The Gilliwig

A short story by Seth Waldecker

Chapter 1: A Folktale
Ardin Webberlew 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. Arthis 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 Frindul, who lived close by, would also help. On one such day father was cutting the wheat with trenchant swoops while Frindul was showing Marvin, one of Ardin’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 Ardin 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 Marvin was skipping and twirling, obviously elated to be free from Frindul’s tyrannical thoroughness. Ardin caught up with his father in a light sprint. Mr. Webberlew slapped Ardin 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!” Ardin 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.  Elanil, 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. Webberlew 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. Webberlew, 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. Webberlew, 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,” Frindul said matter-of-factly. 

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

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

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 Ardin 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 Leela giggled and made several attempts to repeat the strange name, but could only pick out the ‘icky’ part. Leela 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. Webberlew 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, Elenil, 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 Elenil. “It is a little treasure box, and it even has a lock and key, see.” Leela’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 Marvin a bow and a quiver full of arrows, and to Frindul a book on mathematics, which he received with almost mouth-watering eagerness. For Ardin, 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, like a sustained musical note. “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 Ardin, almost reluctantly. Ardin 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 Ardin, 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. Webberlew 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. Elenil 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. Webberlew took Elenil and Arbin to get dressed for bed. Uncle Filliby also excused himself, saying that he was tired from all his travels. Marvin, Rin, and Mr. Webberlew were looking over the map, and Frindul left for home; so Ardin 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. Webberlew 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 discontinuity between day and night; 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 Ardin and Marvin, 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. 

Ardin was also quite energetic, like his father, so when Mr. Webberlew 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 excited this morning because he was eager to look at his new dagger and use it on something. When he had dressed, he grabbed the dagger from under the bed and slipped it onto his belt. He then rushed out his room and into the dining room where he wolfed down some oat cake and guzzled half a pitcher of apricot juice. Marvin came into the dining room a little groggily, just as Ardin began scarfing down one last piece of oat cake and grabbing the pitcher to pour himself one last cup of juice. Marvin screwed up his eyes and frowned slighty at Ardin, then sat down at the table. “Good morning, Marvin,” said Ardin cheerfully. “Good morning,” mumbled Marvin. Marvin was not exactly eager to work out in the fields and was quite content to savor every bite of oat cake and draft of apricot juice, 

Ardin took one last gulp, pounded his cup onto the wooden table, and let out a sigh of satisfaction. “I’ll see you in a bit!” said Ardin, scraping his chair against the floor as he rose from the table. He quickly took his dishes to the kitchen, which was adjacent to the dining room, then strode to the front door. Marvin heard the front door slam shut, the stomping of Ardin running down the wooden steps, and then silence. 

Ardin ran to the fields and stopped about a hundred feet away from his dad. It had occurred to Ardin during the night that he could test his dagger on the wheat; so he gently slid the dagger from its sheath, and the air around him was filled with the sweet musical sound produced by the blade, although a little fainter this time. He supposed that the harder the blade was struck, the louder the sound it would produce. He grabbed a handful of stalks and then swung the blade at the base. The dagger sliced through the wheat almost effortlessly, and the ringing grew louder. In a surge of energy and enthusiasm he began swooping the dagger from left to right, much as one would use a machete. The wheat fell gently to the ground, and with each pass the pitch of the blade seemed to change slightly, as if Ardin were playing a subtle melody on some exotic instrument that could generate unexpected musical nuances.

“Ho, Ardin!” Ardin stopped and looked over his shoulder. There were his dad, Marvin, and Frindul. Beyond them he could see that he had cut a straight path through the wheat six feet wide. Ardin turned around, grinning. Mr. Webberlew was just smiling, while both Marvin and Frindul were staring in marvel with wide eyes and a slightly open smile. They could all hear the sound that had come from the blade reverberating off the mountains that surrounded most of their part of the valley. “How does it do that?” said Frindul. “How does the dagger cut so easily and cleanly? The blade does not look particularly sharp; its power must have something to do with how it vibrates,” Frindul mused. “May I have a look at it?” Ardin became serious and frowned a little. 

“Well, uh...,” Ardin hesitated and looked down at the dagger in his right hand. “Not yet,” he mumbled. 

