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Episode 1: A Solution for Seedlings


For the first time in a long time,
Pirosha left the happy boredom of the throne to solve a problem.
Imowyn had locked herself in a room for days. That room had once
been nothing more than a storage closet but she had made it her
own. She fancied herself a great herbalist and purchased rare
ingredients from all over Kalamar and the Murk Swamps. Twice she
had given Pirosha potions for his headaches; countless times, thick
draughts to aid his sleeping. Pirosha had seen it all; there was no
way she could surprise him.

When he knocked on the door, there was
no answer. “Imowyn!” Pirosha shouted but she did not respond. When
she was focused, there was no rescuing her from her obsession.
Luckily, he had a master key to everywhere in the
Fortress.


~


Inside, Imowyn was stooped over a
wooden tray.

“Hello, my little herbalist,” said
Pirosha.

“Hush!” Imowyn snapped angrily.
“You’ll scare him.”

Pirosha looked into the
tray and gasped. Thick viscous fluid filled the tray, and within
were two red forms—two reddish vegetables like beets, with sprigs
of green above. To his wonder, there were eyes on both, and the
beginnings of legs and arms. He couldn’t believe his eyes.
Imowyn has surprised me again.
“What are they?” he whispered.

Imowyn turned to him, glaring
irritably through her spectacles. “Sproutlings, of
course.”

Pirosha recognized their name.
Sproutlings lived outside the King of Kalamar’s rule. They formed
their own kingdom outside of the woods, a kingdom with its own
laws. “Where did you get those?” Pirosha said.

Imowyn’s glare grew harsher. “There
was a trader selling sproutling seeds. I’ll take them back to the
kingdom where they belong, don’t you worry… I just wanted to test
myself. I know I’m a good gardener, but am I this good?”

“Apparently,” Pirosha
whispered.

“I don’t think I’m as good of a
sproutling parent. Just wait until they’re teenagers. They’ll be
driving me mad, asking for more sun, more water—oh, well, what do
sproutlings like?”

“Sun, and water, and soil, I’d guess,”
Pirosha said.

Imowyn nodded. She was still glaring.
Pirosha took the signal—she wanted him gone.

Pirosha obliged, shutting the door
gently. Soon, the event would be forgotten and the sproutling
children would be back in the Sproutling Kingdom. He might never
hear the word “sproutling” for the rest of his life.


I.


The frosts, rains and snows of winter
began to fade away. Green shoots grew underneath the still-naked
trees and the air began to warm. Donner, in the form of a
wolfhound, left to hunt the woods of Kalamar. Bit by bit, the last
grasp of winter was relaxed; warmth returned to Kalamar, and the
tall trees regained their leafy foliage.

The summer solstice was approaching
when Imowyn entered the throne room, obviously in distress. Behind
her were two tiny forms, red bulbs with tiny root-like legs and
bushy green leaves growing off the tops of their heads.

The royal servants gasped. The norg
sweeping the room dropped his broom.

Imowyn looked no less distressed.
“I’ve made a mistake,” she said. “I’ve grown these two sproutlings
in a tray, and what do I expect? Bayne’s Dain is no place for a
sproutling. They’re helpless. They need to go back to where they
belong. They need to go to the Sproutling Kingdom. Oh, what have I
done?”

“Sproutling,” one of the tiny red
forms repeated.

“Sproutling kin-dom,” said the
other.

“Don’t worry, Imowyn. We’ll go
together,” said Pirosha.

A court advisor, Iorsha, objected. “My
king, you are needed here. Imowyn got herself into this mess. Let
her get herself out.”

Tears had formed in Imowyn’s
eyes.

“A good king doesn’t leave his
subjects to the wolves… let alone his friend.” Pirosha could not
bear to see her so sad. “Saddle up my pony!” he shouted. “And
Imowyn’s, too!”


~


Pirosha, small even for a norg, had
some difficulty riding a pony, but with practice he had grown
better at it. His close bond with Luna helped. In his younger
years, when he fell off her, she would nuzzle him until his hip
stopped throbbing.

Imowyn had no troubles riding. In the
stable of the fortress, her challenge was the sproutlings. She had
a cloth wrapped around her neck and set the sproutlings inside the
folds. Still, she looked upset, and the watering of her eyes had
advanced to tears. “What was I thinking?” she said. “A norg is no
proper parent for sproutlings! A trader said, ‘I have sproutling
seeds!’ and I jumped at the chance. It didn’t help that my
herbalism texts gave me instructions!”

“Imowyn,” Pirosha said calmly. “Don’t
worry.” Luna lurched forward, apparently over-eager to enjoy the
summer woods after so long in the stables. It would be a long
journey to the edge of the woods. The sproutling kingdom was past
the far-away town of Honeymead, over the Honeywine River, and many
miles until the trees faded into a thick swamp. Pirosha had grown
tired of swamps—but at least there were no harpies in this
one.


