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Whispers of the Tulp

Trees hold nature’s nerves and vessels. Through them she feels and sees all. 

They welcome the unmard soul energy back and guard it until it returns to the Breath of Life.

There is one gifted with strength, movement and weapons. 

Tulp trees guard the forest from sapling to stump. 

They remember and can guide when they wish.
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Content Warning


This story contains scenes of violence, creature attacks, frightening situations, child endangerment, child suicidal ideation/attempt (non‑graphic), emotional distress, themes of loss, animal and creature injury/death, and mild non‑explicit intimacy.


Recommended for ages 13 and up.

This book is dedicated to my parents. They have always supported me in everything I have tried and picked me up when I have fallen.
“My sweet look, do you see the child? He wants to hurt me. I need you to destroy him.” —The Darkness
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Author’s Note – Sacred Relics


When I first sat down to write Sacred Relics, I found a new kind of inspiration—my daughter.


She was around ten then, and I was just beginning to see how gifted she was with imagination. I’d talk to her about the story, and she’d offer ideas that shimmered with wonder. The waterlilies made of water? Hers. The Fire Dragon named Dwella? Hers too. One day, she brought home a marvelous sculpture and told me it was a Tragon—a turtle crossed with a dragon. You’ll find them in these pages as well.

Now she’s grown into an extraordinary artist, and her work lives not only in my books, but across our websites and archives. Her illustrations breathe life into Grandel Isle, and her creative spirit continues to shape this world we’ve built together.

This book is part of our legacy. Thank you for walking its paths with us.

—Tonia A. Viles Grandel Legacy Press


Introduction


In Sacred Relics, the path grows darker.


Brandon and Jacklyn must bear witness as sacrifices unfold—because Marcus is their future, but Jacklyn is their now. The Dragon Relics may save them, but the cost will not be chosen. It will be demanded.

To those returning to Grandel Isle—welcome.

To those arriving for the first time—tread softly. The Relics listen. And they remember.


Mistlor’s Maze
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Through injury and healing, he must move on.


Kruliden

Prologue
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On a decimated, blackened world, the Darkness glares out of a sunlit portal to the hated land beyond. The inhabitants dwelling in the ecosphere before it has kept it trapped here for over two thousand long seasons. Its black, churning, misty form hovers a few inches above the golden-hued barrier that seals the portal. This barrier is stronger than before. It had once been able to touch the foul thing, but that was before the Bonding.


The Darkness witnessed the new Queen and her Protector being bound to one another and to the land they defend almost two years ago. Their painful light touched the barrier that day. Now the Darkness can no longer probe it without feeling pain.

As it watches the silver liquid portal that the Darkness desperately needs to get to, Queen Jacklyn enters the courtyard in which it sits. The yard is in the center of the quartz palace that helps protect the Earth portal. Jacklyn’s auburn hair shines in the sun’s bathing rays. Her belly is ripe with new life. They have already given life to one child. The conception of the brand new life happened a few short months after the birth of their first son. There are several more weeks before this one will enter their world.

The Darkness growls at the sight of her. It had almost obtained Grandel Isle and Earth before the Bonding. If not for her Protector, Jacklyn would have lost her fight with the Darkness. These insignificant creatures made it feel genuine emotions. Most of the time, it felt indifferent to other beings, but they hurt it. Pain, like hunger, is something she is learning to push past. The Darkness received a gift with the pain. It created life for a short time.

The Darkness glances behind it. Four different creatures fill its prison. The only ones the Darkness did not give life to are the Enchained. It cannot believe it gave birth to such beautiful beasts. It can hear the leathery wings of one of its creations overhead. As the Viper shrieks, black venom drips from its fangs, and two rows of jagged teeth are expose. They stay in almost constant flight because their weak, ill-formed legs find it challenging to support their weight.

In the distance, it can hear the howling of another of its children, wolf-like creature. No fur covers the Bedlams’ taut, hard bodies. Covering their black skin are scars from fighting among themselves for power and food.

The Darkness’ third and final child is a shapeless oily black blob called the Nebulous. They have no eyes. They find their way with the feelers on their long, black, snake-like tongues. The tongue of the Nebulous is as hard as stone, and the clear acid oozing from it burns whatever it touches from.

Among her children are their children. The offspring grow at a high rate, making the Darkness’ army grow larger every day.

