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The Knight and the Minstrel
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A bright full moon shone a faint silver light over sleepy rooftops, and the buildings cast long shadows over empty streets; save for one or another night strider, rattling between taverns. Occasionally, a skinny dog crossed, looking for leftovers in gutters and alleys. 

In the stillness, the clattering hooves echoed like hollow maracas against the cobblestones. The rider kept a slow pace, exhausted after too many hours in the saddle. He pulled the reins at a tavern named “Sorrow’s End;” a promising name. 

He glanced through a window. Inside, oil lamps flickered, and visitors sat sparsely, eating and drinking, mostly drinking, with voices loud enough so the stranger could hear them from outside. At this hour, they conversed enthusiastically across the tables. The rider sat still for a moment, watching, before he dismounted and entered.  

The pipe smoke hung like heavy rain clouds in the air, and the smell of ale hit him like a fresh breeze. He had always felt at home in places like this, although he seldom dwelt there for long nowadays. 

Despite the late hour, when decent people were in bed, a particular crew always remained restless, like outcasts. Perhaps he liked taverns and inns because of it; in his own right, he was much of an outcast himself.

The fever of drunkenness was high here, and the voices were almost ear-shattering to an out-of-town stranger coming in from the silence in the wild. But it was a welcome change; life out there could get lonely. 

No one seemed to notice as he found his way between the chairs and tables and reached the bar. Behind the counter, a bald bartender with a bushy gray beard cleaned glasses with a dirty towel, precisely as it should be. 
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“A pint of ale and a room for the night would sit just fine,” the stranger said in a tired voice. “And whatever meal your stead recommends for the evening.”

The bartender looked up and studied him under thick eyebrows.

“Traveled far, I reckon,” he said.

“Aye. This is Wayside, I suppose?”

“It was when I last checked. You sound lost.”

“To me, each town or hamlet looks the same after a while, and I don’t fancy myself with maps.”

“Maybe you should. We have maps in town. Cheap, too.” The bartender slid over a pint of ale, closely followed by a plate with three eggs fried over a slice of ham, served with bread and butter. In one corner, a minstrel broke into song while looking his way.


Across the wild alone he’s traveled,

hunting for a yearning maid.

Trolls and Drakes, he bravely raveled,

‘Though heavy is the price he’s paid. 

Beware, fair lady, he brings sorrows.

of which you are not bound to heal

Shady past and dark tomorrows

Love him, and your heart he’ll steal...

“A room will be 16 Dalers,” the bartender said.



The stranger pulled out his purse and paid for the room. He took a sip of ale, and a frown spread over his face.

“Like it?” the bartender said with a broad smile. “It’s the best ale in town, y’know. Strong and tasty. From the brewery up Mill’s. Splendid stuff.”

“Best in town, huh? I’d be damned,” the stranger said and pushed the mug aside. 

The minstrel had now reached the chorus:


Roses black and roses red

Death approaches from the hill

Blade of steel, alive to dead

Nightly stranger, out to kill.



The music stopped, but no one, save for the stranger, noticed. In his peripheral vision, he saw the minstrel putting his lute aside, approaching him. Seating himself on a stool beside the night rider, he tilted his head and watched him gleefully in silence.

The stranger did not look up. “Was that song for me?”

“Hmm, nay,” the minstrel cheerfully said. “I am well-versed in so many songs. My job thus befalls. Somehow, I thought it fit with what I saw in you.”

“Especially the murder part?”

“Mm... something like that.”

“Not very flattering.”

The minstrel shrugged. “Well, I can tell you’re a wayfarer, and you say you have never killed?”

“What’s your point?”

“Nothing. Oh, maybe there is a point... or a pint, rather.” He chuckled at his poor joke. “Minstrels earn crumbs as we go from one town to another, entertaining drunkards who listen little and care less. Not until we’re packing our things to leave do they ask why we’re departing without having performed. I am playing a losing game if wealth is what I’m after.” He shook his head and inhaled. “Would it be too much to ask if you ordered me a pint? My throat is dry, like the skin of a corpse in a steaming desert.” He grinned. “Too much singing.”

The stranger made a gesture to the bartender, who poured a mugful.

“Much obliged, sir,” the minstrel said. “What should I call you?”

“I am Rederick.”

“Ah.”

“And you?”

“I’m Minstrel. Just a minstrel.”

“Minstrel... That’s all?”

The minstrel shrugged and took a swig, followed by a grunt and a frown. 

“Don’t like the ale?” Rederick said, slightly entertained.

“Someone must have pissed in it.”

They both chuckled. 

The minstrel leaned forward, studying the side of Rederick’s neck. Rederick quickly pulled up his collar, aware it was too late.

“Indeed, indeed, so I thought. You are a knight. I recognize that green cross tattoo. So, it’s not Rederick, then. It’s Sir Rederick.”

“If you must.”

“Of course, your title is important. It could be a matter of life and death... for those around you.”

“You dislike knights?”

The minstrel shrugged. “I think nothing of them. Neutral. I care little about these things. I am a simple and lighthearted minstrel, that’s all—a vagabond.” He was silent for a while and drank the rest of the ale in one swig, spilled a little, and dried his beard with his sleeve. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must leave. It’s late. A good night’s sleep, and tomorrow I shall move on. Good night to you, Sir Rederick.”

The knight nodded and watched the minstrel walk over to grab his lute. He left the tavern at a surprisingly fast pace, vanishing in a blink.

“He sure abhors knights, being in such a hurry.” Sir Rederick snorted. During his conversation with the minstrel, people left the bar, one by one. Only some spluttering night owls remained chitchatting and swinging the last pints, save a few others who had fallen asleep in their chairs, snoring loudly. 

It was time to withdraw to the room. Sir Rederick reached for his purse, and his heart stopped. It was gone! Over 500 Dalers! Desperately, he dredged himself to no avail. The minstrel... How clever, and the knight had not even noticed. He cursed out loud.

“The little bastard! He stole my money!”

The bartender shook his head while wiping off the counter. “Never trust a minstrel. Your parents never told you that? Not surprised he robbed you.”

“You know him?”

“Nah, don’t think I seen him before. These people come ‘n go. I might’ve noticed him in passing, but these minstrels are all look-the-same folks. Must be in some strict fashion of theirs. What do I know? Strange folk, those, that’s all I can say. And it’s mighty dark out there. Won’t catch him now. He most likely left town already.”

The knight knew the bartender was right. The minstrel was a master thief. Of course he was. There was no money to be made from minstrelsy. These people were most likely thieves, or worse, vanishing before their dirty business was discovered. 

Furious at himself and the thief, the knight withdrew into his room. With or without money, he must leave at dawn.

