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​PART ONE – THE LOST PRINCE

​The Prophecy of Mandar the Great
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When darkness rises and the Enchanted Kingdoms fall,

and the Tree Azul fades, the greatest loss of all,

The Chosen One, kin to the Warrior so great,

shall rise from the book to change this fate.

He shall find the prince and help unite every land,

and together they’ll rise as one mighty hand.

Against the dark fiefdoms their strength shall ignite,

to restore peace and triumph over the night.
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​The Legend of Azul
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Long before the Kingdoms had names, before castles crowned the hills and Dragons ruled the skies, the Enchanted Kingdoms were wild and restless. Magic flowed through the land like untamed fire, powerful beyond imagination and answering to nothing but itself. Mountains trembled beneath its fury, ancient forests whispered with unseen voices, rivers carved new paths without warning, and the seas rose and fell as though stirred by an invisible hand. Though magic was the source of all life, it remained beyond the understanding of the creatures who dwelt within the Kingdoms, and they feared its power far more than they marvelled at its beauty.

The Guardians saw that magic had fallen out of balance. It was never meant to bring fear or destruction, but to nurture life and bind the Kingdoms together in harmony. Seeking to restore that balance, they gathered the deepest strength of the earth and united it with the living heart of magic itself. From these two great powers they fashioned a single gift for the Enchanted Kingdoms.

Not a mountain, not a kingdom, not a creature—a tree.

Its roots reached deeper than the oldest mountains, anchoring themselves within the very foundations of the Enchanted Kingdoms, while its mighty branches stretched beyond the clouds, reaching ever towards the stars. The tree was called Azul.

Yet Azul did not command magic. It did not seek to master it or bend it to its will.

It listened.

As Azul listened, magic answered. The chaos that had once scarred the Kingdoms slowly gave way to harmony, and the wild power that had raged unchecked for countless ages began to flow with quiet purpose. Azul became the living bridge between the Enchanted Kingdoms and the heart of magic, restoring the balance the Guardians had intended from the beginning. Peace spread across the Kingdoms, hope took root where fear had once prevailed, and for the first time since the dawn of creation, creatures from every corner of the Enchanted Kingdoms began to flourish together.
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​Chapter 1 – Whispers Beyond the Wind
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Gregory Orange had always believed there was something the rest of the world couldn't see. He had felt it for as long as he could remember. It wasn't a frightening feeling, nor was it something he could ever explain. Nothing extraordinary happened in the quiet town of New Lynn. The streets were peaceful, the neighbours were familiar, and each day passed much like the one before it. Yet beneath the ordinary rhythm of life, Gregory sensed something just beyond his reach, as though another truth lay hidden behind everything he saw.

What puzzled him most was that nobody else seemed to notice.

They accepted the wind without ever wondering where it came from. They watched the trees sway without asking why they always seemed to move with such purpose. They admired the stars without questioning what might lie beyond them. To Gregory, the world was filled with unanswered questions, and he could never understand why everyone else appeared content with so few answers.

That afternoon he stood at the edge of the football field behind New Lynn High, watching the breeze ripple through the tall grass beyond the boundary fence. In the distance, a line of ancient trees stood quietly against the fading afternoon sky, their branches bending gently beneath the touch of the wind.

He found himself watching them far more often than the game.

There was something about those trees that stirred a feeling deep within him. It was impossible to explain. Whenever the wind whispered through their branches, Gregory had the unsettling impression that they were trying to tell him something—something important that hovered just beyond understanding. At times, he even caught himself wondering whether the trees were watching him as closely as he was watching them.

"Orange!"

The sharp voice broke his thoughts.

Gregory turned, brushing a strand of white hair away from his jade-blue eyes as he looked towards the sideline.

Coach Talbot stood with folded arms, wearing the expression Gregory knew all too well.

"Planning to play today," the coach called, "or are the trees more interesting than football?"

A ripple of laughter spread through the team.

A faint smile tugged at Gregory's lips as he jogged back onto the field.

"Sorry, Coach."

"You're always sorry," Talbot grumbled, though there was more impatience than cruelty in his voice. "Now show me what you can do."

Gregory nodded and took his position, but even as the ball moved across the field, his attention drifted once more to the trees beyond the fence. The wind flowed through their branches in long, gentle waves, almost as though it were beckoning him.

Then the feeling returned, stronger than before. It was not simply curiosity, but rather a sense of urgency.
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​Chapter 2 – The Creatures Behind the Log
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The Orange household was seldom quiet. Most evenings the backyard rang with laughter, shouted arguments and the familiar thud of a football striking the fence, the shed or, on particularly unfortunate occasions, one of the flowerpots their mother treasured. Gregory had often wondered how two brothers could make so much noise without ever seeming to run out of things to say.

"I told you that was a goal!"

"It wasn't! You moved the goalpost!"

"I did not!"

"You did!"

Perched on the old wooden fence that overlooked the backyard, Gregory watched the latest disagreement with little interest. Adam and Liam had been arguing for several minutes, yet neither of them appeared eager to settle the matter. Winning the argument seemed far more important than winning the game itself.

The football shot across the grass and rolled to a stop beneath the fence.

Liam folded his arms. "Gregory! Are you just going to sit there staring into space, or are you actually going to do something useful?"

Gregory bent down, picked up the ball and threw it back without saying a word.

Liam caught it, rolling his eyes. "I swear, he spends half his life staring at trees."

Adam laughed. "Maybe he's waiting for Grandpa Walter's dragons to fly past."

Liam smirked. "Or he's talking to one of his imaginary friends again."

The two of them burst into laughter.

Gregory forced a smile, though inside he wished they would simply leave him alone. It had always been like this. If he asked a question they thought was strange, they laughed. If he wandered off on his own, they laughed. If Walter told one of his stories and Gregory listened a little too intently, they laughed even harder.

After a while he had stopped defending himself. It wasn't worth the effort.

Arguing with Liam only encouraged him, while Adam usually laughed because it was easier than disagreeing with his younger brother. Gregory had learned that silence ended the teasing far more quickly than words ever could.

The game continued without him.

Gregory rested his elbows on his knees and looked beyond the garden towards the little park behind the house. The tops of the old oak trees swayed gently in the evening breeze, their leaves glowing gold beneath the sinking sun. He found himself watching them in much the same way he had watched the trees beyond the football field that afternoon, wondering once again why the movement of the wind always seemed to draw his attention.

He had never been able to explain it. There was something comforting about trees. Unlike people, they never hurried. They simply stood quietly, season after season, watching the years pass. Walter had once told him that trees remembered things long after creatures had forgotten them. Gregory had laughed when he first heard it, asking how a tree could possibly remember anything.

