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Dedicated to lay beloved cat "Beau" - the inspiration for 'Chryuexius the grancl', who passecl away in the early
hours of December 16th, 1996; one month after the first draft of "Westward CaHing" was completed.
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Perhaps only Xix could {‘tu appreciate the depth of my loss. Also in memory of Micllael, Alexancler, Boris and
Maximillian — devoted guardians now passe(l to the Western Havens.

I trust this meets the high standards of my two current stewards — Maurice and Sylver — faithful companions
cluring the 1ong nigh’cs of writing and editing.

Y/

Note.

The "volume" structure is not a trick to rip—off readers, nor attempt to mimic Tolkien’s style. Simply it
is hard to build and write of complex worlds and intertwined 1ives, thus harder still to find periodic
ending points in a foﬂowing tale ... for pu])lishing ease/convenience. It is always very evi(lent, When
writers place the latter, ahead of the reader and story 1ine, in order of priority.

Westward Caﬂing is an extremely complex undertalzing. This ogering (W estward Caﬂing 1.4) is only
the first third, of the first volume, but it does have and 'ending' of sorts, plus makes a fun read for fans
of the Middle Earth.



Westward Calling’ - Volume 1. (revision 4)

(copyright. Richard V Finney, 1996)

This story line is intended as an extension to the world conceived and created Ly JJR Tolkien in his Hobbit series
and Lord of the Rings ’crilogy. It is not the same, but draws on that Lacleground for its setting - several hundred
years after the great war of the rings.

Why? 1 read all the aforementioned volumes in my youth and craved for more; however it was not until recent
Y Yy

years that I Legan to suspect what JJR Tolkien used as his parauels/inspiration. Thus I could not previously
produce a story 1ine, to weave into that (Tonien's) world, which would do it the justice it deserves.

1. The Lonely Road

Xix looked around the room one last time, before Waﬂeing to the door. All that could be ordered and paclee(l away
had been, as much as is possible for a wizard's den and its years of accumulated oddments. He had ordered
everything not so much in the intention of a later return, as he could not foresee a return; nor for an expected
successor to one day unlock the door and become enguHed in a treasure trove of collected wis&om, because there
were no more apprentices. It was ordered in vain hope, because although Xix did not believe - even in the &epths
of his heart - another might some day come, he could not be sure. If Ly some off chance another did rise Worthy,

a treasure would await.

Xix piclzed-up his staff and small travel Lag, donned his grey cloak and walked out, casting a sorrowful look back
at his most treasured possessions and memories, then locked the door to the den. With heavy legs he walked
down the tower staircase, turning once outside the tower and raising his staff. Using an incantation of the

ancients, he then shifted the entire tower to a place "hetween" - neither in this world nor the next, where only one

of the true blood might find it and call it back.

He moved to what was now just a gateway in a circle of stones, then with a weary sigh, strode out onto the clusty
road. "The road goes ever on..." he recauecl, thinlzing also of the Western havens and the cheerful company he
might find there. But therein lay the pro]jlem. Xix unique, named Eylofren the Fine - lore master and lzeeper of
the gates in the high elven's tongue. Whether or not the old world and ways had passecl from middle earth, and
whether or not man had abandoned the old ways and laws in favour of greed and corruption, it still went against
every’ching Xix had fough’c for - to simply walk away; but he was the only one of his kind. The havens truly
beckoned his weary soul.

He walked, thinlzing. Specula’cing on follies, past triumphs and failures. Won&ering on the fate of middle earth,
as once again dark furnaces glowecl dull red in the bowels of the earth and men prepared for war. Sa(ﬂy - these
were not those of Mordor, rather the descendants of heroes past who through greed and self—interest, embraced
the corrupt arts of the dark and hatched schemes of war and conquest - against ancient allies.

"Tts the nature of mankind and their curse" had said Glywnnln, one of the last noble wood elves in the forest of
Ghosts.



"Tiiey care too much for themselves and too little for what surrounds tiiem, thus t}ley do not see how each small
action (iamages and weakens the world in which tiley live. Periiaps the stewardship was ended too soon after the
Great Bat’cie, but so many were smitten i)y loss or tainted i)y the touch of the ieii, that tiiey could no ionger stay?
Since so many iei't, the pianes have shifted and the sacred piaces grow rarer i)y the year. Tarry here a while

Eyioiren and rest, as we are not yet reaiiy to abandon our forest nor its misty cloak."

The "Ghost Forest", ti'lougii Xix. | might go there and stay a whiie, then turn to the West. The hunched iigure
wandered on, pausing now and then to watch a bird or small animal iiurrying on its way. Few hailed to him as he
Waiieeci, not so much because he was a irigiitening or intimidating iigure, but that a trick of iigii’c made it difficult
to see the wizard unless he wanted it, or if a watcher knew what tiiey were Wa’cci'iing for. The latter would see a
siiver—grey siia(iow, with siigiitiy more density or i)ody than a normal shadow - then know it to be one waiizing in

giamour.

Tiiougii most he saw were bent or corrupte(i i)y their toil, he did on occasion hear children iaugiiing or someone
singing a i'iappy song, as a brief ray of suniigiit amidst a gati'iering storm. Some goo& remains he thought, but
evil feeds on good and continues to flourish until all the goo&i is consumed - oniy then turning on and (ievouring
itself. Then accor(iing to the ancients, gooci grew again from the barren wastes of humanity, because it was
eternaiiy seeded in nature. Converseiy - if he continued to iigiit the overwiieiming sprea(i of corruption and greed,
would that not just give evil more to feed and grow stronger upon, simpiy (ieiaying the inevitable. He tiiougiit
again of children, songs and iaugi'iter.

Xix sigiie(i. Locked in these tiiougiits he continued on his way, arguing with himself to try to find answers to
para(ioxes that had piague(i him for many years. His heart and soul called to the West, but his honour and
dedication argueci to stay and iigii’c for a wiioiiy worthless race. What to do? What to do? How many times had
he asked that question and deferred ju(igement? Well the tower was locked now and he had set forth to secure the
gates, as was his (iuty - in name and as the last of the fine.

Wizards don't usuaiiy kick stones aiong the road - little ]goys and troubled you’ciis do. Xix kicked the odd stone on
the dusty pa’ci'i, because he iapseci sometimes, and was very cieep in his ioneiy thoughts. By and ]3y, one of these
stones cannoned off a iarger rock and bounced into a quie’ciy triciziing brook. "Oi" said a cieep voice. "Watch out
whose peace you wander around ciisturining - young man". The brook flowed into a miiiponcl, which shimmered

and transformed to reveal the i)ociy of a iarge ciragon rising from its cool resting—piace.

Xix broke from his distractions. "Ciiryiiexius the grami, if its a worm!" iaugiieti Xix, for the first time in many
(iays. "My most humble apoiogizes for (iisturiaing your slumber" he said sweeping off his battered grey hat in a
formal bow. "Heﬂ:y deeds my iorcl, I heard you close the tower and your steps are iieavy... So you are off to
iinaiiy close the gates then?" enquirecl the clragon.

Xix sigi'ieci - not for the first nor last time that ciay. "Yes, I see no other way. ['ve tried, but the task is too great
and I fear cleiaying iurtiier, migiit find every’ciiing too weakened to do what I must do!" he repiieci. "l was on my
way to the Ghost Forest iirst, to discuss it with the wood elves and then call a council of the siiape ci'iangers. I

iiopecl you migii’c join me, somewhere aiong the road"

"Sa(i]y, if you were a young (iragon, I could more easily have expiaine(i you were swimming against an impossii)ie
tide. The ioiiy of mankind is not something that can be countered in one or twenty wizard's lifetimes, but you are
stubborn and had to find out the way you usuaiiy do - the hard way. Come to think of it, you are just like most
of us. All sentient ]oeings seem to be stubborn to a fault!" , repiie(i the (iragon. "You need to understand that there
is no (iisgrace in iaiiing to overcome the insurmountable. Yes you are great in power, periiaps the greatest and
equai to the greatest of the council at its peaie; but all of you comi)ine(i, could not circumvent the natural trend
towards mutual (iestruction, that piagues mankind. Ti’ley couldn't stop Sauron could they? ... So there you are!
Destiny is the greatest force of nature - not you, nor me. That is all there is to it!"

"T think it's i)eing beaten that gets to me - Cy. I izeep tiiinizing periiaps if 1 izeep trying, the next win migil’c be the
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one that makes the critical difference”, mused Xix. "I seem to recall you said somet}ling like that about ten years
})aclz, twenty years before that, and then fi{:ty years further back ... before you went off and got your rear fried, in
the Eastern wastes." replied the &ragon. "Wisdom is about 1earning from experience. Sooner or later you just
have to accept the way ’cl’lings are and then do what you must. You are equaﬂy responsilale to those on the other
side of the gates. They have done everytl'xing to deserve that 1oyalty, which is far more than can be said for most
on this side!"

"True. Yes you're right as always Cy, but it's not a decision I ever wanted to make. I thought there would be
others, or another generation. | did not know or expect to be the last. It is very hard, but at least you're here!",
he said smiling up to the dragon. "Do you reaﬂy feel the vibrations of all that happens in Middle Earth?" ... as a
professional question. "Hmmm... trade secrets don't come cheap. You'll have to bribe me with a fish or two!",
repliecl the Dragon smiling. "T suppose if I'm going to be with you for a few clays, a more appropriate form might
upset the locals a little less."

The body of the &ragon shimmered again and folded, contracting until it winked out in a flash of light, leaving a
£air1y large cat sitting on the grass. "Fairly heavily bone structure, I see!", mussed the Wizard. "Mind you
manners and hurry-up with the fish!", responded the cat.

"It is obvious we could enchant them, and that's always been the case", said Cy between purrs as he watched Xix
rig line on his stag, then clrop it into the miﬂpond. "Then you have the same prol)lem that has confronted
everyone since time })egan. If humanity do not have control of their own nature and &estiny, t}ley are robbed of
essential })eing. It is something that all your sires have agonizecl over at one time or another, in my company, but

it is hard for you because it was not anticipated that the true line of wizards would come to an end so al)rup’cly."

Xix caught a fish, pulle(l the line in and gave it to the cat. Cy scoffed the fish in one go})ble, then set about a
typical feline-cleaning episode.

"Actuaﬂy cats eat fish slowly and in several bites - not one!", observed Xix.
"Yes - and real fishing poles have hooks and bait on them!", Cy respondecl.

"Generauy I do feel most things, if I'm in &ragon form, but I've plenty of information supplied by my kin around
the place and it seems rude to say | alreacly know. Anyway - we can both read open thoughts and natures signs,
but freely given perspectives have more colour and vigor. So | don't always listen to the vibrations ... unless I'm

particularly interested in a place."

"Your tower is such a place, as are your footsteps. I have been guardian of the Keeper of the Gates since the first
age and it is written in the old law that I will accompany the Keeper at the final Closing. Altl'loug}l you've locked
the tower and sent it Letween, I do not think you've fuﬂy decided yet, which is Wlly you are off to see Glywnnln
and the wood elves ... as a digression. | though’c Id tag along until you decide what you're going to do ... or don't
decide, which is more likely."

"What if I don't do it, or can't make up my mind?" asked Xix, sharing his feeling with the this enchanted clragon,
who was older than the first ages of the wizards.

"Ahhh ... you should know better than that Eylmgren! I already know what you will do and when you will do it,
but I don't interfere with destiny!" , purred the cat.

Xix 1aug11e(1 and threw him another fish. "Well we'd better be moving along then Cy. Any more than two fish and
I'l be La’ttling to carry you!"

"Now a return question if you wiﬂ", said Cy, 1ying across the wizard's shoulders, with his feet hanging down either
side of Xix's neck. "Why d lot - wizards that is - al the shuffle of old bent men?"
. y do you lot - wizards that is - always assume the shuitle ot old bent men?



Xix iaugiieti - "Mayi)e it's carrying the Weigilt of the worici, or fat cats, on our shoulders that does it! Actuaiiy it's
casier to be non(iescript amongst men, if you assume the guise of the old and frail, proi)ai)iy because peopie try
not to see you, in case ti'iey migiit be inclined to aciznowie(ige you or offer iieip. Whatever - it is easier to pass
with little notice", he respontieci.

Some (iays later, nigiit was faiiing as tiiey came to a ricieety i)ri(ige before a viiiage. There was a nigiit guar(i
posteci, who seeing the old man si'iuitﬂing—up carrying his cat said:

"We've no piace for i)eggars here. We'll not turn you away at nigiit, but you'ii have to sieep on the roa(iway"
"Thank you captain”, repiie(i Xix in his best age(i and quavery voice, then shuffled across the i)ricige.

"Hmmm... should dunk him in his river", quietiy muttered Cy, in Xix's ear. "We'll not be any trouble" , said Xix -
both for the guarci's and Cy's benefit.

The Viiiage was (iistinctiy unirien(iiy and not outwar(iiy oi;fering of any hospitality as Xix went tiirougii. Even the
pui)iic house had a i)ui‘iy iooizing rougiiian stan&iing at its (ioorway, giaring a warning - to move aiong - towards
the disheveled 1ooieing old man. On the other side of the viiiage Xix found a small bower in a iie(ige, shelter
enougii against the cold i)iting wind, for a brief resting-piace.

In fact it was ]oasicaiiy all about appearances. Cold and heat are relative. Dragons and Wizards - especiaiiy those
who follow pa’ciiways between continuums - experience extremes a thousand times those of middle eartil, thus the
climate was quite 'mild". Xix appeareci to all and sunciry to be an old vagrant, when ciioosing to be seen, thus
those who saw who expect him to rest as did most others. I fact - for both Xix and Cy - nigilt travel was
preferai)ie, because tiley could see periectiy in any iigilt and nigii’c gave them a chance to travel with far less
concern about the movement of men. As for woives, the odd org, go]aiin, or robber and other creatures of the
dark who preye(i on traveiers, coni:ronting a wizard and ciragon is not reaiiy an ideal way to spenci. your last

evening on earth.

Xix was iying in the bower, semi-siumi)ering with Cy curled within the folds of his cloak, waiting for the last of
the humans to bed-down for the nigiit, so tiiey could resume their journey. Tiiey were not in a particuiar i’lurry,
as if that was the case, Xix - as the Keeper of Gates - could move througii time and space as he needed. Aitiiougil
not written in the wizard's iore, and one of those tiiings Chryiiexius was smug about - but would neither confirm
nor cleny - all those whom had been Keepers of the Gate were iairiy certain Cy could also move ’ciirougii space
and time at will. The most ancient and wise amongst old dragons or not, Cy was still a (iragon - ci'laracteristicaiiy
ioving to horde secrets even more than pearis, goi(i or jeweis. To a clragon, secrets and superior iznowie(ige were
the greatest treasure of aii, because ti)ey could be used to trick adversaries into giving more treasures, secrets or
ienowiedge. Not denying Cy his due, he did know most tiiings airea(iy - so the fun of discovering secrets was
mainiy limited to swapping speiis with wizards or expioring new remedies and mixtures with the elves - but he did

have fun extracting some price for any information volunteered ... simpiy as a question of (iragon clignity.

The walk was to think and talk about options, as well as silaring iznowietige on assorted points of discussion.
Travel - especiaiiy at nigii’c - gave both a very gooci opportunity to gauge the levels of corruption and piotting, as
well as how many fell creatures were crawiing from their iiitiing piaces in response to the gati'iering tide of new

evil.

There was a hurried shuffle as a bent Viiiage woman hurried ]3y, with the patter of an old ciog ioiiowing ioyaiiy at
heal. She was poor and coici, as her clothes were threadbare and for 1’161‘, the chill nigii’c winds ]Jiting; but she
pauseci on seeing the cmmpie(i form trying to sieep in the bower. She was ciutciiing a coupie of potatoes to her
cilest, just i)artereci, so she could make some broth.

