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There is a place that is parallel to
you and me,
but yet it is not.

 


It does not have a name nor has it ever been
mapped.

 


The only thing we know about this place is that it
is filled with every creature you have ever heard of, but some you
have not.

 


How do we know so much about this place you may
ask?

 


Turn the page and discover for yourself.

 


For these are just a handful of stories from some of
the creatures that live there…

 



Part I: Ash
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Prologue

I remember excruciating pain.

I remember unimaginable heat.

I remember an undeniably beautiful young
woman.

But I’m not sure whether these things are
real.

I sat up in bed, the sheet falling to my waist. I’m drenched
in a cold sweat from the nightmares. Were they
nightmares?

 


“I’m innocent!”

“Ash Brandon, you have been found guilty
of murder and will live out the rest of your days in the…”

 


The dream always ended before I knew what was happening. It was
like a movie disc with a scratch on it that wouldn’t skip past a
certain part or when I would get distracted in a certain part of a
book and would keep reading the same line over and over but never
moving further.

I threw my legs over the side of the bed
and made my way to the kitchen. I remembered I had pills in the
bathroom so I staggered in there. When I caught sight of my
reflection, I almost
fell over. Red and blue veins snaked their way across my eyelids
and filled the bags under my eyes, making them seem darker than
they already were. Well, damn. If this was the side effect from the
lack of sleep and too many sleeping pills, I had better change my
routine.

But I couldn’t.

The pills were the only things that kept
the nightmares at bay. Well, not completely. They still haunted me
every single night, and
I had no idea why. I took two aspirin from the bottle and shuffled
back out into the kitchen where I grabbed a glass and filled it
with water.

I checked the clock on the oven. It was
five in the morning. Perfect, I groaned. I still had three hours
before I my first class at Pennsylvania State University. I had
better clean up my image before then. After I downed the two
aspirin and the rest of the water in the glass, I was
still parched.

I headed back to my bedroom and grabbed
yesterday’s jeans from the back of my reading chair and a clean
shirt from my closet. I headed into the bathroom and turned the
shower on full ball. I allowed the bathroom to fill up with steam, but as I
stepped into the shower, I heard a voice. I looked around but
couldn’t see anything through the thick steam, which had now
overwhelmed the bathroom. Was there someone in the bathroom with me
or was I going insane from almost three days of little to no sleep?
I shrugged it off and stepped into the shower. When I closed the
door and soaked my skin in almost too hot water, I heard it again.
The voice was female and melodic. It was like a Siren calling me to
my death at the bottom of the ocean. I looked up and that’s when I
saw her. Through the translucent foggy glass, I could see flesh
tone and light brown hair. Was she naked? The young woman called my
name over and over.

“Ash, where are you?”

She placed her hand against the glass and
began pushing the door inwards. So unsure of what was happening, I
stepped back and slipped on the wet tiles. I went down. Her hair
and leaf green eyes were
the last thing I saw before shattered glass came raining down on
me. The beautiful girl’s face faded into the darkness.

 



Chapter One

It must have been some time before I regained consciousness because the
water had turned cold, and I could no longer feel any pain. I
blinked the water from my eyes and sat up. My head throbbed from
bashing it against the shower wall. I sat there on the floor of the
shower a little while longer, and when I could stand, I turned the
water off. When I looked down, I saw absolute carnage. What had
happened?

 


Metal blades clinked and flesh sliced. Blood
flew, coating everything in its path. Pointy teeth flashed bright
under the streetlight…

 


I tried to grab onto the wall to steady
myself as the sudden vision caused everything to blur and me to
feel nauseous. What was happening? Was I having nightmares while I
was awake now,
too?

I wasn’t crazy. I shook it off and stepped
over the broken glass from the shattered shower door. My feet must
have gone straight through when I fell. I would clean it up later.
I had to get to class.

I cleaned myself up as best I could and
downed a quick cup of coffee before dressing and heading out to my
car. A light rain was falling steadily outside, which only added to
my messed up mood. I only hoped the day would get better.