Walter had smiled. "Because they've been listening longer than we have."

Gregory had never forgotten the answer. Neither had he forgotten the stories. From the time he was old enough to understand words, Walter had filled his evenings with tales of the Enchanted Kingdoms. There were mighty Dragons that ruled the skies, wise Gnomes whose counsel had shaped the history of kingdoms, Trolls who guarded lonely mountain passes, and cheerful Fluffens that bounced through fields of wildflowers spreading laughter wherever they travelled. Walter never rushed those stories, nor did he tell them like ordinary fairy tales. Somehow they always sounded... remembered.

As Gregory grew older he told himself they were nothing more than wonderful stories. They had to be. Magic belonged in books, dragons belonged in legends, and hidden kingdoms belonged to the imagination. Yet whenever Walter spoke, a small part of Gregory couldn't help wishing they were true.

"Dinner in ten minutes!" his mother called through the open kitchen window.

Adam trapped the football beneath his foot. "One last goal!"

Liam grinned. "First one to score wins."

Before Adam could react, Liam shoved him aside, grabbed the ball and sprinted laughing across the grass.

"Oi!" Adam shouted, charging after him.

Neither of them noticed Gregory climbing down from the fence.

He slipped through the little gate leading into the park, grateful to leave the shouting behind. The change was immediate. The air seemed quieter beneath the shelter of the old trees, and the sounds of the neighbourhood faded until all that remained was birdsong and the gentle whisper of leaves moving in the breeze.

Gregory wandered slowly along the winding path, drawing a deep breath as the familiar scent of damp earth and weathered bark filled the evening air. This was his favourite place in New Lynn. Whenever life became too noisy or Liam's teasing became too much, he came here to think.

The same strange feeling he had experienced earlier that afternoon slowly returned.

It settled over him so gently that at first he barely noticed it. Then, with every step he took beneath the trees, it grew stronger until he could no longer ignore it. It was not simply curiosity, but rather a quiet sense of expectation, as though something unseen had been patiently waiting for him to arrive.

Gregory smiled to himself. "You're thinking too much again," he murmured, remembering how often his mother had said those very words.

Perhaps she was right. Perhaps his grandfather’s stories had simply left too great an impression on his imagination.

He was about to turn back towards the house when something moved behind a fallen log beneath one of the old oak trees.

Gregory stopped. He waited. Then the movement came again, this time, there could be no mistake. Something was hiding there.

Gregory remained perfectly still, his eyes fixed upon the moss-covered log. For several moments nothing happened, and he began to wonder whether the fading light had deceived him. The park was full of little sounds and movements that often went unnoticed—the flutter of a bird settling among the branches, a squirrel darting across the grass, or leaves stirred by a passing breeze. Perhaps he had simply imagined it.

Then a small white face slowly appeared above the log.

Gregory felt his breath catch.

The little creature looked cautiously in one direction and then the other before climbing into full view. It was unlike anything Gregory had ever seen, no bigger than a football and almost perfectly round, its body hidden beneath thick white fur that glowed softly in the golden evening light. Only two enormous dark eyes and a tiny black nose peered through the fluffy coat, giving it an expression that was both innocent and wonderfully curious.

The creature studied Gregory and Gregory studied the creature. Neither of them moved.

A dozen sensible explanations rushed through Gregory's mind, yet each one disappeared almost as quickly as it had arrived. It certainly wasn't a rabbit, and no dog had ever looked remotely like that. Besides, dogs didn't move by bouncing.

The little creature gave a cheerful hop that carried it lightly across the grass before landing with surprising grace. It bounced once more, then stopped and looked at Gregory again, tilting its head as though it found him every bit as fascinating.

Without warning, Walter's voice echoed through Gregory's memory.

"Fluffens never seem to walk if they can possibly help it. They say bouncing makes every journey happier."

Gregory could almost picture his grandfather smiling across the living room as he told the story, trying to imitate the ridiculous little bouncing creatures until everyone had laughed. Walter had always insisted that Fluffens possessed the happiest hearts in the Enchanted Kingdoms and that no creature could remain miserable for long in their company.

Gregory swallowed. "No..." he whispered. 

The little creature blinked.

"It can't be."

His heart began to beat a little faster. Walter's stories had never left him. Although he had long since convinced himself they were nothing more than wonderful tales, every description remained remarkably clear in his mind. The little white creature standing only a few metres away looked exactly as he had imagined a Fluffen would look. Not almost. Exactly.

The Fluffen gave a tiny whistle that sounded remarkably like a bird greeting the morning sun. Then it turned towards the fallen log as though expecting someone else to appear.

Gregory followed its gaze.

A weathered hand rested briefly upon the rough timber before disappearing again. A moment later the top of a crimson pointed hat rose cautiously into view, followed by a wrinkled face framed by an astonishingly long silver beard.

Gregory stared in complete disbelief.

The little creature climbed carefully onto the log, leaning for a moment upon a beautifully carved walking stick before straightening with quiet dignity. It stood no higher than Gregory's hip, yet there was something about the way it carried itself that made it seem far taller. Its bright eyes were alive with intelligence, patiently observing Gregory without the slightest trace of fear.

Walter had described Gnomes exactly like this. Not comic little old men, not mischievous tricksters, but wise creatures whose knowledge had been gathered over centuries, who spoke only after listening, and who measured time rather differently from everyone else.

Gregory remembered asking his grandfather how old a Gnome could become. He had smiled and replied, "Old enough to remember stories everyone else has forgotten."

The memory seemed strangely vivid now.

The Gnome continued watching him with calm, thoughtful eyes, as though searching his face for something only it could see. There was no surprise in its expression, no uncertainty, and certainly no alarm. Instead, a gentle smile slowly spread across its weathered face.

It was not the smile of a stranger meeting someone for the first time. It was the smile of recognition.

Gregory felt an unexpected shiver run through him. How could that be? He had never seen a Gnome before. At least—he didn't think he had.

For several moments Gregory and the two little creatures simply watched one another.

The evening breeze drifted gently through the branches above them, carrying the scent of damp earth and wild grass. Somewhere in the distance a robin sang its final song before settling for the night, yet the little clearing beneath the old oak tree seemed strangely untouched by the ordinary sounds of the park. Time itself appeared to have slowed, allowing Gregory to absorb every impossible detail before him.

The Fluffen bounced happily around the Gnome's feet before stopping to look at Gregory once more. Its enormous eyes sparkled with innocent delight, as though meeting him had become the most exciting part of its day.

The Gnome remained perfectly still.