† † †
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It was still dark when he woke up to a strange sound. With a knight’s reflexes, he reached for his sword. It was pitch black in the room, but something was moving by the door—a shadow. He crawled out of the bed and rested against the wall, panting through his nose, holding the blade in front. 

“Who is there? Reveal thyself!”

The shadow moved closer, and Sir Rederick gasped at the height of the shadow, which took on the form of a tall being with a flapping black cape that seemed too large for the body. The head, with its gray, streaky hair, appeared unproportionally small inside the hood.

Sir Rederick threw his blade on the bed with a sigh and let the tension go. “Great-Magister Ezîlion! This is not the first time you’ve scared me half to death with your sudden appearances. Stop doing that!”

The intruder shrugged. “What am I supposed to do? You locked the door.”

“Of course I locked the door. I was robbed last night.”

“Sir Rederick robbed?” The Great-Magister Ezîlion chuckled. The knight lit a couple of candles on his bedside table, and the intruder’s rough-hewn face flickered in the flame, and his black eyes glistered, locking with Sir Rederick’s.

“I have always wondered how you do that,” the knight said. “Just appearing in a locked room.”

“Aye, you always wondered, and you never asked. I am here, there, and everywhere. Remember, I am a sorcerer, simply sending a part of me to check in on you.”

“That is unnecessary, thank you very much. I am doing fine, and I resent being sneaked up on.”

“Fine, you say? You are in a tavern in nowhere-land, and you get fleeced by a... minstrel. Sounds fine to me.”

“How do you know it was a minstrel? Have you been spying on me?”

The sorcerer frowned. “You are not just anybody, Sir Knight. I must keep an eye on you at times. So, how is it going? Any progress? You have been away from the fortress for almost six moons now.” 

Sir Rederick clenched his fist, and his face turned red. He found the sorcerer to be intrusive and inquisitively annoying. “It’s like finding an ant in a mountain range. All about pure luck, and by now, I believe I lack that.”

“Well, I respectfully disagree,” said Ezîlion. “Indeed, tonight you found whom you have been seeking.”

“Is that a joke? The only person I have found is you... Or rather, you found me.”

“Well, that is not true now, is it? Think again.”

“... You and the minstrel, that’s all—” The knight stopped himself and stared at the sorcerer. “No,” he said. “It cannot be. Not him. Are you serious?”

Ezîlion sighed and shook his head. “You obviously would not recognize your target even if he presented himself with name and number and showed his treasure.”

“But it can’t be him,” Sir Rederick objected. “He is a petty thief—a criminal, a vagabond.”

“Perhaps, perhaps, but if that is what he is, deal with it. I am telling you again, hoping it sinks in this time: He is the one whom you seek!”

Sir Rederick’s head was spinning. “So, I am supposed to travel with a bard who is a thief, playing ludicrous songs that I can’t bear, babbling nonsense from dawn to sunset?”

“Destiny, my friend. Destiny. I would even argue it’s written in the stars.” Why did Sir Rederick trace a subtle amusement in the sorcerer’s voice? 

“Well, he is far gone now, spending my Dalers somewhere else. Not even sure where to search for him, so I’d best forget about it.”

“And give up? Is that so? He is the one, Rederick. How can you proceed without him? Stop being a fool and bend to reason.”

Great-Magister Ezîlion sighed and walked to the door, but before he left, he spoke once more. “Get dressed and leave soon. Ride to the abandoned farmhouse east of town. You can’t miss it on your way out. Take a right turn at the crossroads, and it is on your left. If I were you, I would examine that place.” Then he shrugged. “The subject in question may be shamelessly sleeping in a hay bale, from all we know.”

The sorcerer once more attempted to leave. “Oh, I almost forgot! His name is not Minstrel—it is Delwain. He carries something of value, and I hope you are clever enough to understand what that is. You will see he is more important than you seem to think, in all your arrogance. Oh, I almost forgot. Although he calls himself a minstrel, he is a bard. You know there is a slight difference.” 

Then he finally left and went through the door—without opening it.

† † †
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The dawn still had not broken when Sir Rederick left the tavern and rode east at great speed. A heavy spring rain had violently slapped the town during the night, as often was the case this far north, and a couple of inches of water lingered on the cobblestones, splashing with each hoofbeat. The knight followed the main road until the houses became sparser, and cobblestone turned to gravel. Eventually, he arrived at the point where the road split: the left path meandering south, and to his right, another disappeared northwest into a dark, wooded area. He drew rein, forcing his steed to turn right. As the sorcerers had conveyed, there was the worn-down farmhouse on his left.

A bleak but curious sun shared the first dim light over a grassy field sprinkled with dew. The knight rode into the lush area with water from the foliage showering his face. His steed was still trotting when closing in on the building, but Sir Rederick, impatient and determined, jumped off his steed on the fly and advanced on foot toward the farmhouse. In certain places, the roof had almost caved in, and planks on the walls were rotten; some of them were broken in two, leaving gaping holes in the walls. The front door had fallen off its hinges and lay in pieces, half-buried in the overgrown field, leaving the entrance open. The knight pulled his sword and carefully entered the house, curious to know if the druidic Great-Magister had been correct. He waited a few moments until his senses got used to the faint surroundings and slipped in. Drops from last night’s rain were still dripping from the roof, and the entire place smelled of decaying hay. Loud snores came from across the room. The Great-Magister was right. 

On a bed of the wasted dry feed, the bard lay sleeping on his back, snoring and snorting like a contented pig. The knight placed the edge of his blade to his throat.

“Wake up, Delwain!” he barked.

The bard awoke in an instant, about to get to his feet, but felt a sting on his throat. A warm stream of blood drizzled down his gullet, and he froze with eyes crossed, fixating on the long, threatening blade.

“Uh-uh,” he said, grinning. “That is what I call a magnificent stinger. It’s shining brighter than the Sun, eager to slay. Has it just been forged? Am I in honor of being the first from whom it draws blood?”

“Stop the poetic nonsense, bard. Give me back my purse!”

“I know nothing of what you speak, Sir Knight.”

“You know well of what I speak. Where is it? I am not a man of patience, so tell me quickly, and I might consider sparing your life. Might, that is!”

Delwain shrugged and swallowed. “I was hungry, as you can imagine...”

“I care little about your hunger.”

“Nothing of the money have I used. Remove your blade—I am lying on it.”

Sir Rederick stepped back to let the bard roll over.

“It’s there in the hay. See for yourself.”
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Sir Rederick leaned forward to look for his purse, and in a blink, the minstrel was on his feet, dashing for the door. But Sir Rederick moved quicker and laid hooks for him, and Delwain fell flat on his face with a grunt.

“Easy, easy. I was merely going outside to piss.”

“Lay still!” 

