lake, dark and dripping, with a thick mane of grizzled hair running down the back of its neck.

“Hey, I finally found something for the teeth!” Jahrra huffed from the edge of the reeds, interrupting her friends’ thoughts.

She’d made a trip to the shore to get some more seaweed, but had found something else instead.  She stepped out of the small boat with an armful of what appeared to be several bleached rib bones of some long-dead sea creature.

“Whoa!” Jahrra dropped the bones in awe when she spotted the several feet of blackish, ghoulish neck rising in front of her.  “It looks great!  But we’d better put it back under the water before anyone sees it.”

The children worked diligently on their little island for the remainder of the day, grateful for the quiet, cool air.  Although they had their minds preoccupied with their grand project, they couldn’t help but fall victim to the change of the season and the customs that came with it.  It was now the middle of autumn, and Sobledthe, the harvest celebration, was only a few weeks away.  Today they might be up to their elbows in foul-smelling kelp and rough, splintered driftwood, but tomorrow would be a day of rest, relaxation and good story telling.  Jahrra thought it had been far too long since she’d been to the Belloughs of the Black Swamp, and tomorrow she, Gieaun and Scede were taking a day off from their work to enjoy themselves.

That night, Jahrra found it hard to fall asleep.  It had been months since she’d seen Denaeh, having only had two chances to visit the Mystic during her busy summer.  And now the season had progressed well into fall, one of Jahrra’s favorite times of the year.  The leaves were turning crimson and fire, and the green of the fields was ripening into gold.  The crisp air weighed heavily with winter’s coming cold, but it couldn’t depress Jahrra’s spirits.  Her vengeance upon her enemies was nearly complete, and as she finally drifted off to sleep, her lips curled into a satisfied smile.

-Chapter Three-

Tales of the Past

“I can’t wait!” Jahrra cried, pulling Phrym up alongside Bhun and Aimhe as she left the Castle Guard Ruin resting in the mid-morning light.  “Denaeh promised to tell us a Sobledthe story, remember?”

Gieaun shook her head in amusement and Scede rolled his eyes as they nudged their horses into a slow walk behind Jahrra and Phrym.  The siblings were still reluctant to travel deep within the Black Swamp, but the idea of hearing a good Sobledthe story and doing something besides hauling slimy seaweed around at Lake Ossar was too good an opportunity to pass up.

“Here is some of the extra horse hair we collected,” Gieaun said, reaching into her saddlebag and pulling out a huge tangle of multi-colored tresses as they moved eastward towards the forest.  “I thought it would be a good idea to work on our Sobledthe costumes while we were listening to Denaeh’s stories.”

Scede snorted softly.  Jahrra cocked her head in his direction, but said nothing.  She knew that although he agreed to accompany her and his sister into the Black Swamp, he didn’t have to like it.  His distrust of the Mystic was even greater than Gieaun’s.

“Now all we have to do is figure out how to use this in our costumes,” Jahrra said lightly, taking the large chunk of brown hair from Gieaun’s hands.

“We could be horses,” Gieaun stated hopefully, reaching down and patting Aimhe affectionately.

“No!  Everyone dresses as a horse at the Fall Festival!”  Scede complained, dropping his quiet reverie. “We’ll be in Lensterans, and everyone will be in costume.  Do you want to look the same as everyone else?”

Gieaun just stuck her nose up at Scede, thinking he was taking this all too seriously.  Scede ignored her and kept talking.

“I wish we could stay until after dark, that’s the most exciting part!” he grumbled.

“I know,” Jahrra sighed.  “It would have been neat to see the rituals and it would have been fun to dance around the bonfire all night.”

Although Hroombra had given Jahrra permission to go to this year’s Sobledthe celebration in Lensterans with her friends and their parents, he hadn’t agreed on an all night excursion.  Jahrra could only stay until sunset, but she was allowed to stay the rest of the night at Wood’s End Ranch with Gieaun and Scede.

“When you are older, you will be allowed to go by yourselves,”  Nuhra had told the complaining children.

“When will that be?”  Scede had asked rather flippantly.

Kaihmen had almost smiled when he answered his son, “Oh, a couple more years at least.”

“That’s ages from now!” Scede insisted.

But his father refused to budge.