Sweet laughter reaches the Darkness. It looks back at the palace and sees the tasty child, the Queen’s son. He is nine months old. Its form shivers at the thought of the delectable negative energy it could draw from his soft, tiny body. The Darkness has never gone this long deprived of fresh food. The yearning for the morsel sitting before her grows. Lost in its hunger, it moves too close to the barrier, and shrieks in pain. At the exact moment, the child turns its hateful eyes skyward and looks at the portal.

The sun shines down on his golden hair, and his deep blue eyes stare straight at the Darkness from his mother’s protective arms. It shrinks back from those eyes, and hatred festers deep inside it. The Darkness must extinguish this child’s life. It does not know why, but if this unimportant child lives, he will destroy it. 

“How can a child destroy all of my lovely misery?” it hisses.

It has lived for countless ages and has purified an unknown number of worlds. The Darkness does not remember its beginning. It only recalls its purpose. The Darkness exists to cleanse worlds of all parasites. Through its endless years, the classification of a parasite has changed. Now everything below the Darkness is one, and everything is below the Darkness. They are only cattle that destroy themselves and ravish their worlds to their ends.

It has always been the same. A world full of what the Darkness needs to survive pulls her to it. On each of these worlds, a handful of beings always welcome it. These creatures help to create the Enchained. The Darkness gorges itself on the torment of others. When satisfied, it ends the suffering for all so the planet, the mother of all things, can heal and start anew.

The people of Majase have endured more suffering than any before them. With no other choice, the Darkness prolongs the torment of these people. For it to survive, they must continue to supply it with food. It has never encountered two more resilient and defiant creatures than the ones on Grandel and here on Majase.

The Darkness turns from the child and shifts into a new form. The mist is now a tall, pale female with long, wavy black hair. Covering her bony body is a long, ripped black dress. She walks to her altar made of the bones of her enemies. A smile showing her pointed teeth spreads across her sharp-featured face. An exquisite plan forms in her mind, and she tears apart her altar.

The Darkness places the bones together to construct the shape of one of the disgusting men who eluded her by leaving their empty shells behind. She calls one of her flying creations to her. She takes a red-stained bowl and gathers some of the Viper’s venom. Then she walks over to one of the Nebulous, and with her hard black claws, she rips out a chunk of its acidy tongue. She puts this in the bowl with what she collected from the Viper. The mixture of venom and acid melts the piece of hard flesh.

When she held the Queen for a short time, she had taken a speck of Jacklyn’s shielding light. The Darkness’ black tongue slides out of her open mouth, and sitting on the end is the painful speck. Her tongue sizzles and smokes as she places the speck in the bowl, and with her claws, she stirs her mixture. As she does this, the last of her life-giving white mist, the Protector’s mist, the Protector’s gift, leaks from her claws. It combines with what is in the bowl to create a potion.

She pours it over the old bones she had placed on the dirty ground. A light bursts from the bones, touching two of her Enchained. They drag their undernourished bodies away from the burning glow in delectable pain. The Darkness shifts back into her vaporous form and engulfs them both.

It feeds on their stale, tasteless negative energy. The Enchained have lost who they once were. The only thing left is the hardened husks of the humans who once thrived on this world. Unsatisfied, it transforms back into its female form and turns her back on the black, leathery bound servants in disgust. As their hollow eyes stare at a nearby fire, their flesh melts. For these two, the suffering is over.

The light flickers and dies, and in place of the bones is a beautifully monstrous creature. Stretched gray skin now covers the frame. The ill-aligned bones and the lack of muscle structure have made its body highly misshaped. The bones in its fingers continue past the ends of its digits. They look sharp and deadly. Its face is missing ears, lips, eyelids, and a nose. Gaping holes sit where the absent nose and ears should be. The eye sockets are oversized and filled with cloudy, yellow, infected weeping eyes. The exposed teeth are pearly white and pointed. Three teeth on each side protrude from the top row. The one in the center of the set is longer than the other two, and black venom stains the elongated teeth.

“Come, my lovely child,” the Darkness says in a motherly voice. She takes it by the hand and helps it to its unsteady feet.

One of the Enchained brings a robe and gives it to the Darkness with shaking hands. The Darkness snatches the gown from the slave and growls softly. Her creation hisses and opens its mouth. It makes a gagging sound; then, a black ball shoots from its mouth. It hits the bound servant in the face, and the substance spreads. Slowly, as the Enchained fights to get it off, the black slime reaches for its ears, eyes, mouth, and nose. Choking sounds come from the doomed servant as his throat expands. Soon, the entire ball settles in his throat.

