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TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

“Whoever plays this divine flute”

 

There are a lot of misconceptions about fairy-tales and fantasy. As award-winning author Terri Windling said:

Fairy tales were not my escape from reality as a child; rather, they were my reality -- for mine was a world in which good and evil were not abstract concepts, and like fairy-tale heroines, no magic would save me unless I had the wit and heart and courage to use it wisely.

Forgive my presumption, dear reader, as I tell you that what Sebastiano B. Brocchi delivers in his “PIRIN” trilogy is just the insight to use wisely the same magic with wit, heart, and courage. I am speaking for myself as I write, but I think that every reader might concur how the reading of the whole trilogy leaves you enriched with a rare treasure of wisdom besides the entertaining it provides. Because, is it not that precisely what old tales sorted out in us, proving themselves to be recreational, and at the same time teaching us precious lessons of life?

 

The “PIRIN” trilogy was defined by its very author as a labyrinth of tales, wherein one may get lost but also find oneself, and maybe find others too who are sharing their same adventure! But it is not just a labyrinth. Rather, I would say it is like a treasure hunt with many hints and advices but no definite final solution. It is the reader who is left with the task of finding the treasure, and, perhaps, then again with deciding whether or not they have found the treasure they were looking for. There is no easy answer here, and, as the path unwinds through many ups and downs, even the destination may not appear what one was looking for. But the enterprise of getting there has taught us that every thing is not as it seems, and the light of Ghaladar may shine the brighter in dark places.

 

Indeed, already in the beginning of the phantasmagorical caleidoscopy of tales that compose the trilogy, the reader was warned with Theoson that only he who expects nothing from the Gods obtains the most precious gift, even the hand of the most gracious, divine maiden. But, as Theoson was given the gift of a magical flute, he receives the explanation that whoever plays the flute will have light on their path. It is the flute of simplicity, not to be confused with modesty, that may be false. Simplicity is the ability to stay true to one’s nature and purpose, without letting distractions to drive one away to pursue whatever vainglory. And the same is the gift of Sebastiano B. Brocchi’s pen, always steady in its dedication to truth and beauty. And the same is the gift that is given, I think, to the reader, that they may find themselves always on a lit path.

 

So, “whoever plays this divine flute,” o reader, I invite you to listen. You may find yourself all the more rich in the process.

 

 

Giovanni Carmine Costabile

Cosenza, 20/10/2023
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I dedicate this book to my mum.

Having promised to dedicate her each book

I would have written is too little a thing, compared

to the love she dedicates to me every day,

for which no gratitude

might ever suffice.

For more than ten years I endeavoured to write

this romance, and she was always there,

listening, advising, offering

her insights and ideas, often correcting mistakes and

criticizing me when necessary,

as well as letting me grow alongside my tale

of "Memoirs of Helewen".

 

To you, reader, I say:

in this labyrinth of tales

it is easy to get lost

but one might also find oneself... 

 

 

PART ONE

Nhalfòrdon-Domenir, the Scribe 

 

 

CHAPTER I 

From the golden haze 

 

 

It was in the sixteenth year of the Eighth Age of the world. The spring was now fading in the summer warmth.

From the golden haze, which as a moist canopy of vapour fluttered on the river in large, slow swirls, there came the shadow of a boat. A raft, more precisely. Long. With a wooden cabin astern, and an oarsman. Well made. It flowed on a shimmering carpet, with the accompaniment of the lilting, gentle, lapping water. In its wake some squawking ducks took flight, and well-feathered herons, and cormorants, which thereafter glided once again on the river, not too far away.

The river Pafantehes-yedo, which, as a quiet herdsman, led southward the waters of lake Pàndihalbar, was elegantly bordered by green cane thickets and tall shady trees. The tree-tops, almost still, only now and then shaken, were superbly pierced by countless blades of light; and with these they played, and danced, creating a carousel of a thousand flashes. When the trees thinned out, there one could see white sheds belonging to fishermen, or the little hunting castle of some nobleman. Peaceful riverside villages, country buildings raised alongside the banks… And then again, dense woods, on a long journey which the raft undertook without ever docking.

Eventually it came close to an elegant mansion lying in the affectionate embrace of an inlet of the river-mouth. The white plasters, the precious roofing in brown tiles, the stony turrets for watch, the put-out torches and the iron-beaten grate whence thin lines of rust would drip, the many porches and the chimneys, the archways… All of them saluted the approaching of the vessel, thereby joining the choir of sweet whispering leaves and the singing of the songbirds, luring the observer’s eye as a great artist’s sculptures would.

The raft came closer to the towering villa, bowing before a bridge of grey stone overcome by moss, and finally docking in an inward dock where the quay and other boats lay unarmed.

The rich landlord was standing on a stairway beside the docks, surrounded by a few servants awaiting his dispositions. 

He was a tall man, dressed in long, wealthy, cream-coloured clothes, enameled with metal-hued arabesques, and bearing many richly-wrought jewels. His hair was smooth, shiny as silk, the colour of winter snow, as his moustaches, the fine goatee and the eyebrows; and golden eyes, like glowing honey-drops. He was looking at the raft-cabin, whence a few servants helped a wheel-chaired boy getting off: olive-skinned, sharp features, black-haired, and a lively brown look in his eyes, alight with amber-like reflections.

The boy’s parents got off as well: a good-looking woman, also brown-skinned, and a blonde man of princely looks and fine hair, both of them richly dressed. They came closer to the landlord, waving their hands enthusiastically in his direction, as people coming back from a long trip, or those who are leaving for one. After their handshaking, the white-dressed man raised his glance to the disabled boy, with the expression of marvel one displays at seeing how much a long-unseen relative has grown, and with a gesture of his hand he commanded his servants to escort the boy inside the villa and to take his luggage from the raft.

The boy’s parents, moved, hugged the landlord and thanked him with great commotion, but, even more than their voices, it was their looks and abrupt silences talking, painstakingly, as it seemed, troubling the witnesses’ mind and filling their hearts with sorrow.

Some boxes filled with goods were disembarked by the servants, then the couple saluted the white-dressed man once more, bidding him their heartfelt farewell with barely a hint of a raised hand, which got lost in an air full of moist, peace and silence.

They got back on the raft and left the villa, sailing up the river and getting soon lost once more in the mist. The white-dressed man was still looking at the profile of the vessel fading on the horizon, after which, with a long sigh, he came back home to his guest.

He put his hands on the boy’s shoulders, then slightly caressed his head. “This is your home, so make yourself comfortable”, he told him. “After you get a change of dress and rest a while, we shall have dinner. Tomorrow I will introduce you to the servants, who are now also your servants. Ask them and you shall have whatever you want”. He halted a while, then added: “Welcome, boy”. The young man nodded and took his leave from the landlord with a look that would have been gratitude, but could not speak anymore. Maybe he had lost his voice. He had just bidden farewell to his mother and father, and he knew he would never see them again.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER II 

A great room, richly furnished 

 

Nhalfòrdon-Domenir. Glowing Narcissus. That was the name of the wheel-chaired boy. The day he was entrusted to his foster-father’s care he was fifteen. His parents had left in an expedition in search of unknown lands across the ocean, whence they would not come back. If Domenir had been a boy like any other, able to walk, maybe, he thought, his parents would have taken him with them. Actually, though, they probably would not have taken him whatever the case, since they were sailing toward the unknown and an almost certain death.

Anyway he must come to terms with it. His life, now, was there, in that villa on the river, with Lord Helewen, his wealthy foster-father, who surely would have taken care of his every need; but whom, until then, he had only met in the occasion of some festivity or special recurrence, and whom he practically lacked any knowledge about, except that he had once been a powerful sovereign, belonging to an almost-extinct lineage of men: the Pirin, demigods dwelling on the high mountains of the East, about whom, and about whose land, a great wealth of legends had developed, but only a few assured facts were known.

He also knew that Helewen had forsaken the throne to retire in that forgotten place, on river Pafantehes-yedo, but he did not know why. He knew Helewen was very, very old, and his age must be about two hundreds and forty years, but through the strange magic surrounding his lineage, he was blessed with eternal youth. He knew he was a quite lonely man, unwilling to have guests and never holding feasts, who much rarely would get into town, rather preferring the quietness of his riverside villa, where he lacked nothing to live a more-than-dignified life, but could stay away from the noise and the mundane.

Domenir would have had time to find out more about him. Now he was tired, wanted to sleep and try not to think anymore. He said he would not have dinner and, the morning later, when they came to say ‘good morning’, he said he wanted to sleep some more. Such was the routine for more than a week, only eating a little of what his foster-father had had him brought and only saying ‘thank you, thank you for everything’, and that he wanted to stay alone, and that he was sorry for the landlord but he would rather stay in his room for a while.

Helewen understood and told his servants, asking for dispositions, to do as Domenir would have asked them, until he had himself decided to come home spontaneously.

Domenir, meanwhile, slept, but could not avoid thinking.

And, when he could not sleep, he sat on his bed, leaning on the headboard, and ever thought of his parents, his fate, his life elsewhere. And, between a thought and the next, he also looked at his new bedroom. It was nice. Nicer than the one in the house he had been brought up in, in Sandovelia.

It was a great room, richly furnished, on the first floor of the mansion. Also the bed was large, covered with soft fabric coloured in plum, pink, and green jay, embroidered with pictures of villages and fortified towns, adorned with flowers and plant motifs, beaded with precious trimming. In front of the bed there was an elegant and large fireplace, looking as though it was made in jay.

The floor was in grey stone, raw-looking but cut in complex geometries. On the floor a marvelous carpet had been laid, black, or maybe dark-smoke, with brown motifs, finely wrought with starry skies, neighborhoods asleep under moonlight, shimmering lakes, high palaces with elegant domes, pinnacles of bell-towers, and temples with burning braziers alight in the night.

On the walls, one could see bookshelves carved in wood, and on the shelves there were books, pots, sculptures, and a thousand more items; they framed tremendous frescoes with pastel tones, depicting scenes from mythology as well as from countryside.

There was also an old table in painted, inlaid wood; a few comfortable chairs with historiated backs with idylls and game; a massive wardrobe, alternating light and dark woods. And then, on Domenir’s left as he viewed from the bed, three gracious arched windows, facing a side of the garden where great magnolias grew. From them the whole mansion took its name, since its landlord had called it Matir-ath-Adurini, or Magnolias Estate.

Domenir viewed his room quietly, but could not avoid the dark thoughts constricting his heart.

 

CHAPTER III 

Breakfast 

 

By the end of the first week, Nhalfòrdon-Domenir decided to have breakfast with his foster-father. The servants had him wear a nice dress and escorted him before Helewen. In order to allow Domenir to visit the upper stairs of the villa, Helewen had had them mount an elevator in stout chestnut wood, working on pulleys, which Domenir might easily access on his wooden chair. This way, the young guest could go up and down the five floors of the mansion as he wished, if only with the help of a carer.

Meanwhile, anyway, the corridor leading to the dining hall was plain, and it turned about on its wide course through the ancient high doors.

Helewen was seated at the head of a princely table laden for breakfast. He wore, as usual, a white dress, and was looking serenely at the boy led before him.

“Listen to me,  lad”, the lord started, comfortably seated, as though he were continuing a dialogue which had just been interrupted. “You know my son is sailing on that ship, am I right?”

The reference to the ship upset Domenir pretty much, and Helewen immediately recognized the sad look the boy had assumed. “I am telling you this so that you know I, as well, like yourself, have had to comply with the sorrow for the separation from a person I loved. The loss of this son, leaving while aware of sailing toward a place we do not even know the existence of, is perhaps even harder to live with than the sorrow for his brother, who already took his last breath”.

Domenir felt an inner motion of deep compassion for his interlocutor, although he managed to hide it. “You still have a daughter, my lord. I only saw her once. I was a child back then, but she seemed the most gracious and radiant creature in our universe”, he said, trying the best he could think of to console his generous lord.

“Indeed, you are right, Domenir. As you know, though, my daughter lives away from here, alongside her mother. She does not manage to visit me but once each three or four years, even then spending only a few months here, in Magnolias Estate. The bitter truth is I am left alone, here in this huge mansion of more than a hundred halls”. The King stopped for a little while. “I do not regret any of my choices… but it is good to be aware that any choice entails some renunciation”.

“Why did you leave your country? Why did you leave your beloved to end your days in this forgotten, scarcely-populated place, away from the Gods’ sight, my lord? I… cannot understand”.

Helewen looked intensely in the fifteen-years-old’s direction, who even looked him back. Domenir was too well aware he had asked a bold, tactless question, and was a bit afraid of the possible reaction of the old monarch, but Helewen appreciated the sincere intentions of the boy. He had lived too long to desire hypocrisy and formal manners. Therefore he did not comment on the, perhaps too harsh tone, of his foster-son. He talked slowly and meekly. “I have no answers to this question, Nhalfòrdon-Domenir. But perhaps one day, when you better understand the happenings of my life and the story that led me in this silent habitation, you shall realize what has brought me to this choice… and my renunciation”.

The two of them stayed silent for a while, while they slowly savoured the prelibacies filling the long table.

When the meal was over, Helewen got up and had Domenir led to one of the adjacent rooms, a wide hall where he gathered his workers and servants. “These men and women, Domenir, are all here to serve you and satisfy your requests. Therefore I wish you come to know them, as though they were members of your family”.

The landlord came close to a tall, well-dressed man who, as he himself, was a Pirin, and tried to flaunt his best smile. He was a thin figure, with his hair braided, effeminate features and a sort of awkward shyness. “This,” Helewen continued, “is Hybàr-biltòin, son of Desisida. He is the butler at Magnolias Estate, besides my personal secretary. He is learned, eclectic, tidy, and a fine speaker. He could stand witty exchanges with our most honoured guests and the great intellectuals of our time. It has to be said, though, that the unbecoming and hermit-like quality of his host does not allow him to frequent his intellectual peers”, the monarch concluded with a smile, while proudly shaking his trustworthy secretary’s arm.

“He, instead”, he said, coming but a few steps from a man who looked as though he came from the south, “is Irinambhidan, my accountant”. Domenir, who had just moved his glance from the first collaborator, fixed his deep dark eyes on the second. The man had bronze skin, dark hair, black eyes, and a long, thin beard that, masterfully beaded with rings in gold, zinc, and copper, arrived about the height of his chest.

“You know, Domenir,” the sovereign reprised, “we Pirin lack a monetary system. In our country economics is not based on money, things are neither sold nor bought. One day I shall tell you more precisely about the laws governing our country… When I established myself here, in Magnolias Estate, I had to assume somebody who could administer my conspicuous wealth. Irinambidhan comes from the desert territories of the Kingdom of Noghard. Like your mother. He is a son of merchants, who in their turn were sons of merchants from thirty generations. Only a little older than childhood, he had doubled his parents’ fortune by acquiring and selling goods throughout the Country. Even the sultan asked him as his personal accountant. When the sultan died, Irinambidhan became my collaborator. Today his economics treatises are taught in the great universities! Thanks to Irinambidhan, my fortune in three years has tripled”.

Domenir struggled to follow the foster-father’s dissertations, who knew stories, anecdotes, romances, about each secretary, domestic, cook or peasant alike, and by listening to him one got the impression he was telling one about the lives of his brothers and sisters, children and relatives. Among them there were Men, Elves, Dwarves, Giants, and even some belonging to the curious people of the Fhegòlnori, who, besides some hair on the top of their ears, like lynches and squirrels, also have funny moustaches which, together with their thick eyebrows, depart from the bridge of the nose, similarly to owls.

That day, Helewen introduced Domenir to his three valiant cooks, his four gardeners, the stewards, the household of the peasants who took care of the orchards, the yards and the other fields of the mansion, as well as the servants who kept the mansion clean and ordered, the two guardians, the stable-boys and the squires.

Eventually, the old King introduced the boy to the three carers who, in turn, would take care of him, of his clothes, and his movements across the villa. Dhaldèrien, not much older than Domenir, blonde and thin, coming from the town of Oghenvill; Naroghesis, a stout thirty-years-old, chestnut curly hair, long till his knees, a son of artisans from a village in Folklord; and, last but not least, the awesome Kadman, disinherited from his rich family in Duhjum for wanting to marry the daughter of a smith and a waitress…

 

 

 

CHAPTER IV 

Shapes veiled by other shapes 

 

In the following days, Nhalfòrdon-Domenir asked to visit the mansions and its gardens. He found that in each room, in each corner of the enchanted haven of King Helewen, an actual universe was disclosed to him. Wherever he set his eyes, Domenir could see marvelous works, fairy-like vistas, and items from far and different places. Halls and chambers looked like art workshops, antiquarian stores, bazaars filled with collections, memories, devices and unique creations, which the landlord had carefully collected throughout the long years of his life. On the shelves, on the furniture, on the ground, hanging from the walls or the ceilings, there was a wealth of sculptures, statues, illuminated manuscripts, journals, diaries, herbal notes, scrolls, ancient maps, trophies, stuffed animals, pots, lamps, chandeliers, unknown musical instruments, busts, tapestries, carpets, curtains and clothes, jewels and works of refined gold-smithing, necklaces, weapons, precious stones, astrolabes, armillary spheres, instruments to measure time and curious inventions… and each of these items told a different story. It seemed, somehow, as though Helewen wanted to keep the entire world in that villa.

And each time Domenir though he had now explored the whole of it, his foster-father showed him things he had missed at first glance, items previously hidden by others, shapes veiled by other shapes.

Thus from an ancient pot a scroll was taken, or by opening the curtains a fresco was revealed, or a hidden niche. By pulling out the drawers of some ancient nightstand in historiated wood, one could take out some old decorated boxes, which contained other boxes, which in their turn contained mysterious items, historically significant. By turning the pages of ponderous manuscripts, there appeared notes, drawings, or dried leaves of rare essences.

Domenir, who had begun with amazement – but kept silent, for his heart was veiled by sadness – as the days passed started to ask questions, desiring his noble foster-father to clarify the fascinating vicissitudes of the wealth of items kept in those rich chambers.

In the villa, without taking account of the building which was used as an annex for the household and the servants, there were dozens of bedrooms besides the landlord’s, offices and ateliers, a breakfast hall, a lunch hall and a dinner hall, two break halls, a workshop, a great library, a small natural science museum, four exhibition halls for artworks, a hall of inventions, a frescoed hall with maps, a private chapel, a theatre with about forty seats, two large living halls and three reading halls, twelve bathrooms. There were also storages, stables, barns, cellars and docks. On the outer walls there were dozens of loggias, balconies, corridors, stairways and porches.

Since the summer was getting warmer and warmer, Helewen could show his young guest also the large gardens of Matir-ath-Adurini, for that was the most advisable period for long walks in the shade of its trees, reflected as green clothes in the quiet mirror of the river; and then to climb the verdant hills, stopping by to contemplate the vista from the meditative stone of the gazebos watching over the whole park; and smelling the fresh, mist of spray which casual winds uplifted from the fountains. Every now and then in the large park, one could see grey sentinels of stone silently lurking, inscribed emblems of fantastic beasts, mysterious sculptures, still witnesses of a long-lost past.

 

 

 

CHAPTER V 

That long summer 

 

In the first long summer spent at Matir-ath-Adurini, Domenir little by little forgot his sorrow for having been left behind by his parents. In daytime he would always think less about it, overwhelmed as he was by so many news offered to his eyes and by the loving care of his foster-father. Besides, his mother, before leaving, had told the few friends Domenir had to come visit him at the villa, at least for a while, so that the change might be less abrupt. She had also asked Helewen to take Domenir to Sandovelia, a few times a year, so that he could see the place where he had been brought up some times more. His friends had come pay a visit to him at Magnolias Estate about ten times that summer, and Helewen had not forgotten about taking his young foster-son to the capital, where they spent a few days for the solstice celebration.

Only in the evening, before falling asleep, or in some rainy days spent in his room or in the villa’s loggias, when everything was silent around him, young Domenir’s heart cried without a sound. Dreams, smiles, words, all reminded him of his sorrow. When the wind’s gloomy song molested the tree-tops, and the noisy, jingling choir of the storm, pierced by the strike of thunder, fell upon the dale of river Pafantehes-yedo, the young man’s spirit was shaken, as by an icy poison, a fit of heavy, oppressing nostalgia. A shadow Domenir tried to suppress, as though he were sending the crows away from the field after the sowing. He wished he could imagine his parents were alive, straight on their course in days of calm, or even already docked in prosperous countries, sunny, flourishing lands where people were kind to their guests.

Only an awareness, or even a feeling, allowed Domenir to quiet his troubled heart: that long summer he had understood, or so it seemed to him, that lord Helewen somehow needed him. That he had accepted his presence for the opportunity it provided to him of being a father once more.

Now the summer was finished, and Domenir could leave the villa ever less. Everybody around him was busy preparing, each in their own way, for winter: gardeners and farmers, who had spent many hours in summer with the newcomer, inviting him to look at the several works to be done and the many little secrets of taking care of the park, were now absent, each of them busy in their own activity. Domenir, who almost felt as though he were disturbing so many industrious activities, decided to spend more time in the house, reading, helping in small businesses, or talking to the servants when they were not working. But mostly, now that Helewen seemed to have forsaken the enthusiasm he had until then entertained his guest with, enumerating, describing and exhibiting characters, items, food and places in the vast household he administered, Domenir felt like he should investigate his foster-father’s life and origins, to learn who the Pirin really were, and how their legendary Kingdom was. Therefore one day, when autumn was setting the stage for winter, as he was spending the afternoon with the old King, Domenir asked Helewen to tell him his story.

 

 

 

CHAPTER VI 

Leaves of papyrus and a hand-writer's pen 

 

 

A play of chiaroscuro separated a column from the other in the loggia, following the lines of the arches and casting on the inside the shadows of the changing lights of the outer landscape. From that elevated spot, one could enjoy a panoramic view of the river and the woods that, set alight by the autumn and the declining sun approaching the horizon, looked like sculptures in bronze and copper.

Helewen sat beside Domenir on a comfortable high-backed seat, as he cast his uninterested look on the ducks and swans floating in water. Every now and then he would ask Domenir some question, or inform him about his plans for the next day (or days).

When, abruptly, the boy asked him about his story and his people’s, Helewen did not immediately reply, as though he were surprised by that unexpected question. Or, to be more precise, he did expect that question, but could not tell the time of its being asked.

“My story, Domenir, is a story made by the interlace of many other stories. In my life I witnessed great events, some of them changing once and for all the way the world we live in looks like…” The nobleman stopped. The young boy looked at Helewen while slightly moving the head in his direction, his eyes impatient that the speaker continued his tale, but, as soon as he saw Helewen had no intention to keep up, came back to rest his head on the pillow of his wheel-chair, although he still kept his gaze on his foster-father. Helewen spoke no more. Domenir could not figure out what such a silence meant, but did not speak either. They stood in the loggia until sunset, then Helewen got up, inviting the boy to join him for dinner in the hall.

The day after, when he opened his eyes, Domenir saw there were leaves of papyrus and a hand-writer's pen on the sheets. He collected them, and was surprised to realize all the leaves were blank. “What kind of message is this?”, he asked himself while raising on his arms and leaning his head on the headboard. He took from his nightstand the bell which he used every morning to call a carer charged to dress him, wash his face, help him getting on his chair and escorting him to breakfast. As soon as he had come before his foster-father, Domenir could not wait a second before asking for an explanation for the unusual handwriting set waiting for his wake on the sheets. “What does it mean?” he asked Helewen, while putting pen and scrolls on the table. Untroubled, the King was staring at the boy, and he promptly clarified any doubt about his reasons: “You shall write my story, Nhalfòrdon-Domenir. Thus the memories of an old King shall not get lost through his death”, the Pirin announced.

The young man rolled his eyes, then slightly frowned; eventually, after a brief hesitation, he smiled at his foster-father. “That would be a honour, sir”.

“Yes, but not straightaway. Now finish your breakfast. Then we shall get into the hall. Before dictating my memoirs, I want to tell you about the origin and the customs of my people…” Helewen added, sipping a perfumed juice from a chalice.

When they had moved to the adjacent hall, where a warm fireplace was waiting for them, the couple took seats, and Helewen told Naroghesis to put on Domenir’s chair’s arms a wooden board, upon which the boy could put the leaves of papyrus and an inkwell. Thereafter the King dipped the pen in the ink, and put it in the boy’s hand.

“Write, Domenir. Title: Concerning the origin of the Kingdom of Lothriel”. The young man turned the long pen between his fingers for a while, then timidly but convincingly made his first marks on the paper. He raised his glance toward his foster-father’s, seeking his approval. Helewen looked at the page, took in his hand and tore it in pieces, to the fifteen-years-old’s bewilderment. “Do not write in Arionvallis characters. Use the hieratic alphabet instead”.

“But why are we utilizing the holy alphabet, my lord, to compose memoirs?” Domenir asked.

“Because those alphabetic character, were revealed by the Gods to my people, who then taught them to the other races, although they are now known and currently used only by a few learned men, are the signs of the only language spread throughout the known world! Thus, what you shall write, can be read by all the civilized people of this continent. Men, divided into the eight lines Arion, Fhegòlnori, Duharion, Noghardroi, Onifaroi, Pegmenjabari, Rodiarion and Welahirin. The Elves called Asi. The Giants of the Sandarion people. The Gottilsi Dwarves. And even the people who dwell in the underground, the great realm of Hagardtyh. This is the reason why all the most important books are written in the Pirin alphabet, the universal language.

Domenir then tried to write again, on a new leaf of papyrus, the title decided by Helewen, this time using the ancient signs of the Lothriel alphabet. His hand now seemed slightly more insecure, his writing less elegant. Although Domenir had taken calligraphy lessons from the best masters in his town, he had been born in a country, Arionvallis (the land of the Men of the West), that had by and large forgotten that language, keeping it for the liturgy in the temples, the trials in courts, the scientific treatises, the dust of the libraries, as a dead language.

Helewen came closer to the boy, took his hand, and using it as though it were his own hand, he wrote the final letters of that title in such a perfect calligraphy that it looked as a carver’s work. For the Pirin, hieratic was everyday language: temple language, market language, theatre language, palace language, smithy language, and cornfield language.

“Alas, Domenir, try harder. Look at my writing… it is not too difficult. It only takes some elegance… some lightness. Each letter of the alphabet must look like… a sprout… bending, blooming, and eventually… flowering in tiny decorations of different looks. There, do you see?”

And, after having kept the boy’s hand in his to write the first title, Helewen brought it down, guiding the slender quill into writing a subtitle, and Domenir read, letter after letter, awaiting the second phrase to take form under his eyes. “How the Realm of Lothriel was created”. Helewen left the boy’s hand, letting him carry on by himself, but carefully watching over the writing as much as the tale.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER VII 

As a token of love 

 

It is told that one day, many millennia ago, the great and powerful God Ghaladar, Lord of light, fell deeply in love for the fair Goddess Uhilyn, Nymph of the lotus flowers and Queen of the Flower-Fairies. Indeed, before the first lotus flower bloomed, only at times and barely did the light cast her gaze upon the dark waters of the marshes. But then, upon seeing the chest of white petals opening and blooming, as if a whiteness like that had never before appeared in the pools, and within that flower the fairest of the Nymphs did stand, the eyes of Ghaladar could never cease to behold that marvel.

Convinced he should marry his beloved, the God asked for the advice of the other Gods concerning how he should confess his feelings to her, thereafter winning her unsullied heart. All the Gods agreed in suggesting the bright Ghaladar to perform a feat so wonderful as to deeply impress his beloved, to make her an amazing gift that proved the greatness of his feelings. Ghaladar spent much time meditating and contemplating from afar the fair Uhilyn. He sat on the sun and, from dawn to dusk, he followed with his gaze the magnet of his feelings. As a Queen of the Flower-Fairies, Uhilyn was constantly travelling in different countries, in order to pay a visit to each arboreal species, checking their inflorescences, cheering up the corollas to open and spread their sweet aroma. Only a thought could trouble the Nymph: how to cross the frosty lands of the snowy realms, during winter, without seeing, neither in woods nor in meadows, a single colourful petal? More than once did Ghaladar hear the fair Uhilyn stop and think to herself: “Oh, if there ever could be a place where I saw the land and the waters covered with an overwhelming wealth of flowers, without then, as soon as the cold snowy curtain fell, the fair, many-coloured blooms must wither! A place where the air was filled with golden, perfumed pollen… Oh, how I would love to dwell in a similar realm… If there ever was one, I would not hesitate to set my court there, surrounded by my many sisters, who would surely equally rejoice in the experience”. Ghaladar heard her conceiving such thoughts, and had an idea.

Thus it happened that, one night, he appeared in a dream to a prophet named Mindhab, a man who lived in the region of On-Ifar. Ghaladar had chosen him as his messenger since childhood: as a child, Mindhab stayed for hours staring at the sun, so much that he almost lost his sight, and his parents, worried, had come to the temple of Ghaladar to ask for the God’s intervention. Ghaladar had then spoken to the mind of his devout follower: “My dear Mindhab, I know well you dedicated your heart to me, but if you keep looking at me, you will lose your sight. If you really wish to see me, you have to look the other direction, and see the things I shine upon. For it is there where all my light goes, and it is there where I pour myself out. Thus it shall be for all Gods. They are the source of things, but their accomplishment is in the things they originate”. From that day on, Mindhab never stopped looking at the things Ghaladar shone upon, in order to understand what Ghaladar himself was.

Mindhab was now a grown man, when Ghaladar came again to him, visiting his dreams. Immediately the prophet kneeled before the God, awaiting his dispositions: “Listen carefully to what I say to you, Mindhab: at the break of dawn you shall go to the village market and buy a basket. It must be a well-braided basket, wide and large. Not a basket such as those the merchants utilize to move vegetables from a stand to another, but a coloured basket, one you could use to put a gift there. You shall also buy flowers, fruits and seeds. You shall choose the best fruits, with the liveliest colours and the most delightful looks, without any stain or dent. You shall choose the most colourful flowers, with the richest corollas and the sweetest perfume. When you choose the seeds, you shall be careful to pick the seeds of the most exquisite plants, the most revered trees that grow in the gardens of princes. Thereafter you shall fill the basket with the flowers, the fruits and the seeds, then add some branches of the abundant and shiny leaves you shall pick in the woods, and a handful of gold coins. When the basket is thus filled and adorned with ribbons and other decorations improving it, you shall take it to a snowy scree and leave it there. Your brother shall help you with carrying it, so that the weight does not overcome you, nor the composition ruined. But be careful, the scree must be visible from a beaten path, so that anyone there passing might see it. To whom, amongst those, shall ask you the meaning of your gesture, you shall say I commanded it, and that the great and powerful God Ghaladar, the Bright Lord, by this gesture announces he shall put a fertile and thriving country, incomparably rich, among the highest and steepest mountains of the East; doing it as a token of love for she who stole his heart! If my beloved reciprocated my love, be aware that, amongst the Men of this land, I shall invite to my wedding only those who stopped to ask you the meaning of the basket left in the scree”.

After the devout Mindhab performed, one after another, the tasks commanded him by his Lord, Ghaladar led Uhilyn to the snowy scree, showed her the basket shining amidst the bare dale, and told her the meaning of that symbol. “By my powerful voice”, the God said to the Nymph whose fairness won everybody, “I shall command the mountains to open. I shall create amongst the snowy peaks a realm eternally preserved from the cold. The mountains shall listen to my voice, the roaring of which is as thunder. The peaks shall bend, the mountainsides shall be torn apart in sweet dales. A dale shall be born between the whitening mountains. The peaks shall move aside in order to welcome a verdant garden, and winter shall never come there, and the trees shall bear fruit twice a year. A great lake, like a silver mirror, shall wet the bottom of that luxurious place. Its shores shall be covered in white lotus flowers, the blooms of which are so big that a child could not manage to hug them, and each petal of such outstanding corollas shall be wide as a hand’s palm and more. But what is more important, my beloved, is that each sod of the earth, each drop of water, each breath of the wind, each leaf and each blade of grass of this paradise, I give it to you, so that you make this place your home, if you wish so”.

The Fairy-Queen was very impressed by that gift, yet, before accepting the marriage proposal, she considered: “Excellent Ghaladar, O brightness giving light to the world, I indeed think I do not deserve your gift. What am I, when compared to you? What is a flower, blooming and withering in a swift season, compared to light, eternally casting its uncorrupted rays upon everything? I give birth to, and rule, little, unimportant things, while you hold sway over the most important thing”. To such questions, he replied: “And what good would it be to cast light on the world, if no beauty were shown therein? Indeed, in a blooming flower more beauty can reside than in a century of light falling in the void”.

“If your feelings truly match your words, well, I shall be honoured to become your bride, my Lord”.

Pleased to hear that, the God took the basket from the scree, flew over the mountain-tops, and from there poured over the glaciers the content of the basket, casting several spells. And, as soon as flowers, fruits, branches of many leaves, seeds and gold coins fell upon the snowy ground, the ground itself trembled, as a snail’s horn does upon being touched. As a loud sound was heard, the mountains were opened, verily as a chest, and, where earlier one would have peaks and rocks, shaken by grey storms, now the lake appeared, and the flowered meadows, and the green forests, indeed as promised by the God to his bride. Soon the marriage was celebrated, and only those among Men who had stopped to wonder about the meaning of the basket in the scree could participate. Starting from the day when the God of Light married the Queen of the Flower-Fairies, all flowers in this world turn their corollas, with love, towards light”.

While Domenir carefully entrusted the tale to the pages, the old Pirin came to an alcove in the wall, whence he carefully took a little statue which he then handed to the boy, who immediately left the pen on the board. The statue, sculpted in alabaster, black stone, gold, silver and tiny emeralds, depicted the fairest of Nymphs, Uhilyn. “Where does this statue come from?”, Domenir asked, who had never seen jewels so finely wrought. “From my country. The Kingdom of Lothriel”.

Domenir put the item back into the hands of its owner, who in his turn put it back with great care in the alcove dedicated to it. He stayed for a while there, contemplating the image, shimmering with the reflections of the saffron glow of some candles, then he was reminded of the tale he had begun. He turned to look at the window, almost as though he were reading the follow-up to his narrative in the dark-hued play of the ash-like clouds, and he started telling the young boy about the origin of the Pirin people… 

 

 

PART TWO 

Theoson, the Goldsmith 

 

 

CHAPTER I 

The bride that was promised 

 

 

Here follows the tale of the vicissitudes of Theoson the goldsmith, loved by the Gods, as it was told by King Helewen and written by Nhalfòrdon-Domenir:

 

In the early centuries of the Third Age, a bee-keeper called Sigh-Ymramar lived on the fishy shores of Hèrodin. Sigh-Ymramar, a widower at an early age, nevertheless had a clever and strong son called Theoson, who at thirteen had learned the art of gold-smithing.

When the young man turned seventeen, the village where they lived was devastated by a great wave and a large portion of the shoreline was swallowed by the sea. Even so, father and son managed to survive, also saving some goods, and migrated north, where they stayed at the place of the relatives of Sigh-Ymrarar’s deceased wife. The hosts provided them with a place to live until they could buy a house in the suburbs of Sandovelia, which was then but a little town made of stone and wood buildings, with only a fortified castle where now the royal palace stands. Sigh-Ymramar also bought a workshop in town, where Theoson could keep his gold-smithing business.

At that time the Kingdom of Sandovelia was ruled by King Bhali-Woesiskanka, from the Aries household. The King had a daughter suitable for marriage, the bride that was promised to prince Makhbel of Oghenvill. Nonetheless, it unexpectedly happened that the gracious princess, whose name was Atthù-ath-Hir, fell in love for the young goldsmith Theoson.

 

It occurred that the princess had gone with her handmaid to Theoson’s workshop to commission him the jewels she was going to wear on the day of her wedding to prince Makhbel, and as soon as she saw the handsome foreigner, her heart was stolen.

Therefore, after a while, with the excuse of collecting the jewels for the wedding, princess Atthù-ath-Hir sent her handmaid to Theoson’s workshop inviting the young man to follow her. Theoson agreed and the handmaid led him to the noblewoman’s apartments by passing through a secret corridor in the castle. As soon as she and the young man were alone, the fair Atthù-ath-Hir confessed her feelings to her beloved, who, burning with passion, proved to deeply reciprocate. And how does it end?

Theoson, feeling proud, asked the King for the princess’ hand in marriage, but the monarch burst in a thundering laughter. “Fool! Do you not know my daughter is already promised to prince Makhbel of Oghenvill? Besides, what do you, dog, have to offer to a King’s daughter? Consider yourself lucky if I do not have your head cut after such an outrage!” Then he had the guards take him, commanding them to throw that insolent out! Theoson left the castle in a very bad mood and came back to his country house, where he told everything to his old father. His parent tried to console him, but then rebuked him, telling him for such an outrage he might have been sentenced to death.

Meanwhile, at court, Atthù-ath-Hir complained to the King, telling him she would never marry prince Makhbel, for her heart belonged to Sigh-Ymramar’s son. The King tried to persuade her in every way, explaining her he would not allow her daughter to marry a baseborn man. The princess insisted, asking him to test Theoson, but the strict Bhali-Woesiskanka was adamant and the discussion was over.

Princess Atthù-ath-Hir, partly out of hopelessness, partly out of revenge toward her father, stopped eating for many days. Upon seeing his daughter starving, King Bhali-Woesiskanka was caught by a sense of despair, but he did not change his mind concerning Theoson, and in his heart he was devising a plot to get rid of the suitor without inviting the hatred of the fair Atthù-ath-Hir. Therefore, after a few days, unable to stand the sight of his daughter crying and complaining all day long, the King had the young goldsmith brought to the throne room, telling him he had had time to think and maybe he would consent to his marrying the princess, upon one condition. Following his daughter’s advice, the King of Sandovelia had decided to test the Theoson, but Bhali-Woesiskanka knew too well the love token he would ask the boy to fetch was unattainable to a baseborn and that, even if he had accepted the task, that would mean his death. Thus he spoke: “Listen, lad, to what I have to say. I accept to give you my enchanting daughter, princess Atthù-ath-Hir, as your bride, provided that, before a year is past, you bring me a lotus flower from lake Mystir. What do you have to say?”

 

Theoson agreed without even thinking about what he had heard and asked the King for a further guarantee of his word. Bhali-Woesiskanka, although angered by a similar request, had to keep his anger at bay, for he had the princess carefully watching him, and feigned his approval. He had his vizier issue a proclamation, and the vizier, as soon as he had written the text and the King had signed it, handed the scroll to Theoson. The young man immediately put it in his sack, and left the hall with a curtsy…

The brilliant goldsmith ran home to old Sigh-Ymramar and told him everything had happened to him. The old bee-keeper, at hearing what his son had come to tell him, was astonished and despaired. “Fool!” he said. “Have you not realized the King is sending you to certain death? He wants to get rid of you!” Theoson was surprised: “Father, I shall accomplish the task I was given, and marry princess Atthù-ath-Hir!”

The young man did not know what exactly the King’s request entailed, but his father was not late in bringing him back down to earth: “The lotus flowers of lake Mystir only grow in the far realm of Lothriel. A land encircled by the highest and steepest mountains of the East. The road to get there crosses hostile countries, full of dark forests, hills haunted by monsters, steep slopes beaten by storms, and rocky spurs frozen in the grip of the eternal snow… However, even if you managed to overcome any peril, and came to the thriving paradise that the bright God Ghaladar created as a home for his bride – the realm of Neverwinter – and here you were even granted to pick one of the unsullied, sacred water lilies, you could never return to Sandovelia in time before the end of the year, because, in case you have forgotten, only a few months are left before winter solstice!”

Brave and deeply in love, Theoson told his father that, may the Gods help him, he would overcome all trials and come back in time, bringing back a divine flower of lake Mystir. At that point good Sigh-Ymramar understood the seriousness of his son’s intentions and thought that, maybe, the Gods might really look at the honest young man’s plans with favourable eyes.

Therefore he gave Theoson his blessing and, after disappearing for a while in the messy and dusty attic of that country house, he emerged thence with a chest in his hands, which he carefully put down before his son on a worktable. He took from there a pair of leather shoes, which looked cheap. “These shoes, my son, belonged to a druid, long ago, and have marvelous virtues. They do not fear any consumption, they do not slide on ice, and most importantly they allow their bearer to walk rapidly, without feeling any fatigue”.

Then, Sigh-Ymramar produced from the chest a pouch in jute, which contained a dragon-tooth, and on its gold-plated root there were four tiny gems, some motives historiated in watermark and a ring wherein a lace could be inserted and which could then be worn as a pendant. “This dragon-tooth shall protect its bearer from the attack of wild beasts, lurking in the shadows of the woods, ready to assault unwary travelers”.

Eventually Sigh-Ymramar, with great care, from a tiny, red as sealing wax, casket, entirely padded in silk, produced a golden bee of the finest workmanship, with ruby eyes. Theoson was amazed at seeing that incredible jewel – which must be worth a fortune – in his father’s hands; but he was even more amazed when, by reciting the formula of a spell, the old man made the golden bee fly, as it twirled, humming, in the room.

“This precious insect will show you the way to any place you might wish to come to. All it takes is to read the signs it makes in the air by flying. Half a circle, when the arch goes up, means you should go East; a whole circle clockwise means south; half a circle with a downward arch to go toward sunset, and an anticlockwise circle to head North”.

Theoson affectionately thanked the old man, asking him how he came to possess those mystic items. “The druid I was talking about was my grandfather. I received the dragon-tooth from a noble Southern warrior shipwrecked, after a storm, on the coast of our village. I had saved his life and given him a roof and hot meals until he was fine and once more able to leave in order to return to his country. The golden bee, instead, is the gift I received from an Elven Queen I freed from a Sprite’s spell, which had turned her into an orange-tree. So remember, my son, be generous and always offer your help to whomever asks you for it”.

