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The Tales of Willowdean Forest:
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A secret realm. A stolen relic. A forest on the brink of war.
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Long before maps and kingdoms, when dragons ruled the skies and elves wandered freely beneath ancient trees, a single act of greed shattered the peace that bound them all. With the disappearance of a sacred jewel of unimaginable power, fire rains down upon the innocent, and the fragile balance between magic and man teeters on the brink of ruin.
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As storm clouds gather over Willowdean, unlikely heroes rise from the mists: a scarecrow stitched with long-forgotten secrets, a proud stag bound by duty and destiny, and an owl whose wisdom surpasses that of the scholars of men. Guided by a queen whose heart harbours both sorrow and flame, they must uncover a truth powerful enough to heal the realm they cherish — or destroy it forever.
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Old magic is stirring. Legends are waking. And the forest is ready to choose a side.
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The Wrath of Gheldathaw
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[image: A dragon flying over a town

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Gheldathaw launched himself from the clifftop and swooped down towards the water at great speed. It was a ritual the dragon performed daily, which must have left some onlookers feeling a little uneasy. At the very last moment, just missing the salty water gently lapping the rugged shoreline, he stretched his wings and soared back into the sky.

Gheldathaw was a dragon held in high esteem. His ancestors, a strong bloodline, could be traced back to an age when only such vast creatures ruled these lands. He was a young adult now, although his behaviour often suggested otherwise.

At the height of his climb, he gazed out across the tranquillity of the sea. In the distance, he spotted an object large enough to warrant a closer look. Soon he realised it was a wooden ship, it was in a sorry, broken state, powerless and drifting helplessly. 

At first, the vessel appeared abandoned, lifeless. It's only mast lay broken across the deck whilst the remains of its ripped sail flapped in the breeze and was partly submerged and dragging through the water.

Gheldathaw then noticed there was life on board, and for certain, they were in danger. He guessed all aboard would be tired and hungry, but there was a far more menacing danger afoot, a predator, a monster. Around the ship, he saw a gathering of serpents, snakelike creatures with mouths as wide as a barrel, and jaws with razor-sharp teeth.

Serpents of truly monstrous proportions live in these waters, and nothing escapes their attention.

As Gheldathaw flew above, he heard the desperate voices of men and women, the cries of terrified children. He then noticed the head of a huge snake rear up out of the water and lunge itself onto the deck. It’s prey, a poor, malnourished sailor had no time to act, he was devoured mercilessly in just one or two flesh and bone crushing gulps. 

This monster then slithered its slimy body through the tangle of rigging, and its intentions were clear: to devour all the flesh that it could find.

Gheldathaw wasted no more time watching, for he too had a hungry belly. With great agility, he dived down upon the ship and grasped the serpent around the neck with his claws of steel. The monster serpent wriggled and thrashed around as the dragon flapped and battled to drag his prey from the deck, making such a downward draft that it caused the ship to roll side to side as the top-heavy load was lifted from the hull. 

After a lengthy struggle, the serpent relinquished its slithery grasp, and Gheldathaw flapped his victim high into the air. But his battle was far from won. The monster serpent contorted and squirmed, thrashing around until its body and tail coiled a hold around the dragon. In but a moment, it had Gheldathaw’s wings pinned to his chest.

They somersaulted out of control, tumbled down towards the water. Gheldathaw squeezed his prey tighter, puncturing its throat until blood spilt from the wounds. But the serpent held fast. It was only when Gheldathaw sank his sharp teeth into the snake’s skull, splitting it apart like a nutcracker, did it finally relent.

Not a moment too soon. If Gheldathaw had splashed into the water, then he too would have surely become prey for those hungry, monstrous sea serpents.

On board the ship, everyone watched in horror, and I’m sure with disbelief. Was this dragon, the stuff of legend, their saviour, or their nemesis?

The screams and cries slowly abated, replaced by an uncertain, eerie silence. 

Gheldathaw the dragon climbed again, almost to the clouds it seemed. It looked like he was returning home, clutching his prize, his lunch. Many on board that ship must have feared the dragon would return, maybe to eat them all, one by one.

Flying away, the dragon let loose a victorious, bone-chilling screech that reverberated through the air, long after he was just visible to a speck. But after the commotion, the serpents of the deep slipped away, for now at least. All that remained was the sound of water, gently lapping the ship’s hull, as it continued to drift on helplessly. 

The currents in these waters are strong. Hopes of reaching land were slowly dashed when all aboard realised the tide had turned and they were being hauled back into open water. The land they so desired slipped slowly away until it was just a haze on the horizon.