Rederick dredged him with one hand, pointing the sword at him with the other, and he soon found the purse. He counted the Dalers, and they matched. “Get up, and no more tricks. Now that I have my purse returned to me, there is little reason to spare your miserable life.”

“Alright, alright, I hear you.” The bard got up and faced the knight, making no more attempts to flee. “What now?”

Sir Rederick sighed. “As much as it disgusts me to interact with a petty thief and a liar, I seem to be out of luck with that. You are a bard, they tell me, which is more than just a minstrel. Bards are with the Druids. Little did I know that bards were liars. People know you as free spirits, a symbol of freedom.”

“Well, I am merely practical,” Delwain said and shrugged. “I evaluate each moment and act in my best interest. It is a cruel world full of murderous knights and abominable creatures. Each man must fend for himself. Besides, I still consider myself a minstrel first, a bard second. I care little about druidic orders.”

“Your irresponsible attitude is about to change soon, I dare say.”

The minstrel grinned. “Still, my charm must have saved me again. If you wished me dead, I would be dead already. So, what do you want from me?”

“I do not wish to spare your life, believe me. Yet, I will because I must. As much as it might surprise you, since you despise knights and all, you and I need each other.”

“I don’t know why you need me, but I need no knight; therefore, your needs are no needs of mine. And since they are not, I am unconcerned. Excuse me, but now I must go. I have other places to visit, spreading light into the darkness with my charm, my magical, and yes, druidic music, and, of course, my poetic talents. The ignorant masses need me, even though they don’t know it. Since you say you won’t kill me, good day to you, Sir.” He wiped the blood from his throat with the back of his hand, giving Sir Rederick a distasteful look.

“Delwain, stop! I command you!”

The minstrel stopped. “How do you know my name, by the way? I was careful not to reveal it last night.”

“You called yourself Minstrel.”

“I am aware of that. So, how do you know? No one in town knows my name, and few others do. I may have a drink or a pint of ale at times, but reckless, that I am not.”

“Perhaps so. You are clever and well-spoken as befits a man of the Order of Bards.”

“... and a poet, don’t forget!” Delwain added and turned around toward the knight. “But we digress.”

“We appear to have a mutual acquaintance,” Sir Rederick said. “At least it’s someone who knows your name.”

“Go on...”

“Great-Magister, the Overlord Ezîlion...”

Delwain’s face turned pale, taking on a serious, insecure expression. 

“Thus, you understand how I know your name,” the knight continued. “I wish I did not. I wish we had never met, having no business with you. But it is not for me to decide.”

The minstrel’s voice was irate and snappy. “Again, what do you want?” 

“The Great-Magister has contacted you in the past, has he not? It puzzles me why he would be interested in someone like you, though, a druidic oath-breaker at that. But you know very well of what I speak.”

Delwain laughed nervously. “What did the Deities think, sending a delirious knight after me? They must have a sense of humor that not even I, being a lighthearted vagabond, can appreciate.”

“It was Ezîlion who sent me to find you. He sought to reach you, but you disregarded his attempts.”

“Why not? I was not the one who sought.”

“If it wasn’t for the Great-Magister’s persistence... He will not give up, and if he says you are the one he and I seek, I reluctantly must believe him. He also said you carry something of great value.”

“My path is my choice, Sir.”

“I’m afraid not. You’re coming with me.”

“And if I refuse?”

“I am the one with the blade.”

The minstrel lifted his index finger. “Ah, that’s a good point.”

“Now show me what you have that is of such value.” 

Delwain reluctantly put his hand under his tunic, while keeping his eyes locked with Sir Rederick’s. He kept his hand there for a moment or two and then dragged it out. The knight gazed at the clenched fist, which concealed something.

“Show me!”

Delwain unclenched it and stretched out his palm slightly. There lay a piece of black cloth, tightly sealed with knotted lacing.

Impatience often got the best of the knight. “Open it!” he commanded, whisking his sword about.

Delwain shrugged, untied the knot, and let it fall as it might. Inside lay a blue, magnificent crystal, about twice the size of a marble, glistering in the sparse light. It illuminated an inner light that elevated Sir Rederick to a bliss he had never felt before. 

“Blue gold!” he whispered in awe.

“I know,” said the minstrel. “It has been a noble companion on all my travels. When life reminds me of its cruelty, I pull it up, and it usually snaps me out of misery.”

Then his face darkened, and his voice was low. “You may try to take it from me, and you may even succeed, but I will defend it with my life, and I will die here and now.”

“Worry not. It is yours to keep. I have no desire for it, and it is not for me to take. Are you not familiar with the nature of this crystal?” He lowered his sword and put it back in the scabbard. The bard looked confused but said nothing.

“I see ignorance on your face. How did it get into your possession?”

“This strange man... Ezîlion. I was young, a child, indeed, living with the Druids. He appeared out of nowhere, scaring me breathless. But when he touched me, he was real. Of flesh and blood, I mean. He... he gave me this blue crystal..., and the only thing he said during the entire encounter was, ‘Safeguard it with your life. Tell no one. Give it away to nobody. Keep it with you at all times and never leave it out of sight. One day, you shall learn more.’ Then he disappeared as mysteriously as he arrived. I don’t know why I have followed his instructions so minutely, but his words struck me as an omen. I have no power over it, and it scares me sometimes. I hope by all the Gods you are not a traitor, or someone untrustworthy, else I must die by your blade.”

“Very well,” Sir Rederick said. “I believe the day has come which the Great-Magister forecasted: It is time to inform you, getting you prepared for the quest.”

“What quest? I am a very busy minstrel, and that is what I do. No quest for me, thank you, no matter for what purpose.”

Sir Rederick sighed. “So, you keep diminishing yourself to a minstrel. Yet I will tell you a secret, bard: I want to have nothing to do with quests, either. However, it is not our destiny to continue the lives we have lived. From this day, our lives will take a different turn. I shall take you to a place where things can be better explained. We shall travel to Orsinium!”

“The capital of Zetreia? Why should I trust you if you wish to take me there? They have a grim king, or so I’ve heard.” 

“Well, if that is true, you will soon have the honor to meet him. Besides, if I were your enemy, your crystal would already be in my possession. Are you not curious about what it is and what it can do? You want answers, and soon is the time to get them.”

Delwain shrugged, suddenly changing his attitude. “My horse is in the back, and my bow and arrows are over there, leaning toward the wall.”

“Then, let us take off. We have a long and dangerous ride ahead.”
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The Silver-Eye and the Brilliance
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Stars twinkled in Twilight’s silvery eyes, and with a broad smile, she welcomed Dawn’s arrival. Then she lowered her gaze back into the lake’s glass mirror. In the dim Divine Light, serene and simmering, it lay before her, reflecting the pale shadows of tall, dark trees. Yet it was the reflection of the Moon, with Her luminescent Silver-Eye on the lake, that engaged the most.

