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Gilmreth


 


Gilmreth flew
high above the white clouds that dotted the early morning sky, his piercing
eyes seeking the target of his vigilant hunt. It had been many long days since
Gilmreth had last fed. The burning, never-ending hunger was constantly in the
back of his mind. The huge dragon spread his wings wide as he glided on the
rising thermals generated by the rising sun. Gilmreth was the largest of the
immortal dragons created ages in the past by the powerful sorcerers during the Golden
Age of man. 


Gilmreth’s
wings measured from wingtip to wingtip slightly over fifty feet. The dragon’s
dark, grayish skin had the look of coarse, dry leather. His tail, with twin red
barbs, was ready to strike out at any enemy within reach. Gilmreth was the most
powerful and dangerous hunter the world had ever known. 


A flicker of
movement below drew his eyes. His pulse quickened and his breathing deepened as
he recognized his prey. It was another dragon! His eyes narrowed to hungry, red
slits. Gilmreth watched the other dragon, recognizing the color and size of the
dragon; it was Daekon. Daekon was a light green color and had been created in
the same group as Gilmreth. However, Daekon was somewhat smaller and not as
aggressive. 


Folding his
wings slightly, Gilmreth began to drop rapidly toward the other dragon. Daekon
represented one thing and one thing only to Gilmreth: food! 


The first
warning Daekon had that something was wrong was when his sensitive hearing
detected a rapid movement in the air above him. Looking up, he recognized Gilmreth
just before the descending dragon struck Daekon with his deadly talons.


Daekon screamed
in rage and pain as Gilmreth’s talons tore deep into his back. The two dragons both
plummeted toward the ground intertwined in a mortal death grip, Daekon struggling
to pull free from Gilmreth’s talons and Gilmreth trying to push them deeper
into Daekon’s vital organs. The green dragon tried desperately to turn his head
to hurl dragon fire at Gilmreth, but found he could not do so. 


Just before
they struck the ground, Gilmreth released Daekon and beat his wings rapidly grabbing
the air and slowing his descent. Daekon, still feeling the sharp pain from
Gilmreth’s attack, struggled to fill his wings with air, but he was too close
to the ground. With a loud scream of pain and anger, Daekon slammed into the
hard earth, rolling several times before coming to a stop on his back with his
wings spread. Red blood was pouring from the deep wounds soaking the ground. 


Before Daekon
could recover, Gilmreth was on him again. Striking deep and hard with his
talons, he ripped Daekon’s chest open and tore out the dragon’s still beating
heart. The light in the green dragon’s eyes began to fade. Even with his heart
torn out it would take Daekon several painful, excruciating minutes to die. Then
Gilmreth began to feed, draining the blood and life-force from the dying
dragon.


After several
long minutes, Gilmreth raised his head and let out a satisfying roar of
defiance, his unending hunger partially satiated. Over the years, he had hunted
and killed all of his fellow dragons except three. Fireheart, Braxam, and
Snowden had thus far eluded him. However, with the new found strength and
energy from this feeding, he would find them! With a powerful beat of his wings,
Gilmreth rose into the air, leaving the shattered husk of Daekon’s body behind.
It was time to continue his hunt for the remaining dragons.











Chapter One


 


The frightened
villagers looked up into the cloudless blue sky. It was early morning, and the
dragons were out. Two massive creatures from the ancient world, which put fear
into the hearts of everyone who saw them, were flying high above. One dragon
was a deep dark red and the other was an earthen brown. They slowly circled the
village and then began descending toward the sparse meadows where the dwindling
cattle and sheep herds grazed.


“They’re
feeding again,” moaned one of the men in a small group that had been carefully watching
the dragons.


“More of our
cattle and sheep,” commented Anson Strong with a scowl. “Each month our herds
are getting smaller and smaller; soon there will be none left.”


“Then what will
the dragons eat?” asked another man, his eyes focused intently on the two
dragons. “What will be left?” 


Anson looked
around the small group. “Us,” he replied gravely as he watched the dragons
vanish behind a small hill. “There will be nothing left but us.”


-


Jennifer Strong
was out in one of the meadows with her younger brother Marten. It was their
turn to watch their small sheep herd and their remaining cattle. She looked up
into the sky and watched the descending dragons with growing apprehension. The
creatures were huge! Jennifer estimated that their wingspans were nearly 40
feet across. They also had a ravenous appetite for sheep and cattle. 


Marten and Jennifer
were standing beneath a small grove of trees where they had been keeping a vigilant
eye on the circling dragons as well as their animals. The dragons had never
attacked any people, but Jennifer preferred to play it safe and stay out of their
sight. The trees at least gave them some protection.


“The dragons
are coming,” spoke Marten, pointing upward with his left hand. His eyes were
focused on the dragons, taking in every frightening detail. “They are coming
after our animals this time!”


“Stay quiet,
Marten,” cautioned Jennifer, staring upward with her deep blue eyes as the
dragons came nearer. 


After a moment,
she realized that Marten was probably right; the two dragons were coming down
from the sky toward the small meadow where their animals were grazing. Their livestock
would be the victims this time to the dragon’s ravenous appetites.


“We need to do
something!” Marten spoke with growing apprehension on his face. “We can’t lose
any more animals!”


“They’re
dragons, Marten,” replied Jennifer, wishing there was something they could actually
do. “We have to stay out of their sight and hope they only take one or two of
our animals. Maybe it’s not our animals they are coming for; there are other
meadows nearby.”


Jennifer
gestured to Marten, and the two retreated deeper into the grove of trees. They
crouched down behind a large, fallen Oak tree where they would be out of sight
of the approaching dragons. Jennifer hoped they were not coming for their
animals, but from the rapid way they were descending, she was afraid that her
family’s animals were indeed the unlucky victims for today’s gruesome feast.


“They’re
coming,” Marten murmured. 


Jennifer’s
heart thudded in her ears as she watched the dragons come closer. She glanced
over at Marten and saw that his eyes were captivated by the descending dragons.
Jennifer felt sick at her stomach knowing what was about to happen. Forcing
herself to look, she turned her face so she could watch the dragons. Her hand
reached out for Marten’s and she squeezed it gently so her brother would know
she was right there beside him and he didn’t need to be afraid.


“Be quiet now,
Marten,” Jennifer whispered.


The two dragons
came in low and fast. At the last minute, the cattle and sheep sensed the impending
danger and took off running, but it was too late! The dark red dragon fell upon
a cow quickly separating it from its frightened young calf. The brown dragon
grabbed one of the fleeing sheep with its sharp talons, raising it up into the
air. 


Moments later, both
dragons were on the ground, their enormous wings folded about them and their
victims. They used their razor sharp teeth to drain the lifeblood from their
prey. When the warm, life-giving liquid was gone the dragons then consumed the
carcasses, leaving nothing behind but two wet, dark stains on the sparse grass.


Jennifer and
Marten watched in dismay as the two dragons took to the air and flew on to the
next meadow. They would continue to hunt and feed most of the morning. The
entire attack and grisly feeding had lasted only a few minutes. Jennifer was
saddened at losing the two animals, but it could have been much worse.


“We need to
catch the calf,” Jennifer spoke as she stood up and brushed herself off. This
was the closest she had ever been to one of the dragons. She looked around to
make sure they were out of sight. “It’s too young to survive without its
mother.”


Marten nodded;
it always frightened him to be close to the dragons. This was only the second
time he had seen them feed. The last time he had been with his father, but they
hadn’t been this close. Marten wished the dragons had never come to their
valley. The valley had been prosperous and slowly growing. The poisons from the
ancient Worldfire had diminished to the point where life was finally returning
to normal. Then, slightly over a year ago, the two dragons had shown up. Since
that time, the cattle and sheep herds in the valley had been reduced by over half.


“Why did the
dragons have to come?” complained Marten, looking over at his older sister.
Marten was sixteen with short brown hair, while Jennifer was nearly nineteen. 


“No one knows,”
Jennifer replied as she retied the blue ribbon in her long blonde hair so it
would stay out of her eyes. She wondered if she should ask her mother to cut
it. She liked the long hair, but it was a constant nuisance.


“Father says
the ancient books tell that men created the dragons long ago,” spoke Marten,
recalling what his father had said immediately after the dragons first
appeared. “They were created in a country far across the ocean by mighty
sorcerers who had magical powers.”


“I don’t know
about that,” replied Jennifer doubtfully as she watched the young calf. It had
returned to where its mother had been killed and was sniffing the ground, trying
to pick up its mother’s scent. Jennifer felt sad watching the small calf. “Dragons
are one thing, but sorcerers and magic are something else.”


“Why not,” insisted
Marten, looking at his sister. “If the dragons are real? Why can’t the
sorcerers be real, too? Father says the dragons and the sorcerers were the
cause of the Worldfire.”


Jennifer didn’t
know what to say. Marten did have a point. “We need to catch the calf before it
runs away. We can talk about the dragons and sorcery later.”


The two stepped
out into the open, keeping a wary eye out for the two dragons. At the moment,
the dragons were still out of sight, so this would be a good time to catch the
calf. 


It didn’t take
long for them to grab the young calf. It was frightened and confused. Jennifer
put a small lead rope around its head and then, with Marten on one side and her
on the other, they started for home.


“What are we
going to do with the calf?” asked Marten, looking at his sister. “It doesn’t
have a mother anymore.”


Jennifer let
out a long sigh. The calf was very young probably less than a month old. “We
will have to bottle feed it and hope it survives.” 


Their father
wouldn’t be happy when he heard what the dragons had done. They would have to
come back with him later so they could round up all of their animals; they were
pretty well scattered after the dragon attack. They would move them to another
small meadow and hope the dragons wouldn’t return to feed again anytime soon.  


-


Anson returned
home, feeling apprehensive. He was in a small wagon pulled by his two plow horses.
The wagon was partially loaded down with the supplies he had picked up at the
general store in the village. He had only managed to get about half of what he
wanted and knew that Carolyn would be disappointed. She wanted to sew new
clothes for Jennifer and had given Anson a list of fabrics to purchase.
However, there had been no fabric on the shelves. People were starting to hoard
food and other trade items. Many of the shelves in the small store had been
empty. The dragons had everyone frightened and Anson didn’t blame them; the
dragons frightened him also.


As he pulled
into the yard of his modest farm he saw his wife, Carolyn, step out onto the
porch of their farmhouse. Their home was built of heavy logs, which he had
dragged from the nearby hills. Several friendly neighbors had helped him build
the house, which consisted of three bedrooms, a kitchen, and a large living
area. There was also an underground root cellar where they kept vegetables grown
in their garden. The cool, dry air helped to preserve them for months without
much spoilage.


Anson stopped
the horses next to the house and watched as his wife descended the steps of the
porch and walked over to the wagon. She had a worried, anxious look upon her
face.


“The dragons?” asked
Anson, fearing the worst. The kids had been out watching their animals and that
had been the direction in which the dragons had gone.


“Yes,” replied Carolyn,
looking up at where he sat on the wagon. “Jennifer and Marten came back about
an hour ago, leading a small calf. Marten said one dragon killed its mother and
the other killed one of the sheep.”


“Damn,” Anson
muttered as he climbed down. “At this rate those dragons will kill and eat all
the stock in the valley in just another few months. Where are the kids?”


He didn’t like
the thought of his children being that close to the dragons. It might be a good
idea for them not to watch the animals anymore. Very soon it might not be safe
to be around the dragons, especially if they started hunting humans.


“They’re down
in the barn. Jennifer is trying to feed the calf some milk from our dairy cow.
Last time I checked she wasn’t having much luck.”


“She may just
have to wait,” replied Anson, looking down toward the barn. He knew the calf
would be frightened and too nervous to eat. “When the calf’s hungry enough, it
will eat.”


Carolyn let out
a deep sigh. “Anson, what are we going to do? The dragons are killing all the
stock. What will they eat when the animals are all gone?”


“That’s what
worries me,” replied Anson, taking his wife’s hand. He didn’t like Carolyn
worrying about the dragons. “I think it might be wise for us to move some of
our personal things down into the root cellar. It’s large enough that we could
take shelter there if it ever becomes necessary.”


Carolyn looked
at her husband with frightened eyes. “You think the dragons will come after us
when the animals are gone, don’t you?”


Anson hesitated
a moment, letting go of Carolyn’s hand and glancing toward the barn wanting to
make sure the kids weren’t within hearing distance. They were nowhere in sight,
so they must still be inside. 


“Yes, I do,” he
replied in a low voice. “Once the dragons have eaten all the animals, all that
will be left is us. I told some of the villagers the same thing this morning.
Most of them didn’t want to believe it. They feel that once all the animals are
gone the dragons will just move on.”


“But you don’t
believe that, do you?”


Anson looked
deeply into his wife’s dark blue eyes. Her blonde hair only recently had begun
showing several small streaks of gray. She was still a very beautiful woman. “Where
else can they go? We don’t know of other survivors anywhere; we are all that’s
left.”


-


Down in the
barn, Jennifer helped Marten put the calf into a small stall where it would be
safe for the night. Their milk cow was in the stall next to it, and that should
help keep the young calf calm. 


“Why won’t it
eat?” asked Marten with concern, watching the calf. It walked over to a corner
of the stall and lay down in a pile of hay. Marten leaned against the stall with
his arms propped up on the top board. He looked over at his sister, waiting for
an answer. 


“It’s just not
hungry,” replied Jennifer, coming over to stand next to her brother. They would
wait and try to feed it later. Maybe in another few hours it would be hungry
enough to eat.


She watched the
calf for a moment and then poured the milk from the feeding bucket back into a large
glass jar to save it for later. She would take the milk down into the root cellar
where it was cooler and wouldn’t spoil. Looking back at the calf, she saw that it
seemed to have settled down. It had laid its head down on the hay and was
watching them.


“The dragons
are going to eat everything,” Marten said in a dejected voice as he watched the
calf. He knew it would be very difficult for it to survive without its mother.
In his mind, he could still see the dragon killing the mother cow. 


Jennifer didn’t
know what to say. Her younger brother had a point. The dragons fed several
times a week. Each time they did, there were fewer animals. Soon, none would be
left. She also wondered where the dragons went after they finished feeding.
Normally, once the dragons were full, they would disappear for several days.
After two or three days passed the dragons would come back. They always came
back!


-


At the far end
of the valley were a series of high hills that reached far above the sheltered
valley. Several large caves went back deep into the side of the hills, and the
two dragons had made them their lairs. 


For years the
two dragons had hunted together, flying over the desolate land always searching
for food. Every year it became harder as food sources became scarcer. Whenever
they found a food source, they would stay until the food source was gone and
then resume their search once more. The two dragons had gone days without
eating and were about to attempt a flight over the great ocean when they had
found the human inhabited valley. 


The dragons had
hesitated about feeding in a valley that contained humans. From their dim past,
they knew that humans had created them and could perhaps destroy them. The
dragons were semi-intelligent and understood some basic concepts. However, in
the end, their driving hunger had led them to stop and feed in the valley. They
didn’t know where else to go.


-


Anson was
worried about the dragons. After getting everything unloaded from the wagon, he
joined his wife inside their farmhouse. She set a steaming cup of tea down in
front of him on the kitchen table and, after sitting down, reached out to take his
hand.


“What are we
going to do about the dragons?’ she asked in a calm voice with her blue eyes
meeting his dark brown ones. 


“I don’t know,”
Anson replied with a heavy sigh. “The people in the village just want to wait
and see what happens. Some are already hoarding food in case supplies grow
short. There were a lot of empty shelves in the general store. A number of the
farmers are nervous about going out to work their fields with the dragons
flying around. People are going to get hungry soon if the food runs out because
no crops are being planted.”


“How can anyone
blame the other farmers for being afraid to go out and work their fields?” responded
Carolyn, standing up and walking over to the kitchen window to gaze out toward
the barn. The kids were still inside. She knew that Jennifer and Marten would
be back at the house shortly. Probably before Anson finished his tea. “The
dragons are frightening creatures.” 


“Things were
just starting to get better here,” muttered Anson, letting his frustration
show. He gazed at the steaming tea in his cup and took a cautious sip knowing it
was still warm. “The stock’s healthy, the land’s starting to grow better crops,
and we have had more children born in the last few years than at any time in
the past. There are nearly twelve hundred people living in the valley now.”


Carolyn walked
back over to the kitchen table and sat down across from her husband. Anson had
always been a good provider and had done a remarkable job of taking care of her
and raising their two children. She was quiet for several minutes as she
watched Anson slowly sip his tea. “Where do you think the dragons came from?”


Anson was just
about to answer when their two children came in through the kitchen door.
Marten had heard his mother’s last question. “Yes, where did they come from?”


Anson was quiet
for a moment looking into the expectant eyes of his family. “From what I’ve
heard and read, the dragons were created in a land far across the great ocean.”


“By sorcerers!”
Marten interrupted, his eyes growing wide at the thought. “The dragons were
created by sorcerers and then the Worldfire destroyed everything.”


“I don’t know
for sure,” replied Anson, slowly shaking his head. “What we do know is that
very soon after the dragons were created, all the major countries of our world
fell into war. It was a horrible war, and the dangerous weapons they used
brought about the Worldfire and an end to those glorious times. For years after
the Worldfire, anyone that ventured far outside the safety of our valley became
sick and died.”


“That’s why no
one leaves anymore,” spoke Jennifer, recalling what Collin had told her just a
few days before. Collin was a young man in the village that Jennifer was
extremely fond of. Perhaps someday, she and Collin might even marry. 


“Yes,” her
father replied. “There was even some sickness here in our valley for many years
after the Worldfire.”


“But a few
people did come to our valley after the Worldfire,” spoke Jennifer, recalling
some of what Collin had told her in their past conversations.


 “The few strangers
that came to our valley all died shortly after arriving here,” responded her
father. “They claimed that the ancient cities were full of disease and death.
It was decided that for the safety of the people living in our valley no one
should ever leave again.”


“But the
ancient books say that sorcerers created the dragons,” persisted Marten,
wanting to know more about the dragons. 


Anson hesitated
for a moment. He took another sip of tea and looked over at his son. “Yes, they
do, but it’s hard to believe in something one has never seen.”


“We never saw
the dragons until they came here,” Marten pointed out, feeling positive that
sorcery had to have been involved in creating the dragons. 


“No one has
ever seen any sorcerers,” Anson replied his voice filled with doubt. “The world
outside of our valley is just too dangerous to explore. No one knows what may
be out there.”


“And now we
have the dragons,” Jennifer said with a trace of worry in her voice. She was
standing next to her brother with her arms folded across her chest. The dragons
had made their lives so much more complicated.


“Yes, now we
have the dragons,” her father responded. Then, in a more serious tone, “Tell me
what happened this morning out in the meadow. What did the dragons do?”


For the next
few minutes, Jennifer and Marten described in detail what the dragons had done
in the meadow and how the two of them had hidden amongst the trees watching the
entire, horrid episode.


“I’m glad you
two are okay,” said Anson, looking over at his wife. He had made a decision. “It
may no longer be safe for the two of you to watch the stock anymore.”


“I would feel
better if they stayed closer to home for a while,” added Carolyn, gazing at her
husband. Her eyes showing him the worry she felt for their children. “The dragons
are just too dangerous.”


“Then what will
happen to our animals?” Jennifer asked, her blue eyes taking on a look of
concern. They would scatter if left unattended.


“We can’t just
let the dragons kill them!” Marten protested with wide eyes. “We can’t lose
them all!”


“We will move a
few of them closer to home so we can put them in the barn in the evenings when
we know the dragons are out hunting,” replied Anson, wanting to attempt to save
at least a few. “Perhaps that way we can save some of them.”


“And we let the
dragons have the rest?” Marten said with shock in his voice. He couldn’t
imagine just letting the dragons have what was left of their animals. There had
to be something they could do.


“It will be
best this way,” responded Anson, looking at his son and hoping that Marten
would understand. “Better to save a few than to lose them all.”


