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      “A ship in harbour is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.”


    

    
      — John A. Shedd
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  Preface



My former English teacher picked up the science book I’d left behind the day before and flipped open the front cover. She read aloud the biggest word staring back at her.




Biginol.




Scratch that—it wasn’t even a word, just a jumbled string of syllables my mind conjured up, among others, in an attempt to save me from the boredom of high school subjects I couldn’t wrap my head around. I think it was either algebra or chemistry, probably the latter.

The randomness of that scribbled word, coupled with the visible confusion on my teacher’s face when she tried to read it for the first time, reminded me of the harmless mischief I used to pull to spice up an otherwise mundane day. They were quick, harmless, and on the spur of the moment.

And yet, unlike my other pranks, I never quite let go of it. I even went so far as to lie to my friend when he asked me what Biginol was after hearing our teacher say it.

At first, I told him it was this dimension where creatures of myth simply existed. Then the creatures started fighting over some magic rocks. And the dimension kept growing—until it had a soul. A soul so vast, I knew I had to write it all down before I lost track of it.

There were four books made from the essence of that growing world, and I knew parts of its soul were my own.




The story of Biginol started as a haphazard attempt to add colour to the mundane world of my high school. Years later, it remained the only constant in its magic—a time capsule from the brightest years of my life, one I wasn’t ready to part with just yet. And perhaps I never will.

Biginol made me feel sane, safe, and often invincible—but it also forced me to confront the facets of myself that made me the person I am today: the good, the bad, and the ugly.

Writing this book was also a hell of a lot cheaper than therapy, which I tried for years, only to find that nothing truly worked for me except confronting my demons head-on (and unfortunately, they were not the kind that oozed any appeal—sexual or otherwise). But I find there is a noble pursuit in giving myself a fighting chance at life—not just to survive or exist, but to actually thrive on my own terms, no matter how chaotic others might find my methods to be.

Writing this book has also given me a peculiar way of talking, which I find myself enjoying. Whenever I write the dialogue, I often read it out loud—accents, dialogue tags, the entire package. I wouldn’t be able to shut up, slipping into these voices in real-life conversations: one moment, I’d sound dwarven, and the next, I’d talk with the misplaced confidence of a young faun noble.

It’s all so class, so it is.




In short, I fell in love with this book, its characters, and the world they live in. Now, I shall let Nerlan and Adelus take centre stage—and do the talking. This is their book, after all, and I am just the messenger, folks.
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  “An Illness in Driukin”

  
  










Nerlan’s fists clenched tight around a bundle of pulped stalks, the bitter juices seeping between his stained fingers, dripping into the glass bowls below.

I’ve got to find a better cure or the entire lot of them is going to die.

Wheezing, coughing, and sneezing accompanied by a growing fever: To say that his father’s detriment was a disaster for Nerlan was an understatement. Moreover, to attribute his brothers coming down with the same symptoms to simply being a misfortune was a sin in and of itself. Nerlan received the bottles of ointments and elixirs the resident healer handed over and tried to carry all of them in his toned arms with great care.

The lad stepped away from his concoctions and walked towards his father to follow up on the healer’s earlier vital checks when the afflicted dwarf suddenly let off a wide stance on where he slumped, palms open and stubby fingers wide as though he were casting a spell to halt Nerlan in place.

“Son, what are—by the mail knickers of my dead father, don’t you come near me!” He boomed amidst a loud sniffle, shaking the stone room with the thunderous volume he let off out of the blue.

“Dweorg, please!” His wife Drina exclaimed and rushed over behind him to push his broad shoulders down, effectively sitting his stocky person back on his carved wooden chair. “You really should try to be quieter, like: A dwarf doesn’t always have to boil over.”

“What in Glumenkhai’s knickers—a dwarf always ought to be loud, so they do, or them blubbering tall folks will step all over us, woman!” Dweorg squinted at the statement before another sneezing fit seized his bearings.

With his blistered ears still ringing from the assault on his senses, he eyed Nerlan through the stars dancing upon his glazed vision and sighed, disgust lingering in his tone as the weakness continued to spread throughout his pinpricked body.

“Just because we’re not giants any more doesn’t mean we’ve got to settle for less! Oh, Nerlan, son, I can’t even begin to tell you how mad this is—now I’m even starting to see two of you, like. Drina, love, are you seeing this? It’s like our boy has a twin, he has.”

The woman’s frown only deepened as she turned to the healer. “For the love of giants, Dwollin, how’re my husband and children?”

The resident healer distanced himself immediately after a quick pulse check and a round of pinches upon their pale, stubby fingertips. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen this, but oh my, it’s just as bad as I remember it to be, so it is. Now, I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news, but we don’t have the main ingredient needed for the antidote in any of our apothecaries; a gnome flower, now this is. You see, these types of illnesses—the dangerous sorts these are—they weren’t in Bedrock nor them other neighbouring tribes in over forty years. We never really had a need for the flowers, like.”

“Well, where can we find this plant then, Elder Dwollin?” Nerlan asked from behind, emerald eyes glinting upon witnessing his older brother Jighill slam the back of his helmed head against the wall after a particularly powerful sneeze.

“Well, the last time it happened here, I’ve tasked those old colleagues of mine to find this purple flower, a hapguika it’s called now this is, located only in Nuardikdor—that tribe with the pesky gnomes. Now, these folks are tricky, cheeky little things, but these blooms are the best chance that we’ve got if we are to go by my experience as a physician. However, gnomes are not exactly known for welcoming us strange folk into their lands with open arms, much less sharing their botanical methods, my boy—everyone your father’s age would tell you as much.”

“So they won’t help us then?”

“I wouldn’t say that no, but they’ll definitely give you a hard time: They’re wee bastards after all. An offering of gold is hard for them to refuse most of the time, but perhaps their standards have risen; heavens know that’s all they can really change now…”

Glancing up towards the short ceiling, Nerlan hummed as he pinched his chin between two fingers. “I suppose we can do something about the gold. We don’t have much since we’ve stopped being merchants altogether, but I think there are some old relics from the Lost Ages in the Great Hall that are just collecting dust. I think father wouldn’t mind sparing a few—”

“No chance, boy!” Dweorg yelled through a particularly loud cough. “I’d sooner die than let those thick gobshites have a piece from our glory days, like!”

