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 Major Races of Palindor

Dwarves. Originally
underground dwellers, most dwarves now live above ground. Slightly
taller than gnomes and somewhat shorter than humans, dwarves are
the strongest and most belligerent fighters in Palindor. The pride
of each dwarf is his (or her) battle-axe. Even though Palindor has
been at peace for many centuries, each dwarf still maintains his
axe ready for use. Female dwarves are only slightly less strong
than males, and either would make short work of a human in
combat.

 


Elves. There are many
different types of elf, but only wood elves feature in our story.
Wood elves are generally slightly shorter than gnomes, but are
considerably leaner and more spry. They are sociable amongst others
of their own kind, but less so with other elves, and rarely
interact with non-elf races. They live in the forest that covers
much of Palindor, many of them in the village of Smalterscairn.

 


Gnomes. The most
bookish of the Palindoric races. Of little use in battle, gnomes
are slightly shorter than dwarves but, unlike the latter, male
gnomes almost always grow long white beards. In the past,
particularly intelligent and studious gnomes took an oath at a
young age to become Holy Gnomes, the keepers of the ancient
books.

 


Goblins. A race of
creatures that lives underground and is rarely seen on the surface.
Goblins can be quite startling at first sight, although most of the
above-ground creatures will go through their entire lives without
seeing one. Goblins are distinguished by their long, pointed noses
and ears, large eyes and dull green-black skin. Other races tell
stories about goblins to scare their children, but there is nothing
intrinsically evil about goblins — they merely care little for
doings on the surface. It is rumored that the treasure of the
goblins far exceeds that of all other races in Palindor.

 


Humans. The tallest of
the common races in Palindor. In the earliest days of Palindor, the
humans often led the other races in battle; and so in ancient times
it was decreed that only a human could be king or queen.

 


Hunters. Not really a
distinct race, hunters are humans who live in the forests. They are
especially tall and strong, with keen senses. They are rarely seen,
preferring to live solitary lives, and their skill with their
longbows is unmatched in Palindor. They are sworn to come to the
aid of the reigning monarch in times of need.

 


Wizards. A race not
unlike humans in appearance and gnomes in inclination. They can
command magic, but only of the common kind. No mortal race has
power to control the kiriàl that lies at the heart of the Three
Lands. Wizards vary widely in their prowess, depending on their
individual talents and the length and depth of their studies.

 



Major Characters

Aramis. A hunter who
desires to protect Palindor from the evil of Malthazzar.

 


Catherine. The first
High Queen of Palindor. A young woman from the world of humans
whose task is to save Palindor.

 


Cerebeth. A human, the
queen of Palindor, who has reigned for a thousand years at the time
of our tale.

 


Drefynt. A Holy Gnome,
particularly knowledgeable about the old times.

 


Entelred. The greatest
living wizard in Palindor.

 


Gondalwyn. A dwarf,
apprenticed to Entelred to become a wizard.

 


Harsforn. A great
healer who lives with the seer Iadron.

 


Iadron. A seer who
lives with Harsforn in a remote house in the Moortain Mire.

 


Malthazzar. The Lord of
Evil. Banished from the realm of Olvensar, Malthazzar intends to
take his revenge by subjugating Palindor under his own rule.

 


Olvensar. The High Lord
of Palindor, although, at the start of our tale, it is long since
he was last seen in that land.

 


Tarandron. A good,
honest dwarf who does not always believe what he is told.

 


Trondwyth. An unusually
practical Holy Gnome.

 



The Accident

Katrin Taylor was a week
past her fifteenth birthday when her world changed forever.

Katrin was tall, with long
dark hair that flowed around her shoulders. She had dark eyes and a
habit of letting a mischievous smile play around her face. She was
also opinionated and more than a little rebellious.

It was the summer vacation,
but the newfound freedom of the days in late May at the beginning
of vacation had long ago become the long, torpid weeks of hot
midsummer lingering boredom.

To make matters worse,
Katrin’s best friend, Jane Newman, had moved away at the beginning
of the vacation and now lived fifteen miles from Dayville on a
sprawling ten-acre piece of land in the country.

For several weeks, Jane and
Katrin had been needling their parents to let them go away together
to backpack and camp in the Springfield Hills near Jane’s new home
for a few days. Katrin and Jane were keen to explore the area.

Jane’s parents had expressed
reservations but eventually had given their permission “providing
it’s all right with Katrin’s parents.”

But it was not all
right with Katrin’s parents. At least twice a day for the past week
she had asked them, but always the same answer had come back: a
firm, unyielding No.

As the days had passed, Katrin
had become more and more sullen, until, eventually, her father had
proposed a compromise.

“Look, we can’t have you and
Jane going out camping by yourselves in the hills. But if Jane will
put up with you, how about if you go and stay with her for a week?
You can go exploring during the day, and camp out on the Newmans’
property at night.”

At first, Katrin had been
reluctant to accept the compromise, but at last she realized that
it was the most she was likely to be offered. The girls agreed to
the plan.

And so the day for the start
of the trip had arrived. The sun shone in a clear blue sky and the
thermometer rose steadily from its early morning 70 degrees to
stand at 85 by mid morning. By ten thirty Katrin’s backpack was
filled with food and clothes and flung carelessly into the back of
the Taylors’ station wagon.

They arrived at the Newmans’
sprawling property shortly after eleven. Jane was out in the meadow
riding her horse; Mrs. Taylor embraced Katrin and gave her an
embarrassing peck on the cheek. “Take care of yourself, dear,” she
reminded her daughter for the hundredth time.

Katrin’s gaze went heavenward
in exasperation. “Yes, Mom.”

She left her mother to have
coffee with Mrs. Newman while she went to greet Jane.

When the girls came in an hour
later, flushed and breathless, Katrin’s mother had left.

Jane’s mother prepared a salad
as the girls discussed their plans over the kitchen table. As
Mrs. Newman handed over the heaped plates, she noticed that
Katrin was looking rather pale.

“Are you all right, Katrin?”
she asked.

The reply was several seconds
in coming. Katrin looked up at Jane’s mother, then at the salad
piled high on her plate. “I don’t know....”

Then, in a single hurried
motion, she covered her mouth with her hand and raced for the
bathroom.

She returned three minutes
later, her pale face dotted with sweat and her steps unsteady.
Reaching the table, she leant against a chair for support.

“Sorry about that,” she said
weakly.

Then her legs folded under
her.

Katrin felt herself being
moved and then lowered on to a couch.

“What do you think, Mom?” she
heard Jane ask.

“I don’t know. But you two
certainly aren’t going anywhere with Katrin like this. Give
Katrin’s mother a call while I take her temperature.”

Katrin opened her eyes, and
found herself in the living room, bright sunlight streaming into
the room through French windows. The light hurt her eyes, so she
closed them again. Then she shivered.

A thermometer was inserted
between her lips. After an age there was beeping sound and the
thermometer was removed.

“A hundred and two,” Jane’s
mother said. Then, after a few seconds, she asked, “Katrin, are you
awake?”

Katrin opened her eyes
painfully and nodded. “How were you feeling earlier? All right?”
Mrs. Newman asked.

Katrin nodded once more. She
spoke weakly: “Do you think you could close the drapes?”

“Oh, of course.”

Jane’s mother stepped across
the room and heavy drapes swished almost noiselessly across the
windows and darkened the room. Katrin sighed with relief.

Jane entered the room. “I told
her mother. She wants to talk to you.” Together, mother and
daughter returned to the kitchen.

Katrin lay back, suddenly
exhausted, the distant sound of conversation passing meaninglessly
over her head. By the time that they returned, she was asleep.

She slept fitfully all
afternoon, finally awaking at nearly five o’clock.

Mrs. Newman took her
temperature again. “Ninety nine; much better,” she said. “How are
you feeling?”

Katrin took stock. Eventually,
she said: “Weak, but much better.”

“Would you like a glass of
juice?”

“Yes, please.”

“OK. I’ll get one for
you.”

Mrs. Newman was gone for
several minutes. Katrin sat and then stood up. She was on the point
of making for the kitchen when Jane and her mother returned.

“Oh, you’re up. Good,” said
Mrs. Newman. “Here’s your juice. I was just talking with your
mother. She’s coming over to fetch you. You can come back tomorrow
if you’re feeling up to it, but we both thought that it was best
for you to go home this evening.”

Normally, Katrin would have
protested, but she had no energy for an argument. She began to
drink the juice gratefully.

Jane began to talk once more
about the hills and the exploring they would do as soon as Katrin
felt better, but it was impossible for Katrin to concentrate on her
friend’s torrent of words. All she really wanted to do was to lie
down and go to sleep again.

The doorbell rang, there was a
clatter of footsteps and, in a few moments, Katrin’s mother entered
the room.

Her mother looked
sympathetically at her daughter. “Hello, darling. I’m awfully sorry
you’re feeling this way. Do you think you can make it to the car
all right?”

“I’ll try,” replied Katrin.
Her mother came to her side and helped her to stand. The room swung
unsteadily for a moment, then stabilized.

