The Gilliwig

A short story by Seth Waldecker

Chapter 1: A Folktale
Dirbold Lillerwebed was a florid youth. He was part of a large family that lived in the valley between the Krilly Mountains and his father was a farmer who had a lovely house by the river. Dirbold was the eldest son, but his age is of little concern here; suffice it to say that he was old enough to wield a sword, lift a 107 pound rock, swim up and down the river for half an hour without getting tired—well, you get the idea. 

During the fall, he would help his father with the harvest; and his friend Drooda, who lived close by, would also help. On one such day father was cutting the wheat with trenchant swoops while Drooda was showing Maráven, one of Dirbold’s younger brothers, a sickle. He was teaching him, rather pedantically, how to use it, going into the history of its design and how its geometric shape was perfect for cutting wheat; but Dirbold sat on the ground resting for a while. He did not feel like working. His Uncle Filliby had just come the day before from a distant place; he was a travelling merchant, who saw much of the world, and occasionally came to visit. He would often come bearing unusual gifts and fantastic stories from strange countries. 

Suddenly, a clanging sound burst through his ears and jumbled his thoughts. He perked his eyes towards the house, then jumped to his feet—it was dinner time! The others had already started walking back, and Maráven was skipping and twirling, obviously elated to be free from Drooda’s tyrannical thoroughness. Dirbold caught up with his father in a light sprint. Mr. Lillerwebed slapped Dirbold on the back and said with his loud, cheerful voice, “It sure is good to have a strong young son to help me with the harvest!” Dirbold grinned. 

When they arrived at the house, they washed their hands and faces outside from a large wooden basin full of water. They then stepped inside and went to the dining room. Uncle Filliby was already seated at the table, along with the three youngest children, and was telling them about an escapade he had had with a bear; every now and then he would make ominous growling sounds and lift his hands in the air. The children’s eyes followed his every movement.  Laleel, who was the youngest, was looking at Uncle Filliby with her black, empathetic eyes, evidently somewhat frightened. Arbin, an excitable lad, looked as if he would very much like to meet a bear; and Rin sat with a calm yet stern expression, as if calculating what she would do if she were in such a situation. 

Mrs. Lillerwebed had also been sitting at the table listening to the story, but when the others had come in she smiled, got up, and began serving soup from a large pot on the table. Uncle Filliby brought his story to a close by pouring perfume, which he had been carrying with him in his bag of wares, all over himself to confuse the bear’s sense of smell. Arbin interjected, “Aww, I would have wrestled it to the ground!” 

“Yes, yes, I am sure you would. With your size, you could cling to his tummy and tickle him until he’s too weak to fight back,” chuckled Uncle Filliby. “I wonder what the laugh of a bear is like. Now that would be something,” he added.

“Filliby! Mind what you say around Arbin; he might actually take you seriously,” said Mrs. Lillerwebed, somewhat alarmed. 

“Arbin, don’t you try tickling bears, or else the bear might try to tickle you—and that would be very painful,” said Mr. Lillerwebed, rather amused. 

“Yes, papa,” Arbin replied. 

“I believe the best way to get rid of bears is to make loud noises, or hit them on the nose if they get too close. They are most sensitive there,” Drooda said matter-of-factly. 

“Yeah, but who has ever bonked a bear on the nose!” laughed Dirbold, and a collective chuckle rose from the table. 

Once everyone had been served, they all began to eat. “Ah, excellent meal, Luina, as usual,” said Uncle Filliby. “I’ve been many places, but never have I tasted such delightful cooking as at the Lillerwebed farm between the Krilly Mountains.”

“Thank you; I am sure, though, that it is not just my cooking; there is an excellent farmer also, between the Krilly Mountains,” smiled Mrs. Lillerwebed.  

The conversation drifted from topic to topic, but eventually Uncle Filliby began to tell stories about his travels, as he usually did when he came to visit. He enjoyed recounting his many adventures abroad, and he was quite a good raconteur, although Dirbold suspected that he sometimes embellished his stories a little too much; but it was all good fun.  After desert had been served, he began describing a city he had recently been to, called Wilnicky-icky-tiggyba. Arbin and Laleel giggled and made several attempts to repeat the strange name, but could only pick out the ‘icky’ part. Laleel kept on saying, “icky-icky-icky-ba.” 

“Well, that is just it,” said Uncle Filliby, “it sounded to me that the only thing people could say was ‘icky,’ such a strange language. I think it must be because of the humidity. The air was very humid—very sticky, and, well, icky.” Uncle Filliby laughed at his own explanation, but then resumed. “I learned an interesting story while I was there. Naturally I could not understand the language, but we found a native who spoke our language, and we paid him to be our guide. That is what we travelling merchants always do when we come to a strange place, you see. Anyway, I always try to learn some folklore wherever I go, and one day while our company was at a tavern I noticed a group of men in one corner of the room listening to an old man, who was obviously telling stories. So, I took the guide over with me, and told him to interpret for me. 