"Sister, come and witness," she said to Dawn and pointed with great enthusiasm at the Silver-Eye in the water. "The Goddess has returned in full tonight to greet us, Sky-born. She has opened her Eye in the sky to her richest, descending into the lake. It means it is my birthday!"

Dawn grabbed the sides of her long, yellow dress and hurried to meet her sister, her golden eyes shining like lanterns in the night forest. Her entire being sparkled with joy, embracing the moment. Once she arrived, she glanced into the lake. "Indeed, Mother has returned again, and she is no longer one but two: one above and one below. It is time to rejoice! How old are you now?"

"Oh, I have lost count. We had better ask Mother Ishilia or the others. But first, I must bathe in the mere’s Eye to further embrace my Mother’s presence." 

Twilight let her white dress fall and stood unclothed by the water. The Goddess’ Eye smiled at her in the night sky, even outshining the stars, praising her daughter both from aloft and from the mirror in the lake below. Witnessing her daughters from the Heavens, She sent her grace to Twilight every thirty darknesses to honor her. Only then was the Sky Goddess at Her fullest to do so. 

Before stepping into the murky water, Dawn grabbed the empty bottle standing on top of the rock. She handed it to Twilight.

“Forget not to fill this,” she said. 

There, mirrored in the lake, Twilight beheld her naked skin, silvery white, but her hair was a shade whiter than that; and her slender, youthful body must have been a delight for the Goddess to witness. She was not like her sister, though, for she lacked her gilded gleam, akin to the Eye of Brilliance, which illuminated the world when the Eye of Silver closed and fell asleep. Thus, there was Darkness, and there was Light, and it was all good in those days. 

Twilight giggled mischievously. She dipped her feet in the water, and it swallowed her ankles. A chill went through her body, for the trees had just awoken from their winter sleep, and the air had not yet warmed the water. 

Where the Silver-Eye met the water, the lake was deeper. Twilight looked back at Dawn, who watched her from the shoreline. Like a playful child, she tittered.

“Lo-and-behold!” she said. “I am bathing in my Mother’s Light again. I am forever blessed!” 

She let her feet detach from the mere’s nethermost and swam to the midst of the Eye Mirror. There, she opened the tiny bottle, filled it with the Mother’s Divine, silvery water, and pressed the wooden lid closed. In wonder, she locked gazes with the corresponding Eye in the sky, and an intense warmth spread through her body. The water about her was chilly no more, as if the connection alone had warmed the lake. There, she let her Mother’s presence fill her spirit, and the fire inside her lit, sparked, and twinkled in harmony with the distant stars.

[image: A child sitting on the edge of a lake looking at the moon

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Out of time, she lay there for a while; yet she knew the point of return. Before she reached the shore, she stopped; for there, from behind a tree, Rhaspin’s broad face peeped at her, yet without malicious intent. Twilight knew Trolls always wanted to peek, but this Troll wished not to interrupt the ritual.

“Greetings, Rhaspin,” she said. 

Rhaspin was, after her sister, her closest friend and companion in the entire forest. Both girls knew the Trolls adored them, thinking they were the most pleasant to behold. But Twilight thought the Trolls were even more beautiful than them, with their big, broad noses and sparse, stringy hair falling down their shoulders. The small black eyes were always curious, wandering hither and thither, but what struck the most was their height, making them over three head-lengths taller than the sisters, and their enormous feet, out of proportion, were comical but adorable to behold. Twilight wished she were more like them, save for the fact that they smelled like the southern marshlands.

“Hurry now, hurry!” piped the Troll and stomped his huge, hairy foot. “We must hasten to the Mountain Hall. Old King Sanwë awaits us, and Mother Ishilia, too. She made the tables already. And our cousins from across the forest wide are well on their way. Come along, children of the Sky, before the Golden Eye opens, and all Trolls must be under!” 

Twilight stepped out of the water and jumped up and down to dry before she dressed. Then she carefully tied a ribbon around the moon-filled bottle, placing it around her neck and concealing it under her dress. Thus, for another Eye cycle, she would sense the Mother’s presence next to her heart.

“You, who are so good at counting, Rhaspin, can you tell me how old I am today?”

Rhaspin chuckled and slapped his knee as if Twilight had said something truly comical. "Little Sky-born, have you not asked that question every time the Eye opens?"

“Yes, I am sorry, but I am older now and I have lost count. Tell me!”

The Troll flipped his thick, protruding lips up and down with his meaty finger, making peculiar noises as always when in deep ponder. "They told me you must be... 204 today. Aye, that must be it! That’s how many times the Silver-Eye has opened since you were born to us.” Then he quickly and anxiously added, “But you’re still a child, mind you. Never forget!”
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“You are so smart, Rhaspin,” said Twilight in a voice full of awe. She still did not understand, but it mattered not.

Then Rhaspin stomped his foot again. “No more questions until after dinner,” he said impatiently. “We must now go! Hurry, hurry!”

Thus, he swiftly set forth north through the Enchanted Forest, closely heeled by the two sisters. The night was not yet old, but Twilight understood the Troll’s impatience. For when the Golden Eye opened in the sky, all Trolls must be back in their caves, where the Brilliance could not reach them. After all, Trolls were not Sky-born; therefore, the Eye of Gold was too brilliant and powerful for them, turning them into stone. 

Many birthdays ago, this happened to poor boy Thidden and young girl Esmalda. Whenever Twilight thought about them, blue tears rolled down her cheeks. Young and innocent, they were. But Trolls, while growing up, could be mischievous and disobedient toward their parents. Too late, they must have realized the dawn drew near, but before they reached a cave, the Brilliant Eye opened, and they turned to solid rock where they stood.

Twilight grew up with the two unfortunate Trolls and played with them often. When the terrible news reached her, she wept for forty Brilliances and forty Darknesses; that was how much she missed them. Many Trolls came to comfort her, prattling anxiously with each other and themselves while pacing back and forth, devastated to see her so sad. The Trolls, too, had been miserable over the deaths, but having short memories, they often still wept after forgetting why they were sad. Then they wept some more because they had forgotten.

To this day, Thidden and Esmalda stand petrified in the western part of the woods, holding hands, never again to move and play, for Trolls were not reborn. Twilight never went near that location, and neither did Dawn, who missed the youngsters just as much. 

That was the first and only time Twilight and Dawn had seen death. Little did they know it would not be the last. 

Twilight popped out of her thoughts. Here and there, as the three night-striders treaded forth, clusters of sheer birches and linden formed groups, birthing their newly born spring leaves that glowed and glimmered under the pale skylight. They emitted a sweet fragrance, particularly potent in the dark, and east of east, far in the yonder, a lonesome owl hooted.

