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Chapter One 

 
              All stories are allowed one coincidence, and in Elara’s story, it happened on the day she arrived 

at the Three Rivers’ Natural Outpost. The outpost was nowhere close to where the three rivers came 

together in Pittsburgh. In fact, you couldn’t even see the streams from the top of Beacon Street, and so 

the landlord had nothing to look at as he waited for the first two families to arrive. 

              And he certainly could not remember why he had asked them to come at the middle of the 

night. It really was the oddest decision that he had made. 

              If someone asked, he would not be able to tell you why he had insisted that everyone move in 

today. And he would never be able to say why he agreed to lease the middle home, a ramshackle house 

with nothing going for it. And he would never be able to say why he was drawn to the three families, 

each of which had a child about to turn twelve. And how he, for someone who was usually so 

meticulous, would accept the third application: scribbled on the back of pamphlets and brochures from 

towns all over Pennsylvania. And finally, why he chose the first day of summer instead of the first day of 

the month to allow these families to move in. There were so many decisions, and the landlord could not 

put his finger on why he had made those decisions. It really was so very out of the ordinary.  

              When the mother of the first family came out of the small car stuffed with children, the visible 

look of relief was apparent on her face. The same reaction came from the second family’s parents, a 

mother and father, who held each other when they saw the middle house. The adults all went up to the 

landlord and started to ask very logical questions. Questions such as “Is it safe?” Why yes, yes of course. 

Or, “How will this affect our homes?” to which the landlord answered, “Not at all, not at all. In fact, a 

family is moving in today.” 

              The first family was a family of one mother and four children. They hustled and bustled in the 

front yard. They tended to move in a unit, the three little sisters staying close to their older brother as 

he ran boxes from the car to the front door. Their mother was a very silent type. Their defining feature 
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was that they all had tight, curly hair that sat atop their heads, each like a shriveled pack of dried 

noodles. The brother’s role was entertainment for his sisters. They clamored for him to read to them 

and he had a large book under his arm. He was carrying his youngest sister, a baby, in the other arm. 

              The other family was one that screamed independence. The mother, father, and daughters each 

stepped out of the truck one by one and assessed their new home independently. They did not consult 

with one another, and seemed to be able to communicate with one another without speaking a word. 

They would come together later to discuss what they thought, but they found it essential to each form 

their own opinion before voicing it. 

              The adults all examined the middle of the three row houses on Beacon Street and wondered if it 

was safe to be standing in front of that house. 

              They also were all thinking, “What kind of family could want to live here?” And found 

themselves a bit apprehensive of having such a family live next to them. 

              What they could not have known was that this house was, in fact, the Three Rivers Outpost. It 

was indeed a sad house, wedged tightly as it was between the homes on either side. In fact, the house 

looked as if it would not be able to stand if it weren’t for the neighboring houses there to support it. The 

bricks on the wall facing the street were falling apart and crumbling. The windows were boarded up, the 

glass broken. There was no front door, as it had been replaced by a plywood panel.  

 

The landlord tried to remember why he had never done anything about the house. He hadn’t even 

thought to rent it out to anyone else. He thought, and he thought, and he felt the memory at the back of 

his mind. The feeling was at once an itch and a tickle at the back of his mind. It was fuzzy, and he could 

just barely feel it trying to form into a complete thought. But, before it could fully develop, something 

stopped him from being able to remember precisely.  
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              While the adults were busy pondering adult matters such as unsavory neighbors and falling 

houses, the children were not concerned by the thing in the sky. They were all in front of the house 

looking up at the sky and wondering what it could be. Far above them, a small speck seemed to zip up 

and down in the air, sometimes moving in a spiraling pattern, and at other times dipping down, 

plummeting towards the ground. 

The two oldest children, the ones who were both twelve years old, had already taken on the 

logical habits of their parents and refused to believe that it could be anything more than a plane. At the 

very least it must be a deranged bird. The younger siblings thought that maybe it could be a witch or 

some other sort of creature. But they were quickly persuaded by their brother that this was a silly 

notion.   

