



[image: Cover Image]





KING OF THE SCEPTER’D ISLE


Michael G. Coney


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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CASTLE CAMYLIARD


THE TWO GREATEST STORYTELLERS IN ALL ENGLAND came to Castle Camyliard late one autumn afternoon.


“He calls himself king,” said Merlin.


“And why not?” Nyneve regarded the grim bulk of the castle in some awe. “It looks like the kind of place a king would live in. But not me. Not for any title.” She was fifteen years old at that time, still learning about men but already beautiful enough to influence them.


The castle of this western land loomed dark and granite-faced from a breast of broken moorland. From its battlements the gray Atlantic could be seen on three sides, restless, sucking hungrily at the cliffs. North lay Wales, south lay France. Prisoner rocks struggled in the western sea, abandoned by the defeated land. Remains of a sunken Lyonesse could be seen all the way from Land’s End to the Scilly Isles.


England lay to the east of the castle. There the Romans, with troubles at home, had been withdrawing their forces for many years. This made little difference to Camyliard. The Romans had never penetrated this far into Cornwall, and King Lodegrance reigned unchallenged.


“They’ve all started calling themselves king. Every little chief in England. Once the Romans move out, they get delusions of grandeur. Empty-headed peacocks, that’s what they are. What we need is someone strong enough to unite them.” A fine drizzle was falling and Nyneve was anxious to get on, but Merlin had shambled to a halt, gesturing with the willow twig he called a wand. “A leader of men!” he cried, addressing the empty moorland with shrill enthusiasm. “A man of courage and wisdom, with the strength of a lion and the gentleness of a deer.”


“Have you ever seen stags in the rutting season?”


“A female deer, although manly in all other ways. To bring them all together in peace and understanding. A man like—”


“Like you, Merlin?” asked Nyneve skeptically.


“Like Arthur!”


A surprising change came over Nyneve. She flushed and said, “Yes.”


“We will tell the people of Camyliard about Arthur!”


“Well, yes. That’s what we’re here for, remember? And this is about as far as we can get, thank the Lord. After Camyliard we head back home.”


Merlin gazed resentfully at the sea beyond the castle. “These last few weeks have been a wonderful experience for you, Nyneve. I’ve protected you and fed you and sheltered you—”


“And tried to get in bed with me.”


“—and given you the benefits of thousands of years of experience, and …” Her last remark filtered through to him and his voice grew petulant. “And all I’ve asked in return is a little friendship. A little daughterly affection. And what have I received?” He searched his ancient brain for the right word. “Rebuffment.”


“Don’t let’s go into all that again. Come on, Merlin. I’m getting frozen to the marrow standing here. We’ve got another two miles to go, at least.”


By the time they reached the castle it was getting dark. Lanterns cast a sickly yellow light on the wet walls and a cold sea breeze eddied around their ankles. The gulls were silent now, settling down for the night; and sleepy Camyliard goats uttered the occasional complaint from nearby barns.


A guard stepped clanking from the shadows. “Halt!”


“We are halted, for God’s sake. Put that pointed thing down before you hurt someone. I’m Merlin.”


A derisive laugh. “Oh, yes? Cast a spell, then.”


“I will do as I choose. Now let us through. Nyneve and I have come to entertain the castle.”


A sudden change came over the man. He didn’t exactly spring to attention, but he was clearly impressed. “Nyneve? She’s the storyteller. We’ve heard about her.”


“And about me, clearly,” said Merlin, piqued. “Now take us to the king.”


King Lodegrance sat before a cavernous fireplace with his boots off, drinking wine. He was a short, thickset man with the dark hair of the Cornish Celt and a geography of lines on his face that suggested laughter, or cruelty, or both. In a deep chair opposite, his queen gazed at the flames, pale of face and hair, captured from Saxon forebears many years ago and never able to forget it. A handful of favored soldiers lolled about the chamber, attended by servants. A minstrel strummed a lonely air about a lost lass.


“For pity’s sake stop that twanging,” shouted the king. “The night’s bad enough without your whining.” Then he noticed the newcomers. “Come over here and let me look at you,” he commanded. He examined the pair as they stood dripping onto the flagstones. “The girl’s pretty enough. Clean her up and put some decent clothes on her. There’s nothing we can do for the old man, though. By the Lord Jesus, I hope I never get that old. Feed him to the dogs. It’s the kindest thing.”


“I am Merlin!” cried the wizard, outraged.


“They are Nyneve and Merlin,” said the guard. “You know, sire. The storytellers.”


“Oh, yes. I’d heard they were heading this way. Well, you’ve come at the right time.” The lines on his face arranged themselves into a grim smile. “Now we can hang that minstrel. And our daughter is sick. I understand you are some kind of a healer, Merlin. You will have a chance to practice your skills before you entertain us.”


“Certainly,” replied Merlin, trapped.


“Get them cleaned up, then,” commanded the king.


Some time later Nyneve, bathed, scented, and dressed, was led into the king’s presence again. His eyebrows lifted as he took in her black, lustrous hair, her heart-shaped face with its warm brown eyes, and her cuddlesome figure. They’d dressed her in one of the king’s daughter’s dresses, and it was apparent Nyneve was the more rounded of the two. In contrast was Merlin, with sacklike smock and bony ankles. “I trust my robes will soon be available,” said the latter with a pathetic attempt at dignity.


“You look more entertaining like that,” said the king. “But first you must see to my daughter.”


The daughter, Gwen, was a pallid younger version of her mother, lost in a large bed. The bedchamber was vast and smoky, and as Merlin and Nyneve entered, a wad of soot flopped into the fireplace, discouraging the fire but offering compensation in the form of a rook’s nest. The king accompanied them to the bedside.


“Work your miracles, Merlin.”


Merlin took the girl’s limp hand. Her eyes watched him with the docility of a heifer. Her face was thinner than Nyneve’s, the jaw coming to a narrow point. “What seems to be the trouble?” Merlin asked her, hoping for an instant solution to his dilemma.


“That’s for you to find out, Merlin,” snapped the king. He swung around and left.


Merlin turned to Nyneve. “Rule number one is to ask the patient first,” he said.


“The king wouldn’t know that, not being a healer himself,” said Nyneve mischievously.


Merlin laid a hand on the girl’s forehead. “She has no fever.” He took her wrist. “Her pulse is weak.” He pulled down the bedclothes and gazed at the girl’s half-clad breasts, seeking inspiration. He reached out a hand.


“Don’t you dare!” snapped Gwen.


“I’m a healer. I’m accustomed to such things.” His hand hovered over her breast like a vulture, awaiting a sign of weakness.


“I think you’re a filthy old man.”


“You’re right,” said Nyneve. “He is a filthy old man.”


Gwen smiled. “You’re the first human being I’ve seen for months. Get this old fool out of here, will you, and let’s talk.”


Grumbling, Merlin departed. “He’s all right, really,” said Nyneve. “You just have to keep him at arm’s length. It’s his sister Avalona I’m frightened of. Or she may be his mother. I always forget—they’re both so old.”


“How old?” asked Gwen. “I’ve never seen anyone quite so old as him.”


“Thousands of years, so he says. And I believe him, because he knows an awful lot. How old are you?”


“Seventeen. And you?”


“Fifteen. My name’s Nyneve.”


“Fifteen … ?” Gwen regarded her curiously. “You look much older. I mean, you don’t look older, but you seem older. Where are you from?”


“Mara Zion, to the east. It’s a village in a forest, not far from Castle Menheniot.”