Katrin nodded. “Yes,” she
said, “I think I’ll be OK.”

“Good. Just hold my hand and
we’ll get you to the car.”

Katrin and her mother made
their way to the car in the driveway, followed by Jane and her
mother.

“Would you rather sit in the
front or lie down in the back?” Mrs. Taylor asked.

“I’m very tired, Mom,” said
Katrin. “Maybe I’d better lie down on the back seat.”

“OK. We won’t be able to strap
you in, but I’ll drive carefully and I’m sure we’ll be all
right.”

With some help from her mother
and Mrs. Newman, Katrin maneuvered herself so that she was
lying on the back seat.

She felt so tired.

Vaguely, she heard the sounds
of goodbyes being said and then felt the comforting throb as the
engine started. The car was not a hundred yards down the road
before she was asleep.

 



____________________________

 


The man responsible for the
accident was drunk, even at this early hour of a summer Saturday
evening.

The journey between the two
houses was nearly half over when Mrs. Taylor approached the
narrow bridge over the river. Over the bridge came a car travelling
towards her, moving slowly, on the opposite side of the road.
Suddenly, out of nowhere, another car appeared from behind the
approaching car, moving out on to Mrs. Taylor’s side of the
road, trying to overtake the slower-moving vehicle.

There was no time to think.
Instinctively, Katrin’s mother swung the wheel to one side, jamming
her foot on the brake. The car spun off the road, bumping down the
steep bank towards the river.

The car hit a tree, and then a
boulder; the car’s two occupants were thrown first this way and
then that. The car reached the very edge of the bank, the river
running three feet below. The car hesitated for a fraction of a
second as the wheels on the left side hung over the edge of the
bank.

The car hung, half suspended;
then it toppled over on one side and fell into the river.

 



____________________________

 


No one knew how long Katrin
was without air, but the best guess was about eight minutes. One
thing the doctors were certain of was that her head struck the
metal of the side of the car as the car rammed into the boulder
before slipping into the murky waters of the rapidly moving river.
She was unconscious before the water closed over the car.

Katrin’s head was thrust deep
into the crack between the seat and its back, and air was unable to
filter its way through the plastic of the rear seat as she lay,
helpless and unconscious, with the water rising around her.
Mrs. Taylor lay unconscious in the front seat.

 



____________________________

 


The first rescuer was the
driver of a passing car. He dived into the stream and, after two
unsuccessful attempts, forced Mrs. Taylor’s door open, pulled
her free of her seat belt, and brought her to the surface. But he
couldn’t see far in the dirty water, and didn’t realize that there
was a second occupant in the car. Precious minutes passed before
Mrs. Taylor regained consciousness and spoke her first words:
“Where’s Katrin? Is she OK?”

Her rescuer realized that
someone else must be in the car. He dived back into the swirling
waters.

 



____________________________

 


The doctors were not
hopeful. They explained to Mr. and Mrs. Taylor that their
daughter had sustained a serious head injury. That in itself might
not have greatly affected their child. But she had also been
deprived of life-giving oxygen for at least several minutes. When
she arrived at the hospital, her body functions were apparently
intact and she had no broken bones apart from a fractured skull;
but the electrical activity in her brain was depressingly low.

After two weeks in a coma, a
recording of the electrical activity in Katrin’s brain was sent to
a specialist in a nearby city. He was not sanguine: it was his
professional opinion that Katrin’s brain activity was impaired to
such an extent that she would never regain consciousness. Even if
she did, there was no chance that she would ever be more than a
vegetable, responding to only the most basic stimuli. Her centers
of high-level thought displayed no activity whatsoever; she would
never recognize friends or relatives, never speak, never walk
again.

From a purely physical point
of view, he informed the parents, Katrin was still alive and her
body was fully functional; as long as they provided food through a
hospital feeding tube and removed the wastes from her body, she
would stay alive until some organ failed, probably many decades
hence. But for all practical purposes their daughter was dead, and
they must not permit themselves to hope that that prognosis would
ever change, because it would not.

At first, Katrin’s parents
could not accept what they were told. Every day they prayed and
hoped desperately for a change in Katrin’s condition. But the days
went by, and then the weeks, and nothing changed.

Eventually, three months had
passed, and Katrin was in exactly the same state as she had been
when she was first wheeled into the hospital, except that the bone
in her skull which had been fractured in the accident was now
almost completely healed. Mr. and Mrs. Taylor began to
lose hope.

Then came the day when the
doctor in charge of Katrin’s care called them into his office and
presented a shocking proposal.

“You must understand that the
decision is yours. I would not exert any pressure over you even if
I could. But I feel that in order to fulfil my professional duty, I
must point out the option. It is the opinion of all the specialists
who have examined Katrin’s case that it’s impossible that there
will ever be a change in her mental condition. As such, I think
that you must consider the possibility of authorizing the hospital
to remove the feeding tube.”

Katrin’s parents looked at one
another, shock covering their faces.

Mr. Taylor spoke. “You
mean, let her die?”

The doctor nodded. “Yes. As I
say, the decision is entirely yours. But I do think you ought to
consider it. I certainly wouldn’t advocate a hasty decision. It’s
only been three months so far. But I just want to mention it as a
possibility so that after a few more months, if there is no change,
then you might want to think about it some more.”

 



____________________________

 


Three floors above, a
strange thing was happening in Katrin’s room. A ripple passed
through the room; a ripple as if one was observing, not the
hospital room itself but, rather, a reflection of the room in a
pool, and it was as if someone had dropped a pebble into the pool
some distance away; a single ripple crossed the room, from window
to door.

As the ripple passed out of
the room, the room was different in two ways. The second hand of
the clock on the wall opposite Katrin’s bed had ceased to move; and
Katrin was no longer the only occupant of the room. Near the door,
as if he had entered by that way (although, in fact, the door had
remained closed) an old man stood, looking at Katrin.

The man carried a stick that
looked old, even older than the man himself. With the aid of the
stick, he walked slowly towards the bed.

It was hard to say just how
old the man might be. Everything about him seemed indeterminately
ancient. Even his clothes, which might once have been a cheery
green, now appeared faded and not a little dirty, as if he had
spent a hundred years working in full sun in a garden. His hair was
gray-white and covered the top of his head; much of the man’s face
was hidden behind a full gray beard: the beard was unkempt, as if
he could not be bothered to take good care of it. The man’s eyes,
though, looked startlingly bright and alive for one so old.

The man’s gait as he moved
towards the bed was not so much infirm as slow and measured.
Indeed, if one watched only the way in which he walked, one might
easily conclude that this was a man of such supreme confidence and
power that he knew that nothing of importance could ever happen at
a place until he arrived there — and therefore there was never
any need to hurry to arrive anywhere.

He moved nearer the bed, the
clock on the wall betraying that each step, apparently so slow,
took no time at all. He reached Katrin’s side, where he could
easily have stretched out his hand and touched her; but he did not
do so.

Instead, he simply stared into
her face. For what seemed like minutes, although the clock
maintained its steadfast stillness, he looked at the face of the
young woman, behind which there was a mind that no longer
functioned. His eyes betrayed no expression, although their twinkle
seemed subdued.

At length, he stretched out
his hand towards Katrin. Her hands were above the bedclothes and,
as his hand touched hers, the man spoke, in a voice that seemed
older than the earth itself, and yet which seemed to have seeds of
new life sprinkled in the words.

“Come, my child,” the man
said. “It is time.”

Another ripple passed through
the room, as silently and as unnoticed as the first. As it passed,
the second hand on the clock on the wall began to move once more.
And the old man was gone. Katrin was once again alone.

And for the first time in
three months, Katrin’s head moved slightly and a noise — a
quiet, almost inaudible moan — came from her throat.


The Gardener

It was cold.

No, not so much cold as merely
cool — cool and dark. Katrin felt as if she were lying on
something hard and surrounded by a cool blackness. How long she had
been like this she had no idea. It was as if time had somehow lost
all meaning here. Maybe she had been here for only a second or two;
maybe it was a couple of years. Without change, there was nothing
by which to measure the passing of time. And there was no change.
Just cool. And black. And the hardness against her back.

And then, slowly at first, but
with gathering speed, change came.

At first it was just a feeling
of movement. She felt as if, still lying on her back, she was
moving upward, although there were no external signs that this was
so. Then, gradually, the color around her began to change. It was
not so much black now as a very dark red. And she was feeling
warmer. She was moving upward faster now and began to feel an
emotion in a response to her surroundings.

She could not place the
feeling for a moment. And then the thought burst on her, only to be
repressed as being too silly. But the thought returned, stronger
than ever, until it finally became a realization and she was forced
to accept it. Now she had a name for it: she was surrounded by
liquid love.

Katrin basked in it; she felt
warm; she felt wanted; she felt important; not an importance to
herself, but an importance to someone else; she felt loved
— loved in a way that was altogether new and more powerful
than anything she had ever felt, than she had ever known
existed.

And she felt happy; no, not
just happy; she felt positively joyful.