The only one who honestly saw the thing in the sky was the youngest child, a little baby girl that 

was held in the arms of her brother. She knew what it was. Babies are very perceptive and can tell things 

much better than others, for they have not forgotten yet how the world truly works. But since no one 

bothered to ask her, she huffed and grumbled a bit and decided that she wouldn’t tell her siblings even 

if they asked. She had yet to lose her attachment to magic. She knew that some surprises were best 

discovered than revealed. 

              The landlord watched them go inside the home and start to put their lives together. The two 

families went about their business, unoccupied by the speck in the sky that was slowly getting bigger 

and bigger. The children lost interest in the form as well, following their parents inside to discover new 

rooms and unpack old belongings. The landowner stayed behind at the front of the houses until the sun 

began to set over the hills surrounding the city. He waited for a bit, playing with the last set of keys. 

After standing alone for s while, he left the set of keys in front of the door, got in his car, and then drove 

down the street. 
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              Behind him, lights filled the previously empty houses. Laughter and giggles could be heard from 

each of the homes. The smell of food cooking and sizzling filled the air, and the houses started to 

become homes. There was no room in their lives to listen to nature around the houses, and no one 

could see the change in the small forest behind the houses.  

 

 

              As the families began to wind down for the night, a small sound came from the forest behind the 

three rowhouses. It was faint at first and accompanied by the rustling of leaves. 

              “I just don’t think it’s as big a problem as you say it is,” crackled a voice. 

              The sun had fully set, and the families were busy having a good time inside. The rustling in the 

forest grew closer, louder, but nobody inside would notice. Something was coming up the hill towards 

them.  

It was a wagon. But not just any wagon: it looked like it was made from a single tree branch that 

had spread and grown in different shapes and sizes to take on the form of the wagon. It also had no 

wheels. Instead, branches stretched along its bottom, making it look more like a sled. 

              The wagon was brightly colored, and every single inch of the wagon was decorated with leaves, 

flowers, and scenes of animals within woods from all over the world. However, the ornamentations 

were not carved into the wagon but were grown out of the wood itself. The burls of the wood came 

together to form the leaves and the flowers. And the twists and curls of the branches formed the 

animals. 

 

              The way that the wagon moved was a little odd. The earth moved to push the wagon sled. 

Behind the wagon, the soil would rise up enough to drive the wagon forward, while the dirt in front of 



5 
 

the wagon would smooth out to let it move smoothly. This process repeated over and over again, 

carrying the wagon slowly, but surely, up the wooded hill. 

Eventually, the wagon arrived in the clearing behind the rowhouses. It was not a very fast 

method of coming in, but it was steady. The man inside the wagon was happy with the pace, at any rate. 

And in comparison to his competitor who was trying to take a faster route, this was much more 

preferable. 

              If anyone had seen this man and his wagon come up the hill behind the outpost, they might have 

thought he was a punk. Some alternative lifestyle creature who didn’t believe in much or believed too 

much in one thing. Everything about him was tinged green. He had a long dark coat that had been 

patched up and rebuilt so many times the repairs were more a part of the jacket than the original coat. 

His shirt had quite a few holes in it, and his pants were torn in pieces. 

His clothing also did not seem to belong to any one era, style, or fashion. It was as if an entire 

century of clothing had been condensed into a single outfit. Over his long dark-green hair, he had a 

Homburg hat that was crammed with leaves, twigs, flowers, and grass all around the ribbon. His boots 

were caked with mud and laced tight. He was not what would be considered respectable by any means. 

Across his lap, propped on his knees, lay the most massive hammer that ever existed. The handle was 

made from a dark, cherry-colored wood. Instead of a steelhead, the hammer was capped with a drum 

made from dried grasses. It was positioned such that if he brought the head down, it would sound the 

drum instead of destroying anything. 

    The most striking thing about his man, however, was the markings. Crawling up towards his chin 

from beneath his collar were dark markings on his skin. They looked as if the skin had been stretched 

across thin roots. The lines themselves were a dark green color and crawled in an irregular pattern 

across his skin. They were also not all the same. There were some huge marks and some that were very 

thin and faint. From afar, you could say that they looked elaborate tattoos, but up close it was evident 
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that they were not. Something from within his body was trying to come out, and his skin was the only 

thing stopping it. 