* * * * *

I pulled into the college campus around ten past eight.
Shit, I was late for my first day. This was not a good start. I
grabbed my book bag off the passenger seat of my car and rushed
toward the building I knew held my first class. I hoped the
Professor was a nice one, because if he or she wasn’t, they were
going to eat me alive, both for looking like crap and for turning
up late. I barged through the doors and saw the lecture hall to be
almost full. There were only a few empty seats scattered here and
there. I hurried to find one near the back as quietly as I could to
not draw attention to my lateness.

“Mr. Brandon, is it?” said a large booming
voice. I froze. I was a goner. I exhaled and slowly turned to face
my fate.

“Uh, yes, sir. Sorry I’m late. I…”

“You overslept or partied too hard last
night or both. I’ve heard them all before and would rather not hear
them again. Take a seat.”

“Yes… yes, sir,” I stuttered. This was not going as well as I
had hoped. I swallowed and quickly sat down. I pulled the small
table over my lap and dumped my books on top of it. My pen fell out
of one of the spiral notepads and fell to the floor. I bent down to
grab it, but so did the person next to me. My head collided with
theirs, and I only realized it was a girl when she started
laughing. And God, her laugh was the most beautiful thing I had
ever heard.

“Oops, sorry. Here, let me,” she said. I sat
up rubbing my head.

“Sorry. Thank you.” She bent down and picked
up my pen and held it out to me.

“I’m Emily. You must be new.”

“I… yes, I am.” God, could I even talk at
all? What was wrong with me? It must have been all the knocks to
the head I was having lately. Emily giggled again and titled her
head to the side taking me in. She had the most amazing leaf green
eyes I had ever seen and honey colored locks, which cascaded down
to her waist.

Leaf green eyes? Where had I seen that before?

“So, what’s your name, new boy?”

“Oh, sorry. It’s Ashley. Ash for short.”

Emily smiled. And my heart fluttered. Her
smile was one of the most beautiful I had ever seen. I knew I would
be up all night tonight dreaming about it. God, help me.

“Well, Ash, what’s your favorite myth or
mythical creature?”

The question struck me out
in left field. It was an odd
thing to ask.

“Pardon me?”

“Silly, weren’t you listening? That’s what
the Professor just asked. Our first assignment is to do a paper on
a myth or mythical creature. So, what is your favorite myth or
mythical creature?”

“That’s a good question.” It really was. I
had no idea what my favorite myth or mythical creature was. But
something about this class called to me. I don’t know, but it
was. It was as if a
higher power had made me pick this class. Call it fate if you
believed in that kind of stuff. As a guy who didn’t believe in
anything, it had really struck me as odd.

I realized Emily was talking to me. Where
was my head? Oh, yeah, it had been dented several times.

“So, I was thinking of doing my paper on
dragons. I have this fascination with them. You don’t know if they
actually exist or not.”

I realized Emily was kind of a rambler,
but I didn’t care. She was hot, and I was pretty sure I had met her before somewhere. I
wasn’t sure how I knew her. I just knew I did.

“Dragons are cool,” I agreed.

She smiled. “Oh, but if you want to do dragons, then I guess I
could do mermaids or sirens. They were my second
choice.”

I smiled back. She reminded me of a Siren
somehow. It was as if her blood called me to her like a song on the
wind. I was drawn to her in unexplainable ways. “I think you should do Sirens.”

“Cool. Then it’s decided. I’ll see you
later, Ash.”

It was then I noticed it was the end of
class. Emily got up and left. I stood and realized I was the last
one left in the lecture hall. Well, besides the Professor.

“Mr. Brandon. Will you come see me,
please?”

I nodded and looked around one last time
for Emily, but she was
nowhere to be seen. I made my way down the steps to the stage at
the front.

“Daydreaming isn’t going to
help you pass my class, Mr.
Brandon.”

“I… sorry, sir. I’ve been having a rough time lately. You
see…”

“I don’t need to hear it.” He held up his
palm toward me and
turned away to get something off his desk. It was then I saw his
name. Professor Mikhail Elderoy. I had read articles about this
man. He was the leading expert to some in the field of myths and
legends. To others, he was a kook. He had also been called a witch
or warlock in his lifetime. Before I could do anything, I felt cold
metal against my skin.