"Excuse me" she called. "Excuse me ... if you would like some shelter just for the nigiit, I've a warm hearth." She
was watci'ling her clog, whose tail was wagging - a gOO(i sign, because she trusted the ciog to sense (ianger.



Xix slowly sat up. "Thank you good woman. Your offer is indeed kind and accepte(l if 1 might not impose upon
your hospi’cality", he said.

'Ahhh ... a high spoleen old man. Proba})ly a former castle steward or servant, turned-out in his old age. Still well
spolaen and mannered, so there's company for the night and added safety in numbers ... she thought to herself.'
The old clog rubbed against the stranger and Wagged her tail - a very unusual show of trust. The woman looked
closer in brief hope that it might be ... but it was not ... the lost husl)ancl, clisappearecl now for two Winter's gone.
"T've a little broth on the fire for the children and 1. I can spare a 1i’ctle, to help you lzeep warm", she said.

She hurried off towards a small ramshackle hut on the outskirts of the Viuage. It was ka(ﬂy in need of repair and
showed the structural neglec’c caused Ly two hard seasons, without detailed attendance to the heavier external
maintenance needs. Olaviously no one was o{'[ering to help her, from the Viuage. Inside the hut was as neat and
well lzept as possi]ale, for a poor woman of limited means. What little she had was careltuﬂy maintained, neat and
ticly.

The old dog ran over to greet her mate, curled on a bed of straw, at the back of the room. He was flanked }Jy two
younger dogs, pups, perhaps from three or four seasons past. The old male could not get up, seemingly cripplecl
lny age and some degenera’cion of his hips. He greeted his mate with his tongue and eyes, showing his joy at their
reunion. By the hearth were two small chilclren, thin but clean and well cared for. The l)oy seemed around eight
years and the girl about six, thin and WiUowy through less than full stomachs in recent years. On a paﬂet in the
shadows was the l)ody of a man, grey in paﬂor, eyes lost in some long forgo’cten (lream, with drool lealzing from
listless 1ips.

The boy was stirring a pot, ]ouljbling on the fire. He jumped up as his mother and her (Jog entered, eyes betraying
his patient hunger. Initiaﬂy he stepped back, when he saw a stranger with her, but recovered confidence as his
mother and the clogs showed no reason to fear. "Who are you?" demanded the little girl .."And hurry up and
close the door. Its chill Jconigh’c and firewood's not for the wasting" she scolded.

Xix smiled and quiclzly closed the door. "What's that you've got in your coat?" she asked, spying Cy's tail. "Don't
be ru(le, Rhiannon. He is a guest and we must be poli’te", said the Loy automa’cicaﬂy assuming self-defined his
Auties, as guar(lian of the household.

"My name is Eylofren, but my little friends call me Lyo and this is my cat Cy", said Xix removing his hat and
lnowing. "How do you do. T am Daffy(l and I'm the man of the house" said the little Loy, trying to imitate Xix's
bow and signal his sister to curtsey at the same time. "You must excuse my sister, She is only young and does not

know her manners properl et he continued.
properly y
"I do too" retorted his sister. "I just didn't know he was a guest"

"That's uncle Avvon", the boy said pointing to the inert figure on the paﬂet. "He got cut l)y an evil Orc's knife,
A,uring a fig}lt in the Mirlzwood, and Dad's talzing him to the Singing Lake ... when he comes home".

During this exchange Xix had watched the race of emotions across the mother's face, proucl of her chilclren,
laughing at the banter about manners, and then sadly clouded at the mention of her brother and a hushand -
long overdue - unlilzely to return. "Ohhh... he's the Liggest pussy ['ve ever seen!" cried Rhiannon, as Xix put the
cat on the hut's floor. "Can I stroke him? He won't {ight with our clogs will he?"

"l am sure Cy would love to be pa’cted l)y such a charming young lady and no - I don't think he will {igl'lt with
your dogs. They look too ]oig and tough for Cy. He's a smart cat, so | expect he'll be on his best behavior." said
Xix.

"Roy used to fight wolves if they came at nigh’c, before he got sick. He's the biggest and bravest dog around”,
Dagyd added proucﬂy.



"Quicle - put these in the pot Datty(t. Sooner (tone, sooner cooked and eaten", his mother said wiping her hands
on her apron. "[ am Sarah. There's not much left to tell that these two haven't alreacty mentioned", she said

smiling .

She was a handsome woman, prou(t once, but bent by recent trials. Xix had ttlougtlt her in her mid thirties when
first she called to him, but realized she was actuaﬂy in her mid-late twenties. She was ttlinleing the same of Xix,
realizing that rather than an old broken vagrant, he was a timeless middle age - pertlaps torty - with remarleat)ly
fine and uncaloused hands. What ever he was, he had never been a serf or servant. What calamity overtook tlirn,
that left him wandering the roads and sleeping in ditches? Still the old law says that even the Great King, once
walked abroad as a humble ranger; but that was three hundred years ago and much had ctlange(t since the great
t)attles, before the gates of Mordor and on the plains of the Rohan.

Xix knew all she was ttlinlzing, as he had on the roa(t, even the yet to be born ttlougtlt that pertlaps here was a
suitable replacement for a hushand 1ong given-up as dead. In fact Cy had alreacty ascertained he lay cold on a
sla]o, enchanted t)y a Bolrog for seelzing to steal from its tloard; in an ancient dwarf mine, deep beneath a dark
forest dell not twenty 1eagues distant.

"I am an apottlecary, tormerly in the service of the Rohan March Warden. As sometimes befalls those of my
calling, I had an urge to range to the west and east, seeteing torgotten and rare herbs to use in my medicines. |
am interested in what Dattyd said of the Singing Lake. Has it medicinal properties in its waters?" asked Xix,
then teeling a cats claw cuff his ankle.

Sarah had piclzed up in keen interest, faded tlopes again t)eginning to rekindle and glow. "Your viuage folk did
not seem that tlospitat)le. [ was told to move along and no shelter would be given, which is thy you found me
malzing-(to with a tle(tgerow bower. I've sleep worse in my travels, but not within a Village and am tlappy to pay for
your hospitality", Xix continued. "I also have four fish, fresh caugtlt today, and some her]as, you may wish to add
to your broth".

Xix knew there was not enougtl broth to feed them aH, nor food for the (togs; because Sarah's ttlougtlts Letrayect
her as she offered far more than she could afford to give. She was (tesperately poor, trying to find possessions of
her own she could sell to unteeling Viuagers, simply to stop her small tamily from starving. Her own small
holding never seemed to prottuce crops to match the work and care she ctevotett, along with her ctlitttren, because
the soil was poor. Yet she still dismissed thougtlt of payment for hospitality and simply praye(t her visitors might
be able to tlelp with medicines for her brother, or pertlaps directions to the fabled Singing Lake.

Xix took four fish from his travel lnag - courtesy of Cy, who had been ]3usy while he'd been talteing - and some
her]os, which he gave to Sarah. "Fish!" cried Rtliannon, "Goocty! goocty!"

"Too much migtlt spoil the herbs, so pertlaps the dogs migtlt share two?", suggeste(t Xix.

Sarah was in a dither. So much was tlappening so quiclzly, all good after so much pain and ill luck. She reaﬂy
had doubts about stopping t)y the sleeping tigure, but she couldn't go past, and now all her luck had su(t(tenly
ctlange(t. Where to start, what to say. She couldn't decide.

"The Viﬂagers and the Singing Lake" said a voice in her mind. She tocusect, then said:
"You reaﬂy are so kind, Mr. Lyo. Are you sure it would be alrigtlt to give two fish to the &ogs?"

"Quite all right, Mus. Saratl", respontted Xix, which made her smile. "You did invite Cy and [ in, to share your
meal. It is only fair that we should share in our own small way. [ think you migtlt also agree it wouldn't hurt Cy

to miss every second fish for the next week or two!"

She looked over at the large cat, tying on its back playing with Rhiannon and the two younger ctogs.



"Yes, he looks like he's fairly well stoclze(l", she agreed. "But I won't hear of lodging, as you are our guest,
although I would appreciate any medicines you might have to help my brother or poor Roy."

"I think Roy is not a problem, because I've some herbs of arthritic joints. It is very common in both human and
animals. Orc poison is another thing altogether, but Mithras can arrest it and I collected some a few weeks back
in the Gweflen Steeps. I'l mix that tonight and see if it has any effect".

"Is an Apothecary like a wizard ,a hea]er, or a doctor?" asked Daﬁy&.
"It's someone who has studied herb lore and curing medicines", said his mother.

"I'm going to be an Apothecary when 1 grow up, if you can cure sick people and animals too!", said Daffyd,

serious with the gravity of such a monumental decision; as previously, he was going to be a great champion, and

kill all the Ores in the Mirkwood.

Sarah had feed the four &ogs and placecl the remaining fish into the broth, now ready and ladled out in earthen
bowls. She took one aside to feed Avvon, but Xix stopped her saying: "the Mithras will work best undiluted by
other foods or liqui&s. I'l feed Avvon after I've made his medicine. Where was the Orc knife wound?"

"Tust above his hip, on the left side", Sarah responcle(l. "Ummm ... fish is yummy" said Rhiannon. "Can I have
some more?" Sarah looked at the serves alrea(ly ma(le, mentaﬂy calculating what would be left in the pot,
preparing to give from her own bowl to top-up her daugllter's second helping. She lifted the pot and ladled out
the remaining contents, discovering that somehow she had miscalculated and there was more than enough for a
second helping. Her mind tried to grappled with this before loeing overtaken 13y her own hunger, normaHy held in
check until she was sure her children had eaten, and she was carried away 1oy the pleasure of eating her fill of the
fish broth. For the first time in years everything was going alright for once. Her mind simply relaxed, for a brief
respite and discounted any‘t}ling unusual as part of the general goo& luck. Thus it did not question that DaHyd
also had a full second helping, just as there had been enough for Rhiannon.

"The viHagers in these parts are very unfriencﬂy to strangers and anyone from outside the Viuage itself. They seem
to grow worse each month, even to people just outside the Viﬂages and those - like me - at its edge. It's almost
like they were trying to reduce themselves to the smallest possil:)le ‘ching, occupying a space at the centre of the
Viﬂage. They fear, anything and everything, but seldom with any reason. Fear is growing and with it distrust. We
are clifferent, but that's because we came from the Mirkwood."

"While we are accepted here, we are still permanently 'outside' the Viuage and they will not help us as normal
neigh]oor's do. As a matter of fact, it is even getting rare for them to help each other. [ reaﬂy don't understand it
aH, but that is the way it is." said Sarah.

"Tt is pro})ably the wolves!", said Daffyd in his 'man of the house' voice. "Roy and [ are the only ones not scared of
wolves". Daffyd's mother beamed at him. "Yes, they don't have brave Loys or dogs to protect them, do t}ley?
They're not 1uc12y like me."

"Many wolves about in these parts?" asked Xix. "They seem to be increasing, either in number or l)ravery, but 1
may be noticing them more since Gwnlyn has been gone. Anyway children - time for bed. Off you go now and

cuclcue—up close, to laeep warm."

"Can pussy come too... Mum?" asked Rhiannon. "I think you should ask our guest”, her mother responded. "I

am quite sure Cy would rather be with some warm cuddly young children, than with his ]oony old owner", smiled
Xix. "Good night My Lyo. Thank you for the fish and the medicine", said Dagyd.

"Thank you for the shelter of you roof and protection, kind sir", replied Xix, seeing Daﬁycl's chest pug with
pride.

"Good nigh’c Mr. Lyo, are you laringing more fish tomorrow?" asked Rhiannon.



"T expect [ might have to, for Cy, so we'll see tomorrow. Good night young 1a.(1y", Xix smiled.

Sarah shook her head. "I'm sorry, | has been a while since we had fish. It's something we have on special clays, as

a treat."

"What were you saying about the Mirlzwoo&?", asked Xix, removing an assortment of small paper twists of herbs
from his travel bag, along with a well-worn marble grin&ing bowl. Sarah watched in fascination as he prepared

three separate mixtures of powdered herl)s, each in its own small bowl.

"Well most people say I'm crazy, but a person like you would know about things like the tree farming Ents of the
old world and the other strangish t}lings that inhabit deep ancient forests like the Mirkwood. Most are fell or evil
in dark forests, but some are goo& and kind according to their own measure. What actuauy happened was that
some weeks after my young brother was struclz-down, a tree told me to come here with my husband and sick
})rot}ler, to seek-out the Singing Lalze, then bath Avwvon with its enchanted waters. First my hushand thoug}lt I
was mad - taﬂzing to trees and all - but there were records of Ents in the 1egen&s of the Great war. All our
neighhours thoug}lt we were crazy; but an old crone who is a friend to all sorts of injure(l animals, and who lived
alone twelve 1eagues to the north of our old holding, confirmed the what I thought the tree had said"

"I didn't see a face or anything. I had been collecting faggots for the ﬁre, because the forest doesn't mind that,
when grief swept over me. [ sat on a log sol)]ging, then this cleep and very old whispering voice asked what ailed
me. | thought it miglﬂ: be a kind Elf lord or wizard or the like. It is different if you live ljy an old fores’c, you see
things others don't and believe more in the ancient legen(ls and the old folklore. Well T told my troubles and the
voice said: "... to come north through Rhovanion, ]:)eyoncl the lonely mountain. Nestled between the Ered
Michen und Erinmore steeps we would find an enchanted singing lake - home of the water nymphs the wisest of

the ancient dragons."

"We are going to see elves and dragons and wizards, when dad comes home ... " said Daffyd's tried voice from the
corner where they 1ay. "I migl'xt be a clragon or an ellt, when I'm })ig, if T don't like ljeing an apotl'lee". The voice
trailed off into dreams as Cy purred louder, snug between sleeping children and young (logs. Sarah smile a proud

sad smile.

"It went on to say: ... place a pearl on his tongue - as tribute to the clragon lord - when you bath him with the
enchanted waters. Then he will be cured." We came around the eastern reaches and up the Anduin Ly l)oat, but
we had little money left ]3y then and none ]Dy the time we reached the e(lges of the Withered Heath. Gwnlyn got
it in his head to find a troll's cache and find a fortune. He took to searching dark hollows and dells. When we
reached here we had no money 1e£t, except that we could raise couec’cing faggots and helping holders in their
fields. We had to sell our cart and horse, as well as those possessions we did could spare, to lnuy this small hovel
and see us through the winter under shelter. I don't think Avvon would have survived a winter without proper
shelter, so here we s’copped and tried to seek directions to the Singing Lake. All T have been able to discover is
that it is somewhere across the Withered Hea’ch, on the northeastern reaches of the Grey mountains. Some of
the very old folk say the place is called the Emerald Downs, or 'Erinmore Steep' in the old tongue. That confirms
the message of the voice in the Mirlzwoocl, but I've barely enough to feed my £ami1y, let alone to Luy another cart

and range further north east into the unknown."

"So here we sit, waiting for Gwnlyn to return; but we have shelter and are not starving, which is more than can
be said for many. [ do hope your medicines might help, because I fear Gwnlyn will not return." she said in a low

tired voice, so he son might not hear.

Xix was mixing water into his medicines, then carefuuy warming and further mixing two of the Jchree, in the
cooler glowing embers of the fire. The third mixture remained dry He mixed one batch into a paste and added
some of the broth from Avvon's Lowl, then moved over to where the two elclerly dogs watch him from the straw

})edding .

"This is a standard clraught for arthritis and arthritic or swollen joints. It should work. T will give it to both clogs,
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because al’cl’lough the female does not yet show pain, I expect she suffers like her mate", said Xix, exten&ing his
hand for the elder dog to sniff and lick. Sarah could see the trust in both Aogs‘ eyes and felt easier that they

recognized this stranger meant them not harm.