The Darkness pulls the robe over her creation’s patchy, long, black, oily hair as the slave dissolves. She takes a step back and looks at the beautiful thing she has created. He is nothing like any of the material that created him, yet she can see the father, the bone giver, in him here and there. Will the people of Grandel see it? Will they figure out what helped bring him to life? The Darkness touches his face. She hopes they will, and this will help. The Darkness traces the golden picture on the front of the robe. Four staves with oblong, sideways hexagon tops make an X inside a golden circle. Red jewels sit at the tips of these long wands. Bands extended out from each point to hold the gems in place. In three of the spaces between the staves are golden lightning bolts, all strike the center. The last empty area at the bottom is a pair of cat’s eyes. She glances at the statue in the distance, which is almost a duplicate of the picture on the robe.

“I will call you Kruliden after your father. Come and see your new home,” she says in a tender voice.

Together, they stroll through the portal. Kruliden has grown steadier on his feet and no longer needs his mother’s support. When they step into the sunlight leaking through the gateway, Kruliden howls in pain and pulls back. His mother looks at his exposed hand, where blisters are forming. The Darkness takes him into her arms and cradles him like a small child. She strokes his thin hair.

“My poor baby, I am sorry. Mother did not know.” As she says this, she drinks in his pain.

The Darkness guides him back to the portal, taking care not to put him in the direct sunlight. She searches the courtyard for the hateful infant son. To her surprise, she finds Kruliden’s father in the corner of the yard.

“My sweet look, do you see the child?” She only gets a nod in response. “He wants to hurt me. I need you to destroy him.”

Again, a nod.

“The figure in the corner is your father.” A growl comes from deep inside Kruliden. The Darkness says with a smile, “Tonight you leave, and the first thing you must do is eat.”

As they watch, Brandon emerges from the palace. Kruliden lets out an angry hiss and takes a step back. The Darkness knows if anyone can kill her son, it’s this monstrous Protector, and she feels her son knows this as well.


What Hides in the Night?

Chapter

1

Seafer
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AWater Dragon swims under the feared portal as they have every night since the day Marcus was born. The bond between the toddler and the dragons was strong even before his birth. From the moment Marcus became self-aware, he was a constant shadow in the back of every dragon’s mind. As he developed, his control did as well. Before long, Marcus could choose who he contacted. Then, the desire to learn about the creatures he spent a considerable amount of his time with sparked. At his birth, Marcus’ knowledge of dragons expanded beyond all Grandelites and some dragons.


This dark night is Seafer’s turn to watch for intruders. She is a younger dragon, but not so young she is not mindful of the danger all Grandel teeters on. The dragon keeping watch here is the first to encounter an invasion and will be the first to fall. Seafer looks out across the dark, empty sea.

At night, the water appears black, but when the sun rises, it shows its actual color, red. The Red Sea is home to all Water Dragons and other wondrous creatures. Some people on Grandel Isle used to patrol with the Water Dragons. This form of travel stopped after the Darkness sent a vial of poison with one of its soldiers. The witches engineered the toxin to spread and devastate the island, but the Midlanders found a way to stop it from getting past the Outer-lands. They had plenty of notice to put their plan into effect, thanks to the future seeing Queen Grandel Isle possessed at the time. The many creatures that call the Red Sea their home found the poison harmful and sought refuge in the deeper waters. Some still perished before they could adapt to the poison. 

The Water Dragons did not have to adjust. Unlike other creatures, they can live in any environment except high temperatures. Their bodies can also withstand any poison, and they can break down any substance.

Water Dragons travel in small groups, and Seafer is finding guard duty a little unsettling. Jaystream visited her earlier, but he had to attend to his obligations.

The evening is moonless, making it hard to see, even for a Water Dragon. Seafer does her best, but she never glimpses what hides in the night. As she makes a pass under the portal, something falls on her from above. Seafer barely has time to register that something is sliding down to her face, her airway becomes blocked, cutting off her air supply. At first, her mind panics. Then she calms herself, even though she cannot hold her breath as long as some of her kind. She can go without breathing for quite some time. Seafer knows without air she cannot send out the song she is supposed to when an attack comes. So, she reaches out to the only person who can help her now. She also rushes to Grandel’s Crimson Canal, needing to be as close as she can to the child that has brought the dragons back together.

Marcus takes in her panic and relays it to the only ones who might be able to help.

When Seafer reaches the canal, she can feel her body already beginning to break down whatever has invaded her throat.