“You must have seen an awful lot of the world.” Gwen looked sad. “I’ve seen nothing. I’ve never been farther than the beach in seventeen years.”


“I’ve seen the greataway,” said Nyneve, rather smugly.


“The greataway?”


“It’s up in the sky. It’s all of time and all of space, and it’s huge. All the stars are in it, and Earth too. The stars are suns just like our sun, you know. Avalona took me into the greataway once. She showed me a god up there, called Starquin.”


Gwen, baffled by all this, seized one solid fact. “God is called God.”


“That’s just what the Church tells you. Avalona says the Church doesn’t know what it’s talking about. Do the people in the village here believe in the Church and all that stuff?”


“I don’t know. My father doesn’t like me talking to the villagers.” Gwen sighed. “He says I’m a princess and I should act like one. And that means not having friends in the village, apparently. I expect you have lots of friends in Mara Zion.”


“Not so many.” Now it was Nyneve’s turn for sadness. “Since Avalona and Merlin took me into their cottage, I’ve lost touch with people. I sometimes see Tristan, our local chief, but that’s about all. Except for the gnomes, of course. Avalona encourages me to be friends with the gnomes. She has some kind of a plan for them.”


“Gnomes? We call them piskeys around here. But how can you be friends with them? You can’t even speak to them.”


“I can.” Nyneve stood and walked across to a slit window. The hillside fell away to the unseen sea. The rain had ceased and the wet grass glittered silver in the light from the moons. In a rare coincidence, all three were full: Mighty Moon like a hard-edged coin, Misty Moon watery but still bright, and Maybe Moon a pallid shadow above the other two. Close by a rocky outcrop of granite she could see a ruddy glow. Tiny, shadowy figures sat around a wood fire. It was a gnomish tradition to meet at night and discuss the day’s events. She’d seen such gatherings several times since leaving Mara Zion. It seemed the gnomes were becoming more visible all the time.


“As a matter of fact,” Nyneve said, “my best friend is a gnome called Fang.”


“That’s a funny name for a gnome.”


“His real name’s Will, but he killed a stoat and they renamed him Fang. It’s an honor for a gnome to get a new name like that.”


“But how can you talk to him? We can’t hear gnomes and they can’t hear us. We can hardly see them.”


“There’s a place in Mara Zion where the mushrooms grow in a circle. Avalona tells me it’s because the gnomes’ world and ours meet there like two bubbles touching. She said the atmospheres react and fix nitrogen in the soil—whatever the hell that means—and fertilize the mushrooms. Anyway, I can step through into the gnomes’ world whenever I feel like it.”


This didn’t surprise Gwen, who already considered Nyneve to be omnipotent. “What’s it like in there?”


“Much like this world, except the humans look shadowy and you can’t touch them. The gnomes call us giants, and they call our world the umbra.” She chuckled. “Sometimes I sit in the gnomes’ world and spy on our people. I saw Tristan feeling a girl’s tits once, but then she got frightened and ran away. What a bloody shame! Anyway, he’s in Ireland visiting a woman called Iseult, whom he’s sweet on.”


Gwen was enormously impressed with Nyneve’s worldliness. “Have you ever … made love, Nyneve?”


“Once. With Tristan just after Iseult left. He looked so unhappy and I wanted to cheer him up. It was nice. But then something happened and I haven’t done it since.”


“What happened?”


“Oh …” Nyneve flushed. “It’s ridiculous, really.”


“Go on!”


“Well, Merlin and I have been telling stories to the people in Mara Zion for a little while. Travelers have heard us and the word seems to have gotten around. And suddenly Avalona insisted we come to Land’s End, telling stories on the way. I think she somehow has the idea we’re going to change the whole human race. ‘We are using the stories to make the world see sense,’ “ she said, mimicking in a cracked voice. “You see, the people in the stories are different from real people. They fight a lot, but when they’ve won, they don’t gloat and kill their enemies. They let them go free. And they’re funny about women too. They respect them, and if somebody insults a woman they beat the shit out of him. And they do one another favors, and they trust one another, and they go on quests that last for years. It’s all kind of different, and fun.”


“But what does it have to do with you not fucking?” It was Gwen’s turn to flush as a forbidden word slipped out. She’d never talked like this before.


“Merlin and I have a kind of talent. When we tell the stories, the audience sees them happening, in their minds. I can’t explain it, but you’ll see what I mean later on. This makes the stories seem very real to people. And they’re very real to Merlin and I.


“The hero of the stories is Arthur. He’s the best man that ever was. I know him so well, I dream about him every night, and I can see him and talk to him in my mind whenever I want to. Sometimes when my stepmother is being nasty, or I’m feeling bad about something, I slip my thoughts toward him and there he is, big and strong and gentle. To me he’s real. I could never love anyone else.”


Gwen’s eyes were shining. “What a lovely story! How romantic you are, Nyneve!”


“Yes, aren’t I.” Nyneve noticed Gwen’s heightened color. “You’re looking better.”


“All I need is someone to talk to. I’ve been going crazy all by myself in this castle, ever since Father caught me talking to Jacob in the village. And that was last spring. I’ve begged Father to send me away for a while—there are places where they send daughters of the gentry, and they learn all kinds of things and meet different people. But he says no. He says no to everything these days. He says there’s too much unrest in England for me to travel. He says the Saxons are taking over, and he keeps worrying about someone called Vortigern. To hell with Vortigern, that’s what I say. I want to see the world!”


“Maybe he’d let you come to Mara Zion sometime. You’d enjoy that. A girl can get into all kinds of trouble in Mara Zion. And I could introduce you to the gnomes.”


“Oh, Nyneve. Would you have me there?”


“Of course.” She regarded Gwen thoughtfully. “Are you going to listen to our story tonight?”


“Oh, yes!”


“Like I said, the stories are real. In a way, it’ll be your chance to see something of the world. And it’s a really exciting world, I can tell you. Get dressed, and let’s go downstairs.” She hesitated. “How would you like to be a part of the story yourself?”


“How do you mean?”


Nyneve grinned. “You’ll see.”


King Lodegrance regarded his daughter in amazement. “Merlin, you’ve worked a miracle. And I thought you were an old fraud.”


“Old I may be,” said Merlin with dignity, trying to conceal his equal amazement, “but fraud I am not. There’s a strange magic in these ancient hands.”


Gwen stood before them, fully dressed, a changed girl. “Nyneve says I can go and stay with her in Mara Zion for a while,” she said.


Her father bit back an instant refusal. “We’ll think about it,” he said.


“We’d be happy to have her stay,” said Nyneve.


“Let her go,” said the queen. They were the first words she’d uttered all evening.


“No,” he said automatically. Then, seeing the change in Gwen’s expression, he said quickly, “Not at present. It’s autumn now. I’m not having you spend the winter in some forest hovel. We’ll talk about it in the spring.”


She eyed him closely. “Are you just putting me off?”


He favored her with a rare smile. “No, Gwen. We’ll really talk about it, and I’ll make a few inquiries. And if I get the right answers, you can go.”


“Father!” She threw her arms around his neck. Then she moved away a little, looking into his face. “Why? You hardly know Nyneve.”


“Neither do you.” He glanced at Nyneve, puzzled. “What the hell has come over me? Are you some kind of a witch?”


“Of course not. Merlin thinks he’s a wizard, but I’m just a girl.”


The queen said in flat tones, “Her witchcraft stems from her beauty. Any fool could see that, except my husband.”