She basked in the glow of the
love, still rising. Surrounded by a love so deep, so vast, that it
was tangible. A liquid — here and there she could see small
dark shapes rising more quickly than she: bubbles of some sort,
rising to a surface high above her.

She lay back, the hardness
against her back gone, supported now only by the love through which
she was rising. It went on and on. She felt as if it would never
end, and was not unhappy to think that she might spend eternity
like this.

Then, suddenly, with a barely
audible swoosh, it was over. There was a brief glimpse of color,
mostly green, and then she found herself, panting slightly, on the
most luxurious, soft, cool surface that she had ever felt.

She opened her eyes (although
she was sure that they had been open all along) and found herself
in a small clearing in a wood. The ground was covered with a
beautiful green grass. She got to her feet and looked around.

High above was the bluest sky
she had ever seen, and in it hung a large, yellow sun. It was as
though she had gone through life wearing dark glasses and all she
had seen before this moment were shades of gray; but this was color
as it was meant to be experienced.

Katrin walked over to the
nearest tree.

It was, beyond doubt, a tree,
but, like the grass, of a type that she had never seen before. It
was tall and luxuriant, and its branches were laden with fruit. The
fruits were yellow-orange, with a smooth skin, reminiscent of a
nectarine. She squeezed one slightly; it was soft, perfectly
ripe.

The fruit seemed to detach
itself from the tree and nestled in her hand.

“Oh!” she exclaimed in
surprise.

She looked at it, feeling
guilty, and then looked around to see if anyone had seen what had
happened.

Seeing no one, she turned the
fruit around in her hand. She couldn’t decide what to do. Having
picked it, perhaps she might as well eat it. But maybe it was
poisonous — although that seemed unlikely in such a beautiful
place. In any case, someone must own this tree, indeed, the entire
place, and she would hate to be caught eating the fruit without the
owner’s permission. On the other hand, she was, she now realized,
awfully hungry. She turned it around once more in her hands.

“What’s the matter? Aren’t you
going to eat it?”

She was so startled that she
dropped the fruit. She had heard no one sneak up on her. She looked
around but could see no one.

“I say, now that you’ve picked
it, you might as well eat it.”

The voice was coming from the
ground, over there.... Looking carefully into the shadows
under the trees, she saw a rabbit returning her gaze. Surely not,
she thought.

“Excuse me?” she said, looking
firmly at the animal.

The rabbit left the protection
of the shadows and hopped up to the fruit where it lay on the
ground next to her feet.

“I was just observing...,”
said the rabbit. Katrin jumped and only just suppressed a squeal.
“I was just observing that now you’ve picked it, you might as well
eat it.”

Katrin picked up the soft
yellow-orange fruit. To her surprise, it seemed to be undamaged by
its fall. Perhaps the softness of the grass had cushioned the fall.
Anyway, the rabbit seemed to think that it could do her no
harm.

“But I can’t do that,” she
said to the rabbit. “I don’t know whose it is.”

She had never seen a rabbit
looked puzzled before, but there was no mistaking the look on the
creature’s face.

“Whose it is?” the rabbit
repeated. “Whose it is? I don’t know what you mean. If you mean,
who planted it? well then, who else could have planted it but the
gardener? But, if you need it, then you can eat it, of course. You
can always take anything that you need, can’t you?”

“I... I don’t know,” said
Katrin. “Can I?”

The rabbit looked at her for
another moment, then it seemed to shake its head in despair and,
with a sudden bound, disappeared into the trees.

Katrin’s gaze followed the
animal, but she knew that it would be useless to try to chase after
it. She looked at the fruit in her hand. It did look awfully
delicious. She lifted it to her mouth and took a bite, just a small
one at first, so that she could spit it out if it did not taste
good.

It was the most delicious
thing that she had ever tasted. It was a nectarine, or at least a
close relative. But, just like her experience with the colors, she
now felt for the first time that she knew what food was supposed to
taste like. She ate the fruit, scraping every last piece of flesh
from around the stone.

She looked around for
somewhere to throw the stone. She saw a little pool of water,
perhaps fifteen feet across, a short distance away. She walked
slowly towards the pool, enjoying the feel of the soft springy
grass on her bare feet.

Bare feet! she suddenly
thought, and realized for the first time that she was dressed in
clothes unlike any that were in her wardrobe.

She was wearing a brown dress
made of a kind of leather, yet was softer and more supple than even
the finest chamois. She had never owned, nor even seen, a dress
like this. It was quite pretty, but also extremely practical. Her
feet, as she had noticed, were bare.

Reaching the pool, she bent
down and looked at her reflection. She was relieved to see that the
face that looked up at her was definitely her own. At least one
thing was unchanged.

She tossed the stone lightly
into the middle of the pool, where it fell out of sight as the
ripples spread away from the splash towards the rim of the
pool.

She took a sip of the water.
She was no longer surprised by the intensity of the taste: by now
she had come to expect the things in this place to be more alive,
more intense, more real, somehow. The water was cool and sweet;
perfect for quenching the thirst that suddenly grabbed at her
throat. She drank several handfuls, slaking her thirst.

She stood up and looked
around, suddenly tired. Over there in the shadows looked like a
good place for a nap. She moved to the shade underneath a tree, lay
down, and, in seconds, was asleep.

She slept deeply, without
dreams.

When she awoke, the air was
cooler and the sky was a little darker, with no trace of the sun
that had warmed her earlier. Katrin sat up and looked at the pool,
then blinked. Growing in the very center of the pool was a sapling,
covered in green leaves, and bearing a single small fruit. The
fruit was a smaller version of the one that she had eaten earlier.
She arose and stared at the tree. There was a rustle nearby and she
turned and found herself looking at a very old man.

The man looked at her and she
looked at him. She could not take her eyes off him. There was
something about him; something so old, something so serene,
something so sure of itself, something so safe. Somehow, she knew
that he was the source of the power of this place, and that she was
here because of him.

The old man took a step toward
her. He moved slowly, as if he had all the time in the world. He
carried a stick to walk with, although whether he really needed it
was not at all clear. She waited for him to speak.

“Good evening, my child. How
do you feel?”



She knew that she had no need
to answer the question. The man knew exactly how she felt without
her having to find the words to tell him. Yet he had asked the
question, and it would be rude not to reply.

“Oh, er, very well, sir.” She
wanted to ask so many questions, but something about the man warned
her that now was not the time.

“Good. You are rested, and in
no need of food or water, I trust?”

Now that Katrin thought about
it, it was strange: since arriving at this place, which must,
surely, have been at least several hours ago, she had eaten only
one small fruit and drunk a few handfuls of water. Yet the man was
quite right: she felt no need of further refreshment. Indeed, she
realized that she had never been better, more perfect, more
complete, more in harmony with everything else, in her entire life.
But the words seemed inadequate to explain how she felt. In any
case, she was sure that the man knew her feelings.

So she simply said, “No, sir,
I don’t think I need anything. I feel very well indeed.”

“Good. Then let us take a
little stroll together. Come.”

He turned slightly and Katrin
noticed for the first time a wide grass path heading off through
the trees. The man motioned for her to join him. Together, they
began to walk down the path.

“Now, my child. Time is of the
essence, and I cannot linger with you, much though I might wish it
otherwise. So I shall permit you to ask one question, just one,
which I shall do my best to answer. Then, I’m afraid, you must put
away your questions until some other time.”

Of all the day’s events,
perhaps this surprised Katrin as much as any other. This man seemed
so much in control of himself, so much in control of
everything, that she could not imagine how he might ever
find himself short of time.

Katrin thought. There were so
many questions. How had she got here? Where, indeed, was she? How
long had she been here? How did the tree grow in the pool so
quickly? And then there was the rabbit: how had the rabbit been
able to speak with her? All of these seemed like good questions,
and it was hard to choose just one. But suddenly, she realized what
the one true question was, and she asked it without hesitation.

“Who are you, sir?”

The old man stopped and looked
at her. He seemed to smile. To himself, he said, “Good. She will do
well.”

The man looked deep into her
eyes, into her very being, so that, even before his answer came,
she was certain who this man standing before her was. He looked
away and began once more to walk, and she kept pace beside him.

“The answer, my child, is that
I am who I am, just as you are who you are. But I doubt that that
answer satisfies you. There are many names by which I am known.
Even where you come from I am known, but one person will call me by
one name, and another by another. It hardly matters, they are all
useful; they all say something about me. Here” — he waved his
free hand to indicate the wood through which they were walking
— “here I am known usually just as the gardener. Where you
will shortly be going, my name is Olvensar. Although there are few
there that remember that name or, if they do, pay it much heed.
Fewer still are the ones who will use it.”

He stopped walking. “Remember
the name Olvensar, my child. For you will come to depend on it. It
is a name older than any other in the land of Palindor, and it
still has a power, part of the kiriàl of that world.”

Katrin did not understand, but
she was afraid to interrupt. Instead, she tried merely to remember
what she was being told; understanding could come later.

She was unhappy about the idea
of leaving this place so soon. But how long had she been here? She
remembered the tree which had grown up while she slept. Surely she
must have slept for an awfully long time for that to happen.