It was just when all had lost hope that Gheldathaw the dragon returned. This time, he had company. His dragon companion was shorter in length, paler, and slighter in build. Nevertheless, he or she was still an imposing beast.

For a short time, the pair circled high above the ship, watching and surveying.

To the surprise of those on board, Gheldathaw’s companion was clutching a heavy coil of rope, made of tree vine. This the dragon uncoiled and lowered, until one end landed onto the bow of the ship. Gripping fast the other end, the dragon hovered, waited.

Gheldathaw continued to circle the boat, and with each loop, he dipped his claws into the water to pull on the broken mast until finally he managed to free it completely from entangling and dragging the ship.

The poor souls aboard cowered in fear or hid below deck. However, two young sailors saw plainly that the dragons had returned to help them. Without hesitation, they heaved on the end of the rope and fastened it securely to the bow.

Gheldathaw joined his companion in front and way above the ship. With tail stretched out and the tip between his companion’s teeth, the pair began to tug and tow the vessel. Slowly, the boat came about, rocking gently and swaying as the rickety wooden hull cut through the swell of the water.

It was indeed a marvel to behold, that lived long in legend as one league at a time, the dragons slowly hauled the stricken vessel to the safety of dry land. 

***
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That was the first meeting, long ago, of dragons and men. Despite their gaunt appearance, Gheldathaw had guessed the sailors to be forest elves, returning from one of their many sailing expeditions.

For here, elves and dragons lived side by side, and had done so for more than a millennium, along with countless other wondrous species of animals and birds. Not forgetting the magical and mythical creatures, the ones you may not necessarily see today, but by the result of their actions leave you in awe, or wonder.

After the ship’s timely rescue, the men began to colonise these pristine virgin shores, and later the distant, unblemished land beyond. This new world they now called home. The annals of their arrival were written on the walls of their great halls. 

Beneath the feet of snowy-capped mountain peaks, where living gems in every hue of emerald, clad the hills and valleys green, behold! For here are the most wondrous ever seen.

Men settled along the shores, fishing and gathering the bounty the seas had to offer. Over time, more boats arrived, ferrying people and their belongings. Once the shores and seas were less able to provide, man moved inland, felling large areas of ancient forest to make way for their new homes and for planting their space-demanding crops. 

The arrival of man heralded change for this once secret isle. But never was it for the good of the land or forest or indeed its inhabitants. Most beasts and birds soon grew wary of man and fled deeper into the wilderness.

During these early times, dragons and men lived cheek by jowl. But when their hunting grounds became contentious, tensions began to rise. 

Dragons began to harbour disapproval for man, as man assumed more and more for himself. But men ignored the concerns of the natives as their consumption continued unchecked, clearing the forest, to replace older structures with new and larger, more permanent dwellings.

Steadily, settlements grew to hamlets or villages, linked by muddy tracks through uncharted forest. Not always the most direct of routes, due to terrain or areas of marsh, but snaking their way like they had followed a meandering pig's trail, some later said, like they were searching for truffles. 

Over time, the dragons also retreated to more rugged lands. To the foothills of the harsh and bleak Moonstone Mountains became their refuge, yet unblemished by the hand of man.

***
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By this era, dragons were perceived by men as monsters, something to blame when misfortune occurred, or if livestock suddenly went missing. Unlikely stories were invented. Read by the elders to younger folk, on those long winter evenings, by the flickering light and warmth of a roaring fire. 

Stories are often more memorable when there’s a villain at the core. So, what better, more menacing villain than a dragon? Within just a few generations, the tale of how the dragons came to the aid of man would be twisted, the truth corrupted.

***
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Gheldathaw was around a hundred years old by this point, although he was still full of youth, for a dragon’s life is countless beyond the years of any mortal man. 

He and his mate, Salgander, would pair for life. She laid two precious eggs that spring, the only ones she would ever produce, and not just because of the atrocity that ensued, for despite a dragon’s longevity, fertility is impossibly low.

Dragons’ lives are closely linked to the cycles of the earth. Any eggs they lay beneath the skies of a new moon. Carefully, they carry them to the shore, where they bury their precious offspring beneath the sand, on the longest, lowest tide, so that they can be protected and incubated by the warm waters of the sea.

Once the egg hatches, the nymph from within emerges and preys ferociously on fry and larvae that thrive in these shallows. 

After two and a half complete lunar phases, the final amazing event takes place. The rising of the first full moon heralds the nymphs' to land. From the salty waters, it crawls ashore and clambers onto the rocks to complete its amazing birth. From within the shell of the nymph, a tiny, fully formed dragon breaks out. The event is so revered, so rare and glorious, that many line the shore in anticipation. These dragons then cry out in chanting song and light the sky with a fiery breath in celebration of the newly born.

