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The young man woke up slowly. He felt his body tingling; his head was spinning and buzzing. As he blinked his thin, onyx-dark eyes, he started being able to see the surrounding scenery. Spread out on soft grass, he stared at the beautiful blue sky with clouds so thin and sparse that they took on the blue tint of the sky itself, lit up by a sun that was radiant and... a beautiful light blue.

He sat up quickly. Still incredulous, he realized that, in addition to the sky and the sun, everything there was blue: trees, rocks, ground, birds... All totally blue.

He stubbornly rubbed his eyes. It didn't help at all. He continued to see things completely blue. However, to reduce what he saw to that single color oversimplified the infinite tones, hues and shades around him. Indigo, cobalt, azure, turquoise, lapis lazuli, navy, royal, sapphire... A rainbow of blues.

He looked at his hands and sighed in relief. For a second, he wondered if he would also be bathed in blue, like everything around him. His moment of relief was short-lived as the ground started to shake, alarming him. Once the tremor had stopped, he stood up. He was a little dizzy and his forehead was throbbing. Maybe he had hit his head. What else would explain the migraine, the bizarre side effect of seeing everything in blue, and his scrambled thoughts? I need a doctor and quick!, he thought.

Not knowing which way to go, he stood right there, looking from side to side, studying the blue forest and repeating to himself: What mess did I get myself into now!? Where am I? How did I get here?

Frustrated, he kicked a rock that rolled on to hit a few bushes ahead. The noise caused a flock of blue birds with short, spiky tails to fly away. They escaped noisily, emitting a sharp and scared screech, disappearing into the horizon among the faint clouds.

The boy let out another sigh, this time due to his indecision. Again, he looked from side to side. He had to do something. He couldn’t just stay there, in the middle of some blue woods, waiting for the cows to come home.

With uncertain steps and a throbbing forehead, he started to walk between trees with thin trunks and smooth, glossy-looking bark. He just started walking in any direction. With a bit of luck, he would find something to give him a clue of his whereabouts, a road or even somebody he could ask for information.

Despite feeling apprehensive in such an unexpected situation, he started to distract himself with the strange and extremely beautiful scenery. He found, for example, flowers that chimed like little bells and released a sweet perfume with glowing bugs loudly buzzing around the bouquets.

The boy continued, focused on his observations of this place’s exotic wildlife when, suddenly, he was hit with an uneasy feeling of being watched. He even thought he heard a branch snap nearby, followed by some murmurs. He turned, shaken, his heart pounding, trying to find whoever was spying on him. He saw nothing besides the trees, short grass, bushes and rocks.

Did he hit his head hard enough to cause hallucinations? The thought worried him further. He touched his forehead and the top and back of his head. He didn’t feel anything that indicated an injury. He started walking again. He was feeling a little tired and short of breath, as if the oxygen level there was lower. Maybe the altitude of this area is much higher than sea level, he thought.

Not long after, he heard a familiar sound and walked towards it. He discovered a lukewarm waterfall flowing into a river with smooth, crystal-clear water. The image of the softly flowing water on a riverbed of fine, shining sand was so appealing that he walked to the edge of the creek. He was so thirsty. He kneeled and bent down to drink. Then, he took off his shoes, jacket, shirt and pants and dove into the water. Perhaps a good swim would help him clear his head.

After he resurfaced, he took a deep breath, swam a few strokes, then stretched out and floated for a couple of seconds. The gentleness of the water bubbling against his skin revitalized his energy and relaxed his muscles, which had been tense and stiff up to that point. Even his headache was subsiding.

The deep, calming effect produced by the water was disrupted as he heard a hiss. Startled, he opened his eyes and, eyeing the vegetation that surrounded the river, he saw a slight movement. There was also a quite strong smell of wet dog. If before he had only the feeling of being spied on; now, he was absolutely, totally certain of it. Constantly looking around with sharp attention, the boy swam to the edge of the river.

As awkward as it was, his only option was to get out of the water naked. Blushing in embarrassment, he jumped out and reached his clothes. Flustered, he got dressed quickly. He was in such a hurry while putting on his clothes that he ended up losing his balance as he was tying his shoes and falling onto a seated position. To make things worse, he heard a muffled giggle.

He stood up with a jump and ran his large, squarish hands through his hair to get rid of the water dripping into his eyes. He looked around with squinty, jumpy eyes. In a loud and disturbed voice, he said:

“You must be thinking this is all very funny, huh? Why don’t you show yourself already, whoever you are?”

He put his hands over his mouth as soon as he finished speaking. Was he going crazy, or had he really spoken in a language extremely different from his own? Although he didn’t know what language it was, he had a precise idea of the meaning of words as well as how to pronounce them perfectly.

The situation became even more maddening as he heard a nasally, off-key voice singing playfully in that same foreign dialect.

In the Serene Woods, the light shone

No one knows who goes there, that youth

But that has no importance to anyone

The light will show the truth

The light will show the truth

If the brave warrior arrives in the meadow

There’ll be nothing to fear

The way he will show

And the great villain he will clear

And the great villain he will clear

Hope and faith bring liberty

To the brave one who attains victory

It will be his, our amenity

And more rewards if he’s worthy

And more rewards if he’s worthy

Increasingly flustered, the boy started to search for the singer behind the greenery.

See how everything’s blue

Around us, the woods are indigo

Our home is peaceful

But the kingdom is ruled by a foe

But the kingdom is ruled by a foe

Against dangers, we will fight

Until with freedom we unite

The dead, their sacrifice will not be slight

Like beautiful sun rays, they will be free and bright

Like beautiful sun rays, they will be free and bright

“Stop hiding! Stop singing these meaningless riddles!” yelled the boy, beside himself as he gave up on searching.

The music stopped. The voice now spoke very mildly and politely:

“Pay close attention, and you will see that I am not hiding.”
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The boy looked forward since that was where the voice was coming from. He finally noticed the silhouette of a chubby little figure sat on the lowest branch of a sturdy tree. The short creature swung his legs in the air and waved at the young man. Things were starting to get very confusing because the small creature had the weirdest appearance he had ever seen. 

His skin was covered in a short, thick and blue fur. It was a quite faded blue, but it was certainly still blue. He wore a long-sleeved tunic. On his big, round head, there was a conical hat with no flaps; his ears were big and stuck out; his cheeks were saggy; his nose was swollen like a potato; and his bulging eyes had the same expression as a puppy... What was the name of that funny breed? Pug! Where lips should go, he had two long, thin lines. On each foot and hand, he had four short and stubby fingers. However, what impressed the boy the most was the beard on the little guy which went down to his knees in two curls that shook at the slightest breeze.

