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Foreword
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CHAPTER ONE

First, there was the Goddess. She had surrounded herself with the stars and suns, moons and light and darkness all by her lonesome. At some point, the comfort of the voiceless creations in the vast space no longer gave her any reprieve from her loneliness, and so she plucked out one of her eyes and pulled out a bone from her left wrist. From them she fashioned beings such as herself. They became her children, the two very first gods’, her first creations, and she was very proud of them. While they did help her overcome her loneliness, she had felt pride in creating something, fashioning something from her mind with the help of her powers, and she fell for the temptation of creating something new again.

And that is how the world came to be. Her Children watched on as the Goddess chose one star as the center of her new creation. Then she drew together little pieces of dying stars. She gave them a new purpose as their light faded from existence. Together they were all bound together as a shell around the star at the center. All firmly stitched together into creating a world in which the Goddess could do much more. This world became her canvas. In it she encouraged her Children to explore their own powers, for she herself knew not what they were capable of. She created the world, their canvas, and then guided their hands while creating life.

Only the Goddess herself could create life. Sentient beings with minds of their own, that is. The other two gods were able to fashion much of everything else in the world. The Goddess may have created all the creatures of the world, but the two gods brought about the colours of the world. They fashioned the roaring rivers, silent creeks, bountiful fields. They formed the rocks of the ground into mountains reaching toward the sky. They planted seeds which grew into great forests and blooms in all manner of colours.

And while the gods created this hospitable world, the Goddess cut off more pieces of herself. She plucked out her second eye and created creatures later known as Cyclops. They were immortal in much the same way as herself and her first children, but not quite. Immortal in one way but bound by other laws than she and the gods. They had to feed to sustain their bodies, and the Goddess created animals to help them farm the lands. Then she moved on to experimenting with creations. Together with the other two, all kinds of animals found their homes in the forests, the mountains, the sky, beneath the ground, the fields, in the water.

Then came the faeries and spirits, who tended to the lands alongside the cyclopes. They then began the process of fashioning creatures who would be known as trolls and goblins, dragons, harpies, and unicorns. Then animals with the ability to speak, shapeshifters and humans and many more. But the more they created, the more they drew from the Goddess, there was no changing the fact that the creatures they made were weaker, lesser with each creation. Watching their creations be taken by death and decay, become one with the world they had created and fading from existence upon their passing hurt the Goddess. After only a few millennia after they found themselves satisfied with their work, they all retreated back to the vast space around their creation. They watched from afar as time passed, and the world changed.

And for a while, it seemed that the world they had created was a peaceful one, as all creatures coexisted, gave and received from each other, and kept on offering prayers and gratitude to the Goddess and her children. Everyone had been created by a piece of the Goddess, and so they were all a part of her, and this was the one thing that linked them all together.

Until it no longer did.

The more beings the Goddess made, the shorter their lifespan became. By the time she made humans, her creation’s lifespans were so short it seemed like their lives passed in the blink of an eye. The cyclopes never aged, spirits and faeries had a different concept of time than others, and the rest could live for several centuries. At some point they would succumb to time and old age, however, and fall to rest as well. Humans were the beings with the shortest lifespan, and perhaps that is where the problem started. Because it did not take long after the Goddess disappeared that the humans started forgetting. Unlike a cyclops whose life was unending, alongside their memories staying true, humanity’s memory was everchanging over the centuries. Whereas their memories and stories started out with all of creation being made from the Goddess and all of them being her creatures, it slowly started to twist into something else, something darker. Something cruel. No longer were they all creations by the Goddess, given a home on this world by her first Children, but rather twisted creatures who occupied the world she had given humanity, failures she wanted exorcised from her lands. Many creatures died out rather quickly, being no match for the sudden aggression from beings they once trusted and got along with, but most hid away before they were caught.

Now, that is not to say that all of humanity shared the belief that the world belonged to them and them only. While the part that believed the first truth did their best to spread peace, they were quickly overrun and called heretics and traitors to the Goddess by the others. And then suddenly, for several centuries, close to a millennia, there were three factions within humanity. One believed in and fought for peace with all creatures. Another believed that the world was theirs and theirs alone. The final group wanted nothing to do with either faction, and avoided them both as best they could, content to simply exist and live their lives.

