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* * * * *
On a clear, cold Saturday morning, in a picture postcard village called Tanglemere, complete with thatched cottages, smooth greens and deep roots, twelve-year-old David Mishram sat in a cottage kitchen, staring into his breakfast bowl.
He blew on his soggy cereal, imagining tiny people embarked on a perilous journey, fighting to keep their flakes afloat. He swirled the white seas with his finger and watched his cereal armada tumble helplessly.
“Don’t play with your food David,” snapped his mother.
Beatriz Mishram took the unfinished journey out from under his nose and tipped the contents down the drain. The bowl splashed into the washing water.
Beatriz’s dark, curly hair tumbled about her tired face while the back of her head showed flattened, tangled knots from yet another tranquillized sleep. She clutched at the edge of the sink as if it were her very own flake.
David observed all this as if from a distance. “Can I go now?”
Beatriz stiffened inside her pale blue housecoat. He could see her biting back another telling-off. Instead, mother and son stared at each other: dark eyes with thick lashes, high broad cheekbones that drew into fine, pointed chins. Attractive, vital and sturdy – Beatriz and David were two sides of the same coin.
“Can I go now?” He repeated, aware that he sounded like his father.
He didn’t wait for her answer. Slipping sideways off his chair David fled the kitchen. He grabbed his fleece-lined jacket from one of the pegs in the hallway, flung open the backdoor and plunged directly into the fresh, winter morning.
He couldn’t forgive her. He wouldn’t. First his dad leaves, then she uproots them and moves to this strange town and creepy weirdo back-to-nature cottage. The only thing he liked about the place was the bottom of the garden.
Their cottage was built on a hill. Kitchen and living room opened out onto a sloping grassy area that quickly became stepped terraces and rock gardens. Frost lay in the shadows. A long winter had left the earth cracked and rough. Brittle sunlight filtered through the dark branches of elders and oaks, casting skeletal shadows over the slumbering flower and herb beds. In the corner, at the top of the slope, near the old garden shed, lay haphazard piles of wooden stakes used for vine fruit and vegetables. No-one had cared for this place in a very long time.
At the bottom of the property, where it was sheltered and an underwater spring seeped to the surface, it was damp and lush, even in winter.
To David, it felt like entering a cave. The trees were covered in a heavy, soft moss that glistened with moisture and hung heavy with old webs. Things rustled around him yet he rarely caught even a glimpse of his creature companions. There was a sense of being all alone and surrounded at the same time. Here, in a soggy corner of their unkempt property, David felt his anger waiver.
It was only when he heard a scratching of claws on wood that David remembered the trap.
It had been fun at the time. He’d snuck into the property next door, tunnelling through a hedge made thin by winter, and explored the much larger, well kept garden owned by their elderly neighbour.
David discovered a cute little well and a shed overgrown by an ancient vine. There was a sturdy wooden box in the shed.
He thought about all those unseen creatures sneaking around. If he took the box, he could make a trap.
Why not? So, he borrowed the box – which is how he thought of it as he hauled it off the bench.
That afternoon was spent in pleasant pursuit of a stick just the right length with a forked end, to hold up one end of his box. Once found, he’d taken a piece of cheese and some string from the house, only to realise that there was no way this was going to work unless he lay in wait to pull the string and bring the trap down on his prey. He lost interest and abandoned the box, leaving it leaning upright on its stick.
Now, something was scratching - and squeaking – in fury. His trap had worked!
Excited, David launched himself over the last terrace. He landed badly on the slimy slope, slammed into the box, and sent it tumbling down the slope where it came to a stop with a smack and splash of muddy goo.
Unfortunately, such was his momentum that David completed his spectacular slide on his back with a soggy thump.
This is how David Mishram came face-to-face with Lod Fomori, both of them covered in a double dose of splattered mud and slime.
David yelled and tried to scrabble away but the mud refused to give up its prisoner so easily, and he found himself, once again, lying flat on his back. He turned his head sideways and met the eyes of the creature standing at his shoulder.
For someone so small, Lod was enormously ugly. Long, pointed ears poked through a thatch of bristly black, goat-thick hair that hung in a fringe over extraordinarily round, shiny black eyes.
Those eyes were staring at him now, overlooking a fleshy bulb of a nose and an impressive handlebar moustache.