Olvensar began to move once
more. Although appearing old and frail, and although his motions
still seemed to be slow, Katrin found that she had to jog to keep
up.

“Come,” he said. “There is
little time left. You must be ready to leave.”

“But...,” said Katrin, trying
to interrupt.

“No,” the man said, not
slowing his stride. “I am sorry, my child, there is no time now for
further questions. I had to leave you to sleep so that you could
regain your strength. Now time is short. Ah, here we are.”

Katrin nearly stumbled in
amazement. They had left the pool with the tree growing from its
center well behind them now. Since leaving it, they had been
walking down a wide grassy path through the trees. Although the
path had not been perfectly straight, she was sure that they had
made only a couple of slight turns. Looking back the way they had
come, she could see perhaps a hundred and fifty feet to the closest
bend. Yet here they were, back where they had started. In front of
them was the pool with the tree growing from its center, the lone
yellow-orange fruit still hanging from a branch.

Olvensar halted at the edge of
the pool. She stopped beside him, and he turned to face her.
Placing a hand in the folds of his garment, he withdrew an object.
He held it out for her to see.

It was a small gray pebble
with a hole through it, threaded on a leather thong. Leaning
against his staff, he untied the thong and held it out towards
Katrin. She bent her head slightly and Olvensar re-tied the thong
around her neck. She lifted the pebble that rested on her chest and
turned it around in her hand. It looked perfectly ordinary, a small
pear-shaped pebble such as one might find on a beach somewhere.

“Thank you,” she said; she
could think of nothing else appropriate.

Olvensar said, more gravely
than before, “That gift, my child, is older than the very
foundations of the visible worlds. It is the Seeing Stone of
Ganvestor. The source of its power is the kiriàl of the unseen
worlds, and it cannot be misled by the wiles of the visible. Hold
the stone in your hands.”

Katrin did so; it still felt
just like an ordinary sea pebble.

“Now,” continued Olvensar.
“Think of someone, someone whose features are familiar to you.
Think on that person and speak his name out loud.”

Katrin concentrated. She
looked at the face of the old man in front of her and burned it
deep into her mind. Eventually, quietly, almost whispering, she
spoke the man’s name: “Olvensar.”

“Now, look at the stone,” the
man said.

She opened her hands and
looked at the stone in amazement.

It was no longer a dull gray
pebble. Instead, it shone with a deep, deep blue. Peering into the
stone, it seemed deeper than the deepest ocean. As she looked,
flecks of other colors showed amongst the blue. She had the
impression of steel, of battles — some long ago, some yet to
come. Battles full of death, the very destruction of souls. She saw
pain and loneliness, hope and despair. Above all, she saw power:
old, old power from days long gone. She glimpsed a brief flowering
of the power; and then, quite suddenly, she was holding an ordinary
cold, gray pebble.

She looked at the man whose
name she had spoken.

“It sees deep into the heart
of the spirit, my child. And what it sees, it tells. Hide it
underneath your clothing, for there are those who would recognize
it should they see it, and some would kill to possess such a
treasure. Keep it safe and use it sparingly, for kiriàl speaks
to kiriàl, and it is well to disturb such things as little as
possible.”

Olvensar raised his hand,
holding his staff vertically in front of him.

“Now, go, and be not afraid,
for I am with you always.”

His hand came down and the
staff struck the ground in front of them.

As the stick hit the earth,
Katrin was suddenly unable to keep her balance.

The ground moved, and then
seemed to swallow her. She screamed as she fell down, and then
through it.

Then, suddenly, she found
herself standing upright, solid ground beneath her feet. No longer
the soft, comforting green grass near the pool. The ground now was
hard and brown. The sky was no longer partly hidden behind a canopy
of green; instead, a harsh yellow-white sun burned high in a
cloudless sky. Around her was a wasteland of brown rocks and
boulders.

She shivered, not from cold
but from fear.

 



Palindor

Many years ago, long before
anyone now living in the land first saw the light of day, the
kingdom of Palindor was known as a place of enlightenment, where
each creature, whether human, dwarf, gnome, satyr or any of the
thousand and one races that then inhabited the world, could seek
and find his true purpose in life. The kings of Palindor ruled with
grace and love. They were, in return, much loved by their subjects,
who would willingly lay down their lives in battle when the kingdom
was threatened by armies from the neighboring lands of Reglandor
and Soltarwyn. No army carrying the flag of Palindor into battle
had ever known defeat.

The combined armies of
Reglandor and Soltarwyn had been repelled, once and for all, in one
final great battle, and had never again risen to strike at
Palindor.

The battle, on the Plains of
Kradesh in the southeast corner of Palindor near the border with
Reglandor, occurred in the final days of the reign of King
Yndlarn V of Palindor, a king who lived long and who was
hailed in his younger days for his great wisdom in ruling the
country. But as he became older and approached death, it was said
that a change had come over the king: he had become bitter, his
mind had become small, and he died mourned as a king but not as a
friend by his subjects.

King Yndlarn V was
succeeded by his young daughter, Queen Cerebeth. At first, there
was much joy in Palindor at her accession to the throne. She was
young and unafraid; she ruled the country, as had her father in his
younger days, with wisdom and truth, dispensing justice tempered
with understanding.

But slowly things began to
change.

The young now learned of these
matters from their elders, becoming imbued with a sense of how
great Palindor once had been. But never did they question how great
was the contrast between her past state and her present one.

By the time that the young
woman arrived in Palindor from the world of humans, Queen Cerebeth
had reigned for over a thousand years. The queen had grown older,
it is true, but only slowly, ever so slowly. She was now a small,
old woman, bitter beyond measure, and preoccupied, it was said
(although only quietly and in the most secure places) with a morbid
anxiety of her own mortality.

The decline of Palindor, which
had begun in small ways many years earlier, had accelerated during
Cerebeth’s long reign. Learning, which had once been held in high
regard, gradually fell into disrepute. First, the Holy Gnomes had
their privileges revoked. Then reading and writing was taught less
and less in the schools, until at the time of our story it was rare
for a creature of any kind to be able to read beyond the most
rudimentary texts, and there were many who could neither read nor
write a single word.

A single event some one
hundred years prior to our story precipitated Palindor’s decline
more than any other: the burning of the Holy Barrows of
Perendeth.

Although the citizens of
Palindor had prided themselves on their learning for many
generations, the true caretakers of that wisdom were the Holy
Gnomes of Perendeth. The Holy Gnomes were responsible for the
safekeeping of the accumulated knowledge of the ages. They were few
in number, perhaps never more than a hundred, but they lived long
and were industrious, and so their importance to the land was in no
proportion to their small number.

The Holy Gnomes wrote down all
that they knew, and maintained their library of knowledge in the
Holy Barrows at Perendeth, not far from where the Great Sea pounds
the cliffs in the west of Palindor.

In the library at Perendeth
could be found any knowledge that man or beast could seek. Whole
rooms were given over to books detailing the history of the world,
the use of herbs in medicine, the battle campaigns of the great
generals of the Three Lands, the prophecies of Olvensar and their
interpretations, and any of a hundred different subjects. It was
said that there were even books, although few in number and
difficult to read, giving details of the kiriàl that
undergirds the world.

All this knowledge was
concentrated in the underground rooms of the Barrows at Perendeth.
And therein lay the weakness of Palindor. All the knowledge lay
enclosed in a small area, in the tunnels beneath the Holy
Barrows.

The books were guarded and
tended by the Holy Gnomes: gnomes who had turned away from the
world, dedicating themselves to the accumulation and study of
knowledge. The Holy Gnomes lived in chambers beneath the ground at
Perendeth, always close to their precious books.

And then came a terrible
night: a moonless night of confused tales, so that no one yet
living could tell the truth behind what happened.

All that was known was that in
the gray light of the morning, the three guards to the entrance of
the tunnels of Perendeth were missing, never to be seen again, and
the accumulated wisdom of the ages was no more. Fire had swept
through the library, feeding on the old, dry pages of the books
with a devastating fury. The fire had spread so quickly that the
Holy Gnomes had been trapped in their living quarters. Unable to
reach safety, all had perished.

In the days following the
fire, there had been a rumor that two Holy Gnomes had survived: a
pair of brothers. But the queen’s army had searched diligently for
the survivors, and the queen herself had issued a proclamation that
she would guarantee that if any Holy Gnomes would come forward,
they need lack for nothing for the remainder of their lives, as she
would keep them in grand style in exchange for their priceless
advice in matters large and small. But the days turned into weeks,
and then into months and years, and it gradually became clear that
none of the Holy Gnomes had survived.

The decline of Palindor,
already accelerating under Queen Cerebeth, accelerated further
after the end of the Holy Gnomes. The knowledge contained in the
Holy Barrows was lost; it was not long before the inhabitants of
Palindor even forgot about Olvensar.

Olvensar was the High Lord of
Palindor — even, so some had said in the old days, the creator
of Palindor and of every man and beast therein.