Nerlan brushed off his father’s fit and turned his attention back to the old healer. “So Nuardikdor, huh…how long would the journey take?”

Dwollin did not bother looking up and pounded some soft, colourful stones into a wooden mortar. “On foot? A whole two weeks—but since you have the longest legs in all Driukin, it could be lesser. With a riding beast? Only about four days, it is.”

Dweorg caught wind of their conversation and straightened his sore spine to confront the healer about it. “You’re not planning on letting my son go out there in the wilderness, are you, old man? He’s never been outside of Driukin by himself—he’s never been outside full stop. We’ll find another fellow to do the trip if we really got to, but my son going out into that unknown wasteland to find some plant isn’t even on the table—end of story.”

“But—”

“Oh, Nerlan, please listen to your father.” Drina agreed in a heartbeat as she laid a cold, soaked towel upon her younger son’s forehead, whom they all called Jinhill. “We may have travelled before, but we never went into them woods unless we had at least a third of the tribe in our company. Also, the rivers in the south take a long time to cross over, so they do: It might set you back by a month, or even worse, wash you away, like! You know how this is, dearie—it’s better not to tempt fate in any way if we can help it.”

“That’s because before fate even has a chance, father had already swung his axe at it, he did,” Jighill muttered under his raspy breath before Nerlan could interject once more.

“But, Mother, father’s condition has gotten worse tenfold, and it’s only been two days, like. What if we ask the Norgas for help?” 

Jighill could not help cackling despite his illness, while Dweorg had a visible grimace at the suggestion.

“Oh, come off it.” Nerlan rolled his eyes at the two of them. “The Norgan routes face away from the forest, so they do. Sure, the journey’s gonna be longer, but I have a clear path to the gnomes now, even if I have to go through Makh’Monen.”

“And a clear path to their levies, like. It cost a small fortune just for them to continue the distribution of our wares, like. Now you’re talking about using their routes to bring back some unknown gnome-goods and shite—them fees are gonna be absolutely crippling.”

“Aye, desperate, so it is,” Dweorg huffed.

Nerlan put his palms up. “Well, Elder Dwollin’s colleagues are surely old now and can’t travel like they used to. Also, we’ve never done dealings with the gnomes in years, so technically everyone here’s just as lost and clueless as I am.”

“That last part doesn’t exactly help your case, little brother. It’s like I taught you nothing in the art of persuasion.” Jighill snorted from beside his father as he tried to feel the bristle of his short, umber beard under his numb, fubsy fingertips.

“Oh, but Nerlan’s got you perfectly down to the drop, so he does! You’re not exactly a master at it, too, you know: Remember how you tried to sway father into letting us off work early? Guess how that turned out? You always were thick as shite but only half as handy—especially on your best days.”

Jinhill rocked himself forward with a wild laugh and a slap to the knee at the sight of his brother’s scrutiny before a dry cough clawed at his throat once more, forcing him to spit out blood and mucus into the empty basin on his lap. Drina shrieked at the sight and scrambled to put the wet cloth back to lay upon his head.

“Oh, ancestors, Dwollin, please help my boy,” Dweorg sighed, casting a look of utter disquiet upon catching sight of his trembling sons and distressed wife.

With a pinch to the bridge of his ruddy nose, the dwarf rose to face Nerlan, who stood by a good distance across him with a couple of bottles still in hand and an expectant look etched across his soft, freckled face. Drifting downwards, his bloodshot eyes could make out the yellow lustre of the amber sphere that hung by his son’s neck, and a certain calm alleviated some of the worries in his blocked chest.

“Son, you know how to use a crossbow, don’t you?”

“Father, you know I only build them.” Nerlan smiled a sincere apology and set the bottles down atop a nearby stone table. “But I am pretty handy with a short sword and the like!”

“Are you really going to let the enemy get near you before you strike, boy? You can’t attack properly with them boiling in your face like that.”

“I mean, I don’t want things to come to that point, but you know how terrible my aim is, Father; I can’t shoot for my life or yours. But I promise I’ve got myself enough strength in my arms to stab and slash a foe, so I do. Oh, Father, please let me do this: Jighill looks like he’s about to pass out for the third time today. We need to act fast. Time isn’t exactly on our side, like.”

The dwarf in question squinted at the young man and waved his hefty arm in passionate defiance. “Nerlan, sharpen those blind eyes of yours and use them on Jinhill! If you want the embodiment of a mess, there’s one for you.”

Dweorg sighed as he tried to stifle a cough that threatened to shake the lungs off his back.

“I don’t want to have to tell you why this is already smelling of a failed mission from a mile away. You don’t know what it’s like out there—what things are waiting to pounce on you the moment you step foot out of this tribe. It hasn’t had Driukinian flesh in two decades—” he lifted a clammy arm where the pink scar of an old, large gash lay across the skin like the thick crescent of a waning moon, “and I’d appreciate keeping it that way.”

Nerlan’s long ears twitched at the sight; it was one his father never tried to hide, but something about it felt like fingertips trickling down his spine, just waiting for him to jump out of his skin. He dared not think about what it might have looked like that night.

“Father, you know we can’t avoid the forest all our lives—”

“We’ve done it for two decades; we can do it for two more! We tried to cut them back, we did, but the bastards only seemed to multiply, of all things. Those beasts—they’re the very spawns of darkness, they are.” Pursing his lips, Dweorg’s rambling came to a halt. “For three years, I’ve put scouts and battalions out there in the hopes of living our lives like we used to, and for three years, I’ve only lost more and more dwarves. I would’ve led the trades myself if it weren’t too dangerous. That, at least, I know you know, boy.”

“Father, I know how it sounds, but I’ll be careful, I promise,” Nerlan said, trying to placate the ill dwarf. “Nothing bad has happened to me in all my years of travelling with you and the other merchants. You’ve nothing to worry about.”

“Nerlan, of course, nothing bad has happened to you: We were only circling around Bedrock, and we spent the time trading pots and steel, so we were. Heavens know I’d kill for a muffin from the Andalons, but don’t let them get a word of it! The smug bastards’ heads will only grow ‘til they explode, and unfortunately, I don’t think they can make any more of those muffins dead.” Dweorg shook off his rambling with an exasperated sigh. “Point is, I barely took you out of the border for you to be in any real danger, do you understand?”