-


Later, Jennifer
was sitting in front of the mirror in her bedroom and thinking about what her
father had said. She could tell that he was extremely concerned about the
dragons; everyone was. How could they survive if the dragons killed all the
stock? What would they eat? Jennifer felt a cold chill run down her back as she
realized why her father was so concerned. There were nearly twelve hundred
people in the valley. Would the dragons turn on them when the animals were
gone? This was something she needed to talk to Collin about. He was very smart
and knew a lot of things about the past.


Jennifer looked
at herself in the mirror. She untied the blue bow that held her hair and,
shaking her head slightly, began brushing the tangles out. Her blue eyes gazed
back at an unblemished face full of curiosity. Yes, she would talk to Collin. Perhaps
between the two of them they could figure something out.


What future
would there be for Collin and her if the dragons destroyed everything? There
had to be an answer, and they needed to find it. She also knew they needed to
find it soon. Jennifer had a terrible feeling that they were rapidly running
out of time.











Chapter Two


 


Two days later,
Jennifer and Marten were down in the root cellar. It was nearly twenty feet
long and ten feet wide. Along one entire wall, wooden shelves reached all the
way to the ceiling. Each shelf was full of precious jars of canned fruits and
vegetables. Other vegetables and herbs hung on thick strings from the ceiling
to allow the air to circulate completely around them, aiding in their
preservation.


At the far end
of the root cellar was a heavy door, which was always kept shut. Jennifer
walked over to it and placed her open hand on the wood, noticing how cold the
door felt.


“Do we have to
clean that?” Marten complained with a disgruntled frown. He ran his hand
through his short brown hair and shivered, knowing what was next. “It’s cold
and damp in there!”


“You know we
do,” replied Jennifer, shaking her head at her brother. She knew he disliked
this next chore. She couldn’t blame him; she didn’t care for it either, but it
had to be done. “We have to mop up the water.”


“You could do
it while I finish up in here,” Marten suggested slyly, his brown eyes focusing
on his sister. 


“I don’t think
so,” Jennifer responded as she opened the heavy wood door. “You got out of
mopping last time. You’re not getting out of it this time. Come on!”


Marten walked
over to Jennifer with a crestfallen look. He carried an old metal bucket and a
worn down mop in his hands. The two passed through the door, and Jennifer shut
it firmly behind them. The air took on a sudden chill and she shivered. 


She held a
small lantern, which cast out a feeble yellow light. They went down four more
steps and found themselves in a small eight by ten foot room. Small bins along
the walls were full of ice. Jennifer placed the lantern on a high shelf so its
light would spread through the room.


During the winter,
their father brought chunks of ice from the creek and put them in the bins. If
they were careful, the ice would last almost until fall. This allowed them to
store milk and other perishable items on the shelves in this room for long
periods of time. Even this far underground, where it was much cooler, the ice
slowly melted during the hot summer months. As a result, Jennifer and Marten
came down twice each week to mop up all the excess water. 


“I wonder how
our animals are doing?” Marten said as he mopped up the water and put it in the
bucket.


Jennifer
watched Martin carefully, making sure he was getting all the water. “I don’t
know; Father hasn’t said too much about them. The dragons haven’t been back out
hunting, so they should still be okay.” 


Walking over to
the nearest bins, Jennifer opened the wood lids to see how much ice remained,
surprised to see how much was left. They were still a little over half full.


“I wish we
could go check on them. I’m not afraid of the dragons as long as we stay out of
sight.”


Jennifer
frowned at her brother. He just didn’t seem to understand how dangerous the
dragons were. “Dad’s afraid the dragons will eventually turn on us. Mom and Dad
just don’t want us anywhere close to where the dragons may be hunting.”


Martin shook his
head and started mopping up the last spot of water. “I still think we should at
least check on them,” he muttered quietly to himself. 


The two of them
had helped their father round up all of their animals the day before. Two cows,
two calves, the bull, and four sheep had been brought back to the safety of the
barn. The rest had been left to graze in one of the large meadows. Their father
had told them that they would have to wait each morning until they were sure
the dragons weren't feeding. Once it was safe, they would let the animals out
of the barn to forage in one of the nearby meadows. Each evening the animals
would have to be rounded up and put back inside the barn to keep them safe from
the dragons.


Marten didn’t
like hearing that. He had a strong suspicion he knew who would be responsible
for rounding the animals up in the evening.


Jennifer
wondered just how safe the barn actually was. If the dragons wanted to get in
the barn, there was little doubt in her mind that they could easily smash their
way in. The dragons were just too big to keep out!


With one final
wring of his mop, Marten finished the stone floor and looked expectantly over
at Jennifer. It was cold in this room. It felt great on warm days, but for some
reason it didn’t today. Too many things were happening. Marten was thinking
about getting up early in the morning and going to check on the animals they
had left in the other meadow. Someone should see if the animals were still
okay. If he was careful, he could sneak off and be back before anyone realized
he was missing.


“I guess that’s
good enough,” Jennifer said as she checked the floor. She didn’t see any spots
that Marten had missed.


A few minutes
later, the two of them were back in the house. Jennifer had just sat down on
her bed when she heard her mother talking to someone at the kitchen door.
Bouncing up, she recognized Collin’s voice. She had hoped he would come out to
see her; it had been over a week since she had last seen him. 


Going into the kitchen,
she saw Collin standing next to her mother. His face broke out into a smile
when he saw her come into the room. Jennifer smiled back, pleased that Collin
had come to pay a visit.


“Hi, Jennifer,”
Collin said. “You’re mother was just telling me about the dragons getting some
of your stock. I’m sorry to hear that.”


He was slightly
taller than Jennifer was and had thick, black hair and enchanting, dark brown
eyes. Jennifer could spend hours talking to Collin. It seemed as if they never
ran out of things to talk about. They were both highly attracted to each other
and had already discussed making a future together. They just hadn’t told their
parents all the details yet.


“Let’s go
outside,” suggested Jennifer, taking Collin’s hand. “I want to show you the
baby calf down in the barn.” It would also give her some time to talk to Collin
privately.


The two walked
slowly down to the barn with Jennifer giving Collin a detailed explanation of
what had happened with the dragons. Collin had never been that close to one and
felt extremely uneasy about the dragons. It was a situation that he feared was
going to end badly for the valley.


“I can’t
believe you were that close to the dragons,” Collin spoke with a large disapproving
frown on his face. “We don’t know dangerous those things might be. What if one
of them had attacked you?”


“They didn’t,”
Jennifer replied as they entered the barn.


They walked
over to where the small calf was laying on the hay in its stall. It made her
feel warm inside knowing that Collin was concerned for her safety.


Upon seeing Jennifer,
the calf got up and ran over to the edge of the stall, watching her
expectantly. It bawled loudly, expecting to be fed.


“The poor thing’s
hungry,” commented Jennifer, reaching her hand out over the top of the stall
and petting the calf. It had calmed down a lot the last several days and had finally
started eating. Her father felt the calf would probably survive.


“My father’s
getting worried,” Collin confessed as he watched Jennifer pet the calf. She had
such a wonderful way with animals. “Each day there is less and less food in the
village. Most people are getting by on their gardens for now, but the farmers
aren’t working their fields. Very little has been planted. They’re afraid of
the dragons. I don’t think there will be enough food for this winter.”


Jennifer was
silent for a moment. “Marten is very upset about our father’s decision to
abandon some of our animals. He keeps asking if he can go and check on them. I
fear other farmers will be making some of the same decisions soon. The dragons
are frightening everyone.”


“It’s only
going to get worse until the dragons leave.”


“I know,
Collin. You’ve read a lot of the old books in the village library. What do they
say about them?”


Jennifer leaned
gracefully against the stall, folding her arms against her well-formed breasts and
waiting for his answer. Her blonde hair was tied back with a bright green
ribbon.


Collin was
silent for a moment. Jennifer was beautiful. They had been planning a life
together, but now the dragons were here. What type of existence would they have
if they had to live in constant fear of the two dragons? 


“Only two of
the old books even mention the dragons. Supposedly, in a great country far
across the ocean they were created by the powerful sorcerers of the Golden Age.”


“So they really
were created by sorcerers,” Jennifer said surprised at that revelation by
Collin. Marten had been right, but Jennifer still found it hard to believe in
sorcery even after hearing it from Collin.


“What happened
to these sorcerers?”


“No one knows,”
Collin answered, his brown eyes looking into Jennifer’s blue ones. “There was
some kind of great war that destroyed everything; the Worldfire. Everything was
burned and poisoned. The books hint vaguely at the sorcerers being responsible.
No one seriously believed any of this until the dragons showed up.”


Jennifer nodded
her head slowly. “Collin, we need to find somewhere safe to go in case the
dragons don’t leave when all the animals are gone.”


“You’re afraid
they will turn on us,” Collin stated with raised eyebrows. “Once the animals
are gone, you think it will be our turn.”


“I don’t know,”
replied Jennifer, biting her lower lip. “But what if they do? We need someplace
safe to go!”


“Most of the
people in the village think the dragons will leave once they have finished off
our animals.”


“What do you
think, Collin?”


“My father
agrees with yours, he fears that the dragons will turn on us.”


“Then we need
to find someplace safe to go when that happens.”


Collin was
silent as he thought. He knew that Jennifer was probably right. “The dragons
always go to the southern end of the valley after they’re finished feeding. I
suspect they’re using some of the old mines in the high hills as lairs.”


“There were
ancient mines in the northern hills also,” mentioned Jennifer, recalling what
her father had said about that area. He had cautioned Marten and her about ever
going there, telling them that it was too dangerous.


“Yes, there
are,” replied Collin, carefully. He suspected that Jennifer wanted to take
matters into her own hands. This was something the adults should be concerned
about.


“Collin, we
can’t wait much longer,” Jennifer spoke with a pleading look in her eyes. “Too
many people think the dragons will leave when they have eaten all of our
livestock. What if they’re wrong?” 


Collin was
silent for a moment; he knew that Jennifer was right. “If we could find one of
the mines that’s still safe to enter, people could possibly hide there if it
becomes necessary,” Collin spoke cautiously. 


“We need to
find out more about those mines,” Jennifer said determinedly, taking Collin’s
hands. Her eyes met his and she continued. “The dragons could start hunting
people at any time. We can’t wait too much longer.”


“We would have
to be extremely careful if we decide to go there. That area is riddled with
underground mine shafts. The mines are so old they may not be safe to enter.
That might be why no one has suggested using them as a hiding place from the
dragons.”


“Let’s think
about it for a few days,” Jennifer persisted. She was not sure herself how safe
it would be to go to the old mines. Collin was right. They might just be too
dangerous. “We can ask our parents what they know about that area; maybe they
will know if it’s safe or not.”


“There are a
few old books in the village library that describe the old mines,” Collin added
thoughtfully. “I could check them out and see what they say.”


“Sounds like a
plan,” replied Jennifer, leaning forward and kissing Collin lightly on his
cheek.


-


The next
morning, Marten was standing beneath a large tree watching several of the cows
they had left behind in the large meadow. The cows seemed to be okay, and he
could see several of the sheep grazing on the far side. He was just about to
step out into the open when a shadow passed over him. Looking up, he saw the
red dragon with talons outstretched, heading toward the cows. The next instant,
the dragon struck a black and white faced cow, knocking her to the ground. The
cow let out a frightened bellow and then was silent.


Marten stood in
shock as he realized the dragon was less than 200 feet away from him. He jumped
when he felt a hand grab his shoulder and pull him back under the protective
cover of the trees.


“Quiet!” Collin
spoke in a strict voice. “The second dragon is coming!” 


The brown
dragon landed between the trees and the red dragon. It turned and gazed
directly at Marten and Collin. Its piercing eyes seemed to look into their very
souls. 


“Don’t move,” whispered
Collin, keeping his eyes focused on the dragon. “Don’t move a muscle.”


The two stood
immobilized as the dragon seemed to study them in excruciating detail. They
felt almost paralyzed by the intense gaze of the dragon. They were like prey
trapped by the hypnotic eyes of a deadly viper. 


Collin wondered
just what the dragon was going to do. So far, there had been no reports of
either of the dragons attacking a human. Collin moved his eyes from side to
side, looking for a safe sanctuary if they had to run for it. Other than the
trees, there was nowhere else to go.


The brown dragon
took a step toward them and let out a sudden angry roar. Unexpectedly, fire
leaped forth from the dragon’s mouth striking the ground just a few feet to one
side of them. Collin could feel the intense heat and felt as if his skin had
been singed.


“Run!” yelled Collin,
feeling panic. “Follow me.”


The two turned
and ran to the far side of the grove of trees, coming to a stop beneath a
towering oak tree. Collin looked back in the direction they had come and saw
that the brown dragon was still watching them. Its dark eyes were studying
their every move. Collin hoped the interlocking branches above them would give
them some protection from the dragon if it decided to attack.


The dragon
breathed fire again, setting one of the trees on fire. It instantly blazed up
setting several of the smaller trees next to it on fire. 


“Did you see
that?” Marten spoke excitedly, his eyes focused on the dragon. “The dragons can
breathe fire!”


“Yes, I saw
it,” replied Collin worriedly, trying to decide what to do now. If more of the
trees in the grove caught on fire, they would have to leave their precarious
shelter. 


He looked
frantically around for any type of shelter from the dragons. He had to get
Marten to safety. Jennifer would never forgive him if something happened to her
little brother. The next grove of trees was a good one hundred yards away. They
would have to run across open ground to reach it. The question was would the
brown dragon let them? Collin hesitated and then turned around to face the
dragons. He wasn’t sure what to do.


The brown
dragon was still watching them intently, but didn’t act as if it was going to
come after them. They waited for several heart stopping minutes, keeping their
eyes glued on the dragons. Collin could feel his pulse racing and knew he was
breathing heavily. 


The red dragon
finished eating the cow and looked at the brown one with its eyes. To Collin it
almost seemed as if the two were talking to each other. With a loud roar, the
brown dragon took to the air followed by the red one. The two circled the grove
of trees once and then flew off toward the south.


“That was
close,” Marten said in a quivering voice, watching as the dragons flew away. He
was trembling and relieved that they were gone. He looked at Collin, knowing he
was in trouble.


“What were you
doing out here?” demanded Collin, realizing how close they had both just come
to being killed. If that dragon fire had been a little more to the left, it
would have incinerated both of them. “Didn’t your father warn you about coming
back to this meadow?”


Marten looked
down at the ground sheepishly, knowing he had screwed up. “Yeah, he warned me.
But I had to know what had happened to our animals. I didn’t want to just leave
them here to die.”


“Sometimes we
have to make hard choices, Marten,” Collin admonished. “This is one your father
has made, and you’re going to have to accept it.”


“I know,” replied
Marten, looking up at Collin. “I’m just glad you were here.”


“Your sister
thought you might try something like this. I knew that the dragons would probably
be out hunting today, so I came out this way to check. I’m glad I got here when
I did.”


“The brown one
actually breathed fire!” Marten spoke excitedly. His fear was rapidly
vanishing. “He set one of the trees on fire.”


“We both could
have been killed,” replied Collin not happy with this new development. “This
fire thing is bad news.”


“They have
never breathed fire before,” Marten continued in an animated voice, looking
toward the trees that were still burning and giving off smoke. “Why did the
brown one do it now?”


“I don’t know,”
confessed Collin, feeling worried about this new development. 


If the dragons
could breathe fire, that made them even more dangerous. This was something he
would have to report to Marten’s father as well as his own. 


“Come on,
Marten; I’ll walk you home.”


“You’re going
to tell my father about this, aren’t you?”


“Yes,” replied Collin,
putting his hand out and squeezing Marten’s shoulder. “What you did today was
very dangerous, and your dad needs to know about the dragon fire. Everyone
does.”


-


The brown and
red dragons were returning to their lairs. The brown one had almost attacked
the small human this morning. In years past, directly after the dragons had
escaped captivity, they had fed on humans for a short time. What had happened
in the great mountain had, for a time, driven the dragons insane. Now a
semblance of reason had returned, but it had taken many long years. The dragons
dimly understood the passage of time.


They reached
their lairs and parted ways as each entered its own cave. In the back of each
of their minds, they knew that very shortly they might be forced to feed on
humans once again. This greatly bothered both of them. After all, there were so
few humans left.











Chapter Three


 


Jennifer was
accompanying her father to the village. They were riding in a small wagon with
their two sturdy plow horses harnessed to the front. The hooves of the horses
stirred up puffs of dust with every step. It had been extremely dry for the
last few weeks. It always seemed to be dry nowadays. Jennifer took a deep
breath, wishing it would rain more often. They only received rain in the early
spring or the late fall; the rest of the time it was dry.


If not for the
deepwater wells which furnished their drinking water, Jennifer didn’t know what
they would do. There was one small stream, which meandered through the valley.
It appeared out of the ground in the northern end, close to the high hills, and
disappeared again near the southern ones. Her father had said it was an ancient
underground river, which came briefly to the surface in their valley. 


It was early
afternoon, and Jennifer had a list of items her mother had given her to pick up
at the general store. It was a cloudless day with the sun shining brightly. As
they neared the village, Jennifer was surprised to see so few people about.
Even on the few farms they had passed, she hadn’t noticed anyone working out in
the fields.


“Where is
everyone?” Jennifer asked as they passed several small houses on the outskirts
of the village. “Everything’s so quiet.” 


Her father took
a deep breath before replying. “It’s been getting worse every day. The people have
been getting more and more worried about the dragons and are staying indoors, afraid
to come out.”


“But no one’s
been hurt by either of them, yet,” Jennifer replied, her blue eyes gazing at
her father.  


It had been
nearly three weeks since the incident with Marten and the brown dragon. When
Anson had heard about what happened he grounded Marten for two weeks. He had
been allowed to do his chores, but that was about it. 


Anson had gone
to the village the next day and spread the word that the dragons could breathe
fire, upsetting many of the villagers. Some didn’t want to believe what Anson was
telling them. If not for the fact that Collin had been there also, Anson might
have had a hard time convincing any of the villagers about this new danger from
the dragons.


“Not yet,” her
father replied with a growing frown. “More and more of the farmers are putting some
of their stock in the barns and letting them out when the dragons are finished
feeding. Soon, the only stock left will be what we’re keeping hidden. Everyone
wonders what the dragons will do then.”


“I don’t think
the barns will keep the dragons out if they want to get in,” commented Jennifer,
thinking about how big the dragons were.


She could see
the blacksmith shop up ahead. She hoped that Collin was there; she hadn’t seen
him in nearly a week.


“I don’t
either,” her father sighed in agreement. “We need some place safer to keep the
animals, but I don’t know what we can do.”


Jennifer didn’t
reply. Collin and she had discussed during his last visit about going to the
northern hills to search the old mines. Perhaps they could find one large
enough to hold both people and animals. 


As they pulled
up to the blacksmith shop, Jennifer saw Collins’s father step out to greet
them. Andrew Adams was a powerfully built man with large, muscled arms. He had
long dark hair that almost touched his shoulders. There was no doubt in
Jennifer’s mind as to where Collin had gotten his hair color.


“Anson,
Jennifer; it’s good to see you,” Andrew spoke as he watched the two step down
from the wagon. 


Anson stepped
forward, shaking Andrew’s hand. “Village sure looks quiet today,” he commented,
looking around. 


He could only
see a couple of people in front of the stores. Usually there were more people
moving about this time of day, even with the threat of the dragons.


“You haven’t
heard, have you?” Andrew said with cocked eyebrows and sadness in his eyes.
“Mathew Brisco’s son didn’t return from the meadows this morning. A search
party went out to find him, but they found nothing. He is afraid that Brendon
may have been killed by one of the dragons.”


“Brendon!”
gasped Jennifer her eyes wide. All the young people in the village knew one
another. They attended school together each winter. “I can’t believe it!”


“Collin went
out with the search party. He said there was no sign of Brendon. One of the
cows was missing, and they found a spot in the meadow where a dragon had fed.
They spent nearly three hours searching the surrounding area, but didn’t find
anything. They just got back about an hour ago.”


Anson and
Jennifer were both silent. Jennifer felt like crying. She had known Brendon for
years. They hadn’t been close friends, but they had talked upon occasion.