Like many newly born beasts, a young draggling, for that is what their young are called, is quite vulnerable to the wider world. A warm, safe sanctuary is best for them during their early years.

***
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One day, inevitably, a band of men would find a dragon’s lair. A cave hidden amidst the foothills of the mountains. However, their discovery was no accident, for they had been watching the comings and goings of these dragons for a while.

Their thoughts and desires were bent on something hidden deep within that mountain hillside. A rare and precious gem. Legend had it, it held properties of healing and magic. What the men didn’t realise is that Gheldathaw was the guardian of this precious mystical jewel.

Malice may not have been foremost by man’s intentions, but certainly greed and desire for profit played a part that night as the men stole into the dragon’s cave.  

The dragglings were awoken when the cold point of steel punctured the soft underbelly of their mother. The first thrust of the blade pierced deep into her heart. The countless stabbings that ensued were needless, futile.

Until that day, dragons had little need to be on their guard from men whilst lying in their den. It was a mistake that would never be repeated. 

The child dragglings, Eden and Taya, made valiant attempts to defend their mother against these villains, but their talons were soft, and they would not breathe fire until maturity. 

These murderous men did not want any witnesses to spread the truth of their actions. The battering that took place left the little ones mortally wounded.

Gheldathaw had been away hunting for his family, but he returned hurriedly, plagued by a deep sense of foreboding. He could smell trouble, even before he entered his cave. When he found his family lying dead, of course, he was stricken with grief. For a long while, he sobbed uncontrollably. “Why, why!?”

In his mind, he harboured a thought. The dragon sniffed the air to confirm his suspicions. The scent of these men was one he would never forget, for as long as he lived. Slowly, his grief turned to a violent rage. Screams rang through the forest, chilling to the marrow for those who heard those cries. 

The wrath that followed is truly why dragons gained their menacing reputation. Gheldathaw’s uncontrollable rage consumed every sinew of his being. Madness filled his mind as he set off to search the forest, the villages to find these murdering villains and so avenge his family.

***
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The Forest of Willowdean, a vast kingdom of tree-clad hills and valleys, a haven for countless species of fauna and flora. Deepest within the forest were the gnarled ancient trees, widely spaced apart, allowing the growth of sunny meadow clearings, ideal for resting and for grazing. Younger forest trees, amidst the bordering areas, were denser, often with younger slender pines dominating, readily consuming the sun’s rays and so restricting the light from reaching the forest floor.

The elves once remarked that a squirrel could travel from end to shore without ever leaving the forest canopy. More sinisterly, one could hide out in this forest for great lengths, if ever the need arose.

Gheldathaw searched tirelessly. He flew over and around the forest, followed the rivers and streams, searched the shores, until eventually he caught in the air the scent of the assailants, and he hunted it down. It led him to a small village, a village he knew of. Built a long time ago, with quarried clay fired into bricks, and from sandstone blocks mined from rocky outcrops. Above these sturdy walls, timber cut from the forest formed pitched roofs that were clad with either thatch or red tiles. Flying above, the dragon viewed these homesteads like an unhealing scar, a carbuncle amidst nature's pristine forest canopy.  

These people, Gheldathaw swore, would pay the ultimate price. This dragon’s fury would be the making of a true legend that would live long in the memory of man.

Gheldathaw swooped down upon the houses, setting them alight one by one with his furnace-hot breath of fire. The sky lit like a radiant sunset as the village of Longingford burned into the night. And like nature had lent her hand, condoning the dragon’s actions, a malignant wind fanned the flames, creating a tsunami of fire and smoke that swept through the village like a galloping stampede of wild horses, setting ablaze even those houses yet untouched by the dragon’s breath.

By morning, blackened walls and fallen stonework smouldered in the wreckage of charred timbers and ash.

***
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Even before the fires, events had drawn the attention of Elgarth Warlock, an old wizard who lived and roamed the forest. He was considered a nomad. He dwells within the woods, everywhere and nowhere, the elves said. But to utter his name is enough to summon him forth. By his unnatural demeanour, some believed him to be quite mad, for he could change within the blink of an eye. One moment, he may be speaking like you or me, the next, ranting in a strange tongue, as if conversing with the trees or invisible creatures that maybe shouldn’t belong to this world. He is of elven descent or so it was believed, although the elves themselves said he was born of magic from the forest.