Although they wouldn’t get to witness the fall festival in its entirety, Gieaun, Scede and Jahrra were looking forward to seeing the city of Lensterans in full fall decor.  They had heard many wonderful things from those who had been to the festival before.  For weeks they’d held images of brilliant costumes and towering bonfires in their minds, their mouths watering at the very thought of eating caramel apples and spiced, roasted nuts.  Jahrra had almost fallen out of the oak tree in the school yard several times as she’d tried to stretch her ears closer to catch a word or two from a tale someone had heard the year before.  It was almost too much to endure, but finally, the time of the Harvest Festival was only a handful of days away.

“I bet Denaeh will have an idea for our costumes,” Jahrra said, breaking the long, thoughtful silence as they entered the Wreing Florenn along the trail that followed the Danu Creek.  It was a cool day, sun-brightened but fringed with coastal fog and Jahrra, Gieaun and Scede were dressed warmly.

“Jahrra, are you sure you want to go see Denaeh today?”  Gieaun said faintly as they passed under the towering trees.  “I mean, I’m sure we can come up with our own costume ideas.”

Gieaun, although she’d been into the Belloughs before, was still frightened of the strange swamp and the dank atmosphere that surrounded it.

“No, no, Denaeh will have better ideas than us, I guarantee it,” Jahrra chirped, not detecting the hint of trepidation in her friend’s voice.

“Besides,” she continued after awhile, “don’t you want to hear one of her Sobledthe stories?”

Gieaun gave Scede a nervous look.  Scede just smiled, trying not to take sides.  He felt the same way that his sister did, but the idea of hearing a good story was too much of a temptation to insist they turn back.

Once the group had descended further into the bog, the mist began thickening just as it always did and after an hour more of quiet travel, they finally reached the Belloughs.  Denaeh poked her haggard head out of her cave at the sound of company, wrinkling her nose as if to detect a foul smell on the wind.  When she saw that it was Jahrra and her friends, she welcomed them all heartily, transforming into her younger self.  Even Milihn, Denaeh’s strange raven-like bird who was usually shy around Scede and Gieaun, joined the small party.

“He’s here to set the mood,” the Mystic teased as he cawed loudly from her shoulder.

This was the first time Gieaun and Scede had ever seen the korehv up close, and they were dumbstruck by his size and color.

“Don’t worry, he won’t attack you,” Denaeh said with a smile as she watched a timid Gieaun and Scede approach.  “Usually, he takes to the deep woods when you two come along.”

Jahrra, Gieaun and Scede climbed down from their horses and tied them to a nearby tree, letting them drowse in the somber atmosphere of the swamp.  The Mystic stoked a tired fire beside her sleeping garden and once everyone was comfortably sitting on a great, fallen tree, she spread her arms wide for effect and began the tale she had promised them.  The children all huddled close together, waiting to hear about some horrifying beast that ate people alive.

“For it is said,” Denaeh began, pausing and looking at each of them with a frightful gaze, the fire’s smoke providing great effect, “for it is said that long ago, the world was peaceful.  All creatures, great and small, lived in harmony together, and even the spirits of the earth and sky had no reason to be angry.  But one day Ciarrohn, the god of the dead and evil, under the gaze of his parents’ eyes, began changing the beauty of this world.

“He used dark magic to warp and transform what beasts of the earth he could capture, and soon he had an army of loyal and horrible servants, dark creatures that roamed the world searching out the good only to destroy it.

“The ancestors of the creatures that Ciarrohn created still roam the earth to this very day.  The boarlaque, for instance, is one such creature thought to be a result of his many creations.”

Jahrra shivered as she imagined the fearsome boarlaque, a great, bear-like beast that lived in the mountains and terrorized villages, looking for victims.

“Living beings weren’t the only things influenced by the god of the dead,” the Mystic went on.  “All of the evil spirits hidden away during the daylight hours are his minions as well.  They avoid the light and brightness of day, and once every year, they come out at night and walk among us.  You see, Sobledthe is not just a festival to celebrate the ending and beginning of a new year and the joy of a good harvest.  It is also a time to remember the dark spirits and creatures of the earth, and on Sobledthe Eve, they wait in the shadows to capture an unsuspecting soul.”

Denaeh whispered this last sentence harshly, her young face looking very demonic and shrewd.  Jahrra, Gieaun and Scede were entranced, and all three of them were afraid to breathe, in case one of these evil spirits was waiting to pounce on them the moment they did.