“Several of the
men, including Mathew Brisco, are over at the village tavern,” continued Andrew,
gesturing toward the inn at the far end of the street. “They don’t know what to
do. If the dragon did kill Brendon, what does that mean for the rest of us?”


“Maybe we
should go over to the tavern and see what they think,” Anson suggested. He knew
that if one of the dragons had actually killed Brendon, then everyone might be
in danger. “We need to do something soon or the dragons may take all of us.”


“Sounds like a
good idea, even though I don’t know what we can do about the dragons,” Andrew responded
and then turned toward Jennifer. “Collin’s inside; tell him we have gone to the
tavern and to watch the shop until we get back.”


-


Jennifer
watched the two men leave and walk up the street toward the tavern. She turned
and walked through the shop to the small, immaculate white house just behind
it. Knocking on the door, she heard Collin’s younger brother holler that he
would get it. 


The door swung
open, and a big grin spread across Jason’s face when he saw who was standing at
the door. “Collin; your woman’s here!” he yelled loudly. The thirteen year old
held the door open for Jennifer, gesturing for her to come in.


Jennifer felt a
hot blush flash across her face. Jason loved to tease her. She stepped inside,
seeing Collin and his mother coming from the kitchen. 


“Hello,
Jennifer,” spoke Collin’s mother warmly. “How are you today?”


“Fine, Clara,”
Jennifer replied. “Andrew was just telling my father and me about Brendon. It’s
terrible.”


Clara’s eyes
clouded over, “Yes, it is,” she responded, shaking her head sadly. “It’s a
horrible thing that has happened today. Everyone in the village is frightened.
No one knows what to expect next.”


“It’s just so
hard to believe that Brendon’s gone,” Jennifer said in a quiet voice. “Brendon
was always so carefree and full of laughter. This shouldn’t have happened to
him!”


“I feared it
was bound to happen sooner or later,” Collin spoke with a heavy sigh. “When I
saw the brown dragon breathe fire, I was afraid something like this was going
to happen.”


He had gone
with some of the other men to search the meadows earlier. There had been no
sign of Brendon. Collin still hoped that Brendon had just wandered farther from
the village than normal. In his heart, Collin knew that wasn’t the case. Even
if Brendon had wandered farther, he should have been back by now. 


Focusing on
Collin, Jennifer continued. “Our fathers have gone to the tavern to talk to the
other men about what can be done. He said for you to watch the blacksmith shop
while he’s gone.”


“I don’t know
what they can do about the dragons,” Collin said with a worried frown. “We have
no way to kill one, and we don’t even know if they can be killed.”


“Why don’t you
have a seat and I’ll fix us some tea?” Clara suggested. “The blacksmith shop
can wait a few minutes.” 


Clara liked
Jennifer and hoped that someday she would become her daughter-in-law. She
suspected the two had already been discussing a life together. Also, by staying
busy, it kept her mind off what had happened with the dragons.


-


Over at the
tavern, Anson and Andrew had just sat down at a long table with four other men,
including Mathew Brisco. Mathew had several empty glasses in front of him, and
it was obvious he had been drinking heavily.


“Those damn
dragons!” he said loudly, motioning for the barmaid to bring him another drink.
“We need to kill them before they kill all of us!”


“I agree they
need to be destroyed,” another man said, frowning heavily. “But how? Those
dragons are nearly as big as a house!”


“We set a
trap,” said Mathew, picking up the glass the barmaid had just set down and
draining half of it. “We set a trap, and when one of the dragons enters it, we
kill it!”


“I don’t think
a trap will work,” commented Anson, wishing that Mathew wouldn't drink so much.
“The dragons are just too big.”


“We make a net
out of ropes,” Mathew said, his eyes growing angry. “When one of the dragons
passes under it, we drop it, pile wood on the dragon, and burn it. That should
kill it!”


“I don’t see
how we can place a net high enough,” spoke Shawn Winston, shaking his head in
doubt. “As strong as the dragons are and now that we know they can breathe
fire, I don’t see how any net can possibly hold one.”


“Then we dig a
pit in the ground with stakes at the bottom. We cover it and use a cow or a
sheep as bait. When the dragon steps on it the monster will fall through,
impaling itself on the stakes.”


“It will just
use its wings to take to the air if it feels itself falling,” said Andrew,
reaching over and taking the half-full glass of whiskey away from Mathew. “I
think you have had enough to drink for now, my friend.”


Mathew was
quiet for a moment staring down at the table. He still couldn’t believe that
Brendon was gone. He still held out a slim hope that the boy had just wandered
too far away from the village and just hadn’t made it home yet.


“But Mathew
does bring up a good point,” said Shawn, setting down his own glass. He didn’t
think it was a good idea for him to drink if Mathew couldn’t. “We have to do
something about the dragons. I didn’t use to believe they would turn on us. I
always thought that once the animals were gone, they would leave.”


“The problem
with that is, where else would they go?” Anson pointed out, his eyes meeting
the others. “We have had no visitors to our valley in generations. No one alive
today can remember anyone coming to our valley from the outside. I’m afraid
there are no other places for the dragons to go.”


Everyone was
silent for a minute. Each thinking about the ramifications of what Anson had
just said. They knew very little about the world outside of their valley.
Travel outside the valley was discouraged and no one had done so in
generations. 


“Then what are
we to do?” asked Shawn, looking over at Anson. “We have to do something or the
dragons are going to destroy the valley!”


“For now I
would suggest that we strengthen our root cellars and be prepared to take
shelter in them if necessary. So far, the dragons are only hunting on every
third morning; they haven’t been seen at any other time.”


“So you’re
suggesting that we take shelter in our root cellars and stay there until the
dragons are finished hunting?” said Shawn, wishing now that he had built a
larger and deeper root cellar. “Will we be safe in the root cellars? What if
the dragons try to dig us out?”


“I don’t know
what else we can do,” replied Anson, taking a deep breath. “We have never faced
a threat like this before. I’m afraid that very soon the dragons will be the
hunters and we will be their prey.”


-


Jennifer and
Collin went back into the blacksmith shop to watch over things. With the dragon
threat hanging over the village, there was not a lot of blacksmith work to do.
Everyone was staying inside and venturing out of doors only when necessary.


Jennifer looked
toward the end of the street at the tavern where she knew her father and
Collin’s father had gone. She wondered what they were talking about. After today’s
horrible occurrence with Brendon, she knew that something would have to be done
about the dragons. But she had no idea as to what.


“Collin, what
are we going to do?” Jennifer asked, her clear blue eyes showing worry. “If the
dragons have started killing people, we need to do something.”


Collin was
quiet for a moment before he answered. He looked at Jennifer, noticing that her
deep blue eyes held a frightened glint. “I’m afraid it’s going to get bad,
Jennifer. I went back to the village library a few days ago and read everything
I could find about dragons. There wasn’t much. One thing the books make
perfectly clear is that the dragons can’t be killed. They are nearly immortal
and heal very quickly.”


“Then we need
to find a place to hide from the dragons,” spoke Jennifer, determinedly.
“Somewhere they can’t get to us. If they can’t find anything to eat, surely
they will leave.”


“They might,”
said Collin, hoping what Jennifer had just said was true. “But how long would
we have to wait before the dragons decide to leave? It could be a few days or even
weeks.”


“I don’t think
we’re going to have much choice,” replied Jennifer, worriedly. “If the dragons
killed Brendon today, who will be next?”


“With the stock
everyone is hiding in their barns there will be no food for the dragons
shortly,” added Collin, uneasily. “The dragons will either break into the barns
or start hunting more people.”


“We need to
check out the northern mines, Collin, before we run out of time.”


Collin walked
over to a long, comfortable bench on one side of the blacksmith shop, motioning
for Jennifer to join him. Sitting down they held hands, both deep in thought. Each
knew that if something wasn’t done shortly, there would be no future for them.
There would be no future for anyone!


Collin squeezed
Jennifer’s hand, bringing her out of her worrisome thoughts. “What are we gong
to do?” she asked.


Leaning closer
to Jennifer, Collin spoke. “I found an old map in the library that shows the location
of some of the larger mines in the north. I copied part of it. I think you’re
right about hiding from the dragons. Our homes, barns, and root cellars are not
going to be strong enough.”


“Then we need
to go search the mines,” said Jennifer, knowing that Collin was now in
agreement with her.


“We will have
to be very careful,” Collin cautioned in a low voice. “Some of those old mines
won’t be safe to even enter. We will have to take some ropes and lanterns with
us.”


“When do we
leave?” She hoped that what they were planning was the right thing to do.


“The dragons
should be hunting again in three more days. We will go the day after that. I need
to spend some time getting the supplies together that we will need. We can ride
two of our horses to the mines.”


It was at that
moment that Clara walked into the blacksmith shop. “Jennifer, I need to go over
to the general store. Would you like to come with me?”


“Sure,” replied
Jennifer, letting go of Collin’s hand and standing up. “I need to shop for a
few things myself, and mother gave me a list.”


Smiling, Clara
looked at her son. “We won’t be long, Collin, or you can come with us.”


“No, thanks,” replied
Collin, grimacing. Two women shopping was not his idea of how to spend an
afternoon, even if one of them was Jennifer. Besides, his father had asked him
to watch the blacksmith shop.


-


Far to the
east, Gilmreth flew on spread wings, his powerful, sinewy muscles taking the
dragon ever higher with each beat of his wings. Through the thin clouds
Gilmreth ascended, until he broke through the scattered layer into brilliant
sunlight. Peering down at the ground far below, Gilmreth searched for prey.


The ground was
desolate and devoid of life. Ancient cities and villages lay in shattered ruins
below. Gilmreth dimly remembered escaping from the great mountain far across
the ocean to the west. Someday he would return to that mountain. 


For years now more
time had passed between feedings, and those feedings had been pitiful at best.
Animals had steadily become harder to find as the years went by. It had become
necessary for Gilmreth to spend all of his time just searching for food.
Anything he found that lived fell victim to his ravenous appetite. 


In desperation,
to curb his voracious appetite, he had finally been forced to feed upon his
fellow dragons. Only they furnished the life extending substance that Gilmreth so
craved. Only his fellow dragons and, of course, humans could satisfy his
growing hunger. It was a hunger, which burned deeply inside due to the lack of
adequate food in the world. But there were no more humans, or so Gilmreth believed.
It had been many long generations since he had fed on a human.


For hours,
Gilmreth flew. It had been days since his last feeding, and that one had been very
unsatisfying. A sickened deer had died beneath Gilmreth’s deadly talons. It had
been the last deer in a small group of mountains. In the distance, the dragon
could see a long, sheltered valley with hints of green and other life. Perhaps there
he could feed and replenish his strength before flying back over the ocean and
returning to the great mountain.











Chapter Four


 


Jennifer was
waiting patiently out by the barn for Collin. The dragons had fed the day
before and, from what her father had said, they fed very well. Clyde Mason had
told her father that he had lost the last of his cattle that were still out in
the nearby meadow where they fed. Clyde had watched in apprehension from the
entrance of his root cellar as the dragons descended. They had stayed for a
short length of time in his meadow and then left, flying off to the south. 


After the
dragons departed, Clyde had ventured out to check on his remaining cows, only
to find all of them missing. All that remained were some dark, wet smears on
the sparse grass where the dragons had fed. Clyde still had two cows and a bull
hidden safely in his barn, but he didn’t know what would happen next. It would
only be a matter of a few short weeks before the dragons wouldn’t be able to
find any animals to feed upon in the meadows.


Jennifer knew
that her father and mother had sat up late into the night, talking in quiet
voices. She suspected that they were worried about the dragons and had been
discussing what they were going to do. Jennifer could see the growing anxiety
in her mother’s eyes whenever the dragons were mentioned. 


In recent days,
her father and Marten had been spending a lot of their time expanding the root
cellar and strengthening it, particularly the doors. The dirt and rocks they
were removing from the inside were being piled up on top. But Jennifer had a
bad feeling that the dragons would have very little trouble digging them out of
the root cellar if they wanted to. She had seen up close the powerful talons
the dragons possessed. 


No, their best hope
were the old mines. She had mentioned it casually to her father, but he had
dismissed it. He had warned her that the mines were more dangerous than the
dragons. It was dangerous even to walk in the northern area of the valley; underground
tunnels could collapse just from the weight of someone just walking on the
surface. Everyone stayed away from that section of the valley because of that
danger. In the past, several villagers had lost their lives falling into deep
underground pits when the ground had suddenly given way.


Jennifer
glanced into the barn where Marten was feeding the baby calf. It was old enough
now to where it could be allowed out with the milk cow to eat in a small fenced
off meadow next to the barn. Jennifer knew that as soon as the calf was
finished with its milk, Marten would lead it outside. Marten was becoming very
attached to the small calf.  


Collin riding
into the yard leading another saddled horse interrupted her thoughts. She
smiled at seeing the horses. The ones that Collin had brought were both riding
horses. It wouldn’t take them more then a couple of hours to reach the northern
mines, and then a few hours to explore before it would be time to come back
home. Collin’s father raised horses and had the best riding stock in the
valley.


Jennifer had
told her father and mother that she was going riding with Collin for the day.
She had pointed out to both that since the dragons had fed the day before, they
should be safe. Her father had finally agreed, but had told her that if they
saw any signs of a dragon to take cover, then come back home immediately.


“Hi,” Collin
said brightly as he reined in the two horses next to Jennifer. “Looks as if it’s
going to be a great day for a ride.”


“Hope so,” answered
Jennifer, taking the reins for the other horse from Collin’s outstretched hand.



Placing her
foot in the stirrup, she easily swung herself up and settled down into the
saddle. Collin and she had ridden together quite often, even though recently
the threat of the dragons had cut their riding time down considerably.


Jennifer heard
the door to the house bang and turned around in the saddle. She saw her father
walking purposely toward them. Jennifer hoped he wasn’t about to cancel the
riding trip. 


“Hello,
Collin,” spoke Anson, reaching up and shaking Collin’s hand. “Good day for a
ride.” 


“Yes it is, sir,”
Collin replied respectfully. “We haven’t gotten to ride much recently, and I
thought we might take advantage of today.”


Anson smiled,
recalling what it had been like when Carolyn and he had been going out. He knew
that sometimes young people needed their space. He just wished the dragons
weren’t around.


“Be careful,
Collin,” Anson warned, his eyes straying over to Jennifer. “I know the dragons just
fed yesterday, and they shouldn’t be out today, but keep a careful eye out.”


“Don’t worry, sir;
I will keep Jennifer safe.”


“Mind if I ask
where you plan to ride?”


“Down to the
stream and along it for a ways to the north. That’s away from the dragons. Dad
thinks they are staying in the old mines in the southern hills.”


“He’s probably
right,” replied Anson, nodding his head in agreement. “That’s the direction
they always head when they finish feeding.”


“I wish I could
go,” a young voice broke in.


Turning back
around in her saddle, Jennifer saw Marten standing in the door of the barn.
“Just take care of your calf. One of these days we will take you with us.”


“You will?” Marten
said, his eyes lighting up.


“Yes,” Collin
added with a grin. He knew that Marten liked horses and had even allowed Marten
to ride his on a couple of occasions. “Just behave and we will set up a riding
day.”


“I will,”
Marten replied in a serious tone. “I won’t do anything to get grounded again.”


Looking over at
Jennifer, Collin continued. “We’d better go. We don’t want to get back too
late.”


“Have fun,
kids,” Anson said as the two turned their horses and began to ride off. 


He had a
strange feeling the kids weren’t telling him everything. He suspected that
something was going on, but he didn’t know what.


“What now?”
asked Marten, looking up at his father. He had already taken his calf out to
the meadow and released it to graze with the other animals.


“Get your
shovel. We’re going back down in the root cellar. We need to get the new room
finished.”


“More digging,”
muttered Marten, feeling his back beginning to ache.


“Remember what
you promised, Collin,” his father reminded him.


“Yeah, I
remember,” grumbled Marten as he turned and went back into the barn to get his
shovel. 


-


Jenifer and
Collin rode a ways in silence, the only noise being the horse’s hooves striking
the ground and their steady breathing. It was a warm morning with a light southerly
breeze. 


“Did you bring
everything we need?” Jennifer asked. 


“Yes, I did. I
also gave a note to Jason to give to my dad if we’re not back by dark. That way,
if something happens, he’ll know where to look.”


“I just hope
Jason doesn’t have to give that note to your father.”


“He won’t,”
Collin replied. “I will make sure we stay safe.”


As the two
rode, they talked about the dragons and the scarcity of food remaining for them
in the valley. Both were afraid that when the dragons ran out of animals to eat
they would turn on the valley’s human population.


“Once they
start feeding on people there will be panic in the valley,” Collin said in a
serious tone.


“That may not
be too far off,” responded Jennifer, listening to the birds singing in some
nearby trees. It seemed so peaceful here in the valley. Why did the dragons
have to come and ruin everything? “One of the dragons already killed Brendon. I
worry about who will be next.”


“Brendon must
have been out in the open when the dragons were feeding,” Collin replied with a
deep sigh. “He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Keep in mind we
never found his body. We don’t know for sure it was the dragons.”


Jennifer was
quiet for a moment. She tried not to think about Brendon. It was too upsetting.
“Have you been working on your root cellar?”


“Dad is putting
a lot of food in it. We just finished putting on a new door made of heavy
wood.”


“My father and
Marten have been doing the same thing,” replied Jennifer, settling back in her
saddle. “I still think if the dragons want to get in, the root cellars won’t
provide that much protection.”


“Perhaps not,”
replied Collin, agreeing with Jennifer. “But at least the root cellars will
provide a place to hide rather than being out in the open.”


-


Time passed
quickly, and soon the northern hills began to grow larger. They rose several hundred
feet up into the air, with two of the larger ones rising close to five hundred
feet. The latter could even be seen from the village. The hills seemed to enclose
this section of the valley like a horseshoe.


“Those two
large ones are where we want to go,” indicated Collin, reining in his horse. He
gazed at the hills for a moment then pulled out a piece of paper from his shirt
pocket and carefully unfolded it.


Jennifer
watched him, curious as to what was on the paper. 


“According to
what I managed to copy, there are five mine entrances in that big hill to the
left, and four more in the one to the right.”


“What did they
mine?” Jennifer asked curiously. It was hard to imagine the mining operation
that must have existed here in years past.


Looking around,
she noticed that the ground was really rocky with very few growing plants. There
were only a couple of trees in the area, but they looked stunted and unhealthy.
She suspected there was something in the ground that crippled plant growth. Perhaps
it was something from the mines that was contaminating the soil. The soil here
was extremely poor. It was much worse than back in the main parts of the
valley.


“Copper,” answered
Collin carefully folding the paper back up and putting it in his pocket. “Most
of the mines were copper mines. Make sure you follow me closely. There is a
safe path to the big hills. If you stray too far off to the side, the ground
could cave in.”


Jenifer looked
at Collin in surprise. “How do you know about this safe path?”


“My dad comes
up here on occasion to get metal for our blacksmith shop. He’s allowed me to
come with him a couple of times.”


“Why haven’t I
heard about this before?” asked Jennifer, her face taking on a curious look.
Collin and she talked about everything. She was surprised he had never
mentioned this before.


“People frown
on anyone coming to the northern mines because it’s so dangerous,” Collin responded
in a calm voice. “They’re supposed to be off limits. Dad only does it once or
twice a year, and he doesn’t tell anyone but mom.” 


Collin gave his
horse a gentle kick, and they started going forward again. Jennifer was now
riding closer to Collin since the path they were now on was barely visible.


“There’s a lot
of old rusted out machinery around the mines,” continued Collin, peering up
ahead making sure he was on the right path. 


-


It took another
twenty minutes, and then the two arrived at the first mine site. Jennifer
looked around in amazement. The hill rose far above her, and numerous pieces of
old equipment lay everywhere. Some of it had rusted down to the point that very
little was left. Other pieces seemed almost intact.