"It sounds like it was an Ent to me", continued Xix, "... from what legends and stories I've heard of them, but it
is apparently hard to tell the difference between them and a tree. Apparen’cly there are a few woodsmen who claim
to have raised their axes to a tree in unknown parts of forests, then been struck down ]3y some enchantment and
awalzing to find themselves in a clearing - when they fell amongst stancling groves. How much is £act, or {antasy |
don't lenow, but I believe the Ents are still in the deep forests - in some of the older places."

He put some of the paste mixture on his hands and allowed each dog to lick the potion off. He then placed the

remainder in a small clay pot and sealed it with bee's wax.
"This will 12eep while sealed. Use it if you, your family, or clogs, have joint pains and pro]olems."
"Should I give the dogs more, in the next days or weeks?" Sarah asked.

"I don't think it will be needed. I expect Roy will be up and about in the morning. It is fairly potent, so only use a
little - either ingeste(l or as a poultice on the area affected - when the pro]olem is noticed or at its worst. If the
medicine is going to do its work, it will do Ly the morning. More medicine will make no difference if it has not

worked by morning and may well just harm the patient", he said.

Sarah listened care{:uuy and took note of the instructions. Apothecaries were rare and expensive, usuauy only
found in castles, richer holdings and some 1a1‘ge Jcownships. She had never met one in her life and had previously
placed them in the same semi-my’ch category as the high 101'(15, lzings and fair fouz, common people were unlilzely

to meet in their simple life times.

She watched as he took the second potion, and the bowl of broth, over to the paﬂet on which Awon's wasted
lnocly Lay. He puuecl the unconscious man's nightshirt up above his left hip and examined the ugly scar, that still
Weepecl foul puss and remained cold to the touch.

"The wound won't }leal, though I've always bathed it daily”, she offered.

"It seems a slither of the blade is imbedded in his hip bone - which is both good and bad - but also why the wound
won't heal. It is goo& because if the slither had been free, it would work its way to his heart and kill him within a
few &ays, which is the way of fell weapons, made in the clays of the Dark tower; but the slither itself poisons all
uncorrupted flesh and secks to overwhelm his life-force. My potion &epen&s on the size of that slither, in the
})alance, as to whether the healing power of the Mithras can overwhelm the poisoning power of the Orc me’cal";

Xix explained, brow lined with concentration.

"Some of the old folk here about say there is a wizard's tower in the Grey mountains. Perhaps the wizard might
succeecl, should your potion fail, or we not be able to find the Singing Lalze", said Sarah openly spealzing her
inner fears. "Oh I'm sorry Lyo. | didn't mean to question your efforts. T was just thinlzing out aloud, in case it
doesn't worlz", she hastﬂy apologizecl.

"Now, now, Sarah... I understood what you meant, so you need not worry yourself apologizing", he said kincﬂy."
The pearl was important, I suspect, because the Ent would not have mentioned it unless it was. I don't suppose

you have a pearl?"

Sarah sighed. She undid her top button, revealing a thin silver chain around her neck. Un&oing the clasp she

removed the chain revealing a small pearl set in similar moon silver, asa pendant.

"This is my hope and last ‘ching of value. It was a wedding present to my great granclmother, given ]3y friencﬂy folk
of the woocls, who she knew as a girl. My granclmother said it was elves and this was elven's clesign of mintheral
silver. I have lzept it against the hope we migh’c someday come to the Singing Lake". Sarah passecl the fine chain
and pendan’c to Xix, who looked at it closely.
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"Yes this is of high elven's clesign and cra{'l:ing", he sai(l, admiring it. "You may not ac’cuauy have to sacrifice it,
because the old lore says: 'A pearl on the tongue, tribute to the dragon 1zings, for passing through their watery
lzingdoms'. It doesn't say it should be swallowed, nor necessarily lost".

Cy had picleed his way carefuuy from between the sleeping children, now jumping into Sarah's lap - purring so{'tly

- and curious about whatever tl'ley were cloing.

"My .. he is a Lig cat, isn't he!", said Sarah, as Cy sprea(l his bulk across her lap. she stroked him
al)sentmin&e(uy, as she watched Xix spreacl some of the potion on the Woun(l, then sprinlele the rest into a bowl
of clean well water. Opening Avvon's mouth, Xix said: "Just put the pearl on his tongue and hold the chain to

prevent him swauowing it or cholzing on it; while I administer this mixture."

"Is there a wizard's tower in the mountains? I mean have you seen one in your travels. I ask because I believe in
wizards, but most of the wise folk I've met say tl'ley've all gone away?", she asked as she watched him put the bowl
to Avvon's 1ips.

"Wizards are true" declared a sleepy voice from the pauet. Dagyd was showing remarkable resilience for a tired
little l)oy, with a full warm stornach, so late at nigh’c; but he was 12een1y interested in the goings on and grimly
resisting the weariness of his little l)ocly. Careful not to disturb his deeply sleeping sister and the two young clogs,
he got down and came over to stand l)y his mother, grasping her apron in habit from years past.

"Are you curing Uncle Avwon? Will he be better?"

Sarah had noticed a slight improvement in Avvon's paﬂor, when the potion was applied to his wound and the
wound itself did not seem as bad as she remembered it, but then it had been a 10ng (lay and perhaps she was
seeing what her heart wanted to see, rather than what was.

"W}ly is your fairy necklace in his mouth?" asked Da££yc[, using the family name for her heirloom.

"It's just there as something to stop his tongue getting in the way, while T give him this medicine", said Xix,

freeing Sarah from thinleing of a suita]:;ly convincing answer.

"I believe in wizards too, Dagyd, but there was no wizard's tower when Cy and I came down ’cl’lrough the Grey
mountains. That doesn't mean there isn't one, just that we didn't see one. I expect if the right person went
loolzing, they mig}lt find one".

Avvon's Lreathing had become easier and less laboured. His jaw was no 1onger slack and drool had ceased to run
from the corner of his mouth. "Remove the necklace now Sarah, and give him his broth. We will see what the
morning brings and if the medicines are enough. We have done our Les’c, but now we must wait. I will watch him
tonight and I think its time you both had a good sleep. You especiaﬂy Master Da)tfycl. A goocl apothecary must be
sharp first thing in the morning, because that's when you find the best fresh herbs for medicines. Off you go
now!" Xix smiled.

Dagyd returned to the bed with his sleeping sister and curled around Cy, who had followed him, as Sarah
carefuﬂy spooned the broth into her brother's mouth.

"What is the third potion you prepared - Lyo", she asked. "I feel rather embarrassed at ogering you shelter to
sleep for the night, and then having you lzeep a vidual instead!"

In the distance a wolf howled, answered l)y others of a pacle. Sarah shivered.

"Well I'm not modest and I welcome the chance to show off my trade to such an attentive audience. Besides - an
evil wound caused ljy dark magic is far more interesting and rewarding than treating a lord or his lady for gout

and warts", Xix smiled. Sarah giggled at the though’c.

Yes - what a waste (levoting those fine hands and skills to self inflicted ills caused Ly excess. She thought to
herself.
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S}le felt young again for the first time she could clearly recall in many years, and even the distant wolves seemed
no threat with a man watching the house. She had 1[orgotten the feeling of security and the warm embrace it

gave.

"The last potion is for the fire", said Xix. "It makes the air cleaner through the night and will help heal, as well as
give sounder sleep. Now put your necklace back on, and sleep easy tonight. I will watch Avvon and Roy, to see
how the medicine fares". He threw the potion into the fire, where it flared l)rieﬂy, filling the room with a fresh

tingle - like the crisp clean air, after a summer storm on the meadows.

Sarah was su(ldenly very weary. She noticed the older (Jogs were both watching Lyo with trust, through half
closed eyes. Well if this stranger did try any’ching, the dogs would rouse her and she was too exhausted to stay

awake much 1onger. "You are safe. You can trust. Sleep secure tonight" said the voice in her mind.

She 1ay down with her sleeping children, her last walzing glimpse Leing of Lyo fiuing a 1ong clay pipe and
smolzing thought{-uuy - Llowing fine smolze-rings into the air - as he stared at the glowing embers. 'Smolze-rings'
. some’cl’ling secreted (leep in the old 1egen(15, puued at her mind, but she was too tired to puH it into focus. She
drifted into the deep sleep of the 1ong exhauste(l, free to rest secure, for the first time after long and 1one1y toil.

Xix finished his pipe, then took out a small crystal knife and priclee(l his finger. He squeezed a drop of blood and
extended his had to the old (log to hcle, then repeatecl the process with the old dogs loyal mate. Shor’cly thereafter
both dogs slept souncﬂy.

Xix got up and did the same to the soun(ﬂy sleeping Loy, then walked over to Avvon. Here he was joined by Cy,
who sniffed the wound and felt the skin around it with his paw. Xix squeeze(l a fourth drop of blood onto Avvon's
tongue, almost ins’cantly changing the rhytl'lm of his breat}ling to that of a strong deep sleep.

"Tt will have to come out", said the cat.
"The price has already been paid!", mused Xix - smiling at the cat.
"He's you patient and you know I hate toucl'ling fell tl'lings", replied Cy, licleing his paws.

"Well she's paid your price my friend, so you have to do it. Just transmute it in the embers, and that way there is
one less fell tl'ling in middle eart}l", said Xix.

"How about a swap. I'l do the Bolrog and you remove the Orc me’cal", Cy bargained.

"No bargain there, Cy. You're just itching to fry a Bolrog. Mayl)e try out a few of those special speus you've

worked out for just such an occasion?", asked Xix lenowingly and similarly guilty.

"Well I've just cleaned my fur", stated Cy. "Might be different if I was in normal shape, but as a cat - I don't want
to touch anything dirty".

"All right" said Xix smiling, "... but you owe me a pearl", he added - just to stir the old clragon.
"Ahhh yes ... her great grandmother’s mother was a wood elf", said Cy.

"Thought $0 ... even before I saw the pen(lan’c. Avvon would not have lasted without Elven blood - even &iffuse",
Xix replied.

"May account for young Da)tfycl too", said Cy, 1oolzing over to the sleeping forms, one now stirring - liclzing a

salty taste on his hps, and starting to awaken again.

From between slit eyes, Daﬁyd spied the man and cat ’ca”eing by his Uncle's sleeping form. The cat was loolzing
straight at him. "Sleep Da{'fycl!", commanded a voice in his head. Dagycl fell asleep instantly, Wonclering if a cat
could talk, or whether he was just clreaming.
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Xix moved his hand over to the wound on Avvon's side. His hand moved through the ﬂesh, as though it was air,
and pricle-out the slither of Orc blade from the bone. "Yuck!" said Xix, as he threw the slither into the fire, then
poin’ce& outstretched ﬁngers, sending a bolt of blue-white fire after it. There was no sign of his operation
})realzing the skin of his patient, which in fact was rapicuy healing - no 10nger discoloured or cold.

The cat looked towards the fireplace, then a glo];)e of glowing blue-white fire rose, divided in a liquid motion and
fell back into the embers. "Nice egec’c", smiled Xix; then sent a fiery flash into the eml)ers, adding a few slight

variations of his own.

"Well we've a long night ahead of us. Do you want to see to the wolves, while I leave a small message?" Xix asked
the cat.

"Yes I'l do ’cha’c", replied Cy. "I migh’c pop down the well and see what ails the soil here about's too, while I'm at
it. It should pro&uce better than what Sarah has described. If T clean the springs, it will make the soils sweeter".
The cat walked ’cl’u’ough the closed door and sl’lortly after there was a great Lea’cing of wings. Cy lifted into the
moonlit night, in his full majesty.

Xix walked to each sleeping form and touched them ]orieﬂy on the forehead, scri]oing a form with his fingers, as
though writing an incantation on parchment. He whisperecl to the old dog Roy, who openecl his eyes and nodded
in aclznowledgement, then closed his eyes and returned to his contented slumber. Xix paused over Avvon, puuing

the blanket over the rapicuy healing young man.

"You will sleep until T return at sunrise. When you brother returns, you will tarry here until high Summer, then
go with your family to the Ghost Forest. The old folk will await you and see that your family prospers", Xix

commande(l ina 10W even voice.

The wizard then took a cold piece of charcoal from the fire's e&ge and draw a design on the reverse side of Sarah's
worn cutting board. Beneath the design he scribed some runes, not sure if Sarah might be able to read them and
not wished to insult, 13y not leaving ’cl’xem, in case she could. A heavy ﬂapping, followed Ly a loud splash,
indicated Cy's return. Xix piclzecl-up his staff and Lag, then walked throug}l the closed door - just as the cat had a

few minutes earlier.

"Humans are such clirty creatures” commented Cy, shaleing his monstrous form and showering Xix with water in
the process. "The fouling was coming from the refuse the Viﬂagersv - present and past - reclelessly allowed to
pouute the lands which sustain them. Soil's a bit laclzing in pot ash, but they could fix that ]3y plowing—in their
cinders ; instead of cliscarcling them - as they do - in heaps with other re{:use", commented the dragon.

"Might suggest that to young Dagyd, as something to help him see interest in herb law", responde(l Xix. He lifted
his staff and waved it before the house, then moved to the small gate with Cy. They walked forwarcl, passing

through two gates - one unseen.
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2. Long Nig’l'lt.

The c].ragon and wizard materialized outside a dark poclze’c of forest, growing up and hicling a cleep cut that once
led back to the Southern gate of a grand dwarven mine.

"Iron Mountains clwarves, ]oy the look of the paving" said Cy, transforming himself back into his cat form. "First
age if T recall correctly. Had a few small relatives over this way back Jc})en", he added. "Perhaps one or two are
asleep cleep in the bowels of the Worlzings, might be an adventure searching them out", he said with optimism.
"Still - work first and fun later!"

"Don't try to fool me", said Xix smiling. "This little escapa(le should be all fun! How did you go with the wolves?"

"Arrrhhh - well let's say they agreed to leave the entire district. Our friend on the })ri(lge saw me though, and was
struck l)y the clragon fright human's get'.

"Hmmm, [ suppose you expect me to believe it was unintentional! No doubt we'll be asked to fix that when we
get l)acle", murmured Xix as ’chey passed through the thick glade of dark trees.

The old law says: "The man who walks with virtue, need not fear the night, nor evil". It is slightly different when
those Wallzing are like Xix and Cy. Things of power can be felt, or sensed by most creatures - even Ly humans to
a limited &egree. The dark things &Weﬂing in that dell knew the feel of great power. Each of these strangers
emanated far greater power than the evil Bolrog that dwelt within the old dwarven Worlzings, and on rare occasion
came out to cull their numbers for sport. There would be a battle and the Bolrog would lose. Some of the more
optimistic wondered - speculatively - what tasty piclzings might be found within the old mines, once the Bolrog

and strangers were gone.

All knew these two creatures could see Jchem, at least as clearly as they saw the two creatures. Most slunk awa

y Y y
quiclzly. The rest tried to be as small as possilnle, and not move or attract attention. They waited, 12nowing the
earth would shor’cly be shaken.

Xix paused before the great doors of the mine, reading the ancient runes. "Both high Dwarven and Elven glyp}ls",
he said to the cat nestled on his shoulder. "There's Sauron's mark too, from the second age. Might one enquire if
one might expect to find the great forges that formed the nine within these depths?" asked Xix, getting an

inleling of an idea.
"One might", replie(l the cat, "... but one might be better served £ocusing on other pro]olems first"

"You mentioned exploring and searching—out some sleeping relatives here. I take it we are coming l)aclz, to satis{:y
our curiosity, after this night's activities are concluclecl", Xix pressecl, accustomed to the word and meaning

games, clragons loved to play.

"Arrrhhh! .." said Cy. "You are worthy of your title some days. The Bolrog has sensed us. No point in prolonging
his curiosity". With that Cy jumped down and passed through the small guarcl's gate - slightly ajar, at the side of
the great doors to the mine.