Long ago, it was rumored that
Olvensar himself walked the land and spoke with his subjects. Then
there followed a long period in which he had spoken to only a
chosen few — usually, although not always, Holy Gnomes. At the
time of the fire, a rumor persisted that Olvensar had spoken to the
Holy Gnome Grantwith shortly before the death of King
Yndlarn V, some nine hundred years earlier. But Grantwith had
died shortly after the accession of Queen Cerebeth. Since then, no
one had claimed to speak with High Lord.

Now the name of Olvensar, once
proclaimed loudly as High Lord, was almost unknown in Palindor.
Those who knew of Palindor’s great past believed that it was due to
the remarkable insight and wisdom of its great kings, not to
Olvensar.

But the general populace of
Palindor was not unhappy. Far from it: in their ignorance and
apathy the residents of Palindor were, perhaps, happier than at any
time in the past. There was no movement to reinstate learning, for
they now realized that they could live without it. As long as food
was plentiful, as it had been for several hundred years, there were
no complaints and certainly no deep-seated desire for change.

Except, that is, in the hearts
and minds of a very few. For, beneath the veneer of contentment,
there was a small number of elderly creatures who knew how it had
been in the old days from stories they had heard at the feet of
their grandparents. And these few had, with caution and secrecy,
passed on their thoughts and fears to their children. For if the
queen should come to hear of the stories, then death would be swift
and sure: such had been demonstrated with devastating certainty
many times through the years.

But there was one secret above
all secrets that had not been passed on, because only two people
were aware of it, and they knew that the time was not yet right for
the knowledge to be spread.

The rumors following the great
fire at the Holy Barrows had not been false. Two Holy Gnomes had
indeed escaped with their lives: two gnomes, brothers, who had been
but youngsters of less than a hundred years when the fire came, and
were now little over two hundred years old, in the prime of their
lives. Trondwyth and Drefynt were their names, the
great-great-grandchildren of the Holy Gnome Grantwith, who had been
killed by Queen Cerebeth when he refused to disclose the nature of
his discussions with Olvensar as Cerebeth’s father lay on his
deathbed.

For twenty years following the
fire at Perendeth, Trondwyth and Drefynt had lived secretly in the
forest in the north of the realm. Then, feeling that it was safe at
last, they had returned to the capital of Palindor, Carn Toldwyn,
and settled there quietly to become part of the community.

Drefynt had quickly
established a reputation for being a wise gnome although, all
agreed, not of the caliber of the old Holy Gnomes. He even
demonstrated an ability to read simple writing, although he could
not write. Trondwyth, his brother, displayed no such talents but,
unlike most gnomes, he was handy with his hands and was much sought
after as a maker and repairer of furniture.

Many years passed, and Queen
Cerebeth came to hear of Drefynt and the regard in which he was
held in the small gnome community on the eastern edge of Carn
Toldwyn. Always in need of advisers, she commanded that he visit
her.

With some trepidation he did
so, and was pleasantly surprised when, after a short interview, the
Queen asked if he would accept a position as one of her ministers.
And so Drefynt became installed in the queen’s castle, Dynas Carn
Toldwyn, as one of five chief ministers charged with advising the
queen.

Drefynt soon discovered that
the queen had little personal use for her ministers: rather than
seeking their advice, the queen chiefly used them to resolve
disputes between her subjects. Drefynt found that he rarely saw the
queen, who spent her days locked in her private quarters in the
northern tower of the castle. She only occasionally ventured out
into the remainder of the castle, and almost never went outside the
castle walls.

When he first saw the queen,
she looked old and shrunken. But, Drefynt reflected, after living
for a thousand years, that was to be expected. No one could
remember any human living more than a tenth as long before. Even
gnomes and dwarves, the most long-lived of the inhabitants of
Palindor, rarely lived to see their six-hundredth birthdays.

There were two common
explanations for the queen’s longevity: either she was only part
human, and part something else which lived for considerably longer;
or she was in command of some kind of magic that gave her such a
long life.

Drefynt did not subscribe to
either of these theories; and once he had met the queen for the
first time and had a chance to look into her face at close
quarters, he was sure that his explanation was the correct one.

The first of the popular
explanations he dismissed out of hand, for, if true, it would have
meant that she had no standing to rule the country. As far back as
even the oldest holy writings had been scribed, Palindor had been
ruled by humans, and from then rule had passed from generation to
generation without a break. If Queen Cerebeth was only part human,
then the chain must have been broken somewhere, and that would
violate the rule of kingship laid down in the Book of Origins, said
to have been dictated by Olvensar himself.

As for magic, there was no
recorded magic capable of sustaining life beyond its allotted time.
Although no expert himself in such matters, he had, when a youth,
consulted Entelred, the oldest and greatest living wizard, and
Entelred had assured him that the holy books were correct on that
score. No, the wizard had told the young gnome, the source of any
power which lengthened one’s days could only be kiriàl, that truest
and deepest of realities, beyond the reach of even the wisest and
most capable of wizards.

But, even though untrained in
matters of magic, as Holy Gnomes Drefynt his brother Trondwyth were
adept at spotting kiriàl at work.

The holy writings of Perendeth
had been full of tales of the power of kiriàl. This was especially
true of the oldest writings, which spoke of Olvensar and
Malthazzar, of potions, of stones, of rings and shoes, indeed of
all kinds of deep kiriàl. The writings told not how such power
worked, but what it could do and what it had done to and for those
who lived in the earliest days. In the most sacred of texts, there
were even descriptions of the war of kiriàl which had occurred
before the beginning of the foundation of Palindor, when Olvensar
fought Malthazzar and banished him from his world.

So when Drefynt first looked
into the face of his queen, all doubt was removed from his mind: he
was looking into a face built by the forces of kiriàl. Only deep
forces could construct a face so lifeless, so vacant of original
thought or motion. His queen, human at birth, had long ago been
sapped of her humanity. Now she was merely a shell, driven by the
thoughts that kiriàl placed in her head.

Casting his mind back to the
holy books he had studied before the fire, he felt sure that,
somehow, the queen had stumbled upon the Elixir of Life and, not
knowing its true nature, had clung to life while losing Life.
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Many years had now passed
since Drefynt and Trondwyth had reappeared in Carn Toldwyn, but
little had changed there or elsewhere in the realm. The population
was still happy in its ignorance of the great and important
mysteries of life.

Drefynt had been a minister of
the court for some fifty years now, dispensing justice using the
precepts he had read in the holy writings of Perendeth when a mere
youngster. His name had become well known in the kingdom; some
said, indeed, that he was wiser than the wisest wizard, perhaps
even as wise as the old Holy Gnomes themselves. Fortunately, such
words had not yet reached the ears of the queen, but Drefynt was
becoming increasingly anxious at the thought of what might happen
to him were they to do so.

Trondwyth, meanwhile, had
buried himself in the small gnome enclave on the edge of town,
against the great Forest of Palindor which covered much of the
realm. Trondwyth had gained a reputation as a hard worker although
his use of language was sometimes a little peculiar, almost as if
he had spent time amongst the Holy Gnomes. But who had ever heard
of a Holy Gnome who was good with his hands? Still, it was a little
strange....

The two gnomes took tea
together once a week but, apart from that, they led lives with
almost nothing in common. Those who asked about the weekly teas had
to be reminded that the two had travelled from a distant country
together and had arrived as the best of friends, despite their
differing talents and ways.

It was during one of their
teas that the strange thing happened.

Drefynt had just been sharing
his anxiety about his growing reputation and the unwelcome
comparisons with Holy Gnomes, when there was a sharp knock on the
door. This was a surprise, for Trondwyth, in whose house they were
meeting, had few visitors. In any case, all the gnomes in town knew
that this was the afternoon when the friends met and, gnomes being
the polite creatures that they are, none would knowingly interrupt
their tea and conversation.

But a knock at the door there
most certainly was. Trondwyth arose and crossed to the door.
Opening it, he was surprised to see what appeared to be a human
— although he could not be sure about this; possibly it was a
wizard. Anyway, on the doorstep was a creature that looked like an
old, old man, with a scruffy gray beard down to his chest. He was
dressed in what once had been a green suit of some kind, but which
now was old and soiled almost beyond recognition. A wizard,
Trondwyth concluded, although reserving the right to change his
mind.

“Good afternoon, good, er,
wizard. May this humble gnome be of assistance?”

“Wizard, eh?” The old man’s
face wrinkled and the eyes shone, and something seemed to pass
through the very air between the man and the gnome.

All those years of his youth
spent studying the holy books flashed through Trondwyth’s mind and
suddenly he knew, with awesome certainty, just who was standing
outside on his doorstep. Before he could speak, the stranger
continued.

“Well, maybe ‘wizard’ is not
such a bad description of me after all, although I confess that no
one has called me that in many years. Still, I have come to speak
with you and your brother....” At this, Trondwyth’s heart almost
stopped beating. No one, but no one had been told that he and
Drefynt were brothers since they had come to Carn Toldwyn nearly
eighty years before.