“Well, I think it’s about time Gwen saw something of the world,” said the king, “and she can’t come to much harm in Mara Zion. It’s only two days’ ride away. Vortigern’s never come that close—and if he did, Baron Menheniot’s more than a match for him. They say there’s a new fellow on the way up too. Name of Tristan. I daresay you’ve heard of him, Nyneve.”


“He has a magic sword,” said Nyneve. “Merlin made it. It’s called Excalibur. It’s such a good sword that we use it in the stories.”


“A sword with a name? That’s not a bad idea.” He glanced at his own weapon, leaning against the fireplace. “I think I’ll call my sword Charles. Charles is a dignified kind of name. Anyway”—he recalled himself to the business at hand—”time’s getting on. You people have a reputation as storytellers. So tell your story.”


He settled back in his chair, gulping wine and gazing expectantly at Nyneve.


She walked to the center of the chamber and looked around. “Here will be fine,” she said after a moment. “And you bring that chair over and sit beside me, Merlin. I’ll stand. We’ll go over what we rehearsed last night, except I want to make one or two changes to my part. You don’t have to worry about that.”


“Who’s in charge of this story, that’s what I’d like to know,” grumbled Merlin, setting down his chair heavily and slumping into it. He still wore the washed-out smock, but he’d put on his conical hat to try to enhance his presence.


“This is the story we’ve been telling in Mara Zion,” Nyneve told the audience. “Avalona and Merlin started it, and I joined in soon after. It’s not like a normal story, because we’ve hardly invented any part of it ourselves. It just comes into our minds like a dream. It’s a very real story and it follows its own path—we hardly guide it at all. It seems to have no end, although Avalona says it will finish thirty thousand years in the future.


“Sometimes I think it is real,” she confided. “Avalona talks about happentracks—you know, other worlds near our world, like where the gnomes live—and I sometimes think the world of Arthur really exists on another happentrack very close to ours. Because sometimes we put real people into our stories, and they fit perfectly. And that tells me Arthur’s world can’t be far away. Tonight I want to put a real person in.” She smiled at Gwen.


She brought her audience up-to-date on the saga as it had unfolded so far. She told them of King Uther Pendragon and his desire for the beautiful Igraine, and the underhanded way he got her into bed. She spoke of the birth of Arthur, then Merlin took over and described his part in teaching the boy. The audience listened attentively because the couple spoke so well; but this was ordinary storytelling, nothing more. Then Nyneve introduced the Sword in the Stone.


“When matins were over, the archbishop led his congregation out into the yard. Here was a marble block with an anvil in it, into which had been thrust a beautiful sword. Letters of gold were inscribed on the anvil:




WHOSO PULLETH OUTE THIS SWERD OF THIS STONE AND ANVYLD IS RIGHTWYS KYNGE BORNE OF ALL BRETAGNE.





That’s what it said.”


And there was a sudden restlessness in her audience, and cries of astonishment.


“I can see it,” said someone. “By the Lord Jesus, I can see the Sword in the Stone!”


The chamber had become a theater. “The nobles all tried to pull it out,” cried Nyneve, and her audience saw a succession of grunting, sweating men laying hands on the handle, pulling, jerking, cursing, turning away in disgust. The men were real, with faces and hopes and families, and the audience knew all this. A murmur of wonder arose. This was better than a troupe of traveling players. It was better than anything they’d ever experienced before. It was also a little frightening.


“She’s a witch,” a voice cried.


“I don’t care if she is!” shouted King Lodegrance. “Don’t interrupt!”


Now Merlin took over, taking the part of the archbishop. “Nobody will ever move this sword,” he cried. “You’re all wasting your time. We will hold a tournament on New Year’s Day to decide who will be king!”


And the audience saw winter close over the land, and they felt the Siberian winds blow.


The knights gathered for the tournament, helmeted, armored, and armed. Slipping easily into the part of Sir Kay, Merlin said, “Arthur, I’ve left my sword behind at our lodgings. Go and fetch it for me, there’s a good fellow.”


“Certainly, brother,” said Nyneve.


She walked a few paces across the chamber, but her audience saw a young man walking through the streets of London. She stopped, and Arthur stopped. Before him was a marble slab with an anvil and a sword protruding from it.


“Then he caught sight of the sword stuck in the stone, and thought it was worth trying to pull it out. The marble slab sat in the churchyard under the trees, glowing in the January sunlight. There was a sound like angels singing. Arthur’s hand tingled as he touched the sword.”


Nyneve had told this part of the story before, so the words came easily, as did the visions. She felt her heart pounding as she said, “He took hold of the sword. He braced his foot against the rock. And then … he drew the sword out easily, as if it had been embedded in butter. For a while he stood with it in his hand.”


The audience saw the sunlight on his auburn hair, and they heard the angels—which might have been birds—singing. And because they saw everything, felt everything, and knew everything, they knew he hadn’t even seen the words on the anvil, and had no idea what a wonderful moment this was. He felt glad that he’d found a sword for Sir Kay, his foster brother; and that was all.


Arthur took the sword back to Sir Kay and the revelation took place, and the audience felt just as amazed as the characters in the story, even though they already knew it was the sword. They shared the emotions, they shared the joy. “So they crowned him king of all England,” said Nyneve. “Nobody disputed him. It was right and proper.”


Nyneve gave her audience a chance to relax, describing in words the subsequent events, giving them occasional glimpses of battles and tournaments, but saving the next big event for Gwen.


“A king should marry,” said Merlin eventually. “England needs a queen. Tell me, Arthur, is there anyone you have in mind?”


The transition from narrative to action was smoothly done. Nyneve became Arthur in the audience’s eyes, talking to an ancient magician of somehow greater stature than the real-life Merlin before them. That was one of the secrets of the story’s appeal. Everybody was a little larger than life. “I love Guinevere,” said Arthur, “the daughter of King Lodegrance of the land of Camyliard. She is far and away the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”


“That’s good,” said Merlin. “It saves me having to find someone for you. That kind of quest is doomed to failure before it starts. Now, I know you’ve made up your mind, but I have to tell you—Guinevere will cause you grief. The time will come when she’ll fool around with a fellow called Lancelot. When that happens, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


“I’ll take my chances,” said Nyneve. “Go and break it to Lodegrance, Merlin, and bring Guinevere to me.”


Then came the most amazing part of the performance, as though the audience hadn’t had enough to marvel at. In their minds, they followed Merlin on a journey that culminated with the arrival at Camyliard and an audience with King Lodegrance. They saw Merlin walk into the same chamber in which he now sat. And they saw Lodegrance in their minds, and in reality at the same time.


And then: “This is my daughter Guinevere,” said the vision of the king.


Into the chamber walked a fair, pale girl.


The real Gwen smiled, enchanted. “Bravo!” murmured the real Lodegrance.


“I can see why King Arthur is in love,” said Merlin. “Your daughter is the fairest lady I have seen in all England.”


“Thank you, Merlin. I find myself well satisfied with the match too. Arthur is a worthy man for Gwen’s hand. Indeed, he could have all my lands, if he needed them. But he has enough land of his own, so I will give him something else.”


“And what is that, Sire?”


“It is the Round Table, which Uther Pendragon gave me. It seats a hundred and fifty knights. I can let Arthur have a hundred knights to go with it, but I’m fifty short after beating off the Irish last autumn. I’m sure Arthur can raise the other fifty.”


“Arthur will be highly pleased,” said Merlin, and departed.