Xix held his staff hig}l, wl'lispered a word and flooded the great entrance gaﬂery with 1ight. Night vision lacked
colour and perspective. He and Cy admired the architecture, craﬂsmanship and use of coloured stone, as well as

ceramic inlays, as they casuauy explore(l the entrance level.

"That stairway up to the third level looks interesting", volunteered the cat as Jchey went cleeper, Xix understood Cy
was talzing the most direct route to wherever the Bolrog had the enchanted })ocly of Gwnlyn stashed or exhibited.
"Smells like it has some pet orcs or golnlins to pander to its needs”, repliecl Xix. "Yes, I've heard a few scu’ctlings
cleeper down", said Cy.

The Bolrog watched with cool fury, in a dark gaHery on the fifth level above them. It saw what seemed to be the
form of a Wizard, which it felt equal to, having bettered a wizard and broken its staff some aeons earlier; but the
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other shape was not familiar as the Bolrog had never seen a fat domestic cat. It knew is was a shape changer of
some form, but it could not piclz what it was exac’cly from its aura. Normaﬂy you could piclz a bear or werewolf
and the 1i12e, but the auras of these two strangers were somehow fuzzy and obscure. Sort of wavering misty and

silvery grey, so you couldn't quite determine the true s}lape or nature.

May]ae I'm just out of practice, it thought. Rules were rules and Bolrogs hated strangers - especiaﬂy creatures
from the ligh’c - s0 he would attack and entrance Jchem, then put them in his gaﬂery of conquests. This Bolrog
was powerful. He got that way })y l)eing cautious and 1earning l)y ljeing careful. He watched and tried to

remember what he knew of the old magic lore.

White aura was }lig}l elves, leings of the true blood and wizards of the first rank gran(l council. Grey was wizards
of the gran(l council, lords of the wind and sea. Red tl'lrough black were creatures of the &arle, with Sauron's
ringwraiths })eing a misty black shape, with re(l-gol(l tinge; but there was no mistaleing what they were and the
red-black evil of their purpose. The shimmering silver mistiness here was not the black mist aura of ringwraitl'ls.
Blues through greens to yellow were the auras of mankind and the warm-blooded creatures of the day. Silver? ...
It t}lought. Of course!!! A wrag pac12 leader had once told of seeing the forest ancient 'Old Tom!' tending his
bees, but the bees had attacked the wrags and driven then off, howling. Silver is for the old magic of the
Ancients.

What business did Tom Bombadil have in his mine?, the Bolrog wondered. Tt automa’cicaﬂy assumed the shape
changer to be the water nymph, that the wrag leaders had said lived in the waters of Old Tom's lands. This
a&ded-up when the Bolrog recalled that water nature caused some auras to shimmer. The latter was one of the
lessons from its youtl'l, the use of which had defied explana’cion until this minute.

Thus ]3y fairly dodgey logic, the Bolrog deduced the two strangers were Old Tom and his water nymph partner.
It drooled at the though of capturing a nymph, and twisting her with its evil. The rings were broken and Old
Tom was never known to have any par’cicular magic abilities greater than say a second or third ranked wizard. He
had defeated and entranced a second rank wizard, so Old Tom would present no great risk. Tt would be harcl, but
the Bolrog knew it would win.

"Twisted mind - twisted logic. It will attack shortly!" Xix Whispered to Cy. "Twisted mayl)e, but I can see where he
went wrong. In for a pretty sad shock reaﬂy", Cy replied. "A gaHery of conquests, including a wizarcl?", sounds
interesting said Xix. "Yes" responcled the cat, simply and smugly. "You lenew, of course. More schemes within

schemes?", Xix thought. "First things first", ’chought Cy.

The Bolrog swept down, setting a wall of ﬂaming columns towering around the two intruders and 1ocleing them
within its confines. Landing across a stone Lriclge, that spannecl a chasm, it roared with pure malice: "I know you
and your companion - Old Tom Bombadil. What foﬂy loough’c you into my realm - answer before I blast you to
the nether worlds!"

"Wrong on both counts" said the grey robed figure.

Neither of the intruders were cringing as they ought. The Bolrog hesitated. He had named them in his
incantation, which had no visible effect. Either he was wrong or the old magic could resist his strongest
incantations, meaning this was going to be more difficult than first ’cl’lough’t. He tried a test and used his fire
Wl’lip to draw the columns more ’tightly together, to further constrict the space the ljurning circle delineated, and
increase the heat Leing felt 1oy his captives.

It didn't work. Not only didn't the columns o]aey his command, but Jchey grew chiﬂed, })urning with cold blue-
violet ﬁre, rather than the yeuow—recl heat of dark magic. The chill touched the Bolrog and caused him to shiver.
It weakened him. He retreated to collect his thoughts and flew down to a great gaﬂery in the lower eighth 1evel,

where he was warmed ljy fires rising from the molten forges of old.

He did not have time to gather his thoughts, because two sl’limmering forms materialized in the chamber with
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him, and became the two strange intruders.

Perhaps if I can maim one and then turn on the o’cher, thought the Bolrog. It gathered its dark powers and fired

them in a full blast at the smaller of the two figures, causing the mountains to shake and forges roar with heat
behind him.

"Mistake!" said the smaller form, turning away the fiery assault. As the smoke and flame cleared, the Bolrog
understood its error, because the dragon form of Chryﬂexius the gran(l was revealed in all its glory. "Sl’limmering
- waters and ice £ire, the scales of the dragon lords... ", the Bolrog su(ldenly recalled with &ismay. He had no
chance against a large dragon, let alone against the magic of a dragon lord! A terrible error the Bolrog thought. I

must escape and start a new elsewhere.

"What makes you think I would let a play ’cl’ling like you, escape before I'm finished?" enquire(l the dragon 1iclzing
its lips.

"I've a hoard of treasures and jewels, even pearls from the Western seas and Elven wrought metals", I })eg you to

let me go free, pleadecl the Bolrog - ogering a llefty bribe.

"No!", said the &ragon. "l am going to send you back from whence you were called in the second age. Your time
here is finished, you will not escape, and besides - 1 thought you counted yourself a great champion and lzept a
gallery of conquests? Am I not a worthy chaﬂenge for you?"

Stupid! stupi(l! stupid!, thought the &espera’ce Bolrog. W}ly did I act so hastily. Of all creatures to chaﬂenge -a
Aragon lord. T must escape somehow! Across the molten forges and around the side of the dragon's servant, it
’cl’lought. Then the dragon could not blast him without also Llasting his servant. The Bolrog moved with Minding
speed, driven })y a desperate urge for survival. As he moved he fired a blast across the servant at the dragon,
hoping to destroy the former and distract the latter.

The Bolrog flew straight into a freezing wall of blue-white ﬂame, this time delivered from the ﬁnger of the
clragon's companion, who had shed his cloak and blazed with the silver-white light. He was caught, held fast,
ljeing drawn into a space between the wizard and the dragon. "Silver on white ... for the Guarclians, first ranked
of the wizards—ﬁne!", wailed the Bolrog in final recognition, then utter dismay and defeat

"That's right, and I am afraid you made another tactical mistake!", the wizard advised the Bolrog. It howled with
fear, while its sniveling servants in their deep hoﬂows, quiclely abandoned their leader to his fate and made for the
great doors of the mine. Cy noticed the movements and sent jets of dragon fire ]Jurning ’chrough all those
gaﬂeries leading to, and including, the great entrance hall. His fire was enchanted and would continue to burn all

evil it touched, until he quenched it by order. Hundreds of orcs and goblins died in that brief flash of fire.

The wall of blue-white fire that held the Bolrog, now closed around it and squeezed it smaller and smaﬂer, until it
was reduced to the size of a man's head. The wizard piclze(l up the fiery Lau, 1oolzing deep into the fearful eyes of
the Bolrog trappecl within, then kicked it over to the (lragon. It arced high and the dragon caught it in its mouth,
then spat it towards the Ceiling of the gauery and held it up with a stream of dragon ice fire. The Bolrog was
screaming in mortal agony, trapped and burnt, with its magic totaﬂy quencl'lecl. Cy maneuvered the screaming
ball over Xix and then withdrew his ﬂame, 1etting it clrop. Xix pointecl his finger and pus}le(l it up again with a
further jet of magical ice flame.

"So what was you idea for punishing this one, Eylofren?" the clragon enquired. The Bolrog's screams changecl

pi’cch to a howl as he heard the clragon name his companion and confirm its error.

"Well, Chryﬂexius ... the Bolrog wailed louder with anguish, on hearing the name of the High Dragon Lord, just
as Xix had intencle(l, "1 thought may]Je crush him like a beetle, like this ..." Where upon the wizard clappe(l his
hands together and the ball field became a flat saucer shape, emitting the screams of the Bolrog trapped within.
"Or mayl)e send him to a cooler climate, where he'd cause less of a nuisance!" The wizard retrieved the saucer and
sent it spinning through a spatial gateway, across the Ccosmos, and landing on the frozen surface of distant

nitrogen planet.
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In torment on that frozen waste, the Bolrog saw a hand reach through time and space, &rawing it Laclz, then
Aropping it on the gaHery floor, deep beneath the mountains of middle earth. "How about you?" Xix asked the

ragon.

"I was thinleing about something a little closer and warmer. Poor diddums might catch a cold out there...",
repliecl the dragon, using his magic to send the trapped Bolrog spinning into the Sun, but enamouring it against
total annihilation in the searing furnaces of the star. The Bolrog was again drawn back to the gaﬂery between his
tormentors, but this time the wizard expancled the constricting field restoring the Bolrog to its normal size and
shape, albeit firmly held and stripped of its powers.

The Bolrog groveled, vanquis}led, unable to believe its stupi&ity in not recognizing and engaging two such

creatures. "Do you choose to go back, from whence you came?", the dragon asked.

The Bolrog nodded in ascent, then felt the spatial shift as he was thrown back ’cl’lrough the gates of lore and
time, to that place from whence he'd first been caued, Ly the forces of darkness.

"Think twice before you come again, and impress that upon your friends", said the dragon's voice across space
and time. The Bolrog heard, counseling all against answering summonses to other worlds, and never forgot this

encounter.

Cy recalled his (Jragon fire that had been Lurning in the gaﬂeries change& back to the cat form and went with Xix
to the Bolrog's gallery. They found Gwnlyn, as a lesser exhibit marked "Burglar", in a hall of more notable

conquests.

"Who is this wizard?" asked Xix, trying to remember all members of the council lists and those missing or
unaccounted. "That is Rhyss the larown, also known as the rat, because his brown is more a cobalt brown like the
coat of a rat. He was Radagst's unclerstudy, fres}lly risen to the second rank - a journeyman - when he went
missing. The council thought he had gone across the Western sea two centuries back, but we dragon's knew what
fate had befallen him." Cy answered. "...but we don't play around with destiny", he a(lcled, stating the obvious
reason the dragon lords had for prizing some of their secrets and secret 12now1ec1ge.

"It occurs to me that all is never lost, so long as someone watches and knows what passes”, said Xix speculatively.
"Well I've always held there is something wondrous and new to be discovered everyday. It does you credit to still

be 1earning", repliecl the ancient clragon, with a superior air.

"His staff is broken. I expect we'd best restore it before we release him, to cushion his anguish", said Xix. "Yes,
there is much to do here, when we come back", replied Cy - reminding him that time moved on. "Shall we get
Gwnlyn a small cache for all his trouble? I expect that might make your plans along that line - for Sarah and her

family - a little easier to implement!" he continued.

"Am I that transparent?" as Xix smiling. "No ... more pre&ictable. I have watched you now, for almost a hundred
lifetimes, so you're not exactly a sul)ject I'm unfamiliar with. Besides a little gold will eXpedite t}lings, but we
should time his return for after our departure. A clay per}laps?" enquired the (lragon.

"At least half a c].ay TS agreed the wizard.

They collected some golcl and jewels, specificaﬂy finding some fine jewelry for Sarah to leeep and wear - that
matched her existing Elven necklace - then added some pearls and embossed leather collars, made for some long
forgotten leing's clogs. They placed these in a sack Gwnlyn had l)y his side, where he was exhi]oited, then left.
Outside Xix sealed the guards gate at the side of the great doors with an enchantment.

Watching eyes saw the two emerge with a third - seemingly enchanted - and leave. They had heard and felt the
battle, along with seeing the flames that engulfecl the ﬂeeing Orecs Lrieﬂy flare ’through the guarcl's gate. The
Bolrog was Vanquishe(l and the strangers were 1eaving. Many eyes watched their progress, back through the dark
forest glade.
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In the middle most part of the (leep deﬂ, Xix stopped, opened his cloak and grew to his full measure of power.

He called out in a loud clear voice:

"Hear me creatures of the forest. Listen and bide what I say. | am Eylofren the Fine — cosmic wizard of the first
ranlz, lore master and lzeeper of the gates. The Bolrog is Vanquished and banished back whence he came, never to
return. Most of his train have been flamed. The rest will be enslaved as my workers. Before the moon is turned 1
will return and the Worleings of the great £0rges be restore(]., for a Wllile, but only for those of the old blood. You
who mean no ill to other creatures may stay without fear, 12nowing we go about our affairs as you do yours,
avoicling the foﬂy of men. This forest and dell will remain protec’ced, more so perhaps; however those of you who
love the dark and evil, should leave now for the northern wastes - if you wish to see the new moon. I wish you no
evil, but will not abide evil at my front or back door. Think well and decide, before I return."

"Fairly well put!" said Cy as they turned and continued their journey out of the dark glade. Outside Xix opened a
gate, moving them to a small treed hillock about three ]eagues from Sarah's village.

"A tree will get his blood flow Worlzing again", arguecl Xix. "But it might get choppe(l down too", replied Cy. "How
about sinlzing him in a stream?" he countered. "Then he'd be all wet, when we got him out", complained Xix.

"How about a nice rock facing sunward", offered Cy as a compromise.

"Well T suppose it's that, or be chopped, drowned or buried. Alright - a rock it is then", agreed Xix. Tl’ley found a
suitable rock and using enchantments hid Gwnlyn within it, along with is treasure sack. "Better do a small
protection speH, just to be on the safe sicle", suggested the cat. "Cutting branches is one thing, but rock as well!"
Xix shruggecl his shoulders and said an incantation that would protect the rock. A lark that chose that rock as a
possil)le resting place got a rude shock later that day, and pro]ja]oly would have cursed the dragon, had it known
what shocked it.

Sarah awoke to the smell of fragrant herbs. She sat up and rubbed her eyes, 10012ing first at the heart}l, where the
fire was cracleling Lrightly beneath a Lu]al)ling pot of gruel and Lyo sat - legs outstretched quietly smolzing his
clay pipe - as she recalled him ]Jeing when she slipped into deep sleep. The three small windows were open and the
air was freshly ’cinghng in the room, adding a kind of fresh goodness to the spice smells coming from the cooleing
pot. She got up and stretched, smiling a sleepy good morning to her visitor.

"You need not have gone to the trouble of coolzing breakfast for us too, especiaﬂy after sitting through the night
with Avwon. How is he? Has the medicine worlzed?", (lesperation giving an e(lge to the plea&ing concern in he

voice.
"See for yourself", said Xix, indicating towards the slumloering form with the stem of his pipe.

Sarah then saw the string of fish on the table and that the clogs were licleing there paws, obviously happy at
already having their fill. She was overjoyecl to see Roy get up, tail wagging, and walk over to rub against her legs.
There was no sign of the crippling pain that that lzept him to his bed in recent months. Free of the obvious pain,
he actuaHy looked younger.

"] see you've been busier than I thought", she said, in(lica’cing the fish.

"Actuaﬂy - Cy was a bit insistent on that score" he smiled. Sarah looked at Cy lying on his ]Jaclz, feet upwarcls,
sound asleep in front of the cooleing fire. She laughecl and then carefuﬂy puuecl the cover down from her brother.
Though pale, his colour was returning to normal. His Lreathing was free of effort, while he had turned on his
side during the nigh’c - the first time she had known him to move of his own accord since ]Jeing afflicted. She saw
the wound itself had closed and the discoloration was gone, along with the chill.