 

The next day, Theoson left Sandovelia, heading towards the far realm of Lothriel…

Helewen interrupted his tale, when he saw that Domenir had already written a lot, the hour was late and he also had other businesses to attend. He took his leave from his foster-son by promising to continue the narrative the day after. Domenir put down his pen and put the leaves in order. Even though he was impatient to learn about the outcome of Theoson’s story, his hand was tired. He thanked the old gentleman and asked him where to put the written papyri. Helewen, who had not yet thought about that, looked around with an undecided face, then he realized that the Dwarf Crodarewen might look for a leather folder lying, still unused, in a dresser in his office. He took it from the hands of the servant and gave it to Domenir, who put the handwritten pages therein.

 

 

 

CHAPTER II 

Heading East 

 

 

The next day Helewen continued his tale in the villa park, thanks to the particularly mild weather of that autumn day. The air was soaked with the perfume of the dew-dripping grass, little by little getting dried by the morning rays. Between the branches one could hear the harmonious choir of the songbirds, only now and then interrupted by the squawking of the ducks sliding on the river.

“At what point in my story did I stop, Domenir?” The fifteen-year-old turned the pages, rapidly scrutinizing each sentence, now looking like a flock of black sparrows, orderly resting on hay-coloured meadows. “You interrupted your narrative, my lord, immediately after saying Theoson left his father’s house heading east”. There the tale continued:

 

The young Theoson, loved by the Gods, walked for days without getting tired, thanks to the druid’s shoes he wore. He stopped, when he did stop, only because of hunger; or when it was too dark to proceed. The evening of the third day, Theoson stopped at an inn in the neighbourhood of the ancient village of Mastrithal. That evening, a hunchbacked little old woman entered the inn to ask for help. The young goldsmith offered to help her by asking the reason of her troubles. The old woman said she had lost a ring, much precious to her, on the bottom of a pool, and asked Theoson whether he could dive in to retrieve it. Theoson said the day after he would have to continue travelling, but since the old woman said he would be blessed by the Gods if he helped her, the young man was convinced, always mindful of his father’s recommendations, and told her to come again to the inn the next morning. At the break of dawn, the woman came once more to the inn, asking for the boy, who, having been told by the innkeeper, got dressed, took his things, paid for the night and followed her. The two of them headed towards a pool not too far away, close to the woman’s house.

The water was cool and slightly dirty, but Theoson dived in all the same. He emerged and came back underwater over and over, without any result, until eventually, after a last try, he surfaced with the shiny jewel in his hand. The ring had been stuck in a branch at the bottom of the pool. The old woman could smile again, and could not stop thanking the boy, inviting him to her house where he was given warm clothes and a hot beverage.

“To show you my gratitude, lad, I want to give you a very special item” she said, looking for something in a wardrobe. She came back with a bag in jute. From the bag she produced what looked like a common square mirror in silver, with a decorated handle. “Despite its appearance, this mirror is no common item, my dear lad”, the old woman began. “Time runs slower in there… the images you see therein mirrored do not depict what happens today, but only what took place yesterday”.

Theoson respectfully took the item from the gnarly hands of the old woman, and what he saw on the silver glass left him astonished: he saw himself travelling, and the landscapes he had left behind the day before. And that was not all: he could even hear the sounds he had heard along the path: the singing birds, the flowing of a stream, the breeze between the branches. He wanted to refuse such a gift, but the hunchbacked woman insisted that he took it because, she said, he was a good boy who deserved the benevolence of the Gods and only good luck in his destiny. Therefore Theoson, thanking the woman once more, put the mirror in the bag and the bag in his travelling sack.

 

 

 

CHAPTER III 

In the clear waters of the fountain 

 

 

Theoson proceeded swiftly towards East and came in sight of the town of Mason Gottbin, a fortress of the Dwarves. Before entering the town, though, the young man was stopped by a luminous and iridescent Sprite who, coming towards him on butterfly wings, asked him to follow in his trail. You should know that, although they rarely appear to mortals, there are many fairy creatures in woods. When they take male form, they are generally called Sprites, whereas, when their appearance is female, they are called Nymphs or Fairies; to conclude, when one of them appears as an old man, he is called a Genie. Contrarily to those who believe that flowers, trees, stones, or the water of streams, are inanimate bodies, actually within each of them dwells a Sprite or a Nymph keeping them alive.

Now, when the Sprite came to Theoson asking him to follow in his trail, our traveler in the first place refused, explaining, in order to justify himself, that he had an important mission to accomplish, preventing him from taking deviations; but the radiant, winged Sprite begged him, asking for his help. Theoson felt pity for him, but, before following him, he wanted to learn what the Sprite’s problem was. The Sprite, crying tears of light, dripping with a shimmer from his translucent eyes, said his beloved had been imprisoned by her evil brother who, through a spell, had bound her in the waters of a fountain.

 

The young goldsmith, moved by that story, asked how it could have happened, and the Sprite began to tell: “My name is Nhaldharar. This morning, at the break of dawn, I and my beloved, the Fairy Melimghal, played lighthearted games before a fountain of fresh water, which is found in a great clearing surrounded by colourful wildflowers. At that point Melimghal’s brother, jealous and possessive, saw her in my company, after he had tried the best he could to dissuade her from seeing me. Indeed, I normally live in mistletoe, the trunk-less, groundless shrub, suspended between the branches of other trees as a bird’s nest. Melimghal, for sure, would deserve as her beloved a Sprite who could take her to dwell in a great, powerful, well-rooted tree. Therefore her brother decided to punish her. Together with two of his acolytes, he captured me and tied me to a birch with a rope made of resin, dew and wind. Then, turning to his sister, he pronounced a formula and, by the spell, imprisoned her in the clear waters of the fountain, that, as soon as he had done so, became dark and dirty”.

The spell, as the Sprite furthermore explained, could only be broken by Melimghal’s brother, as soon as he pronounced for the second time “Ha sth zadheliorteha, jandhidimteth!” (I free you, surface!), but nobody knows when he might come to free her.

“I, astonished at having seen my beloved’s abduction, stood there tied for a few hours before a Faun, who had heard my pleas for help, came and proved so courteous as to free me from the rope keeping me tied to the birch’s trunk”.

Nhaldharar the Sprite concluded by telling Theoson that, if he helped him setting Melimghal free, somehow convincing her evil brother to let her go, he would repay him by telling him an important secret, which only a few amongst those who travelled those woods knew. The generous Theoson told the Sprite not to despair because he had what would save the poor Melimghal from her water prison. He invited the Sprite to come back there the next morning, about the same hour when his beloved was captured and imprisoned. Theoson found hospitality for the night by a family of farmers living not too far off, and the next morning, just before dawn, he came to the fountain where Nhaldharar was waiting for him with eyes full of hope.

Theoson produced from his sack the magical mirror he had been given by the old woman in Mastrithal and put its glass in front of the fountain. The Sprite observed with great wonder the smooth silver plate, wherein he could see the reflections of the bad happenings of the day before. He saw himself playing with the fair Melimghal, her brother coming forth alongside his evil companions, and he saw himself being tied to the birch-tree… He asked Theoson how could that mirror restore Melimghal’s liberty. “You see, my good friend, this magical mirror, wherein time runs slower, not only reflects pictures, but also sounds. By putting it in front of the eerie fountain, the mirror shall reflect the figure and voice of Melimghal’s brother, while he pronounced the formula that can break the spell. Thus the sentence shall be pronounced here for a second time, and the curse shall be broken”.

Indeed, a few moments later, from the bewitched silver plate there came the reflection of the cruel Sprite who was brother to Melimghal, and he could be heard while, out of his own mouth, he pronounced the words: “Ha sth zadheliorteha, jandhidimteth!”. Immediately, the spell was broken. The waters of the fountain poured out once more, clear as a crystal, and thence came out, radiant and splendid, the fair Melimghal, so that she could embrace once more the unbelieving Nhaldharar. The couple could escape together and look for a new forest to live in. And never mind they had to live suspended between the mistletoe’s branches, hit by the winds, for love would be their trunk, roots and ground…

 

 

 

CHAPTER IV 

Chests, coffers and boxes 

 

 

The Sprite, eternally grateful to Theoson, blessed the man and told him: “To repay you, O noble and generous spirit, I want to show you the secret path leading to the Hall of Gifts. There, if you correctly answer the Guardian’s questions, the choice of a chest, containing a magical item, shall be granted to you ”.

“Explain yourself”, Theoson asked.

“The Hall of Gifts”, the colour-changing spirit continued, “is the place where the Dwarven King Drewthudrewi, who for his conduct and generosity had received great powers from the Gods, cast the last and most uncanny of his spells. The old monarch, soon before dying, had commanded the excavation of a great underground hall, in the heart of the woods, below the stump of a great tree. By sticking his golden axe in the trunk and pronouncing magical formulas, the King out of the blue summoned a heap of chests, coffers and boxes, each of which contained a prodigious item. The spell entails that whoever comes to the Hall of Gifts may choose a chest as he likes best, either small or large, among the countless that are stored there, but only one, not any more, and any time a gift is granted, another will take its place. Only a gate leads to the underground hall, and that gate is guarded by a Keeper who holds the key. The Keeper is a weird creature, called Gbarothal. He holds in his hand a set of more than a thousand keys, and he is the only one who knows which is the only key that opens the gate of the Hall of Gifts. The Keeper shall open the gate only to the person who manages to answer his questions. Besides”, Nhaldharar continued, “the gate can only be unlocked as the sun-rays light the golden axe in the middle of the clearing”.

 

Theoson was led by the Sprite to the clearing where the golden axe of the Dwarven King was stuck in the trunk, and here Nhaldharar disappeared, leaving the young man alone before the glimmering weapon, the glow of which coloured the whole place of golden reflections as a jar of oil or a flagon of ale. Slowly, the small, awkward creature called Gbarothal came to him, commanding him to halt there. The Gbarothal creature was a tiny man with weird features, the ears of an elephant and a horn coming out of his upper forehead. He had long arms and short legs, as a monkey. His neck was long. His eyes were yellow, with tiny pupils.

 

He said: “Halt, traveler! To trespass this threshold, you must answer my questions”.

Theoson replied: “I am listening, Keeper!”

And the latter: “Which gift do you hope to obtain?”

“I come to you without expectations. I shall get what the Gods have in store for me”.

“Which gift do you think you deserve from the Gods?”

“No, Keeper. I do not deserve anything from the Gods. I am unworthy even that their radiant gaze may briefly focus on my path!”

“Well”, the weird creature said. “You may pass”.

 

And thus saying, Gbarothal took the secret key from the set, which is only given to the humble. He put it in the lock and the heavy gate opened. Theoson was waiting for the instructions of the Keeper, so the latter told him: “You must go alone. Descend the stairway leading to the underground hall. As soon as you arrive to the Hall of Gifts, you shall see in the middle the trunk and roots of the great tree. Among the roots of the tree all the gifts are heaped. You must choose a chest, only one, not any more. You shall open it and what is within, whatever it is, shall be yours from that moment on. You shall leave the hall by taking the second door which, passing through a corridor, leads to a secondary exit. Before abandoning this place, you must swear not to reveal the path leading to the Hall of Gifts, except to a person to whom you are highly thankful. Now go!”

 

Theoson descended with some hesitation the stairway leading to the hypogeum. As soon as he took the last step and crossed the threshold, the goldsmith found himself before an amazing sight. He saw a great hall dug into the depths of the earth, lit by great lanterns hanging from the hall vault, in the middle of which the trunk of the great tree stood. 

Because of the magical powers of the golden axe stuck in its trunk, the tree produced a wealth of underground gifts: the spaces between the roots were literally flooded with chests, coffers, caskets and treasure troves of any workmanship and size. In the hall an enchanted silence reigned. Theoson moved forward among the roots, coming out of the floor everywhere, and slowly walked around the trunk of the magical tree, carefully observing the heaps of treasure before his feet.

 

He was attracted chiefly by a casket looking to be the tiniest of all, yet, Theoson thought by himself, its worth must not necessarily be inferior to the others. He knew that too well, since he was a goldsmith. He also saw the casket was less flamboyant and gaudy than the others, that its decorations were simpler. 

And yet, he thought, even diamonds, in the heart of the earth, are contained within humble, insignificant gangue. Therefore, Theoson collected that tiny casket. He felt, as soon as he had taken it, a sound as though some boxes were being moved, and indeed he saw that, a few paces afar, a box had appeared out of nowhere. Curious to learn what was found within the casket, Theoson unlocked it, only to find within it a tiny wind instrument, wrought in precious materials, and adorned on the outside by lapis lazuli, alabaster and mother-of-pearl; but he also found a tiny scroll describing its miraculous nature in the following words:

“Hewsi kem elfalhes I adesi xihado, ghalalhes hesm kasiyaar, ni e kem uharehes peh bar kajut, eh hes wefhòndoralhes” (Whoever plays this divine flute, his path shall be lit, and whatever was hidden by the cloak of night, it shall be shown to him).

Theoson kissed the tiny item, bowing to the benevolence shown to him by the Gods. He kept it in the casket and put the casket in his sack. Then he went to the exit, pronounced the oath of secrecy and went away, taking once again the road to the kingdom of Lothriel.

 

He crossed the country of Dhal: from Mason Gottbin he came south, toward Duhjum, the gate between East and West. Once he had come there, Theoson halted, staying at a inn on the eastern side of town…

 

 

 

CHAPTER V 

The page of a very rich prince

 

 

After dinner Theoson was going to leave the inn and continue his journey, since now, thanks to his magical flute, he could travel in the dark without fear. He had barely managed to close the door behind him, though, when he was reached by a boy who vehemently implored for his help.

“What can I do for you, little boy?”, Theoson asked him, and he said: “My dad has been threatened with death by his creditors! Please, milord, help!”

“Explain yourself better”, Theoson said. The child continued: “My dad lost a lot of money to some gamblers and now, having lost everything and being unable to repay his debts, he is being taken by those rascals in a deserted place, out of town, so that they can kill him, I suppose. You look like a honest man, sir. Please, help me!”

Theoson was moved by the child’s request and decided to help him. “Did you see which direction did they go?”

“Yes, milord. I eavesdropped their talks while I was hiding. I think they want to take my dad to the river and drown him”.

“So they went West, did they not?”

“Yes, sir. To the river. I heard them mentioning the dock of the pot-traders’ boats. The dock belongs to one of the creditors”. Theoson took the child with him and got out of the Western gate of Duhjum. The sun had almost disappeared behind the horizon. They walked swiftly, until they saw the dock. Hiding behind some bushes, they observed what was going on. They saw the boy’s father, badly injured, and whose arms were tied behind his back, being held still by two rascals before the owner of the trading dock, who threatened to drown him unless he paid his debt before the next week. The man was shaking, and he implored his creditors, by saying he did not know where to find all that money, but the trader seemed unmovable…

Theoson was concentrating in an effort to find a way to solve the problem, when he had an idea. He got up and told the bandits he would pay the debt of the poor man as soon as they let him free. The owner of the dock was satisfied by that offer, since, he said, the child’s father was a friend of his, and it would have been a pity to have to kill him for some silly gambling debts! However, before setting him free, the trader asked Theoson for some guarantee.

The goldsmith said: “I am the page of a very rich prince, travelling East. My master owns lands and goods in each corner of the known world. Nevertheless, at this very moment, I do not have much: this child asked me to intercede for his pitiful father, therefore I came here in a hurry. I only have brought a few items of small value”, and he showed the rascal the silver mirror, the golden bee and the lapis lazuli flute. “Anyway, if you are patient, as soon as my generous lord comes back from his journey, he shall repay you four times the debt of this man. If everything goes as planned, my lord should be here by the end of the year. Meanwhile, if you do not trust my word, you can keep the child’s father as a hostage, and take his life if you see I am not a man of my word. The choice is yours, pot-trader!”

The greedy trader coveted the precious items shown by Theoson, and was tempted to content with those, because he knew that, probably, by selling those few jewels he could have gotten more than his due as a creditor. Yet, the idea of earning even four times more led him into accepting the proposal of the would-be page.

“Alright, boy. I will do as you say. I will keep this man alive until your master returns from the East. But I warn you, if you are not here by the end of the year with the riches you promised, this wretched miserable shall drown in the icy river!”

“Then it is agreed”, Theoson concluded, heading back to town alongside the child.

He took the boy back home, and, before coming back to his mother, he asked Theoson whether he truly was a prince’s page, and whether he truly might repay his father’s debt. “No, son. I am no page. But I think I can find enough money, if the Gods assist me”. The child asked him to wait a moment before going, he got upstairs and came down again with a little wicker basket covered by a blanket.

“What is in there?” the man asked.

“Cheese, ham and dried fruits. But there is magic in this basket: its content gets always refilled”. Theoson wanted to refuse. “You and your mother should keep this magical item: by selling the food it contains, you might repay part of your father’s debt”. The child was not convinced: “No. The food it produces cannot be sold, but only granted as a gift. We could never use it to get money from it”.

“Then keep it to have something to eat”.

“Do not worry for us, milord. We will manage. But I want to repay you for your good intentions, and we wholeheartedly offer you this gift”. Theoson thanked the child, telling him to also give his greetings and thanks to his mother. “Do not fear”, he added, “you shall see I will come back and pay your father’s debt”.

And, having said so, he left, taking the road to the Eastern mountains.

 

 

 

CHAPTER VI 

Like fresh rains in Spring

 

 

The road to Lothriel got always steeper and more perilous. The beaten paths ever fewer, the villages rarer. Theoson had to walk through wild forests, climb over narrow mule-tracks or steep scree-slopes. Winter’s bite seemed to devour everything. 

And, the more he proceeded, the traveler’s stops the fewer, since he did not depend anymore on the villagers’ hospitality for eating and spending the night. When hunger compelled him not to go further, he ate from the magical basket, and, when night fell over his head, his flute cast clear light illuminating his path, as a star to him in those hostile dales.

 

He kept on for days, until he met on his path a weak, sad woman, who looked like she had not had anything to eat for a few days already. She was sitting on a stone with an old man and a child, who were also weak and hurt, possibly senseless; and a soldier was patrolling the scene, so that, as soon as Theoson arrived, he got up, coming towards the goldsmith, and putting his hand to the sword.

Theoson showed him to be unarmed and immediately introduced himself: “Do not fear: I am only a goldsmith, travelling toward the mountains. I do not mean you any harm. On the contrary, if you need help as it seems, I will be glad to assist you”.

 

The soldier left the grip on his hilt. At that point the woman got up, coming closer: “We come from the ancient citadel of Garrylden, perched in the side of the mountains, down there, in this dale”, she said, pointing the direction with her eyes as well as her slender arm. “For a long time our King has been at war with the King of On-Ifar, who besieged the castle of Garrylden, cutting all ways of getting supplies and letting the population therein caught starve. We managed, in night-time, to escape through a secret passage in the side of the mountains”, the woman said, indicating the trail they followed with her finger.

“Who are you?”, Theoson asked. “I am the Queen of Garrylden. I wear no crown nor royal jewellery, lest their shimmering be seen by enemies. Those lying here, seemingly dead, are my father-in-law and my son. My Lord told me to escape with his father and our son, the heir to the throne, whereas he would stay and defend the town from her enemies. The guard here, instead, is our escort”.

By hearing those words, Theoson made a curtsy before the Queen and tried to console her: “I think your sufferings are over, my Lady, since I possess the remedy to the sufferings of your people. Now rest, and get better”, he said, showing her his basket and a flagon of water. “Soon after that, when you are better and able to walk, you shall lead me in secret to the town of Garrylden”.

 

“And how could you, alone, save my people?”, the Queen asked, not without worrying. Theoson asked the Lady to trust him. With the water and the wood offered by the goldsmith, the four survivors could restore their bodies and their strength. Theoson put the pendant with the dragon-tooth on the child’s neck, as a lucky charm, then took the heir to the throne on his shoulders, and so did the guard with the old father of the King. Then, guided by the Queen, they walked on the mountainside, diving into the pinewood. 

When the group was seen by one of the sentinels on the castle towers, the sentinel gave the order to create a diversion, so that the enemies did not see the five people coming from the wood. Therefore the garrison men took an eagle from a falconer, they tied to its leg a chain, and on the chain the hung a bright lantern. Then they freed the eagle from the walls of the fortress. 

Those among the Onifaroi who made camp below saw the light in a sky getting dark in the sunset and were curious, so that they were distracted. They thought the eagle to be a signal and turned to watch the road coming from the dale to Garrylden, afraid of seeing troops come in aid of the besieged in the fortress.

Once they had come to the secret door of the castle, Theoson and the four survivors accompanying him were immediately welcomed by the guards and escorted before the King. 

The monarch wholeheartedly embraced his wife, whom he thought he would never see, and asked her about his father and the young prince. After the Queen instructed him on the happenings of the day, she asked Theoson to speak, and he kneeled before the King: “Sire, believe me: I am, unto your people, like the fresh rains in Spring, and the sun making the first flowers bloom after the winter cold. Indeed I come to bring you peace and new sap! Thus the immortal Gods wanted”.

“May you be blessed, son! Tell me, how can you help my people, who are now in despair?”

 

Theoson showed the king the magical basket within which food never lacked. “With this miraculous basket, I can feed any man, woman, old man and children of your unlucky town, and restore in your soldiers the strength to fight the enemy at the gates”.

By hearing this, the King was moved, he asked Theoson to rise and embraced him. “With your arrival, lad, truly the Gods decided to save my people. Please, tell me your name”.

“I am called Theoson, my lord, son of Sigh-Ymramar. I come from the West”. The King commanded the guards to escort him in the square of the citadel, where he started distributing cheese, meat and fruits to all the people. Little by little, more people arrived before the foreigner, until Theoson was acclaimed and almost overwhelmed by the crowd!

When all had enough to eat and the stores of the castle were full, the King had Theoson once more brought to the throne room. “Theoson, son of Sigh-Ymramar: in order to repay you, I make you a knight, and I give you Qufftehes-paldari, my magical sword, turning those who are pierced into dust. Besides, ask me whatever you wish, and, if I can, it shall be yours, alongside my eternal thankfulness!”

 

Theoson said: “My lord, I am honoured by your gifts. I only ask you one thing: to bring as soon as possible four chests full of gold to a house in Duhjum”. Obviously, he meant the house of the debtor that he had promised to ransom. The young goldsmith wished the King and his people to survive the siege, but added that now he really had to go, since he had an important task to accomplish…

 

 

 

CHAPTER VII 

A field lit by the sun 

 

 

Once he had left the citadel of Garrylden behind, Theoson did not find human settlements anymore. His lonesome way strode up to the highest peaks, passing through dales and desert ridges, caught by storms. The sky was laden with leaden clouds and the hissing of the wind ran through the mountainsides as a shivering frost.

In those ancient times, no roads, no bridges, no gates between mountains could ease the access to the kingdom of Lothriel. Goddess Uhilyn’s fairy homestead was surrounded on each side by steep, snow-covered mountains, where even the eagle’s fly was made hard by the unrelenting blows of the wind.

Nonetheless, proud Theoson, favoured by fortune, managed to overcome the hardness of the path, thereby coming to the top of the mountains encircling Lothriel, only a few days before the end of the year.

As soon as he had conquered the top, Theoson fell to the ground, unconscious, overcome by thirst, cold and the barely-breathable, rarefied air. Only after his awakening he could contemplate the marvelous sight he was offered, one that no mortal, until now, had ever seen, but only heard about in tales. He saw before him the realm of Neverwinter, a field lit by the sun, lying amongst the mountains, green with meadows and verdant woods. And, in the middle, the great lake extending to the feet of the mountains, the waters of which looked like silver melt, shimmering of a thousand shimmers.

Theoson looked around, trying to catch the easiest, less perilous track descending into the dale, so to get to the shores of the lake… By helping himself with hooks and ropes, and counting on his magical shoes, preventing any fall, the goldsmith began his slow descent. And, the more he descended, the more the rocky and snowy ridges transitioned into hills, and meadows, and then woods, and finally wells of fresh water where Theoson could quench his thirst. The water was sweet, similar to a divine nectar.

The Fairy Uhilyn, observing unseen the arrival of the traveler, asked the pageant of the Nymphs, her handmaidens: “Tell me, my friends, my sisters: whoever might this man be, who comes into my realm?”

And they replied: “O divine and refulgent Queen, perfect in your grace, never before a mortal passed the threshold of your realm!”

The divine Uhilyn asked the flowers: “Tell me, my friends, my children: whoever might this man be, who comes into my realm?”

But also the flowers said: “O divine and refulgent Queen, perfect in your grace, never before a mortal passed the threshold of your realm!”

The Goddess thereafter asked her question to trees, to insects, to birds and other animals of the woods, but all of them replied that never before a mortal had passed the borders of Lothriel.

Uhilyn saw the man who quenched his thirst at the well was handsome, and she found him fair. Therefore she came to him, without making herself visible. Coming closer, she studied him, feeling a deep desire for that stranger.

“Who are you?”, the Fairy asked the goldsmith, without revealing herself. The man looked around and, since he did not see anybody, he realized that the celestial voice must belong to a divine creature. “I am Theoson, son of Ygh-Ymramar. Who is talking?” Now Theoson saw a blinding light and thought he heard a sweet and hypnotic melody, deeply moving the strings of his heart. He saw the grass move in circle, as though it was run upon by a light breeze, and it was bent to the ground, as though it was pressed by an invisible presence, while flower-petals swirled about the light moth-like before him.

“Who are you, my divine Lady?”, Theoson asked again.

In the light, Theoson heard a flutter of wings, as though a great bird had landed before him, and actually he soon saw four unsullied wings come out of the light, like swan wings, only five or six times the larger, and they danced in the air with incomparable grace. He glimpsed a long and glimmering sceptre in gold, as well, and drapes of white cloaks, swinging about the breeze.

Theoson kneeled before that vision, closing his eyes, for he was afraid he might incur the wrath of some God should he continue to withhold that marvelous happening, but the voice incited him to rise. “I am the reason for the opening of the water lilies, Theoson, son of Sigh-Ymramar. Because I wish so, in the right season, from the dirty water of the marshes the lotus flower is born, the perfect beauty of which cannot be spoiled by the noisome mud. I am the Nymph Uhilyn, Queen of the Flower-Fairies”.

At that time Theoson saw the light was becoming less blinding, and he did not hear anymore the otherworldly melody he thought magically resonating in the air. He stood in stupefied silence, while the Goddess revealed herself to him in her glory. Uhilyn had dark skin, such as silt, white hair, eyes like stars, body and face superbly drawn. Four arms, four great wings. She was dressed with a long, draped peplum in white silk, finely wrought on the sides, and upon which dozens of white-corolla flowers set.

The Goddess came closer to Theoson and, while he could still hardly believe that celestial vision, she instead kissed him and passionately loved him, and he lost his consciousness in that embrace that made him feel as though he had entered the sun, which from above casts its light on whoever contemplates it, in the entirety of his body and spirit. But, as soon as the long embrace of the Nymph was over, and Theoson little by little awoke and came back to his senses, he was afraid that what he thought had happened was actually true. Not only then, he thought, he had forgotten that his love awaited him in Sandovelia, but he had consumed a forbidden love with the bride of a God. Uhilyn caught the fear conquering Theoson’s spirit, and with caresses and sweet words tried to bury the anxiety of his lover in the sweet stream of oblivion.

Nevertheless, after some more days had passed, the Goddess understood that her lover was afflicted by nostalgia and worrying, being conscious that the idyll could only be short. Therefore she addressed Theoson: “My love, I know what upsets your spirit. Besides, our love could never do but quarrel with the jealousy and wrath of my divine groom, the bright Ghaladar, Therefore, do what you will up here, and then leave this place forever. Be assured that in my immortal heart I shall keep the memory of you forever”.

Theoson was moved by those words, and replied to the Goddess: “My love, sublime apparition, what once brought me to this peaceful corner of the world has now no reason to be”. Then, having said so, Theoson showed the scroll to Uhilyn, a scroll where the reason of his journey had been written. The Goddess rapidly read about the edict of the King of Sandovelia and cheered the goldsmith up: “Do not fear, my love: you shall have what you came for”.

“Even though you gave me, my generous and divine Lady, a chance to pick a flower from this enchanted lake, I could never return before the appointed time set for carrying out this mission. I shall lose princess Atthù-ath-Hir and the long journey I took shall be meaningless!” The Queen of the Flower-Fairies took Theoson’s head in her shimmering, perfumed hands and said: “No reason to become afflicted, my beloved. I shall grant you what you seek, and I shall see it that you make it in returning there before the established time”. And, having said so, the Goddess had a bunch of lotus flowers grow within Theoson’s hands, so beautiful that they seemed like jewels made in ivory, gold and mother-of-pearl. Then, by beating on the ground her golden scepter, she summoned before the unbelieving boy a powerful winged lion, the hair of which was white as the snow that covered the Nhirklordi mountains. “This is the Serlothriel lion. His name means the Strength of Lothriel. You shall mount on its back, holding his long mane, and with him you shall fly to Sandovelia, returning there before the end of the year”, Uhilyn explained. Theoson kneeled before the fairest of Nymphs, telling her he did not deserve the gifts of her divine grace, but she said: “Son of Sigh-Ymramar, unknowingly you gave me a much more precious gift!” The man did not understand those words, but the Goddess meant the children she had conceived with him in the days of their forbidden love…

 

 

 

CHAPTER VIII 

On the back of the white winged lion 

 

 

Helewen interrupted his narration by saying he would have continued the next day, thereby revealing the fate of Theoson, come back to Sandovelia, and that of the Nymph Uhilyn, who stayed in Lothriel, pregnant with two twins.

The day after, having woken up, Domenir saw a thick rain shimmering on river Pafantehes-yedo, and heard its pouring on the roof. On that day, Helewen led his foster-son to the Hall of Maps. While Domenir picked up his scribe tools, and dipped his pen in the ink, impatient to hear the following, Helewen comfortably sat on a high-backed armchair and, looking now at his hearer, now at some recollection into which his mind might travel, he continued his tale which he had interrupted the night before. And, since the story, although already known, would never lose its grip on the hearer because of the narrator’s skill, as though each time it was heard was the first, day by day the hearers gathering to sit in silence and watch Helewen dictating were more. Therefore it happened that some servants stopped by to hear, lured by the deep, warm voice of the King, and then, as though they had woken up abruptly from a dream, they recalled their business and disappeared, always in silence, in the corridors of the villa.

Helewen never rebuked anybody of those who left their business unattended to hear him, partly due to his pride as a narrator, partly since he knew there were many servants, so that urgent business was rare. Only Hybàr-biltòin, the formal butler, stopped by every now and then, checking everything was well, and rebuking the wastrels with glances that reminded them what they were paid for…

 

It was on the back of the white winged lion that Theoson the brave left the sacred garden of Lothriel and the high peaks of the Nhirklordi forever behind. Only two days were left before the celebration of the winter solstice, and so the deadline for his challenge.

 

The uncanny mount landed in a solitary clearing, not far from Theoson’s father’s house, where nobody would see them. Having come there, Theoson dismounted from the lion and, by following the instructions of the Goddess Uhilyn, had him hid in the alabaster set in a magical ring, by reciting the formula “Ser ath Lothriel rekintalltehes eh ham oldrucil” (May the Strength of Lothriel come into my ring). In fact he knew it was not Serlothriel’s time yet.

First Theoson ran into the house of his father, who barely hoped to see him once more, but in his heart always hoped for the success of the undertaking. The goldsmith told his father everything that had befallen to him in his long trip, and proudly showed his parent the magical items he had been given along the path.

 

Meanwhile, at the castle, King Bhali-Woesiskanka was informed by his spies that Theoson was still alive, and that he had come to Sandovelia with the dower he had been asked for. “How can that be?”, the King asked, wroth and surprised at the same time. “I was sure that nobody might fulfill such a task! Is this man a demon under disguise, or a powerful wizard… Maybe he is a druid?... And what if, instead, he were protected by the Gods?” Bhali-Woesiskanka had the spies take their leave and called for a team of soldiers skilled in chasing the enemies of the crown. The mercenaries presented to the King and bowed before him, listening to his words.

“This night you shall go to the house of the bee-keeper Sigh-Ymramar. Here you shall find the old man and his son, the goldsmith Theoson. You must take their lives, without being seen. You shall bring me the body of the young man. Do as you please with the old one. Do you understand?”

“Yes, milord!” the head of the assassins declared.

The mercenaries reached the yard of the house of Sigh-Ymramar in the blink of an eye, ready to break into the bee-keeper’s habitation, silent as a barn owl’s flight. Nonetheless, a few moments earlier, a firefly had come into Theoson’s room, landing near his ear, and whispering he should wake up. Theoson had woken up amazed, sitting on his bed, and he asked the firefly who she was, and how could she speak the language of Men. Then the glowing beast transformed into a Fairy. To Theoson, who was even more amazed by the sight, she said: “Theoson, my kind friend, I am Melimghal, the Fairy you set free from the fountain. You must know”, the luminous Fairy said, “that the evil King Bhali-Woesiskanka sent his soldiers to kill you. Soon they shall break into your house and, after killing your old father, they shall come for your life”.

 

Theoson swiftly looked through the window, with no light at all, and indeed he saw a small team of armed men hiding in darkness below. “I saw the moon-rays shining on their knives”, said Theoson to the Fairy. And she: “Hurry! Take a weapon and defend yourself!” The goldsmith unsheathed the pointed Qufftehes-paldari, the magical sword given to him by the King of Garrylden. When the assassins broke into the house, there he was, awaiting them, the miraculous weapon in his hand, and he skillfully wielded it. Each time the blade fell on a soldier, the latter turned into a dust similar to the sand on top of a desert dune. When they saw what befell to their comrades, the survivors ran, without ever returning before the King. When everything was over, Theoson thanked Melimghal for her providential intervention and she, who vanished in the middle of the night, could considered her debt with her saviour to be repaid.

As soon as the sun rose, Theoson left his father’s house and headed to the castle of Sandovelia. He wore a long, hooded cloak, so that he could walk the town-road undisturbed. He hid the lotus flowers in the hidden compartment of a cart which he then filled with vegetables, and eventually covered with a cloth in jute. It was the eve of New Year’s Day.

The man walked in the town-streets, passing between the houses in wood and stone standing within the walls. No one recognized him, taking him for one of the many peasants who came to the market to sell their goods.

As soon as he arrived at the entrance of the royal palace, Theoson joined the line of those who came to offer their goods in homage to the King hoping to be heard by him. Eventually he could pass and was led, together with other peasants, to the hall where they could meet the King and present him their requests. When it was his turn, the goldsmith let his cloak fall to the ground, thereby revealing his true identity, to the utter surprise of the King and the bystanders; but mostly surprised was the fair Atthù-ath-Hir, who ran to her beloved, hugging him in tears.

Theoson then talked to the astonished monarch and, by revealing the hidden compartment in the cart, he took thence the white-corolla flowers, which enchanted the audience.

“My lord”, the goldsmith proudly announced. “I have fetched you the dower you asked from me, and again ask you for the hand of your daughter, princess Atthù-ath-Hir”. But Bhali-Woesiskanka, wroth, denied having ever promised the hand of his daughter to a commoner. Theoson then took from his sack a scroll of parchment, sealed, containing the statement of the King. “You forget, milord, you signed this document…”, Theoson insisted, reassuring the princess who was now desperate before the scene. The King stayed silent for a while. Then he replied: “I would lose my dignity and my honour by allowing my daughter to marry your sort! The paper you exhibit must surely be false!”

Then Theoson, perfectly calm, exhibited a second scroll, the one therewith the King of Garrylden made him a knight. “As you can see, my king, I am no mere commoner anymore. My deeds meant this title!”

Theoson had immediately won the admiration of the crowd, but the king would not desist. He could never accept the son of a bee-keeper to become his son-in-law, and, what was worse, the next King of Sandovelia.

“Guards!”, Bhali-Woesiskansa shouted, getting up and pointing his finger towards Theoson, “seize this impostor and take him away from my sight! I do not mean to stand any more nonsense!”

“You are making a big mistake, Your Highness!”, the accused declared. As soon as the soldiers of the King arrived to arrest the poor Theoson, he recited the magical formula, thereby freeing from his ring the powerful lion of Uhilyn. The winged beast, in the thunder of its roars and the powerful beating of its wings, came into the hall, petrifying the audience in admiration, and causing the guards to lose their weapons from their hands.

“This is the sacred lion Serlothriel, bestowed to me as a gift by the divine Uhilyn, Queen of the Flower-Fairies, who dwells in lake Mystir, she whom the bright Ghaladar gave the paradise of Lothriel as a token of love. This is the final proof I offer you in order to prove I am not lying”.

Then King Bhali-Woesiskanka was forced to pass over the crown, and entrust his daughter’s hand to the goldsmith come from the south, who thereafter became a wise, beloved King, according to everyone. Theoson reigned over Sandovelia for forty-five years, and after his death the kingdom was entrusted to the son he had from Atthù-ath-Hir: the great King and Conqueror Athalan, whom we owe the conquest of many of the neighbouring kingdoms of Sandovelia.

 

PART THREE 

The Pirin Kingdom 

 

 

 

CHAPTER I 

A boy and a girl, born the same day 

 

 

How did Theoson die? Nobody knows for sure, and the place where he was actually buried is also a mystery. Was he not buried in the great mausoleum dedicated to him even today standing in Sandovelia? Some deny it, instead affirming his remains would be in the nearby village of Brodiki… And what about the Serlothriel lion? He survived his master for two more generations of kings, who also rode him, but when he died – mortally wounded in a fearsome battle – he was buried  in the Theoson mausoleum, or so it is called, where a great statue portrays the King and his magical beast. And what about the magical items belonging to Theoson, what happened to them after his death? The mystery surrounding the King’s treasure is unsolved even today: a mystery which, as centuries passed, inspired legends, quests, poems, and the dreams of many an explorer… Nobody actually knows where the shoes, the golden bee, the mirror, the flute, the basket and the sword, which according to tradition the monarch would seal in a crypt, in a secret place, after becoming King of Sandovelia, might be…

 

But let us return to the Nymph Uhilyn, whom we left pregnant with twins. Indeed, it must be related that the bright Ghaladar spent much time away from Lothriel and his bride; spending many months in the fortress of Nhirmason, on the Western coast of Arionvallis, or visiting the countries where the major temples dedicated to him stood, and meeting the kings of those peoples. Besides, he often took part in the feasts of the Gods, or in the wars caused by their quarrels. However, he could always see his beloved through light. Be it sunlight or moonlight, starlight, a fire, or a firefly, he could always see whatever was reached by any light.

In her turn, Uhilyn, Queen of the Flower-Fairies, knew, if she wished to, how to escape the glance of her husband. In fact, any flower is reached by the light halfway, because only a half is over the ground. The other half, the roots, is always surrounded by the darkness of the earth, or, in the case of a lotus flower, by the slimy water. Although Theoson did not realize it, when Uhilyn embraced him to love him, she brought him underwater below the surface of the lake, causing the sand on the bottom to rise through the beating of her winds. This way, the waters became dark, the light could not enter them, and she could avoid the almost omnipresent sight of the God Ghaladar. Actually Uhilyn had not foreseen everything, though. She had forgotten the dragonfly, which, after spending the first half of her life underwater, climbs on a rush and here becomes a winged insect, exactly as the caterpillar changes into a butterfly. It befell, then, that a young dragonfly, hidden on the bottom of the lake, saw how Uhilyn loved Theoson. Soon thereafter, the dragonfly emerged and performed her metamorphosis, taking her flight lightly in the air. It was she who revealed what had happened in the obscurity of the lake.

 

When Ghaladar discovered Uhilyn’s betrayal, he was very angered and the cry of his rage was heard as a thunder resounding through the whole of the Nhirklordi mountain chain. The light he emanated changed into a devastating flame, and the earth was shaken at his feet. When he discovered the Nymph was pregnant, the wroth God unsheathed his luminous sword, and was going to destroy whom he loved and the fruit of her bosom. But Uhilyn begged him to forgive her mistake, also saying that, had he spared her children’s lives, the latter would recall his generosity and, once they were grown, would never forget to make sacrifices for him, they would build for him a glorious sanctuary of incomparable beauty and sing his praises alongside their descendants, for all millennia to come! Soothed by the disarming and captivating beauty of the Goddess and tempted by her words, Ghaladar decided to forget the offence he had suffered, and let the long sabre fall to the ground.

After a while, Uhilyn gave birth to the two children of Theoson, a boy and a girl, born the same day. The twins had a bronze, smooth skin, white, smooth hair, and the iris of their eyes was golden as shimmering honey. The boy was named Aedanar, the girl Galenor. Once they were grown, the twins got married and became the forefathers of the Pirin people…

  

CHAPTER II 

The measures of the universe 

 

 

As Uhilyn had announced, the two Pirin spent their entire life praising, praying, offering sacrifices and performing rituals in honour of Ghaladar. When Aedanar and Galenor became twenty years old, their mother invited them to design a temple for their otherworldly father-in-law. “Design a sanctuary”, Uhilyn said to the twins, “that for its perfection and magnificence shall not find an equal in the world without end”.

The pair left Lothriel, travelling to visit all the realms on earth. They came to each nation of the continent, learning their arts and sciences, the foundation of architecture for each people, and once they were back home, after forty years of adventures, they drew a first sketch of the temple, inspired by what they saw and learned during their long journey. The sanctuary bore some resemblance to several different styles, and yet they had been integrated in a harmonious way.

 

Nevertheless, something let the twins think their design was not worthy of the task they had been assigned, since the hand of Man was too evident therein: its beauty was always imperfect, having been produced by putting together the fairest creations built in the towns of the known world. And the Pirin in their hearts knew that the temple of Lothriel should shine of a beauty without peers for millennia. Therefore they agreed to wait some time before realizing their project.

When Aedanar and Galenor expressed their worries to their mother, Uhilyn told them: “My children, what you tell me is no surprise at all: if the models of your inspiration were the temples and the towns of Men, what you do cannot but mirror the caducity and imperfection thereof. Let nature and her proportion be your model instead, try to understand her secrets, follow her designs: thus you shall find the measures therewith the world was measured by Whom that created it. Look at the perfection of heaven and earth, the geometry of flowers, the structure of trees, the complex designs of stone and the shape of animals. And then look at your body, which is the greatest temple of all: everything in you is perfect and precisely measured. Everything has its own precise purpose, for it was not made by accident, and could not have been made differently from the way it is”.