It took a fortnight to prepare for the departure of Guinevere and the hundred knights. The villagers set to work with a will, seamstresses working on Guinevere’s wedding dress, ostlers preparing the horses and harness, carpenters dismantling the Round Table and loading it into carts. Meanwhile in the castle there was a fortnight of feasting and celebration, music and dancing, and Guinevere was the belle of the occasion.


By the time Guinevere and her escort departed, Nyneve’s audience was as exhausted as if they’d danced for a fortnight themselves.


The storytellers fell silent. The images faded. The audience returned to the present, blinking like people coming in from the dark.


“That was amazing,” said King Lodegrance.


“Wonderful,” Gwen sighed.


“But I must tell you I never knew King Uther, if there was such a man; and I have no Round Table.”


“It’s just a story,” said Nyneve, “I think. But it’s had quite an effect on people. Tristan’s based his whole behavior on it, and built a Round Table himself. Even Baron Menheniot’s introduced the idea of chivalry to his court. With some difficulty, because they’re a rough bunch of people. Anyway, it seems to be spreading around, the way Avalona hoped it would. Or,” she said, correcting herself, “the way Avalona knew it would. She knows everything.”


“Well …” The king yawned and stretched thick arms. “It’s long past midnight. I must thank both of you for a very entertaining evening. You lived up to all the reports I’d heard.”


“Are you going to continue the story tomorrow night?” asked Gwen.


“We must leave in the morning,” said Merlin testily. It was well past his bedtime, and lack of sleep made him irritable.


“I’ll tell you the rest when you come to Mara Zion, Gwen,” said Nyneve.


She awakened the next morning to gray daylight and a tap on the door.


“Who’s that?” She’d bolted the door in case Merlin came shuffling into her chamber during the night, on the pretext of sleepwalking.


“It’s me, Gwen. I’ve brought your clothes. They’ve been washed and dried.”


Nyneve unfastened the door. Gwen was dressed and, Nyneve was pleased to see, looking much brighter than yesterday. “Come in. I think I must have overslept. Telling the story often does that to me.”


Gwen sat on the bed while Nyneve pulled on her clothes. “The story. How does it end?”


“I told you. I don’t know.” In the cold light of day, Nyneve was beginning to regret her impulse in inviting this girl to Mara Zion. Without the lamplight to flatter her, Gwen had a vapid look. “Last night was as far as the story’s gotten so far,” she explained, relenting.


“Do you suppose they really do get married?”


“I suppose so.”


“This Arthur. He’s so real. I … I dreamed about him last night, Nyneve. He’s very handsome, isn’t he? It’s difficult to believe he doesn’t exist. I mean, how could everything be so exact?”


“I told you last night. I have a suspicion that it might be a real world on a different happentrack.” Looking out of the window, Nyneve saw the tiny, half-seen figures of gnomes flitting about their business. Obviously they had a village here; some of their dwellings were probably under the castle. The umbra: that was what the Mara Zion gnomes called the shadowy worlds of other people. You could see people in the umbra—just—but you couldn’t hear them. When she got back, she must ask her friend Fang. Apart from her own world, had he ever glimpsed any other world in the umbra—a world of chivalry and honor, peopled by humans?


And if she could step through the fairy ring into Fang’s world, could she perhaps take a further step into Arthur’s …?


Suddenly she was impatient to get back to Mara Zion.


“Arthur—” Gwen began.


“You’d better forget about Arthur,” said Nyneve, more sharply than she’d intended.


Gwen said, “You’re jealous, aren’t you!”
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WORLD-SHAKING EVENTS IN MARA ZION


IN THOSE FAR-OFF DAYS THE ROMAN EMPIRE WAS MEN-aced on all sides by barbarians. The Vandals, the Suevi, and the Burgundians had attacked Gaul in the early part of the century, and Alaric, King of the Visigoths, had besieged Rome itself. Small wonder that the Empire had begun to withdraw its troops from Britain.


In the Scepter’d Isle itself, the old ways were changing. Scottish, Pictish, and Anglo-Saxon raiders swept across the land, bringing new fears and new ways of life. Appeals to Rome fell on deaf ears. By the middle of the century the Great King, Vortigern, ruled most of England with the aid of Anglo-Saxon mercenaries. They held the Picts and Scots at bay, and some measure of prosperity returned to the land.


Then came the Saxon revolt in Kent, led by Hengist and Horsa. Vortigern’s empire fell apart. The last remnants of civilized Roman rule came under siege as faction fought faction. Anglo-Saxon mercenaries fought for all sides, and many Britons fled to their hill forts, to the forests, and to the farthest corners of the land. The old aristocracy of Roman Britain struggled to unite against the mercenaries—but they lacked a leader. …


*  *  *


In a cottage in the forest of Mara Zion, an old woman explored the future.


Her two companions, Nyneve and Merlin, had been sent away for a month while Avalona pondered. Mara Zion was a small place in relation to the galaxy and the infinite great-away; but it was the place where she lived and worked. And she had a great Purpose that was incalculably more important than a handful of warring savages, because it affected every time and every place. She could not tolerate this local unrest. It would not be allowed to continue.


The seeds had been sown. The legend of Arthur—and so far it was no more than that—had spread across the country. Nyneve and Merlin had done a good job with the modicum of talent she’d supplied. It hadn’t been difficult. Humans were credulous creatures, and in their minds an alternative world had been created: a world of chivalry and honor, yet a world of violence and bloodshed and death. A world where men would die for their king or their principles, and where their women would encourage them and bury them. A simple world where right conquered wrong. Camelot.


So now people were looking around for a strong leader to unite the factions, restore peace to the land, and hold it against invaders. A leader they could respect; a leader of principle; a just and honorable leader.


A leader like Arthur, for instance.


For the present time, and for a certain time of hideous danger in the far distant future, Arthur was the man Avalona and England needed.


But Arthur was two happentracks away.


Avalona examined the happentracks. On the nearest was an Earth that for a long time had been empty of animals. Then, thousands of years ago, a gentle space-faring race had seen it and sent down several exploratory parties of small bipeds. They were still there, tailoring their Earth for full-scale colonization.


And one happentrack beyond lay the world of Arthur, its history molded to suit Avalona’s purposes. Underpopulated, simple, waiting to be put to her, use.


Unusually, these two happentracks had not continued to diverge after the original branchings. Quite the opposite had happened. They had converged to the point that two of them could actually see each other, faintly. And all of them could see one another’s moons. All that was required was the finishing touch.


Avalona concentrated. …


Two days’ ride east of Castle Camyliard lay a stretch of rolling moorland topped by a pinnacle called Pentor. If you walked due south from the moor at the time of our story, you would pass through the forest of Mara Zion on your way to a cliff-girt beach. If you then picked your way over the rocks at the base of the western cliffs for a distance of perhaps two hundred yards, you would find a cave. If you looked closely at a point about a foot from the ground, where the limpet-encrusted rocks disappeared into the blackness within, you would see a pair of eyes. The eyes belonged to a gnome named Pong.


The time of the year was spring, several months after the journey of Nyneve and Merlin.


After a long and breathless wait, Pong emerged into full daylight.


He was of medium height as gnomes go, stockily built, his normally cheery face a mask of apprehension as his eyes darted this way and that. He wore heavy leather knee-length boots, into which were tucked thick linen pants of faded blue; a heavy, knitted black sweater with a roll neck; and on his head the traditional conical red cap was firmly jammed.


Pong looked like what he was: a sailorgnome with a secret dread. Poised for flight, he scanned the beach.


The subject of his dread was not in sight, however. He relaxed, stretched, smiled at the early-morning sunshine, sniffed the salt-laden air, savored the warm breeze on his face, and heard the scrunch of a footstep on the pebbles.