“Oh,” said Frindul, and moved his eyes down. Ardin and Frindul had grown up together, and even though they were quite different they were good friends. They both liked to explore and roam the mountains or swim in the river. They were also both proficient at sword fighting, although Ardin was perhaps a little better. In general, whenever they found or discovered something exciting or new they would share it. So Frindul did not expect Ardin’s negative answer, but after a few moments he convinced himself that he understood why Ardin would not want to let anybody else use the dagger; although deep down inside he still sensed that Ardin’s behavior was unusual.  

Marvin was likewise disappointed, for he had hoped that he would have a chance to use the musical wonder. Mr. Webberlew was somewhat surprised as well but decided not to make a big deal of the situation. Mr. Webberlew broke the silence, “Ardin, you may use that dagger to cut the wheat, but just be more careful and methodical.” Pointing down in front of him he said to Ardin, “You only cut the stalks half way, and some of the pieces you cut you trampled into the ground.” 

Ardin flinched inside as if someone had jabbed him with a stick, and in response he prepared himself for combat. Did not his father see that this dagger was a glorious thing, unlike anything they had seen or heard before? Didn’t he understand that he had only received it yesterday, and that today the dagger should take precedence over the harvest? Such polemics flashed through Ardin’s mind, but he checked himself. He knew that such excuses would not win against his father and that any arguing would only bring him more shame; so he simply replied with a, “Yes, papa,” albeit somewhat tersely. “So, I think you have quite a fabulous thing there. I suspect it will be very useful; but,” said Mr. Webberlew cheerfully, “we must continue our scything and bundling. Let’s try, lads, to finish sections six and seven before the day is over!” With these words Mr. Webberlew turned and began walking down the path that Ardin had made, humming some bouncy tune as he went. Frindul and Marvin stood undecisively, sometimes looking back towards Mr. Webberlew, then to Ardin, then to the ground or off to the side. 

“I suppose we should get back to work,” said Ardin. 

“I want to listen to just a little more music,” said Frindul, smiling. 

“Yeah, me too!” said Marvin, getting excited. Ardin smiled.

“Well, I don’t know how much music you will hear now, since I have to ‘be more careful,’” said Ardin. Marvin and Frindul moved a little closer as Ardin grabbed an armful of wheat and stooped to cut the bundle at the bottom. The resonating of the blade had by this time subsided, but after he sliced through the bottom, it began again. Ardin thought it sounded a little shrill and not as soothing as it had before. “Marvelous,” said Frindul, “exquisite. Well, Marvin I think we should resume our work; but perhaps we can work a little closer, eh?” Frindul poked Marvin with his elbow. Marvin just rolled his eyes. “Let us know if you get tired of using the dagger. The dagger—hmm, you should give it a name,” said Frindul.

“Ha, I don’t think I shall ever get bored of this dagger; but you are right. I should give it a name.” Frindul and Marvin turned to leave. “You know, you really are developing good skill with the sickle, Marvin. I commend you,” Ardin heard Frindul say as they walked away.  Ardin snickered as he gathered some more wheat in his hands. 

Lunch time came and went, and by the middle of the afternoon Ardin was drenched. They all had accomplished much this day, but Ardin had done the most. There was almost no difference between slicing the air with the dagger and slicing the wheat. He stood for a moment to wipe the beads of sweat from his eyes and forehead. “What a boring way to use such an awesome device,” thought Ardin to himself. He looked around to see if there was anything else that could test the strength of the dagger. His eye fell on a rock about five feet away from him. He walked over to it, unearthed from the dirt, and set it on the ground. He aimed carefully, mustered his strength, and then thrust the blade upon the rock. The blade played a note more piercing than ever, although Ardin heard some lower note as well. A large chip flown through the air, and he had had to turn his head to avoid from being hit. When he turned his head back, behold! The blade had cut the rock almost all the way through! “Wow!” Ardin said aloud. He removed the dagger from the rock and inspected it—not a scratch to be seen. He got up and looked around for another rock, but found none. So, with a sigh, he returned to where he had left off. 