The little man... the creature... jumped off the branch and, leaning on an old cane of worn wood, walked calmly to the boy, who stared at him curiously. Face to face with someone so odd and who smelled like a wet dog and in such an unusual situation, the boy, who was naturally very shy, froze. 

After a few seconds of watching him in silence, the little creature said in his strange, hoarse voice:

“Who are you? I’ve never seen you around these parts or those parts or those other parts,” he questioned, pointing at various directions. “Introduce yourself!”

When the young man told him who he was, the little one scratched his nose. “What race is that?”

“It’s not a race. It’s my name.”

“Name?! No one has a name like that. It’s ridiculous! Too silly!” answered the little one in a pedantic tone. “It would be better to give you another name, easier and not so ugly... Hm... Let me think... Maybe... Yes! I have an excellent name for you! Are you ready to hear it?”

“I can’t wait,” he answered sarcastically.

“Cã!” announced the little one.

The boy shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me.” But upon reflecting on the weird name, he added, “Now that I think about it, I like it.”

“It’s a good thing you like it, my dear, for I would have kept calling you that even if you didn’t.”

“And since you’ve exchanged my stupid name for another just as stupid... or more... it’s time for me to know yours, little thing.”

“Little thing! Who do think you’re talking to?” The little one shook his huge ears and added with pride, “Everyone knows me. Certainly you’ve heard of me, huh?”

Cã said nothing. He remained standing with a focused look, for that was another of his personality traits: he took everything very seriously for his age.

The little one shook his ears again. As the silence became unbearable, the boy rummaged around, combing through his messy hair impatiently.

“I still don’t know who you are or what you are. Moreover, I also don’t know where I am or how I ended up here.”

Upset, the little one crossed his arms and thought for a second; he bowed, folding his upper body forward, and proclaimed:

“Then, starting now, you know me. I’m Mu, the Wise.”

Mu!? What kind of name is that? And he says my name is ridiculous!?, thought the young man, feeling a strong urge to laugh, but he didn’t want to seem disrespectful, so he copied the short one’s gesture. 

“Nice to meet you, Mu, the Wise. Now, if you don’t mind, could you tell me where I am?”

With a highly formal and courteous air, the short one replied:

“You’re in the Serene Woods, home of gnomes.”

The boy scratched his forehead impatiently and let out a little laugh.

“Is this some sort of joke?”

“By any chance, do I look like someone who makes jokes?” he replied, crossing his arms.

“By any chance, are you introducing yourself as a gnome, and you don’t want me to think it’s funny?”

“By any chance, I introduced myself as a gnome because that’s what I am,” he replied, full of pride.

“By any chance...” he stopped talking and rolled his eyes, “You know what? Let’s leave aside this whole ‘by any chance’ thing and get straight to the point... Do you really think I’m going to believe this story about you being a gnome, like the kind that shows up in fairy tales?”

“Fairies? I thought I was the first one you met here. When did you see them? I don’t know what tales are told about them, but know that those pranksters are.... Let’s say “mischievous” and they also like making up things.”

“Fairies? Besides gnomes, there’s also fairies here?”

“Ah! You’re not making any sense! After all, were you with them, or not?”

Cã was even more confused. Nothing made any sense to him.

“No, of course not... You know what, Mu? Forget what I said about fairies and go ahead, please.”

“As you wish... Like I was saying, you are in the woods of gnomes which, not to brag, are some of the most beautiful in the Warm Lands of Zylgor.” 

Zylgor!? Zylgor!?, the young man repeated to himself. The name echoed loudly in his head. Zylgor!

His breathing became irregular as the memories from last night ran through his mind. He felt his temples tingling and he pressed on them vigorously. 

Mu stepped forward. “What happened, young man?”

“I remembered! I remembered how I got here. The whole story is...” he paused, trying to find an adjective to best describe the situation that he went through the previous night, “an absurd!”

The gnome seemed very interested. His pug eyes grew. “I’d be happy to hear it.”

Cã looked at him. As weird as he was, he trusted the little gnome. And even if he didn’t, who else could he count on? Wasn’t Mu the only one he knew in these blue woods?

Mu cleared his throat quite impatiently.

Cã began, “The whole thing happened last night... I think... It might have been two nights ago. I don’t know... At least, I’m sure it was a rainy night. I was in the orphanage study room. I was reading for a long time and ended up falling asleep right there. I was woken up in the middle of the night by a loud clap of thunder. 

“I had had a dream. A dream with no images, a dream different from the ones we have normally.” He stopped for a bit, unable to find the words to define the dream.”

Mu risked a guess, “A complicated feeling to put into words, I bet.”

Cã didn’t really like it when someone interrupted his train of thought. At least, the short gnome seemed interested in the story, and that encouraged him to keep going.

“Actually, it was a voice. That’s right. A delicate, beautiful voice. Even once I woke up, I still heard the voice inside my head. I was trying to understand what it was telling me, but the thunder kept constantly interrupting, as well as the bright flashes of lightning that illuminated the room. I walked to the glass wall. That storm was the most violent one I had ever seen. It was a frightening sight!” 

“I can almost see the lightning, eagerly shredding the sky from end to end, and almost hear the noise of the thunder, like monstrous roars swallowing the night.”

“Oh, you were there too, Mu?” The boy sighed impatiently. “In the middle of the storm, I saw—”

“What, what?”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you—I saw the raindrops take the shape of a delicate female figure. As if such a vision wasn’t already out of the ordinary, she waved to me. I shook my head and closed my eyes. It didn’t help. When I looked out the window again, she was still in the same place, waiting for me. I tried to convince myself that it was a hallucination. How could it be real? And if it was real, what could it be?

“A rain spirit, of course,” the gnome hurried to answer as if a rain spirit was totally normal.

After thinking for a bit, Cã arrived at the conclusion that this was a good way to define the apparition. Then, he shook his head, resigning himself to the extraordinary situation.

“Yes, of course—Why not?” 

“And what happened next?” Mu asked in a complaining tone as the boy took a few seconds too long to continue the story.