“But, Father—”

“Second, I was there to protect both you and the group all day and night: Any bastard outsider gets a good look at me and immediately runs for the hills, so they do; no need to even lift a weapon. It’s always been that easy, but I suppose that’s a good thing for us.” Dweorg huffed despite the blockage in his throat. “Son, the forests aren’t what they were, and I can’t be there to protect you in my vegetable of a state right now. I won’t ever allow you to leave your fate to chance, especially in that devil’s place. Why do you think our old business partners are a thing of the past now, hm?”

“But, Father, you know I won’t be under your protection forever,” Nerlan sighed, and on where he stood, held onto the dwarf chieftain’s pale fist with clasped hands. “I never planned to be here on the plateau all my life, and as a dwarf and your son, I have a duty to our people, too—maybe this is how I can better serve them. If I meet any of these prowling beasts, I promise that I’ll do my best to slay it and come back to you, I will; I’ll come back to you and mother unscathed, unharmed, and alive and well.”

“And what if your best isn’t enough? What if days pass and we never hear from you? You’ll really put that grief over your mother and myself?”

“Then I go down with the honour of serving our tribe as you would, Father, as any dwarf would. Someone must set out and get the flowers—this isn’t only for our family but for Driukin too. Who knows how many of the lot are already boiling over with this illness? I can’t just sit here when our kin are as good as dying, like. I’ve decided I can’t let your fear hold me back; these are our people’s lives at stake, Father.”

There was a twinkle in Nerlan’s eyes, and Dweorg caught sight of them and was moved by the burning spirit that shone through such an innocent light.

“And, if anything, I’m the fastest dwarf here,” the lad added quickly. “Who’s to say I simply won’t scurry my way out of Driukin in the middle of the night?”

“Don’t be getting all wise now, Nerlan,” Drina shot her son a look as she got up in a huff.

While mother and son bickered on their own affairs, Dweorg realised he no longer had the strength to tell his son no, and even if he had, he could not deny that the earlier arguments were nothing short of true. Though in a jumble, his throbbing head raged with the vigour of a running deer as it scanned through the archives of his memories, trying to find anything of relevance from an old life that he could use to help his son then.

The image of a weathered map sprang up in his recollection, then the idle chatter of the merchants in the past. There was a route the dwarves used to take, safest from the thieves and brigands, they were, and with a mountain of luck, it may also shield Nerlan from the eyes of whatever monstrosities lurked within those woods. Ignoring the grating of a weakened body crumbling from the inside, Dweorg straightened himself as best he could and berated himself endlessly for the decision that he had come to at that moment.

“Nerlan…” he began quietly, his throat exhausted from the coughing fits it had to endure for most of that morning.

The dwarf-child in question clasped his hand tightly over his flipping stomach.

“Yes, Father?”

Jighill and Jinhill stilled their raucous breaths as Drina and Elder Dwollin watched on from the side with eyes frozen in anticipation.

“Head over to our blacksmith’s guild and look for Kindel: Tell him to give you the sturdiest blade and buckler he has in his shop—the bigger the better, then go to the farmer’s circle and make a request for five sacks of food. Before you leave tomorrow, I’ll have some coins prepared for you. I’ll give you a map of the safest route we used to take, and you’ll promise me that you’ll stick your arse to it. And make sure to pack up your cloak—the forests get cold at night, they do.” He then paused. “Oh, by Glumenkhai, what am I saying?”

Nerlan’s goatish ears perked at the order, and his face glowed with an effervescent radiance the moment the words grasped him in their meaning. He thanked Dweorg profusely with still clasped hands and mustered every fibre of restraint in his being not to jump for joy and tackle the dwarf chieftain with a crushing embrace.

“Oh, Father, you won’t regret this—”

“I already do.”

‘You won’t, I promise. I’ll get the flowers from the gnomes and immediately come back here in one piece, like!” Nerlan insisted with a wide grin. “Oh, I’ll leave first thing in the morning, I will.”

“Not so fast, you gremlin,” Dweorg pursed his lips and skated his gaze over to his wide-eyed wife standing beside Jinhill. “I didn’t give you permission just so you can dally that hide of yours out and about Driukin. I’ll ask your mother to try and get you a beast from the stables. If anyone wants to tag along, all the better it is. Can you make arrangements for this poor chap, Drina, my dear sweet dwarven woman?”

“Dweorg, you can’t be serious!” an aghast Drina admonished. “Nerlan venturing into the wild? All alone? Look at him—he’s practically still a child, he is! And what of nighttime?”

“The boy won’t let me hear the end of it, Drina, and that’s the last thing we all need.”

“Then put your foot down, you thick tool! You’re the chieftain, for heaven’s sake. I can’t be doing with you sending my son out there to his death.”

“You’d rather he sneak out from under our noses when the whole tribe’s snoring their faces off at night? Don’t put it past Nerlan, my dear: He’s got that stubborn head of his from you.”

The dwarf woman sputtered in horror. “Oh, by the gods, you’re going to have our boy killed out there! Nerlan!”

“Mother, I’m old enough to be sent to the mines.” Nerlan chuckled as he grabbed her chubby hands to give them a tight squeeze, a form of his unspoken oath and an attempt at appeasement. “I’ll watch myself out there. Besides, I’m a dwarf—anyone will recognise me as father’s son and run for the hills before I even lift my sword, they will.”

“Ach, dearie, not even the drunks at the tavern are willing to go out there, and they’re the strongest, like. Literally no one here will give that blasted forest the time of day, you hear me? You’ve no idea how dangerous the woods have become since you were born. Please, don’t do this.”

“Well, I’m not afraid, mother.” Nerlan pressed on with upturned cheeks. “Fighting for our families has always been a dwarven thing, mother; you told me that more than anyone here. We’re already a small lot, so we are. We can’t lose any more or Jighill will have no one to rule over in the future, like.”

“Hmph.” The woman huffed as more of her displeasure simmered into tangles of fear. Her attempts at a stern countenance ultimately ended into one of pouting, one that Nerlan had always found endearing, but one that he must, alas, stand his ground against.

“If only it didn’t come to this, but we’ve no other choice,” he said with a sad smile. “I’ll come back without a single scratch on my body and help father and everybody; I swear by the blood of the giants, mother.”