“Hundreds of
people used to work these mines,” explained Collin, seeing the amazed look on
Jennifer’s face. “That’s where the ancestors of our village came from. They
were workers in these mines when the ancient world was destroyed. Father says
they took shelter in the deeper mines and waited until the war was over before
they came back out. The mines protected them from what killed nearly everyone
else up on the surface.”


Jennifer
listened to Collin in surprise. She had never heard of this before, but it made
sense. It explained how people had managed to survive in their valley and nowhere
else. There was a lot about the old world and the Worldfire that no one knew.
In the early years immediately after the war, very little had been written
down.


Collin stopped
in front of a large mine entrance. It dwarfed the horses, and you could see
darkness inside. From the descriptions Collin had read, he knew this particular
mine went far into the hill.


The two climbed
down from their horses and Collin started to tie the horse’s reins to an old
rusted out vehicle. He didn’t want the horses to wander off and leave them
stranded. As Collin was tying the reins to the vehicle, the horses started
tossing their heads and their eyes grew wide. He stopped, looking at them in
surprise. Uneasily, he looked up into the sky to make sure the dragons weren’t
the cause of the horse’s sudden jumpiness. The two horses moved closer together,
and it seemed to Collin as if they were breathing heavier. 


“They’re sure spooked
by something,” said Collin. He reached out and started petting and talking
soothingly to both horses, trying to calm them down. Collin looked around the
old mine site, but could see nothing that would explain the horses’ actions.


Jennifer walked
over closer to the mine entrance and tried to peer inside. She could only see
in a few feet before darkness concealed everything. They would need Collin’s lanterns
to do any exploring. She had also noticed the horses’ sudden edginess. Perhaps
it was just the strangeness of the mine site itself that was scaring them. She
knew that Collin would have them calmed down shortly. He was wonderful with
horses. 


-


Just inside the
mine entrance, hidden in the darkness, Gilmreth watched the young human female.
The large dragon stayed still, not wanting to give his presence away. For
several days now, Gilmreth had hidden in the cave during the daylight hours. 


At night he
rose and searched the valley for food animals. On each of the two preceding
nights, he had killed several cows and fed. It was necessary for him to
replenish his waning strength before he took on his main food targets,
Fireheart and Braxam. 


Gilmreth was
deeply angered at finding two more surviving dragons already feeding on the
animals in this valley. They would be his first targets. Once the two dragons
were killed, Gilmreth could begin feeding on the humans. With the number of
humans that were in this valley, he would be able to feed for quite some time.


-


Jennifer gazed
into the mine, feeling uneasy. She felt as if she was being watched. A cold
chill ran down her back, and she shivered. Even though it was warm outside, she
suddenly felt cold. She wondered if there was something inside the mine that
was scaring the horses. She took several steps backward, feeling as if she
needed to get away from the mine entrance. She didn’t think that Collin and she
should explore this one.


“Collin, this
mine entrance is too large. We need one that is much smaller so the dragons
can’t enter.” 


Collin looked
over at Jennifer as she walked away from the mine entrance. For some reason,
Collin felt calmer the farther from the entrance she got. The horses were still
nervously stomping their hooves.


“This was the
main mining operation,” Collin said. “The other big hill has smaller entrances.
That’s probably where we should have gone to begin with.”


“Let’s try
there,” spoke Jennifer, taking one of the reins and climbing back up on her
horse. “I don’t like this area. Something just feels wrong. The horses don’t
like it either.”


“I know; I feel
the same way,” Collin replied as he got back up on his horse. 


The two turned
and rode away toward the other tall hill. The farther from the mine entrance
they got, the calmer the horses seemed to become. It was as if they had sensed
a danger and now knew that it was receding.


Turning around
in his saddle, Collin gazed speculatively back at the large mine entrance,
wondering just what had frightened the horses. Going around a small hill, the
mine entrance vanished from sight. The horses seemed almost normal now. Maybe
it was just the strangeness of the mine site that had frightened them.


-


 Inside the mine
Gilmreth watched, feeling his hunger rage. It had been so tempting to kill and
feed upon the two humans and their animals. It had been years since the dragon
had fed upon a human. But Gilmreth knew caution. Humans had created him, and he
still feared them to a point. 


Once he was
satisfied that there were no powerful humans here like the ones under the great
mountain, these would become his prey. Gilmreth settled back down. He still had
several nights of hunting to do before he was strong enough to take on the
other two dragons.


-


Jennifer and
Collin were several hundred feet into one of the mines. Each held a lantern and
carried a small pack plus a coil of rope. 


Jennifer put
her hand against the wall and jumped back as loose dirt and several stones fell
from the roof. She started coughing from the dust in the air. 


Upon entering
the mine, one of the first things they discovered was that all the wood bracing
had long since rotted away. They hesitated even to enter this particular mine
shaft. 


“Careful,
Jennifer,” warned Collin, reaching over and pulling her back toward the center
of the tunnel. “Don’t touch anything.”


Jennifer paused,
gazing into the darkness where their lanterns didn’t penetrate. “I don’t think
this one is going to work. If rocks fall when we just touch the walls, what
will happen when we bring hundreds of people as well as animals in here?”


“Let’s check
the other mine,” suggested Collin, taking a deep breath. “We have to find one
that’s safe.”


The two turned
around and walked carefully back to the mine entrance, being careful not to
touch the walls. Reaching the entrance, they stepped out into bright sunlight.
This was the third mine they had checked. The first two had cave-ins within a hundred
feet of the entrances.


The two walked
the several hundred feet to the last mine. Peering in from outside, they could
see that everything looked relatively intact.


“I hope this
one is okay,” Collin spoke with frustration in his voice. “I don’t know where
to look next if this one is as bad as the others.”


Jennifer nodded
and followed Collin into the mine. The entrance was about fifteen feet wide and
eight or nine feet tall. Two rusty metal rails led inside and vanished into the
darkness. 


“I think they
used these rails to bring the ore out,” Collin stated. 


They had gone
about two hundred feet when Collin stopped with a surprised look on his face.
Holding his lantern up higher, he gazed at the timbers that braced the walls
and ceiling. Reaching out, he touched one and was surprised at how solid it
felt.


“These timbers
are different,” he said as he ran his hand over the wood. “They must have been
treated to resist rot.”


“That’s a good
sign,” Jennifer spoke with relief on her face. “That means the ceiling is
adequately braced in this section.”


“Let’s go in
farther,” suggested Collin, feeling growing optimism that this mine might be
safe. “Let’s just hope these treated timbers continue the farther in we go.”


Farther into
the mine they went and soon the sunlit entrance had vanished far behind them.
Jennifer estimated they had come nearly two hundred yards when their lanterns
showed the tunnel widening. A few more steps and they suddenly found themselves
standing in a large manmade cavern. 


“What’s this?”
Jennifer gasped in amazement, her eyes trying to take in everything within her lantern’s
light.


Her lantern
didn’t shine to the other end, but what she could see was astonishing. The
ceiling must be a good twenty feet above their heads, and the cavern was at
least several hundred feet wide. Massive timbers reached to the ceiling,
bracing it in places. Along the nearest wall, a number of what looked like
small wood buildings stretched along it. 


Collin walked
farther in wanting to see just how large this cavern was. After a few minutes,
he was satisfied that they had found what they had been seeking. 


“I think this
is where our ancestors took shelter during the war of the ancients. That would
explain all the extra bracing. It also explains why the timbers we have looked
at are all still intact. The ancient miners must have put a special treatment
on the wood to stop it from rotting.”


 Jennifer was
quiet for a long moment as she continued to gaze around. There was a lot of
stuff lying around in the floor of the cavern she couldn’t identify. 


They walked
farther into the cavern so they could see more. As they continued, the two were
amazed at the size of the cavern. After a few more minutes of walking, they
finally reached the far end. They found several smaller tunnels that led off
deeper into the hill. From one of these, they could hear water dripping.


“We need to
bring our fathers here and show them this,” Jennifer said finally. Turning
toward Collin, she took his hand. “If we put food in here and some of our
animals, the dragons will not be able to reach us. We will be safe here!”


Collin nodded
in agreement. “This is the answer to our prayers; our people will be safe in
this cavern. The dragons would never be able to dig us out. With enough food
and water we could stay in here almost indefinitely.”


“We need to
move quickly,” Jennifer responded, her eyes looking across the cavern. “The
dragons could start hunting people any day now.”


There was so
much to learn here. If this was where their ancestors had waited out the
Worldfire, there might be some interesting items waiting to be discovered in
this cavern. Jennifer could hardly wait to come back and explore it more
thoroughly.


 “Let’s go
home. We need to bring our fathers back tomorrow.”


Collin nodded
his head in agreement. This was far better than anything he had expected to
find. Now they would have to show it to their fathers and then talk the
villagers into coming. That would be the hard part.


The two began
making their way back across the cavern. They had made the right decision in
coming here to search the old mines. Collin was sure both of their sets of
parents wouldn’t be happy when they found out the danger they had placed
themselves in. But considering what they had found, Collin was certain they
would be forgiven.


At the entrance
to the cavern, Jennifer stopped and gazed back into the darkness. “It’s hard to
believe this has been here all the time. Who knows what we might discover
inside.”


“We will have
time to explore later,” replied Collin, reaching out and taking Jennifer’s
hand. “For now we had better go back home. We don’t want Jason giving my dad
that note.”


The two continued
walking back toward the entrance holding hands. They would return tomorrow with
their fathers and explore some more. 


Jennifer felt
immensely relieved. With what they had just discovered, they might be able to
survive the dragons. She glanced over at Collin and hoped they would be able to
survive. Someday, she wanted to build a life with Collin and have his children.
This cavern might just allow that to happen. Their future had just become a
little bit brighter. 


-


Back at the
main mine, Gilmreth settled down to sleep, his stomach still aching with
hunger. It was all the dragon could do not to take to the air and find the two
humans he knew were still in the vicinity. The humans and their horses would
make for a good feeding. But for now, Gilmreth knew he had to keep his existence
a secret. In time, the other dragons and the humans would learn of his
presence. Then he would be able to feed and finally eliminate the blazing
hunger that constantly burned within.











Chapter Five


 


Andrew, Collin,
Anson, and Jennifer stood in the large cavern inside the mine. Andrew and Anson
stared in astonishment at what they were seeing. When the kids had told them
the day before what they had found, they had found it hard to believe. They
were in what was obviously a natural cavern that humans had expanded and lived
in for quite some time, as evidenced by the buildings on one side.


“We never
suspected this was here,” Andrew spoke softly into the silence, his eyes looking
around the dimly lit cavern. “This is where our ancestors lived during the
war.”


“They must have
lived here for months; possibly years,” added Anson, walking over and examining
what was obviously an ancient stone oven used for baking.


“This cavern
must be nearly eight hundred feet long,” commented Andrew, peering toward the
far end. He had brought several large lanterns, and they had placed them strategically
throughout the cavern to furnish a dim light. “It looks as if it’s about three
hundred feet wide or more.”


“There are two
smaller tunnels at the far end,” Collin spoke from where he was standing next
to Jennifer. “We could hear water dripping in one of them when we were here
yesterday.”


“If we have a
source of fresh water, this cavern could be a life saver,” commented Anson,
walking back over to the other three. “We could build some pens on the far side
for the animals, and rebuild those old buildings to live in.”


“How long would
we have to stay here?” asked Jennifer, looking inquisitively at her father. It
was just beginning to dawn on her that this cavern could be her home for quite
some time. 


“I don’t know,”
her father replied with a sigh, looking over at Andrew. “The dragons won’t
leave until they get hungry. That will be what drives them away.”


“It could take awhile,”
Andrew said to Jennifer. “We have no idea how long a dragon can go before it
must feed again.”


“Dragons are
supposed to be immortal,” Collin added in a steady voice. “They may grow hungry
and weak, but they will not die. They will stay until hunger forces them to
look for food elsewhere.” 


“But that might
take a long time,” Jennifer said in a concerned voice. “We could be talking
about staying in this cavern for months! Will the village people be willing to
do that?”


“Perhaps
longer,” responded Collin, putting his hand on Jennifer’s shoulder and
squeezing gently. “The dragons might return to our valley several times to make
sure there’s no food. At least here we would be safe.”


“I’m sure some
of the village people and farmers will listen,” Anson spoke, thoughtfully. This
cavern would obviously offer some much needed protection from the dragons. “It
will be much safer in here than out there.”


“That’s what we
want,” responded Jennifer, looking at Collin who smiled back reassuringly. “A
safe place from the dragons.”


“We don’t know
how long it might take before they leave and don’t come back,” added Andrew, looking
at Jennifer and Collin. He knew living in this cavern would be difficult. “We
will just have to prepare for the worst. Anson, I’m going to take Collin and
explore that tunnel where the kids heard water dripping. If we can find that
water source it would be a big help.”


“Jennifer and I
will check those old buildings out,” Anson replied with a nod. “I’m curious to
see if there is anything still in them.”


Jennifer and
her father walked over to the nearest building. Jennifer buttoned her jacket up
as they walked. It was cool in the cavern. Not cold, but definitely cool enough
for a light jacket. She wondered if they would be able to build fires inside
the cavern to stay warm. If they did, where would the smoke go? They would also
have to bring in a lot of wood. That would mean venturing out of the safety of
the cavern periodically.


“Collin and you
shouldn’t have come in here yesterday,” her father said in a slightly scolding
voice. “Anything could have been in here. You could have gotten hurt.”


“I know,” replied
Jennifer, lowering her head. She didn’t like to upset her father. “But we had
to find a place that was safe from the dragons. No one would listen to us when
we suggested these mines.”


“You did that, and
I recall you mentioning the mines to me. I should have listened, but Collin or
you could have been seriously hurt exploring these old mines. I want you to
promise me you will never do something like this again.”


Jennifer nodded
her head. Her father was right. That one tunnel had been extremely dangerous
where she had dislodged the dirt and stones. Then there was that larger mine where
the horses had been frightened. She still wondered what had alarmed the horses
so badly. 


They reached
the first building and Anson pushed open the door. It was about four hundred
square feet. The door creaked open, and Anson stepped inside as the light from
his lantern lit up the interior.


The room was
empty. Several closed doors led to other rooms, but Anson was afraid to go in
much farther. As old as this structure was, he suspected it wouldn’t take much
to cause it to come tumbling down.


“This looks
like where a family might have lived,” Jennifer remarked from where she was
standing just behind her father. She could well imagine a small family living
in this cabin. Living here day after day and night after night waiting until it
was safe to go back outside. Waiting for the Worldfire to end. “I bet all these
small buildings are the homes of our ancestors.”


“You’re
probably right,” replied her father, turning and gesturing for Jennifer to go
back outside.


For the next
thirty minutes, they explored the various structures and other artifacts inside
the cavern. They found more stone ovens and numerous other items. Many of these
were mystifying, as they didn’t know what they could have been used for. It was
also obvious that most of the things that could be used for setting up a
settlement, such as their village, had been removed.


“We have to
start bringing food in here,” Anson remarked as he gazed around the cavern
trying to judge what all needed to be done to make it livable for a large group
of people. “We need to go to the general store and see what supplies we can
bring to the cavern. A lot of work will have to be done before we can live
here.”


“How will we
ever get enough food and supplies for twelve hundred people?” asked Jenifer with
a bewildered look upon her face. “There’s not that much food left in the entire
village.” She was just now beginning to realize everything involved in moving
the village people and farmers into the cavern.


“I don’t know,”
her father replied, taking a deep breath. He knew that food was going to be a
problem. “I strongly suspect that many people won’t come here. If we can get a
few hundred, we will be lucky. Most will elect to try to sit the dragons out in
their root cellars or homes. Some of the people in the village just don’t
realize how powerful and dangerous the dragons are.”


“I didn’t think
about that,” replied Jennifer, realizing her father was probably correct. 


In the distance,
they saw Collin and Andrew come out of the tunnel they had been exploring.
Collin waved at Jennifer and had a big smile on his face. In just a few minutes,
the four were back together again.


“We have a good
water source,” spoke Andrew, grinning. “There’s a large pool of water several
hundred yards inside the tunnel and it’s good, fresh water. We sampled it, and
it’s the best water I’ve ever tasted.”


“It gets cooler
the farther into the mine you go,” Collin informed Jennifer as he walked over
to stand next to her. He put his arm around her waist pulling her close. “It’s
a good thing we brought some light jackets.”


“We’lll get use
to it,” replied Jennifer, trying to sound calm. Sometimes Collin’s open showing
of affection such as right now embarrassed her. She enjoyed the feel of
Collin’s arm around her waist and it didn’t seem to bother her father. Collin
made her feel secure and safe. “Our ancestors did.”


“Then we need
to talk to the villagers and the other farmers,” responded Anson, wondering how
many of them would listen. “We must convince them to help us stock supplies in
this cavern for when we need them.”


“That might be
the hard part,” Andrew replied with a frustrated look on his face. “I don’t think
anyone will be willing to turn over any of their supplies to put in this
cavern. With the farmers refusing to work their fields because of the dragons,
we were going to be short on food this winter anyway. Because of the stock the
dragons have killed there may not be enough meat, either.”


Anson was
silent as he realized that Andrew was probably right. The cavern might be safe
from the dragons, but the human population might be in danger of starving no
matter what they did.


“We have to
try,” he said finally. “Those that want to come here for safety will have to
bring supplies with them. When we get back to the village, I suggest we began
spreading the word about the cavern.”


“At least that
way we will know how many are interested,” replied Andrew, nodding his head in
agreement.


“We need to do
this quickly,” stated Collin, looking at the two older men. “We don’t know how
much longer we have until the dragons start hunting people. It could be any day
now.”


“Collin’s
right,” Andrew said with anxiety in his voice. “We need to get people moving
into this cavern immediately.”


“Then we better
go and talk to them,” Anson responded. He knew they were right. The dragons
could start feeding on people any day. At some point, it might become too
dangerous to try to move to the cavern.


A few minutes later,
the four exited the mine and stood outside in the daylight. There was not a
cloud in the sky. 


-


Fireheart and
Braxam were out hunting. They glided low over the meadows, searching for food
animals. After each successful hunt, the number of animals available for food
grew less and less. This isolated valley had furnished the best hunting they
had found in years. Soon they would have to decide on whether to risk feeding
on the humans or leaving the valley and searching elsewhere. Braxam would
rather leave. He did not feel it was right to feed on the humans in this
valley.


The two dragons
spotted a small herd of sheep and instantly dove down, sinking their razor
sharp talons into their victims. The sheep died instantly as their vital organs
were crushed by the dragon’s deadly talons. Satisfied with their kills, the two
dragons folded their wings around the dead sheep and began to feed. 


Fireheart was
the first to sense that something was wrong. Once the dragon was finished feeding,
he raised his head up and peered around sharply with his eyes. Moments later,
Braxam did the same. There was a strange scent in the air, a dangerous scent. Something
else had been hunting here during the night. As the two gazed around the
meadow, the smell seemed to strike a hauntingly familiar memory. It was
familiar, but they had not smelled it in many years. The two dragons looked at
each other with alarm. Gilmreth! The scent was Gilmreth’s!


The two dragons
knew fear, for Gilmreth was dangerous. Twice on their long searches for food,
they had found the broken, emaciated bodies of other dragons. On both of the carcasses,
they had detected the scent of Gilmreth. Both dragons took quickly to the air; it
was time to leave this valley. It was too dangerous to hunt here any longer.


High up in the sky,
Gilmreth had been watching the other two dragons. In anticipation of an
intense, satisfying feeding, he began his dive with talons outstretched.
Fireheart would be his first victim.


The first
warning the other two dragons had was when Gilmreth struck Fireheart on his
back, driving the dragon back down toward the ground. Fireheart screamed in
pain as Gilmreth’s talons tore through his skin. Braxam turned and fled toward
the south; the dragon knew he had to put as much distance as he could between
him and Gilmreth. He felt sad at leaving Fireheart, but to stay was certain death.



-


Anson and
Jennifer were in the blacksmith shop talking to Andrew and Collin when Jason
came running in. He was out of breath and excited. “Dragons! There are three of
them, and two of them are fighting!”


“What?” gasped Collin,
staring at Jason in confusion. “What do you mean there are three of them?”