With a squeal of fright he whirled around and darted back into the cave.


A shelf ran along the west wall of the cave. Pong scrambled onto this, burrowed into a pile of blankets, drew his feet to his chest, and lay motionless. Soon he heard footsteps again, slightly louder than the beating of his heart. They echoed off the roof of the cave, approaching. In his terror, Pong fancied he could hear the chattering of giant mandibles, and the clicking of pincers limbering up for a grab.


“Hello?”


“Yah!” Pong let out an involuntary yell of horror.


“Is anybody there?”


“Yes. Certainly. Yes.” It dawned on Pong that the voice was a gnomish one, rather than the roar of crustacean hunger that he’d imagined it to be. “Very much so,” babbled Pong, sliding down from his shelf to greet the newcomer. “Welcome, welcome. My humble abode. Don’t often get visitors. Lovely day.”


“It certainly is.” The two gnomes moved out into the sunlight and scrutinized each other.


Pong decided that this was the most pleasant gnome he’d ever clapped eyes on. The newcomer’s boots were smeared with sheep dung, his pants worn and stained, his jacket ill-fitting, and his cap a curious color suggestive of decay. He had narrow, sneaky eyes and a bulbous nose. When compared to Pong’s secret dread, however, he was a fine-looking figure of a gnome.


“You’re a stranger to Mara Zion,” said Pong.


The other held out his hand. “Bart o’ Bodmin.”


Pong returned the clammy grasp. “They call me Pong the Intrepid.”


“Oh? Why?”


In later years Pong was to identify that as the moment when he first had misgivings about the character of Bart o’ Bodmin. It was bad manners to question another gnome’s name. Sometimes a name was hereditary, like Hal o’ the Moor, whose ancestors had always lived at Pentor. Sometimes a name was earned, like Pong’s friend Fang, who rid the forest of a fearsome beast. But once the name was bestowed, it stuck, and was carried into history by gnomish Memorizers. It was never challenged.


“I undertake perilous voyages on the seas,” said Pong coldly, waving an arm at the sunny water. “What do you do?”


“I am a Memorizer.”


“You’re a long way from home. Shouldn’t you be back at Bodmin, memorizing local history?”


“We’re trying to get away from the concept of the parochial Memorizer, back in Bodmin,” said Bart. “Gnomish history is more than a few scattered groups each going its own way. Gnomish history”—here his eyes took on a visionary gleam—”is an eternal and wondrous thing, spanning the galaxy. But gnomish history must be integrated, otherwise future historians will be not be able to make any sense of it. We must seek to portray the great sweep of our heritage, unified and glorious!”


“So you have a lot of traveling to do, Bart.” Like all gnomes, Pong was proud of gnomish history. The immensity of Bart’s mission deserved his respect. “Where’s your rabbit? It will need feeding and watering.”


“The bugger ran out on me,” complained Bart. “And now I must continue on foot.”


“I believe Jack o’ the Warren has good riding rabbits,” suggested Pong. “He lives in the forest.”


“You must give me the directions,” said Bart. “But meanwhile I need to rest.” He sat down with his back to a rock. “Tell me about Mara Zion, Pong.”


Something caused Pong to prevaricate. As Bart’s narrow features squinted up at him, it seemed they had an almost ratlike appearance. “There’s nothing I’d like better,” he said, “but I have work to do. There is kelp to be cut, and the tide is right. I must launch the boat.”


“A perilous voyage,” said Bart thoughtfully, gazing at the sea. “Would you consider taking me along? I need to learn about Mara Zion customs.”


Like most gnomes, Pong was a sociable fellow. Living in his isolated cave, however, he didn’t often get visitors. Occasionally a gnome would drop by to barter for edible seaweed. More often Fang would come, to bring him up-to-date on the latest happenings in gnomedom. But in general the sailorgnome’s life was a lonely one, so he was not in the habit of turning away company.


“I’d be glad of your help.” He cast a knowledgeable eye at the sea. “It looks as though it might blow up from the east, but the kelpbed’s not far offshore. We can run for shelter if the weather worsens.” He smiled at Bart, his earlier misgivings allayed. Sailing was a much less terrifying proposition when you had a crew on board.


Together they pushed out Pong’s tiny craft. It was fashioned from birchbark pegged to a willow frame and had been known to carry as many as three gnomes in reasonable safety. It had been built by Pong’s grandfather, Pew the Valiant, several hundred years ago. “We are a courageous breed,” Pew had said, staring into Pong’s eyes searchingly, “except for your father, who ran away inland soon after you were born, the coward. Look after the boat, Pong, and guard our way of life. It is your sacred trust, now that your father has deserted us.” And then he had died, leaving the echo of his words in Pong’s memory.


The boat was dry with lack of use, and consequently light. It wobbled alarmingly as Bart followed Pong aboard. Then Pong hoisted the tiny sail and they began to tack into the light onshore breeze.


Bart was watching the sky, a puzzled expression on his face. “What’s all that stuff up there?” he asked.


“Stuff?”


“Silver stuff. Like clouds, only faster.”


“Oh, that,” said Pong carelessly. “That’s just the umbra.”


“The umbra?”


“Don’t you have the umbra in Bodmin?”


“We have the umbra like you wouldn’t believe! The Bodmin umbra is the talk of Cornwall. It’s enough to rot your socks off. Giants live in it.”


“They do here too. But the level of the sea is higher in their world than ours. So what you see in the sky is the underside of their waves. You get used to it,” Pong said offhandedly, aware that Bart was impressed by the peculiar sight. He scanned the shoreline. “Look, there’s a giant now.”


Against the solid background of the cliff, a spectral figure moved. Several times the height of a gnome, it climbed over rocks as insubstantial as itself. Once it jumped back as though avoiding a ghostly wave. It bent down, picking something up and putting it into a bag. Finally it walked up the beach and disappeared into the forest.


“A giantish woman,” observed Bart. “They’re much bigger in Bodmin.”


“There’s a school of thought in the forest,” said Pong carefully, not wishing to appear stupid to this knowledgeable gnome, “that believes the umbra is getting closer.”


“Funny you should say, that. I can remember a time, oh, a couple of centuries ago, when you could hardly see the umbra at all. But these days”—Bart regarded the forest thoughtfully—”it’s as though you could almost reach out and touch the giants.”


“My friend Fang thinks the umbra will join our world soon. He knows a giant who can step from the umbra into gnomedom, just like that! Her name’s Nyneve. Fang says she’s very nice. It’s a pity the other giants aren’t like her, he says. But the Miggot—he takes care of the Sharan—he said it’s the thin end of the wedge. He says before long our world will be full of giants, fighting and breeding! It’ll be the end of gnomedom, the Miggot says.”


If Pong had been more perceptive, he might have noticed a shrewd gleam in Bart’s eyes at the mention of the Sharan. “The Miggot, eh?” Bart said thoughtfully. “Is he pretty much of a fool, this Miggot?”


“Oh, no, Bart. He’s probably the cleverest gnome in Mara Zion. But for some reason he doesn’t like Nyneve. Nyneve says the umbra is another world, just like ours. She says it’s just a different … happentrack. That was the word she used, so Fang says.”


Bart snorted. “It’ll be a sticky end for your friend Fang, mark my words. It’s a rash gnome who fools with giants.”