"He's cured", she cried with joy.

"On the mend I think is closer, but yes the medicine has worked and broken the power of the evil within him",
Xix respon&ed. "T actuauy made the gruel as part of his recovery. | expect his ]oo&y needs the nourishment, so it
seemed a good idea and I though’c I'd save you the work".
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"How can [ ever repay you for your kindness", she asked sincerely, wringing her hands and mentauy regretting

she had no coin to spealz of. Her hands reached to her throat as she recalled her prize(l possession.
"Would you take this as payment, with my most sincere thanks?", she asked reaching to unclasp the chain.

"That is pro})al)ly the most I've ever been offered" said Xix, "but no, it is too valuable and must one &ay pass to
your &aughter Rhiannon, as it was passed to you. Cy and I would welcome one more night of your hospitality

though, if it is not an imposition?"

"Tmposition!", 1aug1'1ec1 Sarah. "You've fed us, healed us and stood watch througl'l the night; when I invited you

here so you migh’c sleep in safety. I wonder who has imposetl on whom?", she enquirecl with a smile.

Xix drew on his pipe thoughtfuﬂy. "Favour ]oegets favour. It was you who first turned aside and offered kindness
to strangers in need. Perhaps you deserve some kindness in return, and should simply accept your clue", he said
"The gruel is about reacly now. If you'u bid me the li]oerty, | migh’c have a small portion myself and then snooze
for a little while".

"Oh! but of course." said Saral’l, Mushing. "You must be exhausted, poor ’c})ing. Ummm... I don't want to be too
expectant, but how long do you think it might be before Avvon recovers. I mean the children will be aslzing and
it's been so long. I'm excited, relieved and fearful of hoping for too much - all at the same time". Xix noticed she
was again wringing her hands in anguisl'l and thought on it.

"You bend down your finger nail on your index finger when you're worried, you know. Ever noticed that?" asked

a voice in his head.
Xix glanced across at the outstretched })ody of the cat and noticed a twinkle in the slit of an eye.

"Well don't get your hopes up too much, but the grue] should give his bocly enough strength for him to awaleen,
perhaps latter today or tonight, judging from his spee(l of recovery thus £a1‘; but he must not be over excited.
Much has happened since he was struck down, so he'll awake very disorientated and weary from the 1ong battle

against the evil poison within him."

Sarah joyously nod&ed, harcﬂy able to believe her ears, but 12nowing the stranger would not lie to her. She would
spealz again to her brother before the clay was out, after she had all but given-up hope of 1zeeping him alive.

"Mind you, if you don't feed him and feed yourself, I expect your ravenous children might cat all the gruel when
they awalzen", he added drawing a final time on his pipe, before tapping its bowl against the side of the hear’ch,
then secreting it back into its pouch and his cloak.

Sarah got three bowls and ladled a measure into each. "Tust a little for me", repeated Xix. "That's enough".
"There reaHy is plenty more" said Sarah looleing into the pot. "Are you sure that's enough?" "Well T finished-off
what was left of last night's broth — ‘waste not want not” - so just a little is fine", he explained.

Sarah the mother looked at him with a raised eyel)row. She was slzeptical about just how much of last night's
broth was le{'l:, given that she and the children had their fill - along with Awvon - from a pot that normaﬂy loarely
sufficed for four people. Perhaps the thickness of the added fish made it seem like more, she thought. That
mig}l’c explain it. Xix was spooning his gruel into his mouth and she had the inlzling he was smiling at her, but
his face did not ]Je’cray it. The dusty golcl eyes held a twinkle of good-na’cure& mischief. She smiled and turned her
attention to £ee(1ing her brother.

She heard Rhiannon and Daﬂycl stirring. They were up and rulo]aing sleep from their eyes Ly the time she had
finished with Avvon, whom perhaps not surprisingly, had chewed and swallowed of his own Voli’cion, though still
too unconscious to know what his l)ocly was cloing. She hushed the children, pointing to the outstretched figure
ljy the hearth slumloering. Rhiannon still squealed brieﬂy and cuddled Roy, when she saw him standing at her
mother's side. Sarah placed two serves of gmel in bowls on the taljle, loolzing again into the pot puzzling, as it
was still a quarter from empty, and shook her head in bewilderment.
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The children hungrily launched into the fragrant gruel, Daﬁyd pointing at the cutting board and tracing ﬁgures
she'd been too })usy to notice.

"Is that rune-talk to mean - 'catching fish'?", asked Dagyd, pointing to the runes sketched below the figures.
Sarah looked at the sym]aols and saw the )tigure of a man (lrawn, feet in a stream, with a fishing line tied to the
end of a pole. A cat and two fish were drawn at his side. Under the picture was long stroked lettering of the old
language, she had sat pains’calzingly learning with her grandmother, when she was a small child. Rhiannon looked
over with interest as Sarah concentrated on explaining the letters to Daﬂ:yd.

"That is a plural syml)ol - meaning two - and says 'we' or 'us'. This is an active symbol that says how the writer is
acting, or what his action is, which is called a context. In this case it means '(loing' or '})eing'. This little group
says ']oy moving water' or ']ay the stream'. The stroke and letters here show the water is moving and that symbol is
for water itself", she said tracing the letters.

"The next one is an active sign again!", offered Dagyd transfixed.

"Yes", said Sarah. "that's very goocl Dagyd."

The next word puzzle(l her a little and she smiled, because her un(lerstanding of its usage was for 'with nature' or

'at one with surroun&ings‘, usually meaning 'specula’cing on nature'.

"The next word means 'tllinlzing about' - which must apply to the pussy cat Cy (wl'lo is watclling). That is a little
jolze, and the last syml)ol is for 'fish '."

"The lines ac’cuaHy say:

"We - being - by the stream, - &oing fishing - thinleing about fish'. This one at the end is Lyo's own symbol, to
say who has left the message”, she explained as she examined the fine intertwined monogram at the bottom of the

message.

"The picture is better", said Rhiannon. "Yes, but see how the letters on]y use a little space compared to the
picture. A 1ong or detailed message is easier to write in these letters, than to draw in lots of pictures. It is much

faster too, if you're in a hurry", said Sarah.

"Would you teach me these letters?" asked Dagyd, better seeing the advantages than Rlliannon, who was sl’xalzing

her head in doubt. She remained convinced the picture was a better message.

"Yes. I should have started last year Daffyd, but it’s been Lusy for me, with Uncle Avvon sick and your (lacldy

away so long. Perhaps we will start in a week or two."

Dagyd's face registered the realization of the implication she had ma(le, jumping up and going to feel his uncle's
brow. "He's better. The medicine has worked hasn't it!", yeued Dagy(l excite(ﬂy, causing Rhiannon to shriek with
(lelig}l’c and setting the two younger dogs I)arlzing and jumping about.

"Shush, shush ... all of you!" hissed Sarah, but without a scold and Lelayecl l)y the excitement in her own
lneaming face. "Yes Mr. Lyo has cured him, like Roy, but the poor man was awake all night - then went out this
morning and caught us some fish to eat. We owe him at least some quiet to get a little rest in", explainecl Sarah.

"Run outside and play. It's a wonderful clay, but don't stray to far away now", she said.
"He made the porridge to, didn't he!", said Rhiannon. "His things have a special smell", she offered.
"That's because of the medicine. He's an appoclzy rememl)er", explaine& Da)tfy(l to his sister.

"I'm going to be an appoclzy too", he said waﬂeing out the door with his sister. "You said that last night and
before that, you were going to be a champion and kill Orc-monsters", Rhiannon retorted. "You blow with the

Will(‘l”, she added - ’chrowing in one of her mother's phrases for descri]aing changes of mind or indecision.
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"Well I'm going to be a cl'xampion and appoclzy", Daﬁy& returned. "Then I can kill the monsters and cure the
people they've hurt!", he said, impressed with the solution he'd framed. Three of the dogs were jumping about
})arlzing, the two youngsters c}lasing their tails and happily acting siﬂy; now not weig}led with having to be serious
- cons’cantly on guard - in the company of Roy their sire. His mate, remained inside with Sarah, wagging her tail

with pleasure.

"A happy (lay indeecl, Belle!" Sarah said to her dog , srniling and understanding the relief the clog must feel to see
her mate - not just up, but outside playing with the children. Belle answered with a short bark of pleasure,
Waﬂaing to the door then sitting in a patch of sun 1ight, where she could watch the froliclaing and guarcl her
mistress at the same time. In the partial silence Sarah heard the firm purring of Lyo's cat - Cy. Glancing towards
the sounc]., she saw the cat was now slum]aering contentecuy in his master's 1ap, chin resting in the crook or the

sleeping man's elbow.

She went about her morning housework as quietly as possi]ale, finishing the last of the gruel herself, before
Washing the pot - a rare thing indeed to have a full stomach, for one who had got into a habit of thinleing of
herself last and going without, more often than not.

She was still puzzled })y the pot, that seemed to give out more than it could }101(1, but then even the well water
tasted fres}ler, smelt almost £ragrant and was purer than she could previously recall. Perl'xaps distress and loss of
hope, darkens your perception of life and nature, she thought. She was accustomed to always trying to be
optimistic in the face of ill fortune, that almost crushed her spirit. After cleaning Awvon and his Le&ding, she
went outside in the morning sun, admiring the fresh clay and marveling that as with most other Jchings - it
seemed fresher and brighter. Yes - it's restored hope she concluded. Every‘thing looks better when you have real
hope.

A brief cloud crossed her joy, as she thought of her missing husband. She was no fool and had long given him up
for clead, realizing the cold realities of a person missing so long on the fringes of the wilds ; but it was hard not to
hope that perhaps he might still return, especiaﬂy on a 1ucley day like this. Still - perhaps if Lyo might stay a
While, and once Awvon was recovered, tl'ley rnigllt try to find trace of what had befallen Gwnlyn. May]je if he
s’cayed, Lyo might also take Dag:yd as his apprentice and teach him his trade. The family of an apothecary would
never go hungry or wi’chout, but more impor’can’cly: he and l'ns, would never be shunned ]3y selfish townsfolk.
Sarah was desperate that her children never experience the indifference and neighl)ourly exclusion, she had
suffered since setting out from their Mirkwood holding, to find a cure for Avvon.

Talzing her small hoe to the vegetable patch, she &ug over the soil to find what tubers migl'lt lie hidden. Much to
her surprise she immediately found three; unusual in itself, but more so because they were large - at least twice
the size of the few that normaﬂy grew there. "Truly a lucley day!", she said srniling to Beﬂe, who had her nose in
the earth and was digging holes to help. Sarah placed the tubers in her apron, dusted most of the dirt from her
hands and then walked back to wash her finds. Belle was })ouncing around like some siHy young thing, ol)viously
]Jasleing in the Change of their fortunes. Sarah smiled. Tt was hard not to, and she felt so light hearted too, even
to the extent of considering sleipping - then laughing at the thoug})t. Instead she hummed a long forgotten tune

and tried to remember worcls, seerningly lost in another time.

After washing, her haul was revealed as a Lig potato and two fair sized nublatos - a kind of sweet potato with
yeuow-cream flesh and a pinlz-re(l skin. She lzept humming her happy tune, a(lding words where one seemed to fit
from memory or just aclcling some’cl’xing that happened to rhyme. En’cering her home she crossed to the window
and put down her treasures on a riclzety })enc}l, ’cl’linlzing about what grain she might acld, with the fish, to the
evening's broth. Per}laps some corn seed and Larley; just a 1ittle, because her supplies were very limited and she
still needed to preserve seed for her plantings. Up the road, more a 1ane-way reaHy, she could see Da{;fyd and
Rhiannon jumping about with the dogs - Roy faithfuﬂy retrieving sticks thrown Ly the little Loy or girl; while the

sillier young dogs ran back and forth, not quite sure of what was supposed to be going on. The cries of joy and
laug}ler, mixed with excited barks, drifted back across heclge and field.

She Lrieﬂy s’copped her meal preparations, trying to recall ghosts of words at the eclge of her mind, as she could
almost remember the next verse of the song she'd been half singing.
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".. Fie hi - cli//y dom cla//y,
the birds and brooks all sing ...

Happy are we... tra lah - tra loe - tra /ee,

in spring's finest ﬂowerings

" neath the a’app/eal arms of/ea][y Lings,

we dance - we elves ...

][airest and Zzappiest o][a// /iuing tlzings S
- Sang a quiet voice behind her.

"Don't give-up your &ay jol) Sar-bear, you'd never make it as a minstrel!"

"I would too - if I didn't have to watch over such a pesty ]oro’cher", she said turning with tears of joy in her eyes.
"Avvon !I" she cried, releasing the anguish of years, and rushed to her brother's arms.

She huggecl him crying and sol)l)ing, while trying to laugh and be happy at the same time. The young man held
her tight as she pourecl out her release of love and emotions, then as she regained composure, he said: "It was just

a passing observation. You needn't to take it too much to heart!"
Sarah let out a little 1aug11 and snig, then made a half hearted attempt to beat Avvon's chest.

"It's been so hard. Gwnlyn has been missing two Summer's gone, and I was so lonely. I thought it would never
end”, she sobbed, pressing into his comforting embrace.

"There, t}lere, brave little Sar-bear. It's over now and I'm sure we'll soon find Gwnlyn is more temporarily

misplaced, than lost. It over and your safe. You've done We]l!", Awvon said gently roclzing her.

"I don't suppose | might just sit in the sunlight for a while", he asked. "T've been in the dark so long it seems, and
the draw of the light is strong on my spirit".

"Qh!", exclaimed Sarah, sucl(lenly remem]oering Avvon was only just restored and must still be ailing, as well as
weak. She looked over towards Lyo, who she saw was awake - quietly Wa’cching - filling the bowl of his pipe.

"I must ask Lyo - over there. It was he who cured you", she explaine&

"We've introduced ourselves" said Avvon smiling. "I awoke while you were singing outside, but you didn't notice
g y ging , V!

me watching - not surprising reaHy - when you came back in. Then I didn't want to frig}lten you."

"Wasn't me, it was the medicine - mirthras in particular. I think the sunlight isa good idea and the children will
handle the good news better seeing him outsicle, than jumping on him in here!", offered Xix. He got up and put
the bench seat from the table out in the sun, ]3y the door. Coming back inside he l’lelped Sarah, help Awvon to
test his unused legs and shuffle into the warm sunlight. With Sarah and Awvon seated in the sun, Belle lying at
Sarah's feet, Xix dusted off a section of log that bordered the faggot heap. He returned his attention to his pipe,

as the young couple simply sat in a silent em]Jrace, warmed })y the golden sun.

"What was that verse, you sang carlier from 7" Xix asked Awvon, lznowing the answer but with the purpose of

opening a non-pain{;ul area of clialogue between the two sil)lings.

"Grandma used to sing it. She called it the 'Wood Elves' Dance of Spring'. We used to hear echoes of it, when
we sung it in the woods, whether we were happy, scared or 1one1y. It made use feel happy and safe, expectant
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mayl)e .. like spring itself prot)ai)iy", said Avvon, eyes iooizing inward in recollection.

"I tried to sing it to make me tiappy these last few years", said Sarah with pain in her voice, "...but the words
wouldn't come and the iiappy memories were gone, until toctay. I think pertiaps it doesn't work if there is no real

iiope, and there were no ectioes iiere, to give me courage", sile sigtieci.
Awvon held her in the sun, restoring her with his warm comfort.

"I've heard echoes like that in the Ghost forest. Perilaps your elves still dwell tiiere", said Xix, nurturing a seed he

was tentiing.
"Do you reaiiy think there are still Elven folk in the Ghost forest?" asked Sarah, with giriistl interest.
"Almost certain, Sarati", Xix repiie(i.