“Come outside
and look! They are fighting just south of the village!”


They all
hurried outside and looked south. Other people were also rushing outside and
looking in that direction. 


Jennifer felt
her blood run cold at the sight she beheld. Two of the dragons were locked in
deadly combat. The third seemed to be flying away.


“Where did the
third dragon come from?” Anson asked with wide eyes, staring in disbelief at
the dragons. 


“The new one is
really big,” said Jason breathlessly, his eyes focused on the dragons. “He’s
much bigger than either of the other two!”


Anson peered
sharply at the dragons. Jason was right. The new one was much bigger. “This might
be bad,” he said as he watched the two battling dragons. The larger one struck
the red one in the wing, and the two vanished behind a small hill as the
smaller one fell toward the ground. 


“Why are they
fighting?” asked Jennifer, trying to understand what was going on. She couldn’t
see the two dragons now.


“For food,”
Collin said simply, moving closer to Jennifer. “The third dragon found our
valley and now he wants the food here. He is fighting the other two over it.”


“I’m afraid
Collin’s right,” Andrew spoke with a deeply worried look upon his face. “It
might be time for us to move to the cavern. I don’t think it’s going to be safe
here much longer.”


-


Gilmreth drove
Fireheart into the ground, his talons ripping at the red dragon’s skin.
Fireheart roared his pain and defiance again and again as he tried to break
loose from Gilmreth’s death grip. For a moment, Fireheart managed to break free
and struggled to take to the air. He had to escape. He tried to turn to follow
Braxam.


Instantly
Gilmreth was on him, tearing a deep gash in one of Fireheart’s wings. Fireheart
turned and struck at Gilmreth. Gilmreth had been waiting for this opening. With
a fatal swipe of one of his talons, he tore Fireheart’s chest wide open.
Fireheart screamed one last defiant roar as Gilmreth’s talon grasped his still
beating heart and pulled it from the dragon’s chest. Fireheart collapsed to the
ground, dying. Gilmreth landed next to Fireheart, folded his massive wings around
Fireheart’s body, and began to feed. 


-


“I don’t see
them,” complained Jason, looking to the south. “Where did they go?”


“I think the
new one killed the red one,” Collin stated, taking a deep breath. The dragons
were still behind the small hill and out of sight.


“I thought
dragons were immortal and couldn’t be killed?” spoke Jennifer, seeing her
mother and Clara step out of the blacksmith shop. They must have heard all the
noise and come outside to see what was going on. 


“They are,” replied
Collin, recalling what he had read about the dragons. “At least I think they
are. I don’t think we could kill one, but another dragon obviously can.”


“So the red
one’s dead?” asked Jason, finding it hard to believe. “The big one killed the
other one?”


“We don’t know
for sure,” answered Andrew, looking over at Anson. “But it sure looks that way.”


-


Gilmreth
finished feeding on Fireheart. For the first time in years, his burning hunger
was nearly quenched. He looked off in the direction Braxam had fled. For a
brief moment, Gilmreth contemplated going after the other dragon. However, the
abundance of food here in this valley held him particularly the presence of humans.



When it was
time for him to feed again, the humans in this valley would know the wrath of
Gilmreth. With a powerful beat of his wings, Gilmreth took to the air and flew
back to the north. He would wait a few days in his new lair and then return to
begin feeding on the humans. The humans would last him for a good number of
years.


-


“The new dragon
is flying off to the north,” Collin said as the dragon passed over the village.



With a sudden
chill, he realized what the horses had been afraid of at the mines a few days
back. This new dragon must have been inside one of the larger mine shafts. If its
lair was at the old northern mines, how would that affect their plan of using
the old mine cavern for a refuge? He would have to warn his father and Anson
about that. 


Anson noticed a
lot of the men who had been watching the dragons from the street were now heading
toward the tavern. It might not be a bad idea to follow them and see what they
thought about this new situation.


“Jennifer, why
don’t you and Collin explain to your mothers what just happened? I think Andrew
and I need to go to the tavern and talk to the other men.”


“Can I go?” asked
Jason, pleadingly. His eyes wide and full of curiosity about what the men were
going to talk about.


“No, Jason,”
Andrew replied firmly, looking at his youngest son. “You’re not old enough to
go inside the tavern.” 


Jason looked
crestfallen and went over to stand by his mother. 


Collin and
Jennifer walked over to their mothers and began explaining to them what had
just transpired. Anson and Andrew began walking toward the tavern. 


-


Anson and
Andrew entered the tavern noticing over a dozen men sitting around one long
table, talking excitedly. The barmaid was setting large mugs of ale in front of
them. Seeing Anson and Andrew come in, several of the men motioned for them to
come over and join the group.


“It’s over!”
one of the men stated with a wide smile on his face. “The red dragon is dead,
and the brown one flew away to the south. I don’t think it’s coming back. The
new dragon saved us.” He took a deep drink of his ale and leaned back in his
chair.


“Yes,” spoke another,
nodding his head in agreement. “We can start working our fields, and we still
have time to get a fall crop planted before the weather turns cold. I’m going
to turn my stock back out into the meadows in the morning.”


Anson was quiet
for a moment. Didn’t these men realize what had just happened? “Why do you
think it’s safe?”


Several of the
men looked at Anson, surprised by his comment. “Why wouldn’t it be?” one of
them asked.


“The new dragon
is why,” spoke Andrew looking at the men. “Why do you think the new dragon killed
the red one and drove the other one off?”


“I don’t know,”
the man who had spoken earlier replied, his eyes narrowing. “But you saw the
brown one fly off and the new one leave, flying to the north.”


“The brown one
is probably gone,” said Anson, agreeing with that assumption. “But the big one
will be back. Don’t you men realize the fight between the dragons was probably
about food? The new dragon won. He will be the one preying on our stock now.”


“He’s also
larger than either of the other two dragons; much larger! Which means he is probably
much more dangerous,” added Andrew.


The men were
suddenly quiet and looked quite somber. Their celebration had been cut short.
They realized now that they hadn’t actually thought about the consequences.
Their elation about the dragon danger being over had now been dashed.


“What do we do
now?” one of them finally asked.


Anson and
Andrew looked at each other and then began telling the men about the cavern at
the northern mines. However, both men felt apprehensive. The new dragon had
flown off toward the north. Could one of the northern mines be the dragon’s
lair?











Chapter Six


 


For the next
two days, Anson and Andrew met with many of the village people and local
farmers. They described in detail the cavern they had found in the old mine.
While many agreed that it sounded safer, they were hesitant about leaving their
homes. Anson and Andrew both tried to stress just how dangerous the new dragon
might be. Many of the people they talked to just didn’t want to leave the
comfort of their homes. Besides, they reminded Anson and Andrew, the dragons
had never attacked the village. Why would this new dragon do so?


“What do we do
if they won’t go to the cavern?” asked Andrew, feeling flustered at the
resistance so many were voicing toward going to a safe refuge. “I thought people
with children would be more interested. Their families would be safe in the
cavern.”


“I think many
are not sure if this new dragon is a threat or if it will even return,” replied
Anson, staring out the large double doors of the blacksmith shop. He felt
frustrated by the people’s refusal to move to the cavern. 


More villagers than
usual were out today; it was as if they felt the danger was gone. He could hear
people in the street laughing and talking as if there was no danger at all. They
were going about their normal business as if nothing was out of the ordinary.
There was almost a festive air in the village. 


“Only
twenty-six families have agreed to move to the cavern and bring supplies,”
continued Andrew, wishing it had been more. “That’s not a lot out of twelve
hundred people.”


“They may think
differently when the new dragon attacks,” Anson replied with a deep sigh. It
was mid afternoon, and it was starting to get warm. Anson wondered why people
wouldn’t listen to reason.


“I wonder when
that will be?” asked Andrew, coming to stand next to Anson and gazing outside. He
didn’t want to think about the new dragon attacking the village. But that could
happen and very soon. 


Business had
been slow for days. Very few people had brought anything to the blacksmith shop
to be repaired. With farmers not working their fields, there had been no plows
to repair or horses to shoe. Andrew wondered if the villagers suspected the
danger wasn’t over, but were just unwilling to accept it.


“If we are
correct and this new dragon killed the red one and drove the brown one off to
secure this valley as its personal hunting ground, then tomorrow or the next
day the dragon should return to feed,” Anson spoke worriedly, turning to face
Andrew. 


“We know the
dragon is using the big hill to the northwest as its lair,” added Andrew, seeing
several people go into the general store and then turn around and come back out
empty handed, looking aggravated. “From what Collin and Jennifer have said it’s
the only one with an intact mine entrance large enough to accommodate the
dragon.”


“That puts it
two miles from the northeast hill, the one where the cavern is located,” commented
Anson, uneasily. “That could be a problem.”


“How do we move
everything to the cavern without attracting the dragon’s attention?” asked
Andrew. Being so close to the dragon could be dangerous if they had to venture
outside of the mine. 


“I think we
need to spread the word to everyone to sleep in their root cellars the next few
nights, particularly those that agree with us.”


 “Some will
listen,” Andrew replied. “But I fear that most will not. There are also a lot
of families in the village that don’t have large root cellars.”


Anson nodded
his head in agreement. He just hoped that when the dragon fed that it did so on
the few cattle and sheep remaining in the meadows and not on people. 


“After the new
dragon returns and feeds, then we need to move everyone to the cavern. We
should have two days at least before the dragon rises to feed again.” 


-


Jennifer was
inside the house with Collin, Jason, and Marten. She could smell the
tantalizing aroma of freshly baked bread coming from the kitchen. Her mother
and Clara were discussing the current situation in quiet tones.


“What do you
think the new dragon will do, Collin?’ Marten asked with a curious look on his
face. “Will it come to eat more of our cattle and sheep?”


“It’s going to
eat us!” Jason interrupted with worry in his voice. “The cattle and sheep are
nearly gone. Soon all that will be left will be people. That’s why the new
dragon has come. It wants to eat us!”


“It’s not
really going to eat us, is it?” asked Marten, looking uneasily at Jennifer. “It
only wants our animals.”


Collin was
sitting next to Jennifer. He looked at the two younger boys. Both were
obviously terribly worried about this new dragon, particularly since it was
bigger and had killed the red one. 


“We don’t know
what the dragon is going to do,” replied Collin, trying to sound calm. He
didn’t want to frighten the two any more than they already were. “That’s why we’re
planning on moving into the big cavern we found in the old mine. We will be
safe there from the dragon.”


“When are we
going?” Jason asked excitedly. He had heard Collin and his father talking about
the cavern. It sounded like a neat place to explore. He wondered if he could
talk Marten into exploring it with him.


“In the next
few days,” replied Jennifer, glancing over at Collin. 


That was one of
the reasons they were in the village today. They had loaded up the wagon with
all the supplies they could find at the general store. Most of its shelves were
now empty. Her mother and Clara were busy baking bread and other food to take
to the cavern with them.


“Do we really
have to sleep in the root cellar tonight?” Jason grumbled, not happy about the
prospect. The beds in the root cellar were extremely uncomfortable and lumpy.


“Just to be on
the safe side,” Jennifer said with a reassuring smile. “Look at it as an
adventure; something new. We will be doing the same thing at our house.”


“Yeah, we’ll
all smell like onions tomorrow,” Jason mumbled quietly. There were a lot of
onions and other vegetables hanging in the root cellar.


-


It was late at
night. The moon had just risen in the east, casting its pale radiance on the
quiet countryside. Inside the northern mine shaft, Gilmreth stirred. The dragon
preferred to do his hunting at night. His eyes could see very well in the dark,
and it gave him a distinct advantage when he was hunting. Tonight, Gilmreth was
not hunting cattle or sheep. Tonight Gilmreth would feed on the humans of this
valley. 


With a mighty
beat of his powerful wings, Gilmreth rose into the air and let loose a torrent
of dragon fire, signaling his appearance. His dark gray skin rippled as his
muscles flexed. His long tail with its twin red barbs was poised ready to
strike. After feeding on Fireheart, Gilmreth had returned to a measure of his
former powerful self. 


Rising high up
in the air, Gilmreth turned and flew in a southerly direction. Even from this distance,
he could see the human village. It was quiet and peaceful, unsuspecting of the
horror that was about to descend upon it. 


-


Jennifer awoke
from her sleep, feeling as if something was terribly wrong. She rose from her
bed and walked barefooted across the cool stone floor of the root cellar. She
was careful not to awaken her parents or Marten. She opened the heavy wooden
door and climbed the steps until she was standing outside. She looked around,
but everything seemed normal. There were no lights, the moon was just rising,
and she could hear the small calf bawling down in the barn. It must be hungry,
she thought. Perhaps she should go down and give it some hay so it would quiet
down. 


For some
reason, her eyes were drawn upward, and she was startled to see a massive shape
flying high overhead. It was the dragon! She felt a cold chill wash over her.
The dragon wasn’t going toward the meadows, it was headed directly for the
village.


“What is it?”
her father asked from her side. 


Jennifer jumped.
She hadn’t known that her father had followed her. He must have heard her open
the root cellar door. “It’s the dragon. I just saw it. It’s flying toward the
village!”


“The dragon?”
spoke Anson growing worried and turning to look toward the village. His eyes
weren’t as good as Jennifer’s were. “Are you sure?”


“Yes,” she
replied, looking toward the village and straining her eyes as she searched for
any sign of the dragon.


Both stood in
silence as they gazed toward the sleeping village, wondering what horror the
dragon was bringing. 


-


Gilmreth
reached the village and flew several slow circles around his unsuspecting
target. His aching hunger was urging him to attack now and gorge himself on the
life-force of the humans down below. It was all Gilmreth could do to resist that
powerful urge. Gilmreth examined the village carefully before choosing his
target. He would feed well tonight. 


With a
monstrous roar, Gilmreth landed in the village. There was a small family
dwelling in front of him. Without hesitation, Gilmreth let loose a torrent of
orange-red dragon fire, striking the structure. 


Flame licked
hungrily at the wood and soon the house was aflame. Startled screams and yells
from human voices inside indicated that the occupants had become aware of the
fire. In other nearby homes, human voices were audible as they called out to
one another. All wondered one thing; what was going on?


Gilmreth
waited, he knew the humans would try to escape the fire. When they did, he
would feed.


The door to the
burning house flew open, and a mother and father appeared. The mother was
carrying her infant son. To Gilmreth, age made no difference. He struck quickly
and with precision, separating the male from the female. The man screamed in
shock as Gilmreth folded his wings around him and began to feed. The man’s
screams were quickly cut off as Gilmreth drained the blood from the man’s body
and then proceeded to feed on the carcass. The tantalizing taste of human blood
and flesh reinvigorated the dragon. Humans had always been Gilmreth’s favorite
food source. 


The man’s wife
ran away toward their neighbors in sheer panic, trying to save her infant
child. The door to her neighbor’s house opened, and she darted inside. It
quickly slammed shut.


Gilmreth
finished feeding and took back to the air. He watched and waited. Other humans
came out and ran toward the burning house. Gilmreth could hear them calling out
to one another trying to find out what was happening. Gilmreth darted down and
grabbed a large man with his talons, then he settled down to feed once more.


-


Andrew hurried
up the stairs of his root cellar. He could hear a loud commotion outside.


“What’s going
on?” Clara called after him. 


“I don’t know!”
responded Andrew, hoping it wasn’t the dragon. “But I want all of you to stay
in the root cellar.”


Andrew reached
the top and pushed open the heavy wood door, which protected the entrance. Stepping
outside, he could see a flickering red glow from the northern side of the
village. A house must be on fire, he realized. It was then that he heard a
monstrous roar and the loud screams. 


The dragon, he
realized with a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach. The dragon is
here! For several long minutes, Andrew stood still, gazing toward the north. He
felt as if he needed to go and help his fellow villagers. But what could he do?
They had nothing that could kill or even threaten the dragon. They were
powerless to stop this evil creature from doing whatever it wanted.


With a deep
sadness, Andrew turned and descended back into the safety of the root cellar,
shutting and securing the door firmly behind him. At the bottom, he shut and
locked the other large wooden door. He would sleep little tonight. 


“It’s the
dragon, isn’t it?” Collin stated from where he was standing in the dim light, watching
his father. Collin had lit a candle so he could see what was going on. “It’s
come for us.”


“Yes, it’s
here,” replied Andrew in an unsteady voice. “One of the houses on the northern
side of the village is on fire. Probably from the dragon.”


“It’s going to
get us,” cried Jason with tears forming in his eyes. He was sitting up in his
bed, his eyes wide open. 


Clara walked
over and sat down next to Jason, pulling him into her arms. The thirteen year
old was shaking in fear.


“The dragon’s
not going to get you,” Clara said, soothingly. “We won’t let it.” She looked
over at her husband, wanting him to agree with her.


“We should be
safe enough in the root cellar for tonight,” replied Andrew, watching his
family. At least he hoped they would be. “Tomorrow we will start our move to
the cavern. We can’t wait any longer.”


From above,
they could hear the dragon’s relentless roar in addition to the frightened
screams and voices of the village people in the area of the dragon. They sat
down on their beds and listened. They hoped and prayed that the screaming would
stop shortly.


Clara held
Jason, who was sobbing quietly. She rocked her son gently, knowing he was
deeply terrified. She was also.


-


Gilmreth
continued to feed on the frightened humans of the village. Ten times now he had
descended on helpless humans who had ventured outside to see what was going on.
Gilmreth’s unrelenting hunger began to fade. After draining the lifeblood out
of his current victim, the dragon took back to the air. With a loud roar and a powerful
jet of dragon fire, Gilmreth turned toward the north and his waiting lair. His
hunger for now was abated.


The humans knew
he would come for them again. But it would do them no good. There was nowhere
they could go to hide. They would serve as his food source for many months,
keeping his driving hunger at bay.


-


Down in the
root cellar, Andrew heard the village begin to quiet down. Only a few shouts
and nervous voices could be heard outside. 


“The dragon’s
gone,” said Collin, looking over at his father. His mother was still holding
Jason. “I don’t hear it anymore.”


“I think you’re
right,” replied his father, hoping it was true. 


After a few
more minutes, Collin and Andrew opened the two wooden doors to the root cellar
and stepped outside into the cool night air. The acrid smell of smoke was in
the air, mixed with something else. Dragon fire, Andrew realized as he broke
into a fit of coughing.


“That’s the
fire from the dragon we smell, isn’t it?” asked Collin, trying not to gag.


“Yes,” his
father answered in between coughs. “Let’s go and see if we can help. The
dragon’s gone and won’t be returning tonight.” 


The two then
hurried toward the still burning fire. They would help their neighbors as much
as they could. Andrew would also use the current frightening attack by the
dragon to try to persuade a few more to vacate the village and to go to the
safety of the cavern. After tonight, Andrew suspected that many more would be
open to that suggestion.


-


Gilmreth
returned to his lair in the large mine and lay down to rest. For once, the
aching hunger was nearly quenched. Gilmreth was extremely satisfied with his
feeding. There were no humans of power in this valley. It had been centuries
since he had found one. There were enough humans here to feed him for a very
long time. A few moments later, and the dragon had fallen into a deep,
contented sleep.


-


“Do you think
Collin’s family is okay?” Jennifer asked worriedly, looking toward the village.



Jennifer and
Anson had both seen the dragon fly overhead as it flew back to its lair after
leaving the village. Even in the moonlight, the dragon was a frightening sight.


“Their root
cellar is very well built,” replied her father, placing his hand on Jennifer’s
shoulder and squeezing gently. “They should be safe, but I don’t know about the
rest of the village. As soon as the sun comes up we’d better go and see what
happened.”


Jennifer could
see a red glow on the outskirts of the village. Something was burning. She
hoped Collin and his family were okay. Jennifer knew she wouldn’t sleep much
the rest of the night until she knew Collin and his family were safe.


After a few
more minutes, they went back down into the root cellar, shutting the doors
behind them. As Jennifer lay back down, she knew that tonight would be the last
night in the root cellar. Tomorrow they would move to the cavern. They would
return to the very location that their ancestors had fled to during the ancient
war. It would now be their protection from the dragon.