Its bright, thoughtful eyes never left Gregory's face.

Gregory found himself searching every memory he possessed, trying desperately to convince himself there had to be a sensible explanation. There wasn't one.

His grandfather's stories had always seemed so wonderfully real that, as a small boy, he had believed every word without question. As he'd grown older, common sense had slowly replaced childhood imagination until he'd eventually accepted what everyone else believed—that the Enchanted Kingdoms existed only in stories. Yet nothing about the little creatures before him felt imaginary. They were too real.

The breeze stirred the Gnome's long silver beard. The Fluffen's fur rippled gently as it bounced another step closer.

Gregory could hear his own breathing. He could even hear the soft rustle of leaves beneath the Fluffen's tiny feet.

Dreams didn't feel like this.

Slowly, almost without realising he was doing it, Gregory took a cautious step forward.

Neither creature moved.

Another step.

The Gnome continued watching him with the same gentle smile, while the Fluffen gave a cheerful little whistle that made Gregory's heart skip unexpectedly.

His grandfather had imitated that very sound countless times.

Gregory smiled in spite of himself. "You really are a Fluffen," he whispered, scarcely believing the words as he spoke them. His eyes shifted towards the little figure standing beside it. "And... you're a Gnome."

The Gnome inclined its head ever so slightly.

It was the smallest of gestures, yet it felt unmistakably like an answer.

Gregory's thoughts raced.

If the Gnome and the Fluffen were real what else had his grandfather been telling the truth about?

Did the Enchanted Kingdoms exist somewhere beyond the Ordinary World?

Were there really Dragons soaring above their mountains? Did Trolls truly guard forgotten passes?

The questions tumbled through his mind so quickly that he scarcely knew which one to ask first. Before he could speak, a familiar voice shattered the stillness.

"Gregory!"

Liam. "Dinner! Mum's waiting!"

Gregory turned instinctively towards the house. "I'm coming!" he called.

The interruption lasted no more than a heartbeat. When he looked back towards the fallen log, the clearing was empty. The Gnome had gone. The Fluffen had vanished. Only the old log remained, its moss glowing softly beneath the fading light as though nothing extraordinary had happened there at all.

Gregory hurried across the grass and searched behind the log, peering into the bushes and beneath the spreading branches of the oak tree. There was nowhere two creatures could have disappeared so quickly.

He stood quietly for a long moment, trying to make sense of everything he had just witnessed. His imagination offered the easiest explanation. He had remembered his grandfather's stories. He had allowed those memories to carry him away. He had imagined the entire encounter.

It was the only explanation that seemed reasonable.

Yet as he turned towards the house, he found himself glancing back one last time but the clearing was empty.

Even so, he couldn't shake the strange feeling that someone had been watching him long before he had noticed the creatures behind the log.

By the time Gregory reached the kitchen, Adam and Liam were already sitting at the table.

"About time," Liam muttered. "What were you doing? Hugging trees again?"

Adam smirked. "Maybe he was looking for Grandpa's Dragons."

The two brothers laughed.

Gregory managed a faint smile as he took his seat, but their teasing barely registered because his thoughts were still beneath the old oak tree, replaying every moment over and over again.

His mother placed a plate in front of him. "Everything all right?"

"Yes," Gregory replied, forcing himself back to the present. "I was just thinking."

Liam groaned dramatically. "There's the problem."

Adam chuckled, but before either of them could continue, their mother gave them a look that immediately ended the conversation.

The rest of the meal passed in relative silence.

That night, Gregory lay awake long after the rest of the house had fallen asleep. Moonlight spilled quietly across his bedroom ceiling while the wind whispered beyond his window, carrying with it the familiar rustle of leaves.

Again and again his thoughts returned to the park. To the Fluffen. To the Gnome. To the smile that had seemed less like the greeting of a stranger and more like the welcome of someone who had known him all along.

Eventually he closed his eyes. If his grandfather had been right about the Gnome and the Fluffen, what else had been true?

It was the last thought Gregory remembered before sleep finally claimed him.
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​Chapter 3 – When the Great Warrior Died
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Rain drummed gently against Gregory's bedroom window, its steady rhythm drawing him slowly from sleep. For a few moments he lay still beneath the blankets, listening as water trickled from the roof and splashed into the garden below. The sound was strangely comforting, yet his thoughts were anything but peaceful.

The little white creature and the Gnome. The memory returned with remarkable clarity, just as it had several times during the night, refusing to be dismissed no matter how often Gregory tried to convince himself it had never happened. Every detail remained as vivid as it had been beneath the old oak tree—the Fluffen's enormous curious eyes, the Gnome's kind smile, and the unsettling feeling that the little creature had recognised him.

He closed his eyes for a moment and sighed. It had to have been his imagination. There was no other explanation. His grandfather's stories had filled his childhood with Dragons soaring through endless skies, graceful Fairies, mischievous Pixies, wise Gnomes, cheerful Fluffens and various other creatures in Enchanted Kingdoms where magic flowed through every forest and mountain. 

Perhaps those stories had simply lingered longer than he realised, finding their way into his thoughts until he had begun seeing things that weren't really there.

"It was only my imagination," he murmured to himself, though somehow the words brought him little comfort.

Throwing back the blankets, Gregory climbed out of bed and pulled yesterday's sweater over his head before making his way downstairs. The familiar smell of toast drifted through the house, mingling with freshly brewed tea and the faint scent of rain that always seemed to accompany cold mornings.

Adam and Liam were already seated at the kitchen table.

"...I'm telling you," Liam insisted through a mouthful of toast, "you moved the goalpost."

"I did not," Adam replied. 

"You did."

"It was exactly where it always is."

"It wasn't."

Gregory smiled faintly as he took his usual place at the table. Some things, it seemed, never changed.

His mother placed a plate of toast in front of him. "Morning, Gregory."

"Morning."

She smiled, but something about it felt different. It took Gregory a moment to realise what it was. Her smile reached her lips. It never reached her eyes.

He frowned almost imperceptibly before reaching for his tea.

"Where's Grandfather?" Liam asked, buttering another slice of toast.

Their mother looked down at the kettle before answering. "He's still asleep."

Gregory looked up. That was unusual. His grandfather was always the first one awake. Long before anyone else climbed out of bed, he would already be sitting at the kitchen table with a steaming mug of tea, quietly reading the newspaper or gazing thoughtfully through the window while the rest of the house slowly came to life.

Gregory couldn't remember a single morning when that routine had been different. He glanced towards the passage. Perhaps Grandfather wasn't feeling well. The thought unsettled him more than he cared to admit.

After finishing his breakfast, he pushed back his chair. "I'll see if he's awake."