Finally, David’s heartbeat slowed enough to speak. “Wow,” he gasped, with a sort of awed wonder, “an elf!”
The creature bared sharp teeth and launched himself onto David’s lap. He clambered nimbly up his chest and poked his nose with a gnarly finger.
“I’ll give you ‘elf’!” He yelled, loud enough to make David wince. “Have you any idea what you’ve done? No. Of course not. Pah! Pathetic.”
To illustrate his contempt, Lod tossed his head, flicking mud in all directions.
David tried not to grin like an idiot. Wow, was all he could think. Wow.Wow.Wow.
Lod had not finished. “Revolting child. Did you give even the slightest thought to the consequences of your stupid trap?”
That seemed a bit unreasonable. “It can’t have been that stupid,” David pointed out. “It got you, didn’t it?”
He lifted himself onto his elbow and studied his unlikely discovery with the calm of someone who cannot believe their eyes.
Lod matched him, glare for stare, before finally chuckling. It was not a happy sound.
“Very well,” he said, apparently coming to some sort of a decision. “Thanks to you and your nasty cheap trick of a trap, my mission is in jeopardy.”
“A mission?”
“A mission,” Lod repeated, “and if you call me an elf again, I’ll make trousers from your guts and you will watch while I sew!”
This should have been warning enough for David, because even in his wonder, he sensed that this little greenish man was telling him the truth.
David was in no mood to listen to good sense. “I could help!”
Lod’s grin stretched the moustache to epic proportions. “Give me your hand,” he demanded.
David awkwardly shifted his weight and cupped the little man with his free hand. He sat up. It took some effort, as the mud was reluctant to let him go.
Lod savaged the end of his finger.
“Ow!”
Then David saw that the creature had not only bitten his finger but was now vigorously rubbing his own dirty claw into the blood.
The pain was quickly replaced by a strange tingling sensation.
“I am Lod Fomori,” declared the little man in a voice loud enough for someone ten times his size. “I am a prince, an adventurer and a professional ass – ahem, no, that can wait. We are now bound in blood boy, and you owe me obedience. You have entered into the service of the Fomori gnomes.”
Lod’s first order was to ‘make up for lost time’. David was to carry him around as he picked up the trail of whatever it was he had been pursuing.
The so-called gnomish prince, adventurer and whatever else, finally settled into David’s large, fleece-lined pocket.
“It beats a box in the bog,” muttered Lod.
“We need a way of getting around quickly that won’t attract attention,” he told David.
“You need to tell me where we’re going, at least,” said David, “and how long it’s going to take. My mum’s a real stickler for dinner times.”
The only response he got was a poke in the ribs and a grim laugh.
David’s finger was still aching and the tingling sensation had reached his elbow. “Lod, my arm feels kind of funny.”
“Funny,” echoed Lod. “Oh yes. We gnomes are a laugh a minute.”
David felt the little man settle himself deeper into his pocket and imagined him sitting there, arms crossed as he rocked along in stuffy darkness. He wondered what thoughts such a creature would have.
“Lod, are we blood brothers now?”
In his pocket, Lod began to hum.
“I’ll have to change,” David went on, not really sure if he wanted an answer to his question. “I’m covered in mud. Then we’ll grab my bike.”
“Hurry,” came the short reply.
So David hurried: up the garden, inside the house, scurrying up the narrow staircase as quiet as a mouse. He slipped into his bedroom and shut the door, having seen no sign of his mother.
Ignoring the splattered mud, he put his coat on the bed – pocket side up - and yanked on fresher clothes from the pile strewn on his floor.
The gnome crawled out of his pocket and settled himself amidst the coat’s folds. His round black eyes glinted as he watched David rummage around the mess on his floor, this time searching for his backpack.
“What excellent gnome-material,” he observed. “You’re lazy, filthy and untidy.”
David would later remember that comment but for now, he shrugged. After all, he and his mother had long since come to a truce on the matter of putting things away. His room, his zone - and he liked it just the way it was.
One thought brought him to another, however. “What do I tell my mum?”
He successfully extracted his backpack from beneath sediments of clothes, toys and old shoes, as flat and dirty as fossils.
Lod smacked a hand on his forehead and fell backwards in mock dismay. “Ruad’s curse,” he swore. “Do I really deserve this? You are Fomori now, boy. Lie!”