“I know what you are.”

 



Chapter Two

I flinched and froze.

“Pardon me?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, boy.” Professor
Elderoy stepped forward into my personal space and spoke more
slowly and clearly. “I know what you are.”

What the hell was he talking about? What I
was?

“Um… I beg your pardon, Professor, but I
have no idea what you’re trying to say. I have to go.” I turned to
leave, but I felt a firm
hand come down on my shoulder.

“Don’t leave.” Okay, he was beginning to
scare me. I wanted to split and get out of that lecture hall, but I
knew the Professor wasn’t letting me go anywhere anytime soon. His
voice was almost frantic.

“What’s wrong?” I looked down at the hand on
my arm.

“You’re in danger. I can help you.”

“Sorry. I really have no idea what you’re
talking about, Professor Elderoy. I have to go.” This time he let
me go. As I rushed out of the lecture hall, I turned back to see he
was still watching me as if something might happen. What did he
think I was? Why was I in danger? Did he know what was happening to
me? I knew I needed answers, but the answers to what? I didn’t
completely understand the situation myself yet.

* * * * *

I was a nineteen- year old guy. I didn’t
really know what I wanted to do when I grew up, so I was yet to pick a major. I was interested
in architecture, but wasn’t so good at math. I was also really
fascinated with urban legends and mythology, which is why I had
chosen the Myths and Legends class. As I walked to my intro to
architecture class, I couldn’t help but think about the girl behind
the shower door and Emily. Were they one in the same? They both had
the most amazing leaf green eyes and honey-colored hair. I shrugged
off the thought as I walked into the architecture building. It was
only another thing to add to my list of things to think
about.

I sat down in my seat and pulled out my
laptop. The Professor, a short rotund man with a goatee,
droned on about our first
assignment. I found myself zoning out.

 


Pain.

So much pain.

I remember waking up in the most
unimaginable pain…

 


I jolted and sat up straight in my
chair.

“Am I boring you, Dozy?” I blinked and realized the professor was
talking to me.

“Um… what?”

“If designing buildings and basic
equations bore you, then
maybe you should reconsider your major.”

“It doesn’t bore me, sir. I just… haven’t been having the best
sleep lately.”

“Well, can you do it outside of my class? I
expect you, Sleeping Beauty, and everyone else to
choose your design project.
Once you’ve chosen the type of architecture you would like to
research, come to me to get it ticked off. I can only look at so
many renaissance buildings.” Oh, God, my Professor was a douche. I
had to have at least one. I rubbed my eyes and looked at the
website link he had given us. All the straight lines and plans
blurred together and made me dizzy. Why had I chosen architecture
again? Oh, yeah, because it was the family business. My old man
made good money from designing buildings, so I figured I might as
well try. I couldn’t really make a living out of daydreaming about
dragons and mermaids.

I was glad I only had two classes. I
couldn’t wait to make a start on either paper, but I couldn’t do
that without some good and proper sleep. When my architecture class
was over, I ticked my research topic off with the douche professor.
I chose eastern European
architecture because they were a bit more interesting than the
straight lines and edges of modern architecture.

I hurried to my car in a rush to get home so
I could clean up the mess I had made this morning and get some
sleep. I must have been flustered because I didn’t see Emily until
she was right in front of me or under me. I crashed into her and
sent her sprawling backward into the shrubbery next to my car.

“Oh, my God. I am so sorry. I wasn’t looking where I was
going.”

She giggled. Gosh, this girl giggled about everything, which I
loved because her laugh was the most musical and interesting laugh
I had ever heard.

“That’s okay. It was my fault. I saw you and
didn’t realize you were in a rush.”

“No, it’s completely my…”Holy hell. I just
realized I was lying on top of this girl and my body knew it. My
body knew what was happening and responded to her close proximity
in a big way. I suddenly felt the urge to either kiss her or bite
her. Oh, my God. Where
did that come from? I shook my head. I heard her gasp and I looked
down at her. She was staring up at me, eyes wide with
surprise.