“I have come to speak with you
and your brother about a matter of the utmost,” — the
stranger’s voice became quieter and more grave — “yes, the
utmost importance. I request entrance to your abode, that I might
tally and discuss these matters with you.”

Trondwyth noticed that with
these words the man’s speech had quite changed character, becoming
the polite and precise speech of the Holy Gnomes of Perendeth.

Trondwyth stood to one side.
Glancing outside, he could see no one in sight; so he too risked
the form of speech of his youth.

“Stranger, and yet most holy
and exalted one, this gnome would be indebted if you were to share
your thoughts with him and his kin.”

Trondwyth bowed low while
Drefynt, startled to hear this flowery speech, looked up from his
tea in time to see Trondwyth’s bow and the entrance of Olvensar,
High Lord of Palindor.

There was not a moment’s doubt
in Drefynt’s mind. The room was dimly lit, and all he could see was
the silhouette of the stranger in the doorway as he entered the
room; but he had no need of sight. He knew, but did not know how he
knew, the identity of the one who was entering the house. He arose
and, as the man with the tall staff walked to the center of the
room, Drefynt lowered his head in a deep bow of respect.

Trondwyth hurriedly closed the
door.

“You would do this humble
gnome a great favor if you were to partake of his hospitality,” he
said. “Do please be seated.”

He gestured towards the chair
in which he had been sitting, the gnomish manner of demonstrating
that all he had was at the disposal of the newcomer.

“Well met, young gnome. I
thank you for your hospitality.”

Olvensar’s eyes roamed the
room and settled on a comfortable-looking chair. “Although I
believe that that chair will suit me perfectly.”

He crossed the room and sat
down slowly.

“Good gnomes, do please be
seated. I must not stay for long, for no doubt my presence in the
kingdom is already known. It will, I am afraid, inconvenience you
greatly should the forces of your queen find me here. So I must
request that you let me tell you my story. Interrupt if you must,
but only if you must, for with every moment I dally the danger to
the kingdom is increased.”

 



 Olvensar’s Visit

“You should know that I am
the person that you know by the name of Olvensar,” began the
white-haired visitor. “You have read about me at length during your
youth, although as to the veracity of all the tales which have been
told concerning me I have my doubts. Still, a sufficient number of
them are true that I believe that you two good gnomes,” he nodded
towards them, “have formed a reasonably correct opinion as to who I
am and what part I have played in the history of this realm.

It is long since I have walked
in your country, and the reasons for my absence are unimportant for
the matter at hand. What is important is that the nature of this
country has changed much in recent centuries. Palindor was once
great. But it has fallen into decay and its ways are no longer my
ways. I cannot permit this decay to go unchallenged any
longer.”

His voice suddenly changed,
became abrupt, as his gaze fell on Drefynt. “Your queen, good
Drefynt. What think you of her?”

Drefynt was torn for a moment.
If he spoke his mind, he would be guilty of treason, punishable by
exile in the catacombs. But one look at Olvensar’s eyes decided
him.

“The good Queen Cerebeth is no
more,” he said. “When she left us I cannot say; but the creature
that rules this country is no queen of mine.”

“A good answer, young
Drefynt,” said Olvensar. “And how do you suppose this came
about?”

“Well, sir, no one knows for
sure, of course; but it is my opinion that she is in the hold of
kiriàl, possibly through the powers of the Elixir of Life, and that
the potion has robbed her of the very life she thought it would
bestow.”

“Excellent, my good gnome.
Your guesses are remarkably accurate.

The Elixir of Life, which was
sought by many at the cost of their lives, was finally found
shortly before your queen ascended her throne. It was discovered in
the Mountains of Mourn by a young dwarf named Staubyn the
Courageous. Not knowing what he had found, but suspecting its
value, he sent it to the wizard Geevonred who oversaw that region
in those days for King Yndlarn V. The wizard appropriated the
potion and, during his next visit to Carn Toldwyn, presented it as
a gift to the king.

Yndlarn was approaching death
and had no wish to prolong the pains of this life, and so the
elixir lay amongst his personal effects until after his death.

The potion was discovered by
Queen Cerebeth a few months after her coronation, and it has never
left her presence from that time. She wears the vial on a thong
around her neck. Once a day for nearly a thousand years she has
opened the vial and drained its contents. Each night, the vial is
replenished with the Elixir, for that is part of the kiriàl. But
the queen has never understood the true nature of the Elixir of
Life.

Even kiriàl cannot
prolong mortal life indefinitely. She has aged, although far more
slowly than other humans, but she is now nearing the end of her
span. These past few years she has understood that she will not
live for ever. This knowledge has made her bitter and filled her
with hatred for all living things. She once thought to outlive all
other life, but now finds that many of her subjects will outlive
her.

But the deepest part of the
kiriàl she has still not understood. For, as you say, young
Drefynt, the Elixir of Life both gives life and takes it away.

The queen’s very being, her
life force, has been sucked out of her by the elixir. The queen’s
body still exists, old and soon to die. As does her mind, a little
enfeebled, perhaps, but still active. But her spirit is gone lo
these many years. In its place resides the spirit of darkness, the
spirit of Malthazzar.

It is Malthazzar’s spirit
inhabiting the queen’s body that has caused the damage to Palindor;
it is that spirit which has decided to lay waste to your land; it
is that spirit that destroyed learning and caused the deaths of the
Holy Gnomes; it is that spirit that is stirring and threatening to
move abroad in the land; and it is that spirit that must be
defeated before Palindor can once again regain the greatness I
meant her to have.”

Olvensar stopped and tilted
his head, as if listening to a sound far away. Drefynt shivered,
momentarily cold.

Olvensar continued, his voice
now urgent.

“We must hurry. There is less
time than I had hoped for. Malthazzar knows that I am in this land,
and the queen will summon her soldiers to search for me. They
mustn’t find me here: not for my sake, young gnomes, but for
yours.

For the task of the saving of
Palindor has fallen on your shoulders. I will help whenever I am
able, and you will not carry the burden alone. Indeed, if it
comfort you, the greatest burden will lie not on your shoulders,
but on those of another who has yet to come to Palindor. But your
tasks will be difficult and you must succeed in them if Malthazzar
is to be defeated. There is no time to tell you more; I must send
you on your separate ways.

Trondwyth, bravest of gnomes,
you must prepare immediately for a long journey. You must go to the
Wastes of Kaltethorn. Take as much food and water as you can carry.
You will know what to do when you get there.

Drefynt, wisest of gnomes, you
must leave here and return unseen to the queen’s castle, where you
must continue your work. Continue to render your judgements in the
light of your training at Perendeth.”

Olvensar got to his feet.

“Drefynt,” he continued,
“think not that it will be easy, for your way will be every bit as
difficult as that of your brother. But I place my trust and
confidence in both of you.”

The two gnomes stood.
Trondwyth bowed low, and Drefynt spoke. “Yes, exalted one, I
understand.”

Olvensar shook his head. “No,
young gnome, you do not understand. Not yet. But just remember your
task, and worry not about other things.” Olvensar went to the door
and opened it. “Now, you must both hurry. When the queen’s soldiers
arrive here, they must find no trace of either of you, otherwise
your lives will be in danger.”

He walked out, closed the door
behind him, and was gone.

Drefynt was the first to
speak. “Hurry, brother Trondwyth. Let me help you pack your things,
and then we must be gone.”

Trondwyth hurried to his
bedroom and returned moments later with a large, dusty pack. Into
it they stuffed food from the kitchen and a small leather pouch of
money. On top, Trondwyth placed a large canteen of water.

It was only minutes since
Olvensar had taken his leave, but the two brothers already had a
dangerous sense of foreboding. With help from Drefynt, Trondwyth
hoisted the pack on to his back and shifted its weight to make it a
little more comfortable. The brothers looked into one another’s
eyes, then they embraced, briefly and somewhat awkwardly.

“May the High Lord Olvensar
look over you,” said Drefynt, his voice as serious as it had ever
been as he intoned the ritual farewell spoken by one Holy Gnome to
another when they were to be parted for a long time.

“And may he also look over
you,” responded Trondwyth, completing the ritual.

With a last glance around the
room, they left the house, then separated.

Drefynt walked down the path
towards a cluster of houses belonging to other gnomes, for all the
world as if he were on a simple afternoon stroll. Trondwyth, with a
brief glance to ensure that he would not be seen, plunged
immediately into the wood which lay behind his house.

They were not a moment too
soon.

 



___________________________

 


It was the spirit of
Olvensar. Malthazzar remembered that spirit well; he could never
forget that spirit. And now, for the first time in a thousand
years, Malthazzar felt Olvensar’s spirit moving abroad nearby,
somewhere in Palindor, even somewhere in Carn Toldwyn. He had
occasionally felt the spirit in the realm before, but always far
away, sufficiently distant that there was no way that he could
confront the coward Olvensar before he would be gone. But this time
it was different. With no warning, Olvensar was present somewhere
near the castle itself. And that Malthazzar could not permit.