“What are we having for dinner, Rhaspin?” asked Twilight, again filled with anticipation as they rushed down the path.

“Oh, all the good stuff and some of the best stuff that is of the good stuff, and more, if this makes sense,” said the Troll with confidence.

“Of course, it makes sense,” said Twilight, not grasping a word. “I can’t wait.”

“There will be presents, too.” 

“What will they be?”

The Troll giggled. “Patience, little one. It’s a secret, silly.” Twilight knew Rhaspin had already forgotten what the presents were.

Above the trees, Trollhorn rose. In the pale light, the mountaintop dwelt in shadows and mist from the Great Waters far away. This might have looked haunting to some, but to Twilight and her sister, it was Home. Inside mounds and mountains, the Trolls slept while the Eye of Brilliance, with its gilded shine, was open. 

Trolls never commemorated their own, for they knew not how, and they were ignorant about when to celebrate. Yet they loved to glorify the girls and always remembered their birthdays because of the signs in the sky. Twilight and Dawn had no true parents, except the Silver-Eye or the Eye of Brilliance, and although they knew they both looked different from the Trolls, it never bothered them. All grown Trolls were their parents, and the young Trolls were their playmates. The Sky-born loved them all.

† † †
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When the threesome arrived at Trollhorn, Trolls in large numbers were approaching from the east, west, north, and south, clomping into the cave in great haste. Although they celebrated Twilight and Dawn often, it was never boring to them—each time as if it were the first, and the Troll’s enthusiasm always delighted the girls.

“Hurry, hurry,” said Rhaspin as he waved his long arms, signaling they must quickly enter the thick stone door, welcoming and wide open in the mountainside. “We must all soon be under. You know we must!”

Twilight understood that since Thidden and Esmalda turned to stone, all Trolls were extra anxious about staying out too late. 

The cavern extended further into the mountain, and it was full of Trolls who were ruffling and muttering as they pushed and ran into each other in the narrow passages. Still, when they noticed the girls, they slowed their pace and became extra cautious; their faces breaking into wide grins.

The entire grotto was familiar to Twilight, for she and Dawn had been there often. After the Brilliant Eye closed each time, the girls could only momentarily meet with the Trolls in the forest, for when the Trolls were active in the woods during darkness, the girls had to sleep. Trolls slept only briefly in their caves when the Golden Eye was open, and during the rest of the Brilliance’s shine, they did household chores inside, cooking and looking after their young. It was during this time that she and Dawn visited them. 

But when the Mother opened her Silver-Eye in full and the Eye of Brilliance went into slumber, she and Dawn did not sleep, for the love that beamed from the Eye was so intense that it was impossible to do so. When not even the Silver-Eye was open, and complete darkness encompassed the Enchanted Forest, Twilight and Dawn often fell asleep under a tree or by a lake. Sometimes, Twilight woke up briefly before the light of dawn, and when she looked about, there was a Troll or two peeking out behind trees or lying flat on top of mounds and hills, watching the girls sleep, tinkling and whispering between each other. They knew not that she witnessed them with eyes half closed. Twilight then smiled to herself: They never grow weary of watching us. Then she felt safe and fell back asleep. And when the Brilliance embraced the land, Dawn and she wandered through the woods, singing, dancing, talking, and mingling with their friends, including animals, trees, and elementals. Thus was their existence in the Enchanted Forest.

† † †
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As they stomped and strode farther and farther into the mountain, the torches hanging in holders spread their flickering light along the cave walls. The Troll’s abode was so different from life in the forest. Here, there were no animals, no trees, no brooks, no hills or lakes—only granite from which the Trolls were molded. Gone was the vivid fragrance of the magic forest, replaced with a swampy, trollish odor that Twilight had gotten used to since early childhood, a scent she had learned to love. 

Twilight grabbed Rhaspin’s enormous hand, and half her forearm vanished inside his cupped fist. Dawn quickly grabbed his other hand.

“Oh dear,” the Troll complained. “Now I have no arms left to swing.” But Twilight knew he loved it.

Suddenly, the tunnel widened, and they entered a gigantic hall in the mountain’s heart. A crowd of Trolls was assembled, chatting and chuckling at each other’s silly jokes and elusive stories that made no sense, and at the far end of the hall sat old Sanwë, the great King of the Mountain Hall, on an erected throne of granite, above the heads of even the tallest Troll. Twilight remembered Sanwë from when she was a little girl. He looked so much older now: his back was bent, his long, streaky hair was white, and deep wrinkles filled his dark yellow face after too much pondering. He held a long, thick wooden staff as a walking stick. Across the Great Hall, long stone tables lined the space, and even the chairs were made of granite. Mother Ishilia moved between the tables in a great hurry, placing enormous pots on each of them with the help of the youngsters, who were earnest and eager to be of importance.

Then Mother Ishilia stepped back, and there were the Trolls, sniffing and peeking into the pots. Twilight’s nose picked up on the familiar smell of the vegetable soup Mother Ishilia was so famous for making, especially for Twilight on her birthdays. 

To honor the day, Mother Ishilia had dressed up for the party: she wore silver earrings on long silver strings hooked into her drooping earlobes, and she had, which was rare, neatly combed her thin, yellow hair for the occasion, and on her head sat a white, nodding hat sewn directly onto a long, red cape. All the holes in the cape she had quickly and casually covered with patches to make it look extraordinarily pretty. The same thing with her trousers, but she forgot to cover a big hole in her left knee. 

She locked eyes with Twilight and gave her a warm smile.

“Before we eat, there are birthday presents,” she said, her hands hidden behind her back.

Twilight jumped in her chair. It was just as exciting each time, although she always knew what she would get. Proudly, Mother Ishilia showed her hands, holding a little treasure box (it was little from a Troll’s perspective but sizeable in Twilight’s eyes). The box was carved from oak and decorated with many tiny precious stones in rainbow colors after the Mother’s Eye had wept a flood of tears over the forest. The Mother Troll put it on the table before the birthday-girl and took two steps back, clasping her palms together in anticipation.

“You can have what is inside. But I must keep the treasure box for next time,” she said firmly, making her statement sound exquisitely important.

The Hall was silent, jaws dropped, and all eyes were on Twilight. She studied the box for a moment to prolong the excitement, and then she curiously opened it, gasping while everyone in the Hall held their breath. She leaned forward, trying to get a glimpse of what was inside. There lay the most gorgeous necklace of pure silver, a symbol of Twilight’s bond with the Great Mother’s Silver-Eye. And lo! It was an exact copy of the necklace she had received on her previous birthday and the birthday before that. Hidden in a safe place near Silvermere, she had a stash of identical necklaces, each received on previous birthdays. But she usually kept one pair around her neck to show her gratitude when mingling with her Troll friends.