“What’s wrong? I… I’m sorry.” I tried to
get up off her, but she
grabbed onto my arm, stopping me.

“Your eyes.”

“My eyes?”

“Yeah. They’re the most unique shade of gold
I have ever seen.”

“Gold? My eyes are hazel.”

Oh, God, what was happening to me? First, I felt the urge to
bite her, now my eyes were gold? I needed to get the hell out of
here and fast. I was a danger to everyone and myself.

“They’re golden right now. I don’t know if
it’s the sun or the position we’re in, but they are the sexiest
thing I have ever seen.” I stood and smiled, slightly blushing.
“Oh, God, did I really
just say that out loud?”

“Yeah, you did.” I helped her
up, and she brushed the
back of her floral print dress off.

“I’m sorry.” She put her head down, and
then snapped it back up again. “No, you know what? I’m not sorry I
said that, because your eyes are sexy.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. This girl was
really beginning to grow on me. “Well, thanks, your eyes are
sexy, too.”

She rewarded me with a smile so wide I swear
it made the sun shine brighter.

“So, will I see your sexy eyes
tomorrow?”

“Uh… sure.”

“Okay, then. See you then.” She smiled,
gave me a little wave,
and skipped off. I found myself watching her leave and wondering
what in the hell had just happened. The day was getting stranger
and stranger. It was too strange even for me. I quickly got inside
my car and headed home to the safety and confines of my apartment
so I could hide from this strange, strange day.

 



Chapter Three

When I arrived home, I
walked past the bathroom and saw the mess I had made that morning.
I knew I should clean it up, but something was keeping me from it.
I didn’t know what it is, but I had the strange feeling I was being
watched. I did a quick lap of the house to make sure I was alone
and that no one was lurking. I went into my bedroom, careful to
step lightly on my creaky floorboards. My apartment was more of a
townhouse, and the building itself was almost one hundred years
old.

At night, the walls and floors creaked with the wind. It
was a little creepy, I admit, and didn’t help the strange dreams I
had been having. I saw no figures hiding in shadows, but I grabbed
my baseball bat just to feel safer. I peered between the slats of
my blinds into the ever growing darkness. It was still winter and
the nights started early, so it was dark by the time my classes
finished. I saw no one outside, but that didn’t ease the nagging
feeling I wasn’t alone. I stepped back from the window and collided
with something solid and warm. Hands grabbed my arms to steady
me.

“Ouch. You’re on my foot.”

I spun around and wielded my baseball bat, swinging it high,
and that was when a beam of light struck me right in the eyes and
blinded me.

“You’re blinding me!”

“If you drop the bat, I’ll lower the
light.”

“Just lower it out of my eyes, please, so I
can see whoever’s lurking in my house.”

“Sorry.”

I blinked, and carefully opened my eyes. In front of me was
standing a petite girl with long brown hair with intricate braids
weaved through it.

“Who are you and what are you doing in my
house?”

“It’s strange. You don’t look like a Dragon
Heart.”

“A what?”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “You’ve never heard of a
dragon heart?”

“No, sorry.”

“Well, I guess Airicka really did fry your
brain.”

I rubbed my eyes and then my temples. What
was going on? “I’m sorry, but who is Airicka? And you never did
give me your name.”

“Oh, sorry. I’m Eva and I’m sorry if I kind
of freaked you out. Airicka helped me track an Ash Brandon. I don’t
know who this person is,
but the spell led me here so you must be him.”

“I am Ash Brandon. Wait, did you say a
spell?”

“Yes. Airicka is a witch. She’s helping me
with my memory loss.”

This night was getting weirder and
weirder. I really needed that sleep right about now. “Okay, well.
That’s nice, I guess.
Now, if you don’t mind, Eva, I’m going to bed. I haven’t been
sleeping well lately, and I’m beginning to think I’m falling asleep
on my feet.”