For the briefest moment his mother hesitated. It was almost too quick to notice. 

Then she nodded. "All right."

Gregory walked quietly down the narrow passage towards his grandfather's bedroom. Rain continued to patter softly against the windows, while somewhere behind him Adam and Liam had already resumed arguing over the previous evening's football match.

The familiar sounds faded as Gregory reached the bedroom door. He knocked gently.

"Grandfather?"

No answer. He waited a few seconds before knocking again.

"Grandfather?"

Still nothing. A strange uneasiness settled over him. His grandfather was never a heavy sleeper.

Reaching for the handle, Gregory slowly pushed the door open. The curtains remained half drawn, allowing only a soft grey light to filter into the room. Everything appeared exactly as it always had. The old wooden bookshelf stood against one wall, crowded with well-read books. Grandfather's favourite chair rested beside the window with a folded blanket draped neatly across one arm. Even the familiar scent of old paper, wood polish and peppermint lingered quietly in the air. His grandfather lay peacefully beneath the blankets.

For a moment Gregory simply stood there. Something felt wrong. He couldn't have explained why. There was no sign of pain. No sign of struggle. Only a silence that somehow felt far deeper than the quiet of an ordinary morning.

"Grandfather?"

Gregory stepped closer. His grandfather didn't move.

Gregory crossed the room slowly, every step making the silence feel heavier.

"Grandfather?"

His voice was little more than a whisper now. Still there was no reply.

A strange feeling settled in the pit of his stomach. He had never known his grandfather to ignore him. Even if he had been asleep, he would usually have stirred by now, muttering something about old bones needing a few more minutes before facing another day.

Trying to dismiss the growing unease, Gregory reached out and gently rested a hand on his grandfather's shoulder. The coldness beneath his fingertips made him snatch his hand away. He stared for a moment, unable to understand what he had just felt.

"No..."

He leaned forward again and shook his grandfather's shoulder a little more firmly.

"Grandfather... wake up."

Nothing. The room remained perfectly still.

Gregory searched his grandfather's face, desperately hoping to see some small movement—a flutter of his eyelids, a deep breath, anything—but there was only silence. A silence so complete that it seemed to swallow every other sound in the room.

His heart began to pound. "Grandfather?" The word caught in his throat.

This time he shook him harder. "Grandfather!"

Still nothing. Panic finally overcame confusion.

Gregory stumbled backwards before turning and running from the room. "Mum!"

His voice echoed through the little house. "Mum!"

The conversation in the kitchen stopped immediately. 

His mother appeared in the passage almost at once, concern already written across her face.

"What is it?"

Gregory struggled to find the words. "Grandfather... he... he won't wake up."

For the briefest moment she stood perfectly still. Then she hurried past him without another word and disappeared into the bedroom.

Gregory remained where he was, unable to move.

Adam and Liam had come out of the kitchen. 

"What happened?" Adam asked quietly.

Gregory shook his head. "I... I don't know."

Liam frowned. "Is Grandpa sick?"

Before Gregory could answer, their mother stepped back into the passage. Her face had lost all colour. She looked at the three boys for several long seconds before speaking.

"Boys..." she said softly. "I'd like you to wait in the lounge."

Gregory didn't move. "What is it?" he asked, his voice barely audible.

She swallowed. "Please."

There was something in her eyes that frightened him far more than her words.

Adam slowly placed a hand on Liam's shoulder and guided him towards the lounge, but Gregory remained standing in the passage. He couldn't take his eyes off the bedroom door.

His mother walked towards him before kneeling so that she could look him in the eyes.

Tears were already filling her own. "Gregory..."

She paused, as though searching for words that simply didn't exist. "I'm so sorry."

He felt his stomach tighten.

"What's wrong with Grandfather?"

Her lips trembled. "Your grandfather..." She stopped again, fighting to keep her composure. "He passed away during the night."

For a moment Gregory simply stared at her. The words reached his ears. He understood each one. Yet together they made no sense at all.

Passed away? How could Grandfather have passed away? He had been telling stories only yesterday. He had smiled only yesterday. He had laughed. He had spoken. He had been there.

"No..." The word escaped before Gregory even realised he had spoken.

His mother wrapped her arms around him. 

He stood motionless. No tears came. Only an overwhelming emptiness that spread quietly through him, as though someone had removed something so important that the world itself no longer felt complete.

Behind him he heard Liam begin to cry. 

Adam said nothing.

The silence that followed seemed to settle over the entire house.

***
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As the morning wore on, the little house in New Lynn slowly filled with quiet voices. Neighbours arrived carrying flowers and home-baked bread. Friends of the family came to offer their condolences, speaking in hushed tones as though afraid that raising their voices might somehow disturb the sadness that had settled over the house. Cups of tea appeared almost constantly, yet few were ever finished. Every room seemed wrapped in a silence that even conversation could not overcome.

Gregory drifted through it all like a shadow. He heard people talking. He answered when spoken to. He thanked those who offered their sympathy. Yet afterwards he could remember almost nothing that had been said.

It all felt distant, unreal.

By late afternoon the rain had stopped, leaving the garden glistening beneath a blanket of grey clouds. Gregory slipped quietly through the back door and sat alone on the old wooden steps overlooking the garden. Drops of water still clung to the leaves, sparkling whenever a faint ray of sunlight escaped through the clouds, while the familiar oak trees beyond the little park stood silent in the stillness that follows rain.

He lowered his head into his hands. Only yesterday his grandfather had been alive. Only yesterday they had shared breakfast. Only yesterday the Enchanted Kingdoms had seemed no more real than the stories they had always been. Everything had changed.

He simply didn't know how.

The back door opened softly behind him. His mother stepped outside and sat beside him without saying a word. For several minutes they remained there together, watching the breeze stir the wet grass.

At last she broke the silence. "Your grandfather loved you very much."

Gregory nodded. "I know."

"He was very proud of you."

This time Gregory didn't answer immediately. His eyes remained fixed on the trees beyond the garden.

"Did he..." He hesitated, choosing his words carefully. "Did Grandfather say anything?"

His mother looked down at her hands. "No."

The answer came quietly. "He went to bed last night and never woke up."

Gregory nodded slowly, though something about the answer left him strangely unsettled. It wasn't that he doubted her. He simply found it impossible to imagine his grandfather leaving the world without one last story, one last piece of advice, or one final smile.

The silence returned.

After a while his mother squeezed his hand gently before going back inside, leaving Gregory alone with his thoughts.

He watched the wind moving through the trees. For the first time since he was a little boy, he wished more than anything that one of his grandfather's stories had been true.