The Mystic stood suddenly from her dramatic pose, causing everyone to jump.  After a several seconds she continued on in a more normal voice, “And so, many remember the Harvest Day not only as a celebration of Ethoes herself, but also as a time to be wary of the creatures of darkness.  For on the very day of this sacred festival, long, long ago, Ciarrohn and his underlings gained absolute power and corrupted many of the beings living in this world.

“He sent his horrible grouldahs, a terrifying wolf-like, skeletal creature with a mane like a horse running down its back, to the far corners of the world to kill those who didn’t acknowledge him as the supreme god.  Fortunately, many of those who opposed Ciarrohn survived this hunt, but they lived on in fear and darkness.

“Many years passed, and Ciarrohn became lazy, assuming that all in the land obeyed him.  But it was the dragon Traagien that finally overthrew him.  He destroyed the god’s mortal form and hurled him down upon the western coast of Ethoes, his body becoming the Elornn and Thorbet Mountain ranges.  This is why the Crimson King does not dare come to this part of Ethoes.  It is a cursed place in the eyes of Ciarrohn.”

Denaeh paused and looked at the attentive children.  She smiled in spite of herself, and continued on, “But, the following peace would not last, unfortunately.  A young boy had been born in the east, and he would grow to become a tyrant and a ruthless ruler, his father having already been tainted by Ciarrohn’s power.  You see, the god had his sights set on this young boy, this child who would one day wreak havoc against the world once again.”

Denaeh’s voice quavered a little as she spoke, but Jahrra and her friends were too captivated to notice.

“No one knows why Ciarrohn chose him,” she continued, releasing a deep breath.  “Like I said before, many suspected this young man to be the evil god’s own son, but it could never be proven.  Time passed and the hateful boy grew into a cruel man.  With the help of his father and those still loyal to Ciarrohn, he overthrew the elfin king of the east and began to gain power.

“He captured what dragons he could find, the creatures that helped defeat his master, and began breeding them, creating his own warrior race.  The terror and fear began to spread once more.  This is the day the whole world changed.”

Denaeh paused again, but this time she was not smiling.  She was frowning and Jahrra noticed a glimmer of sorrow in her eyes.  She watched silently as the Mystic’s features became almost glazed; as if she had been swept back to some other time, leaving the shell of her body behind.

Jahrra suddenly wondered how far back Denaeh’s own history reached.  She couldn’t be sure how old her eccentric friend was, but she had some idea about the lifespan of Mystics.  Denaeh had told her a little about her kind once, hinting that once a woman became a Mystic, she also became immortal.  Jahrra just wondered how long ago Denaeh became one of the mage-kind.

The ancient woman, currently in her youthful guise, drew in a sharp breath and let it out on a long sigh.  She blinked her eyes several times and seemed to come out of her trance.

“Now, where was I?” she said, smiling faintly and looking as if she was fighting back tears.

Jahrra felt awkward and glanced at Gieaun and Scede to assess their reactions.  Gieaun was staring at her hands, folded and resting awkwardly in her lap.  Scede just shrugged and looked back at Denaeh, but his eyes didn’t meet the Mystic’s.

Jahrra looked timidly up from where she rested her chin on her knees.  “Um, you were at the part in the story where the Crimson King first came into power.”

“That’s right, forgive me.  It was so long ago and I sometimes forget the story.”

The three children nodded, and Denaeh continued on with her tale.  Forget the story? Jahrra thought to herself.  Denaeh never forgets anything, no matter how long ago it happened.  Jahrra shook these thoughts out of her mind and listened to the Mystic continue on with her tale.

“The new tyrant king, who had come to be known as Cierryon, began spreading his evil throughout the land.  But just like Ciarrohn before him, Cierryon became languid and arrogant and soon his opponents were plotting against him.  The Korli dragons, along with the races of men, elves, and dwarves, were rallying together to defeat the dreadful oppressor they called the Crimson King.  They knew that Traagien, long ago, had defeated a powerful god.  If one dragon could destroy a god, then what kind of damage could several dragons do against a mere mortal?

“Their attempts were all in vain however, for the first war against the king failed, and many lives were lost against his battle-bred Morli dragons.  Like a dormant volcano, the Crimson King erupted, the wrath and anger that had been held at bay for so many years poured out into the world, raining hatred and anguish down upon the people of Ethoes.