Elgarth certainly had an air of mystery about him. When he was young, he stood tall and fair like an elf, even though he had a more rounded face and pronounced features. Now his skin was furrowed and blemished, like he had lived to a long age. His knowledge and wisdom were inestimable, according to the elders, and he knew of many things otherwise lost or forgotten.

Alerted by the dragon’s forlorn cries echoing through the valleys, Elgarth tracked the murder trail back to the cave. From inside his cape, he took a pendant crystal, a gem of light that had the power to glow upon command. As he held it aloft, it broke the darkness to reveal the men’s bloody footsteps. 

The sorcerer fell to his knees when he saw the bodies of the dragons lying there. Elgarth tearfully contemplated what he should do first. Find Gheldathaw and stop him, quickly. For he knew the dragon’s revenge would mean many would suffer, even the innocent.

In that moment, he heard a soft whimper. A young draggling was still alive, but her breath was shallow, her pulse weak. The sorcerer had not seen her at first, as she had crawled beneath her mother’s wing. 

As he removed his cape to gently warm and tend the little one, a tremendous rumbling sound filled the air. The whole cave shook like an earthquake. Outside, an enraged and grief-filled Gheldathaw had returned. He jumped and stamped above until his mighty weight shook and fractured the hillside.  

Crumbled pulverised rocks rained down, collapsing the cave entrance into darkness. Choking dust filled every space. Just before the endless silence that ensued, the wizard heard the forlorn cries of Gheldathaw. He guessed then, the dragon had entombed his loved ones, believing all his family had perished.

Elgarth did not falter; there were urgent matters at hand. Dusting off the gem of light, he placed it in a crevice. The sorcerer then tended the draggling’s wounds, using the special leaves and medicinal powders he always carried within his long, weather-worn cloak. He whispered and chanted in a tongue that few would be able to understand, gently touching, checking and healing every part of the dragonling’s tiny body.

For days, he tended her, tirelessly and repeatedly, with little rest or sleep. Slowly, he healed Taya, pulled her back from the brink of death. Tearfully, the wizard also tried in vain to save Edan. But sadly, for him, it was too late, for his mortal injuries were just too severe.

Many times, the sun rose and set again unseen. Not once did the sorcerer lose hope, nor did he tire. 

Whilst the draggling slept, he began the task of freeing the cave entrance, one heavy boulder and dust-covered rock at a time, until his hands were raw and blistered. 

At last, the wizard felt cool air pass gently over his face. As the new day dawned, so a shaft of light penetrated the cave’s darkness, lighting the particles of dusty air like glistening silver.

Taya raised her head and blinked at the light, breathed in the fresh air. The sweet scent of pine trees and wildflowers roused her senses, ordinarily so familiar, so taken for granted, that she was only able to perceive them again after they had been lost for so long.

“Don’t leave me,” whimpered the tearful draggling. It was the first time she had spoken since her attack. Elgarth knelt beside her and spoke softly, cupping his palms around her tiny cheeks.

“Hush now, little one, you need not speak. Rest assured, I shall not abandon you. I will shepherd you through this dark time, for as long as it takes, forever if needs be, until the day that love and hope return to your heart.” 

The wizard worked more quickly now to free the cave entrance. Taya was on the mend, but she desperately needed nourishment.

Once the young dragon’s health returned, she moved high into the Moonstone Mountains to be with her own kind. Elgarth came often to visit, to offer friendship and counselling. Although the solitude of the mountains was her greatest tonic.

From blustery lofty peaks, Taya would stand and gaze out across the world. The harder the wind blew, the higher she would climb to face the mighty elements. 

From her vantage, she could read the smells of the land and the saltiness of the sea air, enough sometimes to taste upon her skin. From another direction, the wind might carry the smell of the forest or the scent of wildflowers and grasses. 

But her blood would run cold whenever the scent of a man blew her way.
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The Willow Wanderer
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Since the dawn of time, the forest of Willowdean has experienced many changes and some truly unexplainable events. Many believe only in fact and reality, dismissing anything that lacks tangible evidence. But for those with an enquiring mind, allowing the myth and magic to propagate will open a hidden kingdom of wonder, an enchanted secret world that other mortals are denied. 

***
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Once, this land was covered by a vast and ancient forest, broken only by the widest of rivers and the tallest of mountain peaks. Roots held fast in the deep, rich soils, upon the rolling hills and in the valleys. 

It was at the time when humans transitioned from hunter-gatherer to hunter-farmer that demands on the forest really took hold. Large swathes were cleared, tree roots grubbed out, and the ground levelled to create clearings for homes, villages, and for land to grow crops, as well as for their animals to graze on the lush pasture.
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