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PART 1 – THE ELVES NEW JOURNEY
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Prelude – The Witch’s Spell​
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The Witch Nora stood before her altar in an abandoned shed on the outskirts of Kredaria. It had been several days since she had teleported herself using her magical portal. Nora barely escaped, and as the witch regained her magic, she cast a spell. The magic caused her to blend in with her surroundings. She could walk among the people without being noticed. However, Nora still had to be careful of lurking eyes. The village was very suspicious due to the curse, and they might look for anybody who seemed out of place. There was also another presence in the town that she could not place. She knew whatever it was; it would seek her out. 

Within a day, she found an abandoned shed to do her work. It was in bad condition when she first arrived, but she had made interior repairs using magic to make it livable. She kept the outside the same so no one would suspect anything was afoul. Throughout the daytime, she would search the fields and forests and even entered people’s homes unnoticed to gather the necessary herbs, plants, stones, and other needed items. It was not an easy task to locate and obtain what she needed. When she entered people’s houses, she had to be particularly careful around children and pets, as they were more susceptible to the workings of magic. 

It was nearing nighttime as she arranged the items on her altar to cast the spell. The golden moon was waning, which was perfect timing. She could strengthen her intentions from the other two moons, Cadrone full of blue brilliance and Ishtorth, just a tiny, red sliver. 

Once her items were in place, she chanted the spell while passing some of them through the candle flame. She felt the energy flow through her body. Finally, she raised her hands above her head to release the energy.

Suddenly Nora felt like she hit a brick wall. Something was preventing her spell from being fully cast. Instantly, she knew it was the other mysterious presence in the village. What is it? she wondered. How could she work her magic against an unknown foe? The mighty witch could feel herself fade from exhaustion and soon passed out after using all the energy she could muster.  
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Chapter 1 – The Endless Swamp
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Matthias, Xandria, and Gobed looked upon the endless swamplands just outside the forest. Even with their sharp elven eyes, they could not see where the swamp ended. There were little areas with small ponds and some flowing creeks, with a few dry islands scattered throughout. They marveled at how this was once a beautiful kingdom less than twenty years before. What could have possibly changed everything?

In the far-off distance, somewhere in the marshlands, stood a large castle. The towers soared into the clouds, making the top impossible to view. Matthias was unsure if this was due to the very tall structure or the low clouds. Perhaps it was a mixture. He could tell it was huge, but to reach the clouds seemed to be an impossible feat. Even when he went to bard school in the city of Mhea, he had never seen a structure this tall. He wondered how it compared to the legendary abandoned city of Ruinoneo. It was rumored that the great city had the tallest structures on the continent. 

Gobed was the first to speak. “The frolm have spoken of the marshlands that lie beyond the forest. The creatures you need to be concerned with are aqulas and bunyips. Aqulas are deceptively fast, and if they put their hands over your face, it gives you the sensation of drowning. It’s said that they’re almost impossible to escape once they have you in their hands.”

“That sounds awful! What about the bunyips?” Xandria asked, horrified. 

“They’re said to be extremely dangerous and eat their prey. Bunyips come in various forms and colors, so a solid description of them is hard to come by. You will know one when you see one. They are quite frightening.”

Xandria shivered. Ever since the beginning of this journey, Xandria wished they could return to their hometown in Kredaria. However, it seemed that Kredaria was put under a strange curse causing its inhabitants to fight amongst themselves. The bullying kept getting worse, and Xandria wondered how bad it was now since they had left. Since Xandria and Matthias were woodland elves and woodland elves had immunity to magic, the village sent them to find a witch named Nora and bring her back to Kredaria. The village council believed that Nora had cast a spell upon the small town, and she needed to be captured and brought to justice. 

That was a little over two weeks ago. They already had been sidetracked to help the frolm out with the shadow thieves in the forest. The quest was terrifying and almost ended in their death; however, they defeated the hideous creatures. The frolm and the elves had been enemies for years, but now they established a friendship, and the frolm sent one of their warriors, named Gobed, on the journey. 

Gobed was one of the friendlier frolm, and Matthias and Xandria had enjoyed his company so far. He would often talk with them about frolm customs as they traveled through the forest. Matthias wished he knew more about the woodland elves’ traditions, but since humans raised him and his sister, he did not know much about the nature of woodland elves. 

During the quest within the portal, Xandria obtained a magical bow with an unlimited number of arrows that would appear when she pulled back the string to fire. It was much more accurate than any bow she had ever used. 