“It was a time of terror, darker and more fearful than anyone could ever remember.  For years, the Tyrant’s minions roamed free upon the land, seeking out the weak, the poor and the down-trodden, sucking away any joy or happiness that graced their meager lives.  Several years passed before anyone, mortal or immortal, dared to challenge the king again.  It was the king of the Tanaan race of humans who finally decided to act.  The good king of the west gathered his soldiers, all of his best fighting men and seven of his eight sons, and traveled to confront the evil king in the east.  He left behind his kingdom, his queen and his ten year old boy, the youngest of the eight.  The small prince begged to go, but the wise king knew the battle field was no place for a child.

“The Tanaan king and his men fought bravely, but one cannot simply defeat an enemy who is immortal.  Cierryon had earned the power and favor of the dormant deity Ciarrohn, and he’d become as invincible as a god himself.  The Tanaan king and his allies perished in the land of Ghorium, and when word of this awful defeat reached the people of the west, the land fell deeper into despair.  The queen took this news the hardest and died shortly after of a broken heart.  Her son, the last Tanaan prince, was left alone with his suffering people; alone except for a wise Korli dragon who had been the lost king’s own mentor and one of his majesty’s most loyal vassals.  The dragon, devastated by the king’s death, looked after the boy, caring for him and teaching him about the ways of the world.

“Eleven years passed, and the boy grew into a young man.  He remembered what the Crimson King had done and how his mother had died, the entire time plotting vengeance for the people of the west.  The young prince learned everything he could about the world, biding his time for the day he would be able to enact his revenge.  He waited until his mentor was absent from the province and then, and only then, did the young prince gather his followers to once again march upon the east.”

Denaeh paused to catch her breath and to cast a glance under her eyelashes at the three children sitting below her.  She grinned inwardly, almost allowing the smile to reach her lips.  Jahrra, Gieaun and Scede were completely caught up in this tale.  She had nothing to worry about; they were drawn like moths to the flame.

She drew a lungful of air and continued on, “The guardian dragon of the Tanaan prince returned to find his ward missing, and it wasn’t long before he realized where the young man had gone.  He gathered his fellow dragons and whoever else was willing and tracked the prince and his army across the vast land of Ethoes.  Despite their unyielding pursuit, the dragons were too late.  The Crimson King had called upon the dark magic of the evil god to transform the entire race of Tanaan into dragons themselves.

“And so, the Tanaan prince and his people were now dragons, creatures bound for the slave yards of the Tyrant King.  Fortunately, they escaped this last act of torment: the Korli dragons were able to release these new dragons from their captor, but they could not be released from the king’s curse.  The Tanaan fled the land of Ghorium, borne on their new reptilian wings, making their escape into the great expanse of Ethoes.

“The Crimson King’s fury was immeasurable, and he sent his armies out into the world to track the dragons down.  Cierryon’s soldiers and the Morli dragons were able to find a mere handful of the Tanaan and bring them back, but the one he wanted the most eluded their hunt.  The Tanaan prince had evaded him; he’d escaped the terrible grasp of the monster that had once been the mortal Cierryon, the man who had killed his father.  Over time the King’s fury abated, but he never forgot the Prince of the Dragons, and he vowed to never cease hunting him.

“But the story does not end here,” Denaeh paused before continuing.  She watched the three eager faces before her become pinched with excitement before adding, “Oh no, the story does not end.  For the Tyrant’s poison has seeped into the land, strangling the life out of it.  The Noreaster Arm of this world, once a place of serenity and beauty, is now a cold, festering desert.  The crystal blue sea that once rested within the mountains has become polluted with sulfur; the magnificent forests, cut down and burned.  The entire basin that was once a breathtaking landscape of cold weather wildflowers and enchanted creatures has become a barren tundra littered with rocks and sparse grasses.

“The faraway Noreaster Arm, and especially the great province of Ghorium, is now a wasteland, a destroyed face of Ethoes that, at one time, thrived with life.  That is all gone now.  The crystal sea is now the Sulfur Sea, a great, festering, sickly green lake where nothing lives.  The Sulfur Swamp that surrounds it was once a great marsh, teaming with life.  But now the swamp is nothing more than a putrid bog, poisoned by the noxious chemicals that seep into it.

“The Noryen River, once wide and clear, now drains the tainted waters into the northern sea.  No longer is it a ribbon of blue cutting across the great flatlands, but a channel of yellow-green sludge, a reminder of the Tyrant’s spreading influence across the land.

“The Frozen Mountains are the only part of the landscape that remain untouched, and that is only because the cold makes them an inconvenience for the Crimson King
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