The girl with the braids, Eva, just
stood there for a moment. She
looked down at her feet, at the flashlight in her hands, then back
up at me.

“Well, what am I going to do? I just found
you.”

“That’s really not my problem,” I
said, backing toward my nice
comfy bed. I kicked my shoes off and stripped my t-shirt off in
front of her. I didn’t care if she was watching or not. She was a
hot young girl and me, a young attractive guy; of course, she was
going to watch. I pulled down my jeans and stepped out of them
before sliding into bed. I smirked because I could feel her eyes on
my almost naked body.

“You really are a jerk, you know? I went to
all this trouble just to find you and you treat me like I’m some
stalker chick.”

I laughed. “That’s because you are some stalker chick. The
door is down the hall. Goodbye, Eva.”

She stood there for maybe a minute longer, and then huffed
before storming down the hallway toward the front door. “Goodbye,
jerk,” she muttered before slamming the door behind her.

I really didn’t know how she ended up in my apartment, or
how she managed to find me, or who the heck she was, for that
matter. Witches and Dragon Hearts? Had I taken more than just aspirin this
morning?

 



Chapter Four

When I woke up,
it was still dark, but I could
no longer sleep. I checked the clock beside my bed and it read four
a.m. I yawned and stretched and threw off the bed covers. I
stumbled into the bathroom and turned on the light. It blinked on
and off a couple of times, but when it finally came on, it stayed
dim and flickered. Great. Not only did I have a broken shower door,
but I had faulty wiring as well. The wiring wasn’t my problem
though.

I ambled over to the bathroom mirror and
took a look at my reflection in the eerie blue glow of the
flickering light. I had dark circles under my eyes, which were now
more pronounced, and red veins marring the whites of my eyeballs. I
looked worse than I did yesterday. It was then I noticed the lapping sound of water
and the reason why the room had taken on a strange bluish- green
hue. The shower door was no longer lying broken and shattered all
over my bathmat. It had been fixed and the shower was full of
water. I slowly made my way to the shower door and put my hand
against the newly-fixed glass. The water inside was kind of murky
and didn’t look like the water I normally showered in. It was more
the color of dirty seawater. Then something moved inside the shower
stall. Water spilled over the top of the shower door, drenching me.
As I stepped back, I saw a face appear out of the murkiness. It was
a woman with honey-colored locks. I saw a flash of something shiny
inside what was now her tank. Something moved behind the girl. I
gasped and moved closer to the glass. It couldn’t be! This was way
too strange. The girl had a tail like a fish. She was a mermaid!
The mermaid girl swished her tail and moved closer to the glass so
that she was vertical and level with me. Then she opened her eyes.
They were the same leaf green eyes that had been haunting my
dreams.

“No!”

I stumble backward, but didn’t make it out of the way in
time. I wasn’t fast enough. The glass shattered again and water
came pouring out over me and soon filled the bathroom.

I was gasping.

 


The pain is excruciating.

I’m burning. My lungs are burning.

I opened my eyes but they burned. I was underwater. I tried
to kick and find my way to the surface but I realized I was no
longer in the bathroom. There was too much water, and I couldn’t
see the surface anywhere. My lungs were filling with water and my
head grew foggy. I was drowning!

Oh, crap. I’m drowning!

Then a face appeared in front of me and kissed me.

 


I gasped and sat up straight. I was in bed.

Oh, my God. I wasn’t dead. I was alive and it was only a
dream. Shit. It was only another damn nightmare. They were getting
worse.

I didn’t want to admit it, but I needed
help.

It was time to go see the one person who I
should be staying away from, but just so happened to be the one person who could help
me.

 



Chapter Five

When I made it to campus later that morning, after about three cans of
Red Bull, I tried to come up with an excuse not to go see Professor
Elderoy. Just as I was walking from my car across the quadrangle
toward my Myths and Legends classroom, my excuse came in the form
of a five-foot-four petite girl with honey-colored hair and leaf
green eyes.

“Ash, hey. You do know we don’t have
Mythology and Legends for another hour, right?”

“Ah, yes. I know that.”