Matthias had been practicing his sword techniques with his newfound magical sword with Gobed, who was also a master with the sword. Gobed carried both a sword and a bow with him and could use either one efficiently. Now he was on a quest to make sure the elves safely made their journey. 

“Do you know how these became marshlands?” Matthias asked Gobed. “We were told there was a nice kingdom beyond the Great Frolm Forest.”

“I don’t know much, but something happened to it around fifteen years ago. There have only been a few frolm who have been able to return to tell us of it since the shadow thieves did what they could to prevent travelers. Some believe it was cursed, and the crops stopped growing. Others claim that a major war occurred, and those who kept up with the crops were killed. With no one to work the lands, the swamp just took over. In the end, your guess is as good as mine.” Gobed shrugged. 

They gazed upon the swamp for hours, snacking on mede seeds the frolm had given them for travel, unsure of the best path. They did not know the dangers they would face if they stepped in the water, but there did not seem to be another way. If the creatures Gobed had mentioned lived in the water, they would be in great danger.

When the elves had left the village, the village wise man, Jedlin, mentioned a kingdom beyond the forest called the United Territories. However, it seemed much had changed since Jedlin had last heard anything about the domain. Perhaps the castle in the distance was the only thing that remained, giving the whole scene a spooky atmosphere. 

As they continued to look out, a lantern-like light began to descend from the sky. The light was a bluish-purple color. The elves could feel adrenaline surge through their bodies as they reached for their weapons. 

Gobed, who remained calm, spoke, “It appears to be a will-o’-the-wisp. Our storytellers told us to be leery of them because they might try to lead us astray. On the other hand, they can lead us to treasure.” 

Both Matthias and Xandria had heard stories of the famous will-o’-the-wisp. They were said to lead people to their death. They were created when a baby died before its birth. It was a sad legend. Some thought that the fairies often sought vengeance on humankind for allowing them to die before they were born. Others believed that they helped to lead travelers in the right direction. Matthias assumed that the truth was somewhere in the middle. 

Matthias contemplated what to do next. “I say we follow it but remain careful. Watch each step we take so we don’t fall into a trap. I don’t see any other way of getting through this swamp.”

Gobed didn’t like the idea, “It could spring a trap on us before we know it. Will-o’-the-wisps are not to be trusted, and this swamp appears to be full of unknown traps.”

“That is a risk I’m willing to take,” Matthias said. “We don’t know the swamplands, and it might lead us safely through without us falling in.”

Gobed cleared his throat. “I don’t trust anything that I don’t know. The frolm teach their warriors to be cautious. Those we don’t know are our enemies until they prove themselves otherwise. If they seek to harm us, they will use whatever deception it takes to trick us.”

Matthias sighed. “I understand, but this swamp is also unknown to us. There’s a chance that the fairy will lead us through safely. I may not have been raised as a warrior, but I don’t believe everything is our enemy. Sometimes risks are necessary for progress.”

“Yes, but we can be cautious where we step and use our weapons to feel out the ground to make sure it is sturdy. We don’t need to follow an unknown being,” Gobed protested.

“But what happens if the swamp is full of places where we can’t cross, and the fairy knows how to lead us through?” Matthias asked, annoyed at Gobed’s stubbornness. 

“We can find our way on our own. I don’t think it can be that bad. As I said, fairies are not to be trusted. Plus, both frolm and elves are good swimmers.”

“Not if we get stuck in a mud hole. One vote we follow, one vote that we don’t. What do you say, Fostuil?” Matthias asked, using Xandria’s shortened spiritual name.

Xandria scratched her eyebrows. She hated having to make decisions like this. It could mean the death of them all, or it might be the only way to go. “I say we follow it; I agree that we must take risks to get where we are going.” She thought of the risks of going through the portal in the Great Frolm Forest and still making it out on the other side. This journey so far seemed to be riddled with risks. They needed to take risks, or they would end up stuck, or worse yet, dead.

Gobed cursed under his breath, but his quest was to protect the elves so he could prove to the frolm that he was a worthy warrior. He had just turned forty-six, well beyond the age when frolm could establish themselves as fit warriors. He thought a lot about his people and how they were recovering from the curse of the shadow thieves. The shadow thieves had overrun most of the forest and almost caused the frolm to become extinct. Gobed felt great relief at the departure of the shadow thieves and was forever grateful to the elves for their help. He would not argue the issue any further. 