Belle pricize(i up her ears and looked towards the Viiiage, stiortiy thereafter ttxey all heard distant t)arizing and
iaugilter as the children came running down the lane. Belle got up and ran out to greet them. A tlurry of small

bodies - (iog and child fell ttxrougii the gate, with Datty(i caiiing "Mum. mum, guess what... 7" He then saw
Avvon sitting with his mother and let out a wiioop of joy, rus}iing to outstretched arms, Rhiannon close behind.

The tlappy babble and chatter of the excited children su]osi(iing, Sarah said "Guess what - what?.. Dattyct?"
Datty(i looked puzzieci for a moment, then remembered.

"Jalee the watchman was struck (iumt), last nigtit. T}iey say he saw a (iragon and has (iragon trig}it! [ said 'that's
stupi(i 'cause (iragon's aren't bad'. T told then My Lyo was here tixing Roy and Uncle Avwon 'cause he was an
appociey. Mr. Botho asked if he was a doctor, but I said he was an appocizy. Ttiey're coming to see if Mr. Lyo can
tielp cure ]aize", he said with an excited rush.

Sure enough a group could be seen coming down the lane. Sarah looked at Xix concerned, in case Dattyci's
gossiping had over steppeci the mark, but saw he was just smiiing at the t)oy in goo& humour. "Your rigiit,
Dattyti. Dragons are mostiy good, like children. Oniy a few get up to mischief sometimes, which means tiiey
migilt be naugtlty, but not necessariiy bad. Tell me ttiougil...", he asked seriousiy, "... does ]aize like a jug or two,
of mead?"

Avvon cougilect and smiled. Sarah gigglect at the suggestion and Rhiannon iaugtieci to show she was as
sophisticated as everyone else. Dattyct couldn't see the joize or implication, so he asked:

"What has mead got to do with (iragons and t)eing struck dumb? T need to know so I can cure it when I get
oi(ier", he added in his best authoritative voice.

"Drinizing mead makes you iiappy and iigtit tieacied", offered his Uncle. "Lots of mead makes you sing, stagger
and a little ciumsy. Too much mead makes you imagine you're seeing ttiings. I think M. Lyo was trying to
establish if ]aize actuaiiy saw a (iragon, or more 1iizeiy drunk and imagineci he'd seen a ciragon!" Avvon expiaine(i.

"Arrrhhh 1" said Dattyci aciopting his new sage—iiize air. "If he was ctruniz, he migiit be seeing ttiings! ...But it

migiit have been a real ctragon, because tiiey're true - aren't tiiey mum?", he countered
"Yes - true but very speciai and very rare. Oniy special peopie meet (iragons", said Sarah smiiing.

"]aize is the watciiman", offered Riliannon, "... and his brother is Mr. Botilo, who owns the Inne. Isn't that
important?" she asked. "Yes | suppose it is, but important is not the same as speciai", said Sarah. "That doesn't
make sense", protested the little giri, still curious. "You'll understand better when you're grown-up", said Dattyci
trying to look taller than he was and iii(iing his own doubt. He did understand Vagueiy, in that Mr. Lyo was
oi)viousiy speciai, but not important like Mr. Botho, so there was a difference that he could just see.

Roy was stancting at the gate, giving one bark of warning and a low growi as the group of Viiiagers approactieci.
Sarah called him to heel and he ran back wagging his taii, reaiizing there was no immediate ctanger; but pieasect
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to be able to assert his autl'lority again, as an example to his mate and pups. Sarah and Xix stood as the Viuagers
reached the gate, 1eaving Avvon sitting - a child snuggling in either arm.

"Mr. Botho, Gregor, Owen, Gwennith", she said aclenowledging the Inne Keeper, Black Smith, Merchant and
Mus. Botho, in turn. "You may not have met my guest Mr. Lyo, nor my brother Avvon, who Mr. Lyo came to
treat for a swoon. Mr. Lyo is an apothecary, from the court of Rohan...", she addecl, in introduction, with a
certain enjoyment seeing the looks of surprise on their faces. In fact she'd never met, nor been visited Ly, any
more than two of the Viﬂagers at her home, in the entire time she had been there. Da)tfyd Watching had noticed
something in the way the viHagers had responded to hearing Mr. Lyo's ]oaclegrouncl. He didn't know what a 'court
of Rohan' was, but it was clearly something that made Mr. Lyo very important, as well as special.

"TI've not had the pleasure!" said Xix, exten(ling his hand to Botho, smiling; while his eyes bore into those of the
man who'd stood outside the Inne glaring, the previous evening. "My brother in law's been struck-down by a
dragon", said Gwennith in a rush. "Might you help him M. Lyo? We'l pay what price you ask!" Her husband
shuddered, but the woman had heard people like Mr. Lyo did not count pennies, and was certain Sarah could
never afford such an important one as this, if he did.

Ahhh ... the brains behind the Inne's prosperity, thought Lyo, foHowing her thoughts. Il extract a price you'd
not expect, but har(ﬂy be able to refuse; he decided, golclen eyes sl’lining. "Struck as in physicauy or struck-down
as in dragon frigl'lt?", Xix asked.

"Dragon fright", replied Owen, alreacly having noticed the possi]:;le variation in interpretation when first
Gwennith spolze. "Tt happenecl towards the Lewitching hour, last night", he added "...on the ]oridge to be precise”.
Owen liked to be precise, because it was like stock tallies. He liked things that added—up and that meant exact
measures. 'Being precise is a gooc]. rule for 1ife', was his view. More often than not the other Viﬂagers called it

'split’cing hairs', and thought Owen's love of precision was more an a£ﬂiction, than a virtue.
"Had he drunk any mead before going on watch? If so, how much?", Xix asked Man(ﬂy.

Rhiannon hearing the jolze line a second time, got in early, and shrieked with 1aug}1’cer. Sarah pale&.

"... and then the Lig go]alin flew over the moon, with sparlzs coming from his ]gurning pants. When he finaHy got
home, he couldn't sit down for a weelz!", said Avvon pre’cencling to be telling a child's story and covering his
niece's Laughter. Daf}r:yd understood immecliately. It was great to be part of Adult games. He 1aug11ecl and said:
"Tell me another story Uncle Avvon". Rhiannon though Awvon and Daffycl were going l)onlzers, but the ’chough’c
of a goblin with its pants on fire and bottom burnt made her giggle. She wanted to hear more. "Tell us some
more", she squealed with delight. Sarah's eyes send her message of cleep gra’citucle to her ]jro’cher, answered with
an impish wink that reminded her of their many llappy childhood games.

"He's not a drunleard, if that's what your suggesting!" frowned Botho. "Ale, but 'e liked a pot o' two a' fore 'e went
on guard each night - din't 'e", said the Smith - tapping his forehead with four splayecl fingers in a silent message
to the Apothecary. "But he was a sober man e added Owen, wishing to stay on the goocl side of his principle
customer - Gwennith.

"I simply need to know, because it affects the balance and concentrations of my medicines. The wrong mixture
will more 1i12e1y harm than heal, so the nature of the patient's habits need to be established. Did he eat hot

spices?' asked Xix continuing.
"Hated spices” said his brother - Botho. "Wouldn't touch them if he was starving. Why?"

"Herbs are spices too. The amount of spice you consume can also affect the way medicines will work on you. As
your brother did not partalze of spices, he will be far more responsive to my medicines than someone who took

many spices with their food!" Xix explained.

Dagyd was 1istening intently, talzing this all in, while carrying-on with the charade of 1istening to Avvon's fairy
tales.
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"So where is the patient?" asked Xix. "I sure it’s some’ching I can 1Cix, within an eight-marlz or two".
"He is at the Inne. Can you come now?" asked Botho.

"Yes, Il come straight away. Il need young Daﬂ:yd, to help me and would you like to come too - Rhiannon?" he

asked smiling invi’cingly.

Rhiannon looked at her mother who gave a slight nod of her head. "Yes, please", said the little girl with her best
manners. "Run inside and get my Lag, please Dagy&", Xix said to the Leaming 1ooy.

"Il look after them weH, I assure you." he said to Sarah. Both she and Avvon understanding he was removing
little distractions, so they might have time to spealz and be alone.

Dagyd came running to the door, care{;uuy holding Xix's Lag with an air of importance, then joine(l the party at
the gate. Roy let out a small whine, before Sarah shooed him off saying: "Quiclzly then or you'ﬂ get left behind".
She called to the younger pups, reinforced by a growl from their father, in(licating they should stay behind on
guard. Belle had hardly shiﬂed, still lying contentedly at her mistress's feet, one eye on the gate and the two pups.
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3. A Fair Price.

iny Daf)tycl could remember the inside of the Inne, which was not a Lig Inne l)y town s’canclarcls, but the ljiggest
ljuilcling in this Viuage. They had staye(l there ]Jrieﬂy when his father had sold the horse and cart, along with
other ‘chings he couldn't quite remem]ger, to get the money to l)uy their small holding. Rhiannon stared with wide
eyes at the vast spaces, many tables, as well as all the assorted smells of foods and brews. This must be ]oigger
than a castle she decided. Holding the reassuring fur of Roy at her left, she reached up, }Jy ha]ait, seelaing her
mother's hancl, then recalled her mother was not there as her hand was grasped 13y Lyo's long fingers. She looked
up and saw him smiling down at her. She moved slightly into the folds of his cloale, bmshing her cheek against
the smooth greyish fabric. It was very soft, holding the smell of his herbs and pipe. Dagycl was similarly close ]3y
Lyo's right, stancling as proucl as he dared amidst so many strange people in such a Lig place.

There were pro]:;a]aly no more than twenty in the Innes main hall at that time, but the size of the room, noise
and numbers in one place, were quite ]Jeyonc[ the children's experiences - especiaﬂy as most eyes were fixed

directly on them, as the centre of local interest.
"Where is he then?", Xix asked of Botho.

"Across here in the loafer salon", said Gwennith 1ea(ling the way. She openecl the curtain and showed them
through, the rigicl ]:)oc].y of M. Jalze lying wide eyed on a thick padde(l sofa. "Is there any’ching I can get you?" she
asked.

"Some sweet meats and two long cups of cordial for the chﬂdren, would be ﬁne", said Xix. "Two empty cups and

ajug of spring water will be sufficient for Jalee and my needs".

Finding treats for the children was not exactly what Gwennith had intended, but she did not wish to upset or
insult the apothecary in anyway, and hastily directed a serving wench to supply what had been requested.

"Could you puH that table over here l)y the sofa", Xix directed Botho and Gregor. "Pass my ljag Dagyd", he asked
taleing a seat and pulling it up to the sofa. "You two just sit on that side of the bench and pay close attention
Daffycl". Roy curled under the table as Xix used a piece of polished silver metal, to reflect a small beam of
sunlight into ]alze's eyes.

"See how the coloured part around the black centre, stays thin and only reacts slowly to this light. It's shape - see
its slightly oval - as well as how slow the reaction to hght is, tells us what kind of trance or swoon he is in. Look
in the mirror at your own eye," he said handing the polished object to Da&yd. "See its round and in this ligh’c the
coloured part is about as thick as the black centre on each side? That is normal. Now close your eyes for a little.
Open them and tell me what you see?"

"The black hit grew, but now the coloured hit is growing and the black part is s}lrinlzing", answered Da{{yd. "Can
[ see too?", asked Rhiannon, opening and closing her eyes for practice. Xix gesture& for Daffy(l to show his sister.
She saw the effect and was impressed, but also looked at the reverse side of the mirror to see what was there. The

serving wench came in with the tray containing the drinks, water and sweet meats.

"Thank you", Xix said to the fair serving girl, 10012ing cleep into her green eyes and then turning to the children.
"You can both eat those and have your clrinles, while you are wa’cching", he told them.

"Now - because Jalee's eye is this shape and responds to the light in that particular manner, this tells us he is in a
catalep’cic trance - which is caused l)y a great fright or shock. A hit on the head would cause a different type of
trance, and your uncle Avvon was in a somnobolistic - or poison induced cleep sleeping state. Once we know what
kind of trace it is, we then know what medicine to mix for it!", Xix explained to Daﬁyd - overtly, but covertly well

aware all those in the room and doorway were listening and learning , at the same time.

"If he was in the cataleptic one, then the fright might have been a real (Jragon", surmised Daﬂ:yd, demonstrating
logic akility Leyon(l his years to support his belief the (Jragon was real. "Can I have another", he asked in(licating
the pla’te of sweet meats, on his sister's behalf as well as his own.
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Xix smiled, realizing both children had only taken one each and would not touch the rest without permission.
"They are all for you", explained Xix. "And you can have another cordial, when you finish that one, if you wish".
He smiled at the wide eyed children and was pleasecl when - after giving one to Rhiannon, passing one under the

table to Roy (Who Xix noticed had received half of Dagyd's first sweet meat) - Daﬁyd offered a sweet meat to Mr.
Bo’cho, Gwennith, Owen and Gregor, as well as several others watching the treatment.

It came as such a shocle, that the Inne Keeper, his wife, Owen and the Smithy just took them, dumbfounded.
No one had ever offered Botho one of his own sweet meats and Gregor the Smith had never caten one. Daf)[ycl
offered the pla’ce to Xix, relieved that there were still plenty lelr't, as it was hard to be goocl mannered and give away
something so nice, that you had never had before.

"Throw one to me and I'll catch it", said Xix, Wishing for a quicle distraction in case any adult turned down
Dagyd's kindness, before thinleing about it. The Loy realized this would be some kind of a trick and watched

closely as he threw a small sweet meat towards Mr. Lyo.

Xix's hand flashed up, with a loud snap of his {ingers his hand closed, then slowly openecl to reveal nothing. It
had &isappeared!

Da&yd watched with wide eyes. Mr. Lyo put his other hand towards his ear, then openecl revealing the magicleed-
away sweat meat. "Wow!!" said Dagyd, loolzing over his should to see looks of wonder from several of the adults
Watching, but seeing the lanowing look behind the smiles of Mr. Botho and Owen, while Mr. Gregor winked at
him. Rhiannon just sat mouth gapping. "it was a trick - not magic!”, said Daf)tycl conficlently. "Show me again?"

"Yes, you're rig})t Dagyd. Just quiclely, because I'm sure Jalze would be far happier watching awake than asleep.
Now remember to watch the sweet meat, not my hands. Don't be distracted from wa’cching the sweet meat.
Throw it slightly higher to give you time to see what happens!" said Xix

Dagy(l threw the sweet meat slig}ltly hig}ler this time, and like several others in the room, saw this time that the
first hand did not in fact catch it at aﬂ; rather just seeming to as it droppe(l behind the Llurring movement of the
snapping fingers, to be caught for the first and only time in the second hand. Daffyd nodded and smiled. Several
people clapped. Rhiannon looked perplexed, and Xix poppecl the oltfending sweet meat in his mouth.

From his bag, Xix took out several twists of paper, with delicate figurine runes nea’cly written on each. He put
these on the table so his audience could see them.

"Jalee isin a cataleptic state, Da{;fyd. Apothecary is not so much about how that happened, but how it mig})t be
fixecl, once we know what's wrong. Something gave ]alee a terrible fright, but the only one who say what it was, is
]alee. A dragon? owell T expect if one met a dragon one might fall into such a state. In the very olden days,
before your grandfather's grandfa’cher was born, legend says clragons were seen perioclicaﬂy in the wastes and
raiding farms along the wilds. In those clays dragon fright was thought to be clragon magic, which ’chey used to
freeze their victims before clevouring them. Today - in modern times - we realize that it is a form of shocle, not
unlike that suffered ]Jy a ra]o]:)it, mouse or chicleen, if you suddenly spring out and they had not known you were
hiding in wait. | expect a l)ig Daﬁyd, produces the same effect on a little mouse, as a big dragon on a little Jalee -
]Jut, we don't know what scared him, just that it di(l", explained Xix.
) p

Even Rhiannon followed this explana’cion and Dagyd nodded his head - agreeing but still sure it was a real
(lragon. The others understood that whatever ]alze had confronte(l, it was fearful and he had been standing his
watch to protect the ViHagers.