“I’ll hold you to your promise,” Drina sighed at last and returned her son’s affections with a tense hug around his waist. “Oh, you’ll be the death of me, dearie. Stay safe out there, you hear me? Go now and pack every piece of armour you can find while I settle the matter at the stables. I’m sure Elder Dwollin can handle the boys just fine while I’m gone, he can.”

“You put too much faith in me, Drina. Then again, it’s not like they can go anywhere in their states. Oh, the heads on these boys,” Dwollin replied as he got started on another concoction. “Anyhow, get me as much hapguika as you can, laddie. Also, bring as much tribute to the gnomes as you can—perhaps then you’ll have better luck than the lot of us who’ve had their beards filled with sneezing salt in their sleep. I swear they wouldn’t give us the steam off their piss if they knew it would save us.”

“I’ll definitely keep that in mind, Elder Dwollin,” Nerlan said and bid his excuse to everyone in the room as he rushed over to his underground workshop, located in the plateau’s cave systems, to search for his rucksack and make ready his other essentials.

On the way down the gentle slope, the lad passed by some familiar faces going about their routine tasks, trudging by in light chatter among the sea of bobbing heads and thick hair. Some of the children had caught up to him once they spotted him leaving, and they begged him to play ball. His heart nearly shattered at the sight of the frowns he had garnered.

Nerlan grinned in an attempt at apology as he approached a bare-headed dwarf coming his way, and he waved at him to the highest of his arm’s length so that he might be seen. “Oh, Dwithor, don’t you look grand today?”

“Well, you seem to be in quite a mood today, yourself.” The other laughed, sharing Nerlan’s joy as he readjusted the bundles of wood he carried upon his bulky shoulders. “Is this the fine weather’s work?”

“Hardly; a storm could whisk us all away, and I’d still have a smile on my face, so I would. Father finally let me go into the forests—alone. Isn’t that amazing?”

Dwithor faltered in his step and nearly dropped his loads on the ground. “This can’t be real, is it? Dweorg letting you out on your own? Our Dweorg? The chief’s always kept you by his hip ever since you came here—er, came here from your mother, so he did.”

“Exactly, I can’t believe it myself!” Nerlan exclaimed. “I know father just lets me do what I will, but this is the first time he’s trusted me with something this big. Oh Dwithor, pray that I don’t mess this mission up like a fool.”

“You’ve got a lot at stake here, boy. You know I’ve heard an awful lot of talk down in the fields that one family’s already down with the same illness as your folks—one of them Grutmears, I think it was now.”

“Is it your cousin Dwindil?”

“Thank heavens not, but still, that’s quite a scare, isn’t it? Elder Dwollin couldn’t warn everybody fast enough, and now we sit here like geese ‘til we cough and we know we’re done for. What a way to go down, eh?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure I get enough for everybody,” Nerlan said, pounding a fist against his palm. “I should’ve known we weren’t the only ones sick in the tribe.”

“If it helps, we’re counting on you, boy. It’s a shame that you’ve got to risk your life for our sorry sakes, and I doubt you’ll have eager companions with you—especially since no one would dare step foot anywhere near those blasted trees again. I’d do it, but I got a bad leg and would just slow you down.”

“That’s all right, it really is, and if it’s not a bother, I wanted to ask if you could keep an eye on my workshop ‘til I return in about a week’s time.”

“Nerlan, you know you only got to say the word. I’ll see to it that no one tries to mess with them contraptions of yours after I run the last of my errands tonight.”

“You’re doing me a big one, Dwithor. I’ll bring you a gift if I’m able; I know you missed travelling since the beasts have started terrorising the forest.”

“Aye, that be true. But Driukin would rather see you come back alive over any gift, boy,” Dwithor said. “Although… we wouldn’t mind a bit of a souvenir each if you insist!”

“I’ll try to see to it.”

Nerlan stepped back, letting the older dwarf resume his activities after a nod of acknowledgement, and headed over to the lower level of the cave systems, where he met even more familiar faces on his way to his workspace.

He rummaged through his shelves, the clinking of metal against metal echoing across the mason cubicle that was one among many others. He put locks of his design through the hoops that closed his chests shut, and after a final sweep of the workspace, the lad grabbed his faded rucksack from a cramped corner and headed out through one of the exits from the underground complex to make his way over to the blacksmith Kindel.

Nerlan could not contain his smile as he closed his eyes, already feeling the breeze of the foreign lands blowing his brown hair back.
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At the heart of the forest, three tribes north of Driukin, the thick overlapping canopies shielded the patrolling faun soldiers and ensured that they would be safe from any threats that could come from above, whether it be a great flying beast or the hiss of the blistering sun. In batches of three, they had been circling the same perimeter assigned to them by their superior, the General of the Royal Army, and for the past two and a half hours, any movement from among the foliage had yet to be met with the tips of their glinting sickle-swords.

A misty silence subdued the entirety of the forest, and the fauns kept their eyes sharp.

They roamed about the same circle, in the same steps that they had taken countless times. They had weathered the earth with their hooves, and while in the middle of what could have been their fiftieth round, a faun appeared from the dense thickets to their right, placing a yellow scroll into a spacious pouch that hung by his strong hip.

His rich hickory fur swayed with the slightest of his movements. He was broad and built for greatness, a fighting machine in his own right, with strong thighs, sturdy hocks, and hooves that suggested the power of a charging Minotaur.

One of his closest subordinates stepped forward not long after, glowering at her colleagues idling about, seen through the stray red ringlets that bounced in her vision.

“General Keidinor, the cliffsides have not been properly looked at by the scouts. Will the next rounds be centred there? I can work a double shift,” she said as she strapped her sickle sword on the leather sash at her back, taking great care to ensure that the edge of the blades did not cut the thin gold band that threaded through the simple pearl pendant she wore beneath her faded cuirass.

“Do not fret, Arma: I have already made a formal request to the king to see if the troops could survey the cliffs tomorrow. We will receive his response as soon as we get back to Ederfill, and hopefully, this time he accepts—gods know we have tried for years. We have a few minutes left. Kindly gather the divisions and ensure all members are accounted for.”

“Will do, sir.” The second-in-command bowed and marched off to see the others.

It was some time before Keidinor finally decided to call it a day, and once his troops had lined up in their respective positions, he faced the path to the gates and nodded to his subordinates.