Matthias stepped toward the will-o’-the-wisp. As soon as Matthias stepped toward it, it began to go in the opposite direction, north of the castle’s location. He stepped out onto the swamp, and to his relief, it was shallow. Xandria continued behind him, and Gobed took up the rear. 

The will-o’-the-wisp continued to lead them over the shallow parts of the swamp. A fog came and grew thick as they traveled. They no longer could see the castle or anything in the far distance; only the glow of the will-o’-the-wisp, as it guided them. 

“It seems that this fog is coming out of nowhere,” Gobed said after a minute. “The land was clear when we looked out before starting.”

Matthias scratched his head and reached for his sword. “It is indeed weird that it came about so suddenly. I wonder if magic is at work.”

“If so, then the question is, who is using the magic, and do they mean us harm?”

Suddenly the owl they had seen during the beginning of their quest flew into sight and spoke, “Beneath the unnatural fire lies a jewel from Danu. They who retrieve it shall not drown.” The owl flew off as suddenly as it had come.

Xandria asked, “Do you understand what it means?” 

“Well, Danu is the mother goddess of the Tuatha De Danann. Not much is known about her besides that she protects the earth itself from dangers. She has been said to bless those who are good to the land and curse those who bring harm. She can influence droughts and when it will rain. Being the mother of so many gods, she has major influence over what they do.”

He continued, “I don’t know what an unnatural fire is. Out here, I can’t imagine a fire would even be lit. Then again, I suppose an unnatural fire can be lit anywhere.”

“So, if we see a fire, we need to look beneath it? That sounds kind of tricky,” Xandria said. 

“I don’t know if the owl was being symbolic or literal. I guess we will have to continue and find out,” Matthias suggested. 

“Can you tell me about the Tuatha De Danann? I have heard of them, but I don’t know much about them,” Xandria asked, wanting a distraction from the mysterious fog. 

“The Tuatha De Danann include the deities which rule our lands. Both Brighid and Aine are part of the Tuatha De Danann.” Matthias said. “When the Tuatha De Danann first arrived, they brought with them four magical treasures which they put in four cities. First, there was the Stone of Fal.

“This stone could choose who was supposed to rule the land. When the rightful king stepped on the stone, the stone would shout out in joy. This stone determined who would be king and gave him a long life reigning as king. However, not everyone trusted this stone to choose the rightful one, so eventually, it was broken in two and hasn’t determined a king since. The lust for power was what led to this stone’s destruction, as people who the Stone didn’t choose wanted to be a king.”

“The second magical treasure was the Spear of Lugh. It was Lugh’s primary weapon, and legend says that anybody who fought against it would lose the battle. Its tip had to be put underwater, so it didn’t erupt with fire. Lugh used the spear to slay his grandfather Balor in the Second Battle of Magh Tuired.

“Next was Claiomh Solais, also known as the Sword of Light. This sword was so mighty it could slay a god or goddess, according to legend. However, the sword was magically stuck in a stone until the right time comes. Prophecies say that a king will come along and pull the sword out of the rock, and he will be able to battle his enemies with it.

“Lastly, there was the Cauldron of Dagda. Legend has it that this cauldron fed everyone who came to it. It seemed to give warriors renewed strength and even had healing powers that could restore the sick.”

“Wow! That’s pretty amazing,” Xandria said. “You’ll have to tell us more about the Tuatha De Danann on our journey.”

“Yeah, as long as we make it that far,” Matthias said with a heavy sigh. 

“You’re so disheartening, Eolas; you need to cheer up. We have come this far.”

“I know, but we are lucky to have lived for this long. Are we going to make it across this swamp? What is at the other end? I don’t know the lands beyond here. I didn’t even know about the swamp. They spoke of the volcanos and medes living there, but that could have changed by now.” The medes were a race of eagle-like people who had a thirst for knowledge. The elves had never met a mede. 

The fog grew thicker until the elves and the frolm could barely see in front of their faces. The glow of the will-o’-the-wisp became faint. Suddenly a frightening large red creature rose out of the deeper waters. 
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Chapter 2 – The Bunyip and the Far Darrig
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“Bunyip! Perhaps a magical one,” Gobed shouted. The creature did not resemble anything that the elves had ever seen. It had the body of a lion, webbed feet, and was entirely red; however, its mouth was the terrifying part. It was around three feet wide with sharp pointed teeth that could easily bite a person in half. 

Xandria grabbed her bow and fired. The magic arrow hit the bunyip and seemed to injure it, but it was not finished. It charged quickly at the three of them, and Matthias fell into the swamp while Xandria had to lower her bow to dodge the attack. Gobed fired an arrow into its body, as the creature barreled down on him. 