There were some creations that fought back, like the cyclopes. They were far too mighty for humans to fight, trolls as well, and goblins were so many in number there was no end to them. There were those who tried to fight back, and succeeded, and those who failed. There were those who never got the chance to fight back, and there were those who realized that they stood no chance and hid from the moment aggression was turned on them.

There was even those who did not understand the sudden rejection, the hatred they had not done anything to deserve being directed at them. They tried to reason and understand, but gained nothing out of it, and decided to hide away anywhere they could.

Those were the shapeshifters, the ones who were the closest to humans in appearance, though that was also where the comparison ended. While humanity possessed magic of a kind, shapeshifters were more proficient at the art, more in tune with it, and their lifespan was much longer. Yet, while the shapeshifters were more powerful than humans, they were fewer in number, and thus whatever battle that could have been fought would have ended before it even began. The shapeshifters went into hiding as best as they could once they realized that any peace they wanted to broker would not be well-received. The humans taught their descendants to hate and hunt shapeshifters as monsters being a stain upon the Goddess’ world. The shapeshifters taught their young to never trust and keep out of the way of any human they might encounter.

And as humans’ memory of the Goddess, her children and their will became twisted, the shapeshifters lost faith in the Goddess and the gods’, for they allowed all of this to happen, and did nothing to stop it. Never once did they put an effort into coming back. Not once did they declare that this was wrong, and so some of the shapeshifters began believing that this was the desired result that the three wanted.

For what kind of all-knowing, all-seeing, all-loving being that created all that they know, could be kind, good, and still allow such heinous atrocities to happen in their name? Who would want to believe in gods that cruel?

But there is hope, there is always hope. No matter how long one has to wait for it, good things do happen, even amidst all the pain, sorrow and horror. And when one thinks they are trapped in an endless cycle of lies and grief and fear, one must remember; there will always be someone to reach out their hand, a show of support, a promise of aid, proof of love.

And that is what makes it worth it.


CHAPTER TWO

There is a specific mountain in this world. This is where a village has been carved into the lowest part of the mountainside. It is a rather secluded village, far out into the outskirts. It is so far away that even the lords of the land sometimes forgets it exists. At the very least until the taxes are to be collected, and then the cycle repeats. In this specific mountain though, there lies a serpent. A humongous beast with the ability to speak the human language.

Or so the rumors say.

Of course, the rumors of the giant beast are ones spread by bandits mostly. And, truly, how much can you trust the words of thieves, rapist, liars and murderers? The villagers themselves have never once asked for any aid in liberating themselves of such a beast. If there is an animal like that so close to their homes, they would have requested aid in ridding themselves of it by now, would they not? It is only logical that they would, considering that serpents are rather dangerous creatures.

If there truly is a monstrous serpent in the mountain, which is highly unlikely, then it must be left well enough alone. If it isn’t causing any trouble for anyone to complain about, that is.

Well, mostly alone.

“Andor!” It is supposed to be a shout, it can certainly be interpreted as one, but it sounds more like an annoyed, loud hiss than a yell. A scaly tail wraps around a young boy dangling off a rather frail-looking branch of an apple tree. The branch is rather high off the ground. Had the boy fallen, he would have hurt himself. The boy laughs loudly as he’s brought down to safety, running his hands over the sun-warmed scales wrapped around him. Long and humongous. Black as the darkest night with a red underbelly and bright yellow eyes. The serpent is an intimidating creature to most people who lay their eyes on the beast.

“I’ve told you several times, don’t climb too high up into my apple trees!” The boy, Andor, simply stares up into the slitted eyes of the serpent. Then he grins, lips stretching wide at the annoyance he is able to translate from the thin pupils and hissing breaths leaving the beast.

“You’ll always bring me down to safety, snake!” Andor yells excitedly. The creature hisses in what is clear annoyance, tongue swiping the air in front of them. They lean closer, pupils thinning even more, if that is at all possible. A clear sign that the serpent themselves does not find this as amusing as the child does.