These words deeply struck the twins’ minds, who from then on dedicated to thoroughly study nature, her laws and her harmonies, noting everything on tables, and always devising new elements of the temple.

 

Eighty years more had passed, without our two forefathers to fulfill their design, when one night the fair Galenor had a vision in dreams: she saw before her a diamond table, and on the table there were four symbols: a winged solar disc, a wheel, a swastika and a hexagram. A voice explained: “These are the four symbols of the Highest God Alad-Inkahal, King of all Gods: the winged solar disc represents His invincible light that lives in everything; the wheel represents past, present and future, which are found in Him; the swastika represents eternity, which belongs to Him; the hexagram is everything, which is He”. The voice furthermore told Galenor her search was over, for on that table the four symbols which fulfill the comprehension of things were carved.

 

Galenor took the diamond table and the mysterious symbols carved thereon became understandable to her. The vision disappeared and Uhilyn’s daughter woke up. She immediately told her brother about her dream, and by the grace of that revelation she could complete the design of the temple for Ghaladar. Nothing was there to be added or subtracted anymore. Each element, each detail, was the result of precise notions. Each part was wisely measured and ordered according to the laws upon which our universe is based. It was impossible to turn one’s eyes away from the perfect beauty of that sanctuary, almost as though it were built by the hand of the Gods themselves, like heaven, the Northern lights, the snowy peaks or sunset on the ocean…  

CHAPTER III 

The silver trumpet 

 

 

When Aedanar and Galenor died, they left their project of the temple as a legacy to their four children, each of whom had sworn to fulfill the work their parents started; so it happened with the grandchildren, for many generations. 

To keep the word of their oath, only the descendants of Theoson and Uhilyn could work at the construction, without any help from outside, nor from foreign workers or master builders. It seemed as though nobody, in Lothriel, did anything except building the temple to Ghaladar, or decorating it, or devising tools or mechanical means to ease the work. No other relevant building was started, whether a habitation, a palace, a farm, or a market: only a few dozens of great tents and wooden huts, essential and functional, bereft of any ornament, where the Pirin conducted a communitarian life. The only work that was not precisely related to the temple were the clothes and tools of everyday life.

Nymphs, Pixies and Sprites from the area observed with interest the building of the sanctuary, year after year, without intervening. The Pirin grew in their numbers: what was initially a family, soon became a little people. Everybody was related to each other, since the unions of the Pirin with other peoples could not beget children. Therefore also the Pirin of our times are direct descendants of the twins begotten by Theoson and Uhilyn.

 

Concerning the events which took place during the building of great temple of Lothriel, some episodes are remembered as worthy of note. It is told, for example, that in the early years of the construction site, when the blocks of marble and white stone were extracted from the interiors of the earth, a young Pirin named Athuslàaw had a dream wherein a voice suggested that he travel to the land of Noghard. He also saw an old tower of brown bricks on a verdant promontory of palms, near the desert, and realized that was the place he should have reached. The day after he told the story to the rest of the community and the Pirin let him leave to follow his vision. The Goddess Uhilyn, who considered each of the Pirin as her child, gave young Athuslàaw as a gift a blanket of white silk which could take flight, thanks to which he could ride the clouds and reach Noghard without having to walk through steep mountains, unwelcoming lands and wild territories.

 

Thus it befell and, as soon as Athuslàaw reached the mythical city of the dragoneers, he started looking for the tower he had seen in his dream. For that reason he went to an artist’s workshop, asking him to portray his vision on a wooden tablet. When he thought that the drawing was close enough to the place he had been shown in the dream, he paid the painter with some items of fine manufacture which he had brought from Lothriel in agreement with his brothers, and he walked the city streets, asking the by-walkers, the traders and the guards whether they knew the tower and where it stood.

And then, after a few unsuccessful tries, the Pirin met an old woman who was sewing on one side of the street, and she seemed to recognize the tower. “That”, the old woman said, “is the habitation of a great wizard”.

 

Athuslàaw asked the woman for more information and, once he had received the description of the way to get to the tower, immediately started walking in that direction. On the way Athuslàaw met a child, who stopped him to ask him to accompany him since, he said, he had lost his way home. When he saw the tablet with the drawing of the brown tower which the Pirin had under his arm, he recognized the house of his grandfather. Athuslàaw gave the child some water and something to eat, then they continued his walk.

 

After a few hours they came before the tower of brown bricks. The place seems deserted, but as soon as the young Pirin knocked on the ancient door, that was open. He was welcomed by an old man, wrinkled but well-dressed, who, as soon as he saw Athuslàaw, without even noticing his grandson (who had stayed behind) hugged him, saying he was waiting for him, and explained the weird declaration in these words: “This night I saw your face in a dream, boy, and a voice told me that as soon as you arrived at my door I should…” the wizard stopped talking, disappeared for a while and came back with a bag in his hand. “…give you this!”

“What is there in the bag, my lord?”

“A magical silver trumpet, depicting a hydra, a seven-headed dragon. The sound it produces, so deep and inspiring, has incredible virtues. The note of its sound lifts the heavy rocks, it causes the air to win over the stone and the heaviest granite to become light and float like a pigeon’s feather! Therewith the palace of the sultan of Noghard was built. This item has great value. I, for one, surely would not give it to anybody, unless a dream suggested so”.

Athuslàaw kneeled on the ground and then raised his eyes to heaven. “Great are the Gods” , he said. “Their mercy has no limits!”. Thereafter he kissed and embraced the wizard, and told the child to come close. The old man was surprised to see his nephew accompanying the young foreigner, and when the boy told him how he had lost the way home, the wizard thanked the wisdom and infinite benevolence of the Gods. Athuslàaw took leave from the wizard and, riding the blanket of white silk, he came back to his land among the mountains of Luxenòr, where he was cheerfully welcomed by his fellow countrymen.

 

Thus it befell that the silver trumpet of the Noghard wizard was used for the edification of the great temple of Lothriel. Thanks to its powerful sound, the heavy stones and the unstained marble used for the construction were lifted and levitated in the air without any problem due to their weight, and they were moved by turning the seven dragon mouths of the magical instrument. 

 

 

CHAPTER IV 

The gold pendant 

 

 

Another occurrence reported in our annals taking place during the construction of the temple for Ghaladar is the search for the gold that would then cover the domes and the roofs of the sanctuary. It is told that one day, when the wall structure of the temple was almost complete, the Pirin met to decide how to find the massive amounts of the precious metal in order to accomplish their work. Now, there were several gold veins in Lothriel, but an oracle had persuasively managed to convince the children of Uhilyn not to utilize that gold for the temple. “You shall find the gold for your temple in a much deeper place”.

 

Therefore, amongst all the Pirin, the strong Eweyçanòs came forth, proposing to buy the gold from the very rich underground realm of Hagardtyh. Naturally the assembly did not listen to him, thinking he had lost his mind, but Eweyçanòs asked for the permission to go anyway to the vast realm of the underground, convinced he could persuade the inhabitants of Hagardtyh to grant him as much gold as they needed to complete the temple. The Pirin once more tried to talk him out of the idea, but eventually decided to let him go for, after all, the boy said he would leave alone and without assistance for his meaningless purpose.

 

It has to be told that Eweyçanòs, besides being a proud and adventurous spirit, and also a fine swordsman trained in the complex and sophisticated martial arts developed by the Pirin people, had also been the pupil of a great explorer. His mentor, up to then the only Pirin visiting the underground realm and who ceaselessly told Eweyçanòs about what he had seen in his several journeys, before dying gave him a pendant made in Hagardtyh gold, in its turn received as a gift by the King of the people who dwell in the depths of the world. Eweyçanòs knew that, if the King of Hagardtyh had given the gold pendant to his mentor, a feeling of friendship and respect for each other must have connected them, although due to reasons his mentor did not mention. If he went to Hagardtyh wearing that pendant, he thought, doubtlessly the King would have received him…

 

Before Eweyçanòs left Lothriel, Uhilyn gave him a magical coral snake, which, swiftly slithering on the ground, would lead him without error to one of the three secret entrances to the kingdom of Hagardtyh. And indeed that was what happened. After long travelling, the proud came before a great portal of stone, hidden in a narrow dell in the heart of the forest. When, before the threshold, he was stopped by a handful of guards, he showed them the pendant, which immediately the guardians recognized as belonging to the King, since it bore the symbol of the royal household. Therefore they escorted Eweyçanòs into the depths of the earth, in the dark realm, passing through interwoven and endless galleries leading to the capital city of the kingdom.

By seeing the Pirin enter the throne room, the King was utterly impressed and immediately got up from the royal seat to meet the stranger, proclaiming: “Thus, eventually, you come before me! Tell me, stranger, what is your name? Long I have been waiting for you!”

“I am Eweyçanòs of Lothriel, my lord, and I come to this place at your service”.

 

The King continued: “Many years have I been waiting for you! When you were not born yet, my daughter was abducted and imprisoned by a monstrous, demonic creature which for a thousand years has been hiding in the ruins of a city of my kingdom after devouring all the inhabitants. When I was despairing to see the princess anymore, as she is my pearl without peers and the comfort for my people, an underground Genie appeared before me. He told me that my daughter was still alive, but in order to save her, a hero must cut off the head of the creature holding her captive. He said I should visit the workshop of a sculptor. Having gone there, I should have asked the man to show me his last work, since he had had a dream vision and sculpted in earthenware the hero who would save my princess. It was not hard to find the workshop I had been told about by the Genie, and when I asked the sculptor to sell me his last work, he gave me a statue displaying your own, precise features, proud Eweyçanòs”.

 

The Pirin bowed before the sovereign, saying he was ready to perform any task his fate would require from him, but before going he asked the monarch why he gave his mentor his gold pendant. The King was silent for a while, then moved his head closer to the stranger’s ear, so that nobody else might hear what he was going to tell: “When your mentor came to the gates of Hagardtyh, the guards, for the first time seeing one of the Pirin people, thought he was a God or an Angel; therefore they bowed before his feet and led him before the King, my father. I was barely older than a boy and, when I saw him entering the palace, I fell deeply in love for him, as more often a man’s heart is taken by a maiden. Meanwhile your mentor explained who he was, and told us about his travels, and how he had found one of the entrances to Hagardtyh, and eventually he told us about your people. He stayed with us for a few years, saying he wanted to learn about our history, our lands and our customs, and our forms of art in particular, since, he said, the temple the Pirin were building in Lothriel should put together the art and knowledge of each people. In those years I and your mentor first became great friends, then, in secret, lovers. But one day he told me that our love was meant to end, since I was the heir to the throne and should in turn provide a heir to my father’s dynasty. He said he would not have a future in Hagardtyh, whereas in Lothriel he could keep faith to the oath all the Pirin had sworn to continue the building of the great sanctuary to Ghaladar. As a memento of the profound affection which had connected us, I gave him my gold pendant…”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER V

The ruins of the desert town

 

 

Eweyçanòs thanked the King and asked him where he could find the monster’s lair. “I shall send with you a guide who shall lead you before the ruins. Ask me also of what you need to accomplish the task, which weapons, how many men and they all shall be yours”. Eweyçanòs replied: “Thanks, my lord, but I need nothing. The guide leading me to the ruins is enough. Thence I shall proceed alone. Only one thing I ask you, my sire: that, in case I fulfill my task and take the princess back to you, you repay me with enough gold to cover the roofs and domes of the temple of Lothriel”.

The King considered the proposal in his mind. Surely he would not have given up such a quantity of gold, had it not been her daughter’s safety which he was concerned with.

“In case you come back victorious, you shall have what you ask, and two hundred carts, two hundred muleteers, and an escort of eight hundred armed men, to bring to Lothriel the gold you need; and also a cart full of incense and sacrificial offers for the Gods who sent you, so that they remember that the King of Hagardtyh does not forget to honour the Immortals!”

 

The day after, Eweyçanòs left the capital, Dhaldinvaemat, behind, walking with his guide toward the monster’s lair. As soon as they arrived, Eweyçanòs was left alone before the ruined city, surrounded by silence and desolation. But, after only a few moments, the fierce creature dominating that place rose with a roar from the ruins. The demonic being had the looks of a black man, hairy and stout, high as two men, with a wolf’s head, a lion’s mane, and large, powerful shoulders whence he had grown wings like a bat’s. His eyes shimmered like flames and his breath burned the air. The fingers on his hands had long, pointed fangs. He had four tails and each of them ended in a poisonous snake. The Pirin was not frightened by that horrifying vision. He unsheathed his sword and prepared to fight. And, when the dark, terrifying being fell on him in a bound, pulling him to the ground, he swiftly got up and fought the creature for a few hours, until, with a single blow, he cut the wolf’s head from the horrid body, thus ending the difficult duel.

Although tired from the fight, Eweyçanòs explored the ruins from end to end looking for the princess taken prisoner, without success. Only after a close observation he realized that the King’s daughter had been turned to stone, and now looked like a dusty sculpture. Eweyçanòs came back to the palace of Dhaldivaenmat to report the happening, and the King was caught by despair and affliction.

Although sorry not to hug his daughter once anew, the King anyway gave proud Eweyçanòs what was due to him for fulfilling his task, and the carts laden with gold left towards the mountains.

Anyway, before taking his leave from the King and leaving Hagardtyh, Eweyçanòs said he would not give up until he found the way to break the spell and free the princess from the cold grip of stone that still imprisoned her, and therefore he would travel the realms of the earth until he found the secret. By hearing these words, the King felt some relief. “If you find the spell able to break this curse”, he told the Pirin, “I shall add gold to gold, and also silver, copper, and precious gems, and everything which is precious that is born from the darkness of the earth, so that you become the richest man that ever lived!” 

 

CHAPTER VI 

Loving truly

 

Thus it befell that Eweyçanòs returned to Lothriel with the carts loaded with Hagardtyh gold, but he travelled from a kingdom to another to keep his promise. And in each village, and in each town of the world, he asked to meet the wisest mages, wizards and druids to question them, but no one knew how to free the princess. After two hundred and twenty-two years spent throughout the reaches of Gaimat, the unrelenting seeker came to the kingdom of the Elves of Asur, who all look like children. Here he was received by the monarch of that peaceful and gentle people, who wanted to hear the whole story from Eweyçanòs. As soon as the Pirin finished his marvelous tale, the King of the Elves said: “And the wisdom of Fate brought you, after much wandering, to this place, proud Eweyçanòs. Indeed”, he continued, “I know the answer to your riddle”.

“Please”, the traveler asked, “if you are speaking the truth, noble King, ease my pains, and give me the answer”.

“In order to break the curse, you must melt in the underground fire the gold pendant you wear on your heart”. Eweyçanòs took in his hands the jewel he had received as a legacy from his mentor, and that by then he had almost forgot to possess, without a hint. “Tell me, my sire, by virtue of what mysterious magic can this pendant of mine break the curse?”

“Well”, the King added, “I am the grand-grandchild, on my mother’s side, of the Elf who forged that talisman for a Hagardtyh mage, whose personal assistant was my ancestor himself. The monster you cut the fierce wolf-head from, was the unforeseen consequence of a failed spell by the mage. As soon as the mage realized that the demonic creature brought to life by himself had turned against him and wanted to devour him, he cast a spell on him: ‘If you kill me, I swear on my talisman that I shall have my revenge from the grave: I shall be your ruin and the end of all your wicked deeds! Only if you manage to get true love from a King’s daughter, you shall be free from the curse; otherwise, whoever bears this pendant shall be your executioner, and whoever destroys the pendant in the fire where it was forged, shall undo your evil deeds!’ Having said so”, the Elf insisted, “the mage passed the pendant to my ancestor, who managed to escape and take the talisman to safe keeping with the King of Hagardtyh, before forever leaving the underground kingdom to return here, to the verdant wood of Asur”.

“Therefore”, Eweyçanòs, who finally understood, said, “when the monster realized he could not get true love from the princess he had abducted, he turned her into stone”.

“Precisely”, the Elven King nodded, “it is probably so”.

The Pirin took his leave with a curtsy and thanked once more. As soon as he came back to Hagardtyh, Eweyçanòs found out that the King, father of the princess, had left the land of the living many years before, and now on the throne of Dhaldinvaemat sat his son’s son. When Eweyçanòs told the new King about the events which had taken place during his grandfather’s regency, he said he was informed about everything, since the happening had been reported by copyists in the Hagardtyh annals. Therefore he commanded that the Pirin was brought and escorted to a well in the deepest location of the entire kingdom, where the burning lava that warms the interiors of the earth boiled. Here Eweyçanòs threw into the fire the gold pendant of his mentor, and as soon as the gold melted the bystanders heard a melody, and immediately the sound of a breaking mirror. The man who was appointed to guard the statue of the princess saw the stone imprisoning the girl break, and the stone fragments falling from her body upon reaching the ground turned into molten gold. That gold soon condensed on the ground and when solidified took the shape of the pendant that Eweyçanòs had cast into the fire.

The princess, who was still young and beautiful as when she had been taken by the monster, lost her senses, and immediately the guards took her to the King’s palace. As soon as she regained consciousness, her grandson, the new King, told her about what had happened in all those years, and together they decided to repay proud Eweyçanòs as much and more than he had been promised. But the noble Pirin, instead of keeping for himself the deserved richness, asked that a part was brought to Lothriel before his people, and the other half was sent to the Elven King as a sign of gratitude. Thereafter he left, alongside the other third of the goods, towards his land.

 

 

CHAPTER VII 

The Seal of Ghaladar 

 

Once it had been built, the temple of Lothriel was so beautiful that anybody who looked at it was amazed. No work of mortals could compare, and in fact it had no equals for all millennia. Its perfection mirrored the sun, the stars and nature. Therein the Pirin took care to insert a representation of all things: celestial bodies, landscapes of the world, arboreal species, flowers, animals, peoples and races, besides human activities, instruments, tools of ordinary life, the calendar, the arts, the virtues and the sentiments. And all of this was only the background to the sculptures, the carvings and the frescoes portraying the Highest God Inkahal, the eighteen Greater Gods, the several Lesser Gods, the angels, the Nymphs, the Sprites and the Genies.

The walls of the temple had been erected in marble and white stone, and by looking at the sanctuary from outside in sunny days, its whiteness was so bright that it could blind. Its roofs, its pinnacles and its huge domes, were entirely covered in shining gold, the blonde reflection of which, radiant as the diurnal star, was seen from any corner of the kingdom among the mountains.

As soon as the Pirin realized nothing could be added to that extraordinary work, they invoked the God Ghaladar with this hymn:

 

“Fàzan nhal Ad, tanderish ni sando, 

Fàzan Ghaladar, kar ath bar, 

Fàzan adesi Alad, kem coh dastashil 

belteth ishaki eh faiev ath ewe, 

ohl sth shasmeteohl vada ta evteth
dinva tam nhal biltòin
ishak ath ohl vidhìasi jisfhàndai ishaki, 

woesis màsii ath tam ci-ana.
Belbini, eweni ni gànari pracasheseh
gran hin gran ni aranewen hin aranewen, 

ni kanza evdimteth: tam on utadsistehes! 

Fàzan nhal Ad, tanderish ni sando, 

Fàzan Ghaladar, kar ath bar,
Fàzan adesi Alad, kem coh dastashil
b elteth ishaki eh faiev ath ewe,
ishak ath ohl vidhìasi jisfhàndai ishaki, 

woesis màsii ath tam ci-ana.
Evdimteth: tam on utadsistehes.
Kmida rekmàsiteth shes ath onar, sarèd 

evid, ohl, tam woesis màsai sflehmi,
sohl gidauthteohl taddrew ykeliowi.
Tam on utadsistehes, ni sth mikaliatehes. 

Ohl alalni, fandir Belbin, ishakteohl ehf 

tam farhyn” 

 

(O bright God, magnificent and glorious,

O Ghaladar, triumphant over darkness,

O divine lord, who patiently lead

your creatures to the contemplation of the truth,

we pray you to observe below

your radiant throne

the work of us, humble mortal creatures,

unworthy of your pity.

The fathers, the sons and the grandsons have put

stone on stone and wood on wood,

and now behold: your temple is finished!

O bright God, magnificent and glorious,

O Ghaladar, triumphant over darkness,

O divine lord, who patiently lead

your creatures to the contemplation of the truth,

we pray you to observe below

your radiant throne

the work of us, humble mortal creatures,

unworthy of your pity.

Behold: your temple is finished!

If only you blessed it with a single, rapid

glance, we, your unworthy servants,

shall feel largely repaid.

Your temple is finished, and it awaits you.

All of us, O Heavenly Father, work only

For pleasing you).

 

The hymn was repeated thrice by all the Pirin, gathered at the temple, and, as soon as it ceased, the light of Ghaladar manifested in the sanctuary, more refulgent than sun and moon. The Pirin kneeled and prostrated, while the voice of the God was heard echoing on the walls of the colossal building.

“You kept the word of your promise, children of Uhilyn! Your devotion and love are to me more precious than the gold of this temple and the sacrifices of flowers, fruits and incense on the altars. Therefore I, Ghaladar, Lord of light, illuminating the world, seal this temple. In this seal you shall find my blessing and sanctification. Until you honour it, I shall be with you, wherever you are, and with you my power, my strength and my protection. It shall be unto you as the lantern lighting the path, preserving you in order, clarity and peace”.

And while the voice talked, on the great altar standing in the middle of the temple a golden design appeared, similar to a flower, the blades of a windmill, a star, or a wheel, or all these figures together. The seal of Ghaladar shone as though it was lit by invisible flames, and whoever came close to it could feel enveloped by a slight sense of warmth emanating from it.

At the same time, all the torches, the chandeliers, the lamps and the other lights lit in the sanctuary changed flames, which from natural fire turned into pure light, white as the stars, never burning and never exhausting; indeed all those lights were alight for all millennia to come, and even today shine as ever, without any oil or other substance having been added. It is eternal fire, although it is still quenched by water or wind, since only a drop and a blow could extinguish it; and when the light of a candle lit by that fire is extinguished, it cannot be lit again except by another flame of the same nature.

Before going, the voice of Ghaladar said: “Remember, my light shall shine until you honour it. If you forget to keep it alive by turning your spirit thereto, then it shall leave you, and you shall never have in the world another guide but yourselves”.

 

 

 

CHAPTER VIII 

White and gold 

 

 

Winter came. Magnolias Estate, now become part of a snowy universe, looked as though it were isolated from the rest of the world, surrounded by silent, peaceful mists. The contacts with Sandovelia and the villages had been reduced to almost nothing, except, when Helewen appointed some of his servants with the task of getting to some hamlet via the river; essentially in order to buy something lacking from the abundant winter supplies, carefully heaped in the stores during summer. Although, not rarely, the landlord welcomed in his place musicians or artists, each of whom, in his own personal way, brought a portion of the world into the villa, by telling the bystanders his tales, or updating them concerning recent happenings. What Domenir mostly loved was to listen to and write Helewen’s tales. During winter, his foster-father intended to teach him history and customs of the Pirin civilization. Therefore, while outside everything was crystallized in the cold embrace of snow, Domenir had the impression of flying imaginatively over lands, plains and mountains, and visiting in his mind each place, thereby witnessing the events told by his foster-father.

 

Here follows the account concerning structure, traditions and customs of the kingdom of Lothriel, as it was given by Helewen to Nhalfòrdon-Domenir:

 

When the works to build the temple of Ghaladar were finished, the Pirin started to build houses and palaces of masonry, and then walls, aqueducts, theatres, towers, libraries, and soon about the sanctuary a city rose, the city of Lothriel. Each building was built in the same style as the temple: white walls and roofs and domes in gold, so that everything might be in harmony with the temple, and continue its themes. White and gold, the colours of light, are the sacred colours for the God Ghaladar, to honour whom also the clothes the Pirin wear are always white, with trimmings, laceworks, girdles and embroideries in gold. White means purity, clarity and transparence, whereas gold is the colour of richness and wisdom. Only in the interiors, in materials and furniture, in decorations as in tools of everyday life, the Pirin make use of every other colour, light or dark, soft or bright.

The city of Lothriel, similar in its domes to grapes in blonde metal, took in millennia the shape of a shield softly laid on a hill, a green promontory bordering North, South and West with the waters of lake Mystir. The shield is divided into a cross of main roads (headed towards the four cardinal points), which allows to ideally divide the city in five parts: the four quadrants and the centre, where the temple and the royal palace are.

About the kings, you must know that, traditionally, we count them starting from the founder, Aedanar, and from him all the male firstborn, although actually, until the final appointment and election of the first King, we need to wait for the first century after the accomplishment of the construction of the temple, that is, the eighth century of the Third Age. Therefore, the first Pirin to be crowned, with the agreement of the whole assembly, was Pantharodhòwel. His dynasty, a descendant thereof I am, is the only one bearing the two sceptres of Lothriel. Why two sceptres when all the other kings on earth bear one only? In our tradition the first sceptre, called Arion Sighdrucil (Sceptre of the People), represents the sovereign’s power over people, while the second, Penò Sighdrucil (Sceptre of the Land), represents the King’s power over the territories he administers.

 

 

CHAPTER IX 

Remember, Dawn 

 

As I said, the city of Lothriel is divided in five parts. In the middle there are the market, the temple and the royal palace, besides the bell tower, the market square, the library, the school and the monastery where the priests reside. There is also a cloister, beside the sanctuary, where each morning, before dawn, all the priests gather in ceremonial tunics to sing in choir the “Atthùdimth Nhalnar” (Remember, Dawn).

 

Domenir raised his eyes from the paper as if curious to learn more, since the suggestion of what had been told had caught his interest. Helewen seized the boy’s interest and explained more thoroughly: the “Atthùdimth Nhalnar” (Song of Dawn), is a ceremonial hymn spread only in our country, dedicated to different moments of the day. The spirit of this song is to propitiate the return of the sun for the new day. The choir lasts from a few moments before the sun rises to the time when the sun is up. These are the words which, through their sweet notes, every day over millennia echo in the dales of Lothriel at sunrise:

 

“Atthùdimth, nhalnar, ath ghalaar hel ath rohsmyn,
ni sylmarilaar hes asded lòrweni ath adurini.
Atthùdimth, halnar, ath nhiraar nhir hin shagg ath shaggi, 

ni ath manifesaar huxell ath adar ath heli. 

Atthùdimth, fàzan hal inka, ath huxaar alaln luxe hin tami jumi, 

ehf neviaar tadneos ath ghal abaini ni faiaar eh alaln ishaki. 

Atthùdimth, halbar, ath ruaar thd folkajuti ath idelian, 

ehyfòrdon wirnhill den dhali ath ahirin.
Atthùdimth, bar, ath vhèlinaar tam za kajut hin alaln rieli, 

ehf ambhidanaar eh ishaki coh fhòmen ath melim morwus” 

 

(Remember, dawn, to clear the morning sky,

and turn it pink as magnolia petals.

Remember, dawn, to shine unsullied

on the mountain-tops, and announce the coming

of the Lord of Heaven.

Remember, O undefeated sun, to come back each day

on your footsteps, to flood once more with light the dales,

and bestow the gift of life to all creatures.

Remember, dusk, to redden the evening clouds,

infusing marvel in the hearts of men.

Remember, night, to lay your dark cloak

on all lands, to bring comfort to your creatures

by the promise of a sweet rest).

 

When the song was over, Helewen paused for a while. He bent his head, recalling with nostalgia the years when he heard the same sweet, wonderful melody echoing every morning throughout his palace. He thought about it being sung by a choir of forty-eight voices: perfect, deep voices, always in tune, by hearing which it could seem that the trees, the animals, the same mountains, were listening, moved by the song of the world’s awakening. Then, little by little freeing his mind from those recollections, from those feelings, he turned once again to Domenir, who watched him with admiration. Helewen continued his tale…

 

Soon Lothriel became the most beautiful city of the world, and the Pirin the most developed civilization in cultural progress, artistic qualities, and technological knowledge. Our products of handicraft were and are sold for a good price, which always repaid us more than enough to offset the expense of buying wheat or the few raw materials which are scarce in our territories. With time passing, and the population growing, the city of Lothriel prospered even outside the walls, and neighbouring towns and villages abounded, until a second city was founded, on the Western side of the lake, which was named Mystiriel.

 

 

 

CHAPTER X 

Generous in giving and measured in asking 

 

As I already said, we Pirin lack a monetary system. How can we, then, sell and buy? Actually we do not sell nor buy anything: the state takes care of giving everybody what they need and, as long as it is possible, what they desire. Each worker operating within the borders of Lothriel gives all of what he produces to the state, except what he personally needs or what he specifically created for himself or his family. What is given to the state is then placed and inventoried in dedicated collection facilities called Ponailcarnhifft. There are four of these storages in Lothriel, two in Mystiriel, and other three in the country villages. These nine Ponailcarnhifft all depend from a greater storage or Hubecarniff, in the centre of Lothriel. The accountants and the scribes in each deposit take care of recording the needs of each family of the corresponding neighbourhood and relocate the goods according to demands, trying to avoid anybody lacking anything, which luckily has always been possible: our kingdom, in fact, thanks to Ghaladar, is florid and productive, the inhabitants generous in giving and measured in asking.

 

Anyway, to each good produced or exchanged in our kingdom is given a precise monetary value, which allows trade with other peoples. Besides, if a Pirin expresses a request to travel outside our borders, the state takes care of giving him an amount of money which varies depending on the destination of the journey, and which allows the traveler to pay for food and spending the night abroad for at least one year.

Many of the goods produced in Lothriel are specifically based on a single citizen’s request. What instead is not produced on commission is circulated through the stores and in the market square, where the inhabitants may choose what they need, whereas what remains is exported. If two or more citizens are interested in the same item, the author of the item is asked to produce more copies, and if it is a unique work, two or more interested people are invited to find a friendly solution. If they do not meet an agreement, they are interrogated by the priests, who then decide who amongst the contenders is destined to possess the object of desire through oracles and divination practices. But it is very rare they should come to this, since the Pirin are generally well-meaning and cordial towards each other: they do not crave for their own riches, but prefer to share and actually it often happens that decorations are exchanged over time between the inhabitants of the same neighbourhood…

 

The advantages of our economic system apply also to the foreigners who live in our territories. They enjoy the same treatment as the Pirin, at least as far as the distribution of wealth is concerned, as long as they work and, as the Pirin, deliver their production to the state. And what about those who do not work? Is there inoccupation amongst the Pirin and the foreigners? And how does the state manage the situation? At first sight our economic system seems to be based on the exchange between the production of our citizens and what they receive from the state. Nonetheless, there are a few peculiar cases where the principle does not apply, or at least is applied in specific variants.

To begin with, all the Pirin living in their country work, and their employment is guaranteed by the state: there are no hirings and firings, and if anybody is thought to be unable to fulfill his role, or intended role, their case must be assessed by an assembly of experts, who, in case they are not fit to continue, or begin, their activity, shall take care to improve their academic or professional development, or anyway to find them other employment more suitable for their inclinations and skills.

The state requires from each inhabitant a working period of at least one hundred and twenty years, beginning with their twentieth birthday, limit beyond which it is allowed, but not necessary, to continue their activity as long as they wish to. Those who want to work for their whole life can, since the Pirin do not get old, and their strength does not wither with the years passing. By the Gods’ will, our people is immune to illnesses, which instead affect the other races, therefore there are no disabled people among us. If someone gets injured in an accident, he or she is healed, whereas, when the damage has no cure, and it prevents the injured from fulfilling his tasks, they are maintained by the state and nothing is required from them.

 

Concerning common Men residing in Lothriel, whose life is shorter, the compulsory working period is thirty years. The foreigners getting ill are healed by the state, until they can go back to work, and during their convalescence are maintained by the state, enjoying the same privileges as before. For illnesses, or accidents, which cannot be cured, what was told about the Pirin also applies: the injured shall be maintained by the state for all his life; but only for the illnesses affecting those who resided in Lothriel and here were working, because only those healthy and able to work can become a citizen of our kingdom.

 

When a citizen, either a Pirin or a foreigner, for any reason does not wish, or feels he cannot work, the state offers them a month of leave, during which they are still granted the goods they request as usual. At the end of that month, the citizen meets the state functionaries – or, sometimes, the King or the Queen – and informs them about their choices, either to resume their job, or to change role, to leave the kingdom, or to get help. In the last case, the state has to attend the citizen, trying to understand their skills and abilities, and eventually to suggest the choice of artisanship or job.

If the citizen wishes to prolong their period of leave, they are granted up to one year more, under condition that, in their requests to the public deposit, the citizen only asks for primary goods, not artworks or decorations. More than that is not given to the state to accomplish: for our system to work efficiently, it is necessary that everybody works who can and deliver the product of their work to the state.

And what about those whose job is in the intellectual field, or anyway does not produce any goods of exchange? The same principles apply to them. All that is done, is not done for monetary compensation, but is given to the state, and therefore to the community: the priests celebrate their rites for free; the learned and the researchers study to communicate for free to the community the results of their study; the scribes offer their help for free; the physicians heal their patients for free; and so it works for all the citizens of Lothriel, since they can, in their turn, benefit for free of the others’ work. The King nominates a group of supervisors coordinating the work of the citizens, deciding what is needed for the community and when it is needed.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER XI 

The King of Lothriel 

 

What are the powers of a King of Lothriel? He presides over each assembly concerning the state affairs. The assemblies are composed of ministers elected by the people and experts in various fields who can be consulted depending on the case. If, for example, the assembly must decide upon a building issue, it is composed of the King, the ministers, and experts in engineering, urban planning and architecture. If, instead, the assembly is gathered to vote on trade law, besides the King and the ministers, there shall be accounting experts, retailers and traders. Many decisions, anyway, mostly ordinary administration, can be ruled by the King without consulting the assembly. Besides, the King has the charge of ambassador and representative of the people of Lothriel to the other nations of Gaimat. Anyway, everything the King owns, as much as the palace where he resides, is actually a property of the kingdom, therefore of the whole community, a property which the King uses to carry out his function, but one that does not really belong to him, and that, as soon as his mandate is over, must leave to his firstborn.

Theoretically a King could be deposed anytime if that was the unanimous view of the assembly and the majority of the people, which in a similar case would be called to vote. But so far that has never happened: the Pirin always lived in harmony, esteeming their monarchs who in their turn never ceased their commitment to the people and the land they are called to rule.

Do the same tasks of the King apply to the Queen? No. Politically speaking, the Pirin Queen is not obliged to express an opinion to the assembly, but only to the King, who in his turn must always ask for her opinion and agreement in order to take a decision, and such a request is made through a peculiar ceremony: during the sessions of the assembly, as in her other public appearances, the Queen is always veiled and sat across from the King, on the other side of the room. At the end of the assembly and before publicly declaring his decisions and statements, the King must rise, reach the Queen and kneel before her. After that, he must pronounce these words: “Adhir sha jepràndirdimteseh: ham nothel jadiseseh den nathasi ni den xavida. Evelfdimteth sha, adah!” (The Gods bear me witness: my decisions have matured in virtue and honesty. Listen to me, O Queen!) The Queen nods, then the King rises, lift the veil from her face and puts his ear before her mouth, in order to listen to what the Queen has to say about the issue. The Queen only whispers, so that only her husband may hear what she says. As soon as she is finished, the King thanks her and kisses her, first on her forehead, then on her lips. He puts the veil back on the Queen’s face and, only then, having gone to the centre of the hall, proclaims his deliberations. This way the will of the Queen is always the last word on any issue. In case the Queen disagrees, everybody must reformulate their intentions.

The Queen is the only woman of the kingdom who must always appear veiled in public. On a symbolical level, this is intended to prevent her radiant beauty dazzling the unprepared eyes of her subjects. Personally I think this custom is a very poetical homage to the women who, century after century, sat on the throne of Lothriel. The day a Queen is crowned, the King recites for her this canticle:

 

“Fàzan adah, hami evadari woesis canyteseh demteliaar 

ev ath tam jomes:

tam wirneh esistehes uhilyn ni ghal,

tam evid asdtehes eh e ath Ad alan,

ni ha hemeitalteha mardisaar sha caspe eh ta,

asded wei odatehes ren

woesis ehyperdi eh evaar tadtash hal.

Ghal ath alaln ghalheli ghaltehes

thd tami nhiri dayn pafhani,

ni hin tam stokadhil falade,

ni hin tami evadari ath hybadrucil”

 

(O Queen, can ever my eyes stand

the vision without peers that is your face:

your beauty is sheer perfection, it is radiance,

your glance like an immortal Goddess’ appears

and I cannot but bow before your such,

as one who turns the eyes since is unable

to look directly straight into the sun.

The light of all the stars does glimmer

among your flowing hair that is so pure,

and on your skin that seems as though it were bronze,

and on your eyes that look much sweeter than pure honey).

 

The veil, more precisely veils – since there is one covering her face except the eyes and forehead, another about the hair, and a third one encompassing the whole head and body down to the ankles, lying lightly over the elegant dresses worn by the Queen – are white, very light, and partially transparent, often embroidered with ornamental motifs, and they are kept together through elaborate headgears in cloth and precious metals, ivory and mother-of-pearl, sometimes enriched by flower-petals…

 

 

 

CAPITOLO XII 

Sharing one’s name 

 

How does one get married in Lothriel? Which are the traditions concerning marriage? Let’s begin by saying that “phantarhaarbhali”, the word for “marriage”, is the same that in our language indicates adoption and, literally, it means “transmission of the name”. Not only on a linguistic level, but also in our law, in fact, for the Pirin adoption and marriage are the same thing. It is a rite through which an individual decides to share one’s name, and therefore, symbolically, one’s love and familial affection, with another individual, who from that moment on becomes a member of one’s family in all rights.

That is what is important for state and society, for in other respects the possibilities and varieties through which love is expressed are close to infinity and are only concerned with the individual sphere: it is not up to the state to distinguish between carnal love and platonic love, between a paternal bond or a maternal one, or filial, and esteem, and affinity, and friendship… As a consequence, the ceremony used to unite two lovers is identical to the one by which one adopts a child, or an old person who is left alone and without descendants. That being said, though, there is a difference with adoptions, because in our country whoever “marries-adopts” does not only transmit one’s name, but also receives the name of the other person. I shall explain more clearly: the one who wishes to transmit one’s name, by “marrying-adopting” a person, must in the first place perform some purification rites under the guidance of the priests, for a week. During the seven days, that are spent at the temple (and more precisely in the chapel dedicated to the cult of Meperadar, God of love and fraternity), the performer, who is allowed to feed and quench his thirst only with blessed water, milk, and honey, is subject to daily washing and cleansing by priestesses. Once the seventh day comes, they must write their name on a silk ribbon and then pass the ribbon in a gold ring holding a heart-shaped pendant. On the eighth day at dawn the performer can meet the person they wish to “marry-adopt” and begin the celebration of the rite: the two embrace and the celebrant shouts to the sky: “Behold, Gods: these people show you their love with this embrace! Behold, you mortals, who have come to this location, what now takes place!” The sentence is repeated in choir by the other priests. The two separate from their embrace and the performer takes from his tunic the silk ribbon prepared the day before, putting it around the neck of the person they wish to “marry-adopt” and saying: “This is my name, which now I communicate to you: receive it as a gift and a token of my love and my esteem, for in it my love shall live in you”. The person receiving the ribbon replies: “Your name shall be well-protected: I am the tabernacle of your love”, kissing the performer on the forehead and embracing them in return Thereafter, for the one who offered their name, it is time to receive the other person’s name. Therefore they put on a silk ribbon around the neck with the name of the other person, and the aforesaid statements shall be repeated the other way around, so that the transmission of the name is reciprocal.

The celebrant declares the rite now accomplished, by turning to the couple and pronouncing their new names loud and clear. My full name, or the name I identify with when I present myself in formal events, or the one which appears on the written documents, is Helewen Osondel-ewen Hairam-ar, meaning Helewen son of Osondel and husband of Hairam. My bride Hairam’s full name is Hairam Gdhalcan-evenah Helewen-ah, meaning Hairam daughter of Gdhalcan and wife of Helewen.

As I said, the same rite is valid both for marriage, the union of two people who are in love, and adoption. Therefore, for the Pirin it is possible to marry more than one person, both male and female. It is a rite for name-transmission, which for children of royal blood it is necessary to celebrate, since the name of the father is automatically transmitted to each child. But what does it mean exactly to transmit or receive a name? It involves several duties and confers privileges, often bureaucratic, but means that chiefly that the people to whom we transfer our name are the only ones who inherit our goods in the absence of a different testament. Surely we Pirin do not possess goods, since everything belongs to the state, but a house (with its decorations and furniture), for example, which has been given to a person, also passes to their descendants, however they might share it, until they tell the functionaries they wish to change habitation. The same applies to very personal items, as dresses made for a specific measure or artworks depicting the same person, or other goods which are not in the interest of the community but it is fair they are left as a legacy to their beloved, who can then do what they wish with the item. When a citizen dies, the state only takes back those goods which can be brought back to the stores or in market to be redistributed to the population, such as the descendants and relatives of the other person who do not have trouble to utter the same declaration. If instead a farmer dies without direct descendants and testament heirs, or people to whom they had transmitted their name, only then do their possessions return to the state which shall take care to find new custodians…

 

 

 

CHAPTER XIII 

Main occupations and products 

 

Returning to economics, instead, I shall now talk about the main occupations and products of our thriving realm. As it is often the case with the richest countries, the inhabitants prefer to occupy themselves with artistic and intellectual activities, leaving the most tiring jobs to foreigners. But that is not always the case: many Pirin do not despise agriculture nor an artisan’s job. Weather in Lothriel, the realm of Neverwinter, naturally favours all agricultural activities, as much as gardening. It is told that in our realm there is at least one exemplar of all species of trees and flowers growing in our world. I do not know whether this is true, but it is certain that our woods, our fields, our verdant parks, abound with thousands of different flowers, fruits and leaves, with trees that, as I explained, thanks to the Gods bloom and bear fruit twice a year.