To David, the words were like flags on a castle battlement: both challenge and invitation. He had the sense that some great finger had descended into his world and stirred.
If there was a whisper of concern in his mind, he ignored it. After all, he had most of the day to help Lod Fomori on his secret quest – and still get home in time for dinner.
It was going to be a great day.
Beatriz had returned to the kitchen. She was staring at a shelf full of cookbooks as he came in. The sun had moved away from the windows leaving the room in shadow.
“I’m going out,” he said.
“Okay,” she murmured.
“I’m taking the bike, meet up with some friends.”
“Okay.” Visibly shaking herself, she added “take my mobile, David. Let me know if you’re going to be late.”
She gave him a tentative look. Her eyes were puffy and a bit red. He pretended not to notice.
“It’s nice you’re meeting up with friends - I didn’t realize you’d made any.” She sounded apologetic.
Since the friends were a lie, he just shrugged.
“Well, have a good time. Please be home before dark, or call me.”
“I will,” he promised.
It was the longest conversation they’d had in weeks.
In a better mood than ever, David scooped a packet of crackers and his mother’s mobile phone off the kitchen counter, dropping them into his backpack as he went out the door.
His bike lay on its side by the pavement. He wheeled it out the gate and, in the absence of any other direction, began riding down the narrow, hedge lined road towards Tanglemere village.
Lod shifted inside David’s coat pocket. He popped his head out, his clawed hands gripping the cuff, and sniffed loudly.
“That way,” he grunted, indicating a narrow path leading off the road.
“To the pond?”
“Around it, boy. Around it.”
“But that leads into the woods.”
“So?”
“I’ve never been in there. Do you know where you’re going?”
“Use your nose instead of your mouth, boy.” He pointed beyond the pond. “That way.”
Biting back his questions, David pedaled as instructed and tried not to let the gnome’s crankiness dissipate the wonder of his adventure.
An adventure, he thought with a thrill. I’ve got a magical creature in my pocket.
It was better than treasure.
He pedaled harder.
The pond, set like a large teardrop at the end of Tanglemere’s Common, was bordered by a thick edging of tall reeds, dressed in their winter browns and rattling dead leaves in the gentle breeze.
There was no doubt that this was the perfect day for an adventure. Crisp air flowed into him and through him, then out again, back into the world just a little bit warmer.
His breathing deepened, gathering the taste of rotting wood and reeds, the musty smell of ducks and moor hens. And then a scent of something wonderful slid passed him, wafted over his shoulder and disappeared.
David turned his head to follow and nearly came off his bike. He slammed his left foot down, letting it slide and stutter on the gravel until he came to a stop. He leaned the bike against his thigh and threw his head back.
“Caught it, eh?”
“It smells like - ,” he shook his head. Can a smell be beautiful?
“- fresh bread and currants, hot chocolate and toast after playing in the snow ...” a hundred, wonderful things, all at once.
Lod raised his head out of the pocket.
“Sniff again.”
David filled his lungs. Beneath the first, homey aroma there was the merest whisper of another flavour – a sense of tangy sweetness - as if the baker had dropped a button of pink sugar and a dash of attitude into the bread mixture.
His mouth watered. “Mmmm.”
“That,” said the gnome, ducking back down, “is the trail. Now, hurry up.”
David pushed his bike on. “We’re chasing a Chelsea bun?” He muttered.
From inside his pocket came a low growl. “The Fomori were great once, before we were reduced to pocket-sized gnomes. I promise you, David Mishram, we will be again.”
“So, that sweet scent-thing; I still don’t get how that’s what we’re chasing.”
“You wouldn’t have ‘got’ it at all, stupid boy, if there was no Fomori blood in you.” The gnome’s laugh was ugly.
David fell silent. He was beginning to feel very uncomfortable. His sense of adventure had been eroded by Lod Fomori’s unflagging contempt and his stomach had started to ache, as if something dark was uncurling in his gut. A wave of nausea washed over him.
“Are you thinking, boy?” Asked the gnome with another unpleasant chuckle. “It will do you no good.”
David ducked his head and rode faster.