“I’m trying to gather my thoughts, but I can’t if you don’t stop interrupting me!” After pausing to make sure that the gnome would be quiet, he continued, “For some reason that I can’t explain, I grabbed a chair and threw it against the window. The glass shattered , and it was very loud, but the noise was muffled by another clap of thunder—I crossed the garden very quickly, climbed the wall and jumped onto the sidewalk... She was on the other side of the street. I started approaching, trying to see what she looked like, and when I thought I was close enough to get a good look—”

The gnome brought his hands to his mouth to muffle an anxious screech. He didn’t want to interrupt, but his gesture caused Cã to pause. The young man thought that the little one was about to have an anxiety attack or something. Mu hurriedly motioned that he was fine and asked him to continue the story.

“The figure blended into the water and disappeared. I was upset, I won’t deny it. I looked everywhere, trying to find the—as you said—the rain spirit. Then, I realized that she had reappeared farther ahead. Again, I went after her. Yes. Her. I was sure of it. It was a girl’s figure—But when I got closer, she dissolved and came back up farther away, beckoning me to follow her.”

“And did you?”

“Yes, of course. I walked for a good chunk of the night under heavy rain, watching lightning flash everywhere and almost going deaf with the loud thunder. Then, I arrived at a trail that led into the forest. It was a very frightening situation, but my curiosity was bigger than any fear. Then, I continued following the narrow and dark trail. If it weren’t for the lightning, I wouldn’t even have been able to see the way. After a few hours of walking, I arrived—”

“You arrived? Just like that?” The gnome scratched his chin. “I thought it would be more complicated!”

Cã placed his index finger in front of his mouth. 

“Shoosh! Can you be quiet and not interrupt?” He took a deep breath. “I arrived at a house. Actually, it was a big, old mansion, tall and with a tower. I stopped and was wondering who would have built such a thing in the middle of the woods. The place looked abandoned. The forest had taken over all the land surrounding it. The paint on the walls was old and peeling; mold was spreading on the roof; almost all the glass windowpanes were shattered and to close them up someone had nailed boards from the inside—I raised my eyes and looked at the tower. Suddenly, I had the impression that something in there blinked. Once again, I heard the spirit’s voice in my mind. I looked behind me, searching for my companion in this journey, but she had disappeared, which discouraged me.” 

Mu sighed, crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head slowly. Cã thought it was cute that his words were affecting his listener’s behavior to such a degree.

“I walked to the mansion’s porch. As soon as I got there, the doorknob turned and the door slowly opened.”

Good! You came!

“I was a little disappointed. It wasn’t whom I was looking for.”

“And did you know whom you were looking for?”

“Actually, no. Even so, I knew that the person before me wasn’t the one I was trying to find.”

“And who was she?” Mu seemed very eager.

“It was a woman dressed in a long, very white nightgown with a shawl thrown over her shoulders. She was older, her white hair was tied back in a high bun. She was tall and thin. She had weird skin, quite rosy, and her eyes were rosy as well, almost red, large—and they stared at me with a weird admiration.”

“So, you saw her? Ohhhhhh!”

Patience was not one of the young man’s virtues, and that conversation was dragging on for too long. He huffed. 

“Yes, whoever she was—Can I keep going now?”

The gnome was already opening his mouth to reply, but Cã hurriedly kept speaking:

“I was embarrassed to arrive at someone’s house like that, in the middle of the night, but the woman didn’t seem to mind. Quite the contrary, she was happy, as if she already knew of my visit. She made a gesture inviting me to come in. I walked to the middle of the living room, the rainwater sliding through my clothes and dripping on the rug. I saw that the furniture was old and made of heavy, well-polished wood. The decor was tasteful. Everything was tidy and clean. Very different from what you could see from the outside.”

A noise coming from the foliage interrupted the boy’s story, and he looked around fearfully. However, Mu flapped his hands as if to say there was nothing to worry about.

“The woman was smiling at me, then she came really close and ran her hand down my face. My heart beat faster and I’m sure I blushed.”

We don’t have time to talk. We must hurry.

“After saying that, she took my hand and led me up the stairs. I went without protesting or asking anything. After walking all night, it was nothing to go a few more steps. In fact, if it was necessary to travel to another world to get the answers I needed, there was a good chance I’d go. To go back was unthinkable. The mysterious voice in my dream, the rain spirit’s voice, was still echoing in my head. That forced me to continue.”

“I can imagine!”

“Can you really, Mu? By any chance, have you ever been plagued by a rain spirit messing with your sanity? Whispering in your ears, putting ideas in your mind, forcing you to do things?”

The gnome shook his head. Cã ran his fingers through his hair, scratched his head and continued:

“We went up two floors and stopped in front of a heavy door. The woman was panting with the effort of climbing all those stairs.  Even so, she was still smiling. She let go of my hand and took a heavy key from her pocket. She looked deep into my eyes and said,”

Fear not. Know that supernatural forces that you’ve never even dreamed of will be by your side. You are destined for great feats and the story you are going to live through will never be forgotten. 

“After saying those senseless things, she turned the key in the lock and the door swung open with a creak. At first, I didn’t see anything. The woman touched my shoulder, encouraging me to enter. Where should I go in this pitch black room?, I asked myself, since I didn’t have the courage to talk to her. That was when I saw something shining in the middle of the room.”

“Ohhhh! A-ma-zing!”

At that point, Cã seemed frustrated.

“Mu! Seriously? Do you know how many times you’ve interrupted me?—As I was saying, there was something shining. Maybe it was even what I had seen blinking earlier when I was in the garden. I needed to see it up close. So, I walked forward a few steps. It was a little metal box. There was a grayish light radiating from inside. I mean, the little box was closed, but the light was shining out through the gap below the lid. Well, the silver box was right in front of me, there in the middle of the tower, and, to my surprise, it wasn’t on top of a desk, but floating as if it were being held by an invisible hand. 

“I got even closer, feeling a strong desire to take the box. I realized that the closer I got, the brighter the light became. When I touched it, the glowing light started spreading everywhere. At the same time, I felt a spark of electricity climbing up my arm. The shock was so great that I felt the room spinning and the ground dropping out from under me. Then, there was a feeling of falling down a very deep hole. And, as I was falling into the abyss, I could still hear the woman saying, ‘When you get to Zylgor, do not open the box under any circumstances. Take it to the right person’.” 
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The young man had finished his tale and now, he waited for Mu to say something. The little guy paced back and forth, quietly lost in thought and slowly shaking his large ears.

“Why are you so quiet, Mu? And why are you making that face?”

“You said that there was a good chance you’d even travel to another world if the answers to your dream were there, right?”