Seafer turns to her right, where she is sure she saw movement.

Nothing.

Even with more of the substance dissolved, she still cannot breathe.

A sound behind her.

Again, Seafer whirls around.

Again, nothing.

Seafer’s heart races. She knows help is coming; Marcus has told her. She fears it will not arrive in time. Something besides what sits in her airway has arrived in their world. Whatever has come is dangerous and fast. At that moment, she misses the slightest movement to her left.

Unseen, a dark figure with yellow eyes and white teeth attacks. Its teeth sink into the long, pearly neck of the only witness of its arrival.

Seafer whips back and forth, attempting to throw the thing that has sunk its teeth into one of her major arteries. The only thing she accomplishes is tearing the superhighway for her blood further. It does not take long for her motions to become weak and useless. Slowly, she lies down. The last thought to go through her quieting mind is the regret she and Jaystream were never given a chance to make more out of their friendship.

Deep inside her mind, she hears a small voice telling her Waterlily is near. It informs her that she is not alone. Seafer can hear Waterlily’s song fill the dark, damp air around her. For the briefest of moments, her and Jaystream’s minds connect, and they know what could have been. Then she moves beyond where the voice, the song, and Jaystream can reach her, and because of Marcus’ connection, all dragons feel the loss as one.


Her Kingdom

Chapter

2

Jacklyn
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All is silent in the Quartz Palace surrounding the portal to Earth. The blood and death of Grandelites keep the Darkness from its food. Queen Cecelia foresaw a prophecy about a young man with golden hair and blue eyes. She said this young man will defeat the Darkness and bring peace to Grandel Isle. The people of Grandel Isle feel their new queen and her Protector are fulfilling this prophecy.


Standing on the balcony outside her room is the Queen of Grandel Isle. She is looking over her kingdom. A year after taking over the kingdom, Jacklyn and Brandon received a blessing  — a child. As the prophecy stated, the newborn was a boy. This is the first time in Grandel Isle’s history a queen has birthed a son. All previous queens gave birth to girls, who would take over the kingdom. The unique soul energy the Queens and their daughters possess is the only thing that can power the barrier around Grandel Isle. The fathers must transport all the queens’ daughters to Earth. If they do not, the barrier will drain them of their soul energy in a few short months.

Jacklyn still has trouble grasping the idea that she is the Queen. It seems like only a short time ago, when she lived on Earth, she had thought Grandel Isle was a fairy tale. That was until Brandon started invading her dreams. She smiles, thinking of the boy she met then. He thought of himself as only a farmer’s son. She knew from the first time she saw him he was much more than that.

Jacklyn looks at her arms and touches one of the small, smooth scars there. How many women have a husband who can heal them with the touch of their breath? During the Outer-lands battle, Brandon received the ability to repair everyone on the island. He discovered a short while later he could no longer restore people with whom he could not connect.

Jacklyn can hear Brandon faintly rustling around in her head. She loves having him there. Brandon gets more from their connection than she does. He can listen to and feel her thoughts, her heartbeat, and her breathing. Brandon is sleeping now and dreaming of their child, who will arrive soon. Jacklyn touches her swollen belly. This baby lets Brandon in so he can see and hear what it does. Jacklyn observes the images in Brandon’s mind, but it is not the same.

Marcus has always been more guarded. He will send Brandon impressions but will not let him in. Brandon thinks Marcus has a shield like Jacklyn’s, but stronger. Marcus also has some of his father in him. He can send thoughts and images. Unlike his father, he can send these to anyone. Brandon is limited to the people closest to him. Marcus can also link with dragons.

Jacklyn looks up at the sound of great feathered wings and sees a Winged Dragon flying overhead. She knows if she looks around the dark palace grounds, she will find an Earth Dragon. Jacklyn also knows, a Water Dragon sits at the portal hovering over the Red Sea. She looks at the iron gates in front of the palace. There, like every night since Marcus’ birth, is a small, fiercely hot fire, and beside it, standing guard, is a Fire Dragon.

Brandon lets out a soft groan behind her, and dark images start coming from him. He is dreaming about when he rescued her from the Darkness. He will soon reach the part where she let the Darkness enter her, and he had driven it out.

Something awakens deep inside her at the thought of the invading Darkness.

Before Brandon reaches that part of the dream, Jacklyn closes her eyes and caresses the part of him that is always with her. She wraps her love and their warmth around him. From the first time they touched, this warmness, created by their energy and passion, has always been there. As it seeps into him, she feels him slip into another dream. Jacklyn feels their warmth grow into their heat that is forever waiting to be set free. She pulls back slowly so as not to wake him.