“Should just let you fall and hit your head, it would serve you right,” the serpent mutters. Well, as much as a serpent is capable of muttering. Their forked tongue draws out the “s” like a hiss, making them appear much more intimidating than they mean to.

It doesn’t make any difference to the child in the serpent’s grasp. He grins wider, even as the snake coils tighter around the little body in a warning gesture, as if they are about to constrict him. An action which the boy will most definitively ignore later. Then the serpent lets the boy go. Andor, once free, runs over to his group of friends who are sniggering in the background. They huddle together, throwing the beast glances every now and again as they whisper quietly enough for the serpent not to pick up on. If such beasts had eyelids, the serpent would have narrowed their eyes in suspicion. The group of youngsters are plotting something, no doubt about it. It will most likely end in another headache for the serpent. It always does. It is an old game for them now. Thankfully, Andor’s father, Gunvald, makes himself known before they can execute whatever trick they were planning. He climbs the hill up to the serpent’s home with a sack thrown over his shoulder, calling on his son.

“Andor! It is time to come home!” The children slouch their backs, lower lips jutting out in sour pouts. The serpent, on the other hand, sighs in relief at the other human’s well-timed appearance.

“But dad!” Andor whines, loud, and voice so high in pitch that the serpent winces and ducks their head, hissing in warning again. Gunvald though, used to this kind of pitch from his son, levels the group with a stern look and they give up. They know that there is no winning this. Sullenly, they turn to head back down to the village. Signy though, ever so defiant as the lone girl in the group glares first, reaches into one of the many berry-bushes. She grabs a fistful of them and crushes them against her face, ending up smearing more berries across her face than eating them, which just ends up with a color that unfortunately can be easily misunderstood. Or that might be her intention. At this point, the serpent has begun to give up on understanding her intentions. The serpent and Gunvald watches them stomp down the path, before the adult turns towards the serpent.

“They weren’t too much trouble, I hope?” Gunvald asks with a humor laced voice as he carefully drops the sack onto the ground in front of the beast.

“No more than usual.” The man chuckles nervously at the answer. He is not afraid of the serpent. It has never once been a threat to the villagers for the century it has lived in the mountain. Still, it is a bit unsettling to stand in front of a predator who can swallow you whole. Caution comes with age, even he had been as fearless as his own child when he was their age.

“Ah, well, children, you know,” he says, as if that should explain everything as he wipes his hands on his shirt. The serpent flicks their tongue out.

“Indeed. I am used to it.” It makes the days go by faster for the serpent, that much is true. And it is nice with company every now and then. While they do complain about being bothered by the children, they enjoy the company. All the complaining is just for show, it is just how they are. And children are fascinating, a great way of escaping solitude with the way they come up with the most fascinating games and stories. Their minds have yet to understand the limitations of the world.

“Right,” Gunvald clears his throat, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “I’d best get back too., wouldn’t want to offend the wife by not showing up for supper. Off I go, Master Snake.” He waves a hand and turns around, following the path downwards again, whistling happily all the way.

“Off you go,” the serpent echoes quietly. They watch the man disappear down the path before they bite into the sack. They bring it back towards the cave that has been their home for the last century. They hiss as they move past the mouth of the cave and the vines and bushes that frame it shivers and moves to block the entrance. The moment the greenery has blocked the entrance so no one can see or enter, the serpent begins to change.

They coil together, before their tail splits in two and grows feet. A lean upper body emerging from the scales, red and black scales melting into sun-kissed skin. Their head grows rounder, copper hair falling past their shoulders and down their back. Ears grow out of their skull, a nose taking the place of the snout. And the eye sockets narrowing from their big roundness from earlier. The beast melts away and a tall, lanky redhead stands in the abode, the sack in his hands. And there he stands for several moments, jaw working.