Several flowers and fruits only grow in Lothriel, and therefore are very rare and sought after. The Lothriel fig, normally not taller than a shrub, has leaves of angular shape and a very light green colour, a glowing silver trunk and delicious, oblong, red-ochre fruits that are used in several recipes. Grape, instead, is very small, its colour is a lively yellow reminding one of dandelion flowers, and its juice is sweet as honey. And while we are talking about honey, it is impossible not to cite the honey of the so-called bells willow tree, similar in looks to a normal willow, but its leaves have a rounded shape, and it has large flowers of an inverted-glass shape, indeed reminding one of bells, with amaranth petals tinged with black. Another honey is the blue-acorn oak’s, a tree with a twisted trunk like the olive trees’, the fruits of which remind one of little lapis lazuli…

 

There are also many shepherds; breeders bringing herds of cows with flowing, smooth hair like wool to high-altitude pastures; fishers exploiting the wealth of fishes in our lakes; and hunters, although fewer, skilled in catching the best game on the green slopes, in the fresh shade of the woods. The game is often animals only living in our country: red deer with long antlers like golden boughs, chamois with a dark green head and horns straight as needles, grey ibexes with striped furs, woodcocks with feathers black as night, herons with a yellow goiter, pheasants white and light blue, violet-chested ducks, terricolous otters with maculated mantles, and even an edible great nightly butterfly, called “flying bear” because of the thick hair growing on its body and wings. Also widespread is the terrestrial crab, which is as big as a pidgeon. Catching them is not hard, since there are many of them on the lake shores and also in the city cloisters (therefore they call them garden crabs), and sometimes they also get into houses.

 

The extraction of raw materials – stone from caves, especially fine, milk-coloured marble without veins, metals from mines, wood from trees – is primarily performed by foreigners or by slaves. Some Pirin trade, buying and selling goods with near or far nations. The products of our artisans, whose technique know no rivals elsewhere, are sold at high price: kings and princes are ready to offer wheat and raw materials in abundance for one of our goldsmiths’ works, or a potter’s, a sculptor’s, or a weaver’s. Artists at times are even invited to sojourn for whole years in the courts of foreign monarchs, in exchange for advantageous commercial pacts.

One of the finest and most looked-for material amongst the ones that our jewelers use is coral: in fact in Lothriel we have many freshwater corals, cultivated in our garden pools or in the palace cloisters, and they grow until they surface – as marshland plants – below water-level, and look like dried trees the branches of which have been covered with sealing wax.

 

We export art, but also medicine and technology. Our knowledge of anatomy, our spagyric varieties, are looked upon in amazement by the whole world, and the same applies to our inventions in a great number of fields. In particular, the creation of lenses and gear devices, or glassworks and crystal-works of great complexity and delicacy. Within the bell tower close to the temple of Ghaladar, for example, there are three hundred and sixty five turning sand-glasses on the walls, perfectly calibrated to measure time in the different days of the year, without any need for intervention. No other people posses such a precise system to measure time. Again, water systems, levers and gears open and close doors, raise and lower flags, put bellows and hammers into action in workshops. The Pirin bringing this knowledge into the world are given great riches in the form of precious materials, which are then gathered and redistributed by the stores and treasuries of Lothriel. Sometimes, instead, the reward for cultural and technological exchanges is given us in the form of diplomatic agreements, alliances, declarations of political or military support…

Lothriel, actually, never had an army, and fortunately was never attacked by any invader, although it has some special guardian corps. Among these corps, only the first is entirely composed by Pirin, and it is the corps of the Evmateli-ath-Velia (Keepers of the Palace): twenty soldiers trained in the martial arts of our ancient tradition. Simply one of these twenty is capable of facing a whole regiment of armed men. Besides the Evmateli-ath-Velia there are the Kathuri (the Proud, four hundred soldiers who in case of war are sent into battle against the enemy armies), the Evklordi (the Sentinels, two hundred men who in case of war are charged to watch and defend the cities and fortresses from the sieges), and the Fajedei (the Sappers, forty men responsible to take care of the war machines and the arsenals): corps made in great part by mercenaries residing in Lothriel because of ancient pacts of alliance.

But the army is a secondary weapon, to keep in store and to be used only as a measure of last resort. Actually there are other factors preserving Lothriel from war: first of all, the territory is practically unconquerable, defended on each side by the high snowy peaks of the Nhirklordi mountains. There is only a door to get in and out of the kingdom, a tall and narrow slit dug between the mountains, called Ektabanghal-thd-haatri (meaning “Blade of light through the ice”), or more simply Ektabanghal, whence an enemy army would be forced to orderly pass within in a line of men restricted to ten men deep at best, with no means of retreat. These lines of men would then have the challenge of laying siege to more than a castle and more than a gate with thick hinges and sliding bars; while having to resist the rain of flaming arrows, and boiling pitch all of which would soon turn things for the worst.

 

Even having admitted that a part of an enemy army managed to overcome every wall and enter the kingdom of Lothriel, here he would have to siege two well-fortified cities such as Lothriel and Mystiriel – within the walls of which the whole of the population, evacuated from the country villages and farms, would be gathered – two cities which, after all, could withstand the siege for many months thanks to the food supplies and the availability of water within.

But, as I said, there are also other reasons why an enemy army would hardly attempt the conquest of our kingdom: the Pirin are always respected, almost looked at with a sort of devotion by the other peoples of the earth, who consider us almost as celestial messengers of angelic nature (because of our looks and our half-divine ascendance), civilizers, masters in each field of knowing. As you see, it is not only an army guaranteeing peace in the Realm of Lotus Flowers.

The peace which our country enjoyed during the millennia has been the chief reason and catalyser of our civil and cultural development. War debases men to their lowest level, making them worse than wild beasts, depriving them of their reason and feeding their destructive instincts, whereas peace, instead, makes them people, feeds their creative feelings and makes them close to the Gods. Why, then, did the Pirin develop martial arts? Our ancient martial arts are disciplines devoted to the achievement of control over a warrior’s passions and trivial emotions. Disciplines which cannot be used to attack but only to defend, disciplines which do not promote war but promise to eliminate it. There are different stages in the learning of these techniques, but only a few individuals up to now managed to achieve full mastery, only a few know them and only a few can teach them to new disciples. Anyway, returning to the army, practically without ever having had to fight (except for the sad happenings which I mentioned before leaving the kingdom to establish myself here in Magnolias Estate), the soldiers of Lothriel are the keepers of the law, investigating the crimes and arresting the criminals.

 

Our people also have many scribes, geometricians, astrologers, botanicals, very good musicians and great philosophers. One must know, though, that many among those who achieve intellectual careers do not refuse to offer their help to those whose work is physical, therefore it is possible to see a scribe who, during the harvest season, helps the farmers in the fields, or philosophers who, in their spare time, offer their service at an artisan’s workshop, or an astrologer watching the flock in a shepherd's stead. This happens out of personal initiative, whereas to young students it is explicitly required by the state to spend a period of practice in the fields of agriculture and of labourers. Each month, besides the usual school activities, the students are brought to some workers, so that, on one hand, they learn the foundations of a job, and, on the other, they are helped in the discernment of their vocation, clearly through undertaking secondary tasks, as suitable to their age…

And this is how the Pirin education works: at the age of five, children begin to attend the temple school, where the priests teach; this school shall take care of their instruction until they are nineteen. After they turn twenty, though, students must learn a job. As I was saying, anyway, the students start practicing the elements of many jobs already before finishing their school, practicing in farms, workshops and offices for different sorts of workers in Lothriel (or at least visiting, in different periods of the year, in order to see the different stages of work). This at least happens between the tenth and fifteenth year: the last four years of study are exclusively dedicated to learning the student's chosen vocation. Once they finish their study at the temple, the nineteen-years-old must come to the priests and masters of the corporation, offering a practical demonstration of their abilities in their chosen job, here being subjected to the evaluation of experts who decide whether they are ready or not to begin their placement. If a child prefers to study alone, without attending the temple school, or they can benefit from the teachings and time of a learned parent, it is sufficient that, as soon as they turn nineteen, they come, altogether with others of their same age, before the expert commission charged to evaluate their suitability to the job they chose to practice in their adult life, and to which they have been applying their study.

The chief interest of priests teaching at the temple is not so much to communicate so many notions to students, but only to try and understand the inclination and vocation of everyone so that their talents can be put to work. All of us have one or more talents, but it is not necessary that they all become manifest in the early years of life. In some cases, many years have to pass, before one may understand what their vocation is, the work which they are meant to accomplish. Some spend a half or more of their life by practising a job without any enthusiasm, only to find, maybe even out of coincidences, their true passion, then to come back to school in order to learn the secrets of their new field of interests. Therefore, it is not only the children and the youth who are taught by the priests, but also adults wishing to undertake new paths.

The priests are easily recognizable because of the peculiar tiara they wear: a golden band enveloping their forehead and therefrom rising in a vertical line, as a cobra lifting his head. Besides teaching and celebrating the rituals, they are in charge of many tasks in our society. For example, they sing ceremonial songs in particular days of the year, or perform the celebration of special events, such as holidays, marriages and funerals. Furthermore, it is often priests who are summoned to judge disputations, at least when the intervention of the judges proper, or even the King, is not deemed necessary. They also take care of the transcription of the annals of the kingdom, as well as of copying and translating the books, since they perfectly know not only the hieratic alphabet, but all the alphabets utilized in the known world, and zealously study the languages and dialects of each of the several civilized peoples…

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER XIV 

Among our holidays 

 

The most important among our holidays is Firdhus ath Nevi (Feast of the Lake), celebrated in the days when the early lotus flowers, sacred to our divine mother Uhilyn, bloom. The lotus flowers are the only flowers in our realm not to bloom twice a year, but only once, for a period of six months: from astgeria to kratèdies. The Feast of the Lake takes place during the early days of astheria. For the occasion white pavilions with complex architecture are placed on the lake shores, similar to gargantuan water lilies and loaded with flags, at the feet of the hill where the city of Lothriel stands.

The priests light with the magical flame – perennially burning in the temple of Ghaladar without consuming itself as well as consuming fuel – a thousand small lights, which are then placed on the shores and the pavilions, and the final impression is that of a shower of stars or a swarm of fireflies, lying on the verdant shores of lake Mystir to give light to them. Elegant, white, floating docks are positioned there, their shapes elaborate, and they allow the Pirin to walk among the lotus flowers when the corollas are open. The feast lasts four days, during which none is asked to work. Each afternoon the young Pirin march in a parade by holding the standards where the heraldic devices of the families of the kingdom are displayed, and, as soon as the sun sets, all the inhabitants gather to have dinner in the pavilions, accompanied by music and the ceremonial songs sung by the priests and the priestesses.

The fourth evening a boat prepared for the occasion, superbly decorated, on which a sculpture of the radiant Nymph Uhilyn in painted wood is put, leaves the dock towards the centre of the lake, followed by the throwing of petals and the invocations of the acclaiming population. Once it arrives there, thanks to a miracle repeating every year, it disappears, only an enchanted melody is audible, and nobody knows what causes this phenomenon. The thing is, only then, lo and behold, all the lotus flowers bloom, almost as though the melody accompanying the disappearance of the vessel causes them to. Surely, one could object that the lotus flowers also bloomed before we celebrated this holiday, but… once upon a time, it was the same Uhilyn who caused them to be born, to sprout and to bloom. But then, as it is well known, after the Wars of the Gods devastating the world in the past Ages – and the events which took place within them – the Immortals, who initially lived every day among us, little by little left the lands of Gaimat and the peoples inhabiting it. They went back to the holy mountain, Adhirshagg, and from its peak started watching the events of the world, rarely intervening, and remaining aloof, except in very special circumstances…

Returning to the holiday, it is concluded with the high priest planting a lotus flower brought to the temple of Ghaladar by the Pirin King. Until next year that remains the only flower that can be picked, following the prescriptions of our law. You should know, my dear Domenir, that the lotus flowers of lake Mystir have the peculiar quality of not withering, or better: when the time of withering comes, the petals detach, one by one, from the stem, but these petals, if they are not wet, must get water in order to become sacred decorations and for enriching headgears. It is the case, though, that they are very valuable and rare decorations, because it is forbidden to pick more than one a year, and therefore they are destined chiefly to Queens.

Once he arrives at the temple, the King puts the lotus flower in the hand of the Queen and she shows it to the devotion of the Pirin who, one by one, pass in a procession before the sun lightly touching it. It is told that in its petals a special virtue is contained, to ease the minds and let its harmony grow, to transmit inner confidence and force. The flower shall stay, then, exposed in the sanctuary, and whoever feels weak and troubled, sad or angered, may go to the temple to be close to the lotus, allowing cures through its virtues.

 

There is then the Firdhus ath Phanth eh Neos Thempei (Feast of the Passing to the New Year), also called Firdhus ath Halpuktehi-neosnar (Feast of the Winter Solstice), celebrated the last day of the month of pauxaltir and the first day of endell. At the eve of the New Year, the priests of the temple of Ghaladar, masked, enact a play of the fight between the two Leviathans, or great ancestral dragons, a white one, representing the sun, and the other black as darkness. The dance, taking place in the Eastern chapel of the sanctuary, also includes the ritual fighting of two hosts of armed men, one supporting the white dragon and the other the black. The priest dressed as white Leviathan wins, and so his warriors; but the opposite outcome is enacted in the corresponding summer feast, the Firdhus ath Halpuktehi-halbar (Feast of the Summer Solstice), in the month of libtaus.

In the Summer Solstice, after the dances representing the victory of the dragon of darkness over the sun, the priests inform the people that “Purharnoh bar kaehes hesm haggard, ni ste urohentes ghal” (The dark Leviathan won his battle, and takes your light), and the people: “Mikaliaalohl hux ath nhal” (We shall wait for the return of the light).

Since that day, in fact, days are always shorter, nights longer. All the inhabitants of Lothriel are therefore given a candle alight with the eternal flame of the temple, which shall light the houses in the following months. Therewith they shall light all the candles, lanterns, torches, lamps, braziers and the other lights, during the darkest months.

 

At New Year’s Day, in the feast of the Winter Solstice, the priests shall inform the citizens of Lothriel that: “Purharnoh zony kaehes hesm haggard, pehkanza esisalhes tem ghal” (The bright Leviathan won his battle, and from now on shall be your light), and the faithful reply: “Esisalhes ohlm ghal” (He shall be our light). The lights lit from the sacred flame shall be taken back to the temple and, from endell to libtaus, the night illumination of the houses shall use natural flames; whereas in daytime the houses will be lit by the light of the sun, reflected there from the openings in the domes and the roofs, and then taken to the other rooms through an ingenious device of mirrors.

furnaces, is used to melt gold, can cause the immortal element to separate from the mortal organs. The priest celebrating the rite wears a tunic with the embroidered picture of the God Saethaladar, the Lord of Birth and Death, and the symbols of the Highest God Inkahal, besides a ceremonial mask. The priest sings then a song, the purpose of which is to propitiate the otherworldly journey of the deceased, who shall turn into Inkahal. After that, the King must pronounce a speech commemorating the life and works of the dead person, and presenting an urn bearing the name. Therein shall be gathered the ashes before closing it with a lid sculpted to resemble the face of the deceased. The urn shall then be taken by the funeral procession to the catacombs, in the underlying dale of Thalabain, and put in a niche.

Is the same funeral rite celebrated for the death-sentenced? No, since there are no death sentences. Our country does not contemplate death sentences, which we consider as a wild barbaric practice! Even prison, in Lothriel, is not possible as a punishment. Actually there are prisons beneath the royal palace, but they are only used for temporary arrests of short length, in order to control dangerous people, or allow the investigators of the kingdom to establish whether someone accused of serious crimes is actually guilty; never as a sentence. Nobody ever stayed in the Lothriel prisons for more than a month. Many offences which in other countries are very common, in Lothriel are practically absent: theft, for example, finds no place in our community due to the sharing of goods. There are no rich and no poor: we try to give everybody what they desire. Anyway, in case somebody takes what is not theirs, the state initially takes care of the restitution of the goods to the person whom it has been stolen from, then they try to understand why the thief acted so. In these cases, generally the judges, or even the King, receive the convicted, in order to learn their reasons for doing so and to try to satisfy their requests.

In order to punish a serious crime, the criminal is taken to a solitary tower, built in a very high and precipitous place in the mountains surrounding Lothriel, where a brotherhood of priests of Mahii, God of justice, has its seat. These priests have the special task to reeducate the criminals, instructing them so that, from that moment on, they hope for opposite outcomes. Therefore, for example, to compensate the act of giving death, they shall learn the obstetrician’s art, and dedicate their future life to giving birth. Someone who hurt somebody must learn the surgeon’s job, to heal the others’ wounds. Ones who started a fire must learn to put out fires. Ones who destroyed a building must learn to build. Ones who took must give.

Many kings and regents from abroad forget that the power to rule is granted to them by the subjects, therefore, in some way, each King should be a subject to his subjects, providing things for them, not deducting from them. Not to mention taking their liberty, or, even worse, their very life.

 

 

I do not want to forget to tell you how we Pirin celebrate funerals. As you know, our lives are very long since, in our veins, our blood is half human, red and mortal, and half ichor, the Gods’ blood, golden and immortal. Therefore our blood looks like copper and our average lifespan is close to three centuries. We cannot die of illness but only of natural death, from an accident, or if we get killed. When a Pirin draws their last breath, their body is taken to the high towers of silence called Shaggmasond ath Holthali, where crows and vultures undress their bodies of their flesh. However, the birds do not consume the organs, and the heart in particular, where the concentration of ichor is higher (poisonous for mortal creatures). Therefore, before taking the body to the towers of silence, the priests take care to bleed them and take out the organs, which are collected and brought to the mountain pass of Faiumali, the place where at morning the first rays illuminating the domes of the temple of Lothriel pass.

Here is a platform cut from the rock, and thereon are set the funeral pyres to incinerate the last remains of the dead and celebrate the funeral. In fact, only a very hot fire, such as that which, in furnaces, is used to melt gold, can cause the immortality particles to separate from the mortal organs. The priest celebrating the rite wears a tunic with the embroidered picture of the God Saethaladar, the Lord of Birth and Death, and the symbols of the Highest God Inkahal, besides a ceremonial mask. The priest sings then a song, the purpose of which is to propitiate the otherworldly journey of the deceased, who shall turn into Inkahal. After that, the King must pronounce a speech commemorating the life and works of the dead person, and presenting an urn bearing the name. Therein shall be gathered the ashes before closing it with a top sculpted so to resemble the face of the deceased. The urn shall then be taken by the funeral procession to the catacombs, in the underlying dale of Thalabain, and put in a niche.

Is the same funeral rite celebrated for the death-sentenced? No, since there are no death sentences. Our country does not contemplate death sentences, which we consider as a wild barbaric practice! Even prison, in Lothriel, is not possible as a punishment. Actually there are prisons in the underground of the royal palace, but they are only used for temporary arrests of short length, in order to control dangerous people, or allow the investigators of the kingdom to establish whether someone accused of serious crimes is actually guilty; never as a sentence. Nobody stayed in the Lothriel prisons for more than a month. Many offences which in other countries are very common, in Lothriel are practically absent: theft, for example, finds no place in our community due to the sharing of goods. There are no rich and no poor: we try to give everybody what they desire. Anyway, in case somebody takes what is not theirs, the state initially takes care of the restitution of the goods to the person whom it has been stolen from, then they try to understand why the thief acted so. In these cases, generally the judges, or even the King, receive the convicted, in order to learn their reasons for doing so and to try to satisfy their requests

In order to punish a serious crime, the criminal is taken to a solitary tower, built in a very high and steep place in the mountains surrounding Lothriel, where a brotherhood of priests of Mahii, God of justice, has its seat. These priests have the special task to reeducate the criminals, instructing them so that, from that moment on, they hope for the opposite of what they did. Therefore, for example, to compensate the act of giving death, they shall learn the obstetrician’s art, and dedicate their future life to give birth. Someone who hurt somebody must learn the surgeon’s job, to heal the others’ wounds. One who started a fire must learn to put out fires. One who destroyed a building must learn to build. One who took must give.

Many kings and regents from abroad forget that the power to rule is offered them by the subjects, therefore, in some way, each King should be a subject to his subjects, providing things for them, not subtracting. Not to mention taking their liberty, or, even worse, their life itself.

 

 

 

PART FOUR 

Osondel, Seeker of the Feather 

 

 

 

CHAPTER I 

Thou shalt soon have an heir 

 

Clouds of buds, clumping together at the ends of boughs, appeared in the sleepy garden and in the silent woods at winter's close. Thinking he knew enough concerning history and customs of the Pirin civilization, at least on a general level, Nhalfòrdon-Domenir asked his foster-father to begin to tell him the story of his life. Helewen explained that it was first necessary to learn about the events leading to his own birth, and, in particular, the journey undertaken by his father in order to fulfill a prophecy...

 

There follows the story of King Osondel, as it was told by Helewen:

My father Osondel, son of Utheld, was a very confident, charismatic king, a lawmaker and a promoter of many a public building, since he commanded a Theatre to be built on the Western side of the lake, as much as the renewal of the Courts, the Bell Tower, the Aqueducts and the Walls of Mystiriel. That was the reason, probably, why, compared to him, I was judged by some as a king “observer”. And probably it is so. I have always been a great observer, careful to notice each nuance, concentrated in understanding what happened nearby. I would always think before taking any decision. Therefore I might have given the impression not to be able to express myself by proposing enterprises, or great changes, but my chief concern was always the needs and cares of my subjects, to advise and support them, listening to them and letting them have their say. My father, instead, led by an enthusiasm burning within him as an inextinguishable flame, always launched into remarkable feats without a second thought, without ever realizing the littlest issues of his people, or even his own family's.

My mother Ahdehtal, daughter of Phant-peh-hel, before becoming a queen was a musician, a harp player; kind and meek, often unable to talk to my father. Therefore, even after marrying him, she still entrusted her thoughts to the harp strings. Only after I was born, she found in me, conversation, perhaps the only one to whom she could open her heart.

 

I was born on the fourteenth day of the month of thudaur, in the year 1774 of the Seventh Age, that is, two hundred and forty-two years ago. My parents, after many unfruitful attempts, were beginning to despair to have a child. You should know that the Pirin, dedicated to philosophy and science more than to carnal love, never were much of a prolific people, and many families dwindled for lack of children. The royal family, though, up to that moment had always managed to secure a descendant who could inherit. Therefore my father, seriously worried about the throne, visited the oracle in Faiev, residing on a cliff above the lake and the city of Mystiriel.

The priestess, soothsayer of Faiev, gave my father the following response: “Do not fear, Osondel: thou shalt soon have an heir, but in order for thy wife to get pregnant, thou shalt do as thou art told”.

 

My father hopefully nodded, inviting the prophet to continue. “Many years ago, the parents of thy bride Ahdehtal had stolen a very dear treasure, which was never found”.

“Which treasure?”

“It is a feather”.

“What was its worth?”

“Thou shalt know that, because of an incident, the mother of thy father-in-law could not bear children. Nevertheless, each day she begged the Gods to let her try, before her day came, the joy of motherhood. The clement and merciful Divinities decided to listen to her pleas and so the great Foladar, Lord of the Air, told her in a dream to go to a mountain meadow, close to the springs of Puasaetas, and there wait for a sign from Heaven. The woman did as she was bid and woke for several hours contemplating the sky. To her utter amazement, soon before dawn, she saw a great feather descending from above as a celestial delight. Instinctively, the grandmother of Ahdehtal laid her hands in a cup and, as soon as the feather rested thereupon, it turned out to be much heavier than one might have guessed when it was descending in the air. The reason for the heaviness was a newborn lying on the feather, a newborn who was called Phant-peh-hel (Born by Heaven)”.

“Do you mean my father-in-law, Ahdehtal's father?” asked Osondel.

“Precisely. Therefore, after a few years, when Phant-peh-hel was already grown and had taken a wife, the feather, up to that moment kept as a relic, disappeared in mysterious circumstances”.

“Is my task therefore to find the feather?”

“Only after the feather is brought once more to the house of the parents of Ahdehtal may she become pregnant”.

“But, after so many years, how may I find a feather nobody found back then?”

“For, Osondel, only today the time has come for it to be found”, the Oracle concluded.

 

My father immediately headed to the house of Phant-peh-hel in order to ask him about the missing feather, and, when he was there, his father-in-law led him to the room where the feather used to be kept in a crystal case. “The feather, the means by which the celestial Foladar gave me to my poor mother, who had already given up any hope of having a child before dying, was white, bordered in thin black stripes, and big, big as much as a wicker basket for fruits”, the king's father-in-law declared, indicating the size of the feather by the gestures of his hands. “In order to include such a feather in its livery, a falcon should be large at least as... a dragon, or a huge griffin”.

“How was it taken from you?”, Osondel interrupted.

“One morning we got up, and, as soon as we entered this room, we saw the case was broken and the window was open”

“Do you know anything else?”

“Nothing else. Except that, when the event took place, a neighbour told us to have seen a mysterious creature coming out of our house shortly before dawn”.

“Which sort of creature?”, my father enquired.

“A hybrid creature, which our neighbour described in detail to the royal guards, when your father Utheld still held the crown. The captain of the guards asked our neighbour to draw the creature he had seen, and I think the drawing is still kept in the archive of the army. Anyway, it was no use back then”.

“I thank you. What you told me could be very important!”, my father concluded, taking his leave from his father-in-law and heading straight to the Vanarion fortress, where he asked the soldiers to give him the drawing portraying the mysterious creature. The officer in charge commanded a soldier to look for the paper in the annals of the barracks, and the man came back after a while, holding a leather file into his hand. Osondel took the drawing from the other papers and for a few moments observed the bizarre creature therein represented: the little thing, not belonging to any of the known races, was very thin, apparently solid, with very long arms, and similar to a monkey, although, instead of being hairy, its livery was feathered. The black, almond-shaped eyes, two antennas such as a moth could have, the hands endowed with evident fangs, and a long, thin tail ending in a remige. But mostly, it had great hairy wings like a night butterfly.

 

My father pondered for a while the possible whereabouts of the bizarre creature, and whom he could ask for information about it, recalling that the same was done by the enquirers during his father's reign without results. First of all, he thought of consulting the temple library, and he spent some days there doing research; but nothing was found, neither in bestiaries, nor in the ponderous manuscripts describing the races that dwell in Gaimat, nor in the journals of travelers, nor, to conclude, in the poems telling about the monsters which had been fought by brave heroes in the past. Before leaving the library, it occurred to him to look for information concerning the feather or, be it as it may, the bird or creature to whom it might have belonged, and, as a consequence of this, he chanced to meet an illustration of the giant birds that, according to tradition, dragged the diamond chariot of Foladar, God of the air, across the sky. My father thought that, maybe, by going to the place where the castle of the God once had been, he might find something which could help him in his quest...

In ancient times, when the Gods lived among us, each of them owned a steadfast in a kingdom upon earth, and often thence they administered kingdoms, or helped the kings in their feats, or in ruling the territories. And yet then, after the Wars of the Gods, when the immortals on Ghaladar's side retreated to the mountain of Adhirshagg (upon which peak they built a city entirely made of gold), while those who sided with Belhagard, the former God's eternal adversary, were defeated and imprisoned in the depths of the earth, or exiled in far lands beyond the boundaries of the known world, the castles of both sides were left abandoned or in ruins, often torn down in fierce battles.

 

CHAPTER II 

A fortress of azure glass 

 

The castle of Foladar, God of the air, was located on the mountains near the small kingdom of On-Ifar. It was a fortress of azure glass, left to decay, but its primal splendour was still easy to guess. As soon as Osondel came in sight of the fortress, after a few days riding, he saw that it still towered over the mountain range, but the high and proud spires had been broken, some walls had crumbled, and almost all of the roofs were missing. The fortress was called Hashàndrucil (Celestial Gemstone). My father, followed by some men from his escort, had a hard time reaching it, and only after climbing a steep slope, but as soon as he came before the high walls and the strong gate, only the hinges of which were left, he turned back to contemplate the wondrous sight he could enjoy from there: one could soar with a look the snowy mountains sculpted by centuries, and dales, cities and plains, clouds and vast horizons. Turning the other way around once more toward the glass fortress, he was left stunned by realizing its colossal size, only conceivable in a building raised by the immortals. Such was the height of the major spires that, assuming they had put a bell there, certainly nobody might hear its ringing when standing before the walls!

Osondel entered the castle, preceded by two soldiers from his escort. The place was empty, at least at first sight. Actually the Pirin visitors met a weird dweller of the ruins: sitting in the shadow of a colonnade, there was an old, wandering Giant, grey-haired, with a little bit of a bald spot, and a long, white beard as long as to reach his belt. He held a golden goblet in his hand, and he was drinking from it, filling it with fresh water from a skin he kept at his side. As soon as he saw the King of the Pirin arrive, the Giant put the goblet on the stone where he was sitting, got up and attempted a reverent welcome, observing with some commotion those who had entered the fortress. “Hail to you, noble sovereign. My name is Bahùsebòlon, and I come from the north of the world. I am a Giant, of the Sandarion people”.

Then my father introduced himself, and he asked the Giant what had brought him to that lonely place. “Since the God of the air, the skies and the winds left this mansion”, Bahùsebòlon replied, “I dwell in the ruins of the fortress, having chosen them as my home, and until now nobody ever came to claim this soil and walls, therefore I never moved from here”.

“That is impossible”, the King disagreed. “If what you say was true, you should be more than a thousand years old!”

“And yet I do not lie, noble Osondel. The virtue of this place prolonged my lifespan and slowed my aging. However, for all these millennia, I have been living in the utmost solitude. Only choughs and birds of prey dare to come up here”.

“And how could you feed and quench your thirst all along?”

“In my fortress one can find a well of pure water, and that was enough to survive throughout. But I realize that I am close to the end. My strength fails my mighty body, a heavy exhaustion oppresses me...”

The Giant was silent for a while, then he asked my father what brought him to climb the mountains to reach the fair and desolate Hashàndrucil. My father told him the story of the feather from the beginning and showed the ancient Giant the portrait of the mysterious creature that presumably had stolen it.

Bahùsebòlon carefully looked at the drawing, keeping it in his big, callused hands, meditating, as he slowly uttered each word, since time was nothing in that place. For long, endless moments, the only sound one could hear was the blowing wind. Yet, eventually, the Giant declared: “When I lived in the world...”, he started, as though recollecting some forgotten time, “...I chanced to see one of these beasts. Dead. I was travelling across the sea-villages of the Western ocean... I do not recall in which village I had come.. but... in the market square I saw a cart belonging to hunters carrying the game they had caught after some days... and I recall they displayed a specimen of this creature in the market, stating they had killed it in some wild place... and the creature was called...” The Giant paused for a longer time than the usual, his eyes closed. “Unfortunately, I do not remember... the name of the creature... anyway, I saw it... it is a race inhabiting some unknown place on this earth”.

My father listened to the old Bahùsebòlon for a while longer, as though he was waiting for the Giant to recall something more, but soon after the Giant gave him back the drawing.

Osondel looked around once more, trying to spot anything else which could prove useful. He saw the remains groups of sculptures and low reliefs in glass, quartz and azure stone, which long ago decorated the walls of the fortress of Hashàndrucil. Among these, he could see represented the proud, giant birds which in ancient times roamed the highest skies, dragging the diamond chariot of the Lord of the air, when Foladar visited, or observed from above, the kingdoms of the earth.

My father asked the old dweller of the fortress whether he knew anything about those mighty and slender birds, looking similar in outlook to cuckoos, in colour to gyrfalcons, but as large as elephants.

“Those birds disappeared a long time ago... the last four specimens were those owned by the God of the skies... Foladar made them immortal and... probably... they followed their master when he left this place... headed to the mountain of Adhirshagg”.

“What was their name?”

“I know... they were called... sandoahises”.

“I thank you, and now I must leave you, good friend. I shall get back to the road, heading North-West, towards the sea-villages on the ocean which you mentioned. I wonder whether there they might know the creature that stole the feather of the sandoahis?”, my father said, and, before leaving the glass fortress, he offered some praises and food he had brought as a sacrifice to the God of the air. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER III 

Through a feather 

 

After a few months, having come to the coast of the North Sea, Osondel visited the main cities and villages on the fishy shoreline, from Nhir Miuok to Ru Nastirit, but nobody seemed to know about the creature portrayed in the drawing that the Pirin King showed to traders, hunters and travelers he met on his path. Nonetheless he chanced to meet an old priestess of Foladar, with whom he talked for a long while, thereby finding out that his foster-father had not been the first child given by Heaven through a feather of the sandoahis bird.

During the millennia, at least ten times the God of the air had performed that miracle as a sign of mercy toward his faithful women who could not bear children. “How do you know about this?”, my father asked the priestess, being amazed. The priestess replied that, once a year, at dawn on the Spring equinox, in her dreams she received a visit from Foladar, who instructed her concerning his will, apprised her of his works, and announced to her his undertakings for the times to come, so that she could reveal these prophecies to the villagers in her turn. Osondel asked her whether she knew the identity of other children given by Heaven to infertile women, and the old woman nodded: “One of them lives in Aewa Duhlfi. He works as a blacksmith. His true name is Asiste-haewen, but we all call him Pehelfalè (Fallen-from-the-sky)”. My father thanked the old woman by giving her bracelets in gold and silver, and the day after he resumed his journey, heading now toward Asiste-haewen's house.

After a few days Osondel came in sight of the wild city of Aewa-Duhlfi, among verdant fir woods, the green lake and a shroud of grey mist. Here he asked the citizens for the location of the blacksmith Pehelfalè's house, and they told him without hesitation the street where he would find his smithy. The King entered the shadowy place to meet the blacksmith who, as soon as he saw the sovereign making his entrance, stopped his work at the forge and kneeled before the foreign monarch, telling his servants to fetch some wine to offer his guest. “Rise, good man. You must be... Asistehaewen... son of Heaven”.

The blacksmith nodded, timidly raising his head. “That is me indeed”, he confirmed. “How can I assist you, sir?”

Osondel told Asistehaewen about his reason for looking for the latter, and when he paused from talking, the blacksmith replied: “Destiny in his wisdom brought you to my smithy, noble Lord. In fact, I possess the answer to your questions, or at least one of the answers you seek. You should know that the feather you look for, the one that belonged to your father-in-law, was not stolen by the creature you showed me”.

“How can it be so?”

“I am a child of Heaven as well, and therefore I owned a feather like the one you described. Fallen asleep thereupon it, I came to this earth. One day, when I was a grown man already, I saw the feather transform into a creature that was identical to the one portrayed in your drawing. Luckily I could lock the creature inside my house before it took flight. Being afraid, I ran to ask for a druid's help, and he, who was wandering the woods at that time, healing the sick and foretelling the future, was told by me concerning the strange happenings, and was asked for support.

The venerable shaman told me that, for an inscrutable mystery, the feathers of the sandoahis bird transformed, after a few decades from the moment they touched the ground, into tricky, fearless Pixies called Ustuymiri (a name precisely meaning Feather Pixies).

Whoever let them escape, in all likelihood would never see them again, and they would travel from wood to field, causing havoc among the farms and the country homesteads, until they reached a place located in the depths of a mountain called Kautaymiri. However, nobody knows precisely where the mountain is, except the Ustuymiri Pixies themselves. They are forced to go there by an ancient curse and, once they come to dark caves of Kautaymiri, they meet a Genie who binds them as slaves until the day when their King, Beltharidis, makes his return in order to be crowned. Only then they would find peace”.

“Who is Beltharidis, and why is his return so much expected?”, Osondel asked the blacksmith.

“I asked the druid the same question, and he explained that, long ago, Beltharidis, an Ustuymiri Pixie, fell deeply in love for the Nymph Druan, daughter of a Mountain Genie. The Nymph, though, did not care for him, since she herself was in love with the King of the Banoymiri Pixies, meaning the Leaf Pixies. Beltharidis decided he would take his adversary's life and abduct the fair Druan, in order to live with her in a secret place. The news travelled and the Leaf Pixies, now lacking a King, declared war on the Feather Pixies. The conflict between the two Pixie races greatly damaged both sides for decades. Fewer and disorganized because of their lack of a leader, the Feather Pixies were forced to retreat in the depths of Mount Kautaymiri, where the Leaf Pixies could not come...”

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER IV 

The Mountain Genie 

 

 

In the depths of those caves, the Ustuymiri met the Mountain Genie, father of the Nymph Druan, who still lamented the loss of his beloved child. Upon seeing the Pixies arrive in the darkness of his dwelling, the Genie devised a plan to avenge the offense he had suffered. Therefore he pretended to heartily welcome the fugitives and, lying, he said he bore no ill will towards them. Now, Pixies are not very prudent and thoughtful creatures, therefore they gladly accepted the beverage the ancient dweller of the caves offered them, when he commanded mugs full of goat-milk, into which he had poured bewitched potions, to be brought on the table. By this gesture, he seized them in his grip. From that day on, the Ustuymiri, drugged by the potion, were enslaved by the Genie, forced to mine in the deep underground tunnels, ever in search for stones and precious metals; so much so, that soon the palace of the Genie was entirely covered in gold and gemstones! Still unsatisfied with what he had, the Genie called some messengers among the Pixies and commanded them to roam all countries and play a magical flute, by which they would call their own kind to Mount Kautaymiri.

One day, though, Foladar, the God of the air, moved to pity for the unhappy fate of those miserable beings, came to the Genie of Mount Kautaymiri, telling him he could understand the Genie's wish for revenge towards the Ustuymiri, but, in the end, it was only because of one of them that the Nymph Druan had disappeared. For this reason, the God of the air asked the Genie to ransom the Pixie people, revoking the curse, and setting them free from bondage, the day when the fugitive Beltharidis was found, or his hiding place was discovered. Having being crowned a King of the Ustuymiri, Beltharidis would lead them to war against the Banoymiri enemies in order to repay his faults. If, once the war was finished, Beltharidis had not fallen in battle, he would come to the Kautaymiri Genie and become his servant, but, in any case, the Ustuymiri would be forgiven and freed from their debt toward the Keeper of the Mountain. Therefore, the Feather Pixies await the return of Beltharidis in order to proclaim him their King, and always travel the world in his search”.

“And how could this Beltharidis be still alive?”, my father wondered.

“You must know, noble King, that, unless they are killed, the Pixies may survive the Ages of the world, as though they were great secular trees, for they have the same nature as the natural elements, like earth, water, air and fire”, the blacksmith Pehelfalè again explained.

“I see... so, what did you do of the Pixie born out of your feather?”

“The druid gave me a talisman through which, he said, I could tame and assuage the Pixie. He added that the Pixies speak an incomprehensible language among them, yet they understand what is told them. Probably they do not understand the literal meaning of what is being told, but they developed a peculiar ability of reading the intentions, the will of the one who talks to them. Therefore I came back to my house, I came in without offering the tiny tricky creature any chance to escape and, as soon as the Pixie glimpsed the amulet I was given by the druid, he seemed to lose any will to escape, obeying my every command and carrying out my will. I made him my helper and apprentice here in the smithy and in my house, where he proved himself a tireless worker”.

“Where is your Pixie now?”

“In my house, noble Lord, which is on the other side of this building. If you wish so, I can take you to him”.

My father agreed to follow the blacksmith. “Tell me whatever you wish for”, Osondel said, “in exchange for this creature”.

Pehelfalè hesitated. “My Lord, believe me, I wish I could help you, but this creature is dear to me, and furthermore I need his services. We are but a few attending the forge: I, my brother, a boy and my Pixie. Earlier, I was forced to hire another helper”.

“I can grant you enough gold to hire four boys for three generations”, my father said.

“As I said, generous sovereign, this creature is dear to me, and besides, after all these years, I would be sad to let him go”.

“Then I ask you to only entrust him to me until I have carried out my task, after which he shall be yours again. Meanwhile, you can hire at my expenses any boy you might need: this gold should be enough for any need of yours”, my father said, handing a precious jewel to the blacksmith. The man was thoughtful for a while, but eventually agreed to the generous proposal of the Pirin King. Osondel commanded his soldiers to tie the Pixie with a strong rope around his waist, after which he asked the blacksmith to lend him the druid's amulet. Once he had got what he needed, he left Pehelfalè's house and headed towards the megalithic sanctuary of the druids in the old forest of Usùyzien (a place halfway between Aewa Duhlfi and the city of Melim Hè), where he hoped to receive the answers he sought.

 

 

 

CHAPTER V 

At the druid council 

 

Osondel and his men, with the recent addition of the Pixie, rode for many days South-East, penetrating the thick and moist woods of Usùyzien, heading toward the place where, on the last day of each month, all the druids met in council. My father believed he could convince the venerable shamans in their temple to listen to him, and therefore sought for the old druid Narvedàsy in the forest, since once he had saved his life, and, on the account of that, he would surely be ready to assist him. When Osondel found him, in the region of the Athubinar Falls, after having heartily embraced him and learned of him, he apprised the druid concerning his own issues and asked him to take part in the druid council in order to ask for assistance. Narvedàsy was perplexed for quite a while, rubbing his wrinkled forehead and his thick eyebrows with his fingers, since only druids, until that moment, had attended the assembly, since the immemorial times when their brotherhood was founded, and so declared the laws of the druids, priests of the forest.

“Listen well, my friend”, he eventually told the King, “although I could not tell you what I am going to say, you shall be welcome to our assembly. The last day of the month, you will come to the council, after me, who shall guarantee on your behalf, and, when the wise men tell you to speak, you may present your requests”.

After hearing these words, my father embraced his old friend once more, warmly thanking him, and asking for his hospitality in the house, until the day when the council would meet. Actually Narvedàsy's house, like those of many other druids, was nothing but a humble, though wide, cell in a cave. However, he accepted willingly to share it with my father, while the men of the escort camped outside the cave.