The wood surrounding Tanglemere fringed the village like an old man’s bristly beard. It clung to the village’s jawline, thick and unkempt. It also defied all attempts to tame it. Cranky trees overhung the town’s outer playing fields, dropping untidy branches and lifting the soft green turf just high enough to trip the unwary.
Paths that David had not seen before diverged from the main route and he turned down them, dutifully following the ‘trail’, but his enjoyment was fast disappearing. His exertions had made him hot, despite the brittle temperature, his stomach was still cramping and the ache in his hand had spread.
The winter-bare trees created criss-cross shadows that tricked his eyes, making the path appear and disappear. Every now and then he would catch a glimpse of tamed greens, the two old church spires and the moss stained tiles of the town nestled in its little dip of a valley.
“I don’t feel well,” he panted.
Now his breath was ragged and the weight of the gnome in his pocket heavy.
“We’re nearly there,” said Lod with another loud sniff.
“Urgh,” groaned David. Dropping the bike he doubled over. The ground swam closer. He felt the crunch of twigs against his forehead, the brush of dead leaves on his face, and something wriggled against his top lip. The ground trembled, but he knew that it had to be his arms.
“Get up,” ordered the gnome.
David heaved, vomiting noisily.
The gnome tsssked with impatience. The smell of curdled milk seemed not to bother him. He emerged from the pocket and, avoiding the mess, marched right up to David’s sweating face.
“Look up,” he snapped.
Blearily, David lifted his face. Dark spots swam before his eyes.
“Uuuuurgh,” he mumbled.
“Well, well,” observed Lod. “All that exercise seems to have sped things up somewhat.”
He tapped a claw against his moustached upper lip for a moment.
“I’d thought to make better use of you.”
He studied David with those pebble-hard, shiny black eyes. “Naught to be done now. I’ll come back for you boy, when I’m done.”
“Uaaaargh,” groaned David.
“Fomori justice is what it is.”
“Not -.”
“Fair?” Chortled the gnome. “Of course it is. I don’t know how you came by that box, but it was bound in Power. What? You think any old box could hold Lod Fomori?”
The gnome jabbed him in the side of the head with his sharp nail. To David, the force of that poke was like a bludgeon.
“Oh, I know you’re just a plain old ugly human. Not a speck of Power in you. It didn’t take me long to see that! Know what? It doesn’t matter. Who cares? Your fate is now what you intended for some poor mouse or hungry bird.”
The gnome’s voice receded. “You are what you do, boy. You are Fomori!”
David was gripped by panic. The clenching in his stomach became a cramp that spread down his back, into his legs.
“Don’t leave, Lod,” he gasped.
There was no answer.
David could hear the leaves rustling. In fact, the sounds of the forest were loud and getting louder.
He looked down at the beetle that had brushed his face earlier and heard the click of her wings. The insect paused, appearing to look back at him, before lifting her carapace to reveal her translucent skirts, and buzzing off.
Something bumped the back of his head. The straps of his backpack pulled up under his arms. David clumsily pulled the strap over his shoulder, the bag fell to the ground and looked like something he could rest his head on. The crackers crunched against his ear. The mobile phone went beep!
Weird images flashed before his eyes. He didn’t understand most of the fevered kaleidoscope, but one was a clear memory.
His vision narrowed, as if he were blinkered, to a scene he remembered well: his father shoving clothes into a suitcase. Later, he had watched as Beatriz stared at the open closet, its discarded innards strewn on the floor as if it had been disembowelled.
He thought he heard her voice.
“Well now, what have we here?”
Firm hands turned him over and gentle fingers brushed his face. He had dirt in his eyes and couldn’t see a thing.
“I want to go home,” he sobbed.
“Hush now.”
David felt something very hot and dry enfold him. He sensed the ground dropping away, felt the rise and fall of a long legged stride, dipping and rising, like a boat at sea.
Time skipped. David woke to hear more words, a woman’s voice speaking softly in a language he didn’t recognize. He heard the rustling of clothes, the creak of floorboards and the warm scents of freshly cooked bread and lavender pot pourri.
A soft bed rose to greet him and a feather duvet – he could smell the goose – pricked him with sharp quills through thick cotton. A sweet breath wafted over him and a warm, damp cloth washed his face.
David opened his eyes, blearily at first. He blinked until he could see.
Leaning over him was a large, motherly woman.