Deep inside her, something prickles.

Jacklyn hears feather wings again, but knows it is not the Winged Dragon. Soft, padded feet land on the balcony. She looks at the Royal Lion that has been watching over her since birth. On the day that a future queen leaves for Earth, a young Winged Lion is transformed into a house cat. From that day forward, Snow has always been at her side.

Jacklyn strokes his long body fur and his mane. His mane is longer, but not by much. His coat is black and white, from head to tail to peppered, feathered wings. He spends most of his time with Jacklyn, but he has formed a bond with Brandon as well. She thinks he has picked up on Brandon’s restless sleep.

“It’s okay. He was having a nightmare. You can go back to Missy.” Missy is his mate. She is not as large as Snow and has no mane. Her colors are white and a rich brown. The lions live in a barn in the meadow outside the palace. Each family has individual open stalls.

Instead of leaving, Snow goes into the room and lies down on a bed that many Royal Lions have used before him.

Jacklyn turns back to her kingdom and her thoughts.

When the Darkness entered her mind, the part it touched became damaged. That charred piece of her mind stirs, making her attention come back to it. She built a barrier around the infected area of her psyche to keep it from spreading.

Something inside the walls moves.

It stretches, pushing against the walls, trying to get free.

It relaxes, and a soft scratching starts.

A sound comes from it.

A pleading sound.

She tells herself to leave it alone.

Instead, Jacklyn searches her mind and finds where the Darkness touched her. She dislikes it here and usually stays away. Tonight, she has felt pulled toward it. Jacklyn leaves her shield wrapped around it.

What would it do if unleashed?

Would the Darkness be able to use me like it can when the melted flesh of an Enchained gets inside someone?

Jacklyn thinks of the things her father involuntarily did to her when a Contagin, a smoke-like creature, entered him. The Darkness and the three witches created the Contagins. She uses them to spy on Earth. They also can infect people and use their bodies to do her bidding. It also can transport the Enchained to Earth. One of these creatures took her to the Darkness.

Would this do that to me? Would it make me hurt the ones I love?

She again pushes herself from it.

The pleading grows louder and more urgent.

Would only a crack hurt?

How could it hurt?

Jacklyn reaches out and is only inches from it when she feels the baby shiver as if it knows what she is doing. The baby lets its fear flow to her. Snow’s growl reaches her ears, and at that exact moment, Brandon is there.

“Jacklyn, what are you doing?”

She can hear the anger in his voice and pulls back. Their child moves restlessly in her body. He can feel their tension.

“Nothing,” she says as his dark, large, strong arms wrap around her slight frame from behind. Their warmth spreads around them. “I’m watching our kingdom.”

Brandon buries his face in her long auburn hair.

“I know what you were doing,” he whispers in her ear. The anger in his voice has vanished. His icy breath washes over her neck. A shiver runs down her spine, and their baby settles down. Jacklyn also feels the dark part of her grow muted.

“Leave it alone, please?”

Jacklyn nods her head yes and opens her eyes. Brandon moves in front of her and looks into her deep blue eyes. She reaches out and pushes his long, wild, wavy, golden blonde hair out of his dark eyes. Jacklyn knows that most people feel intimidated by Brandon’s looks. His six-foot-two-inch height alone was enough to frighten some people. Then the combination of his sturdy, tan features and dark, rich brown, almost black eyes would make a few more back away. That is fine with Jacklyn, the more for her.

Brandon smiles his little smile, and she knows he heard it all.

“I don’t care if you heard me.” They are far past that. I do not know how they feel about me, stage. With each other always roaming around one another’s mind, you cannot hide anything.

Seafer’s panicked cries for help rush past them and to their son.

Jacklyn tilts to one side of Brandon. Something feels wrong in their beautiful kingdom.

“What feels wrong?” Brandon asks, turning around to follow her gaze.

The palace sits on top of an enormous grassy mountain in the center of Grandel Isle. As you travel down the peak, you come to one of two leveled sections. The first is where the Highlanders, Grandel’s army, live and train.

More trees live here than before she first came to Grandel Isle, a project Brandon works on almost daily. He loves growing things.

Jacklyn thinks with a smile. It’s the Lowlander in him. Brandon puts his arm around her, leans down, and kisses her gently on top of the head.

Training equipment crowds the High-lands. Scattered around the gear, trees, and two small gardens are tents. The Highlanders remain mobile and battle-ready.