 

On the last day of the month, Osondel appeared to the druids after Narvedàsy. The latter thus spoke to his brothers: “My friends, fathers and brothers, I know too well that our traditions rule that only a druid, initiated by druids, may take part to this assembly. Nonetheless, it is not a feature of the wisdom you possess to put laws and customs above listening with compassion to those who seek for your help. Therefore, I ask you to listen to Osondel of Lothriel, son of Utheld, King of the Pirin, who turns to you in order to ask for your precious advice”.

The druids sitting in the circle of stones, each of whom wore jewels bearing the symbol of their totem animals, consulted each other in a low voice, and, as soon as they had come to a shared conclusion, they turned towards the old Narvedàsy, consenting to listen to the King of Lothriel.

“Venerable druids”, my father began, after coming forward, “an oracle predicted that I could not have an heir, until the feather, upon which the father of my bride descended from Heaven as a gift from the Gods, is brought once more into his house. A great feather of sandoahis. Only after thorough searching, I learned that the feathers of the sandoahis bird, because of their mysterious virtues, some time after they touch the ground turn into animated beings, more precisely the Pixies they call Ustuymiri. One of them travels with me. I also know that the Feather Pixies that are not first captured, killed, or bound in chains through magic, all eventually come to a place unknown to most, Mount Kautaymiri, where the Genie of the place binds them to his will, reducing them in slavery. What I ask, wise druids, is how to find Mount Kautaymiri, if you know; and how, provided such a thing can take place, can a Pixie turn back into a feather”.

After a few moments of silence, one of the druids rose from his seat, and he replied to my father: “First of all, noble King, you should know the reason why the feathers of the sandoahis bird turn into Pixies. This piece of information is passed on by a few wise men...”  

 

 

CHAPTER VI 

On the balcony of the tower 

 

You know, once upon a time, one of the sandoahis birds fell madly in love with a woman of human race: Theowirnhill, the daughter of a Folklord baron, called the Prudent Baron, who lived in a castle perched on high mountains. The great bird would visit her each day at dawn and dusk, landing on the balcony of the tower where the young lady's room was found. He bore, as a gift to her, bunches of fruits and branches of blossom. In doing so, with time and perseverance, the bird managed to win the girl's love, and she started to affectionately return his care, although she was promised in marriage to the son of another baron in that region, the so-called Wroth Baron.

But what future might their love find? What future can a feeling have, when born between two beings so different from each other? When the young lady realized she was pregnant, for fear of her father's reaction when he had found out, she asked for the advice of her old and witty midwife, in order to devise a plot. The old trickster told the girl to pretend to be sick and, thanks to a leaf dough, she painted tiny little green spots on Theowirnhill's face, so that she looked as though she had caught a mysterious illness.

When the Prudent Baron was informed concerning the severe health condition of his daughter, he was going to consult all the physicians of the region, but the old midwife prevented this from happening, by stating that unfortunately she did know, and very well too, Theowirnhill's sickness, and also the person who would be able to heal her. Feeling reassured, the Prudent Baron waited for the woman to lead to the castle the trustworthy person she had mentioned. The physician – who only appeared before the Prudent Baron after several days, so that the latter might think the former to have come from a far place after having being called through carrier pigeon – actually was but the old woman's brother, a wretched man accustomed to similar scams and deceptions. The midwife's brother pretended for the occasion to be a skilled healer, coming from foreign fiefs. The impostor came close to the bed of the Prudent Baron's daughter with an absurd set of instruments, simulating a thorough examination of the patient, and, after having done so, he declared that Theowirnhill had caught a very rare, and unfortunately severe, illness, which might be cured only through an immersion in a holy spring. He said this spring was found in the far West and, more in particular, in Elfland.

The Prudent Baron would not waste any more time, and he said that, since things were so, his daughter should be brought as soon as possible to the healing well. He was also going to arrange the preparations for the journey, when the witty midwife told him not to worry so much. She would personally take care of Theowirnhill – who was like a daughter to her – by taking her to the lands of Asur in order for the Elves to heal her; all it would take was the baron to concede them a carriage and an escort for the journey. After a brief reflection, the baron accepted, stating they should leave as soon as possible. He ordered the carriage to be prepared with all supplies needed, he put two knights before the caravan, and as many in the back. Before saying goodbye to his daughter, he gave her a talisman which would protect her from the perils of the journey, after which he let her leave with the midwife and the false physician who had offered to accompany them.

When, after a few months riding, the group reached the wide and verdant Elven Wood, Theowirnhill, in the secret of her carriage, and with the assistance of the old midwife, gave birth to a wonderful child. The newborn was very small, and, because of the difference between his parents, had the head, the neck and the torso of a human being, while the legs, the wings and the tail were that of a bird. Soon after being born, he could already take flight. Despite his tiny size, his looks were not those of a newborn child, but he looked like a boy of ten or twelve. The name that was given to him was Xèihol (Half-bird).

Now, in order for none to learn about the child, Theowirnhill's midwife cast a spell, thanks to a magical pendant she had got from her mother: after she pronounced mysterious words, the newborn started to shrink, until he became tiny as a grain of sand, and so he could be kept in the pendant, as though in a chest. The old enchantress took the pendant and put it around the girl's neck, telling her that, had she wanted to free her son from that spell, she should remove the gemstone from its bezel while pronouncing the child's name, to invite him to appear.

When, after a few days riding, the group came in sight of a spring, which the old lady thought apt for the fake healing, she told her brother to command the soldiers to halt, because they had finally found the miraculous spring which would restore the young noblewoman's health. The knights helped Theowirnhill (who was still weak and tired from giving birth) to reach the sweet spring-water, to plunge within and to drink from. When the girl got back inside the carriage, the group started the return journey, during which the old midwife, day after day, cleaned the tiny green spots from the young lady's face, so that she seemed to be rapidly recovering. Back in Folklord, the midwife and her brother led Theowirnhill before her father, who rose in tears from his seat, running to his beloved daughter. That evening, the baron held a great feast in his castle and, after raising his glass, he told the fake physician who healed Theowirnhill to ask in payment the sum he wanted, provided the baronial treasure could suffice. The midwife's brother consulted with her, after which he asked the baron for the sum of two silver stars, by which he could buy a farm and a small flock of sheep.

The day after the feast, at dawn, Theowirnhill went outside her balcony, full of enthusiasm, to wait for her lover, so to tell him what happened while she was away, but the sandoahis did not come to their meeting, and neither did he come at dusk, nor in the next days: therefore the daughter of the Prudent Baron fell into a state of deep sadness. After some days, on the terrace of the melancholic, despairing Theowirnhill – who cried for the absence of her beloved, as much as for the son she could not have in her arms again, even though she carried him with her – a tiny, colourful snake came, creeping slowly to the feet of the poor girl. The latter spent her days sitting and watching the horizon, silently invoking her beloved and singing songs concerning her broken heart. The girl was very curious about that unexpected visit and asked the snake what brought him to her.

Here is what the little snake told in reply: the nobleman to whom Theowirnhill was promised, the son of the Wroth Baron, had been informed about the treachery – and by no one else but the greedy, dishonest brother of the midwife, the one who pretended to be a physician – and, for that reason, he had commanded his men to find the sandoahis bird and take him captive, wherever he was found. Unfortunately, the mercenaries hired by the son of the Wroth Baron had managed to lay their hands on the rare bird, seizing him as captive on the side of the Ereliduh Mountains. They tied him with many ropes and took him in jeopardy to a lonely, wind-beaten tower. The tower was known in that region by the name of Çaňìn-Tgolthor, meaning the tower of the Unhappy Prisoner. Here he would stay until the return of the cruel son of the Wroth Baron, who would decide his fate. Hearing about these news, Theowirnhill despaired even more, believing her beloved to be already doomed, but the snake reassured her, telling her not to lose hope in the providence of the wise Gods. He also told her that probably there was someone who might help her: not very far from the castle, in a shepherd house built near the highest pastures, there lived a Dwarf skilled in magic. When the messenger had told her where to find the wizard, Theowirnhill took a foal from her father's stables and left in haste toward the mage's house, bringing the snake with her in a leather bag...   

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER VII 

The feathers come to life 

 

 

Theowirnhill found the old Dwarf busy milking his cows. The girl introduced herself to him and, out of her great anxiety, she told him about her troubles and asked for his help. The wizard endeavoured to comfort her, telling her there was a way to save her beloved from that miserable prison and the menace of death. First of all, he invited her to free her son from the spell holding him within the pendant. As soon as that was done, and Theowirnhill could finally get once more in her arms her dear little Xèihol, the old Dwarf explained to her that the bird-child should fly to the tower where his father was imprisoned, entering his dark cell through the grate of the window.

Once he had come in, he should gather all the feathers that had fallen on the cell-ground and put them in order. After doing so, he should lay over the feathers a black cloth, upon which some magical signs were embroidered. By utilizing an oil-flask, he should thereafter soak the cloth, lightly blow thereupon, and finally recite a formula:

 

I ham elf foltehes ustui,

ustui atthùteseh tel hes,

narteseh peh ustui Ymiri,

ustui esisteseh kanza Ymiri,

ei keh esisteseh ustui, kanza esisteseh Ymiri!

 

(This blow of mine animates the feathers,

the feathers come to life because of it,

from the feathers Pixies are born,

Pixies are born from the feathers,

the feathers are now Pixies,

those that used to be feathers, now are Pixies!) 

 

By raising the black cloth, he would see, instead of feathers, as many Pixies as he had feathers. In the first place, the Pixies would free the great sandoahis bird from the ropes tying him, then they would open the prison gate in order for him to escape. Theowirnhill asked the Dwarf how could she open the gate, and, most of all, how could they do all of this without getting seen by the tower guards, but he replied that the prison of Çaňìn-Tgolthor had no watch. Only once a day, when the sun was at his zenith, a guard would come to the tower, in order to oversee the conditions of the prisoner and offer him food and water, and, in order to do so, he would have to get the keys first. Then, before leaving, he would put them in the mouth of the dragon sculpted at the entrance of the fortress. From there the Pixies could take the keys and free the sandoahis bird. Theowirnhill affectionately thanked the old wizard for what he had done for her, and, in order to repay him, she gave him the precious magical pendant wherein, until then, little Xèihol had been kept.

The bird-child flew toward the tower of Çaňìn-Tgolthor, keeping in his frail legs the black cloth and the oil-flask. As soon as he came to that desolate place, he did as he was bid and, indeed, everything transpired as the wizard had foreseen. Before Xèihol returned to the castle alongside the great sandoahis, Theowirnhill told the truth to his father, confessing her love for the sandoahis, and telling him about the son that together they had secretly conceived. Although shocked and angry at hearing those revelations, the Prudent Baron – who anyway was always a sensible, considerate man – before taking any decision decided to meet the sandoahis bird and the little Xèihol.

The former, after thanking the Prudent Baron for listening to him, introduced himself as King of the sandoahises, and he said that, assuming Theowirnhill became his queen, he would cover her, the baron and his castle with priceless treasures, the ones that the sandoahis birds had been collecting for thousands of years, hoarding them in a secret crater among the highest peaks. Tempted by the proposal, and considering the deep feelings of his daughter for the majestic bird, the Prudent Baron consented to the marriage. In this gesture, he knew he would incur the wrath of the betrothed of his daughter, the son of the Wroth Baron. The latter, in fact, during the same year declared war on him, gathering a great number of knights and soldiers, to lay siege to the castle.

 

After a few battles, luck favoured the siegers, and so Theowirnhill decided to ask for the help of the mage who had supported her in rescuing her beloved from captivity. Motivated by this purpose, she left the castle unseen, passing through an underground tunnel leading down to the valley, and she reached the house of the Dwarf. He suggested that the great and majestic sandoahis birds, after their King, overfly the enemy camp, vehemently beating their wide wings against each other, so that many feathers fell among the tents of the besiegers. Thereafter, the young Xèihol would drop from above, amid the enemy camp, the black cloth he already had used to turn his father's feathers into Pixies, and all of the defenders of the besieged castle were to solemnly sing this song:

 

Falèi ustui kanza esisteseh hagardari,

ei kem esiseseh ustui pracashi hin qutralla,

kanza fragantteseh kadman ehf hagardaar,

toloi den Ymiri Ustuymiri,

fadai ehf navakaar sehm ishakari,

fadai ehf hagardaar

ehf sandoi holi sandoahisi.

Alalni ustui toloeseh sehm ren,

ni kanza narehes medar.

 

(The fallen feathers are now warriors,

those that were feathers lying on the ground,

now rise and stand, ready to fight,

turned into Ustuymiri Pixies,

ready to support their creator,

ready to fight

for the great sandoahis birds.

All the feathers changed their appearances,

and now an army has risen).

 

When all of this was done according to the guidance of the wizard, the defenders barricaded in the castle of the Prudent Baron actually saw, from the dozens and dozens of feathers fallen on the ground among the besiegers, a little army of Pixies rising, wreaking havoc among the enemy troops. Exploiting the chaos, the Prudent Baron ordered the castle gates to be open to let his paladins charge, causing the enemy's defeat. What the Dwarf did not know, was that the spell did not cease at the end of the battle. Therefore, from that day on, any sandoahis feather, after falling to the ground, would turn into a Pixie!

After marrying Theowirnhill, the sandoahis King took her on his back and led her in a flight, together with their son Xèihol. They flew over lands and lakes, woods and fields, hills and high peaks, until they came to the crater, where his bird people had heaped their treasures for centuries. As soon as they came to that fabled place, Theowirnhill saw a large dale among the mountains. There she could see the shining of hundreds of thousands of precious items, metals and stones, the splendour of which equaled the light of the full moon. Not by chance, the sandoahis birds, talking among them, called this place by the name Nhalhea-tillindenshagg (Light of the full moon shining upon the mountain). The King delicately laid his sweetheart upon the treasure heap, inviting her to take as a gift the jewels she liked. Theowirnhill carefully looked around, after which she picked from the heap a tiny silver pendant which bore the sign of a white falcon. Her groom collected it and, with great care, put it around his sweetheart's head, so that if fell upon her neck, and rested upon her chest. That pendant, symbol of their love, remained until today the emblem of the capital city of Folklord, the steep Veliaklord Heleron, and the entire region.

 

After the call from their King, the sandoahises all came to the crater, and each collected a piece from the hoard. Then they took flight once more toward Folklord, taking those precious jewels to the Prudent Baron's castle, so that they could honour the promise made. Thus the fabled story of Theowirnhill and the King of the sandoahises was told.

Therefore you know, noble King”, concluded the druid who had told the story to my father Osondel, “why and by what miraculous sorcery the sandoahis feathers turn into Pixies; and do not doubt that this happens across Ages. Nonetheless, in time, with the sandoahises disappearing one by one, the wizard's spell diminished, and in the present Age it takes many years for a feather to turn into a Pixie. This is all I can tell you, King of the Pirin, and it is all I know concerning the race of the Ustuymiri Pixies”. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER VIII 

The road leading to the mountain 

 

 

Having said so, the druid came back and sat, and another old man got up, addressing my father. He thus spoke: “Osondel, I do not know the road leading to the mountain they call Kautaymiri. Nonetheless, I know whom you might ask. Beside the very Feather Pixies, who are led there by the spell cast on them by the Mountain Genie, only a few know how to get there, and I shall show you who might tell you how to reach that mysterious place... First of all, you should go to the city of Mastri Veliaklord, on the shores of the great lake Sighchireh. There you shall ask a ferryman to bring you to the little isle in the middle of the lake. The isle is a little rocky hill covered by green trees, with a shore where you can land. As soon as you disembark, you shall climb the hill, and there you shall notice the entrance to a large cave. Within lives a very old and wise being, called Sighwurnak. He has the head of a very old man, with long hair and a long beard; his body is that of an elephant, but covered in a thick hair, the colour of sand; and his eight legs resemble the spider they call the tarantula. Sighwurnak will be able to tell you what you must do in order to find Mount Kautaymiri”.

Another druid interrupted: “Noble King, listen carefully”, he started. “If the Gods decide you shall come to the Mountain, you shall only have one way to determine which Pixie you are looking for, that is, which Ustuymir was born from the feather belonging to the father of your bride. The Pixie who travels with you, the one who was entrusted to your care by the blacksmith Pehelfalè, only he will be able to ask his fellows where he come from. If the Gods allow you to find the Pixie you are looking for, you shall only have one way to turn him back into a feather. You shall pour upon his head a drop of the perfume of the rare azure desert-flower. This flower only grows in the barren stretches of Welahriel, and only the Amazons know how to extract its essence, through a long and difficult procedure. If you manage to pour a drop of perfume upon the head of the Pixie, you shall quietly pronounce this formula:

 

Ymir desistehes ustu!

Evdimtete, huxtehes eh hesm aeda sano!

Ymir kanza esistehes ustu ath sandoahis,

asded esisehes uus ath desisaar Ymir!

 

(The Pixie becomes a feather!

Behold, it comes back to its first shape!

The Pixie now is a sandoahis feather,

as it was before it turned into a Pixie!)

 

And, provided you followed my instructions correctly, you shall see that the magic works”.

 

 

CHAPTER IX 

A flask of the rare balm 

 

My father warmly thanked all of the druids for the valuable help they had given him, and a day later was already back on the road, heading south towards Welahriel, where he came after a few months riding.

As soon as he arrived at an Amazon camp, he asked to be heard by the commander of the company of warrior women. Although they were diffident and wary as usual, the Amazons led Osondel before Hetilegishel, the highest authority in the group. “What do you seek?”, she asked, and my father told her about the perfume of the azure desert-flower. The woman silently gazed at his face for a while. “It is a very expensive essence, foreigner. Nevertheless, guessing from your clothes and jewels, I assume this is not a problem for you”.

“Indeed, it is not. Please, tell me what you want in exchange for a flask of the rare balm”.

“Five thousand herons, if you possess such a sum”.

“I shall give you the exact amount in gold”.

“Fine. However, you shall wait for three days, so that I can get that perfume. Meanwhile, you are allowed to camp here, in the fields adjacent to our tents”.

“I should ask you to hurry, my lady, since I have a long journey ahead!”

The Amazon nodded toward one of her companions, with whom she communicated by way of gestures. This woman mounted her horse and left the camp galloping, raising a cloud of dust behind her. “Unless there are problems, we should have the perfume in two days”.

“I should thank you, my Lady, and take my leave”, my father concluded, leaving the tent and commanding his own men to make camp and prepare dinner. During the night, my father had a vision in dreams of the Goddess Pengranah, Lady of earth, stone and metal, who appeared to him in the dark, whispering in his ear: “Osondel, chosen by the Gods, listen to me! Get up and leave the camp in secrecy. Walk silently toward the great tamarisk growing on the eastern dunes. As soon as you get before the tree, you shall find a large slab of stone buried in the sand, among the roots. Part the sand, and you shall see a bronze ring set in the stone, by which you can raise it. The door is secret. You shall thus find the entrance to a subterranean place”.

My father woke up, troubled, and kissed the ground whereupon the divinity appeared to him. And so, he meticulously followed the instructions and, by the light of the full moon, he did indeed find the stone below the tamarisk. As soon as he unlocked the entrance, he was amazed at seeing a light coming from beneath: it illuminated a stairway dug into the ground, and so he decided to descend, in order to find the origin of the light, and what might that secret place conceal.

Osondel came to a great hall with a high ceiling, and in the centre lay a small mausoleum. A winged creature, luminous and fair, was sitting beside the granite tomb, crying and invoking the name of her beloved. As soon as my father came to her, the creature was afraid, but then she felt reassured by his good looks and Osondel's benevolent smile, and he tried to console her and asked her who she was and for what she was crying.

“I, miserable and sad dweller of this cave, am the Nymph Druan, daughter of the Mount Kautaymiri Genie, and I am grieving the death of my beloved, Beltharidis the Pixie, pierced by the poisonous arrow of a desert knight”.

By listening to her, Osondel recalled how the Feather Pixies ended up in captivity and slavery: everything began with the abduction of the daughter of the Kautaymiri Genie, and things would not change until Beltharidis returned to be crowned a King of the Pixies.

“You, my Lady”, my father then told her, “should not stay here crying, but return to your father, who still cannot find peace from the moment you left. Besides, by coming back to the mountain, you would put an end to the millennial slavery of the Ustuymiri, tied to that place by magic”.

Druan, who could not have any idea of the events taking place at home after her abduction, was struck by the story of the bitter fate of the Ustuymiri Pixies, and she explained how much she wished to see her own father once more. “Nonetheless”, the Nymph revealed to Osondel, “believe me, my Lord, when I tell you that, in all these millennia, I have forgotten the way to Mount Kautaymiri, and I really would not be able to come back. In fact, the mountain rises in a place which is difficult to locate, often dark, covered in mist, with no roads, signs, nor milestones, indicating the way to travelers”.

“Do not fear. I am going to Kautaymiri as well. A druid told me the name of a person who knows. Join me and I shall bring you back home”. The Nymph, who was still sighing and wiping her tears away, took my father's hand while he invited her to rise and stand, and she agreed to follow him. She thanked him profusely and praised the Gods for their providence. Therefore she sang this hymn to the Gods:

 

“Mortals suffer,

wander without a purpose, feeling lost,

and look at the world and things therein

but do not understand them.

Only the Gods, whose life is eternal,

whose house is eternity,

know the meaning of any event,

and allow any thing to succeed,

even though it might have to wait

a century, a millennium,

or even all the Ages of the world”.

 

After two days, as he had been promised, my father received from the Amazons a flask of the perfume of the azure desert-flower, and he unloaded from his goods as much gold as was necessary to cover the cost of that rare and expensive essence. Then he resumed his journey with his men and the Nymph Druan, heading toward the city of Mastri Veliaklord. Once he arrived, as he had been told to do, he took a ferry boat leading to the isle in the middle of the lake, where the ancient being called Sighwurnak resided.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER X 

From the milk of birds 

 

 

Venerable master, please come and meet me! I am Osondel of Lothriel, son of Utheld, King of the Pirin, and I am here to ask for your advice!”

After a long silence, a deep, raucous voice replied from the darkness of the cave: “Speak, I am listening!”, and the creature slowly came out, little by little into the light of the sun.

“Fate gave me a mission, but, in order to carry it out, it is necessary that I reach the far Mount Kautaymiri. A druid told me I should seek you, ancient wise man of the isle”.

The rusty voice of the ancient poured out as it might from the stone of the rocks: “'Tis true. I know the road leading to the mountain. Why should I reveal this mystery to you, King of the Pirin?”

“Because, master, if my mission is not carried out, the Gods shall deprive me of a child, and the last wish I have is to embrace a son of mine”.

“I see... and I shall help you”, Sighwurnak replied after a brief reflection. “You shall know that Mount Kautaymiri is halfway between the cities of Aewa Duhlfi and Dratmason, close to the springs of river Nedoghend. It is neither high nor wide, and it rises in the middle of a misty, marshy valley, hemmed between mountains. Kautaymiri is recognizable because of its dark appearance: its soil, its rocks, everything is black as shadow, and they do not reflect sunlight. Even forests there are as black as coal”.

“Why is it so difficult to reach, and unknown to many?”

“Because, besides its position, plunged into desert, hostile lands, the mountain only appears on days and nights of new moon, thereafter immediately disappearing, drowned in an obscure cloud of mist. No road leads there, nor passes through the dale, Osondel, son of Utheld”.

“I should thank you, wise Sighwurnak, and I shall be able to generously repay you for this information. Then, please, let me know whether there is anything you might need, and, as long as I can, it shall be arranged that you have it”, my father told the old inhabitant of the isle.

“I am not interested in gold and silver, nor with aught that glitters. But there is one thing which I have desired from long ago, and which nobody can bring”, Sighwurnak replied.

“I am listening”, Osondel nodded. And the other continued: “I was born nine centuries ago, in a realm located in the far North of the earth. A realm which is not known to geographers, since it is found beyond the boundaries of this continent; a place which nobody ever came to, and to whence none return. In those wild lands, peopled by barbarian tribes and horrible creatures, where ice is everywhere, and the winds beat fiercely upon you, there are however a few peaceful tribes and dwellings where life can be blissful. I grew up in one of those villages, and I spent three hundred years there. After all these centuries, I do not recall anything from that place: neither its name, nor who lived there. And yet, one thing is clear in my mind when I recall those old times, and that is the taste of tustàke”.

“What is tustàke?”

“It is the name which is given in those regions, where I come from, to a cheese made from the milk of birds called tusiri, the only birds feeding their chicks with milk. Since tusiri lay their eggs every seven years, and their nests are found upon the crags above the sea, their milk is very rare and expensive, but its taste is such as the price can be only fair!”

Sighwurnak continued after a brief pause. “As I said, after three hundred years I left those lands. I travelled a lot, and only after many peregrinations I came to this lonely isle and chose it to be my home. I am now used to the loneliness weighing upon this place, and I learned to love the silence of the lake, but still I miss the taste of tustàke cheese and wish I could taste it once more, at the very least”.

“Is there a place in Gaimat where I could get this rarity?”

“I think so. Every year, the Dwarf King from the Kingdom of Mason Gottbin buys a little supply from the Northern traders, so that he can have the precious wheels of cheese be stored in an underground pantry guarded by his own. Nevertheless, only if you brought the Dwarf King a gift such as he has long been hoping for, you might hope to get a wheel of tustàke from him. And there is only one thing which the Dwarf King desires for years innumerable: the shining sword of the mysterious Storm Knight”.

 

And so it happened that my father, followed by his company, marched toward the fortified town of Mason Gottbin, where they asked to be received by Dreliar, reigning over the Dwarves back then. The latter received him with all honours due to a monarch, offering a feast to his name with the best cups of mead. It befell only after Osondel and his men had quenched their hunger at the rich table, that Dreliar asked what brought the Pirin King to that country.

“In order to repay my debt to somebody”, my father replied, after repeatedly thanking the Dwarf for his hospitality, “it is my intention to fetch him a wheel of the precious tustàke cheese, the Northern delicacy, made of the milk of birds. I know you, sire, own a supply, and I suppose you would be willing to grant me a wheel of that cheese in exchange for what you have long desired, the sword of the Storm Knight”,

The Dwarf King was amazed at hearing the proposal. “Do you mean you possess the sword yourself?”

“No, and I am even ignorant of who the mysterious knight is, therefore I come to you in the hope of learning something Thereafter, I shall do what I can in order to acquire the blade you seek and bring it to you”.

“Do not assume”, the Dwarf said, “that such an enterprise might be easy to accomplish. However, I shall answer your questions, and tell you all in case you might actually manage the task, which is my hope. Certainly, in exchange for the mighty sword which we Dwarves have coveted for generations, I shall give you, not one, but four wheels of the tasty tustàke”.

“Very well. Tell me then who the Storm Knight is, what is the power of his sword, and why do you Dwarves desire it”. 

 

 

CHAPTER XI 

Lightning of revenge 

 

Dreliar began his tale: “Long ago, when the Gods still lived among the peoples of the earth, a group of Dwarves worked in the fortress of Andergran. A castle made of silver, black stone and blue gemstones. Those Dwarves served the God of Storms, begotten by Ghaladar, Lord of light, who bestowed upon him the gift of lightning, and Hèadah, the Lady of water, who gave him rain. With a mortal lover, the master of storms gave birth to a demigod, who was called Nataùidayn. The blue-haired boy (such is the meaning of his name) soon proved to have an unnatural strength – such as it is of those who is begotten of immortals – and became a fearless hero, a leader of armies. Once upon a time, Nataùidayn had to lead the troops of Andergran in battle (the fortress belonging to a great alliance of Men and Dwarves) against the armies of Folklord. He counted on the aid of Meper, King of Mastrithal, and his best friend and ally, but he, who had been corrupted by the enemy messengers, did not come with his troops in support of his allies. The latter then were left to stand alone to face a tremendous defeat. Nataùidayn was pierced by arrows and was left senseless on the battlefield, while the rest of his army left, overwhelmed by the enemy hosts. Any mortal being would no doubt had perished in those conditions, but the stamina of Nataùidayn was such, that his divine blood, coming from his father, prevented his swift death.

After being informed concerning the events, the Lord of storms immediately came to the battlefield, now deserted and full of the slain, in order to look for his son, and he was assisted in the task by ten of his angels. As soon as they eventually found him, senseless, they picked him up and led him in a flight to the Andergran fortress, where he was cured and spared the path to the afterlife; meanwhile, the Angels themselves fought against the Folklord troops beside what was left of Nataùidayn's army. Thus they won the war and cast the invaders away from the territories of Andergran.

After a while, his wounds healed, Nataùidayn, burning with anger, asked his father to forge new weapons for him, so that he could avenge the treachery of Meper. Thus the Lord of tempests commanded the Dwarves to make him an armor worthy of a prince and a sword that, being wielded with might, would throw from its silver blade white lightning such as that pierces the clouds during storms. The sword was named Kastyander (Lightning of revenge), and therewith Nataùidayn took his revenge against those who had abandoned him in the crucial hour of his battle, procuring the death of his former best friend.

In order to do this, he came to the gates of the royal palace of Mastrithal, asking that King Meper came to him, and by way of reply the traitor's soldiers surrounded him, having been ordered to take him captive, but Nataùidayn, swirling in the air his sword bewitched with chilling light, unleashed against his adversaries a discharge of lightning that incinerated dozens of them, the others being astonished. Being afraid of the hero's wrath, the castle guards handed him King Meper as he had asked, and Nataùidayn beheaded him before the terrified people. After a while, though, being grieved for his own conduct, and lost friend, Nataùidayn fell on his own sword, in memory of Meper and their bond broken by greed and corruption.

Mysteriously, Nataùidayn's body was deprived of his armor and sword before he was found and brought before his father, who organized for his son a funeral worthy of an emperor. When the days of the ceremonies were over, the Lord of storms turned to the Dwarven people, his favourites among all the other peoples for their tenacity and perseverance, and invited them to seek for the weapons of his son. Whoever would bring them back to Andergran would have a long life, wealth and a glorious house. None among Dwarves, though, managed to find the armor, the helmet, the shield or the sword of Nataùidayn, and those weapons were lost without a trace for millennia. Until a few years ago, when a mysterious knight began causing havoc in the villages, coming from nowhere, as a ghost, during storm nights, and wielding the sword that was lost”.

 

“The Storm Knight?”, Osondel asked for clarifications.

“Indeed, so he has been called. And whenever he appears, from one village to another, the knight would always come galloping towards the physician's house, burst inside in an uproar of lightning, kill the man by thrusting his sword into his forehead, take the riches from the house, and disappear once more. No one could stop him, nor look at his face, always hidden by the divinely-wrought helmet. Therefore nobody knows who he might be, nobody knows his name or where he comes from. Forty-nine physicians have already died, executed in the night, in the name of this hideous and incomprehensible ritual. It appears that the weapons of the knight are those that had disappeared in past millennia. By bringing them back to Andergran, I would be blessed with the gifts that were promised by the ancient prophecy”.

Next morning, at first light, Osondel left the town of Mason Gottbin towards the village where the Storm Knight last appeared, two months ago. Having come to the village, he asked a herald to announce throughout the region that he had come to challenge the mysterious executioner to a duel. So, in the days after, any emissary who came to those populous farmed lands would announce in every square what Osondel had said, causing amazement, excitement, hope, perplexity and skepticism among the inhabitants. After three days, in the square of the Aggiukebin village, the locals found a scroll, there nailed, bearing the signature of the knight. Thereupon it was written: “On the first night of storm, the challenger shall find me before the rock of the red obelisk. The challenger shall not see another dawn”.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER XII

A dark angel

 

The rock cited in the message was a little hill beside a mountain, not too far from the village, upon which there was a tiny obelisk painted in carmine red. Osondel was forced to wait for three weeks, resting in Aggiukebin, before the sky turned cloudy, and two more days before rain fell on the valley. Furthermore, it took another day before the sky was rent with lightning and thunder.

Thus, after twentyfour days since the nailing of the scroll, my father came to the place appointed for the duel. He came there with his escort, but he asked his men to assist from a little afar, because he would rather stay alone with his opponent when the latter had come. Strong in his training of many years in the refined martial arts of the Pirin people, Osondel had come to the rock of the red obelisk unarmed, only carrying a long hollow stick in stout, smooth wood.

 

After about an hour waiting, the Storm Knight appeared in the appointed place. The rain was very heavy, and nothing could be seen of the knight but a dark shadow, glimmering as glowing metal, mounted on a strong black-haired horse. Any time the knight cut the air with his fair silver sword, such lightning was thrown by its blade that any adversary would have been palled. But my father stayed his purpose and, anyway, the Nymph Druan – standing by his side, although invisible, since they had left the desert lands of the Amazons – protected him from the lightning from the magical sword of his opponent, deflecting them from the air to the utter surprise and fear of the knight.

Having considered that a mysterious power protected Osondel from the power the sword unleashed, the knight dismounted and started the duel against my father. At first sight, he could not see how a man could be so foolish as to meet him in a fight, even only wielding a stick, but soon he had to think again, when he witnessed the mastery Osondel proved in the ancient arts of defence. My father could avoid any blade, and at the right time, render impotent the effort of his enemy. Eventually he put the knight to the ground with but one strike of his stick, and stilled the opponent by putting his own foot upon his belly. Without losing his temper, nor offending him, the defeated enemy asked Osondel to rise once more: “You won, stranger. I do not know who are you, nor how could you, but it is assured that a very powerful God holds your fate for dear. And now, what are you waiting for? What is stopping you from finishing me?”

Osondel put off the enemy's helmet, revealing the face of a handsome boy. “Who are you, knight?”

The boy was uncertain, but then decided to tell my father his sad story: “My name is... has not been pronounced for many years... my name is Athusfine. I am a son of a poor man, a farmer living in Aggiukebin and struggling to sustain his family. An ill-fated day, my mother was severely hurt in her head by a farming tool that had fallen upon her. The wound could have been cured, but the greedy and foolish physician of the village, since we already owed him money, refused to help my mother, who died a day later in great pain.

The same day I was visited in a dream by a dark Angel of revenge, who woke me and took me by his side. He brought me in a flight to this place, at the feet of the red obelisk. It rained and thundered, but the Angel led me not far from here, to the entrance of a cave where I could take shelter. The cave was shut by a stone gate upon which there were carved symbols and words, but the Angel opened it by uttering unknown words. After we entered the cave, the Angel indicated to me that within lay abandoned from time immemorial a wonderful armor, a shield and a magical sword, the terrible powers of which he proved to me.

The Angel helped me into the armor and brought the sword, suggesting I wielded it with great care. Then we left the cave together and, in the roaring of the storm, my guide called from the dark a horse as black as the darkest of nights, whose eerie neighing chilled one's blood. The Angel told me:

You were miserable and powerless, but now I have put in your hands the weapons by which you shall exact your revenge.

Having said so, he vanished in the darkness whence he had come, and I stood under the rain, staring at the horse fretting before me. After a few moments of hesitation, I tried to tame that beast, at once a wonder and a terror, and with patience, despite the reluctance of the steed, I managed to ride him.

That very night I descended in a gallop upon the valley, reaching the village and the physician's place. Those who lived there and the servants hid themselves in fear, because they would not dare to defy a sword of such power, and I found my way undisturbed to the room where the greedy landlord slept in his ignorance. Before killing him, I revealed my true identity, which I have never done until this very night. Then I stole riches from the mansion, and retreated, in a swift gallop, coming before dawn to the red obelisk, where my lair has been. The rest of the story is told. I guess now you are going to deliver me to the King's Justice...”

“Should I behave any different?”

“No. I knew that sooner or later it would end. May I at least learn the name of the one who defeated me?”

“I am Osondel, son of Utheld, King of Lothriel”.

Upon hearing these words, Athusfine knelt before the King, but my father invited him to rise. “You are a skilled warrior, Athusfine. But hate and thirst for revenge consume even the mightiest man”.

The Storm Knight did not reply, only staring at Osondel while my father's escort, commanded to intervene, seized him in order to take him to the guards of Aggiukebin.

 

Thus it befell that my father could bring the weapons of the Storm Knight to the Dwarven King, and the latter, in order to repay him, handed him the four wheels of tustàke cheese he had promised, adding golden jewels, copper and gemstones to them. As soon as he had been given the cheese that King Dreliar had commanded be brought from the castle cellars – where the tustàke was kept as a little, yet precious, treasure – Osondel was stupefied by observing how unpleasant it looked and how offensive its smell was, but deferred to the opinion of those who had tasted it and described it as food of the Gods, worthy of the Immortals. Nonetheless, he commanded that the cart, upon which the wheels of cheese were put, always stayed in the back of the caravan during their march, because he stated that whoever rode after that cart could not withstand to follow...

After delivering that reeking thing to its commissioner, who was profusely thankful, he invited him to try a little in his company (an offer Osondel declined with excuses), the caravan resumed its march toward Mount Kautaymiri...

 

CHAPTER XIII

Surrounded by a host of Pixies

 

 

It befell that, in the midst of the woods through which the group travelled heading to the mysterious mountain, they were stopped and surrounded by a host of Pixies – the Leaf Pixies, those who were called Banoymiri – who commanded them to deliver their weapons. Osondel in his turn gave the order to do as they were bid, but then the Pixies tied the members of the caravan and loaded them as prisoners upon wagons in order to take them to their fortress: the city of Banoymiribin, located in the deeps of the forest. The reason for their unexpected arrest was the presence in their midst of a Pixie of the Ustuymiri (the one who was given to my father by the blacksmith Pehelfalè). The Feather Pixies, as it is known, were at war with the Leaf Pixies since the times of the abduction of the fair and beautiful Nymph Druan by the Pixie Beltharidis.

Banoymiribin was a citadel made in stone and clay, with painted wooden structures of curious architecture, and it lay in a dell in the shadow of great branching trees. It was, in fact, a steep rocky wall, pierced by doors, windows, porches and corridors, and filled with weird columns and arcades, as the buildings had actually been excavated from the hill. The prisoners were brought into the confined cells of an underground prison. A day later, when he was told of this, the King of the Banoymiri asked the prisoners to be brought before him, in order to be judged. However, before Osondel and his men were escorted to the little palace of the sovereign of the Pixies, the fair Nymph Druan (who had been invisible until then) appeared to the King alone, skillfully seducing him with her glamour and praises. The King was immediately won by the burning passion he felt toward the gracious, unexpected guest.

“I am the Nymph Druan. Because of me war was declared between the Pixies. But you should know, my noble King, that the one who abducted me lives no more. Once upon a time, I loved the Banoymiri King, whom I was promised to as his bride. Therefore, if you wish so, my King, I shall honour the promise I made to him by marrying you who are his heir”.

The King could not believe his own ears and, in a climax of enthusiasm, absolutely consented to have Druan as his Queen.

“Your consent uplifts my spirit, my Lord”, the Nymph therefore continued. “I then ask you to declare this very day the war to be over. As I told you, indeed, the cause of this conflict is no more. My abductor is dead and I have come back home”.

The King stood silent and thoughtful for a while, but eventually accepted her proposal, and he commanded an herald to announce his marriage and the end of hostilities, thereafter to have festivities and games to celebrate the new peace.

 

As soon as the celebrations were over, the new Banoymiri Queen asked her groom to visit her father, whom she had not seen since the elder days, and who assuredly had suffered much for her absence. The King understood her wish and immediately ordered to prepare carriages, horses and a caravan to precede the royal couple in their journey towards the dark Kautaymiri. Osondel, who, because of the war raging, had been freed alongside all the prisoners held captive and was summoned before the Pixie King, who so spoke, his words being translated by the Nymph Druan: “Great King, I hope you can forgive me for the way you were treated by my soldiers. They acted out of the enduring hate that has raged between my race and the Ustuymiri, and, upon seeing you were travelling alongside one of them, they considered you also enemies of our people. Nonetheless, now, I am going myself to head towards Mount Kautaymiri in order to celebrate peace. Therefore, I need an ambassador to head my procession and announce to the Ustuymiri that the war is over. My sweet bride Druan suggested I should elect you and the Pixie who travels by your side as my peace-messengers”.

Naturally Osondel was happy to agree to the proposal, and so he summoned his companions and started his journey ahead of the royal procession, alongside the Ustuymir.

 

When, after a few days, they came in sight of the black, smoking mountain (they had to wait for first night of the new moon), my father explained in detail to the winged Pixie of the blacksmith Pehelfalè what he should say and do, after which he sent him alone inside the mountain, giving him a jewel belonging to the fair Druan. Flying swiftly as a bat inside the caves and the tunnels branching though the depths, the Ustuymir came to the underground palace where the Kautaymiri Genie sat on his stone throne. He was old, his beard and hair white and very long, his eyes tired and his dress grey as smoke. Upon his head rested an iron crown, finely wrought. The Genie was surrounded by a few Ustuymiri awaiting his orders and a few others busy satisfying his requests.

 

The Pixie my father had sent introduced himself to the Genie by showing him the Nymph's jewel, and the Genie felt a heavy sadness in recalling his daughter, while in his heart he felt the hope that the tiny Pixie could bear news concerning her. “Speak! How did you come by this precious thing? Did you perchance steal it?”

“My Lord”, the Ustuymir replied in the strange language of the Pixies, “your beloved daughter is going to come back to you. The one who abducted her lives no more, and she has now married the Banoymiri King, therefore becoming his Queen and honouring the ancient promise. Alongside her groom, she is now travelling, soon to come before the gates of the mountain”.

The Genie wept, rose from his throne, knelt and praised the Gods, invoking his daughter’s name over and over, unable to believe he could soon have her back in his arms. Osondel's tiny herald continued his speech: “The war is over. The Banoymiri declared peace. Now, my Lord, it is up to you to break the curse and release from bondage all the Pixies who are prisoners in the mountain. This is the oath you swore to the Immortals, provided that they gave you Druan back”.

“And I always keep my word”, the Genie replied. “I shall free all of your kinsmen and grant them one third of all of the gold, silver and gems which are found in these dark tunnels”.