None of this was known to the
queen herself. The mind inside the body of the queen of Palindor
was, like the body, her own. Only the spirit belonged to another: a
spirit which, for its own purposes, refrained from making itself
known directly to the people of Palindor.

After all, there was no point
in taking unnecessary chances. And even though he had relegated the
name of Malthazzar, like that of Olvensar, to bedtime stories told
to young children, still there was the possibility that if he were
to make himself known, then the people would begin to remember the
stories about Olvensar and Malthazzar, and the other great stories
from their past, and the kingdom would be lost to him for another
age. No, it was much better to move slowly and invisibly, planting
first this idea and then that one in the mind of the queen who
ruled this kingdom, and thus, ever so slowly, working his wishes on
the once-great realm of Palindor.

And so, at first, all the
queen felt was a vague uneasiness that she could not place. As the
minutes went by, she became more and more troubled until at last
she called for her page. The page, a young gnome, entered the room
and bowed low.

“You desired to see me, your
Majesty?” the page said.

“Yes. I want to leave the
castle this afternoon. Have a carriage prepared. I wish to leave
within the quarter hour.”

The page stood in shocked
silence. In the two years in which he had been in her service, the
queen had never left the castle. Indeed, it was rare that she saw
another living thing, apart from her personal servants and
advisors.

The queen saw his hesitation.
Angrily, she demanded, “Did you not hear my command? Am I in need
of a new page? One with ears to hear the demands of his queen?”

“No, no, your Majesty. I will
see to it immediately.”

With an extra-low bow, the
page was gone.

There was confusion around the
castle. At first, horsemen would not believe the page. But when
they saw his agitation, they began to be worried about what the
queen might do to them if the carriage was not ready in time. They
rushed this way and that, reining horses and quickly dusting off
the old royal carriage as best they could. All was (just) ready in
time as the queen strode into the courtyard and, without a word,
climbed into the carriage.

The poor dwarf who held the
post of Royal Carriage Driver climbed into his seat atop the
carriage, wondering what would happen next. Nervously, he leant
over the side of the carriage so far that his cap nearly fell off
his head. He called out, “Your Majesty, where would you like me to
take you?”

Inside, hidden in the shadows
where none could see her, the queen was confused. She did not know
where she wanted to go; indeed, she had to admit to herself, she
did not even know why she was embarking on this unheard-of trip.
Eventually, she simply called out: “I know not. Just drive. Take me
away from this castle.” She leaned back wearily into the soft,
dusty fabric of the seat as the carriage moved out the
courtyard.

The carriage driver headed
down the hill on which the castle stood, the hill whose name the
town of Carn Toldwyn had assumed. He drove aimlessly this way and
that along the roads of the town, eventually reaching the
easternmost part where the gnomes lived, near the edge of the
forest. He wondered how long the queen would want to be driven
about like this. He had just decided that he had taken her Majesty
far enough from her abode, and was slowing the horses preparatory
to turning, when he heard a shout from inside the carriage.

“Stop! Wait here!”

The moment the carriage had
stopped, the door was thrown open and the queen stepped out.

Some distance away a cluster
of gnomes had gathered to watch the progress of the royal carriage.
The queen looked around vaguely for a few moments, ignoring the
onlookers. She walked around the carriage, looking in all
directions, nose high in the air, almost as if she were sniffing
for something.

Suddenly, she stopped in front
of a small track. Without a word she strode purposefully up the
path. Her page hurried after her.

The path wound past several
small houses and then made a sharp turn in the direction of the
forest. It ended in front a small, immaculate gnome cottage on the
very edge of the trees. The door was closed, but the queen strode
straight up to it and, without knocking, tried the door, opened it
and walked directly into the house.

The page, by now thoroughly
confused, entered the house a couple of steps behind, hoping that
the occupant of the house would forgive the terrible rudeness of
the monarch.

He need not have worried. Once
his eyes had adjusted to the light, he saw that there was no one in
the house except the queen, who was standing in the center of the
large front room, looking around and once more appearing to sniff
the air. There were two cups and saucers on tables, and a small
summer fire burned low in the grate. It looked like the occupants
had left recently and in a hurry. Presumably they would return
soon.

The page could hear the queen
talking quietly, almost arguing with herself, in the center of the
room.

“Three of them, not just him
and the gnome,” he thought he heard her say. “But who can the third
one be? And why come to the house of a gnome? What good are gnomes?
They don’t feature in the prophecies, do they? But it was him all
right. Yes! He was here, without a doubt. How dare he invade my
kingdom this way? He will pay for this. I will have his little
friends found and executed. Yes! That’s what I’ll do.”

Suddenly, the queen stopped
talking. She looked past the page, towards the front door. Without
another word she brushed past the bewildered young page and stepped
out into the late afternoon sun.

Down the path a respectful
distance away stood the cluster of gnomes who had watched the
queen’s arrival. She halted outside the front door and looked at
them. They had been talking amongst themselves, but all speech now
stopped.

She pointed towards one of the
group and called, “You there! The gnome in the yellow hat! Come
here! I wish to speak with you.”

The poor gnome wished that he
hadn’t tried to get such a good view of the proceedings. He looked
around, hoping that perhaps there was some other gnome wearing a
yellow hat, but that hope was quickly dashed. Fearfully, he stepped
forward, stood before the queen and bowed low.

“Good afternoon, your Majesty.
Gelerant, gnome of Carn Toldwyn, is at your service.”

“Do you live nearby,
gnome?”

“Yes, your Majesty.” He
pointed back down the path. “I live just down this path. You walked
right past my house when you arrived.”

“Then no doubt you can tell me
the name of the gnome who lives here.”

The gnome was glad for such an
easy question. “Oh yes, your Majesty. That house belongs to
Trondwyth.”


Trondwyth... Trondwyth.... The spirit inside the queen
could not remember hearing the name before.

“Trondwyth?” said the queen.
“I don’t think I know that name. Pray, tell us about this gnome
Trondwyth.”

The gnome gulped and tried to
gather his wits. He knew Trondwyth only slightly, but had always
been impressed by his quick intelligence and willingness to help a
gnome in distress. He felt sorry for Trondwyth if he was in some
kind of trouble.

“Well, your Majesty, I know
him only slightly. He is a good gnome; at least, we all think so,
although I believe that he is not originally of Palindor. He
arrived in the town many years ago now, accompanied by a friend.
Trondwyth and the other gnome, Drefynt....”

He was interrupted as the
queen sucked in her breath.

But she said nothing, and so
he continued. “...they liked the look of Carn Toldwyn and stayed
here. Trondwyth is a great help around the area, and Drefynt: well,
your Majesty knows about Drefynt — he is so wise that he is
now one of your own ministers.”

The gnome stopped, and the
queen prompted, “Yes, is that all? What more do you know?”

“Nothing really, your Majesty.
Trondwyth kept himself very much to himself and I don’t think that
any of us, apart possibly from Drefynt, know him very well.”

“And this afternoon. What of
this afternoon? Have you seen the gnome Trondwyth this
afternoon?”

Gelerant thought for a moment
and then replied, “No, your Majesty, I don’t believe I have.”

Throughout this conversation,
the little knot of gnomes had been creeping slowly closer, the
better to hear. Now one of them spoke up.

“Your Majesty,” he said,
“today is the day when Drefynt visits Trondwyth. The two take tea
together on this day every week. So it would be strange indeed if
anyone were to see Trondwyth abroad this afternoon. I saw Drefynt
arrive as usual earlier, because he passed my house on his way
here. And he left not half an hour since, heading toward the
castle. But of Trondwyth I have seen nothing.”

“And a man? Or a creature that
looked like a man, dressed in grubby green clothes, carrying a tall
stick? An old man with a gray beard? Did you also see him as he
passed your house earlier?”

A man? Here in the gnome
village? Now that would attract some attention. No, all the gnomes
rushed to assure the queen, there had been no man in their village
that day, nor for many a year.

The queen seemed confused,
hesitant. Finally, she muttered something under her breath.
Gelerant, in the yellow hat, could just make out the mutterings:
“Drefynt. Drefynt. I must think about this,” he heard.

Then the queen, without a word
of thanks or leavetaking, strode away in the direction of her
carriage.


Smalterscairn

Although it must not be
forgotten that both Drefynt and Trondwyth were Holy Gnomes, and
therefore of high intelligence and steeped in learning, there could
be no doubt that Drefynt was the more gifted thinker of the two. On
the other hand, Trondwyth was remarkably practical considering the
bookish training he had received at the hands of his teachers at
Perendeth. And so, if a long journey on limited resources were to
be made, there was no doubt as to which was the better equipped to
undertake that journey.

Trondwyth walked into the
trees behind his little house on the edge of Carn Toldwyn without a
backward glance. Like all Holy Gnomes, he had sworn allegiance to
the High Lord Olvensar. And so, while his mind might question the
wisdom of departing on a journey of such magnitude without adequate
preparation, his heart told him that if Olvensar insisted on speed,
then there must be good reason for it. He only hoped that he would,
as Olvensar had promised, know what to do when he reached the
Wastes of Kaltethorn.