~


The road led east from Bayne’s Dain.
From early morning until dusk, they rode their ponies. At night,
alone in the woods amid the singing of the nixies and the
no-less-frightening hoots of owls, they slept in the open.
Sometimes, a sprite would shoot above-head, a white burst of light
zipping by like a shooting star and leaving fairy dust in its wake.
Shooting sprites did not grant wishes however, and no stars could
be seen through the thick canopy. The air was fresh and
wild.



The next morning, the sproutlings
jabbered in the light of dawn. “They want sun and soil,” Imowyn
said, “and I can’t give it to them.”

“They’ll get it tomorrow,” answered
Pirosha.

“I should have known my herbalism
would get me into trouble,” Imowyn said. “My mother always said,
‘Imowyn, one day you’re going to mix the wrong potion and poison
yourself.’ But instead I did something worse—I ruined the lives of
these poor babies.”

“Ruined their lives?” Pirosha said.
“What are you talking about? They’ll be all better tomorrow. Why
are you so worried?”

Imowyn knew something Pirosha didn’t.
He could tell it by the way her brows were wrinkled, how words
quite clearly hovered on the edge of the tongue. “Oh, drat. I’ll
just tell you. These little sproutlings are done for. If a person
just walks into the sproutling kingdom with two seedlings, they’ll
reject the seedlings outright. I guess I was just
hoping…”

Pirosha eyed the two newgrowths. They
still walked awkwardly through the camp on their root-legs. Their
dark black eyes were fully formed but still tiny in every way. A
full-grown sproutling was three or four times their height—a bit
shorter than Imowyn. About Pirosha’s height.

“You know…” Imowyn began. “Sproutlings
have terrible eyesight.”

“You mean…”

Imowyn rummaged through her pack and
brought out a cask of red paint. “Oh, look what I have here,” she
said as she grabbed a sprig of fabric leaves. She had brought an
entire All Hallows costume with her. She had planned this all
along.

“Will you dress as a sproutling,
Imowyn?”

“No… I was thinking
you would.”

“You thought I would?” Pirosha cried
incredulously. “Why? Because… because…” He knew why. The answer
dawned on him. Imowyn didn’t want to say it, so Pirosha would.
“Because I’m short. I’m always going to be rescuing you out of
these awful situations, aren’t I?”

Imowyn smiled uncomfortably. “The
sproutlings have a town of sorts, Janja Root. If you drop them off
there…”

“I don’t speak Plant,” Pirosha
mumbled.

“The sproutlings speak Dwarvish, just
like everything else in the forest,” said Imowyn. “You’ll do just
fine.”

Pirosha sighed. He stood up and began
to strip off his clothes. Imowyn rubbed the red paint all over him.
He tied the stem of leaves around his head and began walking north.
Two tiny red figures waddled after him. Before an hour had passed,
he reached the border of the Sproutling Kingdom.



The kingdom itself was entirely
composed of swamp. The mucky brown water was open to the cloudy
gray sky, pocked by little islets covered in cedars and pines. As
soon as Pirosha set foot in the thick water he saw his first
sproutling—a fat red one, floating by without a care in the
world.

Pirosha took another
uncertain step, fearful that the muddy brown water would swallow
him whole. The sproutling children floated behind him. He turned to
look—they were giggling and splashing each other in the water with
their tiny red hands. If only I was so
buoyant…

He swam to shore, on the other side of
the bog. He turned to check on the sproutlings and saw them
mimicking his movement, trying to swim but, in truth, floating
after him. A road wound through the woods, a road suited for
Pirosha’s size unlike the broad thoroughfares that connected the
towns of Kalamar.

He walked down the dirt road and came
to a bridge of bundled twigs. There was no way the twigs could
support him. Instead Pirosha sprinted ahead and leapt into the air,
landing easily on the other side. The sproutling children followed,
by turns leaping and falling, and then awkwardly crawling, across
the twig bridge.

As they reached the other side, a
group of sproutling travelers emerged—a family, it appeared, with a
group of adolescent sproutlings and a set of adults, with an
elderly sproutling at the front. The granny sproutling’s leaves had
begun to wilt and turn from green to grayish-brown. Yet her black
eyes opened wide when she saw Pirosha, and she began dancing and
shouting. “Here comes the prince!” she howled. “Here comes Prince
Red! Here comes Prince Red and his two sons!”

Pirosha had never feared sproutlings
or vegetables of any kind—except for when he was forced to eat them
as a child—but as the sproutling family swarmed him and lifted him
up, then carried him down the road with jubilant shouts, he began
to worry at what he had gotten himself into.

“Prince Red! Prince Red! He has come
to marry Princess Beetie!” they shouted.

Soon, sproutlings who had been sunning
in the bog and
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