“Wait for the dawn of the next day to free my brothers. A powerful foreign King has come thither seeking for an Ustuymir escaped from the land of Lothriel. Give him time to look for the Pixie, thereafter you can break the spell”. The Genie consented, seeking to meet with the foreign King. Thus Osondel came with an escort before him. “You are the King of the Pirin? My tongue is unable to express how glad I am to meet you in my house. I know you seek for a Pixie. Therefore, as it was asked to me, I shall wait until tomorrow before releasing the Ustuymiri. Besides, I wish to wait in order to see with my own eyes my daughter alive and safe, to have her back in my arms and hold a princely feast in her honour. As soon as that has been done, the curse shall be broken without further postponement!”

A few hours later, the royal procession of the Banoymiri entered the black mountain, where Druan was escorted before her old father. Osondel, helped by the Pixie of the Aewa Duhlfi blacksmith, walked through the coils of the tunnels branching inside the mountain, passing before swarms of noisy Ustuymiri, and to all of them Pehelfalè's Pixie asked who among them came from the Kingdom of Lothriel. Nevertheless, after negotiating the confusion of their wings as though he was walking inside a hive, he eventually found the Ustuymir he was looking for.

Once the Pixie had been found, he was brought before Osondel, who initially was going to take him captive, but soon after changed his mind. He was no longer sure about his actions, since he had learned to understand those creatures, and felt pity for the Pixie he was going to turn into a feather. He observed for a moment the black eyes of the weird creature, beating his wings as a moth would. He wondered whether it was just, to allow my birth to take place, to deprive that Pixie of his voice and thinking, returning it to its original form.

 

At that moment the Nymph Druan came beside Osondel, and she understood what my father was thinking in his heart. “Osondel, my Lord”, she asked him, “why the hesitation? If you think, by this gesture, to be doing ill to this creature, you are wrong. You ignore, indeed, that each being is one and the same with the form from whence it comes, and it is destined to eventually find it once more. The first form is the last form, and the last form is the first form, and both are one and the same. Some beings created by the Gods appeared as though “more” animated than others, deceiving the eyes of mortals. The life of a feather, for sure, is difficult to be seen. And yet, my Lord, think of the things a feather does: at the beginning she is nothing more than a tiny hair on a chick's skin. She is still weak, unable to take flight, and yet it constantly warms the bald newborn in her soft embrace. We then see her growth, as she becomes a tidy comb endowed with slender teeth, and she develops a different drawing according to her place, be it on the wings, the head, the tail, or the chest. Alongside the other feathers, she must be an expert in flight, learn the difficult ways of the air. She must have the proper colour, in order to hide in the woods, but also be proudly flaunted in courtship... Did you ever take the time to listen to a feather's voice? At times she is exuberant and loud, as when the ducks take flight from a lake. Other times she is but a whisper, as when the barn owl silently flies over the field mouse. And, finally, did you ever see a feather take off from the livery she belonged to? After spending a lifetime in the company of her sisters, she decides to thread a path of her own: she then hovers, alone, in the wind. She seeks for her own destiny, she floats in the air with the mastery learned from the one upon whom she had once grown. She alights. She touches the ground in a caress. And still her dance goes on, tumbling down the breeze, as a dead leaf on the track in autumn. Here, sometimes, she is found by a man who makes her a decoration for a hat. Otherwise she becomes the fletching of an archer's arrow. In that case, she must learn the art of leading the arrow to its target. If she has to fill a duvet she must warm it. If she finds herself, alongside others among her sisters, inside a comfortable pillow, she must instruct a man concerning the ways of pleasant sleep. Do you realize, now, my Lord? The Pixie is not necessarily more alive than a feather. But this is secret known only to a few!”

Osondel noticed the Pixie was now smiling. He understood what his fate would be, but he was not afraid at all. On the contrary, his hand came close to the flask containing the perfume which, he knew, would restore his primal form. Convinced by that smile, my father opened the top of the flask, wet his thumb in the rare essence, and touched the Pixie's head, pronouncing the spell the Druids had thought him. Osondel now saw before him a great bird-feather...

Turning towards the Nymph, who was now looking at him with satisfaction, he concluded: “Only now, when I realize there is life in what seemingly lacks it, I have decided what the fate of this sandoahis feather shall be once it comes back to the house of her owner: she will be a handwriter's pen, learning the wonderful art of calligraphy. Since many pens before this one found glory in the hands of those who shall give birth to works of literature. I hope in this job she can find pleasure and a just reckoning of her worth...”

 

Today this pen has come into your hands, Nhalfòrdon-Domenir. It is the pen in which you are writing my tale. Memory gives life to my words, my words give life to your mind, your mind gives life to your hand, your hand to the pen, and the pen to the book. Therefore the life of my memory becomes the life of the book.

 

 

 

PART FIVE

Cana-Marfhés, the unhappy

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER I

The watcher of this dell

 

 

Thus Osondel had accomplished his quest, or, to be more precise, he had only partially accomplished it. Having acquired the longed-for feather, he had to bring it to his father-in-law's place; but many a thing would happen on his way back. Before leaving Mount Kautaymiri, my father's presence was requested by the Mountain Genie, who gave him a very special present.

“My daughter said it is only thanks to you that she is here today, therefore I owe you much, King Osondel”. And, having thus spoken, he produced from a pocket in his dress a fair, glimmering emerald pendant, presenting it to Osondel. “This is Hèren, the Emerald of Immunity, one of the oldest talismans ever enchanted. Whoever possesses it is immune to any spell, enchantment or curse”. My father stared for a while at that marvelous, incredibly clear stone…

 

Helewen stopped talking and took something from below his neck, in the tunic. As soon as he opened his fist, Domenir realized that the one which the Pirin held in the palm of his big hand was nothing else but Hèren, the magical pendant from the tale.

“My father gave it to me before dying...”

“This jewel is amazing! May... may I touch it?”

“Surely, take it”.

When Helewen put the precious stone in the boy's hand, Domenir felt a subtle yet intense energy emanating from it. Besides, by looking into the emerald, it seemed to him to behold a foundered horizon in which his spirit was almost sucked, as though he were dreaming. In those depths, in the play of lights and flickering shadows, Domenir felt his entering a peaceful dimension of absolute silence. And, while trying to listen to the unreal absence of sounds, Helewen's voice seemed to wake him up: “After returning the Pixie travelling with him back to the blacksmith who was his master, my father finally took his way back...”

Here follows the continuation of the tale of King Osondel on his way back to Lothriel, as it was dictated by Helewen and written down by Nhalfòrdon-Domenir:

 

The journey proceeded without further interruptions to a peaceful and thriving dell south-east of Melim Hè. While Osondel and his men were making their way, the horses and the supply carts had to stop because the roots and branches of the trees prevented their march forward, suddenly immobilizing them, coiling around their legs and wheels like snakes. My father dismounted from his elegant steed and saw, not too far from where he stood, a wandering rock, the appearance of which resembled a human face, with two holes as eyes and a larger one as his mouth. He went closer in order to see whether the rock talked and, as soon as he went there, he heard the rock threateningly exclaiming: “Halt! Who goes there?”

“I am a Pirin, and the wood keeps my companions for hostages. Who are you, ancient stone?”

“I am the rock who is the watcher of this dell, and you shall know nobody may proceed along this path”.

“We had no way of knowing, watcher. What makes this dell impossible to tread?”

“The dell mourns the sweet Cana-Marfhès”.

“I do not know this name. Who was she?”, my father asked. The watcher told him the sad story: “Cana-Marfhès was the girl who came every day to the dell in order to draw water from the river and then take it to the villa on the summit of those hills, southwards. The mansion belonged to a noblewoman called the Patient Lady”.

Osondel turned South and indeed saw an old mansion of brown stone, located above the woods, perched beside the little hills surrounding the dell.

“Each morning, the young maiden would come to the river and fill a pot she bore on her head. Now, it befell that Cana-Marfhès fell in love with a messenger. A horse-mounted herald, who once a week fared in this dell in order to bring news to the villages in the East. The messenger would halt in order to water his horse, and refresh himself. As he drank, Cana-Marfhès, from the other side of the river, watched him in ecstasy, feeling more and more drawn to him. Week after week, the traveler noticed the maiden as well, and probably also fell for her, but neither had the heart to declare their love to the other.

The girl was also loved by a young woodcutter, who came to the dell to get wood, and, hidden in the leaves of the undergrowth, he admired the grace and the sweet glance of the maiden who drew water from the river. As I was the only person to whom Cana-Marfhès would speak, one day the girl came to me and told me about her love for the messenger, singing this melancholic poem:

 

Hes kem vençtehes nhirgaiobloni,

hes, inni wirneh kem ronetehes evren

ath hal ni ath hai,

pume kmi evtehes,

pume kmi legistehes,

dhar ath wei kem shes ureltehes?

Hes kem vençtehes obloni ehi kumani rieli,

hes, inni wirneh kem ronetehes dhal

ath Hèpi,

pume kmi evelftehes,

pume kmi madevelftehes,

ham çaňin ubin?

 

(The one who bears the messages,

he, so handsome he can steal the glance

of sun and moon,

who knows whether he sees,

who knows whether he gets,

the love of the one who wants him?

He brings news to foreign countries,

he, so handsome he can steal the heart

of the Water Nymphs,

who knows whether he hears,

who know whether he listens to,

my sad song?)

 

Unfortunately, the girl was heard by the woodcutter who loved her, and he felt like his dreams were shattered, as a pot falling to the ground, broken in a thousand pieces. With wounded feelings, the man came to the emissary when he returned to the dell, soon after, meeting him on the road before the herald came to the river. He offered him a hot meal, and the carrier was tempted by his offer. He accepted the woodcutter's hospitality, but, at the end of the meal, he gave the boy poison in a liquor glass and so killed him.

I was informed of this by the trees, ever whispering the secrets of the dell to my ears. And, when the sweet Cana-Marfhès came to me telling that her beloved had not come that week, I told her about the sad misfortune. The maiden decided to end her life and, despite my attempts to make her change her mind, she replied she had no reason to live anymore. She asked me where was her beloved buried, and I told her the woodcutter threw his body into the shadowy pool where the river flows. Before she drowned herself in that pool, Cana-Marfhès asked me to let nobody ever come to this dell, a place of affliction and sadness.

The Patient Lady, who never saw the maiden come back to her mansion, came to me, worried, and I told her everything. And so, the noblewoman decided to leave this place, going South. When the woodcutter learned the bitter events, he hanged himself from a great willow. From that day on, the dell took a new name: Fuiabain (the Sad Dell). Now nobody ever walked this place. No bird could sing here, and no flower would bloom”.

 

CHAPTER II

Render us a service

 

Osondel, moved by the tale, asked whether he could at least go to the pool before leaving the dell, so that he could pay a homage to the memory of the two lovers. The watching rock consented. At this the horses and men of the escort were freed from the trees, and they came close to the pool. They noticed that the water did not make any sound, and the wind made no rustling of the leaves. All seemed to be silent, as though shrouded in a veil of sorrow.

The Pirin threw some little jewels of worth into the water and, lo and behold, they saw the spirits of the maiden and the emissary appear on the water, since they lingered here, like ghosts bound to a spell. The fair, youthful features of the couple were dimmed by a pale glimmer, like reflections in a mirror darkly. They turned to those who had paid them the homage and spoke: “Goodhearted foreigners, since you do not ignore the memory of us, we ask your service. If what we ask you is done, the spell binding us shall be broken, and we may be able to reach the place where the spirits of the dead go”.

Osondel took the initiative: “Tell me what you beseech, frail spirits, and I shall help you, as long as it is in my power to do so”. The ghosts replied: “Seek for our families. When you find them, lead them to the abandoned mansion of the Patient Lady. Once you are there, go to the cellars. Here you shall find an ancient fresco depicting the high bell-tower of the city of Oghenvill. By tearing down that wall, you will find a room, which even the Patient Lady was unaware of. It is a lucky chance that the content of that room belong to our family in heritage. As soon as you have done what we ask, come back here, to this place, and you shall have a precious gift in return”.

“How can we find your families?”, my father asked, but the spirits had already faded into the light mist starting to rise from the pool. Osondel lowered his eyes and noticed by his feet two shards of a round pendant. By fitting them together, it depicted a black stag. He saw that it must have a connection with the families of the maiden and the emissary, but naturally he could not imagine what tied it to them.

The watching rock of the dell did not know the meaning of the pendant and its symbol.

Osondel asked the lonely old rock how he could meet the families of the two youths, but the rock replied that he only knew the family of the sweet Cana-Marfhès, and that came from a village near the city of Dratmason, being the daughter of the carpet-weaver everybody knew as Carmine Thread. In the device of his family, nonetheless, the rock continued, a Domouse was represented, instead of the black stag of the pendant he had showed them. Osondel heartily thanked him and took his leave, commanding his men to resume the riding toward Dratmason.

As soon as they came to the city, they asked in which village did the carpet-weaver Carmine Thread and his family live, and he was told he should look for them in a little house on a hillside, yellow-coloured by its fields of ripe wheat.

It was not difficult for my father and his men to locate the house of the Domouse family: a large mansion. The walls were in disrepair, with plaster that had now become yellowed, and yet it was still well-built, surely among the most wealthy in the village (which raised the suspicion that the landlord's income might intrigue us), and set in the middle of an orchard. The ground-floor had been made into the workshop, where the expensive carpets made in the house were displayed and sold directly. When Osondel asked about Carmine Thread, he was informed that the old owner had died, and the workshop had been inherited by his first son, called the Spinning Wheel, ten years earlier. My father asked to speak to him and the women in the house invited him to stay and eat with them, telling him the boy would only be back for lunch.

In fact, after about two hours since Osondel's arrival at the homestead, when the table was ready, Carmine Thread's firstborn introduced himself to my father by saying that he was unworthy of having Pirin as guests at his table, but Osondel reassured him, stating that it was urgent for him to talk to the householder. “I know that what I am going to say shall be the cause of great grief, but it is important: before dying, one of your sisters, Cana-Merfhès, was serving as a handmaid at the mansion of the Patient Lady, was she not?”

The Spinning Wheel hesitated for an instant. “Yes... She left this house when she was ten, and, from that time, she would only come visit us once a year, for the winter solstice feast... at least until the day when we were told she had... taken her own life, sixteen years ago. But, if I am allowed to ask, what is the connection, noble stranger, between you and my poor sister?”

“Do you know the reason for her suicide?”

“Yes... Cana-Marfhès had fallen in love with a boy who was subsequently killed. Therefore she decided to die after him”.

“Do you know the boy's name?”

“No. But may I insist, my Lord: what do you have to do with my sister?”

“For reasons I am not allowed to reveal, I am the witness of her will. Cana-Marfhès wanted to leave you her legacy and, although I do not know the nature of this inheritance, I can lead you to the place where the goods she left for you are preserved. However, these goods must be shared with the family of your sister's beloved”.

“And how could we find the family of a man we do not even know the name of?”

“I know he was an emissary, travelling through the Fuiabain Dell once a week in order to bring news to the eastern villages. Besides... I found this necklace”, my father said, putting the jewel upon the table, facing him. He picked it up and looked at it closely. “Should this be the device of the herald my sister loved?”

“It is very likely”.

“I do not think so”.

“And why is that? Do you know it? Do you know this symbol?”

“Know? It is the device of the wretched soul who killed my father!”

“What did you say?”

“I mean, my father died of a heart-attack because of that bastard!”

“Please, clarify!”

“The Black Stag family is, not unlike ourselves, an ancient family of weavers from the village located on the hill across from here. Our old men and theirs spent about three centuries in a quarrel concerning carpets. One night, about twelve years ago, my father had a vision in a dream. He saw the garden in his parents' house and a great tree, a yew tree, grew there. On its feet he saw a pyramid of ingots and other things of great worth and he thought that, provided he went to that place the next day, he would find a treasure.

Thus he did, indeed, and, digging below the yew tree, he found a chest locked with a chain. He saw his grandfather's seal on the chest. By using heavy pincers, he managed to unlock it, instead of gold and precious stones, he found a scroll. Being curious, he rapidly unrolled it, and saw the drawing, autographed by his grandfather, of a very fine carpet, worthy of a King's palace, indeed more beautiful than anything we had made in our workshop until then. Being excited at the discovery, Carmine Thread rolled up the scroll once more and locked the chest, hiding it in his room, because he had thought of bringing it to the workshop after he had gotten the best wool and the richest dyes from the Dratmason market. Nonetheless, it happened that the scoundrel they call Cobalt Thread (the householder of the Black Stag), our sworn rival, managed to come into possession of the drawing before my father could weave the carpet!”

“And how could that be, since Carmine Thread had hidden the scroll in his room, without telling anybody about his find?”

“Without telling almost anybody... unfortunately! The tale about the dream and the miraculous finding was stolen from him... by a harlot”.

“And Cobalt Thread was also her client...”

“Precisely!... that dishonest wretch! And clearly he took no time before sending his sons to steal the drawing my great-grandfather had made!”

“...therefore the Black Stag family produced the carpet...”

“Yes! Cobalt Thread commanded it was finished as soon as possible. And he made it, the bastard”.

“Remember your sister was deeply in love with the son of Cobalt Thread”.

“No, I am telling you that is not possible! The wretched soul had three sons, and they are all alive, and, furthermore, none of them was ever an emissary. Two of them are still helping the scoundrel in the workshop, while the third one is a soldier in Dratmason”.

“And yet this necklace must mean something...”

“I do not know, but I am certain my sister would never fall in love with a Black Stag man!”

“You are young, but those who live for a long time do not doubt the possibilities of love”.

The weaver did not reply and he only looked at my father, who rose from the table, thanked the women for the very good meal, and took his leave. Before leaving the room, Osondel turned once more toward the boy: “As soon as I am able to clarify the mystery surrounding this pendant and I have found the family of the emissary, I shall call you to the mouth of the Sad Dell and lead you to the place where your legacy is found”.

“We shall be there on that day, be assured of that, and thank you for your visit”, the man saluted him.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER III

We made a bet

 

 

That very evening, my father came to the house of Cobalt Thread of the Black Stag, who had him as guest for dinner with all the honours due to a stranger, and moreover a Pirin. The house was larger and less rustic-looking than the Domouse's, and the same applied to the inhabitants' clothes.

“I do not wish to beat about the bush”, Osondel spoke, after tasting the dishes and the beverages laid about table. “Fate decided I should come into possession of this pendant bearing the symbol of your house. If you know and can, I would like to learn about the history of this jewel”.

The request seemed to deeply move the carpet-weaver, who wholeheartedly touched the necklace he had taken into his hands and immediately rose, inviting Osondel to follow him into a room where they could have some privacy. “Do you know where my son is?”

“Did it belong to him?”

“Why are you saying 'did'... in the past tense? Is my son... dead?”

“If your son was the emissary to whom this necklace belonged, he was killed sixteen years ago”.

“And why?”

“Because of a woman's love. The young... Cana-Marfhès, who later took her own life”.

“Cana-Marfhès... the Domouse?”

“Yes”.

The old man fell in despair and stood for a while, staring at nothing, muttering the name of the hated family.

“I was told”, my father said, “that your three sons are alive, and none of them is an emissary. Who was this unknown son of yours then?”

“It is none of your business. I thank you for telling me about my son's fate, but I would now ask you to leave me alone”.

“No. It is my job to take you to the legacy your son left you. But first you have to tell me everything. Who was the boy who was killed in Sad Dell?”

“Legacy? My son had no possessions”.

“Trust my word. Tell me who your son was”.

“He was the son of the governess. Naturally nobody knew he was also my son. When she told me she was pregnant, we said the gardener was his father. She called the newborn Tillindayn. He was... the most handsome among my sons. That necklace, though, was given to his mother as an award for all the years of service offered to our family, and I now learn she gave it to her boy. When Tillindayn turned fifteen, he was hired as an emissary, and started travelling between the kingdoms of Melim Hè and Dratmason. Besides the money he made this way, I always sent him more, at least until his mother's death. Thereafter, my son said he would manage by himself, and I never knew more about him... until today”.

“Well, as I said, I am the only witness of his will. However, the legacy shall be divided between your family and the Domouse. This your son Tillindayn decided, in agreement with Cana-Marfhès”.

“This is impossible!”

“I know you have issues with the Domouse family, but I think you may set aside your hostility in the name of your children, at least for once. If you do not, I would not be able to tell you where the legacy is hidden”.

“Maybe you are not aware who the Domouse are!”

“Tell me. I am all ears...”

“Well: forty-five years ago, an old wood craftsman, skilled maker of musical instruments, decided to leave his workshop, a fine place of repute, for it was located on an important road, to me and Carmine Thread. If we had become associates, the man said, caring for both of us, we would have no competitors in the carpet market of the entire region, and, by joining the mastery of both our families, we would produce carpets worthy of the palaces of the greatest Kings on earth. Naturally, after a few months, upon the old luthier's death, the scum called Carmine Thread and I met at the inn and we made a bet. Whoever among the two of us managed to kiss first the fair Budalidor, and moreover to sell more carpets to her wealthy parents, in the next two months, would keep the luthier's workshop”.

“So, what happened?”

“I was the one making the first move. I acquainted myself with Budalidor's friends, to learn more, and specifically about the interests of the most wanted girl in the region. For example, I learned that Budalidor used to watch plays with great delight, and I tried to acquire some rudimentary understanding in the field, and to watch comedies and tragedies as well. Now, you have to know that Budalidor, who, thanks to the great wealth of her family, could live without having to do any job whatsoever, willingly spent her afternoons walking from her parents' house to the village below, in the company of two handmaids, and therefore was forced to walk this way”, the old man said, indicating the road outside that place.

“And so I could watch her, unseen, from my room. One day, I asked my brother to beat me, chiefly in the most visible parts of the body, on the face and the arms. Then I waited for Budalidor to pass from here on her way to the village square and sat in the grass below that nut tree, crying. Holding my head in my hands, I tried to catch the girl's attention, but I also pretended not to have noticed her, or seen her at all. Budalidor, curious about my cries, and most curious seeing me badly injured, asked her handmaids to wait for her for one moment and came close to me, feeling very merciful.

She asked me what was wrong, why I had been beaten so, and by whom. I replied that it was my father, strict and unmovable, because instead of weaving carpets the whole day I wasted my time being busy with literature, theatre, and poetry. I was not made for that stuff, he said, that is a Lord's business, and an occupation unfit for those who have to work the whole day to make their living. And he kept repeating that if he had made his money, as much as it took to live in our nice place, not having to starve, it was only thanks to his commitment and effort. But he did not realize that I only felt alive making art. Naturally I was lying, since the only art I was really interested in was making more money, like my father, and more so, so much so that perhaps he would not have minded if sometimes I had taken some time for practicing other activities apart from trade!

Besides, the girl, who already was getting interested in my plight, was told by me that I had declared to my father I was a pedophile, and he, who wanted me to get married and have five children, so that somebody could inherit his workshop, had lost his temper. He was almost going to disinherit me before I went out and reached the nut tree, where I started crying. I told her this, me, who actually had already discussed with my family a plan to marry the chemist's daughter, and indeed she eventually became my wife and the mother of three children!

Budalidor, moved by my tale, had now become my most ardent supporter, told me she would see it that my family would see reason. First of all, she would kiss me before all of them, at the Harvest Feast (which would be a few weeks later), in order to make my father believe I had changed. Besides, she would buy from me no less than five carpets, so that I could prove I was also a fine trader. I tried to refuse, but she insisted, and then I pretended I regretted having to accept, making myself promise to her I would repay her as soon as I could. That day, I went to bed with the conviction I had won the bet...”

“And instead?”

  

 

 

CHAPTER IV

Pull the scam

 

 

Budalìdor did not know Carmine Thread, yet the latter knew a friend of hers, a good actor, with whose help he could pull the scam. He convinced the actor to hold a feast, inviting Budalidor. They would be celebrating a relative of the householder who was also an actor, coming from far fiefs where he had gained a fortune at some sultan's court. The visiting relative was actually Carmine Thread himself, wearing a disguise and some make up for the occasion. The vile man organized everything in punctilious detail: rented carriage, rich clothes, fake servants... and everybody at the feast could not help but whisper to each other how talented the supposed relative was, and how famous, and other praises suggested to them by the householder. Needless to say that Budalidor was very impressed by the important foreigner, and could not stop questioning her poor friend about the relative he had kept hidden from her up to that day. The actor continued his praise of Carmine Thread, who had already promised him a rich reward for this, and eventually came to the climax of the whole ruse. He casually hinted that his relative was looking for a temporary residence in the village, and surely could not spend his nights in a cheap inn... Budalidor, as it was to be expected, offered her hospitality to Carmine Thread, and her place was one of the few mansions in the village that was worthy of such a great personality. Her friend pretended to dissuade her, but, since the girl insisted (and, actually, since that was the agreement), eventually accepted the offer, never ceasing to thank the girl for her generous gesture.

This way, Carmine Thread managed to get invited into the girl's house, but how did he get the kiss and how did he manage to sell his carpets to her parents?

Carmine Thread kept one of his brothers in his retinue, who was disguised as well, and pretended to be the interpreter; since the famous actor, that is, that the foul rat, did not know the language well, and everything he said, impersonating a southern dialect, was translated by his brother, after his instructions”.

“I see...”

“Already during his first few days at the mansion, that monster started courting Budalidor, complimenting her beauty and the intensity of her glance, and telling her she would surely succeed as an actress! One day, when he heard the girl passing through the corridors, Carmine Thread pretended he was busy rehearsing a scene from a play. As soon as she, out of curiosity, entered the hall, she asked him whether she could watch. Carmine Thread replied, and his brother translated, that not only was Budalidor going to be a very good audience, but he wished that she would honour him by joining his rehearsal; for he had guessed, merely by looking at her, that she had a great talent. The girl, feeling shy, but gladdened by the proposal, willingly accepted, since she was overwhelmed by joy at the very thought of reciting, even only for a while, with such a talented actor.

Carmine Thread's brother explained to the girl what she should do. It was a romantic scene in which a prince, suspecting he had been betrayed by his betrothed, comes to her in anger and asks for an explanation but, being disarmed by her beauty and caresses, abandons his plan, and passionately kisses her. This should be the conclusion of the (invented) tragedy titled “The Two Weavers' Bet”... The scene was rehearsed in the following days, and even I, who had pretended before Budalidor to be a theatre enthusiast, was invited by the girl to watch. I even had to make my compliments to the foreign actor!”

“What about the carpets then?” asked Osondel, now turned curious.

“The actor was forced to leave a few days later. After his departure, a beggar, a hermit who practiced wizardry and told fortunes, came into town”, the narrator continued.

“Carmine Thread?”, my father guessed.

“Carmine Thread”, the other nodded, then to continue his tale. “Carmine Thread once more. He even wore a fake white beard, and was dressed in rags, using a wooden walking stick. Whereas his brother, this time, was his apprentice, who preceded him, praising his amazing powers. In fact, fair Budalidor's wealthy parents were very superstitious and prudish. And, when the hermit started revealing that a dark curse had been cast upon them, they began to fear the worst misfortunes. For a few days, they pretended not to be troubled by such nonsense. And so the rat sent them word that soon a sign from the Gods would convince them to listen to his prophecies. In order for this to happen, Carmine Thread, in nighttime, went to the garden of the mansion unseen, and, after putting the guard dogs to sleep with a potion, poured some poison in the park lake, and painted the flowers with black ink. This way, the next morning, the gardeners immediately informed the householders concerning the weird and ominous events. On seeing the blackened flowers and the dead fish floating in the pool, Budalidor's parents were convinced that mysterious presences had cast a curse upon their house, and when, after less than an hour, Carmine Thread's brother “happened” to pass nearby, dressed as the apprentice, they asked him to meet the seer.

After carrying out a bizarre conjuring ritual, the self-styled soothsayer consulted the Immortals in order to learn Fate's will, and the outcome was the following: in order to dispel the curse, the supplicants must get twenty black-patterned red carpets and put them in a row at the edge of the wood. On each carpet they should put a fruit and a gold coin, with a label bearing the name of a tutelary deity. Then they should go away and wait for the next morning. If, after the sun had risen, they found the carpets empty, it would mean the curse had been dispelled”.

“Naturally Carmine Thread and his accomplices would go there at nighttime and get the gold coins and fruit for themselves... A nice plan. However, I wonder how Carmine Thread could be certain that Budalidor's parents would buy the twenty carpets from you?”, Osondel considered.

“Ha! If you recall, the mean soul had been careful to indicate that the carpets should be red and black-patterned, and we do not produce them here. Budalidor's parents would find carpets of that colour only in the workshop of Carmine Thread in the entire region”, Cobalt Thread explained.

“Therefore Carmine Thread won the bet...”

“Precisely. And he got the luthier's workshop”.

“Alright, but you forget that Carmine Thread is gone. What did his sons do to you? Which grudge, which enmity can you have against them?”

“The discord dividing us is like a tree. It has ancient roots”.

“Listen to me, Cobalt Thread, all it takes is to follow me in order to find the heritage which was meant for you. After that, you can resume the hostilities with the Domouse family, as though nothing had happened”, my father suggested. The old weaver remained thoughtful for a while, his glance darkened, but eventually he accepted, since, after all, he was curious to see what his son Tillidayn had left him. He shook my father's hand and asked him to have one day in order to prepare and give dispositions to his workers concerning the management of the workshop in his absence. Meanwhile he invited Osondel and his men to spend the night in his house.

After coming back to the son of Carmine Thread, the Spinning Wheel, and having convinced him to follow them according to Cana-Marfhès' will, my father resumed his march, heading towards the Sad Dell...

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER V

For all this time

 

 

Having come to the abandoned mansion of the Patient Lady, they reached the cellars, bearing torches. They faced the fresco, faded by time, depicting the Oghenvill tower, and they started tearing down the wall. During the whole journey, and also there, in those cellars, the rivaling weavers had not exchanged a single word, barely looking at each other, and with disdainful, disgusted eyes. Finally,  with the pickaxe, the wall crumbled, lifting heaps of dust. The bystanders waited for a while, in order to be able to use the passage once more. Before their eyes, they saw a shadowy corridor was now open to them. A stony stairway went deep into the darkness of the depths of the earth. Osondel went ahead of the line, and they all began their descent, illuminating the ancient corridors by the pale light of their torches.

They eventually came to a hall with two doors. They discussed, and decided that the Spinning Wheel would go through the door on the left, while Cobalt Thread would use the right path. My father, who had accomplished his task, would instead come back to the surface, assuming the two carpet-weavers agreed. Nevertheless, a voice, which Osondel recognized as belonging to Cana-Marfhès, told him to stop. “Wait, Osondel. Wait for a few moments”, the ghost said in my father's head, with her sweet, fragile voice. Osondel waited for something to happen and, in fact, after a while, he saw the two men coming back, each of them bearing a chest in his hands. The weavers seemed surprised that Osondel and his men had waited for them there, as well as that their torches were still lit. “Did you wait for us the whole time?”, they said, as though it had been days instead of a few moments. “What do you mean, 'the whole time'?”, my father asked, perplexed.

“At least seven days have passed since we left you”, Carmine Thread's son stated, and the same thing was confirmed by Cobalt Thread.

“Apparently”, my father concluded, “time runs differently beyond those doors. Tell me, then, what happened to each of you after you walked through the doors, what do the chests you brought contain, and how did you get them”.

The Spinning Wheel was the first who told his story: “After a brief corridor, I saw the light and, by keeping my way, I came to the surface, in a dell surrounded on each side by high mountains. There was a pale green meadow, dotted here and there by colourful wildflowers. Beyond the meadow, one could see the woods and a village. While I was contemplating the peculiar landscape, silent, enchanted, enveloped in a thin mist, I saw before me the apparition of a slender creature. I think she was a Water Nymph, who offered me a herbal tea, smelling like flowers and spices, as a sign of welcome. Then she said the village, the one beyond the meadow where we were sitting, was experiencing a time of great discomfort. In fact, the old shaman and spiritual guide of the village had died without indicating his successor nor instructing a disciple, but he had left with a prophecy: the first foreigner who had come to this dell would decide who should take his place.

At that point I asked her how could I, who possessed no lore whatsoever in magic, nor any wisdom or advice, have the last word in such a delicate matter; but the Nymph insisted, saying that Fate had bestowed that task upon me, and therefore I would find the way. I was welcomed in the village with all honours and the head of the community saluted me in awe. Naturally I felt embarrassed, and even more when they handed me the staff of the deceased shaman, telling me I should keep it and only hand it to the one among the young villagers whom I should think more suited to carry on the old shaman's activity. I was even lodged in the house which had belonged to the wise man, and every day some handmaids would fetch me tasty meals and perfumed beverages. However, they said I would only have six days to decide, and on the seventh I should declare my decision to the people.

Therefore, starting on my second day after my arrival, I put myself to work, meeting the young boys, about twenty of them, and I spent the following three days in an effort to get to know them better. Even so, it was perplexing to decide who among them might be a shaman. I was about to give up my appointment, giving back the shaman's staff to the head of the village, when something, almost an ominous feeling, stopped me. On the fifth day I came up with an idea, and at nighttime I started exploring the village in order to see whether there was a weaver's workshop. After walking among the narrow streets of the little village, I eventually came by the sign of a carpet-weaver.

On the next morning, soon after dawn, I brought all the young boys to the workshop and showed them the carpets that had been put on display, each of them different from the other, asking them to tell me which one they liked better. The boys carefully looked at the carpets and eventually made their choices. Each of them indicated a different carpet.

A day later, I came to the head of the village and the whole assembly, declaring I had made my choice. I handed the staff to a young, curly-haired boy. The old men and the head of the village asked me what made me choose that boy, and I told them about the carpet trial. I explained that, while each of the other candidates had chosen a carpet as his favourite, the curly-haired boy indicated the weaver's loom. And when I asked him what led him to this choice, he replied that he had looked at all the carpets on display in the workshop, and they were all very good, but he had also seen the carpet the carpet-maker had in mind, and that was more beautiful than all the others. Then he described in close details what should be in it. Having come out of the workshop, I went to the weaver, telling him about what had happened, and he, surprised, confirmed the whole description the boy had made, in each close detail. This way I realized that the boy had a gift in clairvoyance; therefore he was meant to take the place of your shaman.

The inhabitants of the village were very thankful and the head of the village gave me this chest as a gift, and within it a treasure. The item is a silkworm cocoon endowed with an unrivaled virtue. Its thread has no end, and however one unfolds it, there is always more”.

 

 

CHAPTER VI

One East, the other West

 

 

Osondel, who had listened with some interest to the Spinning Wheel's tale, now turned to Cobalt Thread in order to listen to his story of what happened to him in the seven days of his journey. The Black Stag householder spoke, beginning his tale:

“After walking through the door, I came before a stairway, and beyond that a light. Having passed through this second gateway, I realized I had come to the surface, in the open, to the entrance of a dell enclosed on each side by high mountains. There were two fortified villages perched at the feet of the mountains, one East, the other West. I saw a little further, in the middle of a field, a battle raged, and the armies bore the standards of the two villages.

While I was busy looking at the battle, a Tree Nymph came to me, bidding me her welcome. I asked the radiant creature which was the reason for the hostility between the two villages of the dell, and she replied that the prince of the western castle, Gànarylis the Proud, had taken something very precious from Yuyedo the Honest, prince of the eastern castle, and therefore the latter declared war to the former. I asked what prince Gànarylis might have taken which was so precious, and the Nymph replied that the item was a specimen of the very rare diah parakeet. I asked how the prince of the eastern castle had got it, and she told me the following tale:

 

By looking at the Northern horizon of the dell, halfway between the Western village and the Eastern, one can see a tall mountain, upon which nobody dared to fare. Upon the top, in the caves running through the mountain, dwelt the Titan Baritiden, who there hid from the God Halhaiad, who had been hunting him for centuries, in order to imprison him because of his ancient faults. The Titan, by the help of his servants, had in fact stolen from the God's fortress (the fair Hubenhalfòrdon, encircled by gold-and-silver walls) part of the huge treasure of Sun and Moon. Having managed to escape, after long journeys, they had found a shelter in this dell, where, together with his acolytes and the precious treasure, he had been hiding in the mountain. The God's Angels chased him for centuries and, when Baritiden learned that the chasing party was close to the dell's entrance, sent two servants of his down the mountain, one to the prince of the Western village, the other to the prince of the Eastern one, meaning to corrupt them and to receive their support. Both princes accepted the gifts they received from the Titan, and they promised to guard their tongues in case an Angel had come to their castle. Actually Yuyedo the Honest, despite his title, secretly considered betraying his word, but he waited for the right chance to deliver the Titan to the God Halhaiad. Soon later, one of the Angels came to the Eastern village, and prince Yuyedo, as promised, denied the Titan was hiding in that place. When the Angel came to the court of the second prince, Gànarylis the Proud not only denied the Titan's presence, but even managed to capture the Angel and put him in chains, hoping to receive a rich reward from the powerful refugee.

 

I asked the Nymph how could Gànarylis the Proud manage to capture the Angel, and she told me that the prince owned a pair of divine, magical handcuffs, by which one could chain immaterial beings such as Sprites, Nymphs, or Angels, provided one managed to capture them. When the Angel had come to Gànarylis the Proud's castle, the latter pretended to celebrate his immortal guest by offering him a gift worthy of his stature. He then showed him the handcuffs, presenting them as bracelets. When a handmaid put them around the Angel's wrists, Gànarylis pronounced the secret words that, lo and behold, summoned an indestructible chain of light linking the two jewels. The prisoner was escorted to the castle's dungeon, until word came to the Titan Baritiden.

Yuyedo the Honest, instead, owned an earring endowed with foretelling virtues, and he was informed thereby concerning what had befallen to Halhaiad's Angel. The prince of the Eastern castle realized the time had come to betray the pact he had made with the Titan. Yuyedo went to the woods surrounding his village, and visited the house of a witch, asking for her help. He begged her to sneak into Gànarylis the Proud's castle unseen, and to find out where he kept the keys of the magical handcuffs by which the Angel had been chained. The woman, in exchange, asked to become Yuyedo the Honest's wife, and the prince accepted. Transformed into a dove, the enchantress reached the Western castle: having come in through a window, one by one she searched all the rooms within, opening closed doors through magic, but to no avail. Eventually, she realized that a little golden key hung from the neck of a small leather dragon, a toy that the prince's son used to play in the corridors of the fortress, and she realized that must be the key she was looking for. Therefore she appeared to the child, telling him she was a very powerful mage and that, if he had wished so, she might turn that toy dragon into a real dragon.

 

The little boy was excited to hear that. However, the witch added, in order for the spell to work, it was necessary to take off any metal item the toy had on. Eventually so it happened, and, as soon as the child took the key off the toy's collar, the enchantress secretly picked it up, meanwhile singing weird spells which brought the dragon to life. At that age, the dragon could not fly yet, the witch told the little prince, but soon would learn, and, by then, he should have been able to mount it; as the real dragoneers do (there is no country where the deeds of the Noghard warriors, mounting dragons instead of horses, are not known). Then she bade him goodbye, she once more turned into a dove, and came to the Eastern village, where she delivered the precious gold key to prince Yuyedo, already excited at the prospect of their marriage.

The day after, Gànarylis the Proud, followed by two men of his escort, left the castle, heading toward the mountain to announce to the Titan Baritiden that he might stop worrying, since the Angel who had chased him was now a prisoner in the cells of the Western castle. Baritiden mistook him for a fool, but as soon as the prince told him about his magic handcuffs, and the plot by which he had deceived the Angel, he started to think that the lucky news might be true. The Titan told Gànarylis that, if what he was saying was true, the reward he would get would make him the happiest man the annals ever reported; but, in the opposite case, if he took him for a fool, he would know the Titan's fury, ending his days in the most horrible of ways, added Baritiden while eyeing the great black chasm that seemed to pierce the whole mountain, down to the darkest abyss of the underground!

 

Now, while in the underground caves of the tall mountain the meeting between Gànarylis the Proud and the Titan took place, prince Yuyedo the Honest, having gotten the little gold key, was going to release Halhaiad's Angel from the dungeon of the castle in the West. In order to get inside, he had come up with a trick: together with some of his men, he had disguised himself as a servant of Baritiden, and he said he had come to check whether the Angel was really imprisoned there so that he could bring him before his Lord. To this end, he had commanded his men to quickly prepare a carriage bearing the sign of the Titan. As soon as the Angel was brought inside the carriage and the group had come far enough from the village, Yuyedo removed the handcuffs chaining the messenger of the God of Sun and Moon, informing him that the Titan Buritiden was hiding in the depths of the mountain in the Northern side of the dell. Thankful to the prince, the Angel raised a hand while pronouncing some incomprehensible words and, in a few moments, Yuyedo the Honest saw the wonderful diah parakeet descending from the sky, and landing on the hand of his summoner. The Angel gave the many-coloured parrot to prince Yuyedo and told him that, if he had took great care of the animal – keeping him in a birdhouse made in ivory and rubies, feeding it with almonds and fresh fruits and only quenching its thirst with spring-water drawn at dawn in alabaster cups – the parakeet would bring incomparable riches to the village. From the feathers falling from the parakeet, one could make a vivid and shiny dye, every day changing its hue. After giving the polychromatic bird to prince Yuyedo, the Angel took flight, disappearing into the sky, soon to return in the company of a host of armed Angels. Ahead of them, he came to the Northern mountain in order to capture the Titan Buritiden and all his servants, to retrieve the treasure of Sun and Moon and carry out the centuries-old quest.

 

Later on, prince Gànarylis the Proud was informed concerning the fabulous gift the Angel had made to prince Yuyedo the Honest and, having he himself seen the marvelous works sold by traders from the Eastern village – pots, clothes, curtains, carpets, dresses, every day changing hues – decided that he should find the way to came into possession of the precious diah parakeet. I then asked the Nymph how could Gànarylis steal the magical bird, and she explained the prince's trick to me:

 

Gànarylis knew he had to be patient and, indeed, he waited up to five years before carrying out his deceit. Meanwhile, his son had become a skilled dragoneer, esteemed and acclaimed throughout the region. Besides, he was handsome as an Immortal and every girl in the village tried in vain to catch his eye. It so happened that also prince Yuyedo the Honest had a fair daughter, who was about the age of Gànarylis' son. Gànarylis convinced his son to court the rival's daughter until she fell deeply in love with his son. When this happened, the young dragoneer was invited and lodged in the Eastern castle by the girl's father, who meant to better know his daughter's would-be lover. One night, after putting the sentinels guarding the birdhouse to sleep, Gànarylis' son managed to steal the diah parrot and, leaving the village unseen, to bring the bird to his father, waiting for him in a carriage. Eventually he came back to the Eastern castle and his room, without anybody noticing anything: he had in fact left the castle in a flight upon his dragon, and in the same way he had come back there.