“All right. Everyone, off to the king!” General Keidinor barked at his soldiers and led their return to the white palace of Ederfill, where the king was on his way to greet them in the entrance of his abode.

Upon hearing the steel gates parting open with the signal of the watchtower guard, Prion Adelus, son of the Eron Gantedrol, jolted from where he sat and raced over to the nearest window that overlooked the palace clearing. There he saw the general and his companions coming in with stone-hard looks on their faces, jaws shut tight and lips unmoving as though they were adamant on keeping the secrets they had stumbled upon in the forest.

I must know those secrets.

Forgetting his earlier preoccupations, the faun prince took his downy nose off the dusty pages of his book and rushed over to the exit of his study, leaving his tutor to turn over his shoulder only to find that his student had gone. Adelus made no stops through the winding palace halls, swerving his way through the swarms of rushing servants with his lean, brindled legs. This went on until he at last caught sight of an older faun clothed in a bright ivory suit and crowned with golden tresses that had dulled at the tips with age.

Of course, only he wore such a suit in the kingdom. The light damask fabric was a trademark of the kings that had come before him, after all, and the faun shifted his stiff fingers as best he could about his gloved fist, relishing the smoothness of the royal cloth like a second skin.

Finally catching sight of the general and his entourage after what felt like hours of bated breath, the monarch walked beyond the main vestibule with a hint of a limp in his moderate stride. The faun fidgeted with a brass button at the centre of his chest to calm the buzzing of his fingertips, and he soon lost himself in the rhythm of his steady steps when the incessant clicking of heavy hooves caught up behind him. The king widened his carob eyes upon turning to see his son already in the middle of greeting him with a short bow.

“Adelus, what are you doing here? I thought you were going to use this time to prepare for our upcoming peace talks with the representatives of Karthadol. Is your tutor even aware that you are here?”

“Well, no,” the prince began quickly. “But father, I heard General Keidinor has arrived, and I want to know if they have found anything of the sort in the forest—a monster, perhaps, or some rebels. From the looks on their faces, they may have something big today.”

Adelus stole a glance at his reflection on the polished floors of the vestibule and then shifted to his father’s gloved hand, whose arm had always held a discernible stiffness even from afar. “I also wish to ask General Keidinor if he can bring me along next time—”

“You know my stand on that, Adelus.”

“But—”

“Adelus, we have talked about this.” The king stopped him dead in his tracks with a clipped sharpness and turned to face the general, who drew near that very second.

“I hope I am not interrupting anything, Your Highnesses,” Keidinor said, amusement lacing his words as he took a quick bow and handed the monarch the paper scroll he retrieved from his belt pouch.

“Adelus wished to ask for you to bring him to your next scouting mission in the forest, which, as you all may be aware, is something I simply cannot allow.” Eron Gantedrol turned to the general and shot him a look. “You were there as well, saving us from a satyr invasion when we were at our weakest. I do not know how else to convince my son of the horrors that we faced to deter him.”

“But father, I am certain General Keidinor can protect me, or at the very least teach me proper combat so that I can at least gain his expertise for when I need it.” Adelus then crossed his arms with a strained purse of his lips.

“Son, you are already in fighting classes.”

“But you always put me in with the new recruits, Father. They go on to learn more advanced styles of fighting, while I find myself stuck in the same setting year after year. I have no combat scars to show my skill. By my ripe age, I should have been just as decorated as some of our soldiers! At this point, it would be impossible to catch up to Nirme’s skill.”

Keidinor laughed and clapped the prince’s bare shoulder in good sport. “Well, it is an honour for Your Highness to put my daughter on par with my finest soldiers.”

“She is your finest soldier, even amongst your senior subordinates,” Adelus said. “But I doubt she would want my patronage, so it is best to keep this between ourselves. I do not want her ripping my head off.”

“Nirme is an excellent warrior, yes, I can attest to that,” Gantedrol muttered, brown eyes still fixed on the general’s report of findings, when he caught sight of a particular entry near the bottom of the page.

“Father, I have perfected my diplomatic skills—if the thriving states of Dardof and Cor’Nendil are of any indication—and I believe I am ready to take on the mantle of a warrior as well. I want to be able to serve my subjects in every way that I can, and knowing how to fight like our most accomplished soldiers will grant me advantages when I ascend the throne one day. I want to be rounded in all aspects that will require my leadership.”

“Leaving your tutor in the middle of your lessons is not very princely of you, Adelus. Furthermore, a king does not put himself in unnecessary risk. You already have the knowledge necessary to be their chief commander someday; I even let you study strategies with the General. But first and foremost, as prince, you are the light of this kingdom. How do you think our fauns will fare if you are needlessly snuffed out before I could even pass the torch to you?”

Eron Gantedrol smiled thinly and returned the scroll to Keidinor.

“I already have everything taken care of for when you will take my throne. I am making sure the years long after my death are peaceful, our allies plenty, and the kingdom prosperous. There will be no reason for you to fight in petty wars and pointless campaigns. Simply continue our royal legacy as I have continued my father’s, and if truly need be, have your future general manage the field wars for you. You do not have to do it all alone.”

“I heard that the people are already talking, Father,” Adelus groaned. “What will I answer them?”

“That as your father and king, what I say is final,” Eron Gantedrol answered simply as he began walking away once more. “You know as well as I that our kingdom’s stability and prosperity depend not solely on the prowess of our warriors, but also on the wisdom, foresight, and sharpness of its leaders. If you come to me once more with this notion of training with the higher soldiers, I will have my attendants tell you the same thing word for word—and that goes for the forests as well.”

But the prince did not relent.

“Times are as fickle as us. There might be peace now, but Ederfill might go through another siege, Father.”

General Keidinor’s eyes widened, and he stared at the king with a tense jaw. He dismissed the soldiers standing at attention behind him and took a step nearer to try to interject between father and son, but Gantedrol only let out a heavy sigh, and much to the general’s surprise, dismissed the prince without rebuke, urging him to return to his tutor.

“I will give thought to when we can talk about your future as a warrior if it means so much to you. But I will stand by my decision and order you as king not to step a hoof into that forest. Are we clear?”