“It’s Aske.” The words are but a whisper, near on inaudible, but a vine reaches out and tugs on the man’s hair in comfort. It pulls back as he waves it off. He’s been here for a century, yet not a single human has ever used his name despite him giving them leave to do so. Several times. In an effort to not go mad, or even reaching the point of forgetting what his own name is, he mutters it to himself a few times each day. All simply to remember, just to remember that he is a person. It is not quite the same as someone else using it, saying it out loud. Yet he has long since accepted that as long as he stays here and plays the part of the monster serpent in the mountains, this is the only way he will ever hear it. As long as they only see him as an animal, that is. He can’t show them what he truly is, however. Shapeshifters aren’t safe amongst humans. The safest option for him is to just be a monster that grasps human speech. Centuries of memories has taught him that, centuries of pain, grief and loss has taught him that.

Maybe he should go find Saga. Go find his last remaining sibling and just, be beside someone who knows him. She is half a world away, though, according to their latest Dreams. She always was better at blending in with the humans, which is one of the reasons she dared to move closer to human civilization. Aske had not been willing to do so, and they had parted ways, which had put a strain on their relationship. It explains the walls in the Dreams, how she hides something from him. But… if she had come with him, if she had been here, maybe he would have been able to find the courage. The courage to walk amongst the humans, the courage to believe he could blend in. Maybe he would still feel like he is her brother, like they are still family.

He scoffs at himself. How utterly pathetic is he, living for centuries and still not trusting himself to be able to blend in? For not finding the courage to do anything but hide behind a lie, a façade, just to live?

Still, all that aside, it is not so bad here at this mountain. The villagers believe that as long as they’re not hostile towards him, he’ll be a non-hostile monster-serpent to them. Like that, they’ll continue to bring him supplies. It is not so bad, it could be much worse. He could be actively hunted like an actual animal instead of living rather peacefully here on this mountainside. His mountain. He heads further into his home and drops onto his sleeping furs, eating the food Gunvald had brought with him. He focuses on feeding himself rather than being swarmed by the dark thoughts which always return with a vengeance whenever he is alone.

But it’s hard to not feel lonely, when he is hiding like this, lying. Children come and play and cause a ruckus and liven things up. The adults come around with food and some pleasantries in exchange for the herbs or flowers or fruits that the shapeshifter grows in his garden. There is nothing more to it, though. No one he feels close to.

Not a single companion, not a single friend. No one that don’t run the risk of disappearing in front of him like they never existed if he isn’t careful. Slipping through his fingers like water.

He sits there in melancholy for a long while after finishing the food, eyes hazy, before he pulls himself back and shakes his head. One must do what one has to do to survive, and Aske is fond of living. So, what if he is lonely? This is a poor mountain village. Or rather, it used to be a poor mountain village with all the bandits that came through. But that was before Aske settled down here, and Aske isn’t good with humans at the best of times. No matter how lonely he is, it is safer for him to keep to himself and trust no one, no matter how empty he feels with his way of life.

“Bandits,” he murmurs, laying down and crossing his arms behind his head. It’s been quite some time since any group came by lately. The numbers have been dwindling ever since he settled down here, but he’ll have to prepare for the possibility that someone will come by soon. It is a tiny village which is periodically forgotten by their lords, after all. A defenseless village is always a sweet target, no matter the outlandish rumors surrounding it.

As the evening grows late, Aske finds himself unable to fight off sleep as it comes for him. Spending an entire day with children and entertaining them is, while enjoyable and never boring, also very taxing. Tomorrow will be no different, he will need all the energy he can muster. Aske sleeps well that night, and the next, and the night after that too. The hot summer air keeps his cold-blooded body warm, even in the cool mountains. There are no Dreams, and he makes none of his own, doesn’t reach out to her, doesn’t quite dare. The days pass by in a peaceful manner, even amongst the terror of the children running around his garden and making a mess he will have to clean up. But, of course, on that one day where Aske is all by himself, lounging on sun-warmed rocks and dozing in the sun is when it happens.

There’s a faint trembling in the ground he only noticed because half his body is stretching across it. To confirm his suspicions, he moves to lay his head onto the ground as well. With an annoyed hiss of an exhale, he slithers down the path towards the village. The vibration in the ground grows ever stronger the closer he gets to the village. It grows to the point it is no longer simple vibrations. He can hear the actual sounds of thundering hooves.

