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Introduction:

Joppa gave a sigh of relief as he put down his feather pen. It had taken a long time to compile the tale, but he was finally finished.

“Are you done, Uncle?” asked the eleven-year-old girl, who sat reading beside him.

He nodded his head. Joppa feared that she was too old for him to read to her, but he asked anyway, “Would you like to hear it?”

“Yes please,” she replied as she set her book down and moved closer to him, resting her head on her arms in his lap. The girl looked up at him expectantly and lovingly.

Joppa was a keeper of pure, unembellished history. Only a few months ago a man came from the neighboring continent of Issym, telling tales and bearing scrolls as proof, of a recent, marvelous adventure. Joppa rarely got information from Issym and therefore spent most of his time recording the events of his home continent, Asandra. It had been with great joy that the old man had received the scrolls from across the sea. Immediately he had begun the task of discerning the truth between the many different accounts told on paper and by the visitor. It was for this true account of Issym that his niece had been waiting.

Looking down at the curly haired girl, he saw that her eyes were full of excitement as he opened the book he had worked so hard on. Joppa was glad the tale would distract her from the coming destruction—for a little while at least. The old man simply hoped he would get to the end of the story before the intruders came. He knew it would not be long before the so-called queen discovered his home.

Joppa took a breath and told his niece, “The story actually begins hundreds of years ago.” He then started to read…

“As you know on our planet, Xsardis, there are two continents: Issym and Asandra. They are named after two great people. I will tell you their tale.

“Issym lived in the domain of King Shobal, on the continent that would later be named after him. The king was a good man who ruled his people well. Issym was brave of heart, skilled with the sword and great in knowledge. He wandered from place to place in the kingdom of Shobal, rescuing the innocent and punishing the evil. He was a legend—told as bedtime stories to children.

“One day while Issym was walking through the woods next to the ocean he saw a long-boat coming from a ship that was flying an unknown flag. In the vessel were three men and a woman whose hands were bound. The craft landed and one of the men exited the boat, followed by the other two, dragging their captive. Her long, curly, red hair was matted, her arms were bruised and her dress was torn. Issym realized that this woman had been kidnapped, and without hesitating, ran toward them—silently and swiftly—a sword drawn in one hand and a knife in the other.

“One of the ruffians saw Issym when he was halfway to the boat. Issym threw his knife at the kidnapper to silence him from warning the ship waiting in the harbor; the blade found its target in his throat. The fallen man’s cohorts saw him collapse, and were alerted of Issym’s presence. One of them kept a tight hold on the lady’s arm while the other let go of her and prepared to face Issym.

“Issym crossed the distance between them in seconds, killing the first attacker with one swing of his sword and the second with two. Before he could introduce himself to the lady he had rescued, he saw a second long boat mere yards from the shore. The hero knew that they had to get far away from the beach. With a quick flash of his blade, he freed the woman’s bound wrists and the two started to run for the woods. With his gleaming sword he cut away anything that stood in their path.

“He did not have to look behind him to know they were being followed—he heard their pursuers’ footsteps and shouting voices. The woman he had set free ran after him, letting him lead her. They hurried to the densest part of the woods. He dropped to the ground, and the lady followed his example, as he pulled some bushes over them for cover.

“The hero and the maiden caught their breath, but said nothing until the sailors had passed. Then the wandering warrior gave the lady his name, 'I am Issym.'

“’Asandra,’ she replied. While they walked to the closest village Asandra told him that she had been kidnapped from her kingdom across the sea, because she was of royal blood, and asked the swordsman to take her back to her people. As he looked into her eyes, he knew he could not refuse her.

“They sailed back to her continent and traveled to the castle, which was her home. The journey took several months and during that time the hero and the lady fell in love.

“On arriving at the castle Asandra learned that the men who had captured her had also murdered her father. Issym tracked down the men and avenged the king. When he returned to the castle, he and Asandra were married and for five years lived happily together as king and queen.

“After that time Issym received word from King Shobal. The king had heard stories of his former subject’s heroism and informed Issym that his home continent was being attacked. He asked for the warrior’s help. Issym was loath to leave Asandra but she told him he should go. He heeded his bride’s counsel and returned to the place of his birth.

“For years Asandra did not hear from her champion, and she began to fear that he had died. Despite her concerns she ruled her people well in Issym’s absence. The queen was fair and wise. Her subjects adored her, and she governed them justly, working hard to improve their lives. Anyone and everyone was welcome in her home.

“Finally Issym returned victorious and with a debt of gratitude from Shobal. The people of the kingdom rejoiced at his homecoming, but none so much as his beloved Asandra. For many more years they lived happily, as Asandra ruled the people with her wise heart, and Issym protected them with his mighty hand. These were happy times for all, until the cherished queen, Asandra, died. Issym mourned her deeply, for their love had surpassed all others. Living among her people, the distraught warrior could not escape the memory of his wife, so he bade the kingdom farewell. They wept to see him go, and gave him a gift they knew he would cherish forever… They named their continent Asandra.

