The Ardexian Chronicles
Father’s Journey

By: Trench Wolfhound

She was all I had.  Her mother died giving birth to her.  This was unfortunately all too common of an event in the lands so far from the main kingdom, so far from the mages that can heal them.  When her mother died, she was all I had left.  She reminded me so much of her mother.  She had a smile that lit up a room.  When she was very young, she watched me at the forge.  As she grew, she learned how to sell the blades and armor that I made.  Yes, some travelers felt strange making purchases from a young girl, but few knew blades as well as she did.  The guards knew us well and watched over her when the forge was too loud for me to hear.  Generally, there was no trouble.  Generally.


The man was thin, sly.  He wasn’t one I would have expected trouble from.  One would think one would have trouble from a barbarian of sorts, trying to show strength over a small girl, but they were generally good to the child.  It was as if they watched over her.  But not him.  He tried to sneak out of the shop with some newly acquired equipment.  If I was watching the shop, he wouldn’t have even tried.  She drew a knife on him, told him to put it back.  Instead, he used it to stab her and make his getaway.  Later, he said he only wanted to scrape her enough to scare her off.  He didn’t think that a little scrape for an adult could be so fatal to a child.  But, she didn’t die.  She screamed.  The guard quickly caught the man and got my child to safety.  However, the wound was deep and required more attention than what our healers could provide.


I hurried to her the moment I heard the terrible news.  When I got to her, I looked upon her and knew I was too late.  There she lay, in bed, looking as gentle and innocent as any child.  My world was torn apart, destroyed, as I staggered to her.  As I began to weep, the greatest words I had ever heard spoke to me.  “She’s not dead… only sleeping.” He said to me.  Once more, life had hope.  He explained he only had limited healing abilities and that only a healer from Ardex could keep her from death.  This was my fault and I sought to right it. Even if it were quicker, it was obvious that she would never survive such a journey.  Without hesitation, I knew what I had to do.  The shipwright stated that ships traveled frequently to Ardex, but it could be a day or two before the next was to set sail.  I couldn’t afford to wait that long.  I went home, packed up some supplies, and set out with my horse to Ardex.  
The kingdom was only a few days away by horse, if one could travel straight there.  Only trouble was, there was a huge canyon between my village and the kingdom.  It’s one reason the town’s first inhabitants sought to settle in the Great Swamps.  It was separated, isolated.  Later on, it kept us mostly out of the war.  Our land was hard to get to and virtually worthless to the gargoyles. On very few rare occasions did the gargoyles risk an attack on our little town. Unfortunately, it did happen on occasion, and at times with great loss. But now it was a vast chasm separated me from my daughter’s very life/health.


It was said that the Great Valley was a dangerous place, so most that traveled went around it.  The Valley was beautiful from above.  Looking from above, one could see for miles along either side of the chasm. The actual distance from the side I stood to the other was not but half a mile, if that.  You could see the trees that had managed to grow below, and a small stream that must have caused the canyon from years of erosion. Overall, it looked peaceful, beautiful. Some traveled into it, but there were known dangers in that valley, so few if any crossed it.  But, ask any traveler what dangers there are, they won’t be able to tell.  No one knows for certain.  My horse never would have made the descent into the valley.  Though it was only part of a mile wide, it was several miles long.  One end went to the distant mountain range, the other continued to the sea. Following it to the sea would’ve proven futile as I’d not have been able to get around without a boat. Going around it towards the mountains would take many days.  Many days that I did not have.  So, I released the horse, let him roam free.  

At first, the climb down started easy, the path was clear and wide.  I felt good about making such excellent time.  I’m a blacksmith, the kind known for their strength.  I carried some of my best work on me.  Not the armor, I feared that would only slow me down, but no traveler travels without a blade of some kind.  I felt prepared for whatever I ran into.  The descent continued.  As it did, the path became less stable, less obvious.  Some places of the path had fallen apart from the erosion.  It was, admittedly, a challenge as I hardly ever traveled before, but I found myself quite capable.  
I was surprised to see an occasional traveler or band of travelers going back up the path I was heading down.  They seemed a bit familiar.  People I had seen in the shop before.  They were probably residents of the main kingdoms returning to the swamp for more goods. Afterall, though the Great Swamps were a bit out of the way, we were able to produce some things that many other villages just couldn’t duplicate. The thought of selling them something from the shop only reminded me of why I was there and quickened my pace.  One of the travelers stopped me and warned me to go back.  When I asked what dangers existed below, their reply was that there was nothing that could harm one such as myself, but that it was a waste to travel down there.  I explained that I had no time for a scenic route, nor the conversation and hurried on my way.