“Yeah, but I was just saying that, obviously. How could I have thought that I would really be transported to another world? By the way, what’s all this talk? You’re trying to trick me, aren’t you? C’mon, Mu! This here is Earth. Maybe it’s an amusement park and everything around us is a set. Maybe I’m in a game or a TV show.”

The little one shook his head, not understanding half of those things. 

“If you don’t believe that you’re in a far-off land, then answer this: how do you explain the fact that you’re able to speak my language?”

The boy shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“Then I’ll explain. You can speak and understand my language because you’re the keeper of the box.”

That information rattled Cã. And the surprises were just beginning because the little one turned his back on the young man and loudly asked, “What do you think, brother?”

Another gnome came out from behind a rock. He was a little taller and stronger than Mu, and he seemed to be younger. He wasn’t wearing a hat, so you could see the thick, bristly fur on his head. Like Mu, this gnome was also blue, although in a more vibrant tone. His beard fell to his stomach, and it was styled in a single braid. He was wearing loose pants secured with suspenders and a short jacket. He had a bow and a quiver full of arrows strapped to his shoulder.

“He could either be the one we came for or he could be trying to trick us,” said the second gnome, looking unfriendly. Getting closer, he continued, “After everything we’ve been through and are currently going through, I don’t like the idea of trusting a stranger just because he can tell a pretty believable little story.”

Cã huffed, exasperated at not understanding the conversation. However, before he could say anything, the two gnomes turned to a bush and said in sync, “How about you, little brother? What do you think?”

The bush shook , and a third gnome appeared or, actually, just his bulging eyes peeked out. Cã was astonished and asked himself if he was surrounded by a tribe of short guys with long beards.

“Why did you have to reveal that I’m here? What if he’s not friendly?” he answered from inside the bush, just his face visible. “Leave me alone, hidden here!”

Grumbling, the second gnome walked to the shrub and pulled out a very small and chubby gnome with dark blue fur, whose short beard barely reached his chest. He looked very similar to his brothers and, like the second one, he also wasn’t wearing a hat. He was wearing short pants and a loose shirt. By the looks of the little guy, Cã concluded that he was the youngest of the three.

The little gnome wiggled around, grunting non-stop and trying to free himself from his brother, who carried him in his arms, almost hanging by the ears. And when he was in front of Cã, his fur, as smooth and stiff as the others’, bristled in fear.

“I-i-it could be dangerous!” exclaimed the little one in a choked voice and with shaky knees, hiding behind his brother.

“Nonsense! He’s too young to be dangerous. He can’t be older than 15,” declared the second gnome, dismissing the boy.

“Ai, ai, ai—Don’t underestimate him! He’s quite tall and he has wide shoulders! And what strong muscles! Didn’t you see him swimming?”

Cã looked down. He was blushing from head to toe. He tried to hide his shyness, asking, “Aren’t you going to introduce me to the others, Mu?”

Mu slapped his own forehead lightly. “Of course! Please excuse my lack of manners—This is Vu, the Warrior, and the little one is Zu, the Peaceful. My brothers.”

Having finished that short introduction, Mu pulled his brothers aside , and they started arguing. Cã couldn’t hear anything besides vague sounds that were, at times, squeaky, at others, gravelly. 

The little ones were debating, using broad gestures and widening their round eyes at the boy as if they were analyzing him. After a long time, it seemed as though they had reached a conclusion because Vu turned to the boy and said imperiously:

“You said you brought the box. Show us!”

Cã realized that, up until that moment, he hadn’t thought to check if he still had his little package. What would happen if he had lost it? Apprehensive and anxious, he felt around his jacket pockets and didn’t find anything. He also dug around his pant pockets.

The little ones stretched onto the tips of their toes, and they couldn’t restrain a delighted groan when they saw the metallic box sparkling on the boy’s palm.

“By the look of you, this box must really be very valuable.”

“The box itself is worthless, but its contents are extremely precious!” Mu answered. 

The explanation made the boy even more curious. He gave the box a speculative look. 

“What’s in here, after all?”

Vu, the Warrior, interrogated, “Did the lady of the mansion discuss the contents of the box with you, by any chance?”

Cã shook his head no. 

“Then, we will not be the ones to reveal it.”

The Wise looked at his brothers with a serious air and announced:

“The young man must come with us immediately to deliver the box to the right person.”

The boy pressed his lips together. He was upset and tense at having to follow weird beings to an unknown place to take something, he had no idea what, and deliver it to someone, he couldn’t image whom. After hearing that protest, the Wise replied as such, “Well! Weren’t you the one who said that the lady of the mansion asked you to take this package to the right person?”

“Yes, but—”

“We will take you to that person and all will be cleared up,” Mu insisted.

The boy scratched his head indecisively. 

“I don’t know about that—This seems too crazy to me!”

“Come, come! Let’s not waste time. We need you to follow us. After all, you have the box.”

“Oh, no worries then, Mu. If you want, I’ll give it to you right now.” He stretched out his hand. There was a small earthquake and the wee folk fell back in fear.

Mu nervously exclaimed, “See? The earth shook when you tried to get rid of the box. You shouldn’t do that. You shouldn’t reject something that was placed under your care.”

“What’s in here will bring me problems, won’t it?”

“That, I have no way of knowing. But I can tell you that many would die and kill for what’s in there.”

The boy observed the little box very curiously. 

“Seriously? Why? Actually, don’t tell me. It’s none of my business. All I want is to go back to where I came from.”

The gnomes were becoming more impatient by the second, frustrated at the boy’s persistent reluctance. Vu, who was pulling on his braided beard, complained, “Let’s cut the chit-chat. We need to get to the house before any enemies find us. We’ve already been outside and exposed for too long.”

Zu looked around, rubbing his furry little hands together and whispering:

“It was really lucky that we didn’t run into any daytime watchers, but when night arrives, we won’t need luck, but a miracle.”

Cã took a deep breath. He was tired, and his stomach was grumbling. He didn’t know where he was, and the only people he knew were the gnomes. If he was in danger, the best thing to do would truly be to leave that place.

The wee people were already walking away and Cã, with no better option, followed them, holding the mysterious box tightly in his hand.
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Mu, Vu and Zu walked quickly. Only Zu, the smallest, risked a backwards glance to make sure that the boy wasn’t making any threatening moves, but when he met Cã’s deep, dark eyes, he gave up on looking back.