Chapter Seven


 


It was early the
next morning. Jennifer and her father were standing in front of the burnt out
house where the dragon had struck the night before. Collin and his father were
with them.


“It was
horrible,” said Collin, shaking his head, recalling the horror that had
occurred here. “We could hear the dragon and people screaming.”


“There was
nothing we could do,” Andrew said, his eyes focused on the ruins of the house.
Even now, nearly twelve hours later, the acrid smell of dragon fire was still
in the air. The house was still smoldering in places.


“At least you
weren’t hurt,” replied Anson, looking around. Many people were walking around
still in shock over the terrifying events.


“We need to get
people moving to the cavern immediately,” spoke Andrew, knowing they only had a
few days before the dragon returned to feed again. “The dragon will be
returning, and this one is feeding on people. This won’t be the last house he
destroys.”


“How many
people did we lose last night?” asked Anson, looking at Andrew and fearing the
answer. All the work that had been put into building this community and now the
dragon was threatening to destroy everything. 


Andrew looked
down toward the ground. It was covered in a thin layer of blackened ashes. It
was a stark reminder of the terrible events that had occurred during the night.



“Eleven, at the
last count. We lost eleven. This new dragon is dangerous and deadly. We have to
get to the cavern!” Andrew kicked the ground angrily, watching the ashes fly
up. 


“Surely the
people will listen to us now,” Collin said not wanting to experience another
night like the previous one. 


He would have
nightmares for weeks from the horrible sounds he had heard. The human screams
and the roar of the dragon as it hunted was something Collin would never
forget. Those sounds would haunt him for a long time. He hoped Jennifer would never
have to hear or experience such horror. 


“They should,”
Anson replied with a heavy sigh. Eleven people had died, but he knew it could
have been much worse.


“They have seen
what this new dragon can do,” Collin said in an even voice. “How can they not
see that the cavern will be so much safer?”


“It’s
terrible,” said Jennifer, still finding it hard to believe what the dragon had
done. There were tears in her eyes as she realized what the dragons had taken
from them. First Brendon, and now eleven more. “So many people in one night.”
Everywhere Jennifer looked she saw frightened faces on the people who were
standing around talking.


“Let’s spend
the next few hours spreading the word,” said Anson, deciding quickly that they needed
to get busy.


“The sooner,
the better,” Collin responded in agreement. “We have to make sure the people
understand the danger they’re in if they remain in the village.”


 “All four of
us will spread out through the village and try to get the people moving,” Anson
continued. “We can take one group late this afternoon, and two more tomorrow.
After that, it will be too dangerous. It will be nearing time for the dragon to
feed again, and we don’t want to be caught out in the open.”


“We don’t have
enough time to get everyone to the cavern, do we?” spoke Jennifer, fearing the
truth. It would take time to get the cavern ready to hold twelve hundred
people.


Collin looked
over at Jennifer and slowly shook his head. “No, we don’t. But we can take as
many as we can.”


 “We can meet
at the blacksmith shop and leave from there,” added Andrew. “That also means we
will be spending the night in the cavern. I don’t think we can risk coming back
after dark.”


-


Jennifer was
going from home to home, telling the frightened occupants what they intended.
Some felt relieved at the idea of going somewhere safer. Others were still
hesitant, feeling they could hide from the dragon in their root cellars. 


Jennifer tried
to be patient and explain to them that the root cellars wouldn’t be safe. This
new dragon was just too big. But many just scoffed at the idea of the dragon
being able to dig them out of their root cellars. Dragons flew in the air, they
didn’t dig in the ground.


Two hours
later, Jennifer met the others back at the blacksmith shop. There were already
two large wagons out front that Jason and his mother were hastily loading.
Jennifer knew that her mother and Marten were doing the same thing back at
their place.


“We’re going to
the cavern today,” Jason said, excitedly. “Are you going today too, Jennifer?”


“Yes,” she replied,
bending down and helping Jason lift a large basket full of food items. “It will
be safer in the cavern.”


“Dad says it
might be a long time before we come back home.”


“Perhaps,” replied
Jennifer, picking up a small chest and shoving it up on the wagon. She saw
Collin come around the corner of the blacksmith shop carrying a large bundle of
blankets.


“Did you have any
luck getting anyone else to go with us today?” he asked as he walked up and
tossed the bundle up on top of the rapidly filling wagon. Most of the people he
had talked to had been hesitant.


“A few
indicated they would,” replied Jennifer, wishing that more had been willing to
go. “Most still seem undecided. They feel they are safer here in their homes or
their root cellars.”


“The fools,”
muttered Collin, shaking his head in disbelief. “Even after last night, they
don’t understand the danger they’re in.”


“What do you
think the dragon will do?” asked Jennifer, helping Jason lift another crate.
“What will happen to those that stay behind?” She was very concerned that so
many people seemed so uncertain about going to the cavern.


“The dragon’s
going to eat them,” Jason broke in, his voice quivering. “If they stay, he will
eat them all! Just like he did last night!”


Collin and
Jennifer only stared at each other. Both feared deep in their hearts that Jason
was right. To stay in the village was almost certain death. The village had
become the dragon’s personal hunting ground.


-


Jennifer and
her father finally returned home to help load their own supplies in their
wagon. Marten and her mother had already loaded the essentials.


“We will take
the milk cow and the calf with us today,” her father said, looking down toward
the barn where Marten had gone to feed the calf. “The milk cow and the calf are
both tame enough that they should be easy to lead.”


Jennifer nodded
and then went back in to the house and to her room to finish packing. She
looked around her room, knowing it would be a while before she slept here again.
The comfortable bed, her mirror, all the things that made her room what it was
would have to be left behind. With a heavy sigh, she opened a large wood trunk that
was setting next to her dresser. She emptied its contents out on the bed. 


Going through
her clothes, she carefully chose what she thought she would need. It was cooler
in the cavern, so she picked clothes that were heavier and warmer. When the trunk
was nearly full, she carefully placed a heavy quilt on top that she had
inherited from her grandmother and a comfortable pillow. She also added several
hairbrushes and some ribbons for her hair. Then she went to find Marten to have
him help her load the trunk up on the wagon.


-


It was late
afternoon when they were finally ready to leave. They climbed aboard the wagon
and were soon heading down the dusty road to meet up with the others. The small
calf and milk cow following closely behind on lead ropes. 


When they
reached the main road, they could see dust in the air from other wagons coming
from the village and surrounding farms. A few minutes later, the wagons came
into sight.


“Not as many as
I had hoped,” Anson spoke with a heavy sigh. From what he could see, there were
only about twenty wagons with Andrew.


“Maybe more
will come tomorrow,” Carolyn said as she tried to count the wagons. “At least
some have come.”


Collin rode up,
leading two saddled horses. “Jennifer, Marten; do you want to ride the horses?”


“Yes!” Marten
spoke in a loud, pleased voice, his eyes lighting up. 


He quickly
jumped off the wagon and climbed up on the horse that Collin indicated. This
was one of the horses that Collin had allowed him to ride in the past.


“Be careful,
Marten,” Carolyn spoke, watching her son. He wasn’t that experienced on a
horse. It made her nervous watching him sitting on such a large animal.


“He’ll be
fine,” Collin said with a reassuring smile. “He’s ridden this horse before, and
it’s easy to handle.”


“Collin’s
right,” Anson said, reaching out and patting his wife on her leg. “Marten will
be close to us the whole time. There’s nothing to worry about.”


Jennifer
climbed down from the wagon and took the reins for the other horse from Collin.
She placed her left foot in the stirrup and pulled herself up. She settled down
in the saddle and glanced over at Collin, who was smiling. At least this way
they could talk as they rode.


Anson pulled
out on the main road in front of the first wagon, with Jennifer and Collin
taking the lead. Marten decided to ride behind the wagon where he could keep a
careful watch on the small calf.


“We’re on our
way,” said Collin, reaching over and taking Jennifer’s hand. They were riding
very close together.


Jennifer gave
Collin’s hand a reassuring squeeze and then put her hand back on the reins. “I
just hope more people come tomorrow.”


“A number
indicated they would,” replied Collin, recalling what some of the village
people had told his father. “Some of them, particularly the farmers, have a lot
they need to load.”


“I can
understand that,” Jennifer replied, she was just glad that Collin’s family
would be staying in the cavern tonight. “We have to return home tomorrow to
load up a lot of the food that’s in the root cellar.”


“Yes,” replied Collin,
looking ahead to the two large hills. “Several of the others have indicated
that they need to do the same. We will also need to bring some feed for the
animals we’re taking with us.”


“We have a lot
of work to do,” Jennifer spoke. 


“Maybe it’s
best this way,” continued Collin, looking over at Jennifer. He noticed she had
a bright blue ribbon holding her hair in place. Collin knew that blue was
Jennifer’s favorite color. 


“How’s that?” asked
Jennifer, not quite sure what Collin was talking about.


“This group
will help us to figure out what we need to do to make room for everyone else.”


-


It took nearly
four hours to reach the cavern. They had to travel slowly because a number of
the wagons had a few sheep and several cattle trailing behind on lead ropes. 


They finally
made it to the mine entrance, and after a little organizing, moved the wagons
into the cavern to be unloaded. At least for tonight, the people would sleep on
the cavern floor or in their wagons. Later they would look at rebuilding the
small cabins on the near wall to see if they could be made livable again.


Andrew, Anson,
Collin, and Jennifer spent much of their time going from wagon to wagon,
helping the village people and the few farmers get down everything they would
need for the night. It was tiresome work, but necessary. When they were finally
finished, they returned to where their own wagons were waiting.


“Well, this is our
first night in the cavern,” Andrew spoke from where the two families were
sitting around a small campfire. 


The smoke from
the fire was floating upward and disappearing into several small openings in
the ceiling. Andrew suspected these were ventilation shafts left over from when
their ancestors had lived in the cavern.


“We have
seventy-two people in here,” commented Anson, wishing it were more. He looked
around the cavern and could see other families sitting around small campfires,
talking quietly.


“There will be
more tomorrow,” responded Andrew, seeing Anson looking around at the other
families.


“You can only
do so much,” Carolyn said, taking Anson’s hand and squeezing gently. “You and
Andrew have done everything you can to try to talk the village people into
coming to this cavern. It’s a decision they will have to make on their own.”


“Yes, both of
you as well as Collin and Jennifer have tried very hard to make them realize
the danger they’re in,” Clara added. “There’s nothing more that you could have
done.” 


“I think Jennifer
and I should take Marten and Jason to the water source we found,” said Collin, standing
up and stretching. “We will need to bring water for the animals shortly
anyway.”


“That’s a good
idea, Collin,” responded Andrew, nodding his head. “Just be careful and don’t
go any farther than that water source. We know the tunnel is braced solidly all
the way to there, past that is still unknown. It could be quite dangerous.”


“We won’t go
any farther than the water source,” Collin assured his father. 


“We’ll keep a
good eye on the boys,” Jennifer added with a warning glance at Marten. She
didn’t intend to let him go off exploring with Jason.


 They walked
slowly through the cavern and around the other campsites. The cavern was well
lit from all the lanterns and small fires that were burning.


Reaching the
small mineshaft that led deeper into the hill, Collin came to a stop and looked
at the two boys.


“Stay close to
Jennifer and me,” he cautioned the two. “I don’t want either of you wandering
off.”


Jason and
Marten both nodded their heads, their eyes locked on the beckoning mineshaft in
front of them.


“We’ll stay
close,” promised Jason, looking over at Marten.


Collin led the
way into the mineshaft and, after a short walk, the tunnel slowly opened up
into a small cavern.


Jennifer gasped
in wonder at what was in front of her. They were all holding lanterns and the
light lit up the cavern very well. A small pool on one side of the cavern drew her
attention. She could hear running water.


“This is
awesome!” spoke Jason, rushing over to the beckoning pool.


“Don’t fall in!”
warned Jennifer, walking forward quickly. “We don’t know how deep that water
is.” 


Walking over to
the pool, she saw a small stream of water coming out of the wall. It cascaded
down several small rock overhangs like a miniature waterfall and then fell a short
distance to strike the surface of the pool, sending out constant ripples. She
couldn’t tell how deep the water was; her lantern wasn’t bright enough to
penetrate to the bottom.


“I can’t see
how deep it is,” said Marten, looking closely at the water. “Better stay back a
little bit Jason.”


“I think the
excess water is being drained off on the far side,” said Collin, pointing to
one end of the pool, which touched one of the walls. “The overflow is going
down a small hole set in the wall.”


“The ancients
must have built this,” commented Jennifer, bending down and touching the water
with her left hand. It felt cool.


Collin walked
around the outskirts of the pool while the others filled up the buckets they
had brought. He came to a stop at a large tunnel that led deeper into the hill.
This tunnel was larger than the mine entrance. It was over twenty feet high and
at least that wide. He wondered why it was so much larger; there had to be a
reason. When they had time, this tunnel might be worth exploring.


Just as he was
about to go back, he happened to glance down at the floor next to the pool. He
was startled to see what looked like fresh scrape marks in the stone and dirt. The
scrapes looked as if they had only recently been made by something extremely
heavy. It looked as if some large animal had come to drink.  


Collin
hesitated for a moment then, turning, he held his lantern up looking down the large
tunnel but could see nothing except blackness where his light faded out. There
weren’t a lot of large animals about. Matter of fact, he couldn’t recall any
sightings in recent years. All the other large predators had become extinct. He
didn’t know what could have made the marks.


“Is there
something wrong?” asked Jennifer, walking over to him. She had set her bucket
of water down next to where the boys were standing. The two boys were talking
in excited voices as they looked around the small cavern.


“No,” Collin
replied not wanting to worry Jennifer. “Let’s get this water back to the
animals.”


Maybe one of the
other village people had come down to the cavern earlier for water and made the
scrape marks. Yes, Collin thought; that was what the scrape marks had to be. It
was nothing to worry about. Turning back around, he went with Jennifer to the
boys and they were soon on their way back to the main cavern with full buckets
of water for the animals.


-


Deep in the sheltered
darkness of the large tunnel, something moved. It had watched the humans enter
the water cave and then leave. Sensing no danger, it went back to its lair.


-


The next day,
Andrew and Anson made two more trips, bringing in more people and a few more
animals. They had also stopped by their own homes and brought back more
supplies on each trip. Collin and Jennifer had returned with their fathers and
spent the better part of the day loading up their wagons with everything else
that might be needed. No one had any idea how long they might have to stay in
the cavern.


When they
finally returned just before nightfall, there were two hundred and twenty-eight
people in the cavern. Andrew and Anson had hoped for more, but everyone else
was hesitant. They didn’t believe they would be any safer in the cavern than
they were in their own homes or in their root cellars. A number of the older
villagers didn’t want to leave the comfort of their homes for a dark, cold
cave.


“After the next
dragon attack, more will come,” said Collin as they all sat down to eat supper.



“More people are
going to die,” Jennifer spoke with sadness in her voice. “It’s hard telling how
many the dragon will kill in his next attack. Why can’t the people in the
village understand that?”


“People just
don’t want to leave,” her father replied. “They simply don’t believe they are
in danger if they stay in their homes.”


“The dragon is
only a few miles from here, isn’t it?” asked Jason, his eyes looking over at
Collin.


Collin
hesitated for a moment before replying. “Yes, Jason.”


“We’re safe
here in the cavern,” added Jennifer, trying to sound reassuring. “The entrance
is far too small for the dragon to be able to enter; that’s why we came here.”


“Do you think
the dragon will know we’re in this cavern?” asked Marten, looking over at
Collin. He was sitting next to Jason, and both boys were avidly curious about
the dragon.


“I don’t know,”
replied Collin, carefully choosing his words. “We don’t know what the dragon
can sense.”


“When the
dragon does come out in the next day or two, we will remain here in the cavern,”
Anson said, his eyes focusing on the two boys. “We will not give the dragon any
hint that we’re here.”


Carolyn reached
over and took Anson’s hand. Their eyes met and neither had to speak. They both
knew that things in their valley would never be the same again. The new dragon
would make sure of that.


-


Two nights
later, Gilmreth rose from his sleep. The driving hunger was once more burning
inside the dragon. Taking to the air, Gilmreth circled the hill that contained
his lair. His sensitive sense of smell caught the scent of humans in close
proximity as well as smoke. Gilmreth followed the scent and was soon circling
the other large hill. He could see several caves. From one of these came the smell
of a number of humans. Peering closely at the small cave entrance, Gilmreth
knew these humans were beyond his reach. This angered the dragon.


Gilmreth turned
on his wings and flew toward the human village. Tonight the humans would feel
his wrath for trying to escape. The full moon was higher up and, with Gilmreth’s
keen eyesight, everything was plainly visible.


Reaching the
village, Gilmreth descended into its heart with his dragon fire scorching
several of the structures below, causing an inferno to break out. Startled
screams and frightened voices could be heard as Gilmreth landed in the village.
Using more of his dragon fire, Gilmreth caused even more buildings to burst
into flame. Then he let loose a deafening roar of anger. 


In their homes,
the villagers knew the dragon was back. Many families huddled together in fear.
Through their windows, they could see the red, threatening glow of fire. More
homes were burning! A number wished they had heeded Anson and Andrew’s pleas to
go to the safety of the cavern. Now it was too late!


Men and women
ran in panic from the burning structures, only to be quickly caught and killed
by the dragon as his fiery hunger consumed victim after victim. Carefully
searching for more humans, Gilmreth found more hiding in an underground structure,
which he quickly tore open with his powerful talons. Reaching inside, he pulled
the screaming humans out one by one and consumed them. 


Ashes and smoke
spread throughout the village. It became hard to see as people tried to escape
their burning homes. Their eyes burned, and the heat from the raging fires was
nearly unbearable. The acrid stench of dragon fire pervaded the air. Screams
filled the night as frightened villagers tried in vain to flee the hunting
dragon.


After each
kill, Gilmreth would spread his wings around his victims and slowly drain the
blood from their dying bodies, then consume their flesh. After each feeding,
Gilmreth felt his hunger lessen. This drove Gilmreth to kill and kill again.


The fires grew
and ashes floated in the air. The wind was calm, and the smoke hovered over the
village like a blanket. Through the smoke and ashes, the fearsome roar of the
dragon could be heard. Gilmreth was on a rampage as he tried to satisfy his
hunger.


For over two
hours, Gilmreth gorged himself. He knew he was feeding on more humans than he
should, but he couldn’t help it. His anger and burning hunger dictated his
feeding. Finally, feeling satiated, Gilmreth rose and flew back toward the
north. He had fed on over twenty humans and left a large portion of the village
aflame. However, for the first time in years the burning hunger was completely gone.


-


The next day, a
steady stream of people arrived at the cavern. Many were in shock and others in
tears at losing family members. Before the day was done, nearly six hundred additional
people had decided to make the cavern their new home.


“We will need
to send some people back to the village and outlying farms tomorrow to bring in
more food and hay for the animals,” spoke Andrew, gazing across the cavern at
all the people who were now packed inside. A few had already started to work on
the small cabins along the wall.


Most of the
wagons had been unloaded and then taken back outside. Many of the wagons had
arrived crammed full of frightened people and very little else. The horses and
other animals were in rope corrals until something more permanent could be
built. Already groups of young boys were making constant trips to fetch water
for the animals under the careful supervision of Collin.


“Has anyone
seen Marten and Jason recently?” asked Jennifer, noticing that the two boys were
conspicuously absent. She hoped they hadn’t gone off exploring. The two had
already searched nearly every inch of the main cavern seeing what they could
find.


“I think they’re
helping Collin,” her father answered, peering toward the mine entrance that led
to the water source. “They should be back shortly.”


“I hope so,”
replied Jennifer, feeling uneasy. Somehow, she sensed that the two boys were
not carrying water. After a moment, she decided to go to the cavern with the
water source to check.


-


Marten and
Jason had managed to sneak off from the rest of the boys that were carrying
water back to the animals. Each had a small lantern, and they were far down the
large tunnel that led deeper into the hill from the water source.