The breeze fell away and the boat slid to a stop, barely rocking on the flat, bright sea. Pong had the strangest feeling that the world was waiting for something. The air felt electric, and the hairs of his beard seemed to prickle and come alive. The umbral waves thickened overhead, and an unexpected crackling made him jump. A bolt of lightning struck the sea half a mile away, raising a cloud of steam. Pong glanced at the sky fearfully. “Better get the mast down,” he muttered.


Bart was leaning forward, in the process of fixing Pong with a penetrating stare. His eyebrows bristled compellingly. “But no matter how bad things get, Pong, my new friend,” he said, “we need have no fear. The Gnome from the North will be with us.”


“The … ?”


“The Gnome from the North. Our guardian and savior. Surely you remember the legend of the gnome who came from the north, dressed all in forest green, riding a rabbit white as snow?”


“Oh, that gnome,” said Pong, baffled. “I think perhaps we should lower the sail. I don’t like the look of this.”


“When times were at their blackest, when gnomes were dying of plague and pestilence, when the crops failed and the very harvest mice turned savage, in rode the Gnome from the North, Pong.”


“On a rabbit white as snow,” repeated Pong absently, slackening the halyard. The sail came down with a rush, blanketing Bart.


“Exactly,” continued the muffled voice. “ ‘Follow me south, gnomes,’ he said, and he led the gnomes out of their sorrow and despair, to a land where the rivers flowed with honey, and the trees were heavy with golden fruit.”


“How could you keep yourself clean, if the rivers flowed with honey?” Pong jerked at the mast while lightning began to crackle closer. The umbral waves were like heavy clouds now, low and overpowering.


“It’s a legend, Pong,” shouted Bart irritably, trying to fight his way out from under the sail. “You must look for the meaning within yourself.”


“There’s a gnome in Mara Zion who says that kind of thing,” said Pong, trying to sustain the conversation from politeness, meanwhile jerking the mast from its socket and laying it lengthwise along the gunwale. “We call him Spector the Thinking Gnome. Hardly anyone can understand him.”


“Get me out from here!” shouted Bart.


“Sorry.” Pong began to tug at the sail, and soon the flushed face of Bart emerged, moldy cap awry.


“I might have suffocated under there!”


“Not with the Gnome from the North watching over you.”


Bart lurched forward and seized Pong by the front of his sweater. “Never joke about the Gnome from the North. Hard times are coming, Pong, believe me.” He stared deeply into Pong’s eyes. “Always remember the Gnome from the North will save us.”


“The Gnome from the North,” echoed Pong. It seemed the only thing to say. “Will he save me, Bart?”


“He’ll save everybody. Provided you believe in him.”


“I believe in him!” Pong dropped his voice. “Will he save me from the lopster, Bart?”


“The lopster?”


“It’s a frightful monster that inhabits these parts. It’s as big as a giant. Sometimes at night”—Pong whimpered at the memory—”I hear it sniffing around the cave. It’s never found me yet, because I sleep on a ledge out of sight. But one day it will find me, Bart, and that’s when I’m going to need the Gnome from the North.”


“He will protect you, Pong, my friend.”


“The lopster has two huge back legs and it can leap trees. Nobody stands a chance against it. Its body is plated with horny armor, and it has snappers to snap off your feet with. You know why I wear these thick boots? Because of the lopster.”


“I know that, Pong,” said Bart gently.


“Of course you do, because I’ve just told you.”


“Let’s not talk about the lopster, Pong. The Gnome from the North is watching over you at this very minute. Tell me about Mara Zion. This Fang, is he your leader?”


“Sort of. Our real leader is King Bison, because he’s got the loudest voice. But Fang always takes charge when things get tough. Fang slew the daggertooth. Fang gave us the cry.” Pong took up a paddle and began to propel the boat toward a place where kelp could be seen lying across the surface, brown and shiny.


“The cry?”


“Away, Thunderer!” shouted Pong, glad of an excuse to use the cry.


“What does it mean?”


“It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just what we shout sometimes. It makes us feel good. Spector says that’s what counts. Our perception of the cry is more important than the cry itself, Spector says. Sometimes I wish I knew what the hell Spector was talking about,” said Pong sadly. “I think Fang knows.”


“And Bison,” said Bart. “How does he feel when Fang takes charge?”


Pong considered the question carefully, and then said, “Relieved, I think. Elmera—she’s the Miggot’s wife—says Bison is not really leadership material. But, anyway, who needs leaders?”


A crafty smile played on Bart’s lips, but Pong didn’t notice. He was busy leaning over the side of the boat, slicing off kelp tips and stuffing them into a burlap bag. A light rain began to fall, developing quickly into a heavy downpour. The sun had disappeared and it had suddenly become dark. “Bugger it,” muttered Pong. He hauled the bag over the gunwale and crawled under the shelter of the sail. Bart joined him. The two gnomes crouched side by side, staring at the weather. The rain was by now so heavy that they couldn’t tell where the sky ended and the sea began. “There’s a lot of water in the boat,” observed Pong.


“Hadn’t we better make for the shore?”


“Help me drape the sail over the edges of the boat,” said Pong urgently. “It’ll stop the rain from coming in.”


But Bart had frozen into immobility. “Rain? It tastes salty to me, Pong.” His voice was shrill.


Pong glanced at him and recognized the signs. He’d seen the same look on the face of King Bison when urgent action was required. Bart was paralyzed by the magnitude of the situation. He was not going to be any help. Pong crawled around the boat, pushing the edge of the sail over the gunwales and fastening it to cleats. The sail made an ill-shaped boat cover but it was better than nothing. Pong had often used it this way and had sewn loops onto it, to hook over the cleats. Entombed in the darkness under the sail, the gnomes huddled together. Pong could feel Bart shivering.


The boat began to toss wildly, throwing them about.


“Pong,” said Bart after a while, “these voyages of yours. Have you ever met a storm like this before?”


“I could tell you tales of storms that would make your cap molt.”


“Oh, that’s all right, then. For a moment I thought this might be … unusual.”


“Unusual? Hah!” Even to his own ears, Pong’s careless laugh sounded more like a croak of despair. “This is nothing. A light chop, we sailors call it.”


The canvas suddenly sagged under the weight of water, pressing down on their heads. Bart let out a squeak of fear. Pong forced his thoughts into a positive mold. Not for nothing, he thought proudly, was he called Pong the Intrepid. This would be a story to tell his grandchildren. There we were, he rehearsed, alone on the surging waters. The mast had carried away, and Bart—my usually trusty mate from Bodmin—cowered in the bottom of the boat, utterly ungnomed by terror. And not surprisingly, for in all my years as a sailor, I had never—


“Wah!” shouted Bart.


Pong and Bart were thrown into a heap as the boat heaved and seemed to rush upward as though rising to a mountainous wave. Water spurted in under the edges of the sail. I won’t be having any grandchildren, thought Pong, and a strange calm came over him. This is the end. It will be clean and quick. It’s better than being eaten by the lopster. Goodbye, gnomedom. Good-bye, Fang my friend. “Good-bye,” he said aloud.


The violent motion abated to a gentle rocking. A brilliant light shone through the canvas, reflecting eerily off the water in the bottom of the boat, creating stars and halos around the wet planking. The gnomes stared at each other.


“You see the light?” said Pong. “It’s the Great Grasshopper out there. Our time has come.”


“I’m not prepared for the Great Grasshopper!”


“Compose yourself, Bart.”


“I’m unworthy!” Bart babbled. “I’m not the gnome you thought I was, Pong. Oh, if only I could have my time again!”