“Issym returned to the land of his birth and sat at Shobal’s right hand, continuing to fight whenever there was a need. When Shobal died, he left the kingdom to Issym. He ruled well and his people loved him, for he had saved them from many evils.

“The people of Issym’s kingdom had heard of what those across the sea had done when their queen had been taken from them by death. When Issym passed, they named their continent after him.

“That was the story of Issym and Asandra,” Joppa declared, looking down at his niece. “Now I shall tell you what happened in the land of Issym long after that tale took place.”

Chapter 1

Thunder rippled across the frozen lake. Water sheeted from the blackened sky, banging on the windows and roof of the costly house. Bolt after bolt of lightning struck, brightening up the world for less than a second and then leaving it in greater darkness than before. Tension reigned in the house's living room. Another bolt of lightning flashed, and the thunder that followed was so loud the teen could barely hear the four-year-olds' high pitched screams. The twin girls buried their faces in her shoulder and lap. The sitter liked rain, and even enjoyed thunder, but not when she was the sole semi-grown-up in a big, empty house. Her imagination ran away with her—wasn't this the same scenario every horror movie that she refused to watch started with? She shook her head. Her charges were sobbing. She needed to act like an adult. “Mary, Elise, do you know where lightning comes from?” she began.

The identical faces looked up at her. “No, Rachel,” they declared in unison.

Rachel whispered, “Water sprites,” thinking up a story as quickly as she could.

“Water sprites?” Mary asked, sniffling and not letting go of Rachel's arm.

“They are a little shorter than you, with slender bodies and beautiful wings, although they can only fly short distances. They control the water. They only use lightning and thunder when they are very happy or very unhappy.”

“They must be very unhappy!” cried Elise, the more emotional twin.

“Oh no,” Rachel replied. “Tonight, they are extremely happy. The lightning is their fireworks.” The girls were drying their tears. The teen continued, “Once, there was a young, poor water sprite whose name was Lucas. He fell in love with a slave named Lilly. Because Lilly was so beautiful and smart, her mistress, Tamar, hated her and refused to give her in marriage to Lucas.”

“Oh!” gasped Mary and Elise, now absorbed in Rachel's story and ignoring the storm raging outside.

Rachel took a breath to go on, but stopped short. What was that smell? She shrugged and went on, “Lucas loved Lilly too much to give up. He thought that if he could find enough money to buy Lilly's freedom he could marry her. So Lucas flew to the water and theresigned up with a ship that was in search of buried treasure. But the boat got caught in a storm and Lucas almost died! He flew to an island and there lived for many days, sure that he would starve.”

“No... he can't die. What about Lilly?” Elise protested. “What happened to her?”

“A vessel flying a black flag appeared near an island. It was a pirate ship. And guess who was held captive by the pirates?”

“Lilly?” Elise suggested.

“Tamar,” Mary declared.

“Tamar,” Rachel confirmed.

“Lucas hid when the pirates landed. They made camp and posted just one guard for Tamar. He fell asleep. Lucas flew to her and said, 'I've come to rescue you.' But Tamar tried to refuse his help. She was a very sour sprite.”

“What happened?” Elise needed to know. “Did they get caught?”

“No. Lucas succeeded in getting Tamar onto the ship and together they sailed back to her home. When they arrived, the whole community hailed him as a hero but Tamar wanted to have him killed.”

“But he had saved her,” Mary could not believe it.

“Tamar hated work and Lucas had needed her help sailing the ship. He had forced her to tie the riggings and steer the boat. So, even though he had rescued her, she was really mad at him.”

“Did... did Lucas die?” Elise's eyes filled again with tears.

“The community refused to listen to Tamar. They offered Lucas anything he wanted. He asked for Lilly's freedom. Today they were married. And they wanted to celebrate so they lit up the sky with lightning and made it known for miles with the thunder.”

The girls sat for a moment and then Mary, realizing that the tale was over, said, “Your stories are so good, Rachel.”

“Thank you,” Rachel replied, not really thinking about what the girl had said. She was certain that she smelled something funny. Once she got the twins in bed, she was determined to find out what it was.

Another flash of lightning and the sound of thunder scared the girls. “Why don't we play one more game before I put you in bed?” the teen suggested.

“Three questions,” Mary decided without consulting either Rachel or Elise. She began immediately, “Who was your first best friend?”

Rachel moved the kids towards their room as she answered, “His name was Seth. He was my next-door-neighbor when I was your age.”

“Wha wash ee sike?” Mary responded, toothbrush still in her mouth.

“He had a good imagination. We would pretend that I was a princess locked in a dragon-guarded tower and that he was the knight who came to my rescue.” She paused and then added, “That was your second question. Elise gets to ask the last one.”

“Rachel!” Mary protested, washing out her toothbrush and joining Elise in their room.

Elise thought for a second as she pulled her nightshirt on. “Why aren't you at the party tonight? Our next-door-neighbor Missy is having a birthday party.”