That somewhere beyond this world there really was another place. A place where brave warriors never truly disappeared. 

***
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Far beyond the Ordinary World, beyond the oceans, the mountains and the reach of mortal eyes, the Enchanted Kingdoms mourned the loss of one of their greatest heroes.

The banners of Jadonia hung at half-mast.

Creatures gathered in silence beneath ancient trees, while Dragons circled high above the mountains without their usual triumphant cries. Fairies and Pixies moved quietly through the forests, their songs replaced by solemn whispers carried upon the wind.

The Great Warrior had fallen.

Walter Orange had fought his final battle beneath a crimson sky where steel had clashed against steel and the air itself had burned with magic. Though victorious, he had suffered wounds far more grievous than anyone had realised. Determined not to burden those he loved, he had crossed back into the Ordinary World without speaking of his injuries. He had climbed the stairs to his bedroom. He had lain down to rest. And before dawn broke over New Lynn, the Great Warrior had quietly slipped from one life into the next.

The creatures of the Ordinary World believed an old man had passed peacefully in his sleep. Only the Enchanted Kingdoms knew the truth.

A hero had fallen.

***
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That night the Orange household felt emptier than Gregory had ever known. The familiar creaks of the old house seemed louder, the silence between them somehow deeper. Lying awake in the darkness, Gregory stared at the ceiling while rainwater continued to drip softly from the gutters outside. 

Sleep refused to come. Every time he closed his eyes he saw his grandfather's gentle smile, heard his voice telling another impossible story, or pictured the little Gnome and the Fluffen standing beneath the old oak tree.

Had they been real or had grief already begun to blur the line between memory and imagination?

He turned onto his side and listened as the wind whispered through the branches outside his window. For just a moment it almost sounded as though someone were calling his name. Then the sound faded into the night.

Gregory closed his eyes once more. Tomorrow, he told himself, life would somehow have to go on.

He had no way of knowing that, far beyond the quiet streets of New Lynn, the Enchanted Kingdoms were mourning the fall of the Great Warrior... and that the first threads of an ancient prophecy had already begun to tighten around his life
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​Chapter 4 – The Gnome at the Graveside

[image: ]


A cold, relentless rain fell over the little churchyard, soaking the earth until the narrow paths had become ribbons of dark mud. Water gathered between the gravestones in shallow pools, each raindrop sending gentle ripples across their mirrored surfaces, while umbrellas formed a sea of black above the mourners who stood silently around the open grave. The scent of wet earth mingled with fading flowers, and the quiet murmur of the minister's voice drifted through the rain like a distant echo.

For Gregory Orange, the miserable weather seemed strangely fitting. Several days had passed since his grandfather's death, yet the ache inside him had only grown heavier. Each morning he still expected to hear the familiar scrape of a chair across the kitchen floor, to smell his grandfather's tea brewing before anyone else had risen, or to catch the sound of another impossible story waiting to be told. Instead, there was only silence.

He stood near the back of the small gathering with his hands buried deep inside the pockets of his coat. The rain soaked his pale hair until it clung to his forehead, but he made no effort to brush it aside. He hardly noticed the cold. He welcomed the rain because it hid the tears that had refused to stop since the morning his grandfather had died.

Being ten years old was difficult enough. Losing the one person who had always understood him made it almost unbearable. 

His grandfather had never laughed when Gregory asked unusual questions. He had never told him to stop daydreaming or teased him for believing that there might be more to life than most people could see. Instead, he had listened patiently before answering with one of his wonderful stories about the Enchanted Kingdoms.

Those stories had become Gregory's favourite part of childhood. While other children dreamed about becoming famous football players or racing drivers, Gregory had imagined soaring on the back of a Dragon, wandering through enchanted forests filled with graceful Fairies and playful Pixies, listening to the wisdom of ancient Gnomes, or laughing as cheerful Fluffens bounced through fields of wildflowers. His grandfather had spoken of those creatures with such warmth and certainty that, as a little boy, Gregory had never doubted they were real.

The older he became, however, the more difficult it had been to hold on to that belief. People noticed that Gregory was different. They noticed his snow-white hair. They noticed his unusual jade coloured eyes with their hint of blue. They noticed that he was taller than most boys his age. And sooner or later they always said something. Sometimes they whispered when they thought he couldn't hear. Sometimes they stared openly. Sometimes they laughed.

Liam rarely missed an opportunity to remind Gregory how different he looked.

"You'd glow in the dark with hair that white," he would joke, usually loud enough for everyone nearby to hear.

Adam sometimes laughed along, though Gregory had long since realised that Adam's laughter usually followed Liam's lead rather than his own heart.

It wasn't only his brothers, though. Neighbours often whispered to his mother while they stood chatting outside the grocery store or over cups of tea.

"Gregory certainly is an unusual-looking boy."

His mother always answered in exactly the same way. "He takes after James's side of the family."

Gregory had accepted that explanation when he was younger, but as the years passed it had begun to trouble him. Every photograph of his father, James, showed the same bright red hair Adam and Liam had inherited. Gregory alone looked completely different.

When he had asked about it, his mother had told him that his great-grandfather had possessed the same white hair and unusual eyes.

It should have satisfied his curiosity but instead, it had raised another question. Why wasn't there a single photograph of this mysterious great-grandfather? Gregory had searched every family album he could find. There hadn't been one. He had never asked again. Not because he no longer wondered but because he knew his mother didn't like talking about it.

A sudden gust of wind swept across the churchyard, sending rain pattering loudly against the umbrellas.

Gregory lowered his eyes once more. Without his grandfather, he felt more alone than ever before.

The Priest’s voice faded into the background as Gregory stared at the polished wooden coffin resting above the open grave. He found it impossible to believe that his grandfather was inside.

Only a few days earlier they had been sitting together by the fireplace, talking long after everyone else had gone to bed. His grandfather had spoken of the Enchanted Kingdoms as he always had, describing places so vividly that Gregory could almost see them. He had laughed while telling Gregory that Fairies loved music more than almost any other creature, that Pixies delighted in mischief, and that a wise Gnome would often answer a question with another question if it believed the answer needed to be discovered rather than given.

At the time Gregory had smiled, convinced there would always be another story tomorrow. Now there would never be another. The thought settled heavily upon his heart.

He lowered his head as the first handful of earth struck the coffin below with a dull, hollow sound. Something inside him seemed to break.

He blinked quickly, trying to hold back the tears, but they came anyway, mixing unnoticed with the rain running down his face.