Jacklyn continues to look down the mountain. She thinks of the grass that covers it. It is light green and soft as feathers. Soon her eyes travel to the Mid-lands. The homes here are stone. Jacklyn made a change here. The women with children stay home and take care of their families. The three mystics tried to stop this, saying they’re needed, but Jacklyn put her foot down. A child needs its mother. Besides, she didn’t need everything done for her. Unlike the queens before her, she shows no signs the barrier is draining her. As this thought flows through her mind, she feels Brandon’s healing breath wash over her.

Jacklyn pushes him lightly.

“Yes, everyone knows you’re the reason.” 

The lowlands rest at the bottom of the grand mountain. The Lowlanders have more help. A more significant number of Earth Dragons live on Grandel now, and they assist in any way possible. They still help with the fields, but now they help haul the water from the Rose Crystal Cascades to the crops that supply all the food for everyone living on the island. They also assist in the mines by hauling large loads. Some have even learned how to herd the livestock without causing a stampede.

The mournful song of a Water Dragon breaks through the night sky when Marcus’s alert reaches Waterlily. Jacklyn looks toward the Outer-lands. They both hear the palace doors open and see a dark figure on horseback racing across the flower-filled meadow between the palace and the iron gates. Jacklyn and Brandon both know who it is  — Steven the Protector’s Advisor. He has a special relationship with the Water Dragons, and he knows their songs. For him to leave the palace at this time of night, it must be important.

Jacklyn feels Brandon slip from her mind, and she knows he is reaching for Steven. She waits for him to return. When he does, he fills her head with what he felt coming from Steven. Unlike Jacklyn and their child, Brandon can’t enter the minds of others, but sometimes he can feel what they are feeling.

Steven is anxious, and before Brandon says a word, Jacklyn says, “Go to him. He may need your help.”

Brandon places his large hand on the side of her slender face, and his thumb traces her delicate pink lips. She feels their warmth grow dangerously close to their consuming heat at his touch.

“As you wish, my Queen.” A smile plays around his mouth just before their lips meet. Jacklyn feels their warmth grow as their minds and souls intertwine.


I’ve changed my mind, she thinks and feels Brandon chuckle in his chest.


Their kiss breaks, and Brandon leans toward her tiny ear.

“I will be back soon, and we can pick up where we left off.”

Curling her legs under her, Jacklyn sits on their bed and watches Brandon get ready to depart. Again, the feeling that something is terribly wrong in Grandel washes over her. The thought of losing him showers over her and Brandon. Her need for him hits Brandon as he reaches for the door. With sword in hand, Brandon stops mid-reach and turns to her.

Jacklyn gets up from their large, white-curtained bed and rushes across the light wood floor. They meet in front of the enormous quartz fireplace that is crackling with fresh logs. One of his muscular arms slides around her petite waist, and he pulls her tightly to him. Jacklyn’s arms clinch around his solid neck, and she looks into his dark eyes.

“My Queen,” he whispers, his voice is thick with emotion.

“My Protector,” Jacklyn says, feeling both of their passions and their fears of never feeling this again. As he leans down to her, she finds it hard to breathe, and she thinks the same two questions which always come to her in these moments.

What did I ever do to deserve to have him love me so much? What would I do without him?

“I will be back soon.” Brandon’s voice is steady and sure.

Brandon floods Jacklyn’s mind with images and feelings, so intense her legs go weak. His muscular arm takes her weight and pulls her closer. Jacklyn’s eyes close as their lips meet again. Their desire is strong, and for a while, everything’s forgotten in the smoldering heat that consumes all thoughts. They hear, see and feel each other’s needs, which only adds to their own. Jacklyn’s hands move from Brandon’s neck down to his chest, her nails scraping his sun-darkened skin. His fingers dig into the small of her back. A loud clank of metal hitting wood sounds out as Brandon’s sword hits the floor, forgotten. Jacklyn feels Brandon’s now free hand bury itself into her thick auburn hair, and it pulls slightly. Their kisses break only for a moment to gasp for air.

The small part of her mind not swept away by their heat knows Brandon must go. Something awful waits in the Outer-lands, and Steven will need him. She pulls and tugs at this thought, trying to make it break through the veil of desire.

Then the one thing that will always be able to cut through happens. Marcus cries out. It is not a cry of hunger or discomfort. The cry is of loss and heartbreak.