“Father, you do not understand. Something inside calls for me to venture out there—”

“Prion, do not fret.” Keidinor interrupted before another word slipped out from either of his superiors. “I will attempt to sway the king to at least consider your wishes. But I am afraid it will take some time, and we urgently must discuss some matters for tomorrow’s mission. I promise I will take you into the forest with my soldiers someday—even just to the glen. We will show the king that you can handle yourself, but you have my word, I will have to ask you to wait, my prince. I promise it will all work out soon.”

Prion Adelus’s caramel eyes glistered with a hope that Gantedrol had not seen in a long time, and though he wished to counter the general’s words and temper the promises he knew he could not bring himself to commit to, he said nothing and simply let his son be.

“Oh, General, I am humbled, very truly so. I thank you—a thousand times over!” The prince bowed low to him several times, and his father saw that his smile only grew the longer he looked at the whitened scars that adorned the dips and curves of Keidinor’s muscular arms like trophies for the world to see. “Oh, you will not regret this. I will start preparing tonight!”

“We must have patience, but I am happy to have lifted your soul, my prince. I hope you may now return to your mentor in brighter spirits and with a better prospect for the days to come.”

“Certainly!” Adelus nodded with all the zeal in the world before turning a hoof and running back to where he had left his mentor in the studies.

After General Keidinor let out a fond chuckle, Eron Gantedrol eyed him with a red warning. Still, the general only assured the king with a knowing smile, saying that he would not proceed with anything unless His Highness so willed it to be.

“Keidinor, you know how I feel about that forest. My son cannot be there—I even forbid letting my citizens live anywhere near its skirts.”

“It would not hurt, Your Highness. Often, when children say they wish for something, they simply need you to confirm that you understand how much it means to them, and you will find, surprisingly, that getting them what they want does not matter as much as making them feel that you have given them the time of day.”

“Oh, you are going to end up putting ideas in that already stubborn head of his,” Eron Gantedrol sighed. “He takes after his mother, and there was no stopping that woman.”

“Adelus has the makings of a noble fighter, sire—if not a little too bold. Sooner or later, the West will find a way to bring him out of the walls of the city, and if I may be insolent, he may have a harder time adjusting to the change if you insist on sheltering him within the palace.”

“It is something I wish I did not have to think about,” the monarch sighed, taking no offence as he clutched his chest. “But putting that aside, I caught on to a section of your report where it said there may be some hidden activity by the cliffsides?”

“Yes, Your Highness. We still do not know whether they are M’Goran soldiers skirting our borders, Ragenrod’s monsters, or the more likely An’Dunnian rebels. One of my seconds-in-command inquired if we would send the next group to scout there tomorrow. I told her we would await your final call.”

“This is Arma, am I correct? Inquisitive as ever. Keep watch over her. But what do you think is the necessary call for action here, General? And the cliffside of all places?”

“My king, I know you have always had your reservations about fauns wishing to venture into that part of the forest. But if it were up to me, I do not think there’d be any harm in doing a simple reconnaissance of the place. We are sufficient in number after all.”

“I trust only your acumen and give you permission to go if you deem it necessary. I just wish that I did not have to hear of another ill fate in those cursed parts of the forests again. I thought those monsters had finally disappeared years ago. This return of theirs, I do not know what to make of it…and now we have more rebel factions brewing in An’Dunn.”

“Your Highness, the sooner we scan for dangers, the sooner we can come up with the apt defences. We can even clear a path through the forest for the merchants to take, so as not to risk being attacked by whatever it may be that wishes to harm our people: Ragenrod, rebels, and satyrs alike. We can also find the Stone of Mindatril if we widen our search. The continued prowling of those beasts must mean that Ragenrod does not yet possess the stone. As for the rebellions, you can be at ease: Ser Varnas has spent the past month in An’Dunn and has dismantled their efforts, most of which, even those considered to be a threat, are minuscule.”

“He sends me promising reports by the week, but I cannot help being wary still,” Eron Gantedrol said. “I regret to say we also lack the resources to go forth with the plans of making guarded fortresses in the forest, considering the costs of maintaining An’Dunn. We may be stagnant at the moment, but I will be sure to inform you when the time is right.

“The Arsenians refuse to let me hear the end of my incompetence, but no faun of mine will perish in that cursed place looking for a glorified rock that should never have come here in the first place. You would have to kill me a thousand times over before I even agree to take part in a journey there, but I suppose some of us are just braver than others.”

Eron Gantedrol sighed as he and the general made their way through the vestibule to one of the gardens near the throne room.

“I do not dare cast judgement, Your Highness. We are bound there tomorrow, and we will do what we can to bring light to what happened to the second prince that night of the siege.”

At the mention, Eron Gantedrol’s right fist shuddered with little tremors in his veins. Keidinor caught sight of the trembling limb and positioned himself to cover the king’s side like second nature.

“Does it still hurt, Your Highness?”

Eron Gantedrol lifted his cold, sweating palm into view as he followed the familiar trail of white fern-like marks beneath his skin. The image of its fine ghostly branches had long been memorised as they forked and etched themselves upon his forearm, concealed within his ivory sleeves.

“This is nothing compared to how it was that very day.”

General Keidinor furrowed his sun-dotted brows. “You should use your cane once more.”

“No, I can manage just fine.” The king attempted a light chuckle. “My lungs burned, my bones tore themselves apart, and the darkness consumed me whenever it pleased. My heart was beating incessantly so that I could not sleep for days. I may not be able to move it properly any more…but this scar is not the one haunting me.” He then cast his gaze on Keidinor. “If not for you, I would not be here right now, and Ederfill would have lost to M’Gora long ago.”

The general only returned a tight-lipped stare and placed a coarse hand on the king’s right shoulder. “I shall serve you as your right hand then, for however long you need me to.”

“I only have you and Giurkon now, Keidinor. It has been twenty years, but I am afraid that even the longest stretch of time cannot heal this deep wound within me. I miss my wife and son, and now I wish to pay respects to them. You are more than free to come along if you wish, and it would be my pleasure if you could join me for worship at the temple later.”

The general bowed. “It would be my pleasure to honour the memory of Prince Usudren and Lady Tisnidë by your side, sire. Your invitation is most appealing.”

They headed off together with the servants bowing at their passing presence, and General Keidinor kept his eyes peeled at the many faces revering Gantedrol.