The forest path enchanted the boy. The low, fluffy grass was shining with the last sun rays of the day. The trees had thin and straight trunks, and their round crowns looked like ornate blue bouquets of subtly beautiful fruits and flowers. In contrast to these delicate trees, he saw, here and there, others that were gigantic in height and width, with a navy-blue coloring and leaves so dark they were almost black. And all of them seemed to whisper in joy when the gnomes walked past and stroked their leaves and trunks, as if greeting old friends. The small plants also rustled happily at the gnomes’ touch. 

Miniscule birds and fat, wading fowl approached the little ones as if they wanted to welcome them with friendly squawks and whistles. Animals that were similar to little monkeys jumped to and fro, clattering noisily around and waving at the three.

As they went deeper into the woods, the blue-violet sun took the opposite path, sinking into the horizon. Already, two big moons appeared to light the night with their opaque glow. Around them, stars softly sparkled.

Curiosity was eating away at the boy, just like the hunger he felt. He brooded on whether he was really experiencing all of this. Was it a dream, a hallucination? Was he so fed up with the same old things at the orphanage to the point of going crazy and creating himself a private world, a wonderful and magical adventure in which to take refuge?

He opened his hand and felt around the little box, wondering why Mu had said that many would die and kill for it. Whatever it was (a dream, illusion or reality), the contents of the box emitted an inexplicable feeling of power. He had to fight against his strong craving to open the box and see what was inside. His fingers ran over the lid. However, the lady of the mansion’s words ran through his mind and he stopped that movement.

The boy brought his attention back to the little ones who were walking ahead, strolling with a wobbly, clumsy gait since their legs were very short and curved—The little guys had said nothing about this world or about themselves, except for their names, in addition to mentioning the importance of what the box held. Cã decided to strike up a conversation in hopes of pulling out any other information that could help him figure out this situation.

“Everything here is blue. Why?”

Mu replied without looking back or pausing his stride.

“Our woods are blue. That doesn’t mean that everything in Zylgor is blue. After crossing the woods, we can find regions and races of different colors.”

“Hmm... Tell me more!”

Mu gave the boy a look over his shoulder and answered, “Since you’re so anxious and impatient that you can’t even wait for us to get home, I’ll tell you a few things. You’re in Zylgor; we’re Mu, the Wise; Vu, the Warrior; and Zu, the Peaceful. We’re leading you to the person to whom you must deliver the box.”

Of course, Cã was unsatisfied. “I already know all that! Or, that is... actually, I know very little. I need details, for example: who is this person I am going to see?”

“We’ve already said everything that you need to know for now,” Vu grumbled.

Cã sighed, annoyed. Since the little guys refused to give him any more information, was staying silent his only option?

Night was beginning to stretch over them, and the stars sparkled more distinctly. Looking at the sky, Cã didn’t recognize the constellations. If, even then, he still had any shred of a doubt about being in another world, the configuration of that alien sky was the proof he needed to face the facts.   Exasperated, he ran his hand over his hair and looked down. Then, he looked at the gnomes again and realized that they were tense, their eyes scanning back and forth as if they were in the middle of a battlefield. Despite the tranquil appearance of the surroundings, each shadow that flapped through the gaps in the foliage scared the little ones.

“Night has arrived, and we’re still not safe and sound in our home,” little Zu whined.

“We’re not far. Keep going without making any noise!” the Wise answered quietly.

The stress mounted step by step. Vu was on high alert. Not long after, he remarked quietly, scratching his beard, “Don’t make any sudden movements! We’re being watched.”

“I don’t see anyone,” Cã whispered, scrutinizing the outline of trees and shrubs.

“Behind the plants. They’re surrounding us. I can smell them slowly forming, but it won’t be long before they assemble fully and are ready to attack,” said the Warrior.

As he considered the possibility of facing diabolical beings, Zu started shaking like a wobbly flan, sweating from all his pores and rubbing his round belly nervously.

“Ai! What will happen to me, so small and frail that I am?”

Zu had barely stopped speaking when they heard high-pitched whispers. The gnomes were so scared that they jumped a bit. Vu told them to run as fast as possible, and he was the first to take off between the trees. Cã put the little box in his pocket and quickly followed after the little men.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Specters


[image: image]




Stunningly quickly, distorted shadows slipped through the surrounding trees. They could hear high-pitched, low volume whistles that were becoming increasingly strident and causing the gnomes and the boy to shiver with goosebumps.

Even though they ran as fast as they could, they couldn’t gain any ground. Suddenly, Zu’s movements turned heavy, as if his arms and legs were tied with invisible rope.

“Help me! I’m cramping!” he yelled, filled with despair. Then, he started falling sideways, eyes rolling to the back of his head. He had been caught by a shadow that was now draining his vital energy.

Mu was also attacked and, even though he resisted, it didn’t take long for it to subdue him. 

Vu still tried to fight back and punch the shadows, but the creatures weren’t hurt since they weren’t made of solid matter. The most robust of the gnomes also started losing his strength and he fell, thrashing about on the floor. 

The wee folk were being drained by dozens of shadows that surrounded them. The creatures’ movements were slow and sinuous, and they were leaning over the little ones like vampires about to sink their teeth into their victim’s skin.

At first, the gnomes were writhing and moaning in pain, but the cold contact from the shadows made their joints stiffen and their muscles paralyze.

Despite the fact that he was also surrounded, Cã quickly noticed that the shadows avoided coming close to him. He was the only one who could help the little ones. However, as hard as he racked his brain for solutions, he couldn’t think of any way to get the gnomes out of that situation. He tried to chase the shadows away, but that didn’t help at all, as they dodged him and went back to attacking the little guys. He started dragging the little ones away. Another useless attempt. The shadows would not let go of their victims.

The boy felt powerless. He knew that, soon, the gnomes would meet their end. It was a hopeless situation and when he thought that there was no way out, he felt the little metallic box heat up in his pocket. As fast as possible, he pulled it out and, shocked, he saw slivers of light escaping from under the lid. The brightness got stronger and stronger until it created a white, sparkling circle around him. The circle started to grow in size, making the shadows retreat. Then, it exploded, spreading whiteness everywhere. The sinister creatures wheezed pitifully, dissolving amongst the clarity that lasted for a few more seconds before it died out. 

Cã started laughing like a madman, not wanting to believe what he had just witnessed. Then, more in control of himself, he bent down to check on the little guys. When he determined that they were still breathing, he let out a relieved breath of his own. 

About half a minute after that, Vu, the strongest, started to show signs of waking up. He sat up, shaking his head and rubbing his eyes. He felt nauseous and dizzy. The other two, however, didn’t even twitch.