 

The day after, he was the one informing prince Yuyedo of the theft, saying he had done what he could to find the thief. Despite this plot, Yuyedo the Honest learned the truth of the matter by interrogating his silver earring (the same magical earring, endowed with foretelling virtues, that a few years earlier had told him that Gànarylis had taken the Angel for prisoner). Notwithstanding this, even before he had managed to command his guards to capture Gànarylis the Proud's son, the latter had already mounted his dragon, taking flight towards the Western village. So it happened that Yuyedo the Honest declared war to Gànarylis the Proud, and, for two years, the two villages of this dell have been fighting each other.

To conclude, the Nymph told me that, being worried concerning the outcome of the war, as much as any other creature in the dell, she asked the water of the falls for a prophecy, and the water replied that only the first foreigner who had come to the dell would put an end to the fight between the two princes. And, since the war started, the first foreigner to thread into that place was I”.

 

 

 

CHAPTER VII

How did he solve the dispute?

 

 

My father asked the smart weaver Cobalt Thread how he solved the dispute between the two princes, Yuyedo the Honest and Gànarylis the Proud, and the Black Stag householder replied:

“I waited for the battle to end, after which I came to the village on the Eastern hills, where I rented a room in a modest inn. During the first night I was in the village, for a long time I pondered the course of my actions, and before falling asleep I came up with a plan to bring the parakeet back to prince Yuyedo's castle. The next day, in the early morning, I came before the nobleman in order to inform him that, if he had trusted me and supported my plans, I would bring him back the very rare specimen of diah parrot that Gànarylis the Proud had taken from him; and with him the riches deriving from the miraculous dye made from his livery.

After the advice of his wife (the wise enchantress, who would always give valuable advice to her husband), the prince accepted that I perform the feat, asking me what I needed in order to succeed. I explained I would have to use a great wicker basket, one so tall, large and deep as the parrot's cage. I also asked for an apple and a book, which I then used to produce golden copies thereof. Finally I requested a cart with a double bottom, led by donkeys, upon which the basket, the apple, and the book were put. As soon as this was done, I left the village and made my way to the Western village. As soon as I arrived there, I announced myself to the market crowd as a magician, enumerating my wondrous powers, so much so that in a short time the news of my arrival spread throughout the place and even the prince invited me to his castle, in order to give him proof of my great wisdom and the miraculous abilities I was pretending to have.

Before Gànarylis the Proud and his assembled court, I declared I knew how to turn stuff into gold. I took the apple from my cart and asked a court page to fetch me any cloth or curtain, whether of fine manufacture or a humble one. When I was handed the cloth, I pretended to wrap the apple, while actually, in a skilled slight of hand, I replaced it with the gold one. I asked where I could leave it for one night without anyone touching it, and the prince himself said I could leave it where it was, in the castle cloister, since he would put a guard to watch it. I murmured some fake magical words, after which I left, stating I would be back the next morning at the break of dawn in order to prove my powers.

The next morning everybody was assembled in the great court, waiting for my arrival. As soon as I got there, I stood ten steps from the wrapped apple, inviting the guard to lift the cloth in my stead. For the utter marvel of the bystanders, the soldier unwrapped from the cloth a shiny golden apple, and immediately brought it to Gànarylis, who inspected it closely, being fascinated by the feat. The prince applauded, but he said a single apple was not enough to convince him, and he asked me to repeat the wonder with another item. I searched in my cart and pulled the book out of it, asking whether it could suffice, and the prince nodded. When I was given another cloth, I exchanged the dusty volume with the golden book I had brought, without anyone noticing my trick. I repeated the gestures and the magical words I had used the first day to amaze the bystanders, and once again I left the place until the next morning. When they saw the golden book, the prince and the crowd were astonished, but Gànarylis could not be persuaded of my powers yet, and he suspected they might be a conjurer's tricks. He asked me, then, to try the feat once more, but this time I would not turn to gold the items I had brought inside my cart, but something that was already in the village, and bigger than the apple and the book.

I replied that my powers were so great that, if I only had wished so, I could turn the whole castle of the prince into gold, shiny, and visible from afar, like a little sun. Gànarylis the Proud was so  overcome by his enthusiasm at hearing this, that he said he would give whatever I needed for the experiment. Therefore I said that the whole castle should be covered in clothes, drapes and curtains in white, or in light, soft colours; whereas, concerning stuff which should not turn into gold (food supplies, wine barrels, and, mostly, the diah parrot's cage), they would have to lay a black veil, or a dark-coloured one, thereupon. After that, everyone, except myself, should leave the castle until next morning. Finally, I recalled the prince to leave the Eastern gate open, so that the sun could shine upon the village walls at the break of dawn; and I commanded that nobody looked toward the castle, nor toward the Eastern gate, until the spell was completed, in order not to interfere with the magic that was taking place there.

Gànarylis and the rest of the people followed my request, gathering a huge amount of clothes, fabrics and curtains, they covered the whole castle. When I was alone, at night, in the heart of the fortress, I sang in a loud voice some magical songs (actually meaningless tunes), in order to cover the noise I was going to cause: I placed the cage of the diah parakeet upon my cart and, in its stead, I put the great wicker basket in the cloister, covering it with the same black veil the castle's servants had put upon the birdhouse. I mounted on my cart and left the village in a haste, passing through the Eastern gates left open and unguarded.

As soon as I came to the Eastern village, shortly before dawn, I reached the palace of prince Yuyedo the Honest and gave him back the precious animal that had caused the war raging in the dell for a long time. In order to reward my enterprise, the prince gave me a chest full of vials containing the rare and miraculous dye changing its colour every day”, the smart Cobalt Thread said, pleased with the outcome of his journey, unlocking his chest in order to show the vials with the colourful substance to Osondel.

“Well”, my father concluded, “you both have gotten what was yours as heritage. My task is accomplished”.

 

 

 

CHAPTER VIII

It is unsullied

 

 

Before retracing his steps, Osondel again went to the pool's shore where, some days earlier, he had met the ghosts of the young emissary Tillindayn and the sweet handmaid Cana-Marfhès. He cast the two shards of the pendant bearing the sign of the Black Stag into the water and, in a moment, the spirits of the two lovers appeared before him. It was the ghost of the girl who spoke: “Thank you, noble spirit. You have been faithful to your promise and carried out our requests. As we had promised, here is your reward...”, she said, summoning something slowly materializing before Osondel. My father bent to collect what had come out of the thin air, and saw it was a dress of incomparable beauty. A dress which was similar in every detail to those designed and made by the Pirin people, in shape as in colours, white and golden, but immensely superior to anything realized in Lothriel since the times when the Kingdom was founded (which should be telling concerning the wondrous character of the item). The fabrics used were in part lucid like silk, in part opaque like linen, and the white of those cloths, perfectly harmonious in their whole, was not simply white, but a mixture of all kinds of white: ivory, snow, cream, pearl... and the fine embroideries in gold decorated the whole, from the collar to the wrists, from the belt to the cloak's edges. Also the golden threads were not all the same, but had nuances of copper, brass, and others of white gold.

Osondel hurried to lift the divine item (which did not even seem to be material and almost floated in the air, close to the ground), lest it get stained in the muddy shore, which would indeed be a sacrilege to the masterly work of art, but Cana-Marfhès' voice stopped him: “You need not preserve this dress from mud, nor any other kind of dirt, noble sovereign, since this is a magical dress sewn by one of the Gods for a Pirin. It is unsullied, and anything unclean, vile, and filthy, cannot corrupt it, nor tear it apart, nor alter in any fashion its perfection!”

“Why do the Gods want me to have this dress? Why do I deserve such a gift?”

“This dress, noble Osondel, was not made for you to wear. It is instead meant for one of your descendants, who shall be the greatest among Kings, the greatest among wizards, and the greatest among heroes, and shall reestablish peace in a world devastated by conflict, saving all peoples from ruin. Such is the will of Inkahal, our supreme Deity”.

“In this case, I shall keep this unsullied dress with great care and devotion, so that the Fate written in Inkahal's mind might be fulfilled”.

“Now we can leave the dell and reach the place belonging to the spirits of the dead. The spell shrouding this place in darkness can now be broken”.

At this, the ghosts vanished, and Osondel could make his way back home. He heard nothing more of the two carpet-makers, Cobalt Thread and the Spinning Wheel, except that, upon their return home, each of them got the chest meant for the other, since both, at different moments of the journey, had desired to steal the other's magical gift. The Spinning Wheel got the ever-changing dye, while Cobalt Thread got the silk cocoon. Once they had reached their villages and discovered the exchange, they could not but laugh about themselves, and decided that they would still keep the competition between them alive for many generations... Concerning my father Osondel, he reached the peaks of Lothriel and brought the feather of the sandoahis bird to the house of his parents-in-law, telling everybody about his extraordinary adventures, and coming back into my mother's arms after many years away.

 

“And then you were born?”, asked Domenir, following Helewen's tale.

“Indeed, my dear Domenir. I was born on the fourteenth day of the month of thudaur, making it nine months after Osondel's return to Lothriel with the feather. As I said, it was in the year 1774 of the Seventh Age. Because of the feather used to propitiate my conception, and in memory of the children that upon those very feathers descended from Heaven by the grace of the Gods, I was called Helewen (Son of Heaven)”.

 

 

 

 

PART SIX

The Trial of Hagorbad and Wabe-Ewen

 

 

 

CHAPTER I

When you are King

 

There follows the tale of Helewen's childhood, as dictated by himself and written down by the young scribe Nhalfòrdon-Domenir:

 

I was a very curious child, careful, often worried for the problems of adults, which I would have liked to solve. I walked into town asking questions to workers, concerning whatever concerned me... precisely as you yourself do with servants and gardeners, here at Magnolias Estate! Yes, I was like you in this respect. I asked questions to people, questioned them, and, since I was the prince, the poor workers were forced to answer my questions. I believe many of them felt some affection for me, and did not hate me for all the questions I heaped on them since, I gave them a way to tell somebody about their stories, their expectations, their disappointments, and even their suggestions. Since they knew I was the heir to the throne and one day I would rule the country, they often told me things like: “”When you are King, you should do this and that, you should take care of that and this, improve one thing or the other, issue a decree concerning some matter, or perhaps some different matter...” Many of these suggestions were actually later taken up by me, except those too fantastic.

I loved shops very much, and mostly their signs, true works of art. I liked to watch the carpenter's job, the clay potters, the weavers, the sculptors, the painters... I liked to observe the patience of the craftsmen, the meticulousness of the artists. Sometimes some craftsman would let me try and do something by putting their tools in my hands, and they would reveal to me the tricks of the trade, often guiding my moves by their skilled hands. However, I knew that would not have been my fate, and anyway I was glad to become the King. In particular, I was fascinated by the art of diplomacy, and each time my father received important foreign guests, I observed them, hairstyle, clothing, and listened with interest to the accent of those monarchs come from near and far realms.

At school I loved geography, history and literature, but I did not study much: I preferred to listen to the teaching of priests, and then, after school, dedicate myself to other activities!

 

I was often in the company of a boy called Ishak-Ghalam, who after became the great priest in the temple of Ghaladar. I had fun with him, exploring the districts in Lothriel. Another great friend of mine was Desisida (the father of my current trustworthy secretary), who would then become a judge. Finally there were Legisathuni, future priest and master in botany, and Hairam, the clever and problem-solving girl who would then become my wife and Queen, but back in those times was only the daughter of Gdhalcan, overseer of the Hubecarnhiff (the agora, or great market hall in Lothriel). I was not in love with her yet: Hairam was our playmate and adventuring companion; on the contrary, one could say she was our leader, meaning that it was often her who invented the theme of the games, or choose the destination of our adventures.

One day Hairam came to me and told me we should do something in order to help Ishak-Ghalam: our friend's mother, in fact, had left home, leaving him alone with his father. She had fallen in love with a desert man, a noble warrior from the South, and she had left in order to be with him. Now Ishak-Ghalam could not leave home anymore, partly out of shame, partly in order to help his own father, who could not do his job, take care of his son and manage the house all by himself. I told Hairam I would talk to my father as soon as I could, and indeed that very evening I came before him and told him what had befallen our dear friend. The next day, Osondel came to Ishak-Ghalam's father and told him he could take leave from his job, and furthermore he would give him a handmaid for the time he needed to restore some order to his life. He also invited him to let Ishak-Ghalam go out and have fun with friends, so that things might be less hard for the boy.

Therefore, starting with the day after that, Ishak-Ghalam returned to our meeting-point, a great, long-branched olive tree growing on the Eastern side of the Courts; but we all knew our friend was not the same anymore. We could see hate and bitterness in his eyes. We tried to make him smile, but we barely managed a hint. However, we started meeting him once more, and after a few weeks Ishak-Ghalam was starting to learn how to hide his longing for her as much as the grudge, so that, little by little, we too forgot what had happened.

One day (two or three years had passed since those days, I must have been fourteen by then), Hairam convinced us to go and watch the sunrise from the Eastern hills of Lothriel. Without letting our parents know, we walked in the dark, handling lanterns and bags in which we put our breakfasts, along the stone-paved roads, then following the beaten tracks climbing the hills and the mountain-sides. At a certain point, when we could see the Thalabain dale and the Silent Towers below us, we realized Ishak-Ghalam was gone, and we started panicking. We looked for him everywhere, from the meadows to the pinewoods, behind rocks, not fearing for the fact that we ourselves, in the dark, might fall into some chasm, or come by some wild animal. After hours searching, we realized dawn had broken, vanishing into sunrise. Our little adventure was pointless. But that did not matter to us: we had to find Ishak-Ghalam at all costs, and things would not be easy for us either, on our return into town.

 

 

 

CHAPTER II

Coming home late from a feast

 

 

Luckily, when we were going to give up and were back, preparing ourselves to receive a thrashing, we met our friend by the mouth of the dale, below the arch of an aqueduct. And, while all the others went to him to embrace him and ask for explanations, I noticed that Ishak-Ghalam, who had been holding a strange item in his hands a few moments before, as soon as we had come close, hid it in a pocket. Our questions were met with vague answers: nothing peculiar had happened to him, he was distracted and lost us, so he had decided to wait for us there. But I knew none of it was true, that something had took place which he did not want us to know. Or perhaps he had never got lost, but changed his path on purpose, in order to accomplish something, to meet somebody, or to go somewhere. But concerning what, who, or where, led him astray, I could not guess. Only after many years I would find that I was right in being suspicious.

But for that you will have to be patient for a while longer, my dear Domenir, in order for me to fill in the order of the events. For now, let us stick to my teens. The Ishak-Ghalam case was soon forgotten, or anyway would only be recalled as an unlucky incident and nothing more, something you could bring up occasionally, or tell your children about, in order to discourage them from recklessness. In fact, after that episode, we were all more thorough and disciplined, without our parents' knowing. But I would still keep an eye on my friend, who had clearly changed attitude, day by day becoming more insular and wary, as well as having a different countenance, one suggesting a troubled thought, despite whatever he might like us to think. I often would see him in a sort of trance, his eyes lost over the horizon, like somebody who meditates on very private plans. He started getting interested in theology and the history of our people often in an obsessive way, spending hours in the great temple library, turning the pages of ancient manuscripts, asking questions to masters, and taking reams of notes, which he would greedily keep. I could not understand what he was looking for, nor what he might have in mind.

 

One night (I had just turned eighteen), I was coming home late from a feast in Desisida's place, when I saw Ishak-Ghalam head in a hurry, being careful not to be seen, to the city gates, and I secretly decided to follow him. I saw him taking the road heading East, toward the Thalabain dale, where we had found him when he was lost. I meant to go further myself, in order to see the truth of the matter, but I was stopped by Hairam who, like me, was coming home from the feast. I lied concerning the reason of that nightly walk, and she started talking. This way, I lost sight of Ishak-Ghalam, and I had to give up, although I soon realized I was going to be involved in another, far longer and more difficult adventure than the pursuit of a friend...

That night the sky was starry, the meadows wet and the trees perfumed, while the frog choir was a musical comment of sorts on our conversation. Hairam had a feeling of sadness. “As you know, my grandmother Rirhos died a few weeks ago..” she started. “But, before she left, she gave me a letter, and she talks about something precious she does not want to get lost”.

“What is it?”, I asked.

“Well, she did not say, and my grandmother never mentioned this thing before. The problem is... in order to find this precious item, I should leave for a while. It is not found here in Lothriel. Would you come with me, Helewen? I would not know whom else should I ask, and I trust you”, she said.

“Listen, Hairam, it is late now. It is better for us to go home. Tomorrow bring the letter and we shall try to see through this matter more clearly, shall we?”, I replied.

“Fine. See you tomorrow then. But let us meet at my place, please”.

“Alright, alright. Now go, we shall see each other tomorrow”.

 

The next day, as agreed, I went to Hairam's place, and I found her helping her mother washing and cutting some vegetables for soup. As soon as she saw me, she dried her hands and asked her mother whether she could continue on her own, since she had something important to show me. I said good morning to the Lady and put a flower as a gift on the table, after which my friend and I went upstairs to her room. Hairam bent to look for a little scroll in a drawer, then she handed me the letter. I took it and read. Here is what was written: “My beloved niece, Ofat from Framdurilibasu has a thing of great worth belonging to me. Upon my demise, the memory of my little treasure would get lost. Even the one who keeps it, in fact, is unaware of its existence. Now, I would like you to have it. Find Ofat, if you may, and ask him to show you our field. In the middle of the field you shall find my treasure. Take it, and take good care of it. Good luck!”

 

“Framdurilibasu... where is it?”, I asked, perplexed.

“I was hoping you would know”, she replied.

“Me? No, never heard of it... have you asked your parents? Do they not know either?”

“No, none of them could answer. They believed you might know. Yes, well... you know everything concerning these kinds of things! Are you not a skilled geographer?”

“It could be some foreign village located who knows where. Or maybe it could only be the name of a handful of houses... The name means 'swallow-nest', therefore it is likely to be only a tiny country village”.

“Well, look for it on some atlas, or ask the teachers!”, Hairam insisted.

“Is it possible your grandmother never mentioned this place? Was she always in Lothriel? Maybe it is a place where she spent part of her life... but it is weird you know nothing about it”.

“Listen, Helewen, I do not know the whole of my grandmother's life! Alas, she died in her two-hundred-and-seventythird year! Anyway, to answer your question, no, she did not always live here. I know she travelled in her youth, following my grandfather in his expeditions. They were both missionaries. They travelled the world in order to heal the sick and instruct the barbaric peoples, teaching them letters and passing on the Pirin knowledge. They were both skilled physicians”, she told me.

“Let us do so: I shall see what I can do in order to find this... Framdurilibasu. If I find it, and if it is not too far from Lothriel, I can perhaps convince my father to let me go. But I am not promising”.

“Thanks! I knew you would accept. I consider it to be a yes”, Hairam said, hugging me.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER III

A village called Framdurilibasu

 

 

On the frescoed maps in the royal palace, there was no trace of a village called Framdurilibasu, and nobody among those I asked about it could help me. I told Hairam that I would search in the library, and perhaps it would take a while. Even though, at that point, I hoped she would give up, she said there was no problem, and she would give me all the time I needed. There is no hurry, she added. So, at least two or three times a week, I put aside some time to look among the archived maps in the temple, or run through the indexes of the atlases, or turn the pages of the explorers' diaries. Even so, though, I could not find anything, and, after a while, I decided I would try another way, asking the traders instead.

This way I got the wished-for answer: “Framdurilibasu is a little village where only a few families live, and it is located upon the high hills of Hensellar, between Sigh Ruaran and Medul On. A renowned quality of saffron is made there”, I was informed by a spice trader.

“Can I reach it in a short time?”, I asked. “Indeed, an emissary can make it in a few days, if he rides at a good pace. One or two weeks in a carriage, if there is no hurry”. I thanked the trader for the information and ran to inform Hairam, telling her to make preparations for leaving.

My father agreed to my leaving, upon condition that I was followed by an armed escort of four men, and two pages who would act as servants. When Hairam learned about the King's decision, she was reassured because, she told me, since she was ignorant of the nature of the treasure her grandmother had hidden in Framdurilibasu, it was nice to have some protection. We did not know how many outlaws and which perils lay ahead in the woods, the dales and the paths we should beat in order to come to the saffron village. “Besides”, she added, “the royal guard soldiers are among the most handsome and doughty men in the Kingdom, and I'm not averse to the idea of travelling in their company”.

I replied that I could not object to that observation.

“And tell me”, she continued, “did King Osondel also think of getting me a personal handmaid, in order to help me in getting dressed and putting on my make-up?”

“I am tempted to believe he did not consider that, but I shall not be found guilty of not reminding him. Besides, you shall need some good make-up in order to be able to impress the guardsmen!”, I joked.

“Stop it! You know I have many suitors!”, she said, and in the meantime my joke had cost me a cushion in the face, not to mention her demand that I personally put Hairam's luggage upon the supplies cart before leaving, giving precise instructions to the servants not to lift a single sack or chest. “I thought the servants had to obey the prince, and not the daughter of the market overseer!”, I tried to remind them, but they would not listen, paying attention instead to the whimsies of my friend...

 

Thus we were on our way, but, after barely two days riding, the carriage was forced to stop in a mountain passage full of dried greenery. We had come upon a company of Dwarves, probably mystics on a pilgrimage toward some sanctuary in the region. The head of our personal guard came close to them in order to ask them their business, and they said they were looking for help concerning some very important matter. I told my men I would meet the mystics, and, after they were searched for weapons, and finding none of them, I came off the carriage and listened to their problem.

“We come from a far village in the dales of Dhal, and we are going to the sanctuary of Medul On in order to ask the Gods for a grace”, the eldest among the Dwarves started. “Our fellow villagers, in fact, are troubled with great afflictions because of a mysterious illness spread in our territory”.

“Which sort of illness troubles your people, and how can we help you?”, I asked them, worried.

“The villagers are losing their sight, and their eyes inexplicably get dark as a starless night”.

Hairam came off the carriage as well: “I know this rare sickness”, she told the Dwarf. Then she turned to me: “As you know, my grandmother was a healer. She told me to have cured such a illness to a desert tribe. It is healed thanks to the petals of a flower called ghalfaiiathun, after they are dried and crumbled, then plunged into olive oil and spread upon the eyes”, she explained.

“Are you certain? I mean, are you sure your recollections are precise?”, I asked.

“Indeed, I know I am not mistaken”.

“In this case, Dwarves, I think your problem is solved. Find the ghalfaiiathun and try and do as my friend told you, and you shall see that your fellow villagers shall regain their sight. Our people know many old secrets in the medical arts”.

“Thank you! You are a blessing from Heaven! Thank you! How can we repay you?”, the spokesman asked.

“No, no, you owe us nothing. Go, and do what you can in order to help your brothers”.

“By no means, we shall instead thank you with a gift”, the Dwarf insisted, and he turned to Hairam by handing her a leather purse: “This is for you, noble Lady. It is a tiny specimen but it is worth much”.

Hairam opened the purse and produced a light-blue stone, leaving a thin blue powder of colour upon one's fingers. The Dwarf continued: “This is a shard of penò-ath-hè. By rubbing it upon a rock, it will burst into spring-water, quenching your thirst!”

“I thank you, my Lord, this gift is indeed worth much!”, she said, pleased.

Then the Dwarf searched his bag once more, producing a sealed flask made in clay, which he put into my hand: “And this is for you, noble Pirin. It is the juice of the sheptahudhàman plant from the Folklord lands. With this you can tame wild beasts, be they vipers or wolfs, dragons or lions!”

“Thank you, this is really a nice gesture. After all, I did not do much for you! May I know your name?”, I asked. Then the Dwarf said: “I am a mystic. My name does not belong to me anymore, my Lord”.

“Well, even though I don't know name, I shall remember you. I wish you succeed in healing your people”.

 

 

 

CHAPTER IV

A swarm of fireflies

 

 

After leaving the Dwarves, we continued south-east. We spent the night in a village in the heart of the woody dales in the Sigh Ruaran region, where we rented rooms in an inn.

During the night, Hairam woke up and saw in her room a firefly. She rose, trying to look at her more closely, but, as soon as she had come closer, she heard the firefly talking in the language of Men: “Follow me, my Lady!”, he told her. “Do not let my looks fool you: I am a druid, a priest of the forest”. Having said so, he flew outside the window, waiting for Hairam to get downstairs and out of the inn door, followed by two among the guards appointed. Hairam saw coming, after the druid's calling, a swarm of fireflies gathering behind the shaman as a comet's tail, in order to show her the way and light the path shrouded in darkness. The fireflies kept flying until they came to the ruins of a temple in the heart of the forest. The insects went each its own way, landing upon the scattered structures of the abandoned temple so to lit them with a thousand glimmers; whereas the druid, having returned to his human shape, invited Hairam to enter, and after a single look hypnotized the two soldiers, who fell asleep outside the ruined building.

In the middle of the court of the ancient temple, Hairam saw an old druid meditating with his eyes closed, sitting with his legs crossed. He had very long hair and beard, and dark skin burnt by the sun. The druid who had come with Hairam said: “This is Medaudis, my master. He is not meditating. For many years, he has chosen to stay asleep in this temple”.

“And why is that?”, Hairam asked, perplexed.

“Master Medaudis became a druid at a very young age and, in a few years, learnt most of the mysteries concerning man, the universe, and the immortal Gods. Nonetheless, after achieving the perfection of wisdom, he realized he still lacked something in order to become enlightened”.

“What? What did he lack?”

“Love. My master decided to fall asleep in this place without drinking nor eating, without opening his eyes nor walk, until he knew love. Therefore, for all these years, I searched among women, men, and all living beings, in order to find somebody who might love my master, but to no avail”.

Hairam smiled, came close to the old druid and gave him a kiss upon his forehead. Medaudis did not open his eyes, but he spoke, for the first time after years of silence: “I am thirsty”, he said. And Hairam rubbed the light-blue stone she had gotten from the Dwarves upon the wall of the ruined sanctuary. From the grey stone lintel, pure and glimmering water started abundantly dropping, and my friend collected some in her hands in order to take it to the old mystic's mouth. The latter opened his eyes. “Master”, Hairam said. “There are many forms love can take, and it is not this little gesture of affection from me the greatest love that was ever given to you. On the contrary, it was the patience and the waiting of your disciple, who for all these years tended to you, and looked for the one among all creatures who might allow you to feel loved and happy. Now return to teaching your disciple, and get busy doing what the druids do. Also in so doing, if you look closely, I am sure you shall find love. And so it shall be for all the things you may see”.

“Who are you?”, the old druid asked. “My name is Hairam, and I belong to the Pirin kin from Lothriel”.

“Hairam, your wisdom is as great as your beauty, and thanks to you, I finally opened my eyes. Only now I realize how absurd it was to wait for love with my eyes closed. And now, having reopened them, I see love was always here, waiting for me throughout the years. I want to return your gift of wisdom with my own”, Medaudis said, rising on his feet and handling his staff. “But first let me take my most loyal among disciples back into my arms, since he did not leave me throughout the whole of my years of silence”.

After doing so, the druid turned once more to Hairam. He pronounced some incomprehensible words, and, after a few moments of silence, a noise was heard from the tree-branches. A squirrel appeared, bringing a nut. The little animal climbed upon the old druid's hand, and he collected the nut and handed it to Hairam. “If you plant this nut, by watering the soil for eight days with milk and red wine, a magical tree shall grow. And, as soon as the latter bears fruits, by opening each nut, instead of the fruit you shall find advice: all it takes is to bring the two halves of the nutshell to your ears and listen to the voice”.

“Thanks, venerable druid. Now I must leave, though. Farewell!”

Hairam took her leave from the forest shamans and, together with her guards, who woke as she came out of the temple, came back to the inn where we stayed, and told me what had happened. It was now dawn.

I told her I had not spent the night in my room either. I had been woken by some sounds coming from the garden and I had looked out of the window in order to see what was going on. I saw in the yard a knight with shining armour, all in silver, with cloaks and drapes in silk in a lilac colour, mounted upon a white horse. The knight had been stopped by my guards, who, before letting an unknown armed person enter the inn, would verify their identity. I then came to the ground floor, curious to learn who the richly-armored warrior might be. Whoever wore such armor must be a valiant man endowed with noble blood, unless he had won great honours on the battlefield.

I introduced myself to him by saying I had been struck by the beauty of his knightly attire. He produced himself in a curtsy, then said: “I am Hèsull-eh-hollandar, a descendant of the Isàmiril house and a paladin at the court of On-Ifar. The armour I consider my pleasure to wear is the armour appointed to the winner of the tournament held each year near Waterfall Town”.

“What brings you to this place, my Lord?”, I asked. “I and nine knights were summoned here by the region governors, in order to free this wood from a dark threat, a ferocious beast that has been lurking here for a while, spreading death and terror among the people. The knight who shall manage to overcome this beast, bringing its skin before the bailiffs, shall get a fief”, he explained to me.

“What beast is that?”

“Nobody can tell precisely. Some say a fierce bear, others a giant wolf, others still a dark-haired lion, or a wild hound”.

“Perhaps I possess something which might help you in the enterprise, my Lord”, I said, producing from my pocket the vial of juice of the sheptahudhàman plant given to me by the old Dwarf. “By using this, you shall defeat the beast”, I added, explaining the virtues of the flask's content to the knight.

The proud man thanked me by saying that undoubtedly it was thanks to the Gods that we met. He apologized because he had nothing to offer in exchange for that precious and very unexpected gift, and I said that certainly some day he would manage to repay me. “Meanwhile”, the On-Ifar knight concluded, “I can give you this, my prince”, he said, removing from his neck a pendant, bearing the heraldic device of the Isàmiril family. “I am considered the most valiant knight in the On-Ifar Kingdom, and as such I am often sent to perform very difficult tasks. If I cannot repay you in person, show this pendant to my family or the very King in the Waterfall Town, and you shall obtain from them what you request”, he explained.

“But I might have stolen this after killing you”, I pointed out, and the knight was thoughtful for a while.

“It is true. But, in case you are not believed, you shall pronounce these words: aetas ath seri ath zago esistehes den ham son (the union of the griffin's forces resides in my sword). It shall be your password, and all shall realize you are not lying”.

“Well, thanks. But I hope I never have to use the pendant nor the words, and that I shall meet you again in person, some day”.

“If such were the case, I should be the first man to rejoice. Now, unfortunately, I must leave your company, prince of Lothriel”.

“Godspeed, and may you accomplish your task, by the Gods' favour!”

 

CHAPTER V

A public trial hearing

 

 

After leaving the village, Hairam and I resumed our journey, coming to the city of Sigh Ruaran. We decided we would spend at least two days in the gracious centre, wishing to visit the most eye-catching sites, as much as to acquire the local workmanship products. Therefore, after spending a night in a city inn, we visited the markets and the alleys of the old town. Anyway, that day the normal activities of the people were suspended by a public trial hearing, taking place in the great square of the city. We asked a citizen to tell us what was the cause of that noise, and he told us the story of the two men whose case was going to be put to trial that very day. “One of them”, he started, “is called Hagorbad, and he is the rich owner of an agricultural estate. The other, Wabe-ewen, is a baker who does not earn much. Both come from the region of Sigh Ruaran, but until two years ago they had never even met. Besides, they had nothing in common. Nothing, that is, except the fact of looking like each other, more so than twins!”

“How did they meet?”

“At the gates of Sigh Ruaran. Both of their villages had been evacuated because of a fire, and they were both among the refugees taken within the city walls. While their families were given a place to stay, they had to come, alongside the other householders, before the managers of the evacuees census. It was outside the tent where the census took place that Hagorbad and Wabe-ewen met for the first time. Now, it befell that Hagorbad was wanted for fraud, and, as soon as he realized he had come by his doppleganger, he thought he could get an advantage from this stroke of fortune. The landowner, then, asked the baker to talk aside for a moment, and he proposed to him a con, actually an impersonation. Wabe-ewen would sign the census as Hagorbad, and the latter as the former. This way, Wabe-ewen would get arrested in his lookalike's place, and Hagorbad would stay free. Hagorbad showed Wabe-ewen the twenty carts transporting his riches, telling him that, were he to accept, one of those carts would be his. The baker could only manage a modest life, and, after talking to his wife, decided to accept the offer. The rest of the story shall be made known today, in the public square, where the case shall be judged”.

Hairam and I decided to go to the square where the assembly was taking place, in order to witness the trial. We wore long hooded cloaks in order to get lost in the crowd and not to be spotted, and we looked for a place from which we could listen. By seeing the two accused led before the judges, everybody, us included, was impressed, having noticed their remarkable resemblance! Anybody could mistake one for the other, especially since, in order to better distinguish between them, they had been made to wear clothes of very different colours. Hagorbad wore plum-coloured clothes, while Wabe-ewen was dressed in orange. The judges decided that the first to make his deposition would be Wabe-ewen the baker, who began:

“Here is how things happened: the misery I and my family lived in induced me to accept Hagorbad the landowner's proposal to sign the census using his name and be arrested and imprisoned in his stead for crimes I never committed, in order to get an entire cart of his riches from him.

After being arrested by the guards of the governors of Sigh Ruaran, I was led to the great and feared prison-fortress of Aetamànis, where I should do the time for five years. Naturally, I fell into a state of profound misery, but I had the small consolation of the hope that my sacrifice would earn great rewards to my family. Now, it happened that, after a few weeks of solitude, another prisoner was taken into my cell.

He was a very silent and detached man, and for long days did not speak to me, nor did I try and learn anything about him out of fear I would cause a reaction from him. But after a time, my cellmate started talking to me, and, as soon as he came to consider me a trustworthy person, revealed to me to be a spy at the service of Queen Melimyid of the underground realm. He had surfaced in order to accomplish a very important mission, and would soon escape from Aetamànis (where he had been taken because he was suspected of intercepting classified diplomatic information) so that he could carry out his task. He also said that, if I had helped him, his plan would also include setting me free. The idea of breaking free from the dark desolation of Aetamànis determined my acceptance of his proposal. Here is how it happened: on the appointed day, my cellmate exhorted me to repeatedly hit him, punching him and kicking him, while he started shouting his pain, immediately attracting the jailers' attention. When the guards intervened to separate us, my mate managed to catch them unaware, drawing one of their swords from its sheath, and, in a few swift jabs, he had slain both jailers. He picked the other sword from the second guard, and gave it to me for my defence. We also took the shields and got dressed in the armour of the dead. Thanks to the weapons and helmets now covering our faces, we managed to get through the corridors of the fortress without them noticing us, until we reached a way out, through a grate leading to the sewers (we knew well the whereabouts of the grate, since all prisoners would walk that corridor every day to get to the refectory). The prison sewers formed a huge maze of channels exiting in a nearby river. My mate and I trusted the currents, only after having taken off our armour, in order to not sink in the waves, but we kept our swords, which we would need to defend ourselves in the journey we had undertaken, as much as the painted wood shields, which we used as rafts upon which we could cling in order to keep afloat along the river course.

The currents soon led us away, and we were out of the range of the sentinels in the towers of Aetamànis. The river brought us south. We landed on the shore near an abandoned cabin, in the middle of an orchard infested by thorns and ivy, yet still loaded with fruits with which we could satiate our hunger. We spent the night in the ruins of the cabin, lighting a fire in order to keep warm and dry our clothes. Here I asked my accomplice to reveal to me his name and let me know about his mission, having sworn I would help him in the task without even being told what the task was. He said his name was Heleron-Paskary and he was the most trusted servant of Queen Melimyid, who had become a widow and the only royalty ruling the wide underground empire, without an heir upon whom to entrust it. He explained to me that for a while the ministers of the realm had been putting pressure upon the sovereign, trying to force her to choose a new husband; but Melimyid, as long as she could, resisted their requests. However, having exhausted their patience, the vassals had given the Queen the following condition: in case she had not chosen the successor of the deceased King Faaiyasel within a year, it would result in civil war: the nobles would fight in order to let their swords decide who among them was worthy to wear the crown of Hagardtyh. Melimyid, as it was only natural, could not allow a war to tear her realm apart, and she agreed. Actually, being wise in the magical arts, Melimyid thought of solving the matter by the use of her supernatural powers. 

The magical lore she had learned from her grandmother also included a secret that would put an end to her worries: there was a way for the Queen to get pregnant, although the King was dead. An ancient spell would allow her to reanimate the sovereign only for one night. Nevertheless, in order to perform that ritual, Melimyid would have to pour upon the King's body a precise number of petals of nhirňihal, the white sunflower, as well as to put into his mouth a crumb of the loaf made of the seeds of the same flower, and to expose the body, which had been so prepared upon a copper altar, to the moonlight, in the moments preceding an eclipse. Only when the moon had completely disappeared would the King rise once more, and he would have life and breath until dawn the next day.

The Queen, thanks to her astrologers, knew the dates of the moon eclipses for years and centuries to come. One should know that, in fact, the astrologers of the underground Kingdom, in order to look up to the sky, had built very long telescopes in brass which, as the pipes of a giant organ, bore the image of the sky to the palaces in Hagardtyh, and these branching pipes were called “the astrologers' wells”.

However, only very few knew the exact number of petals of nhirňihal to put upon the King's body, and, secondly, the white sunflower is only grown in some orchards in the Sigh Ruaran region, and only a single family of bakers passed on the recipe of the sunflower loaf from father to son. Therefore the Queen sent her faithful servant Heleron-Paskary to the surface in order to find and pick the white sunflowers needed for the ritual, to find how many petals should be used for the magic to have its effect, and finally to meet the baker who was able to bake the loaf.

By hearing this, I praised the wisdom of Fate and explained to my adventurous companion that the all-powerful Gods wanted us to meet, since it was I who was the last descendant in direct line of the bakers of Sigh Ruaran who passed on the recipe to knead and bake the loaf made by the seeds of the white sunflower! As soon as he heard my words, Heleron-Paskary as well raised his arms to the North, in the direction of the Gods' mountain, since Gods had arranged our meeting, and he thanked Fate, as I also had done before. Then he told me that, since things were so, all we should do was to find a wise man who knew the exact number of petals of nhirňihal needed to cover the mummified body of the King.

Then I told him to pay a visit to a hermit living in the woods of the Giastikeheki mountains. A man who was an expert in any medical preparation, in the making of sera, potions and elixirs, who, years earlier, had healed my daughter from an incurable sickness, and I was sure he could answer the questions of the Queen of Hagardtyh…

CHAPTER VI

The Queen's envoy

 

 

First of all, we left the ruins where we had spent the night, heading towards the Giastikeheki mountains, but our path was slowed by our decision not to thread beaten tracks, but to pass through the wilderlands. This way we could elude those who were on our heels. The walking took several days, but eventually we found the hermit. The old man did not immediately recognize me, but, as soon as I told him what he had done for my daughter, he remembered. I introduced to him the Queen's envoy, who presented his question to him.

The hermit spent many hours thinking about what he had been told. Eventually he gave us a basket of intertwined twigs, covered by a lid. He opened it before us, in order to show us it contained four little turtles, each of which had a different carapace. Here is what we should do: to reach the nearest village and ask a child living there which turtle he would like to keep. Then we should count the number of plates upon the young turtle's shell. That number and none other was the number of petals of white sunflower needed to perform the ritual of the Queen. Finally we should give the turtle to the child and free the others.

The baker Wabe-ewen paused for a while and one of the judges exhorted him: “Continue. Did you then find the child? And did you get from him the answer you were seeking?”

“Indeed, Your Honour”, the accused replied. “Nonetheless, it is impossible to me to reveal the number before this court and the crowd here assembled, because the secret of the ritual cannot be violated in such a profane way by a humble baker! But with all certainty I can tell you it bears no relevance to the trial and shall not be in any way useful in order to judge my actions and rule whether they shall be condemned or not”.

The court agreed to let Wabe-ewen continue his singular tale, therefore allowing his silence concerning the secret number.

“Thus we took our leave from the hermit, but before we left his cave, he told us to leave our weapons in the wood, implying we would not need them anymore. Heleron-Paskary and I did as we were bid, disposing of our swords and shields, and we resumed our journey. We came to a clearing at the feet of a steep hill, upon the summit of which was a tiny castle. I knew that place and explained to the Queen of Hagardtyh's envoy that it was the residence of a noblewoman called Biathalnhal. I also said that, with a good degree of certainty, in the gardens of her castle the precious white sunflowers we were looking for could be found. Therefore Heleron-Paskary decided we would present ourselves before the Lady in order to ask for her hospitality, but naturally we should do it under disguise, so that nobody recognized the two fugitives.

My companion told the one who opened the mansion gates that we were two beggars in search of a shelter for the night and a hot meal to quench our hunger. After informing the Lady, the gate keepers came back to tell us that the Lady of the castle would accept us as guests, waiting for us to come before her. Biathalnhal invited us to sit at her table in front of her and her fellows, explaining to us that for her the ancient values of hospitality were greatly respected, since the nobleman who was not kind to poor guests as much as to rich ones could resign his titles of nobility. This speech caused the admiration and the applause from all those who were present. Heleron-Paskary thanked the mistress for both of us, and recited in her honour a poem:

 

Hagardser wosidbuehes hin biltòin,

den badhàsi uronehes eh hes adaril.

Nothehes saeda eh aeda:

Ham ser katehes tam,

ekèm terni hagardikalen

paentehes eh dhilar ektaban ath hesm son,

imeas badhàsiar, eh wodomeln,

usfeamat hè ath hesm lin!

 

(The warlike valour sat on the throne,

but hospitality took his crown.