              Grant turned up the radio to better hear what was being said. The radio itself looked like an 

ancient radio with a few added features. It had gems sticking out of it that were glowing the color of the 

sun slightly. Some of them had already gone dark, meaning that Grant did not have much time to listen 

to the radio before it ran out of energy. As the earth pushed him and his belongings up the hill, he 

listened further to the radio. 

              “I just don’t see what your problem is,” said a second radio spokesman. “I don’t understand. So 

what if there have been some attacks in the old mines? Why would something come now? You’re trying 

to instill fear in people instead of just looking at facts. This is an act of manmade terrorism and nothing 

more. If it were something else, wouldn’t it have started with the underground fires? Wouldn’t that 

have prompted something to form?” 

              A third voice piped up and offered a different perspective on the whole thing. “Now, haven’t we 

seen this type of thing before? How can this really be an issue of the Suffering manifesting? And here? I 

can understand in other parts of the world, but there hasn’t been a true case of Suffering here in 

decades.” 

              Grant looked at the fading lights inside the homes. He had no need for the keys that the landlord 

had left outside of the house. He sat back and continued to listen to the radio and fiddled with the 

handle of the hammer. 

 

              “And now if you’re listening in, here’s what’s happening in the news. You might have noticed 

that the outposts are being manned again by their first rangers in, now how long has it been?” 

              “Well, it must be just a little over a decade now.” 

              “Yes, I believe that it is a few years past a decade.” 
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              “Now, would they bring the Rangers back if there wasn’t a problem?” 

              “You could see it that way. Or, you could see it as magic has finally become strong enough to 

support the rangers coming back. We’re no longer in an emergency situation. Things can start returning 

back to normal.” 

              “I don’t know, you guys. I just feel like something is changing. Don’t you feel it?” 

              There was an absolute silence between the three. Dead air. It was uncomfortable and tense. It 

was the type of silence that could only mean that the radio hosts were looking at one another, utterly 

unsure of what to do. 

              “We’ll take this opportunity to talk a bit about one of our sponsors. The Jugglin’ Jesse’s Great 

Travelin’ Fair has officially been spotted outside of the Laurentian Region and seems to be heading over 

to the Appalachian Plateau.” 

              “So remember folks, look for the signs.” 

              There was a whizzing sound from above Grant, indicating that it was time to turn the radio off. 

With a click, the voices were gone, and the whizzing got louder and louder. At the same time, the wind 

started to pick up and whip against the wagon-sled. 

              Above Grant, riding a particularly tumultuous breeze, Elara rolled and tumbled throughout the 

sky and towards the rowhouses on Beacon street. The wind whipped itself around her body, and her 

coat flapped in the wind behind her.  

              The wind, however, was not cooperating. It would flip her over, whip her to the side, and 

plummet her downwards before bringing her violently back up. She had her legs bent and poised, as if 

she were snowboarding or surfing, and seemed to be trying to ride an invisible wave. And that wave was 

not letting up. She slid further and further down the sky until she landed with a boots-first crash into the 

backyard of the outpost. 



8 
 

              “Whoo! What a wild breeze that was!” she exclaimed and wiped her forehead. “I thought I 

would never get down.” She quickly checked that her most prized possession, a small clay pot filled with 

dirt, was still safely tucked under her arm. Relieved that the pot had survived the aerial roller coaster, 

she took it out from beneath her arm and brought it up to her face.  

    “We’re home, Mom!” she yelled into the little clay pot of dirt.  

“I beat you,” greeted Grant. 

“Now, see, that is not fair,” Elara argued. “I was at a disadvantage. How was I to know the 

breeze I hitchhiked was going to be a summer storm!”  

              “Did you use up the whole bottle like I told you?” asked Grant.               