[image: Image]

Several hours had passed since his encounter with the general, and the haze of excitement barely left the faun prince’s bones. After a few more lessons, alongside a well-earned sermon from his tutor, Prion Adelus was left to his own devices and walked along the halls of the palace in search of the king. He looked over the railings to test his luck, but instead of his father, he spotted a glimpse of a vibrant purple streak amidst long platinum blonde hair. 

The familiar figure steadily made their way up the main staircase and a wide grin broke out upon the prince’s face for the second time that day. He tried to temper his intense expression with a long, forced frown.

“Nirme,” he greeted flatly. “I did not expect for you to be in the main palace so late. Are you searching for the general or did you get lost again?”

At the sound of her name echoing through the masoned walls, Nirme looked up from the cold cream floors and found Adelus approaching her from a good distance away. She tried to suppress a grin, her hands on her right hip. She stopped in her tracks as soon as he was a few feet in front of her.

“Get over yourself, Your Highness,” she scoffed. “And father is resting now after accompanying the king. I am here to meet Arkin actually, he will come with us tomorrow when we scope the cliffside, and I just want to check if we have everything we need. Frirka knows that man would lose his head if it were not attached to his neck.”

“You are going to the cliffside tomorrow? The cliffsides?” Adelus asked, face frozen in disbelief, to which Nirme only relished with a grin.

“It is quite hard for me to believe that the king took the time to listen to my father, knowing the extent of his request. And as if that were not the wildest thing I’ve heard all day, the king had also given father full authority over the mission. His Highness has made his sentiments clear about the cliffsides countless times, so for him to actually allow us to go there with his confidence in father—simply an honour! I have never been there myself, so father told me to stick close to him for the time being.”

“Why would the general bring you there if Ragenrod’s monsters are still out and about?”

“He knows I can handle myself,” she said simply. “But between you and me, I think I can outdo most of father’s top students in combat. So really, they should be the ones sticking close to his side. They need his protection more—both from those monsters and me.”

Nirme flashed a mischievous smile that rivalled the iridescent sheen of her deep violet cuirass. Her pulled-back, long hair swayed behind her as she tilted her chin back in celebration.

“Of course,” Adelus joined in with a mock sneer, much to the delight of the other. “Be thankful my father holds me back or you would have met your match long ago.”

“Oh, I do not doubt that, Your Highness. I have a feeling you will be a great contender during the warm-up rounds.” Nirme crossed her arms with a bigger, teasing grin. “Now if you do not mind, I have to go sharpen my sickle sword, as real warriors do before a big mission. When you become king, I expect a raise and a couple of free drinks.”

“We shall see about that, general.” The prince stepped aside and jokingly bowed from the waist.

After a few more jabs and snide remarks, the woman trotted off to the armoury with that same grin still plastered on her face.

The two may have parted ways for the night, but instead of the drowsiness coming to claim Adelus, he was struck with a spark of brilliance, and he saw everything in his mind’s eye illuminated by the blinding light of a juvenile wisdom.

General Keidinor was a man of his word, but he was also a faun most loyal to the king. It might take years—possibly even until his father’s throne became his own—before he’d even consider letting his son take a step beyond the city walls.

But Adelus could no longer afford to wait another second.

With the fire of his calling burning in his heart, the faun prince set forth after Nirme in stealth and hid in a nearby niche, a stone sculpture providing further cover in the shadows. Prion Adelus waited in bated breath for the general’s daughter to depart through the giant auburn doors, and once the right moment struck, he slipped inside the room as quietly as he could manage to prepare for his own mission that came with the first light of the upcoming morning.
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While not as bold, another young man in the hollowed heart of a dead hill in Driukin lit his lamps with zeal and proceeded to count the many articles his mother had piled for him upon his dipped bed. Nerlan chuckled and only took a third of the pile, among which was a blue woolly cloak weaved by the most skilled artisan the dwarf chieftain had the privilege of working with. The lad wore it ever since he was young, and it delighted him to see that it still fit him just as well. As his packing came to a close, the sphere pendant of his necklace got itself caught in the knots of his rucksack’s strings and it occurred to him to wipe some of the grime off its surface lest he forget in the bustle of tomorrow.

Dweorg leaned against the doorway of the room and squinted his eyes to oversee his son in his activities, and upon seeing the sword and buckler next to his rucksack, the dwarf felt a weight off his aching shoulders and he approved with a hum.

“Drina, did you find a fellow for the boy?”

The dwarf woman turned to him with a knitted brow beneath her crown of blonde braided hair and left her son’s side to head over to where her husband drooped forward.

“Oh love, it’s next to impossible, it is: The forests simply scare the people now, and their families would come at us with pitchforks if we lost them in this mission. But on the bright side, the stable master has agreed to let Nerlan borrow a carrying beast for the journey.”

“At least he won’t be alone for real so,” Dweorg sighed, and another coughing fit rose.

“Father, I promise I’ll get back as soon as I can. I’ll make my journey swift, but I’ll also need you to promise me that you’ll do well to guard yourself. Take Elder Dwollin’s words to heart and restrain yourself from starting bar fights this time.”

Blanching from disbelief, Dweorg turned to his son. “Nerlan, my boy—oh, sweet mountains above, not that!”

“Keep him in check, mother.”

“You have nothing to fear, dearie. Your father will be swaddled like the infant that he is.”

Nerlan smiled as he packed the last of his things and tightened the rucksack shut.

“This is going to be real quick—I’ll be back before the lot of you even know it. There’s nothing to fear: I’m as tough as any dwarf, and father has taught me well, he did.”

“Careful with your flattery there, dearie. Anything more and your father’s head might explode, so it will. The illness won’t be the only threat here any more.”

Dweorg chuckled at the jest.

“You know you really don’t have to be doing this, boy.”

Nerlan only shook his head in response and helped the chieftain up to escort him to his quarters.

“You know I have to, Father. We need dwarves outside now more than ever.”

“Fine. But quit treating me like your grandfather. I have two working feet, boy.”

The nighttime sailed by the sky like a slow voyage for Nerlan, but as soon as the first rays of the young sun hit his eyelids, the lad was up and about, throwing his blue cloak and rucksack over his shoulders as he raced down the grey precipice of his home to meet the world outside the plateau. Under the mellow coral sky, he saw the guirdiron, the carrier beast his mother had borrowed. It waited with the stable master, who stood straight with a gloved hand. Both dwarf and creature stood by the vast plains that stretched across Driukin’s borders, stretching far only to be devoured by the roots of the woods that loomed in the distance.