The oncoming group force their way into the village, which doesn’t take too much effort. The villagers just hurry out of the way and group together in the square. They watch the intruders shout, sneer, laugh and waving their swords and axes and causing a right ruckus. The bandits must have expected to see the villagers run and scream. Expected a widespread panic and the people begging for their lives and mercy as any man, woman or child would in such a situation. They realize rather quick that the people of this village are just staring at them, expressions conveying quite clearly that they are not impressed with this juvenile display. They stop their movements and wait, staring back at the people, just as dumbfounded. Gunvald takes this as his moment to get a clearer understanding of the situation. Not that it is all that hard to understand what is going on, but best to be on the safe side.

He takes a few steps forward, pipe in hand as he looks the bandits up and down. The bandits themselves finds it rather surprising to see someone who is not afraid when a group of armed men storm into a defenseless village. It is not what is common, after all.

“Might I inquire why you gentlemen have come here?” Gunvald is unfailingly polite. Though one can tell from one glance that this group is far from what anyone would ever describe as gentlemanly. Actually, this kind of group is truly what would make your heart race like a hummingbird in your chest. Fear either make you stand completely still or run screaming, to have you trample down others in an attempt at getting away to safety. They are not used to polite questions about their reasons for coming. Even so, the man who appears to be the chief of the group answers. He is a scraggly looking man with an amused smile stretching his thin lips wide.

“Your riches and your women.” Gunvald turns his head to look at the people gathered behind him, pursing his lips and sighing, as if rather put out by this entire ordeal.

“Ah, a group of bandits.” As if it isn’t already quite obvious, and the villagers nod their heads sagely, chattering to each other as if this is a normal occurrence. “Well, riches we have got very little of, I’m afraid, and as for our womenfolk, that is a hard no from every one of us. I am sure it is quite the norm wherever you go. Now, we would all greatly appreciate it if you went on your merry way.” There is a series of agreeable murmurs in the crowd behind him, and the bandits burst out laughing at the audacity.

“You’re a real jester, old man.”

“Old?” Gunvald looks highly offended by the remark and his face twists in annoyance, the most so far since the group had ridden into their home.

“But you don’t get a say in this. We’re not leaving empty-handed, and what, pray tell, can you do to stop us?” He looks to his men who all shout and raise their weapons in a show of intimidation. All the while the villagers are silent for a few moments as they do this. Then the air is filled with the shouts of children, doing their very best to be louder than the bandits. A few words get through the booming laughter of the bandits and catch their attention.

“The snake will teach you all a lesson!” It is Andor who breaks through the ruckus, and it causes the bandits to pause. He stands in front of his group of friends, arms spread wide and a defiant look on his young face, eyes narrowed with as much righteous anger as a ten-year-old can produce.

“The snake will chase you all away!” The bandits begin murmuring amongst each other, confused, and more than a little bit amused by the boy’s courage.

“Snake?”

“There’s a rumor,” the bandit chief chuckles smugly as he moves his horse forward to tower over Gunvald and Andor. Gunvald moves to stand in front of his son as the bandit moved ever closer on his steed.

“Of a giant snake lurking in the mountains, but it isn’t real. Monster snakes don’t exist no more! Especially not here, where it ain’t so warm!” He raises his voice, challenges anyone to refute him, but frowns when the children behind Gunvald grins widely as any happy child can, and points behind him. The villagers cover their mouths to muffle their mirth as they take a few steps back, and then;

Then there is a loud hissing sound behind the bandits.

The chief turns around in his seat. The sight makes him pale and lose all his bravado. He has never once encountered such a creature for as long as he has been raiding and plundering. The enormous black and red serpent towers over all of them, staring unblinkingly. The beast hovers unmoving for several long, painful seconds in which the bandits’ hearts beat so loud in their ears that any other noise is drowned out.

Then the beast opens their jaws wide, showing off four long fangs, as long and thick as the bandit chief’s arm, if not longer. And then, then the beast lunge.
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