They both rush to their son. Behind them, Snow rises to his feet, alert. A second pair of doors opens, and Tyler also steps into the nursery.

“He is not telling me why, but he is letting me know I need to get to the Outer-lands,” Brandon says as he kisses his wife and son one last time and runs out the door.

With Marcus in her arms, Jacklyn looks around their large room. The overwhelming heat that is a part of them dies down. Soon she feels cold and alone. The feeling of dread takes hold of her again. With Snow at her side, she pushes the glass doors to the balcony open and runs to the edge. With a heavy heart, she and Marcus watch as Brandon fades into the darkness on his black horse Glacier. The mournful song fills her mind, and she decides to wait for Brandon in Marcus’s room.


Waterlily’s Song

Chapter

3

Brandon
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As Glacier speeds down the mountain, Brandon sends Jacklyn warm images. He can feel that she is worried. He sees she has gone into Marcus’s room. Tyler and Snow are close at her side. When William steps into the chamber as well, his focus changes. Steven has already reached the Low-lands and isn’t letting the forest slow him down. Brandon recognizes Waterlily’s singing, so he knows she’s unharmed.


What has Steven heard in her song to make him so desperate to get to her?

Brandon reaches the Mid-lands’ orchards and gardens, and to his surprise Everlyn is waiting for him. These groves and gardens grow vegetables, fruits, herbs, and other plants and trees with healing properties. Three substantial stone buildings are to the left of the path Brandon is taking. One is called the Healing House, where all Midlander Healers work. They are the only healers on Grandel Isle. Another is the Inspiration House. This is where the Midlanders come together and figure out solutions to the problems which arise on the island. The last building is their Feast House because many of them work in the palace. They collectively eat their breakfast and dinner.

Brandon slows down as Everlyn pulls up beside Glacier. The workhorse is primarily black. White tufts of long, soft hair conceal his feet. Between his eyes is a ten-pointed white star.

“Brandon, we must hurry. Waterlily’s song speaks of death.” Everlyn says in her earthy stone voice.

Everlyn is an Earth Dragon. She is the size of two large workhorses and has four one-foot long spikes on her tail. Her eyes are the color of jade, and they see well in the dark. Her face is long, and she has small, jagged teeth. Crowning the top of her head are two horns, and an additional one on each side. They curve along her skull and down behind her head. They fuse to her skull. On each side of her head are ram-like horns. Earth Dragons’ skin is smooth, not scaly like the other dragons. They are all a shade of brown except for the rare few who are a dark green color. Their slender bodies shimmer in the sunlight.

“Follow me; they have widened the trail here to make it easier for us to bring the water to the Mid-lands’ orchards and gardens.” Everlyn’s claws dig into the soft earth as she makes a hard right. Glacier, needing a little broader area to make his turn, ends up on her other side. He narrowly misses the trees.

It does not take long for them to reach the boundaries to the Outer-lands. The soft grass and soil turn to coarse, hard sand. The closer they get, the better they can hear Waterlily’s song. Then it stops, and in the distance, Brandon hears her musical voice. It’s filled with grief.

“They are at the Crimson Canal,” Everlyn says, slowing.

The great Battle of the Outer-lands took place several yards from the canal. Red and black stains are still visible because of the vast amount of blood spilled here. Sitting between two glass circles is a large stone, and around these are hundreds of small markers. Brandon created the smaller of the two spheres. He was helping Jacklyn resist the Darkness while she was in its world. Brandon and Jacklyn, while working together, created the other one. Jacklyn drove the Darkness’ abominations from their home while Brandon healed everyone on the island.

The large stone between the circles has a torch on each side; they forever burn. On the rock, written in gold, are the words.

The Great Battle of the Outer-lands

Many lives were given to us so that we may live.

They will not be forgotten.

The small stones that arch out around, the large one, have the Grandelites or Dragons names who died here.

The two torches shed ample light for Brandon and Everlyn to notice Waterlily floating at the edge of the deep canal. Waterlily is a Water Dragon; her purple metallic scales flash in the torchlight. Brandon and Everlyn cannot see her eyes from where they stopped, but know they are the same color as the poisonous Red Sea surrounding Grandel Isle, and fill the canal, blood red. A Water Dragon’s face is rounder than the other dragons on Grandel. Around their faces are wispy, thin tentacles that look like whiskers. They have many rows of silver-bladed teeth. Their bellies and fins are an iridescent, pastel purple. On their sides, and at the end of their tails, are fins. Each fin has a row of spikes along their edges. They have serpent-like bodies that are at least a mile long.