“Do you think
this is safe?” Jason asked Marten as they went around another corner in the
large tunnel. 


“It seems to be
well braced,” replied Marten, glancing over at the large, sturdy timbers that supported
the ceiling above them. He walked over and rapped his knuckles against the
timber. “See; it didn’t fall over.”


“I should hope
not,” Jason said with relief in his voice. “I don’t think we should be touching
the timbers.”


The boys continued
down the tunnel, not noticing a small cavern off to the side. The creature
inside had been watching the two boys and had decided it was time to make its
presence known. Rising, it moved carefully to the cavern’s exit and moved into
the large tunnel beyond.


Jason heard a
noise behind them and whirled around. His eyes grew wide with fright at what
stood in the center of the tunnel less than fifty feet away in the dim light of
his lantern. It was a dragon! A large white dragon, with its eyes focused on
them.


“Marten, look
behind us!” Jason screamed in fright, holding his lantern up high.


Marten turned
and froze at the sight. For a moment, he felt paralyzed, like prey frozen by
the eyes of a deadly viper. “Don’t move, Jason,” Marten ordered not sure what
to do.


“What are we
going to do, Marten? It’s going to eat us!”


“I’m going to
move over to one side of the tunnel and try to draw its attention. When I do,
run past it and go tell Collin what we found. Don’t stop and don’t look back.”


Fortifying
himself with a deep breath, Marten moved closer to the white dragon and over to
the tunnel wall. The dragon watched him attentively and moved over, coming
closer to Marten. 


“Now Jason!”
Marten screamed.                 


Jason ran past
the dragon and disappeared down the tunnel.


-


Jennifer had
just walked into the small cavern with the water source when Jason came tearing
out of the large tunnel at a dead run, white as a sheet. 


“A dragon! We
found a dragon! It’s got Marten!” Jason screamed at the top of his voice.


Collin turned
to look at Jason as the frightening words played through his mind. Jennifer
hurried over to the frightened boy with growing fear in her eyes.


“A dragon,”
Collin repeated not wanting to believe what Jason had just uttered. Surely he
had heard wrong.


“A white
dragon!” Jason continued his eyes wide with fright. “There’s a dragon down the
tunnel, and it has Marten!”


“How can that
be possible?” asked Jennifer, staring unbelievably at Jason. Could the two boys
be playing a prank on them? “The mine entrance is too small for a dragon.”


“I swear, there’s
a dragon!”


“Jason, can you
take us to Marten?” Collin demanded. As frightened as Jason seemed to be, there
had to be something in that tunnel. 


“Yes,” replied Jason,
wanting them to follow him. “It’s not that far down the tunnel.” 


Collin turned
to one of the older boys and told him to go get Anson and his father. The rest
were to go to the main cavern and wait there with their families. Then he told
Jason to lead them to Marten.


The three
hurried down the tunnel and, after a few minutes, Jason came to a stop. “The
dragon and Marten are just around this corner.”


Collin and
Jennifer slowly edged around the corner and looked down the tunnel. They were
both shocked at what they saw. Marten was pinned up against the wall still
holding his lantern, and a large white dragon was standing just in front of him.
It seemed to be examining the boy. 


Jennifer and
Collin stood there for several minutes, mesmerized by the sight. The dragon didn’t
make a move to hurt Marten, but it was obvious that Marten was extremely
frightened by the dragon’s presence.


Moments later,
Andrew and Anson arrived and pulled Collin and Jennifer back to safety. Both of
the older men looked back around the corner at the dragon.


“Where the hell
did that dragon come from?” Anson said, breathing heavily. They had run all the
way from the cavern. He was worried about Marten’s safety. He was so close to
the dragon!


It was at that
moment that Jennifer felt a strange thought form in her mind. “Cathy?” It
seemed to ask. For a moment, she was shocked as she realized where the strange
thought had come from. How can this be, she wondered. 


Pulling herself
from her father’s grip, she stepped back out into the center of the tunnel,
staring in confusion at the dragon. The dragon was now gazing at her. For some
strange reason, she knew that this dragon wasn’t a threat.


“Jennifer!” her
father shouted, seeing where she had gone. “Get back behind the corner!”


“Marten, come
over here,” ordered Jennifer, her eyes focused on the dragon.


Marten hurried
over to them and went to stand behind his father. The dragon only continued to
stare at them.


“Cathy?”
It seemed to ask again.


Jennifer gazed
into the dragon’s friendly yellow eyes and replied aloud. “No, I’m not Cathy, I’m
Jennifer.”


“Who are you
talking to?” her father demanded, perplexed by Jennifer’s sudden unexplained
actions.


The dragon
seemed to look sad at that answer. It sat partially down and gazed at Jennifer.



“Snowden,”
the name seemed to come into Jennifer’s mind.


“The dragon
says its name is Snowden,” Jennifer spoke to the others.


“You can hear
it?” Collin asked, amazed, staring at Jennifer and then back at the dragon.
“You can actually understand it?”


“No, I can’t
hear it. I think its projecting thoughts into my mind. And yes, I can
understand it.”


“What does it
want?” her father demanded not understanding how his daughter could be
communicating with the dragon.


“It’s smaller
than the other dragons,” Jason said not quite as afraid as he was. He had
stepped out into the tunnel and was staring curiously at the dragon. 


“He’s definitely
smaller,” Jennifer replied in agreement, thinking about the larger dragon that
had been attacking the village.


Snowden rose
back up on his talons and gazed intently at Jennifer. “Gilmreth,” the
name came into Jennifer’s mind as well as a picture of the dragon that had been
attacking them.


“Yes,” Jennifer
replied surprised at the sudden clear picture that had formed in her mind. “He
says the dragon that is attacking us is named Gilmreth.”


“Evil, bad,”
the thoughts appeared in Jennifer’s mind.


“Snowden says Gilmreth
is evil and very bad.”


“Tell us
something we don’t already know,” Collin said quietly, still gazing in wonder
at the dragon that was talking to Jennifer.


-


Snowden gazed
at the human girl before him. Centuries in the past, a young human female named
Cathy had befriended the dragon. The young human had become Snowden’s best
friend. Then the madness had descended upon the dragons. They had fallen upon
the humans, killing some and then later had fled from the great mountain where
they had been created. Gilmreth had led the escape. Snowden never knew what had
become of his young friend; he had never returned to the mountain.


Years ago,
Snowden had found this valley and the humans in it. Secretly, at night, Snowden
had purged their herds of all animals showing any signs of sickness from the
ancient war. Now, Snowden only ventured out about once per year to feed on
older animals. Then he would return to his cavern to sleep. Being close to
humans seemed to give him comfort. He was not affected by the burning hunger
that drove Gilmreth.


-


“Tell Snowden
what Gilmreth has been doing,” her father said with a sudden idea forming in
his mind. “Try to project with your mind like the dragon is doing.”


Jennifer
carefully did as her father instructed. She pictured what Gilmreth had done and
how he had killed the red dragon and drove the brown one off. How he had twice attacked
the village killing many people. 


“Fireheart,
Braxam,” replied Snowden, recognizing the other dragons. He felt sad at
learning of Fireheart’s death.


Then, for the
first time, a complete sentence formed in Jennifer’s mind. “I will take care
of Gilmreth. He will not harm your people again.”


-


Gilmreth opened
his eyes and rose to his full height. Fire leaped from his mouth to scorch the
ceiling of his lair. He would hunt again tonight. Taking to the air, Gilmreth
flew toward the human village. He would not take as many tonight, just a few.
The humans were a food source that needed to last. After tonight, he would be
able to go without feeding for several weeks at a time as his hunger had
finally lessened. 


Gilmreth was
almost to the village when he sensed danger from above. Looking up, he saw the
form of a white dragon. Snowden! Gilmreth thought, recognizing his foe. Snowden
struck Gilmreth in the back, digging his talons deep into Gilmreth’s skin,
ripping off a hunk as he pulled loose and flew away, circling the larger
dragon. Gilmreth roared in anger and pain from the sudden attack.


While Snowden
was much smaller, with a wingspan of only thirty feet, he was much swifter in
flight and more agile. Snowden carefully watched Gilmreth, seeking openings
where he could strike the larger dragon. Snowden knew he didn’t have the
strength to kill Gilmreth, but he could drive the larger dragon away from the
humans. He felt guilty at sleeping through Gilmreth’s arrival in the valley. 


Both dragons
breathed dragon fire at one another, but neither was affected. Fire was not a
threat to a dragon. Snowden suddenly darted forward and then, turning on his
back, raked Gilmreth’s underside, drawing blood. Gilmreth screamed in rage and
dove toward Snowden, only for the smaller dragon to dart quickly out of his
way.


In Gilmreth’s
demented mind, a thought formed. “Leave the humans.”


The two dragons
continued to circle one another with Snowden occasionally striking painful
blows against Gilmreth. Snowden was agile enough to dodge swiftly out of the
way of the larger dragon’s attacks.


Several times
Gilmreth tried to fly toward the human village, but each time Snowden attacked
and managed to drive Gilmreth away. Gilmreth grew angrier, screaming his
growing rage at Snowden.


For several
hours the battle continued. Snowden used his speed and agility to strike
painful blows against Gilmreth. He was using that same speed and agility to
dodge out of the way when Gilmreth attacked. Only once did Gilmreth injure
Snowden and that had left a bloody gash above the smaller dragon’s right wing. 


Finally,
feeling frustrated and defeated, Gilmreth turned and began flying away from the
village. He would track down Braxam and kill him, then return to this valley.
Snowden couldn’t protect it forever.


But Snowden had
other ideas. He knew the only way to protect these humans was to force Gilmreth
to fly back across the great ocean to the land beyond where they had been created.
Snowden felt sad, realizing he would have to leave what had become his home. The
young woman he had communicated with could have become his friend. So few
humans could hear a dragon. Looking around the valley one last time, Snowden
turned to follow Gilmreth.


-


Several weeks
later, Collin and Jennifer were sitting in the large swing on Jennifer’s porch.
It had been a trying two weeks as everyone moved back home and began rebuilding.
Nearly a quarter of the village had been burned to the ground in Gilmreth’s
last attack. 


“I wonder how
long Snowden lived in that small cavern?” Jennifer asked as she watched Marten
leading his calf around down by the barn. The calf followed Marten now without
the need of a lead rope.


“For years, I
imagine,” replied Collin, enjoying the closeness that he and Jennifer shared.
“We found a larger mine entrance on the far side of the cavern that Snowden used
to come and go. Talking to some of the farmers, a number admitted to losing
older cows for years that they were never able to find.”


“Snowden,” replied
Jennifer, wondering how many nights while they were sleeping the dragon was
flying above them, keeping their valley safe. She had learned of this from
Snowden’s mind and explained to her father, Andrew, and Collin what Snowden had
been doing for their valley. 


“What I don’t
understand is why he didn’t know the other dragons were here,” Collin said,
feeling confused. 


Jennifer looked
over at Collin before replying. “From what I was able to learn when I was
talking to Snowden, he spent much of his time in a deep sleep; almost like
hibernating. I think that once he felt our valley was safe, his sleep periods began
to last longer and longer. He didn’t know about the other dragons until I told
him.”


“I wonder what
will happen to him now?”


“He will follow
Gilmreth until he has driven him back across the ocean,” Jennifer replied in a
quiet voice. 


She felt sad
that she would never be able to talk to the white dragon again; she could have
learned so much. She also wondered why she was the only one that had been able
to hear Snowden’s thoughts.


Down by the
barn, the small black calf followed Marten as he led it down to the small
meadow where their other animals were grazing. For the small calf, life
couldn’t be any better.


Collin reached
over and put his arm around Jennifer. She turned and their mouths met in a long,
passionate kiss. Jennifer felt safe in Collin’s arms. Perhaps someday the white
dragon would return. When it did, maybe their children would be there to meet
it. 


-


Snowden beat his
wings steadily as he flew. Far ahead of him was a small speck. His keen
eyesight allowed him to see that it was Gilmreth. Below them, the ocean
stretched away as far as the eye could see. They were returning to the land
where they had been created. Someday, Snowden knew, he would return to the
great mountain. 


For some
unknown reason, Snowden felt that Cathy still waited for him there. There was a
destiny he was meant to fulfill. He was mystified by this strange feeling. Sometime
in the future he was sure he would learn what this feeling meant. For now,
Snowden was satisfied knowing that the humans behind him were safe. Toward the
east Snowden flew and toward the future that awaited him.


 


The End


-


If you enjoyed
Dragon Wars please post a review with some stars. Good reviews encourage an
author to write and also help sell books. Reviews can be just a few short
sentences, describing what you liked about the book. If you have suggestions,
please contact me at my website, link below. Thank you for reading Dragon Wars
and being so supportive.


-


For updates on
current writing projects and future publications go to my author website. Sign
up for future notifications when new books come out on Amazon. There are also
Amazon links to all of my books on my website.


 


-
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Chapter One


 


For days,
Snowden pursued Gilmreth relentlessly across the vast blue ocean. Twice,
Gilmreth had turned and tried to return to the green valley that Snowden had
driven him away from. Both times, after a brief and intense battle, Snowden
forced Gilmreth to turn back and resume his flight across the water. 


During each
short-lived battle, Gilmreth had roared in anger at Snowden, trying to drive
the smaller dragon away. However, Snowden was too fast and agile. In each
attack, Snowden had managed to draw blood, which had further infuriated
Gilmreth. Snowden was determined that Gilmreth would never be a threat to that
isolated group of humans again. There were so few humans left in the world
Snowden was determined that these would survive.


Snowden felt
deep sadness at having to leave the humans. At the very end of his stay in the
green valley, he had met a young girl that could have been his friend. Now that
was behind him, and he faced the unknown once more. Watching Gilmreth in the
distance, Snowden continued to fly over the deep blue ocean water. 


At long last, Snowden
saw a shoreline upon the distant horizon. He knew that he was nearing the end
of his strength after the long flight. Each beat of his wings was harder and
his breathing was heavier. The exhausted white dragon was relieved that
Gilmreth had not attacked again. Snowden didn’t know if he could have forced
the larger dragon back once more.


The sky was
cloudless, with only a few white ocean birds joining the dragon in his flight.
Their high-pitched cries reached Snowden’s sensitive ears as they neared the
dragon. They were curious as to what this enormous creature was up in the sky.
Snowden glanced at the birds in surprise. Very seldom did he encounter life of
any kind on his journeys.


The green
valley he had vacated in his pursuit of Gilmreth had been an exception. Now
that he had driven Gilmreth from preying upon the humans, Snowden hoped they
would survive. Peering intently ahead with his razor sharp eyes, Snowden could
barely make out his adversary. Gilmreth had reached the shore and turned toward
the north. Snowden knew that Gilmreth was beginning to hunt. 


The seabirds
screamed their challenges in more piercing cries at the interloper. Never had
they seen a creature so large. The birds circled Snowden, wondering what type
of bird he was, and then broke off to skim above the blue ocean waters seeking
small fish to eat. They had lost interest in him and returned to their
relentless hunting. 


Snowden
watched them for a moment, feeling the loneliness his life demanded. He thought
he had found a friend in the young woman back in the green valley. Very few
humans could communicate with dragons. However, the threat Gilmreth posed to
the humans had prevented any hope of making a new friend. 


Snowden knew
that he needed to hunt soon to replenish his waning strength, and then patrol
the shore to make sure Gilmreth didn’t attempt to return to the green valley
across the ocean. Snowden hoped Gilmreth would continue on and not attempt to
go back.


As soon as
Snowden reached the shore, he noticed that Gilmreth had turned again and was
flying inland. Snowden flew toward the south, beating his powerful wings in a
steady, fluid motion. Snowden needed to hunt; he would worry about Gilmreth
later. 


Peering down
toward the ground, Snowden saw a lifeless, desolate land. The trees were dead,
and occasional shattered ruins from the Worldfire littered the landscape. Like
so much of the world, there was nothing green or any signs of life. The world
after the Worldfire was barren and nearly devoid of living things. But Snowden
held out hope; the white sea birds had to have come from somewhere. He could
feel his stomach demanding food. 


For several
hours, Snowden flew south along the shore. The dragon’s thirty-foot wingspan
grasped the air and pushed him steadily in a southerly direction. Below he saw
the whitecaps upon the ocean and a scattering of multi-colored seabirds seeking
fish to feed upon. Occasionally, one would dive into the water and come up with
a small fish in its beak. Fish were not an option for Snowden. They were too small
and lacked the nourishment he needed. He could hear the ocean waves breaking
against the shore. Other than the seabirds, everything was lifeless. 


The sun was
just about to set when Snowden saw a sight he hadn’t witnessed since right
after the Worldfire: there was a ship on the horizon. The dragon peered closely
at the distant sailing vessel. It was moving toward the south at a leisurely
pace with its sails capturing the light evening breeze. Snowden felt excitement
and new strength flow through him.


The sailing
ship could only mean one thing; humans still lived on this side of the ocean.
This was something Snowden hadn’t expected. The great dragon hesitated for a
moment, not sure what to do. Where there were humans, there would be other
types of life also. Humans tended to raise animals that Snowden could feed upon
to replenish his strength. Snowden was the oldest of the immortal dragons. He
was also the wisest. Humans could be a significant danger. Years past, powerful
humans had created the dragons. Snowden would have to be extremely careful.
These humans must not learn of his presence.


-


On the sailing
ship, the eight humans on board were beginning their night watch. Only two were
on deck navigating the ship as they made for home. Their ship’s holds were full
of fish. Over the years since the Worldfire, the fish populations of the ocean
had finally begun to recover. There were now certain areas that were teeming
with edible fish. They had set out from their village over a week ago to travel
to one of their favorite fishing grounds. The people of their village would eat
well once they returned to their home village of New Haven. 


-


All through
the night, Snowden followed the lone sailing ship. He moved closer once
darkness set in and flew just above the water so he wouldn’t be spotted. The
dragon could see large nets on the back of the ship, which were obviously used
to catch fish. 


As the dawn
neared, Snowden began to put some distance between himself and the ship. He
didn’t want the humans to spot him and become frightened. On the distant shore,
the dragon could see lights. It was apparent this was the sailing ship’s
destination. Snowden felt a stirring of excitement. There were obviously a
large number of humans here. 


Snowden turned
toward the shore. He would find a safe place to hide during the day, and then
once darkness fell he would investigate this human village and see what type of
animals they might be raising. A few older cattle or even some sheep would make
for an excellent meal. 


After an hour
of searching, Snowden found some ruins he could hide within. Landing near some
old walls that were all that remained of an ancient structure, Snowden settled
down to wait. It felt good to be able to rest. He could feel his stomach
screaming for food. This was a feeling that Snowden had learned to control; something
that Gilmreth had never learned to do. Gilmreth allowed the driving hunger to
consume him. His hunger made the great dragon a threat to everything living. 


Once Snowden
felt comfortable, he closed his eyes to sleep. He had found refuge between two
walls with a slight overhang that should shield him from view. After the sun
went down, he would rise and see what these new humans had to offer.


-


Night had
fallen, and there was a quarter moon out. Snowden took to the air with a
powerful beat of his wings. He flew back toward the shore and the village he
had spotted earlier. After a short time, a scattering of lights became visible
below. Snowden slowly circled the village, surprised at its size. It was larger
than the one in the green valley across the ocean. 


Using his keen
eyesight, he searched the periphery of the village for any signs of the animals
that humans normally kept for food. A few cattle and sheep were visible, but
these were in small enclosures and would not be wise to eat. The humans would
quickly become aware of his presence.


Snowden
noticed a well-traveled road leading away from the village toward a low
grouping of mountains in the distance. The dragon decided to follow this road
to see where it led. Perhaps he could find a farm where he could safely feed. 


For nearly
four hours, Snowden followed the road until it began to twist and turn through
the low passes of several mountains. More ruins were visible along the road,
with very little evidence of anything green. The road finally straightened back
out and descended down into a large, secluded valley.