For the remainder of the
afternoon the gnome walked eastward, away from the area which had
been his home for the last eighty years, his mind on the journey
ahead.

He had never visited the
Wastes, although he and Drefynt had passed near them in their
wanderings in northern Palindor after the fire at Perendeth. There
was little reason for any living thing to enter the Wastes. They
were some three days slow travel from one side to the other. Three
days in which the sun always beat down, no matter what the time of
year; three days in which one would encounter no other life, not
even a blade of grass; three days spent clambering over and around
red-tinted boulders. Even the birds of the air rarely ventured into
the Wastes, preferring nearly always to take the longer routes
around the desolation.

But it would be at least four
days before he would reach the westernmost border of the Wastes.
They could be reached in merely two days of determined walking from
Carn Toldwyn — or merely a single long day on horseback
— if one travelled along the major tracks and highways. But
Trondwyth was determined to keep his journey a secret, at least
until he was well away from the capital, and making his way through
the forest would slow him considerably.

He wondered whether he was
carrying sufficient provisions for the journey. There was probably
enough food, but he would have to buy a larger water flask at some
point. It would not do to show his face too close to home,
though.

For the first three days at
least he would be travelling through forest, and streams would be
common; but after that he knew water would be harder to come by and
he would need a larger flask. But he had no serious cause for
worry, and pushed his concerns to the back of his mind,
concentrating on the more immediate task of picking a path through
the trees.

 



____________________________

 


For three days Trondwyth
walked, avoiding the footpaths and tracks that crossed his way,
stopping at night only in deep parts of the forest, eating berries
when they were available in order to eke out his supply of food,
and filling his flask at every stream.

He progressed well; on two
occasions he had to detour for an hour or so to find bridges over
streams but otherwise he moved steadily closer to his destination.
There were few travellers abroad these days in Palindor, and so it
was no surprise that he passed the entire three days without once
having to hide from fellow travellers. He passed close by four
settlements, but easily avoided detection.

How different from the old
days, Trondwyth thought. His reading of the old history books
told him that at one time the country was full of wandering
explorers and discoverers. But now the spirit of adventure seemed
to be absent from the land.

And so, late in the afternoon
of the third day, he arrived at the outskirts of a village.

He had seen no trace of a
stream all day, but now a small river barred his way. The river,
though small, was too large to cross without a bridge, so he was
forced to follow it a short distance until a bridge came into view.
On the far bank was a settlement. He could see just a few houses,
half-hidden amongst the trees on the opposite bank. They were small
and distinctly elvish in appearance.

This must be
Smalterscairn, he realized.

He looked at the ground around
him and picked up a small pebble. Placing it in his pocket, he
gazed across the bridge to the village.

Smalterscairn was built deep
in the heart of the forest, on the eastern bank of the
Pennyfarthing River. The river wound its way through the trees,
eventually passing south of Carn Toldwyn and, shortly thereafter,
merging with the River Findell and disgorging into the Great
Sea.

The village was populated
mostly by elves of one sort or another, almost all of them wood
elves. Although sociable enough with others of their kind, wood
elves were reticent even with other elves and almost hostile to
most other races. But the insularity of wood elves could be a boon:
here the sway of Queen Cerebeth would be weak and the elves would
be unlikely to report Trondwyth’s presence as long as he minded his
manners in the village.

He shifted the pack on his
back, then, as casually as he could, strode out of the forest,
across the bridge and into the village itself.

He had not gone far before he
was aware of eyes watching him from behind the windows of the small
elvish cottages that were built among the trees. He passed a few
elves on the path; he smiled at them and said “Good afternoon”
courteously, but none returned his greeting. The most he won was a
brief nod in acknowledgement of his presence as the elves hurried
on their way.

Turning a corner, he found
himself in a small village square. Before him, in the very center
of the square, was a pile of small, round pebbles, perhaps half as
high again as himself: the cairn that had given the village its
name.

He walked up to the cairn and
then stood quietly in front of it. He knew that he was being
watched from countless windows as he somewhat self-consciously
pulled the pebble from his pocket. He looked down at the stone as
he rolled it around in his hands.

It was the custom of the elves
of Smalterscairn, when fortunes were going well, to seek out a
stone and add it to the pile in the village square, to thank
Olvensar for his many blessings. Conversely, when needing
assistance, custom dictated that one could approach the pile and
remove a stone, indicating a need for aid.

Trondwyth stood a full five
minutes in silence, turning the pebble in his hands, so that those
watching would know that this was no empty gesture. Then, slowly,
he stretched out his hand and dropped the pebble on to the
pile.

He slowly walked around the
cairn to the other side of the pile of stones. For another full
five minutes, he stared at the pebbles, as if he were somehow
drawing strength from them. Then, once more, he extended his hand,
this time empty. He picked up a stone from the pile, examining it
as he turned it in his hands. Finally, he put it in the pocket from
which he had taken his original pebble.

A sound caused Trondwyth to
look up. Trotting towards him across the grass was a young wood
elf.

“Caldorn, wood elf of
Smalterscairn and humble page of Ederagorn the Wise, at your
service, sir,” said the elf with a bow. “If you would follow me,
please.”

Without waiting for an answer,
the elf turned and walked away rapidly back the way that he had
come. Without a word, Trondwyth followed the elf.

They crossed the clearing
towards what was, even in wood elf terms, a poor abode. Its
appearance was particularly noticeable, standing as it did next to
what was, for a wood elf, a magnificent residence (although, if
truth be told, even this house was rather less grand than
Trondwyth’s little cottage back in Carn Toldwyn).

Without stopping, the young
elf opened the door of the smaller house and led the way into the
mean dwelling. He stood to one side to let Trondwyth pass.

Inside, it was dark and musty.
As Trondwyth’s eyes adjusted to the dimness, the young elf spoke
from behind him.

“The gnome, your Honor.”

The elf closed the door and
crossed to a small pallet in one corner of the room.

Trondwyth could now make out
the figure of another elf, seated in an old armchair, opposite
which was an empty chair. The elf in the armchair gestured towards
the empty chair and said in a cracked voice, “Pray be seated, good
gnome.”

Trondwyth removed his pack
and, with some difficulty, for gnomes are somewhat larger than
elves, seated himself in the chair.

The chair was threadbare and
old. Looking around the room now that his eyes were more used to
the dark, he could see that everything in the room was old: the
room looked like it had been untouched for decades, perhaps
centuries.

The elf before him was
extremely old. His face was wizened, his movements slight and slow.
But around the elf’s neck was a narrow gold chain that Trondwyth
recognized immediately from his studies.

Although small, thin and of
poor craftsmanship, the chain was one of the most valuable items in
the elven world. It was the Chain of Smalatern, handed down from
the wisest elf of each generation to the wisest of the next on the
deathbed of the elder.

“Welcome, gnome, to the home
of Ederagorn. Please forgive the surroundings. I need little to
live, my eyes are not at all what they used to be, and I find it
unnecessary and difficult to travel much. My young page here tells
me all I need to know about the world outside. And just now he told
me of something that I do not believe has ever been seen before in
the village of Smalterscairn. Tell, me, gnome, what is your
name?”

“My name is Trondwyth, a gnome
from the town of Carn Toldwyn.”

The old elf almost chuckled.
“Yes, that much is doubtless true. But how much truth did you leave
unspoken, young gnome? That is the question. Perendeth looks to be
your true home, I judge. But that is neither here nor there. My
page tells me that you visited the cairn and there both laid a
stone and removed one. Is this true?”

Trondwyth bowed his head.
“Yes, sir. I know your customs, and since I feel both blessed and
in need of blessing, it seemed fitting.”

“Well said, young gnome. And
so I ask you first: what was the reason for the stone you placed on
the cairn?”

Trondwyth paused before
speaking. This was the first risk he had taken since leaving Carn
Toldwyn: the first time that he would tell his secret.

“You are right, sir, about my
home. My present journey began at Carn Toldwyn; but once, in my
youth, my home was at Perendeth. I am, as you have surmised, a Holy
Gnome. But more than that, I have been greatly blessed. Just three
days ago, I was honored to speak face to face with the High Lord
Olvensar himself.”

“The High Lord Olvensar? A
high honor for a young gnome. A high honor indeed, even for an old
elf. And what of the second stone, the one that you removed? In
what need are you, pray?”

“The need comes from the
blessing, as is, perhaps, not infrequently the case. Olvensar has
sent me upon a journey, a journey to the east, and I am in need of
food and water. I must stay away from towns and villages until my
journey is over; yet I fear that I have insufficient food and my
canteen will hold too little water for the journey.”

Ederagorn did not respond. For
a while, there was no sound at all in the room: all Trondwyth could
hear was the sound of the blood in his ears. He began to feel
uncomfortable. At last, just when he was thinking of breaking the
heavy silence, the elf spoke.

“Good gnome, your requests
shall be granted, as much as it is in my power to do so.” He looked
at the page seated in the corner. “Caldorn, take the gnome’s pack,
empty it, and refill it with the items you gathered yesterday.”
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