He was about to continue when he was startled by a small rustling through the wheat off to his right. He was confused because there was no breeze or wind anywhere else around. He saw the ‘breeze’ gently rustle through wheat again, this time a little closer. Now Ardin became wary. Could this be a dangerous animal? Suddenly, he saw dark green creature emerge from the wheat, about ten feet from him. It looked like a lizard, but its body was about the size of a rabbit, and it was sitting upright on its hind legs. It had a very long tail, maybe twice the length of its body, and the tip of it swished rythmically back and forth. Its eyes were very large, like those of a fish, and there seemed to be a dark red color under its front legs, which now hung down across its belly. The thing did not seem to be aware of its surroundings. It just stared with those large black, stupid eyes, blinking only occasionally. Ardin took a few steps towards it. It didn’t move. He took one more step, and this time the thing quickly twirled around and vanished into the sea of wheat. It was so fast, that if Ardin had blinked as it twirled around he would have thought that it had disappeared instantaneously. He went over to where it had been and looked through the stalks of wheat. There was no trace of the creature. He began cutting again hoping to find this lizard thing, but to no avail. 

A few hours later, the dinner bell rang. Ardin put the dagger back into the sheath, and after making sure it was in securely, he began walking home. He arrived after the others had, so he quickly washed his arms and face outside, went inside, and sat down at the table, where everybody was waiting. Mrs. Webberlew had begun serving everyone when she had seen Ardin arrive at the house, and was just now finishing. While Ardin was waiting to be served, his hand wandered to the hilt of his dagger, but to his shock and dismay it wasn’t there! His first impulse was to jump up and go outside to look for it, but then he thought it would be embarrassing and humiliating if the others knew that he had already lost this precious gift from Uncle Filliby. 

The meal begun and everyone chattered away cheerfully, but Ardin was quiet. All he could think about was his dagger. He ate slowly, and sometimes stared blankly at his food. “Is something the matter, Ardin?” asked his mother. Ardin sat up straight and smiled. “Um, no. I am just tired from working today.” Mrs. Webberlew thought this unlikely, since Ardin was usually quite energetic, even in the evenings; and besides, nobody else seemed to be tired enough to not enjoy the meal. “That dagger is a marvel,” remarked Mr. Webberlew. “I think you may have beat my bundle-making record.” “Possibly,” replied Ardin dryly. Then, to avoid the suspicion that anything was wrong he began telling them about the huge lizard he had seen. 

After dinner Ardin wanted to go look for the dagger, but it was already too dark outside. So he just went to sulk in his bedroom. He decided to go to bed early, but he had difficulty sleeping because all he could do was worry about what had happened to the dagger. Did someone steal it? He didn’t meet anybody along the way back home. “It was Marvin, or Frindul!” he thought; but, no, he was the last one to arrive. Could it have slipped out of the sheath? Ardin slowly sank into a restless sleep. He dreamed many dreams, all of them beginning with the dagger floating, shining in a dark place. He dreamed that the dagger had grown legs and arms and would always run away from him. It would run a little distance and then begin singing; but whenever Ardin got closer it would move farther away. Ardin continued chasing after it, and kept saying, “Ah, but it is so pretty. It is so wonderful. I must have it!” Then he dreamed that he was in an epic battle against the Gilliwig and his myrmidons. Ardin was the general leading his troops against the monstrous yet beatiful Gilliwig. His army all had singing blades, and the fighting was producing glorious music. Ardin bravely leapt onto the Gilliwig’s head and was just about to stab it with his dagger when all of the sudden that lizard creature appeared in front of him, staring at him stupidly. The lizard snatched the dagger from Ardin’s hand and dashed away. Now Ardin was powerless against the dragon. The Gilliwig grabbed Ardin and through him to the ground.

“Ahh!” cried Ardin. “Ah, it was just a dream,” he panted. Then he exclaimed, “The lizard! It was the lizard that took my dagger! Yes, I remember now. On my way back home I thought I felt a breeze. It must be the lizard.” Ardin dashed out of bed, and looked out his window. There was a full moon out, and it was bright enough outside to see. Ardin quickly changed his clothes and grabbed a knapsack. He also got his pocket knife. Then he went to the kitchen, got some bread and cheese and put it in his knapsack. When he got to the front door, he paused. “Is this right?” he thought, to which he replied, “But it is so pretty!” He opened the door and went outside. 

He ran to Frindul’s house, which was about a fifteen minute walk, and knocked on the window of Frindul’s bedroom. Ardin had to knock a few more times before Frindul opened the window. “Ardin! What are you doing here?” he whispered. “I’m on urgent business. Quick, get dressed and let’s go!”