Brandon and Everlyn wait as Steven murmurs to Waterlily. Brandon cannot make out any words, but from the way Steven strokes Waterlily’s muzzle, he knows it cannot be good. As Brandon dismounts Glacier, he notices a Water Dragon is lying across the sand. Brandon and Everlyn run to the dragon and discover she is dead. They walk around her body. When they come to the head, they find its throat chewed open, but they discover no blood. As if something has consumed it all.

Brandon is now close enough to hear what Waterlily is telling Steven.


“Seafer called out to Marcus. She could not breathe and could not sing out to us. I came as quick as I could after Marcus contacted me. When I arrived here, I found Seafer in the sand.” Waterlily breaks into sobs. “Something was eating at her throat. It hissed and ran when it saw me.”



Steven gently strokes the side of her nose and whispers to her for a few minutes. Then he speaks a little louder, and Brandon knows he can approach.


When he is closer, Brandon asks, “What did this to her? Did you see it?”

What could be strong enough to drag a Water Dragon so far?


“It was small. About Steven’s size, but much skinnier. It was a pale gray and wore a dark robe like your mystics. When it heard me sing out for help, it ran toward the Low-lands. It left a trail of Seafer’s blood.” Waterlily breaks off into her grieving song. Behind her, other Water Dragons join her song as they arrive.



Steven grabs Brandon’s arm and pulls him to the side. When they are several feet away, the Water Dragons gently pull Seafer back into the poisonous red water. Four of them carry her on their backs to the open sea. Waterlily follows them, singing her song.



Tracking

Chapter

4
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Brandon holds back and lets Steven lead. They both have their swords drawn, and Everlyn holds her tail ready to use if needed. They follow the blood trail back to the Low-lands. The path takes them to the thickest part of the Low-lands forest.


“This is as far as I go,” Everlyn says, sounding disappointed.

“Can you go to the palace and warn them about what we have discovered? Please let Jacklyn know we are fine. I have told her already, but she is refusing to believe me. Lavan is at the front gate. Tell him not to let anyone through. He does not know.” Brandon rubs her neck and tells her to be careful. With Glacier and Steven’s horse by her side, she races for the iron gates. Brandon turns to the thick underbrush that Steven has already disappeared into.

As Brandon fights the vines, thorns, and fallen tree limbs, his thoughts keep wandering back to what Waterlily said, ‘It was dressed like one of your mystics.’

What could it mean?

Was it a trick by the Darkness, or could they be fighting another mystic?

How could they fight one of their kind?

Could it even be one of them?

Where had the Mystics come from, anyway?

No one has ever questioned them. They have just always been here.

We have always assumed they were here to help us because they saved the Earth from the Darkness. Could they have done it for themselves?

Many unanswered questions fill his head. Brandon is going to find the answers.

Brandon continues to fight the underbrush, but it fights back. As fast as his body heals itself, new scrapes, cuts, and gouges appear in his bare arms. Steven moves steadily in front of him. He seems to have no trouble getting through. Then Steven comes to a sudden stop.

“It has gone underground,” Steven whispers.

In front of them is a small, dark opening to a damp cave. It’s a mine that hasn’t been in use for decades. Scattered about the island are various types of mines, but the north side of the isle is where most of them are located. The Lowlanders work all the mines, no matter their location on the enormous mountain. The tunnels are dangerous places, because of the pockets of poisonous gas concealed beneath the earth’s crust. Ayrosynse birds accompany the miners into the working mines. They are one of three light-bearing birds. With their glow, they illuminate the dark shafts, making fires unnecessary. They also sense danger before it happens, but even with these birds, they lose many lives every year in these dangerous mines.

Entering a shut down mine is even more dangerous because of the various reasons it may have been closed. Everything precious simply may have been pillaged. It could have been shut down because it became unstable, or they might have run into a pocket of deadly gas, and the miners would have collapsed the mine a few short feet in.

Brandon sees no sign indicating this is where it went. The blood trail ended miles back, but Brandon trusts Steven with his life. Out of all on Grandel Isle, there is no better tracker than Steven. Brandon remembers about a year ago when a small child disappeared. It had been Steven and his tracking skills that found her and saved her life.

The Lowlander child wandered from one of the farms close to the border of the Outer-lands. She had dropped what her parents said was her favorite doll, just over the boundary. That is where they started the search. Steven separated himself from the group and followed a trail only he could see. The path led away from the Outer-lands.
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