He missed his grandfather more than words could express. Not simply because he had lost someone he loved, but because he had lost the only person who had ever understood him completely. His grandfather had never laughed when Gregory wondered whether magic might still exist somewhere beyond the Ordinary World. He had never dismissed Gregory's endless questions. He had simply smiled.

"Never stop wondering, Gregory," he had often said. "The day you stop asking questions is the day you stop discovering."

Gregory swallowed hard. How was he supposed to keep discovering anything without his grandfather beside him?

A sudden movement caught the corner of his eye. He frowned. 

Near one of the older gravestones, something small darted behind a weathered marble cross before disappearing again.

Gregory looked up. At first he saw nothing except rows of dark headstones glistening beneath the rain. Perhaps it had been a bird or a squirrel.

He slowly turned his attention back towards the service. Then it happened again. This time he saw it clearly.

A tiny figure wearing a long crimson pointed hat sprinted from behind one gravestone to another with remarkable speed, its silver beard bouncing against a brightly coloured tunic as it ran. Close behind it came a familiar little white ball of fur, happily bouncing through puddles that seemed far too deep for such a small creature.

Gregory's heart almost stopped. The Gnome and Fluffen.

For a moment he simply stared. His mind struggled desperately to make sense of what he was seeing. He had convinced himself that the creatures in the park had been nothing more than grief, imagination or wishful thinking. Yet here they were again.

The Gnome paused behind a leaning headstone and cautiously peered around the edge, its bright eyes searching the gathering of mourners with patient curiosity. The Fluffen bounced beside it before stopping abruptly, as though remembering that this was no place for games.

Gregory scarcely breathed. They were real.

He glanced quickly around the churchyard. No one reacted. The Priest continued speaking. The mourners stood with bowed heads beneath their umbrellas.

Not a single person seemed aware that two creatures from the Enchanted Kingdoms were quietly watching the funeral.

The Gnome slowly stepped from behind the gravestone and for the briefest of moments its eyes met Gregory's. His expression was not one of surprise but recognition.

Gregory felt a chill that had nothing to do with the rain. Why did it keep looking at him like that?

Gregory's pulse quickened. The Gnome remained beside the weathered gravestone, one hand resting lightly upon its carved walking stick while the Fluffen peered curiously around the stone, its enormous eyes fixed upon the gathering of mourners. For the briefest of moments, the Gnome's stern expression softened, touched by the slightest hint of a smile before it quietly disappeared again. Gregory had seen that expression before. Not in real life. In his grandfather's stories.

Whenever a Gnome recognised courage, loyalty or kindness, his grandfather would say, "If you're fortunate, you might earn the smallest touch of a Gnome's smile. Don't expect more. They save their smiles for moments that truly matter."

The memory sent another shiver through Gregory. His grandfather had known, not guessed—known.

He glanced quickly around the churchyard once more. The Priest continued speaking. The mourners stood with bowed heads, umbrellas shielding them from the rain. His mother dabbed gently at her eyes with a handkerchief while Adam stared silently at the coffin. Liam shifted impatiently beside him, clearly uncomfortable with standing still for so long.

No one was looking towards the old gravestones. No one seemed aware that two creatures from his grandfather's stories stood only a short distance away.

Gregory could scarcely believe it. If they were truly there why couldn't anyone else see them?

His thoughts were interrupted as the Fluffen bounced cautiously into the open before stopping beside a small puddle. It peered down at its own reflection, tilted its head in apparent confusion, then looked back towards the Gnome as though seeking approval.

Again, there came the faintest suggestion of a smile. The Gnome nodded once. The Fluffen immediately bounced back behind the gravestone.

Despite the sadness pressing against his heart, Gregory almost smiled. It was exactly the sort of thing his grandfather would have described.

Unable to contain himself any longer, he reached gently for his mother's sleeve. "Mum..."

She didn't answer.

He tugged again, a little more urgently. "Mum... please."

Without taking her eyes from the Priest, she whispered, "Not now, Gregory."

"But..." His voice dropped almost to a whisper. "There's a Gnome... and a Fluffen."

His mother closed her eyes briefly. Whether from grief or exhaustion, Gregory couldn't tell.

"Please, Gregory," she said quietly. "Not now."

Liam, standing close enough to hear, turned towards him with an expression that mixed disbelief and amusement. "A Gnome?" he muttered.

Adam glanced over. "What?"

"He says there's a Gnome," Liam snorted. "And a Fluffen."

Adam gave a short laugh. 

"I told you," Liam whispered. "He's been listening to too many of Grandpa's stories."

The brothers exchanged amused glances before looking back towards the grave.

Gregory felt the familiar heat rise in his face. He wished he had kept quiet.

Slowly, he turned back towards the gravestone. It was empty. The Gnome and Fluffen had vanished. Only rain trickled down the cold stone, washing across the faded lettering before disappearing into the muddy ground below.

Gregory stared for several seconds, hoping they would reappear. They didn't.

As the mourners slowly began leaving the churchyard, Gregory lingered beside the grave for one final moment. His grandfather had always told him that truth sometimes hid where other people never thought to look. Gregory had never understood what he meant.

Now, for the first time, he wondered whether he was beginning to.

***
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The days that followed were among the loneliest Gregory had ever known. Life in New Lynn slowly returned to normal for everyone else, but nothing felt normal to him. His grandfather's chair remained empty. No stories filled the evenings. The little house seemed quieter than it had ever been before. Liam, however, had found something new to laugh about.

Whenever Gregory entered a room, he would grin and ask whether he'd seen any Gnomes lately. Sometimes he bounced around the kitchen pretending to be a Fluffen until Adam laughed despite himself.

Gregory never argued. He simply walked away. Eventually, even he began to question his own memory. Perhaps grief really had played tricks on him. Perhaps the creatures in the park, the creatures in the graveyard, had never been there at all. After all magic wasn't real.

Was it?
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​Chapter 5 – The Summons
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Two years slipped quietly by.

The seasons came and went with the same dependable rhythm they always had. Summer surrendered to autumn, autumn faded into winter, and winter slowly gave way to the warmth of spring. Life in New Lynn carried on much as it always had, untouched by wonder and unchanged by mystery. Children grew older, neighbours exchanged the same familiar greetings, and every morning the little town awoke believing the world stretched no farther than the horizon surrounding it.

For Gregory Orange, however, those two years had changed everything. The pain of losing his grandfather had softened with time, but it had never truly disappeared. There were still moments when Gregory caught himself glancing towards his grandfather's empty chair before remembering that it would always remain empty. Sometimes, while walking home from school, he found himself thinking of a question he wanted to ask, only to realise there was no one left who would understand why it mattered.

He missed the stories most of all. The stories had disappeared with his grandfather.