Sooner than I expected, I had reached the grassy bottom of the valley.  Ahead of me was a dense and obviously rarely traveled forest.  The quick climb down gave me renewed confidence and I hurried my steps.  I thought for certain that the descent would take the entire day, and I still had a few hours of daylight ahead of me.  As I walked through, I came across an elegant looking arrow.  I had seen the type before; Elven.  ‘They must protect this forest’, I thought.  It only made sense.  They protected most forests, so why not this one? Apparently, the fact that it laid at the bottom of a canyon didn’t prevent their interest in the woodlands. The thought helped quell my fears from any danger lying within.  Having that assurance, I was much less hesitant on setting up camp and getting some rest.  
I figured I was close to halfway through the forest, the sun already long past the high walls that surrounded the Valley.  Still, the light had lingered long after the sun disappeared, for it was still visible on the land above.  When the last strands of light began to disappear, it truly began turning dark in the Valley, forcing me to set up camp.  Sleep came easy.  It was a most exhausting day – physically and emotionally.  But, the oblivion of sleep did not keep tortured visions of the bandit from appearing in my dreams, laughing at his work.  Hellish images of blood pouring from my daughter’s side flooded my eyes, and I was left feeling desperate and helpless.  As the nightmare continued, I saw a plant that somehow I knew would save my daughter.  There were several paths leading to it, set against a deep, empty darkness that seemed to surround each path.  I chose the shortest one and began running toward the plant.  But, the path seemed to get longer with every step I took.  The plant always just at my fingertips, but constantly out of reach. I could hear the bandit’s laughter echo through the darkness.  As I looked back, I saw the thin man constantly stabbing, draining the life from my daughter.


I was startled awake.  I looked around for my daughter or the bandit, my mind still between the dream and reality, but only saw darkness.  It was still night.  Or maybe it was early morning.  There was neither man nor child.  I paused, caught my breath and began listening to the darkness.  After a moment, I heard movement around me.  My eyes began to adjust to the darkness and I saw small things moving around me.  At first, I was startled and made for my sword.  I found it was not where I left it. Realization suddenly hit me: Goblins.  They were the one gift from the gargoyles that could not seem to be eliminated.  Like rats, they bred and multiplied.  They hid in the shadows and were sneaky thieves, small, greenish beings that resembled tiny trolls.  They are mostly annoying but rarely lethal, except to travelers.  Travelers do not survive long when their food is stolen, as was now the case.  I began chasing them around, stomping on what I could find and taking back what they stole, to include my sword which seemed much too big for the small creature’s size.   Unfortunately, they made off with most of my food, but I got back enough to last me through the ascent up the cliff and to Ardex.  Provided nothing delayed me for too long.

Once done with the goblins, I looked up to the night sky and realized that I had lost my bearings. Each step of the forest looked like the last, seeming to have no distinguishable markings to judge by.  The cliffs loomed over the night forest .  No stars.  It seemed as though clouds had rolled in through the night.  I could wait until morning, but time was not on my side and there was a good chance that the clouds would hide the direction the sun was coming from, anyway.  I couldn’t chance it.  I chose a cliff and made my way to it.

By the time I made it to the cliff’s base, the light had risen, but no sun, as was expected.  The clouds continued to cover. But, the area wasn’t familiar, nor was the path, so I figured I was good.  I quickly began my ascent, much lighter than when I started, thanks to the goblins.  But, it did make the climb easier.  As I started, the climb was challenging and sporadic in the path. I found myself reaching for whatever jagged rocks protruded from the Cliffside, and worked to stabilize my footing as best I could.  The further up I went, the easier the path became.  Several hours passed as I made my way and by the time I made it to the top, the clouds began parting, the sun starting to show through directly overhead.  On the way up, I had passed many others heading downward, once more seeming familiar.  Once I got to the top, I realized why.  
I looked over the plains, what I expected to be a field of grass leading to a thick forest of trees.  What I saw, in the near distance, was a long span of swamp lands. Those that were going down as I came up were travelers I had seen in the village just before I left.  I was a little further along the canyon, but still on the same side as when I started.  I looked down into the valley and remembered what was told to me.  There was nothing that could harm me, but it was a waste of time as I had to get to Ardex and I still didn’t have time on my side.  Only now, I didn’t have my horse, and much less food.  Not enough to get me there, certainly. The worst of it was that I was almost no further than I had been a day earlier.

So I began my travel around the Great Valley, knowing that to attempt the path directly through the cavern could prove just as fruitless as it had to that point.  I was fortunate to come across another band of travelers, who picked me up, permitting me to ride in one of the carriages that was a part of the group. The first face I saw was a round faced man with dark, curly hair. Between the bright colors throughout the caravan and the clothing they were wearing, it was obvious that a group of travelling gypsies had found me. I felt a bit cautious as they offered a ride, but I had very little on my person to steal, and almost no other option if I sought to arrive in a timely manner. I hoisted myself into the back of the wagon where I was introduced to a small handful of the tribe. I offered what little food I had, and was gladly repaid with the various types of food they had carried.