The Mountain Hall remained silent, all eyes fixed on the birthday child as she put the necklace on, first holding it up for everyone to see. Then the Trolls clapped their massive hands so hard that it was deafening, amplified by endless hurrahs.

“See, Mother Ishilia,” Twilight said with a sunny grin. “Now I am wearing two necklaces!”

Mother Ishilia nodded enthusiastically. “Aye, just as you did on your last birthday. They are so pretty on you, and I made them from what is in the treasure chest, you see. And the strings that hold it, I embroidered myself.”

“Thank you, Mother Ishilia,” Twilight said, “and thank you to all my friends here and all the living in the forest outside, animals and plants, who know my birthday. I am so happy!” 

“Oh, you look lovely,” Mother Ishilia said, giggling and tilting her head.  

Then the Mountain King hammered his cane to the floor, and the Trolls stopped chatting, one after the other. The hammering was the signal for the feast to begin, and the Trolls ran into each other to get seats at a table faster than anyone else. Twilight and Dawn, tiny as they were, must wait until everybody sat so that no one would run them over. When noticing that the birthday child was still standing while they were seated, the Trolls covered their eyes with their hands, ashamed of being so selfish.

But as soon as the girls sat down, the Trolls immediately forgot their shame and eagerly dug into the food. They did not bother using the wooden ladles to scoop the soup, instead cupping their hairy hands to make much larger spoons. Thus, they filled their palms and repeatedly splashed the soup onto their dishes, filling them up and making hungry noises. Often, they bumped into each other to be the first to the pot. The tables were soon soaked with spilled soup, which was in perfect order. 

Mother Ishilia knew better manners, though—at least as far as the girls were concerned. When the Trolls were done messing up, she somberly grabbed the girls’ bowls and used the giant wooden ladle to serve them.

The soup was perfectly spiced, as always when Mother Ishilia took care of the cooking, and the girls ate slowly and with grace. All around, Trolls were slurping and making food noises, ignoring their spoons but using their bowls as mugs, keeping the dishes in their meaty hands, drinking the soup like water. Half of it missed their eager gapes and spilled on their faces and clothes, but none of that seemed to matter, either.

“Look at them! They are adorable,” Twilight said with a grin on her face. “They so much enjoy these festivities.”

“Aye,” said Dawn. “They have looked forward to this since the last time our Mother opened her Silver-Eye. I know it because I have heard them whisper in the woods. But this time, they need not wait for the Silve-Eye to open again: My birthday is soon, and then they may feast again!” 

Twilight tittered. “And so may we.”

Twilight glanced at the enthusiastic Trolls, who probably had already forgotten why they were there, caught up in all the partying as they were, helping themselves with whatever was there.

“They are so different from us in manners and speech,” said Dawn, “but I love them just the same; for they are the kindest and most loving parents one could ever wish for.”

“If it were not for Mother Ishilia, maybe we would be like them?” Twilight suggested. “Remember how she taught us not to be like them?”

Dawn nodded. “I remember. Mother Ishilia always corrected us. Oddly, she is not like the others, but more like you and me.” Then giggling, “... In a way.”

Dawn ate slowly. She always did, but Twilight was even slower. One after the other, the Trolls were done slurping, soup spattering, wiping their messy mouths with the back of their hands, and soundly burping. Continuously clearing their throats and occasionally stomping their feet, they watched the girls eat, impatiently waiting for them to finish soon so they could all dig into the birthday cake.  

When Twilight eventually put her spoon down, the Trolls finally used their ladles, but not to eat with. Instead, they banged them on the table in unison, calling for dessert. Mother Ishilia’s helpers hastily cleared the tables and rushed to the kitchen to prepare one enormous cake for each table.

Twilight and Dawn both gasped. This time, Mother Ishilia had outdone herself. To honor the birthday girl, she placed the gigantic cakes on the tables herself (with some help), and her face flushed with pride. The girls clapped their hands in wonder.

“Oh, mother!” Twilight exclaimed. “Never have I seen such a gorgeous cake!” It was fluffy, and in many colors, and so long and wide that it nearly covered the entire table from one end to the other. 

“I spent a long time with them,” Mother Ishilia said, puffing out her chest. “It has everything you love: cream, strawberries, blueberries, bread, oranges, and, of course, crushed hazelnuts on top.”

The Trolls stomped their feet harder. As soon as Mother Ishilia took a deep breath before continuing talking, they called the break quits and ran for the cakes.

“Wait! Stop!” Mother Ishilia shouted, catching some of them with their wrists buried in the cakes. “Don’t be such slobs! We must salute the birthday child first. You all forgot, did you not?” The Trolls slumped their shoulders and looked down in shame and guilt.

“Aye, we forgot.” 

“We forgot to remember.”

“But we remembered to forget,” said a third Troll, brightening up from his brilliant insight.

“See, that’s much better,” Mother Ishilia said sternly, but with a wink in her eye. “What will the children think of you? C’mon, let’s celebrate her now.”

“Aye, aye!” The Trolls nodded at each other. “Happy birthday, little child!” they said in unison.

“Thank you, everybody! But I’m not so little anymore.”

The hall rang with laughter, and the Trolls patted each other’s backs so hard that some started coughing. “Listen to her,” they chuckled. “Not so little anymore, says she. She will always be little, will she not? She has grown nothing at all in a hundred Eyes.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Twilight said. “I meant I will no longer be a child, but an adult, like most of you.”

The laughter stopped, and the Trolls glanced at each other, looking immensely sad. They frowned, wrinkling their foreheads, shaking and scratching their heads; some rubbing their eyes, others moaning and complaining.

“No, that must not happen,” cried one Troll, and the others chimed in: “Woe to us! You must always be little. What shall we do if you grow up? You will be like us, ugly and tall! Can’t happen, mustn’t happen!”

“Oh, worry not. You will notice no difference. Dawn and I will always be the same, and you will remain our parents. Don’t fret.”

“Promise?”

“Of course! We will stay here, for this is our home, and we will not grow any taller.”

That lifted the mood. “Aye, that’s true, for if you grow taller and older like us, we have no one to peek at when you’re sleeping. We...”

“Teshibar, shame on you!” cried another Troll. The rest of the crew joined the protest, waving their arms. “You were not supposed to say that! Now they know we watch them, and they will never sleep again.” 

Teshibar gasped and put his hand over his mouth, shocked by what he had just said.

Dawn laughed. “It is fine, Teshibar. We already know you are watching us sleep, but it’s because you admire and adore us. You like how we look, that is all.”

“Aye, we just look at what we like,” another Troll said, convinced. “We all do. And we like what we look at. That is what it is. Dawn is right. She’s so smart. That is probably why we watch them.”