At first Gregory had thought often about the strange creatures he had seen in the park and later at the funeral. He had replayed those impossible moments over and over, searching for some explanation that made sense. Yet as the months passed, doubt slowly replaced certainty. Liam's endless teasing, the whispers of the townspeople and his own determination to be sensible eventually convinced him that grief had simply blurred the line between memory and imagination. Perhaps there had never been a Gnome or Fluffen. Perhaps he had only wanted his grandfather's stories to be true. 

Eventually, Gregory stopped thinking about them altogether.

The park where he now sat had changed little during those two years. Time had not been kind to it. Long grass had swallowed parts of the cracked pathways, weeds forced their way through broken concrete, and rust crept steadily across the swings until only one still moved freely. The paint had long since faded from the jungle gym, while the old wooden benches had become grey and splintered beneath years of rain and summer heat. Even the trees seemed forgotten, their branches stretching quietly above a place where children no longer came to play.

Gregory preferred it that way. There was something comforting about forgotten places. Nobody came looking for him there. Nobody laughed. Nobody stared.

He sat alone on the last working swing, pushing gently against the ground with the tips of his shoes. The chains creaked softly as he drifted backwards and forwards, the slow rhythm matching the thoughts circling endlessly through his mind. Back. Creak. Forward. Creak. Back. Creak.

Usually the gentle movement helped him think but not today. His throat still burned. His hair remained damp despite his attempts to dry it, and every time he closed his eyes he could still hear the laughter echoing around the tiled walls of the school bathroom.

Scott. The name alone was enough to tighten Gregory's stomach.

For reasons Gregory had never understood, Scott had decided years ago that making his life miserable was the funniest game in school. Most days it was nothing more than cruel remarks shouted across the playground or whispered insults as Gregory walked past. Today had been different. Today Scott had wanted an audience.

Gregory could still hear his mocking voice. "Look at the freak."

The laughter that followed had echoed along the corridor. "Maybe his hair's white because he's already dead."

Gregory had kept walking. Experience had taught him that answering Scott only encouraged him. It hadn't mattered.

Strong hands had grabbed him from behind before he could react. His books had scattered across the corridor floor as Scott and two older boys dragged him towards the girls' bathroom, laughing loudly enough to attract everyone's attention.

Gregory had struggled. He had shouted. He had tried to pull free. But the harder he fought, the louder they laughed.

Then came the freezing shock of toilet water. He could still feel it running down his face. Still hear Scott's voice. "We're just trying to wash the weird out of you."

The memory made Gregory grip the swing's chains until his knuckles turned white.

If Miss Nadia hadn't opened the bathroom door when she did, he didn't know what would have happened. 

He had never waited to find out. The moment Scott released him, Gregory had run. He ran through the school gates. Across the road. Past the old shops. And all the way to the forgotten park where nobody ever came.

Or so he believed.

Gregory dragged a sleeve across his damp hair and let out a long, weary sigh. His chest still ached where Scott had shoved him against the tiled wall, and every swallow reminded him of the filthy water he had been forced beneath.

He stared down at the ground.

"What did I ever do to them?" he whispered.

The question drifted away on the breeze, unanswered.

For as long as Gregory could remember, people had treated him as though he were different. Some simply stared. Others whispered behind his back. A few, like Scott, seemed to delight in making sure he never forgot that he didn't quite belong.

Perhaps they were right. Perhaps he really was different.

He kicked absent-mindedly at the dirt beneath the swing, watching a small cloud of dust rise before disappearing into the afternoon air.

"Why can't everyone just leave me alone?"

"I'm afraid they never will." 

The quiet voice came from somewhere behind him.

Gregory's entire body stiffened. He gripped the chains instinctively before sliding from the swing and turning sharply.

"Who's there?"

Silence.

He looked across the empty park. The swings creaked gently in the breeze. Leaves whispered high above the neglected trees. But there was no one.

Then the voice spoke again, calm and unhurried. "Behind the oak tree, Gregory."

His pulse quickened. Slowly, he turned towards the old tree beside one of the weathered benches. For a heartbeat nothing happened. Then a familiar crimson hat appeared around the trunk. It was followed by a long white beard, a weathered face, and finally the small figure Gregory had tried so hard to convince himself had never existed.

The Gnome stepped into the open.

Gregory simply stared. "No..." The word escaped almost soundlessly. “You’re not real.”

The little figure regarded him with thoughtful eyes before making its way towards the old park bench. With surprising effort it climbed onto the seat, settled comfortably, rested both hands upon its carved walking stick and looked at Gregory as though this meeting had been arranged long ago.

"I assure you," the Gnome said, "I am quite real."

Gregory rubbed both eyes.

When he looked again, the little creature was still there. "This..." He swallowed. "This can't be happening."

"It is."

"I imagined you."

"No."

"I was grieving."

"Yes."

Gregory frowned.

"But you did not imagine me."

The certainty in the Gnome's voice left very little room for argument. For several moments Gregory said nothing. His thoughts raced in every direction at once. He remembered the park. The funeral. The Gnome behind the gravestones. The Fluffen bouncing through the rain. Had they all been real?

The Gnome motioned gently towards the empty space beside him. "Come."

Gregory didn't move. Every sensible instinct urged him to run. Yet another part of him—the same part that had once listened spellbound to every one of his grandfather's stories—wanted answers more than it wanted safety.

The Gnome waited patiently. He showed no sign of impatience, no frustration, simply the quiet confidence of someone who knew Gregory would eventually make up his own mind.

At last Gregory took a cautious step forward. Then another. When he finally reached the bench, he sat down at the opposite end, leaving as much space between them as possible.

The Gnome inclined his head ever so slightly. "A wise decision."

Gregory couldn't help staring. "You really are a Gnome."

"So I have been for rather a long time."

The dry reply almost caught Gregory off guard.

Before he could think of another question, the Gnome turned his head towards the trees.

"Fluffy."

The name had scarcely left his lips when a cheerful whistle floated through the park.

Gregory's eyes widened.

A moment later the familiar little ball of white fur came bouncing happily through the long grass, chirping with unmistakable delight as it made its way towards the bench.

The Fluffen gave one energetic bounce before landing neatly beside the Gnome. It looked up at Gregory. Then, with obvious satisfaction, it gave another cheerful whistle.

Gregory couldn't stop himself from smiling. "I remember you."

The Fluffen bounced twice in quick succession, as though pleased to be recognised.

"It seems," the Gnome observed, "that Fluffy remembers you as well."

Gregory looked from the Fluffen to the little figure beside him. For the first time since his grandfather's death, the impossible no longer felt impossible, it felt real. Wonderfully, terrifyingly—real.