“What happened?” stammered the Warrior, smoothing his hand over his neck.

“I don’t know how to explain it. The box started getting hot and, suddenly, there was light. The shadows dissolved immediately.”

Vu raised his head towards him, absolutely perplexed.

“You... !” he didn’t finish, he had no words.

Cã seemed as disturbed as Vu was, opening his arms and gesturing.

“Me, what!? What!?”

“Later. Let’s go before the shadows regenerate.” Gathering the rest of his strength, he stood up.

Cã thought that he was right. It made no sense to stay even a second longer in a dark place from where gnome-draining shadows appeared. He put away the savior box in his pocket and picked up Mu and Zu, one under each arm.

“I think I can handle taking them both. What about you, Vu, are you able to go on?”

Vu nodded and said, his voice still unsteady, “We’re quite close now, but we need to go fast.” He started moving his shaky legs.

Soon after, to the boy’s surprise, Vu said:

“Those creatures... Dark beings created by the villain. They’re born at night and die at dawn. Light is the only thing that can destroy them.” 

“How was I able to create light with the little box?”

The gnome took some time to think. Finally, he answered, not seeming very sure.

“The only explanation is that the thing inside the box defended its keeper: you.” 

“Every time you tell me something new, I see that this story gets even more complicated. And why—?”

“Do you ever get tired of asking questions? When we’re safe, we’ll answer your infinite and exhausting interrogation,” Vu replied in a choked voice, due to the strain of running and talking at the same time, but he never even considered stopping to catch his breath.

Cã was impressed by the vitality of the gnome, who showed a great aptitude for running, even though he was tired , and his legs were short and crooked. Cã, with his long and strong legs, followed him without difficulty, even while having to carry two little gnomes who were fat like beer barrels. 

Vu stopped up ahead. He bent his knees and leaned his hands on his legs. He almost couldn’t breathe.

“Are you going to be sick, Vu? Please don’t faint as well because I will not be able to carry the three of you all at once. I wouldn’t even know where to go,” said Cã. He was also gulping for air, since he still hadn’t adapted to that world’s lower oxygen levels. He was also starting to suspect that gravity there was stronger. 

“We’re already here,” the Warrior replied in a choked voice.

Cã finally realized that he was in front of a majestic lake. In the center of the lake, planted on a dry strip of land, was the biggest of all the trees in the woods. The tree was thriving, and its trunk had deep indentations that sparkled in the night. It had an air of being very old. 

The boy was distracted by a commotion in the water. From within, a long and strong root emerged, grabbing Vu and taking him towards the tree in the middle of the lake. As if that wasn’t astonishing enough, the boy also saw a slit open up in the trunk through which the root carried Vu. Other robust and agile roots took Mu and Zu from the boy’s arms and transported them carefully inside the tree.

Cã was alone on the outside, breathing irregularly. He looked from side to side, scared that shadows or whatever other evil creature would jump out from the middle of the greenery. He felt so unlucky for getting himself into such a crazy situation.

Suddenly, his heart started kicking up a racket, and he turned his eyes to the big tree, investigating it top to bottom. He had a deep feeling of being watched. It took no longer than a few seconds to find a figure up there, spying on him from inside the tree through a little window carved on the trunk. He was sure that was the person mentioned by the lady of the mansion, the person to whom he had to give the mysterious little box.

“Hey, you over there—” he called loudly, but at that moment, a root wrapped around him and lifted him up. The feeling of being embraced by something so powerful that it could crush him with no effort made him feel quite nervous.

The boy’s feet skimmed the dark, quiet water of the lake as the root took him to the tree. Vu was standing at the opening, and he stepped back, giving the boy space to enter. Cã closed his eyes and pulled in his legs because he believed the passage was too narrow and low for someone his size.

Contrary to what he expected, the opening in the tree grew at the moment that the root arrived at the trunk. After dropping off the boy safely inside, the root pulled back and returned to the bottom of the lake, and the trunk bark closed itself with a bang.
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The inside of the tree was as vast as a small palace with multiple floors; everything there was beautiful and decorated with care. Arrangements of delicate flowers with ornaments adorned the chiseled wood furniture and in the corner of the room, there was a large fireplace with a roaring fire that illuminated everything. The brightness kept the shadows from entering the home of the little ones.

On top of the fireplace, a painting drew the boy’s attention. The canvas depicted a richly dressed lady. She had a scepter in her right hand, a shining ring on the left and four little dots on her forehead. Looking at it more closely, he realized that it was a some sort of jewelry made of crystals. The boy paused, staring at the strokes of the lady’s face for a few more seconds, then he turned to the wee people.

“This woman in the painting—It’s the lady of the mansion! She seems younger. But even so, I’m sure it’s her!”

Vu didn’t pay any attention to what he said, since he was focused on reanimating his brothers, who were sprawled on a soft couch. The two moaned a bit and started to open their eyes. The oldest of the gnomes looked around with a scared expression, but once he saw where they were, he calmed down, setting his furry hand on his chest and taking a deep breath. 

“How are you feeling?” Vu placed his hand on his older brother’s shoulder.

With some difficulty, the Wise straightened up in his seat and said in a slow, drawling voice:

“As if I’ve been beat up! What about our baby brother?”  He turned to the other gnome, touching his forehead. Zu was lying prostrate on the couch, moaning, his pupils shaking uncontrollably.

Vu replied:

“Even though he’s a weakling, he’ll recover.”

“Don’t call me a weakling in front of strangers,” Zu mumbled, his pupils still shaking.

The other two gnomes smiled. Vu said, “Didn’t I tell you? He’ll recover.”

“How did we get here? How did we escape the shadows?”  asked the Wise.

Vu stretched his fat finger towards Cã, saying:

“The young man activated... hm... the you-know-what.”

Mu’s mouth fell open. 

“I didn’t do anything!” the boy answered hurriedly, as if he had to defend himself for doing something wrong. He added, “The little box exploded into light,” Then, pointing at the painting, he exclaimed in an accusatory tone, “She was the one who gave me the box, she was the one who sent me here without even asking me if I wanted to go!”

The Wise stood up and, although he was a little dizzy, he approached the painting he himself had made many years ago. He puffed out his chest with pride and announced, “That’s Queen Hamena, also known as the matriarch.”

“Queen of the gnomes? She doesn’t seem to be the same race as you.”

“And she’s not,” revealed the Wise. “She’s the queen of all the peoples on the Warm Lands of Zylgor.”