“One story was about a certain dragon-like creature which the old man called a Gilliwig—hm, one of the few words that wasn’t ‘icky’. Anyway, this Gilliwig is so beautiful that whoever sees it will inevitably be drawn to it, but it can never be caught; whoever follows will always be pursuing but never reaching, like trying to reach the moon when it is on the horizon. In this manner, some people have been lost forever, never to return to their home.”  

Mr. Lillerwebed chuckled. “I should say then, Filliby, that I have seen many Gilliwigs. Ah, beauty—it is a strange thing. One can chase it far and wide, only to find in the end that it had always been very near.”

“Yes, yes, I suppose. I think you are quite right,” said Uncle Filliby, and began to sink into thought. Then he gave a sudden start, “Ah, but I had forgotten! I have some things to give you all. Please, excuse me.” He got up from the table and went to the room where he was staying.  He returned with a large silky, yellow bag and sat back down at the table. He reached into the bag, as if feeling for something in particular. “Ah, here it is,” he said at last. “This, Laleel, is for you.” Uncle Filliby took out a miniature red, wooden chest, which had her name engraved on the top in gilded letters, and handed it over to Laleel. “It is a little treasure box, and it even has a lock and key, see.” Laleel’s face lit up, and gingerly took the gift from Uncle Filliby’s hand. She was always collecting what she called ‘little pretties,’ but hitherto she had kept her treasures in a decrepit old box. 

Uncle Filliby went around giving gifts to everyone, starting from youngest to oldest. To Arbin he gave a detailed map of the regions surrounding the Krilly Mountains, to Rin he gave a pocket knife, to Maráven a bow and a quiver full of arrows, and to Drooda a book on mathematics, which he received with almost mouth-watering eagerness. For Dirbold, he retrieved what appeared to be a dagger in a black, metal sheath. Uncle Filliby unsheathed the dagger, and a soft, high-pitched tone seemed to permeate the whole room. “This, my boy, was not easy to acquire,” he said, eyeing the sword with fascination. The blade itself was a brilliant silver; the hilt looked as if it had been braided with silver thread, and it was encrusted all around with small purple and green gems. “It is one of the legendary Singing Blades of Shyangiul. It is an ancient blade and has no doubt seen many wars.” He turned the dagger around and slowly handed it over to Dirbold, almost reluctantly. Dirbold grasped the end of the handle, obviously enthralled by its glamour and mystique. “I almost decided to keep it for myself, but then I concluded that it would be of no use to me, because I have never been good at wielding any sort of weapon, you see,” Uncle Filliby said soberly. 

“Thank you,” said Dirbold, rather amazed. “I had been wanting a dagger, but this far exceeds my expectations!” 

“Well, you are quite welcome and, eh...” Uncle Filliby paused to think, and an awkward silence ensued. “Ah, yes, well, we have two more gifts now,” he interjected, and he became his usual jovial self again. To Mr. and Mrs. Lillerwebed he gave two swords. They had made a hobby of collecting swords, and they were both quite adept at handling them; in fact, they liked to engage in friendly combat with each other from time to time, which, to anybody who happened to see them, was always a bewildering sight, especially since they were known to be a darling couple. When Uncle Filliby had finished giving, there was a round of gratitude. Laleel went over and hugged her uncle, which pleased him greatly. 

Everybody helped clean up the table and wash the dishes, and when all was done Mrs. Lillerwebed took Laleel and Arbin to get dressed for bed. Uncle Filliby also excused himself, saying that he was tired from all his travels. Maraven, Rin, and Mr. Lillerwebed were looking over the map, and Drooda left for home; so Dirbold retired to his room. He lay on his bed and unsheathed the dagger to admire it. It was so lovely, he thought. Soon his eyes began to get heavy, so he returned the dagger to its case and put it under his bed. He was soon asleep, dreaming about his new dagger and all the adventures that he would have with it.

Chapter 2: A Strange Appearance

Mornings began especially early during the harvest season. Mr. Lillerwebed liked to get up extra early so that more work could be done while the day was cooler. He would jump out of bed an hour or two before dawn as if there were no difference between ; then he would get dressed, eat breakfast, read for a little while, and then make sure everything was ready for the hard work ahead.  When the first few beams of light trickled over the mountain peaks into the valley, he would wake up Dirbold and Maráven, march straight outside, and then begin cutting, leaving the bundles of wheat in neat piles on the ground for others to tie into sheaves later on. 

Dirbold was also quite energetic, like his father, so when Mr. Lillerwebed had wakened him, he threw off his covers and was already getting his work clothes together before his father had left the room. He was especially ebullient this morning because he was eager to look at his new dagger and use it on something. 