“Are you kidding?” Elara rummaged through her pockets and revealed a small bottle. “This is 

perfectly good air magic!” The bottle was half filled with a luminescent liquid that glittered with a silver 

light in the rising moonlight. “I spent months collecting this off of spiderwebs and robin feathers!  I 

wasn’t going to waste it on a little breeze.”  

              In protest at having been called a breeze, the gust whipped around in the sky and crashed into 

her side. She flew for a moment and then landed back on the ground. With the aerial shove, her coat 

flipped over her head, and the pattern on her back was exposed. She had worn her very best jacket, 

something she had worked on for weeks to mark the occasion. Three embroidered rivers ran across the 

back of her jacket and came together under a full moon.  

  “Come on, Elara. Quit fooling around. We have to open this place up before the night ends,” he 

said as he turned towards the house.  

     

Elara’s face fell, and she felt a growing weight in her stomach turn cold. She looked at the house 

that was to be her home. She took in the broken windows, the falling bricks, and the boarded up door. 

“Are you sure this is the place?” she asked.  
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     “Sure, I’m sure,” he huffed. “It’s hardly changed since I last saw it.” He looked down at her and 

patted her on the head. “It’ll be alright, Moonlight,” he said and used his pet name for her. “ I promised 

you would pick your bedroom first, right?”  

     That cheered Elara right up. “Yeah! And I can have a slumber party?” Grant pinched his lips 

together at that one, and Elara knew not to push the issue. Some battles are best left for later. But, she 

vowed, she would celebrate the coming of sleep with the new friends she was sure to make here. She 

could just picture it. She would decorate her room as she had seen in the pictures. A plush bed with a 

cover in her favorite colors. Walls that were painted with the color of a rising sun on one wall and 

setting sun at the other. Green curtains that looked like ivy crawling up and down her windows. And 

finally, finally, enough space to play games, eat lots of junk food, and laugh all night until Grant came 

over and told her and her friends to be quiet and go to sleep.  

But we won’t go to sleep, she thought, we’ll stay up all night and giggle quietly.  

“Come on, moonlight. We have work to do.” He rummaged in the wagon and took out a little 

bag and handed it to her. “Just like we practiced.”  

Elara took the bag and walked towards the back steps of the outpost. The dark house loomed 

over her, and she tried to listen for evil critters that might be lurking inside.  

“Calm down, Elara,” she said out loud to herself. “Most critters are good critters. Bad critters 

don’t like good magic and this,” she opened the door, “is good magic.”  

Her heart sank. The house was no better inside than outside. If anything, it was much, much 

worse. The place was covered in mold and cobwebs, dust and trash. The back door led directly into the 

kitchen that looked like it could never be used to cook a heartwarming meal. The cabinets were gone or 

falling apart, and the sink was a dark, mean thing that had rust and darkness eating away at it. The living 

room was no place to play and study for it was littered with the bad stuff. All over the floor, there were 

cans and pieces of plastic. There seemed to once have been furniture, but they had been smashed so 
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many times that they lay strewn apart along the floor. And the stairs, the stairs led to another realm that 

was just nighttime and horrors.  Elara could barely see each step in the gloom and could certainly not 

see where they ended.  

I hope my bedroom isn’t up there, she thought.  

“Elara!” Grant said as he looked at the moon rising above them.  

Elara swallowed and began to open the three passageways to the Natural Outpost. “First, by 

earth,” she recited. She opened the small bag and bent down to the floor to sprinkle a thin line of earth 

across the outpost’s doorway.  

“Second, by water,” she stepped into the kitchen. She held her breath as the smell of decayed 

wood spread through her nose and into her lungs. She reached the sink and opened the tap. She heaved 

a sigh of relief that they had running water. She tightened the knob until only one drop fell at a time.  

“Third, by air,” she pushed against the wood boarding up the windows until it fell away. The 

moonlight hit her face. She looked out at the trees and the hills. 

“The three passageways are open. The Rangers are here to serve all those who come and 

protect nature against the Suffering. “ 

An owl took off from the trees and flew into the sky. Elara wondered if she would ever get to 

wander again in the hills, or travel from place to place and find adventure.  

 

 

 

 