"B'n some strange tid'ns of late. 'Old'rs reckon t' seen wolf spoor lead'n aways t' tha wastes, und som sa' tha seen
paclas runnin to tha nor-wes re'ches. Migh’c strange, Ai sae. Som'int scared 'em", said Gregor. "Perhaps what ever
scared the wolves was what ]alze saw, or perhaps he ac’cuauy confronted a wrag on the l)riclge", offered Botho -
both in explanation and to enhance his brother's reputation. Botho was smart enough to realize such specula’cion

in his Inne, over jugs of meacl, would signiﬁcantly increase this taleings in coming months.

Xix ignorecl that, having achieved his purpose is sowing doubt and provicling several lines of alternative
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eXpiana’tion. "This is the mixture for cataieptic shock", he pointe(i out to Daltfyci. "The runes say '(iragon £1'igilt' in
the old ianguage, because that's what it used to be called - as I've expiaine(i.."

He emptie(i the contents into his small mixing bowl, added some of the spring water - which he had smelt and
tasted first - then extracted several herb leaves from brown wrappers inside the i)ag, and mixed these into the
paste. "I'm aciciing a little Mithras - for any fell curses or evil poisons - in case he met a wrag or someti'iing
simiiar, and maygorn root to izeep him calm for a few clays, until he's fuiiy recoverecl", Xix expiained as he

WOI'IQQJ..

He knew full well - he migi)t say bat wings and lizard entrails, for all these folk knew or expecte(i of herb lore, but
was more interested in izeeping Dagy(i's and to a lesser extent Rhiannon's interest. Cy had mentioned both would
become great healers of i)ir(i, animal and folie, as tiiey walked the last ieagues back to the Viliage just before
sunrise that morning. It had surprise(i him that Cy had said: "Rhiannon, would be the more Wideiy known of the
two"; but he knew better than to argue such observations with the ancient (ii‘agon. Cy knew what would iiappen
in most tiiings, but oniy offered what was necessary to see those tiiings deveiop. "Swimming with the current,

rather than against it", was Cy's oniy expiana’cion on such matters.

Xix increased the dilution of the mixture i)y ad(iing spring water, then mixed that into the iarger cup of spring
water. Satisfied with the colour and dilution, he then carefuiiy administered the draft to Jaize - pinciiing his nose,
hoi(iing down his tongue with one i’inger and pouring it down his throat. It worked quiciziy, causing Jaize to
groan, close his eyes, then sigh, before (iropping into a slumber - just as Rhiannon finished her cordial and sixth

sweet meat.

Gwennith also let out a sigh, reieasing a breath she hadn't been conscious of hoiding. Botho himself relaxed a
little also. Whether or not this stranger knew what he was cioing, it was one tiiing to talk about 'dragon iright',
but someti'iing different again to actuaiiy curing it. One of his iocigers had said that their wise folk routineiy
treated (iragon frigilt ]3y immersing the sufferer in a weii, four times in quiciz succession - then piacing him naked
in the sun. Botho had actuaiiy considered trying tilat, tiiougii it sounded more like a quiciz way to drown
someone, before Gwennith had heard Daifycl i)oasting that a medicine-maker had cured his ciog and was curing
his uncle. Botho made a mental note to ciiarge the ioclger a premium, for teiiing wild yarns and almost causing
him to drown his brother.

"What next?" asked Botho. "How iong before he's up and ai)out, or well enougii to walk?"

"We settle first", said Xix. "... ]oy which time, we should see ]aize up, si'iortiy after the account is concluded."
Botho was unsure if this was straigii’c timing, or if the apotilecary had added something to stop his brother

recovering, if the account was not settled.

"All rigilt, we'll settle if you'ii tell us the accounting", said Botho - conscious of his audience and no ionger

welcoming their interest.

"Another cordial for each of my assistants, if you piease", said Xix, (i,rawing a small styius and smooth slate from
his i)ag. The two cordials were i)rougiit for the children as Xix made a short iisting of his medicines used and the
agree(i routine viiiage administering charge rate of his profession, discounted according to the means of the

Viiiage or townsfolk in question.

Owen watched from Botho's si’iouider, impresse(i i)y the neat iigures and clear iistings. "Very precise!", he said in
admiration. Not another Owen!, ’chougi'i Botho with a sinizing ieeiing.

Both Owen and Botho saw the iis’cing was in fact very exact and fair. It even had the cordials and sweet meats
listed as "refreshments provi(ieci" - valued at double the Viiiage rate - subtracted from the apotilecary's Ci’iarges.
The discount rate was also more than generous, i)eing eigi'it to one - instead of the more common five to one,

usuaiiy i'iaggiecl over when i:)uying produce or services from further afield.

Lyo had not totaled the account, rather moving down the slate and writing a list. That list was: two hens and a
rooster, twenty wooden shingies and nails, two half bolts of i;ai)ric, with thread and needles for sewing, a iiam, a
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cask of mead, a parcel of sweet meats, Lag of sugar and two bags of seed - corn and oats.

These too were accurately cos’ced, to a value of sixteen half-marles; fairly priced. Lyo then went back up the slate
and wrote in the tallied ﬁgure both Owen and Botho alreacly knew to be half a crown and five rnarlzs, or twenty

five marks.
"Your choice", said Lyo to Botho. "The lower account is what I want - the higher what I'm due."

"That's very fair, more than reasonal)le!", observed Owen - particularly interested in Lyo's use of the fine stylus
and slate for ready calculations, instead of ink and parc}lment. Many a&vantages he thoug}lt. Perl'xaps he should
go and see more of the big towns, mayl)e even to a court like that of Rohan - once he was rich of course - to piclz-

up more Of ’chese gOOCl ideas.

"It is more than fair" , Botho said somewhat humbled that he'd now twice thought ill of Lyo, only to be shown to
be to‘caﬂy wrong. "l am quite happy to give you what you want and pay coin to balance what you are due".
Gwennith's ears pricleecl up at this and came over to stop any avoidable extravagance. She saw the accounting,
but was silenced - with a look from her hushand - before she spolze. She thought perhaps she migh’c haggle over
the discount rate, as the stranger o]jviously did not know the going rate and might be fooled into reducing it.

"A crown for your thoug}lts”, said Xix to Gwennith looleing straight into her eyes. Owen and Botho understood
the double meaning - a clear warning - and exact]y what Gwennith's thoughts were. Fi{;ty marks was what Owen,
Gregor and Botho had speculatively concluded was a charge they were lilzely to pay, before first going to Sarah's
to seek the apothecaries help. A crown and ten marles, for which he'd accounted only half and asked for only half
of that again, in payment.

"I think you've customers to attend to!", Botho said icily to his wife. She realized she'd almost embarrassed him
in from of Owen and the Smith, 1)y habit - not clesign -and quiclzly found other matters to attend to.

"You're a fair man Lyo. I agree and I'm sorry ['ve not paicl you your due in other ways" said Botho.

"The account is settled and I've no thought of things to complain of", said Xix rising. "While the materials might
wait, ['m keen to get food into Awvon to restore him. I'd appreciate if you could spare someone to help carry
them for me." - You can spare the serving maid Noala, was the silent though’c the wizard sent with his verbal

request.

"] can spare Noala", said Botho - "... as it is just past the mi&day meal and more time for resting, than serious
drinlzing", he smiled. "Besides, I think Gwennith needs a little time to remember who she is and what's important
in this ViHage. Serving people - speciaﬂy her neighl)ours - will help her remember ’cl’lat!", he ad&ed, grin widening.

Gregor let out a roar of laughter - "Aie, cen ye jest see som ot tha laddies cuddl'n Gwen, like tha try wid 1il'
Noala!" He coughecl and laughed again, joined l)y both Botho and Owen.

"Whose to be cuddlin my sister in law! T'1 stop 'em" said a sleepy voice behind them - revealing Jalee trying to get
up to meet what ever chanenge had been presented.

"You've had a bit of a scrap and lost a bit of memory", said Xix to ]alze. "You'll not be scrapping with anyone fora
few clays yet, and your memory will return shortly".

"It was a jole'n matter”, said Botho, sitting Ly his brother. “Naugh’c to worry al)out, just lie back now and rest.”
“If ye say so Botho”, said Jalee, sinleing back onto the sofa.

"Well I've another patient to watch this day, so we'd best be getting baclz, but first I'd like to appraise your choice
weed and a few Way-supplies, if 1 may, Owen?", said Xix 10012ing to the merchant. "We'll come back shor‘tly and
piclz-up what of the accounting is ready", he said to Botho. "Your brother will be a bit vague for a day or two,
because the medicine is dampening aspects of his memory until he's {'tu ]oe’cter, but he'll be fuuy restored within

a seven-day. Come along chil&ren"
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Da)tfyd and Rhiannon drank the last of their cordials, then followed with Roy, out onto the Inne's veranda.
Botho claspe& Xix's hand. "T thank you Lyo. You are a goocl man".

"It's easy to be goocl when you deal with people full of gra’citude, but harder to trust, if you deal with those

running from life or deceiving themselves. .. Fare well Botho!" said Xix smiling.

Dagyd stored away that thought, although he did not understand it. Owen and Botho just nodded in agreement,
unclerstan(ling Lyo was explaining he understood the life that made Botho - and Owen for that matter - perhaps
less trusting and frien(ﬂy than tl'ley migl'lt otherwise like.

They crossed the road with Owen and waited as he unlatched the door to his store. Being a small Viﬂage, Owen
resided in the Inne during the day, where his customers came to fetch him, should a purc}lase be wanted. As the
Inne was his best customer 13y far, the arrangement worked well - as it did in many similar small towns and

Viﬂages.

"Have you any Riverbank'?" asked Xix. "No. I've not the custom for an expensive exotic like that", apologized
Owen. "I do have some Southland's light, which came ]Dy accident one clay, invoiced as Harrow Tan. I did try to
tell them, but they insisted they'cl send Harrow Tan, so it has sat here since - a little to rich in blend and price,
for folk around here. I ‘chought one clay someone, such as yourself or a local lorcuing, migh’c pass ’chrough and ask
for something like it!" he told Xix honestly.

"How much have you got?" asked Xix. "Two {ol&s", replie(l Owen - referring to the wrappers that contained four
pacleets, each pacleet containing five wads. "T'll take two then!", said Xix. Owen moved a ladder to a hig}l shelf,
climbed up and got down a fold. "Both folds", clarified Xix, before Owen made the mistake of opening the fold to
remove two wads from a packet. "Ah yes, of course", he said recovering. His mind was racing calculating the size
of this windfall purc}lase. A lucley clay indeed and Lyo was not the type to quibble about price or be slow in
payment. Owen started Whistling a happy tune.

He came down the ladder with the second fold and was about to reach for his quiH, when he saw Lyo already had
out his little slate and stylus. "Would you like to try this, [ saw your interest when I was accounting with Botho.
If you make an error, rub it with your finger and then rescribe the figure. A cloth, ora damp rag will clear the
slate if you wish to start a fresl'l.", Xix explained. Owen piclzed up the stylus and tried it. It was smooth in ﬂow,
not scratc}ly like a quiﬂ. He experimented with ru]o]oing-out a figure and then re-entering it. This made him

marvel and smile.

"T would like a pair of soft shoes and boots for each of these children too", Xix added. Dalqycl and Rhiannon had
been sitting on a bench seat, sucleing on sweet meats, that Noala had put in their pocleets as they'cl left the Inne.
Her wink of co-conspiracy, had made them smile and immeclia’cely like her. The mention of shoes had shocked
them Loth, because they only had the moccasins their mother had made and never thought of their own shoes,

let alone new ones.

Owen started Whistling again, as he got down some shoes and boots for the children to try on. "Can | wear mine

}101’1’16? NOW I mean?", asleed Daffyd

"] imagine so, but one pair at a time", relied Xix smiling.
Daf}r:yd understood that jolae - he laughed: "I'm not siuy you know!"

Rhiannon was trying out the shoes and boots, cooing with deligh’c, as her brother helped her. Xix moved over to
the w}listling merchant and Whisperecl: "taHy the same for Sarah and her brother, delivering them tomorrow
afternoon, if you would. A dress or two - Sarah and Rhiannon, plus the clothes for Daffycl and his uncle would
be an idea too." Owen smiled - at the kindness more than the rocleeting account. "She's proud and will argue you
know", he said. "Bit hard to argue with the Wil’lCl, isn't it? We've all got appointments to leeep, whether we might
like to tarry in one place or no", said Xix smiling sacuy. Owen understood Lyo would be well on his way })y the

next afternoon.
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"A nice cloak each as weH, I think as a final touch", sugges’ce& Xix. Owen nodded, marlzing down four with the
stylus and getting a selection for the children to chose from.

This sa]ootaged Daffyd's best efforts, as he'd almost succeeded in getting Rhiannon to decide on her shoes, when
she was distracted ]3y being given a choice to make of cloaks. He shook his head in {rus’cra’cion, then carefuuy
picleecl the best wearing and sturdiest 1oolzing items for himself. Owen was still calculating the taHy when he
heard the jingle of coins as Xix reached into his pouch. "I won't be a minute”, he saicl, whistling again - then
promptly stoppecl with a sharp intake of breath as a coin was put in front of him. It was a golden sovereign,
£eaturing the distinctive horse of Rohan. He doubted even Botho had twenty crowns to hand at that time of
montl'l, which was the value of a golclen sovereign and what he would need to give cl'lange.

"Take your time Owen and don't worry about the change", said Xix. Owen would have liked to start wl'listling
again, but was ﬂabbergast. He couldn't believe his ears and his heart was slzipping . Little wonder Lyo could afford
to be so generous with his charges. He could Luy the whole Inne toclay, if he wanted to.

Two more coins clicked down on the counter. Owen stared at the three golden sovereigns. More money than he'd

ever though he'd see in one place at one time, in his lifetime.

"One of these is for you Owen, a professional fee - not a gi{;t. The second you will lzeep as collateral against any
unseen circumstances that might befall Sarah and her family, or to underwrite any purchase l)eyoncl their means ;
giving it to them - from me - if it remains in your care, on the c].ay they decide to leave these parts, should such a
clay come. The third is for these purchases and those orclerecl, plus what Sarah wishes to buy in way of foocl,
clothing or goocls. | {:uuy trust you to leeep a precise account and advise Sarah how much she has in crecli’c,
should she ask. That is your commission, for the professional fee of one gold sovereign. Watch over her, her kin
and her finances. Is it agreed Owen?" asked Xix.

Owen nodded and held out his hand. They sl’loole, sealing the commission. Owen looked at the slate and then
handed it to Xix, as it was no longer needed to hurry the calcula’cing of the taﬂy. Xix did not take it. "That's a
personal gi{;t from me to you", he said. "I've a spare and I know you reaﬂy wanted one like it, the moment you

saw it".

Just then there was a squeal of laughter from Rhiannon, followed })y Dagyd as both children poin’ce& 1aug11ing at
an animated cloak - with four hairy 1egs - waﬂzing across the floor. Xix leant down and freed poor Roy from the
cloak Rhiannon had inadvertently thrown on him. ”Right chil&ren, quiclzly make up your mincls, if you want to
wear these home now; otherwise it’s wait until tomorrow. We've Noala waiting for us at the Inne, while I think
your mother will start to threat shortly."

