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Dragon Marsh

by Michael Pick


With the first rays of the new day’s sun, a young man stepped out of the forest.

Before him stretched a broad valley with a violet-blue lake, and in its center, on an island, rose Castle Miluael.

Though the sun had only just climbed above the horizon, it already dominated the sky – not a single cloud dared to show itself. It promised to be a fine day.

The traveler, a youth of perhaps fifteen years, leaned on a wooden staff as tall as a man and surveyed the scene. The path that had led him here merged with a narrow wooden bridge, scarcely wider than a full-grown horse. It formed the only access to the castle. A small guardhouse – surely no room for more than two soldiers – stood watch at the crossing.

The famous Castle Miluael, thought the young man. I imagined it to be grander, somehow more imposing. This is where Princess Akina and Prince Leachim live – the two who, along with their companions, defeated the legendary sorceress Andomi. I still can't believe that two children, an old knight, his creaky warhorse, a fake dragon, and a forest fairy managed to overcome the greatest sorceress of all time. The fault must have been with Andomi's accomplices. And of course, the betrayal of her servant Lakuni, who switched sides at the critical moment. The midnight-blue sorceress had relied too much on others – a mistake I would never make.

“Hey there! Don’t block the entire path!”

“Inimo, please! Could you ask the young man a bit more politely to let us pass?”

Inimo? the traveler wondered, stepping aside. A friendly wave greeted him as a black mare trotted past. Behind her came a sullen-looking stallion. His back was broad as that of a young whale; his coat light brown with white cloverleaf spots. Two foals followed – clearly the offspring of the two – a young stallion and a filly, miniature replicas of their parents.

That must be the warhorse of the dragon-catcher, Sir Mando. And the mare beside him, Lakuni. Lakuni, the traitor. The young traveler kept his thoughts to himself and watched the group pass until they reached the bridge leading to the castle.

Three bushes stood beside Nue, and though no wind stirred, their leaves whispered excitedly.

At about the same time, a large white rabbit covered its long ears with its paws and rolled its eyes. Long ago, it had leaned its staff – topped with a bell – into the corner of the room beside the throne.

This was already the fifth time this week that Colonel Eudo deeply regretted having taken on the duties of royal advisor to the children of Miluael. A new personal record.

How comfortable life had been in the Shermorn Forest. Once a month, there had been a court session, during which he, Colonel Eudo, served as the supreme court usher – an official held in the highest esteem by all. Here at Castle Miluael, however, he had to deal with the childish squabbles of Princess Akina and Prince Leachim – and those happened every single day. Every hour, even.

At the far end of the grand hall, a door flew open. A tangle of arms and legs tumbled into the room – Akina and Leachim. Now they don’t even shy away from full-on brawls, the rabbit thought, hopping toward the battling pair with a mournful look.

“Your Majesties! Please! That’s enough!”

A fourteen-year-old girl was yanking her half-as-old brother by the collar, while he jabbed her in the side and tried to stomp on her foot. She danced from one leg to the other to dodge him. Both were panting like wheezing steam engines under pressure, their cheeks flushed a furious red.

When Colonel Eudo saw that neither of them paid him any heed, he grabbed their arms and pulled them apart.

“You should be ashamed. In two days, you’ll be crowned king and queen. Some role models you are.”

Colonel Eudo mustered his sternest expression. Princess Akina and Prince Leachim lowered their heads, their gazes dropping to the floor.

“So,” the rabbit asked. “What was this fight about?”

Princess Akina twisted her mouth.

“We couldn’t agree.”

“Oh, you don’t say. What a surprise. And what was it you couldn’t agree on?”

Now it was Prince Leachim’s turn.

“Simple. Yesterday you said that, as future king of Miluael, I’d be in charge of all things fun.”

“And I,” Akina interjected, “would oversee leisure and recreation.”

“Well,” Leachim continued, “I wanted, in my role as Fun King, to declare Dragonball the number one game in Miluael. I wanted to decree that every woman, man, and child must learn to play it.”

“Nonsense!” Akina cried. “We can’t force our people to learn such a silly game. I mean,” she added, her brown eyes serious, “as a mandatory hobby, embroidery should be introduced. Of course, everyone can choose their own motif. We’re not absolute tyrants, after all.”

Leachim opened his mouth to object, but Colonel Eudo stomped his paw on the ground and shouted, “Enough!”

“This is unbearable. If only Madoly were here!”

“When is the forest fairy coming?” Akina had caught the remark.

“I hope soon,” Eudo sighed – and there was, in that moment, nothing he wished for more.

The forest fairy Madoly, whom Colonel Eudo would so gladly have seen at the castle, was at that very moment welcoming Sir Mando. He had parted ways with Inimo and Lakuni in the Shermorn Forest to visit his friend.

Much had changed in the forest clearing since their last meeting. The dragon Chapi intended to move into the woods. Since Madoly’s willow hut was far too small for a full-grown dragon, Chapi had begun digging an enormous earthen cave right behind the fairy’s garden.

Clumps of soil flew through the air to the left and right, and Sir Mando had already had to duck twice to avoid being hit.

“Chapi is… very busy?” remarked the old knight.

Madoly nodded eagerly. “Sometimes I wish he would be a little more… relaxed in what he does. He can be so…”

But the knight was already making his way toward the dragon. To avoid the flying debris, he crawled forward on his belly, using every bit of cover he could find. His tactics paid off. Before long, he reached the edge of the crater carved into the forest floor by Chapi’s massive claws. From there, he could see the dragon’s back and stood to greet him.
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