“Because I'm here.”

“But everyone is going,” Mary pointed out.

Rachel sighed. “If you must know, I wasn't invited.”

“But you and Missy go to the same church... You should be at the party.”

Rachel patted on the bed and Mary hopped onto it, laying beside her sister. The teen pulled the covers up. “Let me tell you something real.”

“Okay.”

“Sometimes, when you do what is right, people don't like it.”

“But...” Elise replied, “when you do something good you should get a reward. That's what Mom says.”

“You should; but it doesn't always happen that way. Remember Jesus? He did lots of good things—miracles, healings and feeding large crowds. He was God's son, and perfect. But He was killed by the people He had tried to help.”

“It's not fair,” Mary decided.

“No,” Rachel shook her head, “it's not. Now, no more questions. Time for bed.”

“What about our story?”

“You've already had your story and its fifteen minutes past your bed time.” Rachel kissed them both goodnight and turned off the light. Shutting the door behind her, she set out to find what was causing that smell. It reminded her of the smoke of her fireplace at home; but Mary and Elise's family used oil, not wood. She moved through the living room. Was it just her imagination that the air seemed thick and foggy? Rachel put her hand on the doorknob leading to the kitchen. “Ouch!” she pulled back.

There was no burn on her hand, but the knob had felt scorching. Her mind raced. She moved towards another door to the kitchen. It was partially open and she pushed it. The room was ablaze. Smoke poured into the living room so that she could barely see. Her lungs burned and her eyes watered. Rachel staggered backwards and ran into the twin's bedroom. The living room was now on fire. She looked around her for anyway out of the house. She pulled and pushed on the bedroom's window. It would not budge.

The twins saw the fire and were screaming. Panic seized Rachel. That, and the smoke, brought on an asthma attack. It felt like she was breathing through a coffee stirrer. She banged on the window, knowing that time was short. Nothing happened. She felt herself falling.

*******

Two sweaty teenage boys stepped into the house after finishing a game of basketball. The taller one, with dirty blond hair, heard the phone ringing and dove after it, but whoever it was had already hung up. “Who called, Seth?” asked the shorter one.

Seth checked the caller ID, “My mom again.”

“Man she's worried about us! That's, what, the fifth time? Your parents have only been gone for a few hours. What did you tell her about me?”

“I said, 'Mom, Max is an ax murder, but he's trying to turn over a new leaf. Can he please come over?'” Seth paused while he dialed his mom back. “Hey, we were out playing basketball... No, we're fine... I promise... Mom, don't worry so much! Have a good time... Yes, I know... Okay. Bye.”

Max looked at him with raised eyebrows, “Your parents are way too up tight. I don't know how you survive it. You'd think they'd relax a little while they're on their anniversary trip, at least.”

“It's not normally like this. I've been at home alone many times,” Seth attempted to regain a little pride. “But there have been a series of burglaries in this neighborhood.”

That peaked Max's interest, “Really?”

“Just small stuff. People will come home and find the alarm system disabled and the TV on, but nothing missing. Or a few items gone, but many expensive ones left behind. Many of the crimes didn't get reported for a couple of days because the homeowners just thought they had misplaced their medicine or jewelry or something.”

“Just how many break-ins have you guys had?” Max took a seat on a stool in the kitchen, the coolness of night having set in and darkness only a few moments away. It was eerie to talk about robberies alone in a house at night—almost like they were telling ghost stories.

“It's hard to tell for sure, but at least ten.”

“I don't get that. If I was the burglar, I'd want to raid one house so well that I could retire from my life of crime, but moving around from house to house in the same neighborhood? That's just dumb.”

“The police have been watching, but two more burglaries have still taken place. They've been in the paper. How come you haven't heard about them?”

“I don't waste time with newspapers and television. Video games are much more fun.”

Video games had been Max's whole world from the time they had met. Max had been Seth's first New York friend. Seth had proudly brought Max to his new house, took him to his room and pulled out swords and bows and legos and Spiderman toys. “You play with those?” he had laughed

“Don't you?” Seth had asked him.

“No one our age does.”

“Then what do you do?”

“Don't you have any video games?”

“One or two.”

That was when the very fiber of Seth's being changed. He turned his attention from imagining stories to climbing the social ladder. And he succeeded. By his sophomore year of high school he was running the basketball team, leading a band and attending all the important parties. Whoever was his friend, was everyone's friend. Whatever he did, everyone did. It was work to keep up his popularity. The danger of slipping off the top was much too great for him to risk correcting someone doing something wrong or sticking up for a kid getting picked on. He tried back door avenues of doing the right thing, but sometimes he wondered if he had lost his backbone.

“Did you order the pizza yet?” Max asked.

As they began a movie, they devoured their meatlovers pizza, complimentary bag of chips and bottle of soda. Conversation died out as the movie went on, until finally, at the exact same moment, both boys fells in to a deep, unnatural sleep.