Meanwhile Pong was unhooking the loops from the cleats. He threw the sail aside. “I’m ready!” he shouted fervently. No more would he be haunted by fear of the voracious lopster, by the necessity of living up to his name. All his troubles were over. He beamed at the sky.


The sky beamed back at him. A few puffy little clouds sidled slowly past the sun, as though scared of being evaporated. A passing gull, startled by Pong’s yell, wheeled and squawked, releasing an elongated dropping that turned slowly end over end before splashing to the sea ten feet away.


At first glance, things looked surprisingly normal again.


Bart, by now curled into a fetal ball, was hurriedly repeating the Kikihuahua Examples in the hope of being granted a second chance. “I will not kill any mortal creature. I will not work any malleable substance. I will not kindle the Wrath of Agni. Oh, Great Grasshopper,” Bart improvised, running out of traditional prayers, “I will not do any bloody thing at all, just so long as you spare me. I’ve been a treacherous and unworthy gnome!”


“It’s all right, Bart,” said Pong. “It’s all right.” The cliffs were still there, and he could see the dark entrance to his cave. The forest stood behind Mara Zion beach, and the sea was still the sea, although dirtier than usual. Bubbles and muck rose to the surface as he watched.


But no mythical monster straddled the boat, inviting them to the Unknown.


Bart uncurled slightly and squinted up at Pong. “What do you mean, it’s all right?”


“The Great Grasshopper hasn’t come for us. It was a false alarm. I think it was just a tidal wave.” In a way, thought Pong, it was quite disappointing. He unhooked the sail from the cleats and hoisted it.


Bart scrambled onto his seat and cast an eye over the cluttered waters. “Ah, yes,” he said.


“All the same, we’d better get ashore and pull the boat well clear. Tidal waves rarely come in ones.” Pong settled himself in the stern and set sail for the beach with a light wind behind him. “Everything’s all right,” he repeated for the benefit of Bart, who seemed to be shuddering excessively.


“Everything’s all right,” repeated Bart woodenly, ashen-faced.


“What did you mean, you’re not the gnome I thought you were?” asked Pong.


“What?”


“A while ago. You said you were unworthy.”


“Oh, that. A moment of humility, Pong. It pays to be humble when you’re about to meet your Creator.”


Pong was about to comment on the absence of the Gnome from the North in their hour of greatest need when, “Bart,” he said urgently, “does the water seem kind of … bright to you?”


“No.”


“That’s because you’re not used to being out on the sea. Usually it’s quite dull compared to the land, because—Bart!” He pointed. “Look! The umbral waves have gone! That’s the real sky up there!”


“So it is.”


“But that’s not … not right. What does it mean?”


“Listen to me, Pong, I don’t care a bugger what it means. There’s something about this boat that makes me sick to my stomach, and I’d be very glad if you got us ashore.”


“The umbral waves are always up there. It’s a fact of nature. Not many gnomes know that, not being sailors.” Pong pondered on the phenomenon as they slid toward the beach. He felt an inexplicable dread, but he concealed it from Bart. Not for nothing was he known as Pong the Intrepid.


“Thank heavens,” muttered Bart as they carried the boat up the beach and laid it beside the entrance to Pong’s cave.


Pong did not share his companion’s relief. His misgivings were mounting by the minute. “The sea,” he said. “Look how far up the beach it’s come.”


“The tide’s in, Pong. I thought you sailors knew all about tides.”


“The tide never comes this high.”


“Of course it does, Pong. There it is, see? That proves it.”


“Come on, Bart. We must go and see Fang. There’s something strange going on around here.”


“I don’t have a rabbit.”


“Then we’ll have to walk. It’s only a couple of miles.”


The gnomes made their way along the base of the cliff. Soon they reached another beach; and this time it was Bart who first noticed the change. “The trees, Pong. Look!”


Cliffs tend to be cliffs on whatever happentrack they exist. They do not differ perceptibly from one world to the next, except perhaps where a rock has fallen in one happentrack but is merely unstable in another.


But the umbra was always very noticeable in the forest. A tree, growing tall and straight in one happentrack, might never have existed in another, particularly if the branching of happentracks had occurred a long time ago.


For millennia past, the gnomes of Mara Zion had seen two forests. One they lived in. The other was a shadowy thing inhabited by giants, just a happentrack away but faintly visible nonetheless.


But now the shadows had disappeared and they saw one forest, one happentrack, one world.


“The umbra’s gone here too,” said Pong. “What does it mean?”


They found out soon enough.


“Hah! Piskeys!” came a roaring shout that seemed to vibrate through their very flesh. “I can see you!”


They swung around. A huge figure was scrambling clumsily down a cleft in the cliff. It jumped to the ground, and the beach shook. It ran swiftly toward them, with gigantic strides.


“Into the forest!” cried Pong.


Bart was already on his way, moving quickly with the characteristic gnomish scuttle. They darted into the undergrowth, Bart in the lead. Luckily they picked up a rabbit track almost immediately and followed it, hearing the crash of pursuit nearby.


“Come back here, you little piskeys! You can’t get away from me.” Heedless of obstacles, the giant plunged after them.


“North, Bart!” cried Pong. “Head north!”


“Which way is north?” Bart shouted over his shoulder, meanwhile rushing past a fork in the trail.


“The other way!”


Bart stopped abruptly. Pong crashed into him as he was in the act of turning. Bart grabbed Pong to steady himself. The sound of pursuit approached. Bart, paralyzed with fear, hugged pong close.


“Let me go!” An appalling thought occurred to Pong. Bart was a spy, in the pay of the giants. That explained the shifty look. “Let me go, you bugger!” yelled Pong, prepared to sell his life dearly. Overbalancing, the gnomes toppled to the ground, grappling. It seemed to Pong that Bart’s face wore an expression of cunning and ferocity.


Bart meanwhile had decided Pong had been trying to lead him into some kind of a trap. Throughout Cornwall, Mara Zion gnomes were known to be untrustworthy and resentful of strangers. What better way to dispose of a stranger than to lure him into the hands of the giants? And here was Pong, pummeling him with his fists as they rolled in the dirt. “No way!” shouted Bart, rolling away, jumping to his feet and scampering along the path of his original choice, which led east. He was not surprised to hear Pong’s footsteps close behind, and it seemed he could feel Pong’s breath hot on his very neck.


In silence, the gnomes raced through the forest while the roars of giantish pursuit faded and finally ceased.


Pong ran in an agony of remorse. Belatedly, he’d recognized Bart’s terror for what it was. How could he have been so mistrustful as to have suspected this excellent gnome from Bodmin? And now the frightened fellow was running along the path that led straight to the giants’ village.


It was Pong’s duty to save Bart. “Stop!” he shouted.


This caused Bart to put on more speed. “Go away!” he cried.


Despairing of making Bart see reason, Pong flung himself full length, grabbed Bart’s legs, and brought him crashing to the ground. “You’re heading for the giants’ village, Bart,” he explained breathlessly. “Don’t you understand, they can see us now? It’s all happened just like Fang said it would. We’re living in the same world as the giants!”


Bart was silent.


Assuming the Bodmin gnome was having difficulty understanding what might be a local phenomenon, Pong continued, “It’s been coming on for some time. The umbra seemed to be getting clearer, if you know what I mean. And then a few days ago, Fang actually heard two giants talking. But nobody would believe him, except me,” said Pong proudly, “because I’m his friend. And possibly the Miggot believed him,” he added in the interests of truth.


It seemed to Pong that some reply would have been in order, but Bart offered none. Had fear ungnomed him again? Pong stood, regarding the motionless figure in pity. “Buck up, Bart,” he said.