Snowden rose
higher up into the air and slowly flew the length of the valley. Snowden could
scarcely believe what he had found. The valley was full of life! There were
three human villages in the valley. Not only that, but there were numerous food
animals scattered about. He could sense some of the poison from the ancient
Worldfire still in some of them. These would be the ones he would feed upon.
This would remove this potential danger from the humans and help their stock to
become pure once more. Snowden considered this a fair tradeoff for the animals
he was about to take.


However, this
also raised another concern for Snowden. Gilmreth must not be allowed to feed
on these humans. Snowden would need all of his strength to protect them. He
would also have to make sure that Gilmreth didn’t fly back across the great
ocean.


Snowden
carefully searched the lush dark meadows of the valley. Spotting an older cow
in a meadow with signs of the ancient Worldfire poison, Snowden dove down,
killing the cow instantly. Snowden slowly fed, relishing the meal and feeling
his strength slowly returning. As the night wore on, he made more kills.
Another sickly cow and several sheep with traces of the Worldfire poison died
beneath his deadly talons. After each feeding, Snowden felt stronger and
stronger. Then, as the sun began to rise in the east, he flew toward the
mountains seeking a safe haven to rest. Snowden knew this would be his new home
for many years to come.


-


Justin Andrews
and his father were hunting up in the mountains to the south of their village.
For the past several months, farmers had been reporting that some of their
older and sicklier animals had gone missing. Justin’s father felt that it might
be a bear that had come down out of the mountains and made the valley its
personal hunting ground. Justin wondered about that since it had been many
years since a bear had been sighted. 


Justin’s
father, Richard Andrews, paused for a moment to catch his breath. Richard was
forty years old and Justin was twenty-two. 


“Still no sign
of any animal tracks,” commented the older man, leaning against a tree and
gazing around. Richard had dark black hair, which was just beginning to show
hints of gray on the sides. He was powerfully built from spending much of his
time outdoors working their farm.


“I just don’t
think it’s a bear,” Justin replied doubtfully, his eyes scanning the immediate
area. They were on a small, seldom used trail that led up and over this section
of the mountains. “There hasn’t been a bear sighting in years. If any were
still around, we would know.” 


“You may be
right,” replied his father, nodding his head slowly in agreement. Richard
reached under his shirt and pulled his amulet out. The green stone on the end
of the finely crafted chain glowed dimly at his touch.


“Are you going
to use your powers to scan the mountain slopes?” Justin asked, intrigued. He
was of similar build to his father, only slimmer. Both were of the same height
and shared the same color hair and eyes.


Justin and his
father both had inherited the powers of their ancient ancestors. Those
ancestors had been banished from the great mountain immediately after the
Worldfire. People in the villages called them sorcerers. 


“Yes,” his
father replied as he began moving his right hand in a series of complicated
gestures. 


Justin knew
his father was weaving an energy pattern in the air that he would use to search
the surrounding area. Because he also had sorcery powers, Justin could sense as
well as see the blue latticework of energy his father was constructing.


When the spell
was finished, his father listened intently as he cast the completed spell over
the area around them. Justin waited patiently to see if his father had found
anything. 


After a
moment, his father shook his head, “Nothing,” he commented, disappointed. That’s
how it was with sorcery. Sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t. 


“Let’s check
the caves over on Beaver Mountain,” suggested Justin, knowing they were deep
enough and large enough to hide a large predator. It had been several years
since his father or he had been to the caves.


“That’s
another two miles over rough countryside,” commented his father, looking over
to the east where Beaver Mountain rose high into the sky. Beaver Mountain was one of the tallest mountains that surrounded their valley.


“If we don’t
find something there, then I don’t believe whatever the animal is that’s
killing the cattle and sheep is on our side of the valley,” commented Justin,
removing his small canteen from his belt and taking a sip of water. “It’s just
strange that we have never been able to find any tracks.”


“You may be
right,” replied his father, looking off toward Beaver Mountain. “It may be on
the Sorenson’s side of the valley.” If it was, he doubted the Sorensons would
do anything about it. “The lack of animal tracks has me baffled as well. There
should be tracks of some sort.”


The Sorensons
were the other family of sorcerers that lived in the valley. The Sorensons
lived on the northern end and the Andrews lived on the southern. Neither family
cared much for the other and for the most part left each other alone. They had
been competitors in the past, and there had been several serious and violent
arguments about how sorcery should be used in the valley. Unfortunately, the
Sorenson’s family sorcery was much more powerful than the Andrew’s family
sorcery.


For the next
several hours, the two made their way carefully through the tall trees and over
the rocky slopes toward Beaver Mountain and the caves. It had been several
years since Richard had taken Justin to the caves. It was rumored that the
people of the valley had taken shelter there during the Worldfire. Richard and
Justin had done a little exploring in the caves but had found no evidence to
support those old stories, though they hadn’t gone far into them. They were not
very certain as to how safe they were. Even with their sorcery powers, they
didn’t want to become trapped.


-


Snowden was
deep inside one of the caves on Beaver Mountain. He had found the caves on his
second night in the valley. He had made one of the small caverns off one of the
larger caves his lair and had felt relief at finding such a good place to hide.
Now he sensed humans approaching, ones that possessed some of the ancient
powers. These were the very powers that had helped create the dragons so many
long years ago. He hadn’t sensed the powers in any humans since fleeing the
great mountain. Snowden felt uneasy at their approach. Maybe he had made a
mistake in choosing this cave as his hiding place. If they entered the cave,
there was no way he could hide from them. 


Snowden knew
he should have been more careful and not taken so many of the older animals so
quickly, But felt that it was necessary to replenish his strength in case
Gilmreth showed up. Every few nights, Snowden would fly far to the north trying
to pick up any sign of the other dragon, but thus far there had been no sign of
Gilmreth. Snowden hoped that Gilmreth had flown farther to the west, perhaps
even back to the great mountain where they had been created. He turned his
attention back to the two humans he sensed approaching the cave. He stirred
uneasily and waited.


-


Justin and his
father stopped before the larger cave entrance. For some reason, Richard felt
uneasy. Something didn’t seem right. It was as if some unseen force was telling
him that what they were seeking was inside. He wondered if it was his sorcery
powers warning him there was something unknown in the cave.


“Do you sense
it?” Richard asked Justin as he looked into the darkness of the cave.


Justin
concentrated for a moment. His powers weren’t nearly as strong as his father’s
were. “I sense something, but I don’t feel as if it’s dangerous.”


“Neither do I,”
Richard agreed with a frown. This was perplexing. “I think we need to go into
the cave and see what this is; I feel it’s terribly important.”


Justin looked
down at the ground. There were no signs of any tracks, and the ground didn’t
seem to have been disturbed. “I don’t see any tracks here, either.”


“I know,”
responded Richard, glancing down at the ground. “But there is something inside
this cave; I can sense its presence. Be ready to protect yourself with your
sorcery if needed.”


Justin nodded,
and the two slowly walked into the cave entrance. His father paused and took a
small globe out of his backpack. He concentrated briefly, and the globe began
to glow with a soft radiance. With caution in every step, the two went farther
into the cave.


-


Snowden sensed
the two humans. The dragon was afraid that they had sensed his presence. He was
trapped; there was no way out around the two sorcerers. Very soon, they would
learn of Snowden’s presence. Humans had discovered his existence back in the green
valley and had accepted his help. He didn’t know how these two would respond.
Cautiously, Snowden rose up and stepped out into the main cave tunnel to await
the approaching humans. 


-


Richard and
Justin walked slowly down the center of the cave tunnel. The light from the
glow bulb just casting enough radiance to light the tunnel walls around them
and a short distance ahead. As they rounded a bend in the tunnel, they both
came to an abrupt halt. A creature out of ancient legends stood in the tunnel
before them.


“A dragon,”
Justin hissed in stunned amazement, his eyes growing wide. His left hand went
quickly to his amulet, and his right was poised ready to cast a spell if
necessary.


“Get behind
me,” Richard ordered in a firm voice, grasping his glowing amulet in his right
hand and staring at the white apparition before him. 


He couldn’t
believe what he was seeing. There was no doubt in his mind that they had found
what had been taking the livestock. He wondered what type of spells he could
use against the dragon. He had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that
if the dragon wanted to harm them, there was nothing he could do. He just wasn’t
powerful enough.


“Wait, Dad,”
spoke Justin with a stunned look upon his face as if he was listening to
something. He reached over and put his hand over his father’s hand that grasped
the amulet. “The dragon isn’t dangerous; it means us no harm.”


“How do you
know that?” demanded Richard, glancing over at his son and then back at the
waiting white dragon. The dragon was enormous; it took up nearly the entire
cave tunnel. It was staring directly at them. “This dragon has been killing our
animals.”


“The dragon
says its name is Snowden, and he is sorry if he frightened us.”


“The dragon is
speaking to you?” Richard spoke with doubt in his voice. He hadn’t heard
anything. He stared at his son and then back at the dragon. “How is that
possible?”


“In my mind,”
Justin replied as he tried to understand the dragon. “It’s not actually words;
it’s more like pictures appearing in my head and an occasional word to help
describe what I’m seeing.” 


Richard paused
for a moment, gazing at the white dragon. He had several ancient books at home
that mentioned the dragons. Richard knew they had been created in Firestorm Mountain far to the west. Richard’s own remote ancestor had supposedly been
involved in that fiasco. One of the book’s Richard possessed had brief
descriptions of all the dragons. There was a white dragon in the book, and its
name was Snowden. Of all the dragons mentioned, Snowden was supposedly the
least dangerous and had at one time been friendly toward humans.


“Ask Snowden
why he is here,” Richard spoke, still finding it hard to believe that they were
face to face with one of the legendary creatures created by their ancestors so
many centuries ago. This seemed too unreal. He couldn’t believe this was
actually happening.


“Snowden says
he can understand you if you speak slowly,” replied Justin, looking over at his
father. “He says he followed another dragon here from across the ocean. The
dragon he was following is named Gilmreth.”


“Gilmreth,”
Richard said with increased alarm showing on his face. Everything he had read
about Gilmreth said the dragon was extremely dangerous and should be avoided at
all costs. “Where is Gilmreth now?”


Justin was
quiet for several moments with an intense look of concentration on his young
face as if he was listening to a remote voice. “Snowden says he chased Gilmreth
away from a human village across the ocean. Gilmreth flew farther inland and
Snowden hasn’t seen him for days. He believes Gilmreth may have returned to the
great mountain.”


“Firestorm Mountain,” Richard said with a heavy sigh. He didn’t want to test his powers of
sorcery against Gilmreth. He suspected the outcome would be very bad. “I hope
so; we don’t want any part of Gilmreth.”


“Snowden also
says he has been clearing our herds of animals that still showed signs of the
old Worldfire sickness.”


Richard nodded
his head in understanding. That would explain why it was only the older and sicker
livestock that had been vanishing. 


“He is sorry
if it caused us a problem,” Justin continued. 


“What is
Snowden planning to do now?” asked Richard, releasing the grip on his amulet.
He didn’t know how the rest of the people in the villages, as well as the
Sorensons, would react to a dragon taking up residence in their valley. It was
also interesting to hear that there were other survivors across the ocean. For
years now, they had thought that they were the only ones.


“Snowden says
he will stay and make sure that Gilmreth doesn’t ever threaten us. He will only
hunt at night and will not allow himself to be seen. Now that he has
replenished his strength he doesn’t need to feed nearly as often.”


Richard paused
for a moment. He could see that having the dragon around could be useful. If
this dragon could protect them from Gilmreth, then it would be worth the risk.
He looked over at his son, indicating for him to continue.


“The dragon
means us no harm,” Justin reiterated to his father. “I think most of the time
he will be asleep.” 


Richard walked
over until he stood just below the dragon. He looked up and gazed into Snowden’s
bright yellow eyes. All Richard could see was curiosity and a desire to please.
There was no sense of danger imitating from the dragon. Closing his eyes,
Richard nodded his head slowly. Then he opened them and gazed intently at
Snowden. “If you stay in this valley, no one else can learn of your presence.
It must remain our secret.”


“He says he
understands,” Justin spoke as he carefully listened to the dragon. “He will
stay in the small cavern and only come out to feed at night and to make sure
Gilmreth has not returned to the coast or ventured near our valley. He says we
will not see him unless I summon him.”


“Why you?”
asked Richard, looking over at his son.


“For some
reason, I can hear the dragon’s thoughts. He can hear mine if I concentrate
hard enough. Snowden says most of the time he will sleep. He is waiting for
Cathy to awake.”


“Cathy?”
Richard said, surprised, his eyes growing wide. “Who is Cathy?”


Justin listed
intently as the dragon tried to explain. “I don’t know if I understand all of
this. Snowden doesn’t think like a human. He just says that his friend Cathy is
sleeping and when she awakens he will return to her.”


Something sounded
remarkably familiar about what the dragon was saying. It almost sounded to
Richard as if he had heard this before. There was an old book of prophecies at
home written by his great-grandfather. It had been rumored that the man could
see the future. He needed to check the book. This sounded vaguely like one of
the prophecies he had read.


“I think we’d
better go,” Richard said to Snowden and his son. Then looking at the dragon he
continued, “We will return to check on you from time to time. For now, we welcome
you as a friend.” 


-


As they made
their way back down the mountain and toward their home, Justin was full of a
thousand questions. He couldn’t believe they had found a dragon. Not only that,
but he could talk to the huge creature! Justin wondered if he and the dragon
were destined to become friends.


“What do you
know about the dragons?” Justin asked his father as they crossed a small
stream. Both stepped carefully on the small, flat rocks keeping their balance
so they wouldn’t fall into the cold water. The watercourse was fed by the
melting snow high up on the mountain. Where it entered the valley beavers had
built several dams, flooding some of the nearby lowlands. 


Richard was
quiet for a moment. He had never thought in his wildest dreams that he would
ever find a dragon. Now Snowden had appeared and Richard was afraid of what the
dragon’s sudden appearance signified. If Snowden had found their valley, then
so could Gilmreth.


After crossing
the stream, the two sat down under the shade of a large, towering tree to rest
for a few minutes. Justin looked expectantly at his father; he was supposed to
get married in a few months to his childhood sweetheart. Karen lived in the village of Plainview, and they had been planning their marriage for several months. Justin
hoped their discovery of Snowden wouldn’t interfere with that. He also wondered
if it would be necessary to keep this secret from her. This was something he
would discuss with his father later.


“There are two
old books at home,” began Richard, wondering how much he should tell his son.
He had a sister and a brother living on the farm next to his. He knew that,
sometime, they would have to be told about Snowden. “They speak of the dragons
and how they were created back just before the Worldfire.” 


“So long ago,”
responded Justin, realizing just how old Snowden must be. “How long do dragons
live?”


“No one knows.
A page in one of the books claims the dragons are immortal. But I don’t see how
any creature can be immortal.”


“Is there
anything in the books about Snowden?”


“Yes,” replied
Richard, trying to recall the prophecy his great grandfather had written. “One
of the books says that Snowden is the oldest of all the dragons. He was the
first one created by the great sorcerers of the Golden Age.”


“They must
have been very powerful to have created the dragons,” Justin said, trying to
imagine what those distant times must have been like. 


Justin had
explored some of the old ruins that were scattered about. Anything useful in
them had long since been removed, but it was intriguing to imagine what some of
the ruins had once contained. He had read in school about some of their
marvelous machines and the science they had commanded. Much was very hard to
comprehend as their own world was now an extremely simple one. 


“Yes, they
were,” replied Richard in response to Justin’s question. “So powerful that
their struggle for power brought about the Worldfire and the end of the Golden
Age.”


The two sat in
silence for a few more minutes and then Richard stood up, motioning for Justin
to do the same. “We need to hurry; your mother will be expecting us home for
supper.”


“Can we tell
her about the dragon?” asked Justin, wanting to tell someone about what they
had found.


“Let’s keep
the dragon a secret between us, for now,” his father replied. “We will tell
your mother later once we know for sure that Snowden is going to stay.”


Justin almost
asked about telling Karen, but decided it might be best to wait.


-


Later that
night, Richard sat in his study in the back of their large farmhouse. Several
lamps burned brightly, lighting up the small room. Richard leaned forward in
his chair and gazed at the page of the old book lying open upon the wood desk.
The page had been written by his great-grandfather over sixty years ago. It was
a prophecy.


-


Behold the
white dragon, for the dragon is the redeemer of humankind.


Many years
will the white dragon sleep before the one he awaits awakens.


Another
will also awaken, the great dragon Gilmreth.


A great
battle will rage over the skies of the great mountain.


Dragon
versus dragon and sorcerer versus sorcerer.


If humanity
is to endure and reunite, then the white dragon must survive. 


Only
through the white dragon can humanity find salvation.


-


Richard leaned
back and mulled over the words. The prophecy said that Snowden would have to
sleep for a very long time before he found the one that he had been searching
for. There was no doubt that the prophecy also predicted a great battle between
Snowden and Gilmreth. If Snowden won, then humanity would continue and grow. If
Gilmreth won, then humanity would die. It also seemed as if sorcery would be
involved, with some supporting each of the dragons. It made him feel
uncomfortable thinking about sorcerers fighting sorcerers. No good could come
of that.


Richard stood
up and, reaching up to the top of a bookshelf, took down an ancient book.
Returning to the desk, he sat down and opened it. The pages were yellow with
age and extremely brittle. Only a sorcery spell kept the book intact. It was a
sorcery book and listed many powerful spells. Most of the spells he couldn’t perform
since he wasn’t a powerful sorcerer. He turned the pages until he found the one
he was seeking. It was a sleeping spell, one designed to put a dragon to sleep.
He didn’t have the power to cast the complete spell; no one had that kind of
power anymore. However, he could cast a weaker version with Justin’s help.


Once they were
certain that Gilmreth wouldn’t find their valley, they would put the white
dragon to sleep to await his destiny. Richard had a feeling that the white
dragon’s destiny lay far in the future. This would be his family’s secret and
duty for generations to come. They would protect the white dragon until the day
he was needed to be the defender of humanity. 


Richard picked
up a pen and opened up an ink well. Turning to the back of the book of
prophecies, he began writing on a blank page. What he was writing would be the
instructions his descendants would follow for generations to come. Richard felt
pride well up inside of him as he realized what providence had chosen for his
family. With a smile, Richard realized that his great grandfather had foreseen
this years ago. He had known that his family would become the protectors of the
white dragon.
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-


Dragon Dreams


Dragon Dreams: Dragon Wars


Dragon Dreams: Gilmreth the Awakening


Dragon Dreams: Snowden the White Dragon


-


Star One: Tycho City: Survival


Star One: Neutron Star


Star One: Dark Star


Star One


-


Galactic Empire Wars: Destruction (Book
1)


Galactic Empire Wars: Emergence (Book 2)


Galactic Empire Wars: Rebellion (Book 3)


Galactic Empire Wars: The Alliance (Book 4)


Galactic Empire Wars: Insurrection (Book
5)


Galactic Empire Wars: Final Conflict
(Book 6)


Galactic Empire Wars: The Beginning
(Books 1-3)


-


The Lost Fleet:
Galactic Search (Book 1)


The Lost Fleet: Into
the Darkness (Book 2)


The Lost Fleet:
Oblivion’s Light (Book 3)


The Lost Fleet:
Genesis (Book 4)


The Lost Fleet:
Search for the Originators (Book 5)


-


The Star Cross (Book
1)


The Star Cross: The
Dark Invaders (Book 2)


The Star Cross:
Galaxy in Peril (Book 3)


The Star Cross: The
Forever War (Book 4) 


The Star Cross: The
Vorn! (Book 5) 


-


The Originator Wars:
Universe in Danger (Book 1)


The Originator Wars:
Search for the Lost (Book 2)


The Originator Wars:
Conflict Unending (Book 3)


The Originator Wars:
Explorations (Book 4)


-


Earth Fall: Invasion
(Book 1) 


Earth Fall: To the
Stars (Book 2)


Earth Fall: Empires
at War (Book 3)


 


(All dates are
tentative)


 


Dragon
Dreams: Firestorm Mountain (Book 4) July 2019


The
Originator Wars: The Multiverse (Book 5) September 2019
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