“It must be,” the rest of them said, nodding at each other. “You are so short and light on your feet; we are so tall, heavy, and clumsy. That’s why.”

“Stop this nonsense!” said another Troll with a voice so deep and powerful that the entire hall went quiet, save for one or two Trolls who gasped for air. The voice continued, “We are all naïve fools—some more than others. Of course, the girls will grow up and might want to leave the forest one day. You’re all holding them here for your pleasure.”

“Why are you so mean, Glorofin?” a female Troll said. “They are our children, and they belong to us. This is their home, don’t you know it? Their home, and our home...” 

Glorofin stood up tall and watched his companions, one by one, all looking down when he stared them in the eyes. Twilight knew Glorofin, albeit she and Dawn rarely visited with him. They did not dislike him, but he was often stern and grumpy, harsh in speech, but always to the point. He differed from the others and was not as fun to be with. Taller than most, he was wearing a brown knitted hat, pulled down just above his piercing black eyes, sitting deep in his broad and flat yellow face. The girls had never seen his mouth without a frown. 

“You are lying to yourselves!” Glorofin rumbled. “They are not your children, and you know it. Behold them! Do they look like us?”

“Yes...!”

“No!”

“A little!”

Glorofin banged his enormous hand on the table. “Of course, they don’t! They are not Trolls!” A murmur went through the Hall, some wailing in agony, others muttering between their teeth, whispering they hated Glorofin.

“If they are not Trolls, what are they then?” Rhaspin asked, stretching out his lower lip with his fingers in his usual manner.

“The girls know they are not Trolls, and so do you,” Glorofin said. “How many times do I need to remind you? They are humans!”

“Oh, no! How terrible. That can’t be. Not humans!”

“Who could have guessed?”

“Yes, humans,” Glorofin said. “And the girls know that because we told them long ago, did we not?”

“Not so long ago...”

“Did we?”

Glorofin locked eyes with Twilight and said, “It’s your birthday today, and you are right. You are no longer a child. Dawn is even older than you, but I wanted to say nothing until you both were old enough.”

The Trolls protested loudly.

“It’s better not to say.”

“Don’t spoil the party, mean Glorofin.”

“You’ve lied to them since they were little girlings,” said Glorofin. “Time has come to tell ‘em the truth.”

“The truth is a lie!”

“And the lie is the truth!”

“Not so. You stole these little girlings from the cradles of humans. They are not just any humans, but Sky-born, the Arioni. Their race is of the most ancient human species. Not like some other mean humans out there.”

“The other humans are bad—the girlings are good!”

“But that’s not even why you stole them, was it? Was it not because they were pleasant to behold?”

“Aye, like the gold and silver in our treasure chests. We can’t stop watching it... them!”

“So, you stole them from those who protected them when they were even littlier girlings, and for selfish reasons. Just like we steal gold, silver, and precious stones from humans to put in our heavy chests, only to give a few tidbits to the girlings for birthdays.” Mother Ishilia wept and hid her face in her hands.

“The chests are so heavy we can no longer lift them, and the treasures glimmer and shimmer so nicely, don’t they?”

Glorofin bowed before the girls. “I feel bad,” he said. “Maybe I should have told you earlier, but no one wanted me to. They all got so upset...” He raised his head, and Twilight saw tears falling down his cheeks. “I think it’s time for you and Dawn to return to your kind.”

“What?” the Trolls exclaimed.

“No, that’s not kind,” said a Troll who did not quite understand.

“Be quiet, Glorofin!” said another. “Don’t tell them to go!”

Twilight looked at Dawn and saw her tears falling like waterfalls, and her breath was brief and shallow. Then Twilight noticed she was crying, too. And when the Trolls saw them weep, they all started wailing, one louder than the other.

“Woe to us! What will we do without the little ones?”

“Wait!” said Twilight between crying spells. “I am going nowhere. I am staying here...”

“Me too!” said Dawn. “We have no parents outside this forest.”

“But we stole you!” This was the first time Twilight saw Rhaspin weep, and his yellow face turned cherry-red. “We wanted to put you in our treasure chests!”

“No, we only borrowed them, just as we do with human treasure,” another Troll said. “I mean, borrowed for us to keep, of course.”

“We are no fools,” Twilight said. “Of course, we know we are not Trolls, and I know you love us and want to watch us sleep—"

“Only when you can’t see us,” the previous female Troll stated.

“Dawn and I understood we had been taken. So many times, we asked you where we came from, but you always said, ‘From the ground,’ or  ‘You fell from the sky,’ or ‘We found you in a treasure chest.’ We knew that made no sense. But we want to stay, for you are our parents now, and very gentle and kind at that. You have made us feel precious and special, and we are happy here.”

“But do you not miss your parents?” said Sanwë, the Mountain King, in his old, unsteady voice, sitting heavily bent over the table. He had been silent throughout the entire gathering, napping and forgetting to eat. 

Now he was clear and awake.

“No,” Dawn said. “We know of no parents besides our Mother and you. In a sense, I am a Troll, just like all of you.”

Cheers and hurrahs filled the Mountain Hall.

“I knew it! They are Trolls, just like us. You were wrong, Glorofin!”

Twilight laughed between her tears. “No, Glorofin was not wrong. And he means well—”

“Aye, means! You said it: He is mean.”

“No. What he is saying is good, and he cares. But we do not want to leave this forest. It is our home and life, and we are safe among you. We know little about the world outside the trees, aside from what we have been told. And little do we know whether the Mother’s Eyes are watching outside our forest. Perhaps her eyes are only here in the forest, watching over us?”

Glorofin dried his tears and snorted.

“I’m glad you stay,” he said. “I have been outside the forest—at least one of us must, for we need to know what is out there, you see. Out there is no fairytale, I must say. It is harsh and strange. I know not whether there is Brilliance, but the Silver-Eye is shining there. Yet there are others. Many others...”

The Trolls moved around in their chairs, looking uncomfortable. “What do you mean? Others?”

“Aye, others. We know there are humans, of course, and there are some Arioni, or so I’ve heard. There are others, too. Something large. Aye, sometimes even larger than us sneaking about outside our world.”

“Oh, no! What do they want?” asked a concerned Troll.

Glorofin shrugged. “Who knows?” 

“Why don’t you know?”

Glorofin frowned and drew his brows together. “How would I know, you fool? However, if they enter the forest, they will not act kindly toward us; that is my take on it. They are not friendly.”

“Will they steal our treasures?”

Glorofin sighed. “Most likely, but that’s not the worst.”

“Not the worst? What could be worse? Did you hear him? Not the worst?”

“Aye, we heard him. Not the worst, he said—”

“Can you stop being stupid for just a moment and shut up so I can talk?” Glorofin barked and waited until the Hall was completely silent, which took a while. “They may harm or kill us and our children—”

“The girlings, too?”