“Then why are you heading
toward Elderoy’s
classroom?”

“Because I need to talk to him about some…
about the paper.”

“Oh, if you need help with it, you
should’ve just said so. I’m heading to the library now to research
my paper if you want to
join me.”

What the hell? It couldn’t hurt.

“Sure. Lead the way.”

Emily giggled and fell into step beside me
as we walked to the library.

When we walked through the front doors of
the library, Emily took a sharp turn left and grabbing my hand, she
pulled me round the outside of the shelves toward the back.

“What are you doing?”

“We need privacy, plus I know where all the
good books are.”

“Oh, okay.” She led me up a flight of stairs to the next level,
and this looked to be where all the course texts seemed to be
located.”

“So you’re doing your paper on
dragons, right?” she
asked.

“Sure. I guess.” What else was I going to
do it on? Since she was adamant on doing her paper on sirens or
mermaids… wait, were they the same thing? The logical choice had to
be to pick dragons, her other suggestion. I didn’t know why, but I did seem to have an
odd fascination with them.

“You guess?”

“Sorry if don’t seem all that into the
assignment. I’ve had trouble sleeping lately.”

She turned around and walked
backward so she could look at
me. She cocked her head to the side and studied me inquisitively.
Something she seemed to do a lot.

“Bad dreams?”

A shiver ran up my spine. I looked around
to see if anyone was watching, but it looked like we were alone. Freaky.

“Yeah. Something like that.”

“Hmm.” And just like that, she turned back around, and with a
finger on her lip as if she were trying to decide where to go, she
moved down the aisle as if the conversation hadn’t happened.
Strange.

Emily walked to the last row of shelves and turned right. I
followed her and almost crashed into her when I turned into the
row. She was standing in the middle of the aisle with a large book
in her hands. The cover looked worn and dusty and was a unique aqua
color with gold lettering. I had never seen anything like it
before.

“What is that?”

“Oh, it’s a mythology book on ancient sea
creatures. I’m going to use it for research.”

“It looks old.”

“That’s because it is.” I
managed to catch a glimpse of
the text within the dusty book and found that the paper was
yellowed and some of the text wasn’t even in English.

“What the hell? What kind of book is
that? It’s not even in
English.”

“Some of it is. Other parts are in Greek and
Latin.”

“Interesting. So where’s a good book on
dragons?”

Emily looked up from the book over her shoulder and studied me
for a minute before closing the book. A plume of dust wafted up
causing me to sneeze and cough. She stepped forward and pulled a
dusty red book off the shelf. Before I knew what she was doing, the
heavy book landed in my arms, almost causing me to drop
it.

“Shit.”

“Sorry. You should read this. It’s the best
and only text you should read on dragons. The rest is all fiction.
I’m sure you’ll learn a lot from it.” I didn’t know if I was imagining it, but before she
walked away, I was sure I caught a smirk gracing Emily’s lips. She
was up to something and I knew it. I headed over to a couch and
placed the book down in front of me on the table. I checked my
watch and saw I still had half an hour before I needed to be in
class, so I settled down and opened up the well-worn red
cover.

Some of the gold lettering on
the book had worn away, but I
could still read what it said.

“The Dragon Heart Keeper Manifesto,” I
read. I shrugged and
turned the page. I scanned the contents page and cheered to myself
that the book was in English. I read the titles and found them
odd. How to
tell if you’re a Dragon Heart. Taming a Dragon. Dragon Heart Keeper
History.

I decided the best place to start would be the history part
of the book.

I began reading about how the Keepers were a society of
people who protected the secret of the Dragon Hearts, who were
people born with the blood of an ancient line of dragons. They
lived in a place called The Dragon Realm, which was a parallel
realm to earth. Soon, my eyes became sore and tired and my vision
blurry. I needed coffee. I shut the book and decided to borrow it.
As I made my way to the front counter, I felt a presence nearby. It
made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I turned and almost
yelped in fright. Emily was standing behind me and she was all wet.
Her skin wasn’t her normal light tan. It had taken on a slight
bluish-green hue. She looked almost sickly.
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