“What is your name?” She asked gently.
“David Mishram,” he croaked.
Her face became serious. “Do you know what has happened to you David Mishram?”
“No,” he whispered, although he did know. He felt himself crumple in despair. He wanted to cry but tears did not come.
The woman saw his distress. “Gnomes do not cry,” she said softly. “They cannot.”
David wanted to protest but his mouth felt strange and when he lifted his hand to his face it looked smaller, the skin a pale, dappled green.
He looked up at the woman and his eyes framed his question.
“My name is Oonagh, and I will do what I can.” She took his hand in her own and stared at the finger. “You were bitten?”
David nodded. They stared at each.
Finally, Oonagh rose from the bed. She went to a large, stone framed fireplace. There was a huge, round black pot hanging from a tripod. She stirred whatever was in it with a long handled wooden spoon. It glooped thickly and David was beset by hunger. His mouth filled with the scent of wild mushrooms and thick gravy.
The woman’s outline swam at the edge of his vision. She seemed to be talking to herself.
“He miscalculated. The boy changed too quickly.”
David squinted, concentrating on bringing the woman into focus.
“Poor lad,” Oonagh continued, with a glance at David. “It looks like he’s going to live.”
She left the hearth and returned to his bedside to stand, looking down at him with dark brown eyes. Her lips thinned and she shook her head gently.
David recognized pity when he saw it. In a small corner of his heart, he finally accepted why Beatriz had uprooted them, leaving behind everyone they knew.
She’d had enough of those looks.
And so had David. With a grunt of effort, he tried to rise.
Oonagh put a hand on his shoulder. “Rest or the change will come faster.”
David did not have the strength to struggle. He lay back and looked at the woman. Who was she? Could she help him?
Oonagh smelled of the forest. It was alluring and overpowering at once; a perfume of loam and moss, old wood and decay. It hinted at hidden things.
Her thick, grizzled hair was tied up in an untidy knot from which most of it had escaped, snaking around her neck in girlish tendrils. Soft skin draped beneath her chin like plush curtains, as if she had once been very plump.
She saw that he was studying her.
“Eyesight, smell, taste and hearing will all become far more acute,” she told David. “But your skin will toughen and you’ll lose your fine motor skills as you develop claws better suited to digging.”
She straightened up and looked down at him from her considerable height. Oonagh’s green quilted shirt was clinched in a black cummerbund, binding a gypsy-style skirt of summer blue that belled out over her hips and dropped to the ground. The skirt’s abundant fabric made a swishing sound as she moved.
Just as he was digesting her words, David’s legs cramped violently. His first instinct was to try and stretch against the pain but they only rebounded on him like taught elastic. Sobbing, he drew his knees up to his stomach and curled around the agony.
“The Fomori are bad to the gristle.” She touched his forehead lightly. “You will learn to live like them and soon you will forget. It is the one mercy.”
He was becoming a thing that he had not even believed existed until that morning.
Words tumbled helplessly around his brain. Flakes of mind stirred by forces unseen and out of his control. There was only one thing he could grasp, and it stood outside of himself.
“My mum,” he croaked. “I can’t leave her too.”
Oonagh tilted her head, as if she were a bird and his words a tasty crumb.
“The Fomori once took children in tribute,” she said. “You must have offered a grave insult.”
I guess I did, thought David. “I caught a gnome called Lod Fomori under a box. I didn’t mean to – well, I did, I thought I’d catch a mouse or something. It was an accident.”
Oonagh’s eyebrows arched in surprise, a faint smile quirked her lips.
“Lod Fomori ... in a box?”
She glanced behind her, back to the fireplace.
“Did you hear that?” She asked.
David peered in the direction she had spoken but could see nothing except a pot plant, rather like a sunflower with one tall stem and large, lilac petals.
The sweet magical scent wafted over him and he started in surprise.
Oonagh saw the movement. “Aaah,” she sighed, as if she had found the missing piece of a puzzle.
“Well now,” she murmured to herself. “The seedling has bloomed and the Fomori are once again up to their tricks.
“My house,” she said to David, “is protected against creatures of Power. We call them Wards. Lod would know this – he might also hazard a guess that a human could carry him across my threshold.”
“But I changed too quickly?”
Ooonagh nodded. “So it seems.”