The forest would soon have its first dwarf beneath its canopies after over twenty years.

“And you are certain about this?” the stable master asked, more out of disbelief than pure concern. “No one will be there to protect you: We’ve never gone back since the fire broke out and those beasts took away our brothers; well, the weaker lot of us, that is.”

At the thought, Nerlan tightened the hold of the cloak around him.

“Father never did tell me in detail about what really happened that night. Honestly, I think Driukin would rather bury itself with this secret than let another dwarven child know.”

“That’d be the case.” Horen handed over the leather reins with a sigh that suggested he would literally be anywhere else. “You remind me of my boy. Reads everything—twice, so he does. Also has some peculiar fascination with the ‘forest business,’ this be now. Try not to read too much into it. Dweorg simply suffers from an excess of sentimentality.” He gestured vaguely towards the back. “Let’s put your stuff in the back now. The sword, however, keep that. If you encounter a beast, your options are thus: one, engage in a brisk and sensible retreat towards higher terrain. Two, attempt some heroic, and likely futile, smiting until the creature is reduced to a rather unappetising pile of meat. I recommend option one. There’s no need to embrace your inner dwarf when it’ll most likely land you in a premature grave.”

Nerlan nodded. “Thank you, I’ll keep note of that, Master Horen, but I best get going: The sun has yet to climb, but father said the path he has marked for me in the map is safer than most, so I’ll be okay even if it’s still dark. If I don’t return, tell Jinhill he can have the crossbow I’m making for his birthday. It’s in my workshop, it is.”

“Do try to give it to him yourself. Saves me the bother. Best of luck. You’ll need it. I’m sure Taigo’s treatment of you will be… memorable. In one way or another.”

The stable master watched Nerlan climb upon the saddled back of the enormous beast with some difficulty: The guirdiron was almost twice the height of the lad, already the tallest dwarf in the tribe. It took some time for the latter to get used to the mounting process, but thanks to the constant aid of the stable master, Nerlan soon sat comfortably upon a sea of long, cream fur; where it definitely looked better than it smelled.

Nerlan said his earnest goodbye, promising to return in good health in front of his kin. 

Then came the promise of nephrite stones if Horen would tell Nerlan everything about that fateful night once he came back from his mission. Well now, Horen thought the offer was rather nice. A decent size, good colour and Nerlan might have a solid deal with him. The stable master played coy, of course, vouching to give the lad his final decision when he returned in a week’s time.

With the little arrangement set in place, Nerlan set off.

The birds have yet to start their chirping, but the great beast Taigo, as he was fondly called, was well on its way towards the swaying green gradients of the plains. The trees from ahead called forth to Nerlan, and though they were bathed and birthed in shadow, there was a certain beckoning aura to them that the lad could not bear to brush off as mere chance.

When the dark of the canopies first touched the pale skin of his arms, he pulled the reins of the beast back without much thought, heart tensing as both he and his companion stilled at the mouth of the forest in silence. Letting off a rumbling whine, the guirdiron whipped its docked tail back and forth, restless as it tilted its huge head back to seek certainty in its rider’s eyes. A draft blew in from the woods, and they shivered at its icy touch.

“It’s fine, boy,” Nerlan said and patted its head. “The sun will shine brighter soon.”

Another deep purr resonated from the beast’s furry chest, and Nerlan sensed that the former understood everything. With a smile, Nerlan tightened the blue cloak’s hold on his body and shook the leather reins, prompting the guirdiron to move once more, and in no more than half a minute, they made it into the forest proper, and a whole world appeared before his eyes.

Canopies towered higher than the small hills of his home, flowers bloomed at his slightest touch, and the cold morning wind whistled through flowing boughs holding green leaves the size of him. The place hypnotised Nerlan with its raw strangeness, and he wondered if he could ever replicate the majesty of this hidden world in the little trinkets that he would make. He also questioned whether there were more of these worlds strewn out across Biginol, waiting for him as this one did. By the time the sun reached the distant horizon, the lad looked back through the web of branches and could no longer see the flat peak of Driukin’s plateau.

To add to his delight, he soon noticed little speckles of sunlight through the overlapping greenery dappling onto the beast’s beige fur. They danced like fireflies at the gentlest push of the wind, and Nerlan could not help trying to catch them with his cupped hands in his dire need for some amusement.

The excitement that had kept him up the night before had begun to wane, and Nerlan resorted to conversing with the beast as he scrambled to get breakfast from one of the five sacks of food packed in the back to give it its morning treat: a fat white cabbage harvested just two days before the journey. The lad wasted no time getting his own sustenance as well before lying flat on his back, mirroring the fragrant forest air with the peace he felt blooming within.

After six hours of continuous travel, Nerlan finally noticed his beast slowing down. After ten more minutes, the guirdiron finally let off a deep rumble from its chest that echoed out into the ground beneath its pillar-like limbs, and it halted its steady pace, making the orb of Nerlan’s necklace clink against the mail shirt that he wore.

“You know, you really shouldn’t do that: Father said we could be ambushed here at any minute and I’m trying my best to stay alive: If he finds out I died, he will find a way to knock at the doors of the gods just so he can drag me back here in the living world and kill me himself. He’ll probably get mother in on it too, so he would.”

In response, the guirdiron gave a slow, dismissive blink. It turned towards the lush, sun-bathed patches of grass on the western side of the forest, seemingly attracted to the shallow blue pond that sat in the middle of this area.

“Yes, good idea. Why don’t we stop for a break?” Nerlan asked with a couple of pats on the animal’s head and secured his weapon against his hip before halting the creature to hop off its back. Parting from his companion a few feet from the pond, the lad turned back to the guirdiron and gave it one last touch on its black nose. “I’ll be here. Rest nearby and don’t wander too far. If you sense anything evil just run back to me, okay?”

Another disinterested grunt came from the creature, and it went along its way in tow.

When Nerlan reached the edge of the said pond, he got down on his palms and dipped his face into the clear water to cool off his dry skin. He smiled as the ripples disturbed the nearby hyacinths, and for a moment he admired the reflection of
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