“Go where?” said Frindul, irritated. 

“I’ll explain later. It has something to do with the dagger, and that strange creature I saw yesterday. Come on!” said Ardin. Frindul’s interest was peaked, but he still felt uneasy. 

“Why do you have a knapsack? Are you going on a long journey? Ardin, it is barely half way through the night. We have to work tomorrow. Shouldn’t you tell your mom and dad where you are going? Why all this secrecy?” 

“I have a knapsack just to be prepared. I don’t think we will be very long. Frindul, this is an adventure. I thought you liked adventures. If you do not want to come, I will just go by myself.”

“You are acting so strangely, Ardin. You don’t seem yourself; but I will come with you, if only to make sure you don’t do anything stupid.”

“Excellent! Hurry up, and get dressed.”

Frindul changed his clothes, then crawled out the window. They then headed towards the fields. Ardin was walking briskly, and Frindul was having difficulty keeping up without jogging. 

“It stole my dagger,” said Ardin gravely. “Somehow that lizard creature took my dagger, I know it.”

“What? How do you know? How could it?” said Frindul, becoming increasingly aggravated. 

“I just do,” replied Ardin. “Just wait and see.” Ardin did not know how he was going to find such an elusive creature, but he had convinced himself that he would find the creature. They walked for half an hour before they reached the place where Ardin had been the day before. Ardin stopped and looked around. 

“There is nothing here, Ardin,” said Frindul. 

“Let’s look over there,” said Ardin pointing in some arbitrary direction. They walked and looked around for twenty minutes when all of the sudden Ardin shouted, “There, see! A shimmering in the moonlight.” 

“Yes, I do see it,” said Frindul, now intrigued. Ardin and Frindul approached the shimmering light. When they had come within forty steps or so from the light they stopped. It was the dagger! They crept closer. There was the lizard lying in moonlight on its belly. It held the dagger in its tail swishing it from side to side. It eyes also glistened silver in the moonlight. 

“How shall we retrieve it?” whispered Frindul. 

“You stay here. I will circle around it and approach it from behind, while you try to distract it. Don’t be too quick or too loud, though.”

Ardin circled around it and began slowly creeping from behind. Frindul got a littler closer, and made a grunting sound to get the attention of the lizard. The lizard turned onto its back held the dagger in its four legs. Then to Ardin and Frindul’s confusion, it began throwing it up in the air and then catching it, then sometimes twirling it. The lizard certainly seemed to be enjoying itself. Frindul got a little closer. He could see Ardin on the other side of this strange, frivoling creature. Suddenly the lizard whirled to its feet and put the dagger in its mouth, its head in Frindul’s direction. No doubt the lizard could see all around it, especially with those big eyes, but Ardin’s idea seemed to be working. Ardin was within a few feet of the lizard now. Now he could not snatch the dagger from its tail, so he would have to try to grab the lizard itself, somehow. Ardin inched along the ground. He was so close now he could reach out and touch the thing. He curled his legs and poised his body to pounce. He decided that he would try to grab the leg, and not the tail, which would be easier; but he feared that perhaps if he grabbed the tail, it would just fall off, like the tails of other lizards. He began trembling a little. He hesitated a few seconds, suddenly wondering if maybe the lizard were dangerous, or if in grabbing the lizard the sword might smite him; but he finally mustered enough bravery. He jumped and grabbed one of the lizards legs. The lizard let out a hoarse squeak, but the lizard was quick and surprisingly strong. It was able break loose of Ardin’s strong grip and sped away crawling along the ground. Ardin could see the dagger moving from side to side along the ground, but then the dagger stopped oscillating and went into the air, as if the lizard had started gliding or flying. 

“I had it in my hand!” cried Ardin. Ardin got up from the ground and looked at Frindul. His eyes were wide open. “Frindul, let’s go chase it.” Frindul became serious. 

“I don’t know, Ardin. If we could not catch it now, I don’t think we will ever be able to catch it.”

“But maybe it will drop the dagger somewhere. Once it finds something else that attracts its attention it will forget about the dagger. Come on, let’s go!” Frindul agreed to go, although reluctantly, and they both began running after the lizard. 

Chapter 3: The Chase