The boy was speechless, such was his astonishment. 

“She exiled herself in your world after the throne was usurped,” added Vu. 

“By whom?” the young man asked, growing more confused by the minute.

Mu made a face and his fur bristled. “By the one who calls himself “Emperor”. We don’t know from where he comes. All we can say is that he took the power from our legitimate queen and today, he rules perversely.”

“This is why the ruler sent you. She needed someone to bring something precious that will help us dethrone the tyrant,” Vu explained. 

Impatiently, the boy ran his hand through his hair. The information felt like torpedoes were hitting his head. After that feeling, came something even weirder that caused strong palpitations in his chest. At the same time, he turned towards the top of the stairs and saw a figure peeking out from the shadows. Whoever it was, they quickly drew away. Cã made to go after the person who was spying on him, but the little guys let out a tense hiss, and he stopped in his tracks.

“Stay here, Cã!” requested the oldest. “We need to go up and announce your arrival. Please, give me the box that the matriarch sent. The person to whom it must be given lives with us, waiting for the right moment to take the villain’s power and return the throne to our beloved queen.”

The young man thought for a second. 

“No. I will do what this queen asked me to do: deliver the package to the right person.”

The little guys looked at each other, a little flustered.

“In that case, it’s better that you wait right here then. We’ll be right back,” Mu turned his back on him and quickly went up the stairs, followed by his brothers.

Alone and thoughtful in the tree living room, Cã paced back and forth with heavy and slow footsteps, his hands tightly closed over the mysterious little box that made his imagination soar. The curiosity to know what was inside and to know the identity of the person who should receive it was so strong that it pushed him to the first step of the staircase. There, he strained his ears and caught some disconnected whispers coming from upstairs. 

He couldn’t understand anything, and that frustrated him further. Maybe, if he went up a little farther, he’d be able to hear something. He did just that, but since the sounds were still too quiet to be deciphered, he kept climbing the other steps and when he turned around the last bend of the staircase, he found himself in a hallway that was an upwards inclined spiral which, he assumed, circled the whole trunk until it reached the top of the tree.

He kept following the traces of murmurs that slowly became more audible. He stopped in front of a door, and he could clearly hear what they were discussing inside. 

“How petulant! He refused to hand over the little box!” said a voice that sounded quite young and different from the gnomes’. 

“I don’t think it was petulance. He’s just following the orders he received from the matriarch,” explained Mu. 

“I didn’t expect the keeper to be that person. He’s not good enough to bring the treasure! What a disappointment!”

Cã honed his ears.

“He succeeded, didn’t he? He proved his worth,” argued the Wise.

“That was just lucky. And now that he has fulfilled his task, he’s of no use to us. Take the box and make sure you get rid of the earthling,” the young voice sounded cold and hard.

“That would be a great cruelty. And an injustice! Such things don’t suit you. I don’t understand why you’re acting in this way,” Mu continued, outraged.

The young voice went quiet for a few seconds and then answered, sounding annoyed:

“What a hassle! Fine. He’ll stay here in the tree while we carry out our mission. He’ll be safe until the situation is resolved. Hamena will think of a way to send him back to his pre-historic world when she returns to Zylgor and reclaims the throne.”

“That’s much more decent than getting rid of him, although I still think it would be better to take him with us,” said the oldest gnome. 

Vu added, “The boy is smart and brave, and well-developed for his age. He could carry our things, for example.” 

That conversation was upsetting Cã more and more, after all, no one had the right to decide what to do with him or what he should do. He raised his closed fist, about to knock on the door and ask to be part of this meeting, after all, he was the one they were talking about, but he stopped his movement when the young voice raised impatiently.

“Absolutely not. We can’t predict what he’s capable of. Hamena didn’t have a choice, which is why she gave the package over to his care. However, he can’t be trusted since he comes from a barbaric world. He’s a rude, under-developed creature. Certainly, aggressive and treacherous as well.”

Cã was burning with anger. He was being insulted behind his back and undeservingly. He opened the door brusquely and entered the room. The little men hissed, stunned and with their feet stuck to the floor like statues as they saw the expression on the boy’s face.

There was a girl in the middle of the room. She had an out of the ordinary beauty. She had huge, almond-shaped eyes of an intense, amethyst-violet color and her pupils were as golden as true gold, they were like deep lakes lit up by all the stars in the universe. Her hair was like threads of silk that fell down to her waist in soft lilac curls mixed with some locks as gold as sun rays in a summer morning. Her skin was a watery and soft lilac tone.

Besides her beauty, what quickly caught the boy’s attention was a strange decoration on her forehead. It was three crystals. One of them was an intense blue tone, and it was similar to a water drop trembling between the girl’s eyebrows. Another was ruby and sparked like a small flame. The third was white, dense and rippling like a small bubble of air. 

All those observations about the girl took but a second, which was long enough for the boy’s angry expression to mellow out. He blushed to the root of his hair when she, who had been seated on a soft armchair up to that point, stood up astounded and pointed to the little box authoritatively. Then, she put out her hand as if to order that the thing be handed over immediately. 

The young man lowered his gaze to the little object in his hand and, contrary to the young lady’s order, he impulsively opened the box. Inside, there was a gray, solid-looking crystal. At the very moment that the boy landed his eyes on the little rock, it sparkled and vibrated.

Cã felt an electric wave spreading throughout his face and taking over his entire body. The shock was so strong that he was forced to bend over. The last thing he saw before everything blacked out was the girl’s concerned face. 
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Later, as he woke up, Cã found himself lying on a narrow bed. In fact, it was so small that the lower half of his legs was hanging off of it. It was a little uncomfortable, even though he didn’t really care whether he was on a bed proportional to his size.

A breeze was coming in through the balcony doors; it was refreshing and smelled great. It was still night out there, but the room was lit by a torch attached to the wall, which would stop any evil shadows from sneaking into the gnomes’ house. 

Seeing that he was accompanied by the Wise, the boy babbled:

“The voice that called out to me. The rain spirit—It was her!”

The gnome nodded, “Who is she?” Cã asked, unable to mask his interest.

“Princess Lílat. Daughter of Queen Hamena. Lílat was given over to our care before the usurper could sink his claws into her.”

“Lílat—” he repeated quietly. “And how is she?”

“Confused, shaken.”

“I guess I gave her quite a fright, huh?”

“More than that, I suppose,” said Mu, pointing to the boy’s face.