“Aye, the girlings too. And maybe they eat us.” A buzz went through the congregation.

“What are we going to do?” 

“Let’s all hide inside the mountains and seal the doors,” someone suggested.

“No, no,” Sanwë said. “Listen to your King. I may be old and sleepy most of the time, but I can still think.”

“Aye, that’s why you are king. You can think, so we don’t have to.”

“There are other signs,” the King said. “The Griffins in the east have left their island and are soaring over our forest. I have witnessed three of them flying in a group. I knew not what that meant, only that it was a foreboding of something. And now you speak of something east of our home, Glorofin. Are you suggesting monsters?”

The massive Troll nodded, still standing. “Aye, Old King Sanwë,” he said. “Abominable creatures.”

“What d’they look like?” Rhaspin asked. 

“Oh, they look like giant fish.”

“Fish?” said Rhaspin with his wide mouth open. “Like those in the water?”

“Aye. The ones I saw had scales, just like the fish that swim in our lakes, but these that I saw walked on land on two legs. And they looked cruel, as if they would kill and eat anything they came across.”

“Maybe they only looked mean,” Twilight said. “Maybe they are nice.” A wave of panic rushed through her body, and she had little faith in what she had just said. Nothing must ever threaten our enchanted paradise. What if these monsters cut down the trees? Trees are living beings, too. And all the animals? And all my Troll friends...

“Maybe they are just passing by,” Dawn suggested.

“Maybe,” Glorofin said. “But their lurking outside our forest is worrisome. We have little to no defense.”

“Woe to us all!” a Troll cried. “What shall we do now?” Then he hid his face behind his giant palms.

“Be BRAVE, to begin with!” Glorofin said with such impact that most Trolls jerked in their chairs, and the anxious chatter stopped. “You act like little children, all of you. Even the girlings are braver than you.”

“They are?”

King Sanwë cleared his throat and scratched his long potato nose. 

“Glorofin is right,” he said in a gravelly voice. “We can’t act like terrified children. Mind you, nothing has happened yet, and we are still here, free as we are to wander. But we must set out guards at the eastern border from now.”

“Guards?” Rhaspin said, nervously playing with his lip. “We have no guards. Where are the guards?”

“The guards are us, silly!” Glorofin said.

The Trolls mumbled, confused.

“You’re so smart,” someone says, ”but what does it mean?”

“Glorofin is correct again,” said the King. “There are no other guards than us. Perhaps we need many guards on the northeastern edge of our forest and just as many in the southeast to cover the road from both wind directions. Any volunteers?”

The Trolls were looking at their feet, scratching their heads, spinning their heads about, looking sideways and around, and some of them said, “I must go to bed now. I’m so tired after the dinner.”

“I will guard, for one!” Glorofin barked. “And I will pick out the bravest of you cowards to guard with me, even if I must tie you up and drag you there. This is for all of our safety. We have to do this. At least for a while, to see if there are more monsters. If we are lucky, they will not return.”

“Aye!” said Rhaspin, sitting straight, now looking more confident and determined. “I will guard with you, Glorofin, but not until the monsters are gone and we are safe.”

“Then, what good will you be?”

“Listen, listen!” the Mountain King said, trying to regain order. “Glorofin’s plan is good, and I let him pick the best guards. But there is a problem.” He paused briefly and scanned the congregation. “We have no one to guard the border during Brilliance. No Troll would survive the intense light.”

“I will do it!” Twilight said with enthusiasm.

“Me too,” Dawn said.

The Mountain King sat in silence for a long time, folding his forehead and narrowing his brows before speaking. “It could be dangerous,” he said. “And besides, what can two children do? You can’t guard the entire border.”

“May I say something?” Glorofin said.

“Of course.”

“I suggest the guards during the Brilliance, possibly our human children, watch the northeastern borders. The scaly fish monsters I witnessed came from the north, stomping south. If some come from the south, our guards during the Silver-Eye will notice, and then we must reconsider our strategy. Until then, we can only take our chances and have faith in the Mother’s greatness.”

Sanwë sighed. “I dislike sending the girls to the border—it’s not safe, but there is no other way.”

“No, not the little ones!” a Troll wailed.

“Well, do you want to take their place?” Glorofin snapped.

“Uh... No, not me. Maybe Rhaspin?”

“By now, the Brilliant Eye has opened, and we can’t go outside,” Sanwë said. “Yet I do not want the girls to take the first watch. Let us wait until the Brilliant Eye closes next and the Silver-Eye opens. Then Glorofin, together with selected members of our tribe, takes the first watch and reports back to us. Let the girls be present and tell them what to do.”

The Mountain Hall was now so quiet that one could hear a pea fall from a plate.

“Go to sleep now, all of you. It’s late, and the Brilliant Eye is awakening, watching over our forest.”
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His Eminence, Deryk Beliant eyn Umraz, knocked with his staff on the thick oak door to the Superior’s office. Clonk-clonk. Waiting for a reply, he stared at the demonic iron face decorating the door, and it stared back at him as if ready to assault him in the next moment.

It must be bad news. When Superior Wulfgard called, it usually was. Either Beliant had supposedly done something wrong, or the Superior would gift him a task he did not wish for. Hard to know which was worse.

“Who is there?” said a squeaky voice from inside.

“His Eminence, Deryk Beliant eyn Umraz, Your Excellence!”

“Well, enter then!”

Beliant opened the thick door (a significant accomplishment, considering its weight) and stepped into the Superior’s office. Wulfgard sat behind a massive mahogany table, sporting a wrinkled forehead. He was attending to an enormous stack of papers to his left, reaching way over his head. Hissing and cursing, he flipped through them one after another, obviously viewing Beliant’s visit as a distraction. The short man almost disappeared behind the oversized furniture, sitting on a chair that was much too low, and when turning pages, his hands were in line with his plump, red cheeks. Everything at the Farmount Castle was massive and intimidating—the Superior’s office, no less. 

Save for his sturdy, intimidating table, the rest of the office held only two small tables, one as tall as the other was low, and a modest, sloppily white-painted cabinet that wobbled behind the Superior’s back each time he moved around in his chair. The rest of the room was empty, except for numerous extravagant portraits on the walls, reaching 12 feet from floor to ceiling. Portraits of grandiose, high-ranked Court Members and Military men staring into the room, faced down in contempt at the beholder. I’m a fly in a room of spiderwebs. Beliant’s mood decreased with each passing moment.

“Deryk Beliant would have been enough,” Superior Wulfgard croaked, flipping papers at a greater speed. “Don’t bother with your titles from here on. Too frustrating and a waste of my time. I can barely tell whether you’re addressing your titles or mine. Come in and close the door.”
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