For a long while neither of them spoke.

Gregory rested his elbows on his knees, watching Fluffy contentedly rub its soft white fur against Ven's sleeve. It was such an ordinary little gesture that, strangely enough, it made the impossible seem almost believable. The little creature was real. He could hear its cheerful chirping, see its enormous black eyes blinking up at him, and watch the gentle rise and fall of its fluffy body as it settled comfortably beside the Gnome.

His grandfather had been telling the truth.

The thought was almost too extraordinary to comprehend.

He looked at Ven again, his voice quieter now.

"Were you really at Grandfather's funeral?"

Ven nodded. "Fluffy and I were both there."

"And... in the park, two years before that?"

"Yes."

Gregory lowered his eyes. "So I wasn't imagining any of it."

"No, Gregory."

A strange mixture of relief and uncertainty settled over him. For two years he had tried to convince himself that grief had played tricks on his mind, that the creatures he'd seen had been nothing more than memories of his grandfather's stories taking shape in his imagination. Now, with a single answer, Ven had swept away every doubt.

"My grandfather knew you."

"I knew Walter for many years."

"What was he really?"

Ven rested both hands upon the head of his walking stick before answering.

"To you, he was your grandfather. To the Enchanted Kingdoms, he was known as the Great Warrior."

Gregory searched the little Gnome's face, hoping to find some sign that he was joking.

There was none.

"My grandfather?" he repeated quietly. "The old man who sat by the fire telling stories?"

"The very same."

Gregory struggled to picture it.

He remembered his grandfather patiently teaching him how to carve little wooden animals, smiling whenever Gregory asked another impossible question, laughing as Fluffens bounced through his stories and Dragons soared across imaginary skies. Nothing about those memories resembled the mighty warrior Ven described.

"He never told me."

"He wanted you to have an ordinary childhood for as long as possible," Ven replied gently. "He had seen enough war for several lifetimes. The last thing he wanted was for you to carry those burdens before your time."

Gregory swallowed. "So... every story he ever told me—was true."

He scarcely knew what to say. His thoughts wandered back through countless evenings spent beside the fireplace. 

"The Dragons?"

"They still soar above the Enchanted Kingdoms."

"And the Fairies?"

"They still fill the forests with song, just as they always have."

Gregory smiled faintly despite himself. "The Pixies too?"

"The Pixies still delight in mischief," Ven replied, and for the briefest of moments the corners of his mouth lifted almost imperceptibly. "Some things never change."

Gregory found himself laughing softly. It was the first time he had laughed since his grandfather died. The sound surprised even him.

Ven allowed the moment to pass before speaking again. "I did not come simply to answer your questions."

Gregory's smile faded. "Then why are you here?"

The Gnome's expression grew solemn once more. "Because the Enchanted Kingdoms are in grave danger."

The breeze stirred gently through the neglected park as Gregory waited for him to continue.

"A darkness is spreading across the Kingdoms. Fear has taken root where hope once flourished, and many believe the days ahead will become darker still. We have fought to preserve peace for many years, but the time has come when we can no longer do so alone."

Gregory frowned. "I don't understand."

"I know."

Ven looked at him steadily. "But you will."

He paused before continuing. "Tell me, Gregory... have you ever wondered why you are different?"

Gregory gave a quiet, uncertain laugh. "Every day."

"Your white hair."

Gregory instinctively reached up and touched it.

"Your jade-blue coloured eyes."

He looked away.

"The feeling that you have never truly belonged here."

Gregory's heart sank. "How do you know all that?"

"Because it is the same for every Jadonian raised far from home."

The unfamiliar word lingered between them.

"Jadonian?"

"It is your people."

Gregory frowned. "My people live here."

Ven slowly shook his head. "No, Gregory."

He spoke gently, choosing every word with care.

"Your mother has loved you with all her heart, and Walter loved you no less than if you had been born into his own family. Never doubt that."

"Then what are you trying to tell me?"

Ven's voice softened.

"I am telling you that your life began somewhere else."

Gregory stared at him in disbelief. "No."

"It is the truth."

"My home is here."

"It has been."

"My family is here."

"They will always be your family."

Gregory rose abruptly from the bench, shaking his head. "No."

His voice trembled now. "This is crazy."

Ven made no attempt to stop him. "I know this is difficult."

"You don't know anything!" Gregory stepped backwards. "My grandfather is buried here."

"I know."

"My mother needs me."

"I know."

"So stop saying I belong somewhere else!"

The words echoed across the empty park before the silence returned.

Gregory stood breathing heavily, waiting for Ven to argue.

The little Gnome simply looked at him with quiet understanding.

At last he spoke. "I am not asking you to believe me today."

He glanced briefly towards Fluffy before returning his gaze to Gregory.

"I am only asking you to keep your heart open long enough to discover the truth for yourself."

Gregory turned and ran.

He ran through the park, past the neglected swings and broken benches, out onto the familiar streets of New Lynn and all the way to the weathered sign that welcomed visitors to the little town.

He stopped there, breathing hard as he looked up at the faded words.

WELCOME TO NEW LYNN

This was home. It might not have been a happy one. People whispered about him.

Scott bullied him. Liam mocked him almost daily. Yet every memory he possessed had been made here. How could Ven expect him to believe that none of it was truly his?

Slowly his breathing steadied. Against all reason, he found himself turning back towards the park. When he reached the old bench, Ven had gone. So had Fluffy.

Only a large black leather-bound book remained where the little Gnome had been sitting.

Gregory picked it up, surprised by its weight. The leather felt smooth with age, its corners worn by countless hands. Curious, he opened the cover, expecting to find strange writing or ancient maps.

Every page was blank. He turned another page. Then another. Nothing.

Disappointed, he closed the book and placed it carefully back on the bench.

A familiar whistle sounded behind him.

Gregory smiled before he even turned around. "Fluffy."

The little creature bounced happily through the long grass and leapt onto the bench, planting itself squarely on top of the book. It looked up at Gregory expectantly, chirped twice, then nudged the leather cover with its tiny nose.

"You want me to take it?"

Fluffy answered with an enthusiastic bounce.

Gregory glanced around the deserted park one last time. Ven was nowhere to be seen. After a moment's hesitation, he lifted the heavy book beneath one arm. Fluffy immediately climbed onto the cover, settled itself comfortably, and gave a cheerful whistle that somehow made Gregory feel a little less alone.

"I hope you're right," Gregory murmured as he turned towards home.

For the first time in two years, he found himself wondering whether his grandfather's greatest story had only just begun.
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