The trip was shorter than I expected, but still took a few days.  The party I traveled with had plenty of food and was generous. I had explained what had been going on, and the unfortunate dealings with the valley. It was explained to me that the canyon often had that effect on people, and that the goblins weren’t the only creatures to beware of down there. I had inquired as to why I had never heard of such things before. As it was explained to me, most travelers know about the dizzying effects of the canyon and rarely see reason to speak of it to most villagers. In the end, they just considered it common knowledge, and as I wasn’t much of a traveler, it only made sense that I hadn’t known of it.

As we reached the mountains, the path wandered past a strange collection of skeletons. Upon inquiry, I found out that the skeletons were from a battle a bit of time ago. The ones I couldn’t recognize were of the gargoyles. I found it amazing. They looked so similar to human skeletons, but larger. And the skeletal remains even displayed their wings. It was said that the remains were cleaned by the carrion of the area, and the battle was in such a remote area, none had come out to bury any of them, nor remove them otherwise. And, a typical traveler never saw need to get involved with such things. The distant mountains were nowhere near as grand a sight as they were up close. Various paths and trails could be seen through the mountains. The canyon rose from its deep state as it climbed closer towards the mountains. The stream could be seen flowing from between the mountains and downward into the canyon. Crossing the stream was no effort for the horses pulling the wagon, as it turned out to be fairly shallow.
As we continued, they explained to me various terrain features. They talked about the caves and what they were home to, or had been home to at one point. They had told a tale of how a battle party of gargoyles had made home of one of the caves, and had managed to continuously attack nearby villages suddenly, and seem to ‘disappear’ into nowhere. This had continued until an adventuring party had found them out. Another tale was within the forest about a monster of a beast that had hunted down and killed nearly an entire party of the King’s warriors. It was said that only by a miracle had the king, himself, survived. We even travelled along the boarder of what was simply called the Dark Forest, in which was said to be a ruthless band of warped elves. They say the tales involving that place were nearly endless. Despite the tales of all that had happened before on this path, I felt rather grateful that the path now seemed relatively quiet and peaceful.

Through all the stories, the need for my daughter’s safety was the one thing that continued to plague me. What worried me far more than evil elves, gargoyles or other beasts that might prowl through the lands. The thought of her face continued to run through my mind, the thoughts of our history. How brave she was when she had heard of her mother’s death in a gargoyle attack. How proud I was when she was able to take care of the shop as I worked on new equipment. Despite my pride, I would take back every bit of profit I made after she started working, if it meant she’d still be safe. As we continued to travel over the land, I slept as I could, but the nightmares continued to haunt me. 
It ended up taking us nearly six days to get around the canyon and to the Western Ardexia capital. By the time we got to Ardex, I offered them some free weaponry to the gypsies next time they passed through my village.  It was all I had to offer. They gladly took me up on the offer and wished me the best of luck. One that I had talked to quite a bit even stated that my daughter would remain in her thoughts. I had discovered that despite their reputation, the gypsies were pretty decent folk. After they left the area, I even discovered that I still had my blade upon me. They were even decent enough to leave me with a bit of food for my journey home. I knew I couldn’t wander through the city and immediately began asking around for what it was I sought.

I quickly found the main Healer’s shop. It was a grand place that almost resembled a monastery. Several of the greatest healers in the land seemed to take residency there. An older man in brown robes approached me and I told him the story of what happened as briefly as I could. He claimed that he could certainly aid me. After a few moments of him packing a couple of essential belongings, we immediately left the shop. We took one of the ships that belonged to the city, at a slight fee, and made our way to my home village. I felt fortunate that the winds were in our favor, and the skies were mostly clear. Even the waves in the water didn’t seem to rock too harshly. The captain of the ship said we were in for a good trip. I truly began to feel at luck. I had only hoped that the healers in the village were able to help her hold on just long enough. It still took a couple of days by sea, but it was far quicker, and much straighter than the path I had taken to get to the healer. I watched as we passed where the canyon merged with the sea. I looked forward, anxiously, as I knew the village wasn’t far.
As soon as we docked, I rushed to our healer, escorting salvation behind me.  I stormed into the shop and looked at the bed my daughter had laid in when I left.  But, in her place was an elderly and obviously sick man.  The local healer then explained that he kept her alive as long as he could, but the night before our arrival she had passed away in her sleep.  I later found out that a ship had set sail from our port early in the morning after I had left, and that they had sought me out to get me on it.  The same ship had sailed to Ardex and back, then to Ardex once more and was probably close to being back, again.


She was all I had…