Then he saw the rock under Bart’s head, and the trickle of blood. “Oh, by the Sword of Agni,” he whispered. “What have I done?”


He knelt beside Bart and gently lifted his head. The red cap was wet with blood around the rim. He eased it off and saw the ugly cut on Bart’s forehead, near the hairline. The skin was darkening around the cut, and a lump was developing.


Pong replaced the cap. It would help to stanch the flow of blood. And in any case, it was a bad omen for Bart to be without his emblem of gnomehood. For a while Pong knelt there, consumed with guilt, then it occurred to him that this forest path was probably frequented by giants. He must get Bart out of sight. More, he must get Bart attended to.


Furthermore, he suddenly noticed a clump of cheesecups lurking at the side of the path, each plant taller than a gnome, waving menacingly. Their tubular flowers were a favorite haunt of the sluglike doodad—a particularly unpleasant gnomish creature. Doodads latched on to you and injected a fluid that turned you into a bag of soup. Then they sucked you dry. They had tremendous sucking capabilities, doodads did. Their skin was infinitely expandable. On Pong’s list of gnomedom’s most fearsome creatures, they ranked second only to the lopster.


And one was sticking its pale, blind face from a cheese-cup now. The cup trembled as the doodad tensed itself for a leap.


Hastily Pong dragged Bart out of leaping range and into the bush. The horrible creature plopped to the ground and slid around for a moment or two, then climbed back up the stem, disappointed. Pong deliberated his next move.


Like most such settlements, Mara Zion gnomedom had its healer: a gnome called Wal o’ the Bottle. Wal was the latest in a long line of hereditary healers, although some said the strain had weakened over the centuries. Certainly Bottle’s patients rarely got better. But then they rarely got worse, gnomes having excellent constitutions. Pong was not sure where Bottle lived, but Fang would know. Hoisting Bart onto his back, he plodded back the way they’d come.


The pattern of forest paths seemed to have changed since yesterday, with odd forks and intersections that Pong didn’t recall having seen before. Eventually, however, he came to a familiar circle of mushrooms. Fang had once shown him this place and told him it was some kind of a gateway between giantdom and gnomedom. Nyneve, the friendly giant, used it to get from one world to the other.


Having got his bearings, Pong walked on. Gnomes are physically much stronger than humans in proportion to their size, so Bart did not represent an undue burden. Before long, Pong reached Fang’s dwelling.


Except that Fang’s dwelling wasn’t there.


At first he thought he’d come to the wrong place. Alarmed, he examined the nearby trees. They were not the trees he remembered. In particular the giant lurch, beneath whose roots Fang’s home had nestled, was nowhere to be seen. In fact, Pong realized, he hadn’t seen a lurch tree anywhere in the forest today.


And yet it had to be the place. There was a moss-clothed granite boulder beside the path, facing south. He and Fang had sat with their backs against it many times, enjoying the sun through the trees. And the little stream where Fang dipped his water flowed nearby, as before. But the lurch was gone, and in its place stood an elm. He could see the dark entrance to a cave where the roots of the elm clutched at the ground, but it was not Fang’s cave. As the dread began to grow within him, he felt the ancient gnomish instinct to crawl into the nearest hole. So he crawled among the roots of the elm, dragging Bart after him. After a while, exhausted from the excitements of the day, he fell asleep.


When he awakened, it was dark and the forest was alive with night sounds. A soft wind breathed into the cave, bringing unfamiliar smells. Pong wished he was back home where he knew the smells and could identify them. Any one of these sudden warm whiffs could be a gnome-eating animal. Even the lopster was better than this. Shivering, he huddled up against Bart, who seemed to be breathing more easily.


Bart awakened with a start. “Is that you, Pong? What happened? I have a terrible headache.”


“You tripped and hit your head on a rock.”


“I did?” It seemed to Pong that Bart shot him a glance of the deepest suspicion; but it could have been the distorting effect of the moonlight slanting across the cave. “Where are we now?”


“I don’t know,” said Pong miserably. “Fang’s home’s gone. I’ve been thinking about it, and I don’t think gnomedom exists anymore. The Miggot always said this was going to happen. We’re in a different world, Bart. It’s the giant’s world, and I’m not sure there’s any place for gnomes in it.”


“You’d better go and take a look around!”


“In the middle of the night? It’s dangerous out there, Bart!”


“On the contrary, it’s safer. The giants will all be asleep.”


Outvoted, Pong climbed to his feet and stumbled out into the moonlight. A short walk confirmed his suspicions. None of the nearby gnomish dwellings existed anymore. He visited the site of King Bison’s home, and Clubfoot Trimble’s, and the hollow log that the Mara Zion gnomes had used as a meeting place. Everything was changed. Not a gnome was in sight. Finally he climbed to the top of the western ridge, where the forest gave way to rocks and scrub, and looked across the valley. There had been a stream down there. The Princess of the Willow Tree, Fang’s girl, had lived in a riverbank burrow. And farther south, where the meadows gave way to marsh, Fang’s father, the Gooligog, had lurked in his unsavory tunnel. And now—


And now a wide expanse of water glittered strangely in the moonlight. The valley was a bay, and the gnomes’ dwellings were drowned.


Strangest of all, there was only one moon in the sky, hard-edged and brilliant. Misty Moon and Maybe Moon were gone. The night sky looked unfamiliar, unnatural.


And the gnomes themselves? It didn’t bear thinking about. In tears, Pong stumbled back to the cave.


“Everybody’s gone, Bart! Except the giants, and now they can see us, and before long they’ll catch us. Do you know what they’ll do then, Bart? They’ll push spits through us and roast us. That’s what giants do in Mara Zion.”


“In Bodmin,” said Bart, eyes wide with fear, “they lay metal plates on fires and make gnomes dance on them while they slowly fry from the feet up.”


“Oh, how I wish the Gnome from the North would come!” wailed Pong.


“And then they sprinkle them with herbs, and pour wine on them, and season to taste.”


“And snatch us up onto the back of his snow-white rabbit and ride off with us to a far better place than this!”


“I’m wondering if the situation hasn’t gotten a bit beyond the powers of the Gnome from the North, Pong,” said Bart.


“Nothing is beyond his powers,” said the new convert piously. And it said much for his faith that, as the first faint light of morning chased away the moonlight, they heard the thumping gait of an approaching rabbit.


“Here he is!” shouted Pong, awakening from a light doze and jumping to his feet.


“Who’s that?” came a shout. “Are there gnomes there?”


“It’s Pong the Intrepid and Bart o’ Bodmin! Take us!”


“Don’t be silly. How can one rabbit carry three gnomes?”


Pong swung around to address Bart. “The Gnome from the North says he can’t take us all. What’s the answer to that, Bart?”


“The answer is that it’s not the Gnome from the North, Pong.”


Pong confronted the newcomer who jumped to the ground and advanced out of the gloom. “Jack! What’s happened to gnomedom? Where is everyone?”


Jack o’ the Warren was disheveled, his cap at a desperate angle. “Everybody’s been captured by the giants! The last I saw of them, they were being taken toward the Lake of Avalon by a giant called Galahad. I followed at a safe distance, then I thought I’d better come back and see if I could find anybody else. Who is this Bart o’ Bodmin, anyway?”


Bart emerged from the cave, bowed gravely, and introduced himself. The gnomes clasped hands.


“What are we going to do now, Jack?” asked Pong.


“There’s only one thing to do. We must go to the lake and try to rescue Fang and the others.”
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