“Can you make him turn me back? I don’t want to be a gnome. I thought it was a blood-brother thing. I was happy to help. I didn’t mean to catch him.”
David knew he was babbling. “I don’t want to be a gnome,” he repeated desperately.
The woman touched the back of her fingers to David’s cheek.
“Lod is out there, right now.” She winced and clenched her fists. “But I’m strong and he has lost his surprise. Thanks to you.”
She paused, apparently listening to something outside. “Still, we are trapped.”
David looked up at her from the bed. He could see the pores of her skin now. He knew something else as well: he could see it, although he didn’t understand.
Oonagh was not human. Every now and then, like a flash out of the corner of his eye, he caught the glimpse of something brown and green, and fantastically ancient.
He wanted to ask, what are you? Instead, he looked across the room to the plant with the lilac petals. He thought he saw it move.
Something whispered, soft like a child’s lisp. “Ruad’s curse.”
“What?” said Oonagh startled. She turned towards the flower.
“The Power of Ruad’s curse binds the Fomori,” continued the whispered voice. “Fomori blood carries the curse.”
Light sparkled around the edges of the plant, as if the petals were fairy wings. The sweet scent of sugar wafted towards him.
David licked his lips. His tongue came back to rest against sharp teeth.
Enough already! I want to go home.
It took some effort but he managed to push away the quilt. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed but hesitated to jump down. His clothes hung loose on him, like a child wearing adult sizes. His feet were bare – Oonagh must have removed his shoes – and his toes were now elegantly long and clawed.
David stared at his feet. How long before I forget who I am? He wondered.
From somewhere outside there came a loud “Boom!” Soil splattered against the glass of the windows and the room shook.
The explosion was followed by Lod’s voice shouting. “The curse has run its course, she-oak. The Fomori will be free. Give the seedling over.”
Oonagh raised her arms slightly. Her face creased with effort. Next moment the ground trembled. David heard Lod curse and a smell like burned matches filled the air.
Lod must have recovered quickly. “Not enough, old tree,” he yelled. “The tribe is gathering. We’re going to chop you down and use your splinters for toothpicks.”
Oonagh lowered her arms; just an old, tired woman with too many memories.
“My child,” she whispered. She was not talking to him.
“Help David, or we are all lost,” said that whispered voice. This time, David knew for sure that it had been the pot plant that spoke. The beautiful flower appeared to shift slightly, and he was suddenly looking at a slender, lavender-haired child. She smiled shyly at him before the moment passed.
David really couldn’t say what he’d just seen, but he knew he’d never forget that sweet face.
“Why does Lod want your plant, Oonagh?” He asked.
The woman was preoccupied; he could see the anxiety and concentration marked on her face but she spared him a quick glance.
“Even as the acorn holds within it the form of the oak, so my seedling holds the pattern for Great Power.”
Oonagh began walking around the room, singing softly. David imagined he could see the air weaving itself together, like fine roots.
Oonagh was still threading Power around them when David realized she was speaking to him again.
“In my youth, Power resided in every rock and stream, in the earth itself. We grew in the light of the sun and stored its strength around us. Some of us dwelt in the forests, some in the shadows and some in the deeps. Then there were those who had no Power of their own, but used that which was around them. For a while, they were few enough that we were not troubled.”
“People?”
Oonagh nodded. “People. They prospered and grew, then they stopped cherishing, and the balance tipped.”
She was lost for a moment in reminiscence.
“There have been many strong humans and such was one who fashioned a curse so Powerful it reduced the child-stealing Fomori to mere -”
“- gnomes,” murmured David.
Oonagh nodded. “He was not entirely successful. The Fomori tribe are small but still dangerous.” She was silent for a little while, thinking perhaps how much she could, or should tell him.
“This man, some of us called him Ruad or variations on that name, wielded an oak staff bound in Power. When he cast that curse, he thrust it deep into the earth where it took root. That is how I was born and his curse bound to the land itself.
“But the land has changed and I was uprooted. I took a shape that enabled me to pass unseen, but over time, I became lonely.”
Her hand reached to caress the plant’s beautiful petals. “I sought to make another such as myself but I have created something else. I cannot regret her life for one moment, yet the consequences are grave, for the Fomori know that should they gain my child, they will destroy me, and break the curse.”
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