Matthias tried to stand up, but the mud held his feet. The bunyip regained its balance and dived toward Xandria and Gobed. Gobed dropped his bow to get away from the creature as quickly as he could. Again, Xandria did not have the opportunity to fire her bow. 

The bunyip was fast and continued to jump at the frolm and elf. They could barely dodge the thing each time, and Xandria could not regain her balance long enough to fire an arrow. 

Suddenly the beast roared out in pain. Xandria looked up to see a sword stuck in its throat as it fell writhing. After a moment, it was still, and the three sighed in relief. Matthias had thrown his sword from where he was standing. 

“Good shot, elf!” Gobed said as he grabbed hold of Matthias’s hand to pull him out of the swamp. 

“That was a close one!” Matthias said. “It’s so foggy out that it’s hard to see anything coming. Now that we know where to aim to kill a bunyip, hopefully, we will be able to defend ourselves better next time.” 

The will-o’-the-wisp had waited for them to finish the fight, and now it continued. The three of them gathered themselves and followed the fairy. 

However, Gobed said, “I still think we are being led into a trap. So far, the fairy has led us into a thick mist, and a bunyip attacked us. I will still follow if that is your desire, but please take my warnings seriously.” 

Matthias sighed. “I just don’t see a better way. With this fog, it is even harder to know where we are going. Maybe the fairy didn’t know about the bunyip.”

“You lead the way then.”

Soon, they looked beyond the fairy and saw a glow a short distance away, piercing through the fog. As the three of them approached, they saw a fire burning on top of the water. 

“That’s odd,” Gobed said. 

“It must be a fire lit by some kind of magic,” Xandria replied.

“Remember what the owl said about there being something under the fire?” Matthias was excited. The owl had been quite literal. “Xandria, you’re the best swimmer out of the two of us. Want to try to swim under the water and see what you can find?” 

Xandria wasn’t keen on the idea. “I don’t know... I’m a little scared,” she responded as she tried to get a good look under the fire from her angle. It looked like nothing but water was underneath. 

“We’ll be here to guard you, Xandria,” Matthias responded as if that settled it. 

“What about Gobed? Frolm are known to be better swimmers than elves. He might have better luck.”

Gobed looked like he was about to dive in, but Matthias put a hand up to stop him. “This is our quest, and you came along to protect us, not to do our work for us. Besides, messages from owls are typically an elvish thing. It could be bad luck if you try to go in place of one of us.”

Gobed paused for a minute with a scowl but then backed off. 

Xandria knew there was no arguing and that she was a better swimmer than her brother. She was fearful, but she trusted the message that the owl delivered. 

She dove in next to the fire and swam beneath it. She could see something bright at the bottom of the pond and headed in that direction. It was a large, glowing circle. She reached out to grab it, and her hand went right through. 

She swam into the circle, and her whole body went in. She was still floating in the water, but it felt like she had changed directions and was heading upward. Xandria continued to swim, but she was running out of breath. She hoped that she was actually swimming up and not further down. Just as she could hold her breath no longer, she popped her head out of the water. 

Matthias and Gobed were not there, and it felt like she’d swam out of a lake instead of a small pond. She looked at her surroundings in wonder. At the edge of the lake, there seemed to be a beach full of sand. Beyond that were fields of grass. There was no fog, and it appeared that the sun was brightly shining. She did her best to remember where she swam out of and headed toward the beach. She was out of breath from being underwater so long and needed to stand on solid ground to regain herself. 

It seemed strange that it was bright out, but she could not find the sun as she looked around. How can the sky be lit up without any source? She wondered if she entered a portal of some sort. She walked off the beach, into the grass, and could see trees in the far-off distance. 

When she went to look behind her, the beach and water had disappeared. That’s odd, she thought to herself. She felt fear welling up in her, realizing that she was lost and alone. She hoped Gobed and her brother would seek her out soon.

Suddenly, there was a man in front of her. The stranger was odd in shape. With his long snout and chubby body, he kind of resembled a rat. He had a long grey beard that reached the ground, and his eyes were devoid of emotion. 

“Who are you?” Xandria asked in shock. She had never seen anything like this before. 

“Isn’t it obvious...? You mean you have never seen a far darrig?”