The latter said to the former:

My courage wins yours,

since the armed proud

offers the enemy the blade of his sword,

while the host to guests

the thirst-quenching water from his own cup!)

 

The noblewoman was amazed to hear the verse pronounced by the one she thought a beggar and applauded the poet, soon to be imitated by her table guests. She then asked Heleron-Paskary where he learned a bard's art, and he pretended to be a songster who renounced all possessions, and led a wandering life from one Kingdom to another, living off the generosity of good men and noble women who hosted him in order to hear his songs, poems and tales. Biathalnhal, glad to hear this, then asked to hear another poem, and she was immediately satisfied:

 

Pume wei, ni nid, ni asded,

canyalhes paenaar ambhidan eh ham dhal?

Uden walaln, ni walan, ni coh walaln mothed,

ehyesis drewnhil ni inni hesm tias!

Var, ekèm heswi kem dharteha,

walan ufeluthtehes sha ath hesm garryld,

kmi woesis rekframeteha hesm onar urel!

Deh asded? Asded canyuthtehes? Var kem woesis asisteha!

 

(Who knows who, and when, and how,

can console my heart?

Perhaps nobody, never, no way,

so much and so grave its grief!

Indeed, for the woman I love

would never feel any affection for me,

unless I make her only wish come true!

But how? How could I? For nothing I own!)

 

The Lady of the castle could not remain indifferent to this song, and instead her face was touched by a shining tear, and she asked Heleron-Paskary whether the verse was written after a true story or merely poetical fiction. My adventure companion said no, it was no fiction at all, but on the contrary it related the unbearable discomfort oppressing his heart, since the woman he loved asked him for a bunch of white sunflowers, and, although he wandered through many lands in order to ask many Lords for the flowers, yet he could get none!

Biathalnhal rose, telling him that in her garden he could find more than twenty flowerbeds of white sunflowers, the petals of which were whiter than snowflakes not yet fallen to the ground. She added she would give him twenty flowers, if only he could solve a riddle tormenting her for a long time. Heleron-Paskary said he was willing to try, and I joined him in promising my commitment, although still unaware of the nature of the question.

Thus the Lady Biathalnhal told us the riddle: this castle, belonging to me since childhood, is different from any castle. In fact, while in a sunny day, such as today, it proudly rises from the summit of this hill, when instead from the highest peaks grey mists and rainy clouds come down, lo and behold, it moves down into the valley. Finally, as soon as the dark haze fades, the castle goes back to the top of the hill. How can this mystery be explained?

 

I thought and thought again about what I heard, without being able to explain it. Heleron-Paskary, instead, after much thinking, seemed to find an answer. He told Biathlnhal that, if her castle descended into the dale as soon as the clouds of rain heaped above the hill, it was clear that the castle was afraid of the clouds, since they would surround his towers, preventing him from looking to the horizon. The Lady was surprised to hear that answer, but eventually she concluded that there could be no other explanation and consented to grant us a bunch of twenty white sunflowers.

The morning after our coming, having rested as much as we needed, she commanded the fair flowers to be collected and had them wrapped in refined cloths of crimson linen. After receiving that gift, we left the castle and walked toward my village, hoping the fire spared my oven.

 

 

 

CHAPTER VII

The bread oven

 

 

As soon as we came to the ruins of my village, though, Heleron-Paskary and I saw that nothing had been spared by fire: the bread oven, my house and everything, each house in the village, was blackened, crumbled, or burnt. Everywhere on the ground one could see the ashes, and nobody was there in order to rebuild the houses and people the little centre once more. Upon seeing that scene, I broke into tears, falling on my knees before the shattered building that used to be my bakery, and started to lament my bad luck; but my companion tried to console me. He said that I could use another oven for baking the loaf and, concerning the habitation I had lost, he said that, as soon as we achieved our mission, the Queen would grant me enough gold to build a house five times better than my old one!

I sighed and explained to Heleron-Paskary that each family of bakers knows their secret recipes, and in order to prepare them it is necessary not only to know the ingredients and timings for kneading and baking, but also to use a special kind of oven, and a special kind of wood to light the fire. Therefore each bakery owns an oven which is built in a peculiar way, since the oven and the fire determines the quality of the bread, and the loaf of nhirňihal seeds can only be baked within the oven my ancestors built. Only two solutions were left: to repair the damage done to my oven, or to build another one, identical to the former!

 

By moving the debris and the beams, we noticed that the old oven could perhaps still work. Obviously we would need to clean the ashes that had deposited there, as well as to fix a few bricks, but the structure was still safe. This lifted our spirits, although we still had to gather the wood, which, as I already said, had to be a special sort, and I cannot reveal more. Finally, we would need to get a mortar and pestle in order to shred the sunflower seeds and make them into meal, and we would also have to get the secret ingredients for the loaf. We found the mortar and pestle among the ruins, but would have to leave the ruins to find the rest. We decided therefore to split: Heleron-Paskary would look for the wood in the place I told him, and I would seek for the ingredients in the places where I knew I could find them. This way, the list of the ingredients would stay a secret. We hid with great care the sunflower seeds among the village ruins and decided to meet once more by the oven after three days, since in order to find everything we would have many hours of travelling ahead.

On the third day, we met once more, and both had found the object of our searches. Therefore I asked the Queen's servant to wait outside the bakery, since only the baker can witness the kneading and baking of the bread: I was left alone. I lit the oven by using the wood Heleron-Paskary had found, which, as I said, is the only one to be used for the baking of the white sunflower seeds loaf. After that, I started shredding the seeds and kneading them together with the other ingredients, until I got a very thin loaf. Once it was baked, I enveloped it in a cloth tissue and put it into a clay pot, where it should be safe.

 

I called to Heleron-Paskary in order to inform him of the success of my operation, but he did not reply! I called once more, and started searching the village ruins. After only a few steps, I realized somebody was behind me. Before I could turn to face them, I felt the pointed end of two spears lean upon my back, and the voices of two soldiers who told me to stand still. They were the guards of the governors of this city, coming to arrest me! Probably someone else was in the village, besides us, that day. 

Perhaps somebody, coming to search for abandoned items left by the fire, or to take care of rebuilding one's home, could have spotted us, thereafter to denounce our presence to the officers. The guards chained me, blindfolded me, and brought me away. I was thrown once more in a cell, where I was left until this morning, when I was brought here, to this very square, in order to be judged in this trial. To this very day, I don't know what happened to my escaped partner, Heleron-Paskary, whether he was also captured, or managed to escape once more, and, more pointedly, whether he managed to achieve his quest or not”.

By these words, the baker called Wabe-ewen concluded his deposition before the judges and the crowd there assembled.

CHAPTER VIII

A manor hidden in the clouds 

 

Hairam and I waited to hear the verdict from the court but, before taking any decision, the judges of the trial called at the bar Wabe-ewen's double, the landowner Hagorbad. The latter came forward as the first speaker came back in order to leave the bar to him, and Hagorbad began his tale: “The reason for my arrest goes back to times quite distant. Therefore I think it is useful for you to hear my story from the time I was born. You shall see how my tale shall not bore you, since my life as a whole is a treasury of wonders and incredible stories!

My parents, whom I have never known, abandoned me when I was a newborn at the feet of the long stairway leading to Borpehywhel. For those who do not know it, Borpehywhel is the most amazing of all castles: a manor hidden in the clouds, in the skies above the seashore, in the south; it appears to sight only when a rainbow crosses the sky, and shortly thereafter disappears, like a mirage. One can only get to the great rock hovering in the void, upon which the castle is built, by walking up a very long golden stairway, glimmering like the rays of the sun. Halfway on the stairway, one can find another little rock where a golden gate stands, guarded by a griffin, who is rumoured to be the last of his race.

The Cloud Fairies live in the castle of Borpehywhel after their Queen, the fair and wise Sauroteniah. Well, when I was abandoned in a basket at the feet of the castle, it did not take long before the Borpehywhel sentinels saw me and informed their Lady, who commanded I was brought safe within the castle. The Fairies adopted me as though I were their child (since none of them had any), and they brought me up with great care, teaching me most of their doctrine, but never telling me about the world below, meaning the world outside the flying castle. For many years I took no heed to that, but as time passed my questions became more insistent until the Fairies decided to show me all the countries of the earth. They had me look at the reflections in the waters of a magical fountain, which was found in the middle of the castle yard.

I was surprised and incredibly fascinated at the sight in the water mirror! I saw every sort of landscape, from the high snowy mountains to the thick forests, from the deserts to the scattered isles of the sea. I saw the cities, the palaces, the temples, the walls, the bridges, but mostly I felt enamoured of the great stretches of cultivated fields, the golden fields ripe with wheat, the fruit fields loaded with delicacies, the orchards, the vineyards, the pastures of the cowherds and the flocks of sheep! By looking at them, my heart intensely craved to possess as much land as possible, and in that moment I decided I would leave the castle where I had grown up in order to chase my dream.

I did not wait for long before revealing my purpose to Sauroteniah, and she learned about it with great unease, although it was not at all unexpected. For quite a while, in fact, she had been suspecting I would start asking questions concerning my origins and the place whence I came, and also that I my ambition might grow. Therefore she gave her consent to my departure, offering me some gold, which I refused, by stating I would like to try my worth in creating my own fortune. Upon hearing me speak so, the Cloud Fairy Queen wished me the best fortune, she held me tight in her arms, and eventually sent one of her sisters to fetch a thing she meant me to have. It was a weird statue, depicting a woman wearing exotic costumes. I could not guess who the woman portrayed in the tiny work of art was. Sauroteniah explained to me that when the Fairies picked me up as a newborn in the basket at the feet of Borpehywhel, among the sheets I was wrapped in they also found that mysterious statue in painted earthenware. She added that, assuming one day I decided to come back to the rainbow castle, I would always be welcome.

After taking my leave from the loving Nymphs of Borpehywhel, I descended the tall golden stairway until, for the first time in seventeen years, I touched the ground upon the cliff, beaten by seawaves, on a coast covered in moist, shimmering, green meadows. By turning back, I could see the castle disappear and my spirit was profoundly shaken. But I had already made my choice.

I walked until I found the closest village. It was a little centre of fishermen and farmers along the coast, where I asked for hospitality. Not having any money, I offered my help in a number of jobs. I willingly accepted the humblest and most tiresome jobs, even though on that account I had to work in the mud, or under the rain, in the stables, or on a fishing boat! Being in touch with the earth, or the waving water of the wide sea, everything was new to me: for seventeen years, I had only known the sky, the sun, the clouds, the wind, and the rain, only looking at sunrises and sundowns. I worked tirelessly for whoever asked me to. Only during the days when I could glimpse the rainbow appearing on the horizon, and the castle of Borpehywhel in the distance, there, upon the shore, my heart was sick, feeling homesick for the place where I had been brought up and the love of my sweet mothers-in-law.

I had asked everybody in the village for information concerning the statue given to me by Queen Sauroteniah, but nobody could tell me what it was and who it depicted. So I decided to leave and started wandering village to village, until a reached a little town where I was told somebody could perhaps answer my questions. I was shown the house of an old professor who had retired, a learned man who owned several books and at a younger age had managed to travel. The professor was named Upacbelard.

That day I had been lucky, since generally, he told me, he did not open his door to anybody in order not to be disturbed. He welcomed me into his home, a great wooden house, telling me he was ready to have me as his guest and also to answer all my questions concerning the item I owned, provided that by way of exchange I would offer him my service for a year, managing the house and cultivating the orchard. His governess, in fact, had died a little while earlier, and he, who, as it has been stated, met very few people, could not find anybody yet who was suited to inherit the task. Naturally I accepted and the next day I started immediately to do my first work. Upacbelard was a very strict householder, and yet he was kind and listening. Every evening, as soon as I had finished my business, he invited me to sit next to him in the living room in order to make interesting conversation, or to read some passages from the volumes he kept in his library.

One day he entrusted me the task to go out and buy the seeds of some kinds of lettuce that I should then sow in his orchard. One should know that Upacbelard's orchard surrounded the whole house and produced so many vegetables, way more than what the old professor needed, that after the harvest he would send me to the village market in order to sell our goods.

In order for me to take care of the business, Upacbelard gave me a purse of coins and a cart led by a mule. I could have escaped with the money and the cart, but the professor trusted my good faith. Besides, I had also come to feel an affection for him, and tried to carry out each task he assigned me with great thoroughness. Also the day I went to the market in order to buy the lettuce seeds, I had meant to follow his wishes without exceptions. Actually, though, something unforeseen happened: while I was queuing at the desk, I realized that most of the village farmers were buying those seeds for their orchard. Then, I thought, each of them would sell the same varieties of lettuce at the market, after the harvest. Therefore I left the stand of the seed seller and decided I would find myself some seeds for Upacbelard's orchard, without spending even a single coin. I led the mule away from the village road and climbed the hills between woods and clearings, searching for herbs and wild legumes. Well: on the edge of a peaceful, hidden meadow, close to an old ruined wall and a cabin, grew some luxuriant branches loaded with large pumpkins. I came back to the place where I had tied the cart and took some clothes and ropes, then I returned upon my mule to the wall of the pumpkins, thanks to the signs I had left on my trail in order to find the way once more. I collected the pumpkins and wrapped them in the clothes, tying them, then secured them to the back of the mule in order to take them to the cart...

 

 

 

CHAPTER IX

The pumpkin plant 

 

 

However, even when I was about to get back on the road, a little old woman, irate, came raising her stick and shouting at me how I had robbed her. Surprised, I asked her what she was talking about, and she explained that the pumpkins I had collected were hers, that she was a hermit and lived in the old cabin. It was only thanks to her care that the pumpkin plant had grown so nicely, thriving and loaded with fruits. And here comes I, depriving her of what belonged to her! Sorry to hear this, I asked the old hermit whether we could arrange a friendly agreement in order to solve the matter in the best of ways. I proposed her to give the pumpkins to me, and, in exchange for them, I would bring her on a regular basis baskets filled with fresh vegetables from Upacbelard's orchard, milk, hen eggs, or whatever she needed and, since she lived in that hidden clearing, would hardly manage to get from the market. The woman agreed to the offer, considering it a good deal.

As soon as I was back, Upacbelard was shocked by finding out not only I had brought back each of the coins he had given me, but also that, instead of lettuce, I was coming back with a load of pumpkins! And he did not wait for long before asking me for some explanation. I then told him that, in my opinion, there was no gain in sowing the same seeds all the other villagers sowed in their fields. Instead, by sowing that rare species of fine pumpkins, we could get a different harvest from anyone else, and then we could sell each pumpkin for a good price, earning at least twice as much.

The professor, initially doubtful, agreed that mine was an intelligent idea and accepted to make a try. Luckily the Gods favoured me: it befell that that year the village fields were infested by slugs spoiling most of the harvest of lettuce and other vegetables. Our pumpkin branches, instead, were not even touched by the foul parasites, instead they grew rampantly, loaded with unnumbered fruits! This way, as soon as I had to go to the market in order to sell the products of Upacbelard's orchard, my stands were assailed by villagers wishing to buy those marvels they would not find anywhere else, and soon the news travelled to the other villages nearby. My pumpkins were sold for triple the price I had hoped to get!

Therefore, by the end of the year, when the deadline appointed for my due service to Upacbelard was about to expire, I asked the professor to keep his promise and explain to me, before I left the village, what was the statue of the Cloud Fairy Queen. Upacbelard, proud of my accomplishments, agreed without questioning. He looked in his library for a book concerning the underground empire of Hagardtyh, a Kingdom I had not heard the name of before. He told me that throughout the long Ages of the world, very few people had gone there from the surface realms, also because very few knew the entrances; nonetheless, it was one among the widest empires. Upacbelard's book showed many details concerning the mysterious Kingdom, which, I saw, had very different usages and customs from ours, most of them incomprehensible to us. The professor explained to me that the Lady portrayed in the statue I owned was undoubtedly a Queen or a noblewoman from Hagardtyh. One could guess so from the features, the tall and bony body, the skin, painted in blue earth, as well as from the abundance of metal jewels she wore, typical for an underground dweller.

After learning this information, I asked the professor how could I reach Hagardtyh in order to learn the identity of that woman, but the old Upacbelard, shaking his head in resignation, said he did not know. He gave me half the earnings from the selling of the pumpkins and gave me his leave, wishing the Gods of Adhirshagg to show their good will to me. Before hitting the road once more, I decided to pay a visit to the old hermit of the pumpkins. The woman, in order to bid me her goodbye and thank me, made me a very special gift: two little river pebbles, grey and dim-looking, which, when worn by a girl as earrings, would become two wonderful, glittering gemstones, like stars in the sky. In fact, the hermit told me she had seen my future: I would soon marry a noblewoman and, without those magical earrings, it would prove to be impossible to me to make her a gift worthy of her stature.

Thus I came back to my wandering from a village to another, asking about someone who might tell me how to reach one of the three secret gates to Hagardtyh.

For a long time, I wandered in search for an answer, humbly living off the money I was left with. Finally, one day, here, in the city of Sigh Ruaran, a woman revealed me she knew a druid who was aware of the location of a gate to the underground realm. I shall not tell the name of the druid, nor the location of his habitation, but only that, by following a difficult track, I eventually came to his cave among the woody mountains. The man welcomed me in his humble house and I could then reveal to him the object of my search. By hearing that, he confirmed he knew the answer to my questions, but he also said he would not give me the solution before I passed a trial.

He asked me to follow him and together we left the cave. We came to a mountain meadow, an enchanting place full of wildflowers. In the middle of the meadow there was a sanctuary, a little circular temple built around a high and tree of great girth. The druid told me that the tree trunk was the beam holding the temple. However, the trunk was clearly crooked: made so by the wish of the branches, which were all bent toward the rising sun. There, once we had come within the sanctuary, I was put to trial. The druid said that he would tell the way to Hagardtyh, if only I first managed to straighten the temple beam, the great tree trunk. He added that I would only have one chance. If I failed, I would never get an answer. Therefore I sat there for many hours, examining the building and the tree, rising majestically in the middle. The druid stood there all the time, watching me, without uttering a single word.

And so it happened I came by the solution. The only obvious one. And I explained it to the one who should judge it. I told the druid that the great tree was not crooked at all. Indeed the Gods who created the world had wanted it so, and it grew in the direction of the light because such is the nature of trees. The sanctuary, on the contrary, having being built by men, was obviously crooked, if compared to the beam holding it. Therefore the thing to do would be to rebuild the sanctuary, facing East. And, even though this way it would look crooked to the eyes of men, who consider it according to the ground upon which it is built, nonetheless it would finally be straight according to its pillar.

The wise man listened to my reply and nodded. Therefore he handed me the map upon which the path was drawn which led to one of the entrances of the underground realm. Now, one should know that this map was not a traditional one, wherein the elements of the landscape are shown in their shape under the names the people living there give them; instead it was a symbolical map, wherein each element of the landscape was indicated by an allegorical figure. For example: a blue snake indicated a river, a horn a mountain, and so on. I should then interpret each symbol, each ideogram in that strange rebus, hoping to guess correctly the right way to follow. As you can imagine, it is impossible for me to tell you about the precise indications of the map, nor can I explain how could I read them in order to get to my destination, in order for the secret to remain as such. What I assure and ask you to believe is that I found the gates of Hagardtyh after eight months of tiresome searches.

Some armed sentinels came toward me in order to ensure my identity. I explained my story to them and showed them the statue I was bearing. One of the guards took the item from my hands but then immediately covered his face with his left hand, soon to be imitated by his comrades. They acted so in a display of reverence, since, they told me, that statue portrayed the mother of their King. Therefore they let me in. Unable to abandon their positions, they called for somebody who could bring me to the royal palace. In order to be brief, it is impossible to describe the magnificence and splendour of the royal palace of Hagardtyh, but suffice to say that the underground people use gold, silver, copper and gemstones as we use grey stone, clay and wood!

Once I was received by King Faaiyasel and his wife Melimyid, I told my tale as I am doing even now before you. After hearing my story, the sovereigns had a discussion and I could not hear what they said, then the King called for a herald, in order to communicate their decisions to me. The herald came close to me and explained me how their royal highnesses did not know my parents, and could not explain why the portrait of the Queen Mother had come to my hands. However, they would give me an apartment in the court as their guest for a whole year, hoping I could find somebody, in the palace or the rest of the Kingdom, who might shed some light on the mystery. At hearing those words, I kneeled before the King and Queen with huge gratitude, begging the herald to thank them as it was right to, and according to the custom of the Kingdom. Concerning the statue, I was told that all the families in the vast empire owned the effigies of the royal family: nevertheless, according to tradition, only nobles could look at the statues of the reigning couple in the eyes, whereas the lower castes of the population must lower their glance in their presence. Being curious, I asked what the purpose might be in keeping those figures in one's house without being authorized to look at them: I was told the statues were the ones who should look upon the subjects, and not the other way around, since this way, on a symbolical level, the emperor and empress could always keep an eye on each man and woman in the Kingdom, even in their own houses. To find out where my statue came from was practically impossible.

 

 

CHAPTER X

Where the stars are not counted

 

 

Therefore I lived in the palace and learned the curious habits of the people who knew neither sun or moon. I, who had been brought up in a castle in the clouds, had to learn to live where no wind blows, where the stars are not counted, nor the seven-coloured rainbow ever seen! Nevertheless, in that place so bizarre and different, I met a girl I fell in love with. Her name was Cisièl, and, as the pumpkin hermit had foreseen, she was the daughter of a nobleman. I could have never offered her a better gift to win her hand than the two magical earrings. The couple of grey pebbles, once they were put upon Cisièl's ears, turned into violet gemstones alight with shimmering reflections, such as only a few have been seen even upon the tiaras worn by Queens and Empresses! Therefore, even though I could not learn anything more concerning the statue, I stayed in Hagardtyh long after the expiration of the first year of hospitality conceded to me by the royals, and I was welcomed within the house of Cisièl's family until I found a job as an accountant and earned enough to buy a house for me and my wife.

The fair Cisièl gave me a son, and yet I did not witness his growing up: in fact, after a few years spent in the subterranean Kingdom, I realized I was betraying the promise I had made with myself, the ambition to own fields and pastures, wet in sunlight. Regretfully I brought up the subject with my wife, who, even though she loved me, decided not to follow me, in order to stay in the land where she was born, together with our son; and I accepted her conditions.

In Hagardtyh I had earned enough money to realize my dream, or, to better put, to start to. In fact, once I had come back to the surface, I could buy a homestead in the region of Sigh Ruaran, and thereby start my life as a landowner.

Recalling my experience with the old professor Upacbelard, and the harvest of the other farmers destroyed by slugs, I decided to have great glasshouses built, so that they could protect at least in part my vegetables from the crows, the parasites and the weather. In the region I was the only one to own glasshouses, since in this country they are only used by princes in order to keep the most beautiful flowers of their castles, and not by farmers! Indeed, glasshouses are very expensive, but the benefit for the fruits and the vegetables grown is significant. In brief, I could afford to buy my first herds as well, and I bought new fields as pasture. After ten years of hard work, in my homestead I could count four families of paid farmers, thriving orchards, glasshouses, fields ripe with wheat, flocks of sheep and herds of cows!

And yet all this richness, which could not but grow, earned me envy beside admiration. Many wished they could get my homestead, but I had no intention whatsoever of selling my lands: in order to get them, I had renounced both the love of my mothers-in-law in Borpehywhel, and my wife and son's as well!

Even among the Sigh Ruaran governors, whom I had now overcome and surpassed in wealth, the abject feeling of envy started to find its way. It was only because of their envy that I was accused of fraud, and for no other reason! May the Gods bear me witness!”

At that point in his tale, Hagorbad was abruptly interrupted by the judge presiding at the trial, who commented sternly: “What you are stating is very serious! Accusations about the ruler of the state might cost you dearly!”

Hagorbad did not move: “I am aware of that. Notwithstanding this, in truth's name, I demand to resume my tale”. The court consented, and the landowner continued: “One of the governors, the esteemed and praised Cunektaban, started frequenting my house by pretending he would like to be my friend and a person I could trust. In this way he hoped, perhaps, to find out something illicit in the management of my homestead, or in the administration of my goods, but he could find nothing! Then he plotted to have me unjustly arrested. Since he knew, for having seen it in my presence, the place where I kept the chest within which the money used to pay taxes was kept, he decided to exchange it with a chest containing fake coins, identical to gold and silver ones in every detail, except they were made in cheap metals. In order to carry out his plan, he got up from the table during a feast where he had been invited by me, and, since he could move without hindrance among the empty rooms of my mansion, first reached the entrance of the villa, unlocked the door and had his accomplice come in with the fake chest, then took him to the room where the actual chest was kept, and he exchanged them!

It must not have been difficult for the governor to get a chest identical to the model, since the chests for taxes were given to families by the public tax collecting service...

This way, the day when the chests are brought to the examination of the coins collected in the form of taxes by the governors, mine proved to be fake money, and an arrest warrant was issued for me! I was going to imprisoned, while Cunektaban would dispossess me of my goods. Unluckily for the governor, his helper, initially his accomplice in trying to ruin me, and another frequent guest in my house, decided to reveal to me the whole plan; this gave me the opportunity to leave the homestead with my workers and a few carts loaded with money and supplies. I knew where I could find salvation: Hagardtyh. Not only would I be safe there, but I could also once again hold in my arms the fair Cisièl and the son I had never seen growing up.

However, having come before one of the three great gates of the Kingdom Below, I found an unknown, unsettling presence waiting for me: he was an eyeless old man, wearing a long dress and holding a stick. Upon his shoulder, a furry animal was perched, similar to a squirrel, or to a little, hairy, long-tailed monkey, white and yellowish. The man held his right hand up, turning the palm toward me. On his fingertips he had long, thread-shaped, metallic nails: a peculiar decoration of the Hagardtyh nobles, who are this way unable to use their hands to perform jobs, since work is reserved to the humble caste of the populace. The blind old man had a wrinkled skin and the hieratic looks of a monk. He was still as a dried tree, but, upon my arrival, he pronounced my name, intimating me to halt. I asked who he was, and why was he in my way. He replied he was known in Hagardtyh as the eyeless soothsayer, but his real name was Arankadman. He explained that he had crossed my path in order to give me important revelations.

I said I would listen carefully to his wise words, and so he began his speech. Actually he did not talk to my ears, even though nobody else among the bystanders could hear any words, but to my spirit, without moving his tongue, nor did he utter a sound. He knew who I was, how was I born, and whose son I was, and he said it had been he himself who had left me as a newborn at the feet of the castle of Borpehywhel. Nonetheless, time had not come yet for me to learn about these things. For the time being, it would suffice to say that, in my absence, a great fire was devastating the villages and the fields close to Sigh Ruaran, and most of the peasants were escaping within the city walls. There would be a census of the refugees, and I should be there, with all my carts and the families of my workers. I should not fear being arrested, since that would not happen. After leaving my farmers and carts in Sigh Ruaran, I should go to Sel Arani, and there I would meet Arankadman.

My mind was silent once more. The eyeless soothsayer turned away, and I could see his shoulders slowly fading, drawn into the darkness beyond the gate of Hagardtyh.

 

CHAPTER XI

Built like a spiral

 

 

Shocked by that meeting, I sat upon a stone, staring at the ground, thinking about what I had heard. I replied to the insistent questions from my retinue by stating that I must consider my course. I would need some time as well as the silence necessary to think with great care and accuracy. The farmers respected my request, and I remained there, sitting upon that stone, for the whole night, which meanwhile had crept upon us, cloaking everything in its shroud. When the sun rose, the dawn sky cleared as much as my mind. I had decided to follow Arankadman's advice, although this might mean facing the arrest and a prolonged imprisonment.

What happened upon my arrival in Sigh Ruaran is already known: I met for the first time my lookalike, Wabe-ewen the baker, and I proposed that we should take one another's place. In doing so, I was spared the prison, precisely as the eyeless soothsayer had foretold. What you do not know is what happened to me after that. Well, you shall not wait for long before hearing it!

Before coming to the census, Wabe-ewen asked me to accompany his wife to her father's house with the cart full of riches I would give him (since he feared that, had she gone there alone, she might be a victim of outlaws). He also asked, by way of a favour, to go with a half of those goods to the house of his own old parents, introducing myself by his name and warning them I was about to undertake a journey which would keep him away from Sigh Ruaran for a long time. This way, they would not worry for his sudden disappearance. I would justify the riches I would be bringing to them by saying those were a part of the earning I had managed to spare throughout the years.

I consented to this very humane request. I had my farmers leave alongside Wabe-ewen's wife, and I reached the little poor house of the baker's parents. Upon seeing a stable left unused, close to the house, I had the following idea: introducing myself to the two old people as their son (and being helped by the fact that both parents were losing their sight and hearing), I told them that, because of the great and terrible fire that had devastated my house, I was forced to leave Sigh Ruaran for a while, in order to look for fortune elsewhere and make myself a life once more. I also said that, meanwhile, I would leave in the old stable a few carts, containing what I had managed to save from the fire. This way I found a perfect hiding place for my treasures, waiting for my return! Finally I gave them the part of riches that Wabe-ewen had asked me to leave them.

After taking my leave from Wabe-ewen's parents, I left alone toward Sel Arani, where I would meet the eyeless soothsayer. I owned a good horse, therefore it did not take me too many days to reach the city. For those among you who might not know the place, Sel Arani is a city built like a spiral upon a steep slope: by seeing it upon your arrival, it might seem a weird twisted seashell. Actually I did not know where I should wait for the soothsayer, but I supposed that, since he was a seer, he would be the one finding me instead. Therefore I went to the highest square in the city and waited for him there, since from that place one could cast his eye upon wide horizons. Nonetheless, the soothsayer did not come, and the sun had already set. I then thought of finding a place to spend the night but, even while I was leaving the stone bench upon which I had been seated, a company of slender dancing girls came before me. The dancers called my name, which surprised me, since I had never seen them before. The dancers asked me whether I really was Hagorbad of Sigh Ruaran, the man whose lands stretched as far as the eye could see, and whose riches would fill the wealthiest vassals with envy. Such questions would please as much as love songs, and I admitted I was myself, was susceptible to flattery. The girls continued listing what was told concerning my homestead: that the soil was marvelously fertile, that there grew the vegetables sold at the dearest price in the whole of the Kingdom, that there they bred fat cows and woolly sheep, that there grew long rows of trees loaded with fruit... And I, at hearing them, confirmed it all, excited at being so vaunted, and as soon as I could heaped more upon their tales.

At that point one of the dancers asked me a question that, sent a shiver through me, froze my veins: she asked me whether the terrible fire that had struck the Sigh Ruaran region had destroyed my homestead or not. Actually, I then realized I had not considered that until that moment. Upset by the happenings, I had not wondered what might have happened to my fields! Upon seeing my skin turn pale and my balance lost, the gracious young girls kept me on my feet, having me sit on the stone bench once more. My reaction, they said, made them suppose I had lost everything in the fire, but I told them I actually didn't know that. Indeed, I still ignorant of the fate of my possessions, but I would soon find out!

I took my leave from the dancers and mounted my horse, meaning to get back to my country, when the girls said I should not, since they suggested it would not be wise to leave town after dusk had  seized it, like a siege against whom swords are of no avail. I should be better off spending the night there, leaving on the next day. To this end, the girls offered me their hospitality, unlocking the doors of their house, which was found in the ring below the acropolis. They shared a rich meal with me, and even their beds, upon which I do not deny to anyone, after their care, would be much restored, and even I would have, except that that night my spirit was far, being terribly worried I might have lost my pastures and fields!

After awakening, having bidden my farewell to the kind hostesses, I was going once more to leave, but as soon as I came to the road I was interrupted by a richly-dressed man who called me by name, asking me to stop. Like the dancers the night before, he asked me whether I really was Hagorbad the landowner, and started enumerating my possessions, trying to get from me the confirmation that what was told about them was true and not, instead, a legend of the peasants. He asked me too, precisely as the fair dancers had, whether the fire in Sigh Ruaran had affected my homestead, making the heaviness I felt within him ever more oppressive. I replied that I meant to leave that very moment with the intention to find out, but he invited me to wait in order to listen to him. If courtesy had not forced me to stay, I might have willingly rode away upon my horse! Instead, I climbed off the steed and asked him what his name was. The man said his name was Arsurxebi and he was an important member of the city middle-class. He added that, although I might find my fields torn to ashes, I should never worry again, since he owned the keys to my future happiness! How could he say so? I realized only by listening to what followed.

Arsurxebi took me with him by putting an arm around my shoulders, and, gesturing with the other hand, he revealed to me to be the owner of a vast tenure he had inherited. It was a tenure among the most fertile one could find from hither to the sea. Green fields like emerald stretches, a pasture for wild horses, wet by the blue ribbon of a navigable river. Lands still untouched to be sewn, upon which to build farms, and raise fences and mills, and plant fruit! And all of this would be mine, if only I had wished so.

Why? Why offer me what any vassal craves like the finest gold? Arsurxebi explained that certainly he had inherited those lands, but he lacked the knowledge and the experience to render them productive. He needed a skilled businessman, and expert in agriculture and breeding, in order to get rich from his homestead. And who better than I to earn from a tenure? Such was the reason for Arsurxebi interrupting my actions that morning and proposing this. He invited me to follow him to the lower ring of the city, where together we came into a great mansion swarming with servants and handmaids, and we reached the office of the wealthy householder. Here Arsurxebi showed me a map of the region, pointing with his finger at the place where his lands were, and showing me how large the area was. Being interested, I asked him what price should I pay in order to get them, since nothing is given for nothing. The man said I should not worry about money: to begin with, I would only have to give him what I was carrying at the very moment. As soon as I had started managing the tenure, we would split the profit evenly. More than happy, I accepted the offer! I only had a sack of gold coins with me, which should account for the expenses I would have during my absence from Sigh Ruaran. It was not much, yet enough to spend the nights in good inns and eat well for two or three weeks. Anyway, I gave everything to Arsurxebi, who had me sign the contract by which I committed to share with him the income from his fields; and he complimented me for the affair, having two attractive handmaids escort me as I took my leave. As soon as I got back on my horse, I got down to the lower ring, where I stopped to read again the contract I had just signed.

To my utter surprise, I realized there was no signature nor a sigil from Arsurxebi! I came back, but I saw it was too late to remedy my mistake: cursing my foolishness, I found the mansion gates locked and I understood I had been conned! The man who said he was called Arsurxebi was none other than a scoundrel, and probably an accomplice of the dancing girls who had hosted me the night before…

 

 

 

CHAPTER XII

The Queen of Fortune 

 

 

What could I have done? Still no trace of the eyeless soothsayer and, to make matters worse, I was stranded in a foreign city, having lost all the money I had, from the first coin to the last! Being left hopeless, I asked a trader for directions to a place where I could pawn my cloak and the few pieces of jewelry of some worth I was left with, and he told me how to get to a shop located in the lowest ring of the city. It then befell that, while I was queuing at the pawnshop, I was approached by a woman sitting there, who asked me to come closer to her. As soon as I had, I realized ‘she’ was actually a man, wearing make-up and a dress in a ladylike fashion. When I asked for his name, he replied that he was known in the city as Aggiukeadah, the Queen of Fortune. A curious name, I pointed out; and Aggiukeadah met the glance I gave her with an ambiguous grin. She advised me to postpone my pawning my nice fur-enameled cloak or my precious pendant; and, as she was urging me, she produced a deck of cards she had kept hidden under her skirts. She challenged me to a round at the famous gashiibemahii cardgame. You all know this game, right? Each player gets a total of six cards, numbered from 1 to 6. Players choose each a card from the upper three, i.e. 4, 5, or 6, and put it, complete, on the table. These two cards are called the wagers. Soon thereafter, each player chooses a card from the lower three, 1, 2, or 3, and they show it to the opponent. The sum of the values of these two cards is called the stake. The stake is then compared to the wagers, which can now be turned up. The player whose wager amounts to the exact same value as the stake, wins. If nobody’s wager does it, the hand is a draw. A round is made of ten hands played one after another, keeping the time set by a musician playing their instrument, or a singer vocalizing a tune while alternately repeating the words gashi (wager) and atèr (stake).

I asked Aggiukeadah what would I get for playing her game, and she said that, if I won, she would give me twice the amount the pawnshop had offered me. If instead I lost, she would get my cloak and my jewels. I was tempted to refuse and indeed I said I had already been conned that very day, but Aggiukeadah showed me the palm of her hands, and I saw it was white as paint. This fact recalled to me a tale I had heard from the Fairies of Borpehywhel: it was told how, centuries ago, among those who gambled for a living and travelled from town to town defying chance, some had sworn an oath at Medul On sanctuary. They painted their hands in white and promised before the Gods never to cheat nor to con anyone. The High Priest interrogated the Powers so that he could learn their will, and thereafter he issued his pronouncement: “The Gods will keep your hands white and unsullied until the end of your days, although if perchance one day you happened to betray your word, your palms shall turn like mud in colour, and you shall never be able to handle a card without staining it with your mark of dishonour. The same rule shall apply to those who painted their hands in white in order to fool others into believing they belong to your group: they shall be exposed by the wisdom of the Powers, who shall remove the paint from their palms and make their palms as transparent as spring waters, so that they shall never be able to hide their deceits”.

The white hands tradition lasted for a long time, and new players always renewed the pact with the Gods in the following centuries. Aggiukeadah was one of the last people to have sworn the oath, therefore she would not have cheated me: I could be assured of that. As a consequence, I accepted her challenge. 

Close to Aggiukeadah, a Dwarven musician was seated, who started to rhythmically pluck the strings of a tiny instrument. A woman, dressed and hair-styled as a man, started singing her tune instead, as she stood behind my challenger.

Ten times I played my hand as well as I could; however, only twice I was guided by good luck. Thrice we scored a draw, and even five times Aggiukeadah guessed the right card to play: thus she won our game. I thought I had been a complete fool as well as naive in agreeing to play, but the only one I could blame was myself! Aggiukeadah did not cheat, since it would have been impossible for her to hide it. It was my luck which had turned against me.

Miserable and bereft of any valuables, I left the city of Sel Arani, riding toward my homestead. I rode without pause, since I lacked the money to pay for a bed or a hot meal in a tavern.

As soon as I arrived at my lands, I beheld the vision which more than any other I would rather have not seen: where once I would have been blinded by the glare of the ripe wheat, inebriated by the breeze carrying the scent of wildflowers, saluted by the mooing of the cows from afar… now there was nothing. All of it was but a memory. In front of me instead lay grey fields, barren lands, and blackened trees, while the crackle of the crows screeched in my ears as much as the sorrow tearing my heart asunder. I fell on my knees and cried. I laid back and fell asleep, my spirit being carried away by the need to forget my troubles.

When I woke up and opened my eyes, I was amazed! Standing in front of me, I saw the figure of the eyeless soothsayer.

Arankadman, without greeting me nor apologizing for having missed our appointment, started talking to me as if our conversation had never ceased since we first met at the gates of Hagardtyh, and his words oppressed me more than I already was. The soothsayer grabbed a handful of ashes from the ground, thereafter letting the wind scatter them. He asked me whether I had seen what all the possessions I had so laboriously gathered amounted to. He also said that, ever since I was a little boy, I had never cared for anything else apart my own ambitions: the desire to own land, fields and cattle. In order to fulfill my dream, I had no remorse in forsaking, one after the other, all the people who had loved me: to begin with the Cloud Fairies, then the families who had welcomed me and especially the old teacher Upacbelard, then my tender bride, the fair Cisièl, and my only son, whom I did not even raise. Yes, I had actually fulfilled my dream: I had owned large and rich estates, as well as many workers. But now, what was I left with? All it took was a fire, a single night of flames, and my riches were gone even as shadows fade as soon as a light is cast on them.

Only by hearing the soothsayer’s words, I realized, abruptly, how empty a life spent in the search for possessions was; and even more aware of that I became by listening what Arankadman said soon thereafter, when he recited to me an ancient poem:

 

Hes woneriontehes,

kanza,

tikathald hèfol.

Hesmi asisi esisteseh omoli.

Hè

ketranehes esto alaln ythelior.

Deh ha,

kem omolieha ha?

E kem umaeeha

woesis sanotehes ath pui ath penò.

E kem umaeeha

esistehes neome ti.

Hes evadarhètehes,

ytheliori vençi esto peh lusef,

ni evtehes maer,

ehyanerion evaar sseh.

Deh ha,

kem omoleha ha?

Ham esistehes hèfol,

ni ham esistehes maer.

Ham esistehes fis

ath i folion,

var woesis ehf hes.

 

(He despairs,

now,

after the storm is ended.

His goods are scattered.

The waters

washed everything away.

I, though,

what have I lost?

What I had built

is not made of clay bricks.

What I had built

is still here.

He cries,

after items washed away by the streams,

and stares at the horizon,

hoping to recognize them.

I, though,

what have I lost?

Mine is the storm

and mine the horizon.

Mine is the breath

that this air breathes,

though made empty to him).

 

When the eyeless soothsayer finished talking, I told him I had understood. He was going to leave, but I stopped him: when we had first met, he had said he knew the story of my birth and the identity of my true parents. Who were they, and what had happened? Instead of answering that, though, Arankadman recalled how Wabe-ewen, the baker, had been imprisoned in my stead, and it was now time to remedy that mistake. From afar, he pointed at the horses of the guards of the governor. Before leaving, anyway, I asked him why he had not met me in the appointed place. The eyeless soothsayer, though, said indeed he was there, and we met thrice, even though I did not realize that. Only now he could tell me the truth: he was the flattering dancing girls, he was the con man with his retinue of servants and maidens, he was the Queen of Fortune, he was the Dwarf and the songstress. I still did not understand, so he explained: in Sel Arani, he had put ghosts before me, instead of real people. Confused, I asked Arankadman how the ghosts of a hallucination could have taken my actual goods. He said I should have a look at myself and, as soon as I actually did so, I saw the sack full of gold coins was still hanging from my belt, and the nice, embroidered, fur-enameled cloak was still firmly tied over my shoulders, and every other piece of jewelry I thought I had lost was, on the contrary, still there!
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