Immediately, Cã remembered the weird phenomenon and touched his forehead. There was the little gray rock very securely attached between his eyebrows. What a shock it was! That was unexplainable, unbelievable even. He took his hand away quickly, panting.

Mu started talking again.

“A great honor was given to you. An honor offered only to those who belong to a most noble lineage. Certainly, I’m before a prince, a descendant from a great dynasty. Why didn’t you inform me of this before?”

“Prince! Me? You must be kidding me. Don’t you remember when I told you I lived in an orphanage?”

Mu nodded and asked, “Would that be the name of the palace where you lived?”

Cã shook his head with a lifeless laugh.

“An orphanage is a place for children without a family.”

The little one looked taken aback, even more than that, he looked perplexed, and his expression embarrassed Cã deeply.

“You’re not a prince! You don’t even have a family!?”

Cã smiled despondently and shook his head again.

“What happened to your parents?”

Cã lifted his hand and shrugged, indicating that he knew nothing.

Mu raised himself up with a solemn air and walked around the room with a pensive face.

“The princess is the natural heiress of this crystal, like the others that she carries on her forehead. The thing is, instead of joining the others, this one chose you. A noble ancestry would maybe explain that. I’ll have to think deeply about the subject to reach any conclusions—Are you okay, Cã?” he asked when he noticed the boy had a lost look on his face.

“Truthfully, I feel something very strange—”

“Strange how?”

It was hard to define the feeling in a few words, so he only shook his head and pressed his lips together.

“It must be because of the crystal. Now, you share a great power with the princess.”

Cã gave that a bit of thought. If he wanted a reason to justify going to look for the mysterious princess, this was the best he could find. 

“If that’s the case, I want to talk to her immediately.”

“Of course not! The princess is resting. It would be rude of you to interrupt. The best thing you can do now is to rest. We will explain everything later.”

“Later, later—Always the same talk. I’m getting sick of you duping me. And also this!” He touched the little rock between his eyebrows with the tip of his finger.

“Don’t complain so much. Here, drink this tea. Drink it all!” he said, forcing the boy to swallow the beverage.

Cã made a face. The thing looked like a mixture of mud and rat poison.

“I know the taste isn’t the best, but it’ll help you get a good night’s sleep and wake up full of energy. I made it myself.”

“You could have added some sugar, at least. Ugh!” Cã settled himself over his pillow, yawning and with his eyelids drooping. It was like he had taken a potent anesthetic.

“I see that you’re already starting to feel the effects of the potion.”

“She’s so—” he whispered, but couldn’t finish his sentence before falling asleep.

“Yes, she is.” The old gnome smiled and left.

It was a beautiful, refreshing day. The expanse of blues from the lightest to the darkest tones stretched as far as the eye could see. Still spread out on the bed, Cã stretched, rubbed his eyes, sat up and turned his gaze to the balcony, but he wasn’t really paying attention to the fantastic scenery. He couldn’t think of anything but the latest weird developments. He constantly touched the crystal with the tip of his finger, as if he doubted that the little rock was really still glued to his forehead. Mu said that he now shared a great power with the princess: the power of the crystal he carried.

The young man’s thoughts were interrupted when Zu arrived, bringing with him an enormous tray with his breakfast. He clumsily shook the tray as he approached with insecure little steps. Cã thought that the little guy’s behavior was almost funny, because he observed Cã as if he was expecting to be attacked at any moment. 

Halfway to the bed, Zu said in a thin voice, “I made your meal myself. There are cakes, fruits, sweets, little loaves of bread, milk, eggs, cheese, juices. I think you’ll like it because I’m Princess Lílat’s favorite cook.”

“Thank you... Listen! Don’t look so scared every time you get close to me because I’m not going to rip out your guts or anything like that, I swear. Come on, sit with me. You brought a lot of food, and we can share.”

The invitation excited the little one, who smiled and approached, placing the tray on the boy’s lap. Then, he practically threw himself on top of the bed. Licking his lips, he said, “Are you sure you want to share? You must be so hungry. You haven’t eaten anything since you got to Zylgor and since you’re big, I’d imagine you eat a lot.”

Cã smiled. “You can have the cake and the flan.”

The little one opened his small hands to take what the boy offered. He ate everything very quickly and greedily. When he finished, the fur around his mouth was dirty with food, and he started to twist his little furry hands and rub his feet against each other. His round eyes studied the boy’s every move. Cã decided not to let himself be intimidated by his vigilant watcher and thanked him for the meal.

The gnome reached for the tray and tried to leave, but the boy stopped him.

“How did you all find me in the woods, Zu?”

The gnome stopped his movements and told him, “Yesterday, dawn had barely cast her violet mantle over the world when the princess announced your arrival and sent us to that part of the woods.”

“And how did she know that I was there?—Oh, dumb question, huh! If she was the one that brought me—Is she some kind of witch? Maybe something even worse than that.”

“Our little princess does have magic powers because of the crystals. On top of that, she’s a necromancer,” Noticing the boy’s confused look, the gnome elaborated, “Necromancers are those who communicates with people who are no longer in the material plane.”

“I see. She is a witch and also something even worse than that—But, please, continue!”

“As I was saying, yesterday morning, as soon as the sun rose, she didn’t even wait for us to have our first meal of the day, so anxious she was about your arrival , and she sent us off after you. Although I was starving, I obeyed. My brothers and I searched for quite a while and found nothing. I even thought that the princess must have mixed up some ideas, and I was really discouraged because my stomach was growling, and it hurt. Finally, we found you sleeping on top of the grass. When you started to wake up, Mu thought it was best for us to stay hidden, observing your behavior. At that point, I was so hungry that my belly was numb. We watched your steps for quite a while in order to determine your intentions and since you seemed bewildered, we figured that you had just come from a very faraway place, so there was a good chance you were the matriarch’s emissary just as the princess had dreamed.”

Cã smiled, jumped from his bed, put on his tennis shoes, washed his face and brushed his hair. He did all that while looking clearly excited.

Watching all that hubbub with interest, the gnome asked in a small voice, “Where are you going? What are you going to do?”

“Talk to her.”

“To the princess!?” The gnome widened his eyes. “Sh-she won’t like if you go over there without making an appointment.”

Cã turned to him. The little one shrunk away a bit, afraid that he said something that could have angered the young man.

“You said yourself that she was racked with anxiety because of my arrival. In that case, I don’t need an appointment.”

The gnome stuttered, “S-sh-she’s still asleep! It’s inconceivable for you to disturb the princess and—”
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