Xandria had heard legends of fairies called far darrigs but never had seen one. She remembered that they loved practical jokes which would explain the sudden vanishing of the lake and beach. Far darrigs were experts at producing illusions. Encountering a far darrig was a sign of bad luck; however, she would have to remain respectful if she did not want the creature to continue menacing her.
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Chapter 3 – Necklace of Danu
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“Hello, sir,” Xandria said after a second. “How can I be of service to you?” 

The far darrig smiled, “It has been ages since anybody has come to my land. You need to bring me through the bottom of the lake with you.”

“Then I will take you with me.” Xandria started to turn to go back to where the lake once was. 

“Ah, but you see, I cannot swim. I will drown if I come with you.”

Xandria thought for a moment. “Then how can I help you?”

“That is something you need to figure out.” The far darrig crossed his arms over his chest. 

Xandria felt confused, “So, I am stuck here unless I can get you through the lake?”

“That pretty much sums it up,” the far darrig confirmed. 

“Can I at least look around to see if I can figure something out?”

“Do whatever you must. I will be waiting here,” The far darrig said with a shrug. 

Xandria quickly distanced herself from the creature. She pondered how she could help get him through the bottom of the lake. She would need a boat to take him to the center and then ask him to hold his breath while she dragged him beneath. However, now she was not even sure where the beach was because of the change of scenery. 

She walked further along in the grass and came upon a large forest. Suddenly she felt like she was in its midst, surrounded by trees, even though she hadn’t stepped into the woods. An idea hit her. She would need a few small logs, and she could make a raft. She learned once that cedar trees are good for building rafts and would float. 

After about an hour, she found five logs that came from cedar trees. She dragged them through the forest one by one, and to her delight, she returned to the beach. 

The far darrig stood in front of her smiling, “You are one smart elf, but how will that be able to hold both of us?” 

Xandria knew he had a good point. The weight of both of them would sink the raft she was going to make. 

“If I could find more logs and rope, we should be able to make one large enough to hold both of us. However, I would need to return to the forest again and look around. And, where can I find some rope?”

“Ah, rope. I’ll make you a deal; if you can get more logs, I will get you some rope.” 

Xandria had to walk back across the field again and into the forest. It was strange that the meadow was there every time she walked to the woods, but when she exited the forest, the beach would reappear. The far darrig was somehow producing an illusion, but there was nothing she could do. 

After making a total of three trips, she met the far darrig on the beach. He brought some rope, just as he promised. The two of them worked at tying the logs together to make a raft. It was not a very good raft, and it seemed like the rope may not hold it together, but Xandria figured it would stay long enough to get them to the middle of the lake. 

She and the far darrig stepped out into the water with the raft, and the far darrig pulled himself up along with Xandria. She could see the dread in his eyes as he did his best to balance himself. However, the weight of both was still too heavy for the raft.

“Well, it looks like you won’t be able to bring me with you,” the far darrig said, sounding a bit smug that Xandria was stuck. Xandria felt like she should just make a swim for it and see if she could make it back to her world herself. However, she was afraid that the far darrig would become angry and change the scenery again. She sat in frustration, trying to think of a way around this. 

Then an idea hit her. She said, “Get back up on the raft.” The creature gave her a puzzled, fearful look but listened anyway. Once he was back on, she immersed herself fully in the water and put her hands on the edge of the raft. She kicked with her feet and began to push the raft out toward the middle of the lake. 

“What... what are you doing?” the far darrig asked, trembling.

“Since the raft can’t hold both of us, I figured I could push you out into the lake so we can go back to my world.” The raft could barely hold the far darrig, and Xandria had to use all of her strength to keep the raft afloat. She pushed with her legs as hard as she could, as her muscles began to ache. 

She pushed the raft to where the entrance to her world had been. She was out of breath as she arrived at the spot, and the creature glared impatiently at her while she rested a moment. She told the far darrig to plug his nose, and he reluctantly obeyed. Xandria grabbed his hand, pulled him off the raft, and dove under the water. 

She was still out of breath from pushing the raft and could not take a full deep breath to go down. She knew she didn’t have much time as she swam to the bottom of the lake. The portal was still glowing, and she swam toward it, pulling the far darrig. As quickly as she could, she made it through the portal. 

Once she made it to the other side, she was entirely out of breath and certain she wouldn’t make it to the top. She looked at the far darrig, but he was no longer there. In his place was a necklace with a blue gem. This must be the Necklace of Danu. However, she did not have the strength to swim all the way up. She put the chain around her neck, so she could use both arms to make a desperate attempt to get to the surface. But before she could reach it, she accidentally sucked her breath in.
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