Xix's strategy had an immediate effect on Rhiannon's indecision. Faced with the prospect of having to wait, she
quiclzly made her decisions. Conversely - Da)qyd and quiclely decided his choices at the first opportunity, based on
quali’cy and sturdiness. He had his cloak over is arm, was wearing his boots and put his shoes to one side. The
other items he had refolded neatly, much to Owen's pleasure - because the looy was 'precise” as well as good
mannered. Owen found two sackcloth l)ags and pacleed the temporarily discarded moccasins, with the shoes.
Daf}r:yd wanted to wear his cloale, which among other things - matched the olive grey colour of his boots and
shoes. Rhiannon wanted to wear her shoes, putting her cloalz, boots and moccasins in the bag Owen leincﬂy
provi(led.

"Thank you for the service", said Daffyd, careful to mind the manners his mother had taught him.

"Thank you too!", followed Rhiannon, reminded by Dagytl.

"A pleasure I'm sure will be repeatecl again", said Owen smiling and offering the promise they'cl be back soon and

WelC ome.

At the door Owen again shock hands with Xix, agirming a trust well placed. As they crossed the road to where
Noala waited for them at the entrance to the Inne, paclzages in hand and some l)y her si(le, Owen noticed - as

had Noala, and would several others - Daﬁyd had chosen colouring and form as close as he could get to Lyo's.
32



He'd even acquired a similar stance, causing both Noala and Owen to smile at the same thought - Lig and little
Lyo crossing the way.

"You can put some of those in your l)ags, to help Noala", suggest Xix pointing to some of the smaller parcels. He
piclaed up the ham and cask of meacl, then the group set off down the lane, with Roy 1eaping around them.

"Your nice!", Rhiannon informed Noala, which she felt she should say in case Noala didn't know and didn't
realize she thougl'l so.

"Thank you, Rhiannon. Those are very pretty new shoes!" replied Noala smiling. "I've not had shoes before.
Didn't need them until now, when [ grew up.” She sig}le(l "It's one of those t}lings you do when you're grown-up;
wear shoes", she advised all and sun(lry oﬁiciously.

Noala bit her tongue. Xix smiled and Da{'fyd just shook his head again, Wondering how she got away with things
he'd always been scolded for.

"How came you to this Viuage?" asked Xix, of Noala. "Ohhh, my a&opted guardian died some months back. He
had taken me in after my grandparents perished in a forest fire. Once he was gone, there was not}ling left there
to hold me, or that I cared for, so | came north searching...."

"Fangorn is a 1ong way off. You've traveled a 1ong way - 'searching' - as you put it" smiled Xix

Noala looked at him again. She already knew he was of the old blood, because she could see in his manner and
strong aura, as were the traces in these children. She recognizecl that they had Elven blood and their foreheads
clisplayecl Vaguely familiar runes, seemingly visible only to those who could recognize ’chem; but she could not
understand what these meant, as she'd lost her parents and never been taught. Instead she relied on her blood
and intuition, plus small things she learnt cluring her travels.

She could not piclz the race or tribe of Lyo. One of the old blood definitely - the line of the true lzings of men (a
ranger of Aragorn's race?), or perhaps a shape changer? He knew her and could place her, so he was very much
more than what he seemed. Mr. Lyo was just the sort of person Noala had been seeleing, because he ol)viously

knew of, or came in contact with those Noala sought.
"What have you lost?" asked Daltfyd. "Our dad got lost, but we'll find him again".

"] suppose you could say - sort of like your dad - T've lost my {amily and I'm trying to find them again", explainecl
Noala.

"That's W}ly we stay here for dad", said Rhiannon. "He mig}lt not be able to find us again, if we moved", the little
girl explainecl

"Are you going to say and wait for you family, or move on to see if they're clsewhere?" enquiret]. Dagyd, setting a
tack that Xix saw, but Noala did not.

"T'm reauy not sure. That's Wl’ly I've stoppec]. here for a while to decide", she said.
'‘Sprung' thoug}l’c Xix and waited for Da{'fyd.
"Perhaps you could find a new family here?" Dagyd sugges’cecl in a vague manner.

Xix called to Roy and pa’ctecl the dog, as a distraction in case he should start 1aug}1ing. Belle came running up the

lane, followed ljy the two younger clogs £aHing over each other in celebration of mutual siﬂiness, as they tumbled
through the gate. Belle immeclia’cely sniffed the children, their footwear and Dag:yd's cloalz, before sa’cis£ying
herself all was weu, then running to Roy.

Sarah was stancling in the &oorway, lzeeping an eye on her cooleing, Awvon still sitting in the afternoon sun
soaleing—up as much of it as he could, singing little verses that he recalled Sarah liked. Sarah had noticed the
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paclzages, not sure what to say to Lyo about his generosity, then she had noticed the cloak Dagyd was wearing -
because he looked like a little Lyo from a distance - then saw their new footwear. She bit her 1ip and wrung her
hands, trying to formulate some kind of speech, she knew she'd pro]oa})ly never make. Sarah recognize& Noala as
the fair girl from the Viuage, but she'd only seen her twice and knew little of her. Avvon could not see her from
his position sitting stretched in the sun, until she walked through the gate.

Avvon's eyes locked with those of Noala, his little verse ca’cching in his throat. "Mum - we've had sweet meats and
s’craw]jerry cordials. Look at my new shoes ... I'm grown-up now." Rhiannon gushecl with excitement, running to
Avvon. "Look at my new shoes", she clemanded, then reached into the little paclzet. "These are sweet meats, that
Noala gave us. | saved some for you and mummy", she said olqering the paclze’c to Avvon. "Well don't you look

like a fine lad , in your new shoes!", said Avvon quickly recovering.
y y q y g

"This is Noala from the Inne. She leindly helped me with the goods Botho made in exchange for the treatment.
]alee's fine now. Just a bit of shock, that was easily fixed", explaine& Xix

"I know some magic ... not real magic, but it looks like magic!" announced Dagyd proucﬂy. T mig}l’c show you
after supper", he offered magnanimously - then acquired his most serious air, just as Sarah was getting ready to

say somet}ling about Lyo's generosity.

"Noala has lost her family and can't find them", he said looleing at Avvon and his mother gravely. "I think that
now you're better - uncle Avvon - you'ﬂ need a good wife, so you should marry Noala", said the little Loy, pleased
with his solution.

Awvon choked on the sweet meat he'd been eating and })egan to flush. Sarah quiclely put her hand over her
mouth to stifle a laugh and rushed inside to check on her Lubbling pot. Noala stood there Mushing and looleing
at her feet. Xix strode past her and relieved her of her pacleages, taleing them inside to Sarah. "Excellent idea,
very well thought-out", he said to Daffy(l, patting his head as he walked past. "Now as man of the house you
should offer your guest a seat and drink, as thanks for her help in carrying our parcels home!".

Daltfyd nodded, pleased at the praise from Mr. Lyo and quiclz to make good his duty as man of the house.

Daf}r:yd scurried out with a stool and mug, then when to the well to puH fresh water. "Please have a refreshment
and chair", he offered Noala, then nuclgecl Rhiannon and pointed to her paclze’c. "Would you like a sweet meat?
Noala" asked Rhiannon, offering her prized paclze’c.

"Thank you Rhiannon, and thank you Daffyd ... for your manners and kindness", she replie(l - casting a side-
glance at Avvon and noting he was biting his thumb knuckle to leeep from laughing - ’chough his eyes danced and
there were tears at the edges.

Inside Sarah was gigg]ing and trying to scold Xix, but she couldn't regain her composure, nor stop giggling. The
look on Avvon's face, when Daf)tycl had detailed his solution for Noala's lost 1[ami1y, was something she was never
lilzely to see again. Avvon was thunder-struck and she'd never seen him so lost for words in any situation -

notwithstancling his recent years of illness.

"Poor Noala”, she said giggling "Now you reaﬂy shouldn't have ]:pought these things. I honestly can't repay you!"

Sarah continued, trying to be serious.

"] was paicl in kind, but I travel ligl'lt and could not carry trade goocls on the road; so [ just converted the goo&s to
fare that might be useful for you. Besides that Avvon will need things now, which as you say: 'you could not

afford' ; and you must never part with your neclzlace", explained Xix.

Sarah saw the sense of this and was saddened 1)y the reminder Lyo would leave shortly to continue on his way. "T
expect it might geta bit crowded in here anyway..." continued Xix "... if DaHyd is successful in his new profession

as a matchmaker".

This set Sarah off giggling again.
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"T suppose I'd better distract the children, as I've a suspicion the eventual outcome of this little meeting was

Aetermined, before Dagy(l SO Muntly suggested it. You saw them lock eyes, I expect - sisterly concern and all
that?" asked Xix with a smile.

"Yes - I saw the looks, but Da{'fyd cer’cainly did something - I'm not sure if he's thrown oil or water on that fire!"
she said with a wide smile, then a wistful look as she recalled the first time she had come face to face with
Gwnlyn and fallen matﬂy in love with him. That reminded her of something she wished to ask Lyo.

"Lyo ... is it possil)le that the Orc poison might have a permanent affect on Awon?" she asked as an opening
gambit. Xix thoug})t he could see where Daﬂ:yd inherited his particular style of si(leways-£orward-sideways-forward
deba’cing skills. "Yes, but it depends on what you mean Ly permanent effects and affects..." said Xix, drawing out
what he alreacly knew she was on her mind. "Is it possil)le that he might be sort-of 'touched', I mean like his
imagination and imagining things or perhaps not being too stable in planning ahead?", she asked with &ifﬁculty.

"Well if the blade or poison did do serious remedial - that's negative - damage, the first thing it would show in is
his sense of humour - that would be gone - and the second in selfishness - he would not care to think of you or
the children. That is a kind of clamage, in that the evil has won in those two areas and destroyed the first essences
of goocl over bad."

"You will agree Avvon has lost neither and 1 firmly believe the poison may have killed him in time, but never
succeeded in corrupting him. The good inside both of you is too strong." Xix explained.

"How about just telling me what he said, that has caused this concern; then let me see if T can decide what it
means and if its good or bad!", he said putting a kindly arm around her shoulders.

Sarah bit her 1ip, and then let out what she had Lottled-up inside her:

"Avvon is not only convinced Gwnlyn is alive, but insisting he is already on his way home. That's not all either.
Avvon says we have to leave here and go to the Ghost forest, l)y Summer's end! How could he know any’ching of
what has happened, while he was in a trance and why does he suclclenly want to take us all to the Ghost forest?"
che pleaded.

"So you want to know if he's Lonlzers, or has the sig})t?" said Xix can(lidly, with a smile on his face.
Sarah giggled. "Not 'bonkers', I just meant if he might 'take a while recovering his senses'.. "

"Bonkers in other words", said Xix 1aug}1ing. "Don't worry, he's not 'bonkers' at all. As for now having second
sight, that is highly lilzely. You see the figh’c with the poisons of the darlz, is ac’cuauy fought on the fringes of the
nether world. The longer the fight goes on, the 10nger the person's spirit has, to become used to seeing things in,
and acclimatizing to, that shadow realm. Your brother has been there a long time, 10nger than any Orc-blade
poisonecl I've known - under my hand - and lived. The only way | can explain it, is that you have old blood in
your veins. Quite franlzly I think you've both got Elven blood in you; which is why I insist you must not part
with that neclzlace, inciclentaﬂy. Anyway - | would be more surprisecl if Avvon didn't have second sight now, than
if he did. He'll also be able to see better at nigh’c and in half ligh’c, but that is something to welcome - not fear."
said Xix seriously.

"As for what goes on around people in traces - some say they do know what happens about them, in part or

important chunles, stored deep within themselves. I don't lenow, as I've not experiencecl such a loss of awareness.

If Avvon insists Gwnlyn is alive and returning, I would bet on it. Going to the Ghost forest? ... Well you asked

about elves earlier today and I said I thought some dwelt up that way. | do know of another apothecary up that
hich would hel ith hing. "

way - which wou elp me with something.

Xix looked out the door to where the children were showing their new possessions to Avvon and Noala, excite(ﬂy

rela’cing the events at the Inne and in Owen's store.

"I must leave tomorrow to leeep other appointments, which may make you sad, but you knew must be anyway.
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You are too polite to ask of what is in your heart, but I know you would like Daffycl to have chances you could
not, so would like to see him apprenticed -and yes he has all the malzings of an apot}lecary - he is a natural."

Sarah smiled at this, with pride, and was glad Lyo had noticed what she had been too timid to broach, because
she was alrea(ly too deep in the kind man's debt to her way of thinlzing - freely given or not.

"l cannot take him as an apprentice, but my colleague near the Ghost forest would be happy to ... and if you're
heading that way, | can arrange it as I pass t}u‘ough in coming days. He must first have a basic understan&ing of
the old writing and runes, which you should be able to teach him now, and have done })y the time Avvon has
suggeste(l you leave for those lands. All in all, it would workout fair]y well - whether Avvon is right about your
husband's return or no. While I think you should {;uuy trust your brother's farther sight on things, it must be
faced that Gwnlyn has been gone two full Summers. If he has not returned by this high Summer, you must face
the reali’cy that he is unlileely too, and start re})uilding your life. Tam sorry to say this, but it is true.", he said.

"Thank you for your honestly, Lyo. You have been good to us and true - perhaps too much so, but a debt to you
is something I'd rat}ler, than a debt to any other. Yes - I believe we have a little of the old blood and I love the
songs and stories of the elves, so perl’laps the family rumors are true. What you say of my necklace seems to prove
that all the more, and I would dearly love to sce Daltfyd well placed in his adult life. I will follow you advice, as it
seems to be what I reaﬂy wanted anyway. Perl’laps Gwnlyn may not return, and you're righ’c - we cannot stay
waiting forever, at the cost of the children's future - hard though that may be to decide." she sig}led.

"Well I'm going to distract those two, however Lrieﬂy, to give Avvon and Noala a brief chance to be alone.

Excuse me won't you!", said Xix

Sarah gave Xix a grate{;ul hug and a peclz on the cheelz, as he turned for the door. "We'll miss you!", she said with

a tear in her eye, then went back to unwrapping the paclzages.

"Qi - you two. I've a mind to show you some’ching in the Vegetal)le pa’cch", Xix said caﬂing the children; "...and
then I must walk young Noala back to her Inne, because your uncle's a bit weak for that just yet."

"Ts it hicling somewhere?" called Rhiannon running across to search the tilled ground and trying to see what new

excitement could have escapecl her notice.

Xix gave Avvon a wink and strode off after the girl, Da{'fyd by his side 10012ing serious. "They'u make a goocl
couple", said Dagyd gravely.

"Yes I agree", said Xix, suppressing a smile and lzeeping his face solemn - "...but they migh’c need a bit of time to
order their lives, a year or so, perhaps. Your uncle needs to recover his strength if he's to support a wife, and

you've got to find your Dad first too!"

"] agree that Uncle Avwvon could not build a home just yet - even with me helping 1", Daffycl aclenowleclged, -
but I was thinlzing with her experience, N oala migh’c be a help to find Dad fas’cer", he explained.

"Good t}linlzing, that", said Xix, once again seeing the little boy‘s chest swell with pri(le, "- but I've an idea Avvon
might not need too much help on that score, now he's better and with you to help him".

The little Loy's bottom lip ’crem]ale(l, but he maintained his serious composure. "Yes, it would be useful to have
you here to assist, but 1 expect there are many sick people waiting along the road and I'm sure we can manage

without you". There were a tears in his eyes, but he held firm having faced his immediate focus of anguisll.

"It's very hard to have to leave people you grow to love, to help others further along the way..." said Xix. "It is
something you will have to do - you lenow; but you must remember that there are other uncle Avvons and people

like your mum, just waiting for you to arrive and help them."

"If you never arrive, their prayers and dreams will never be answered. Remember that!" he explained gen’cly. "Now

- I've something important to show you." said Xix.
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"There is notl'ling here", complained Rhiannon.

"Isn't there?", asked Xix. "I want you both to picle up some soil and hold it to your nose, like this", he said
clemonstrating . "What does it smell like?"

The two children followed his example. "Kind of stale", answered Daffycl.

"Yes" agreed Rhiannon. "Sort of muslzy like dead straw, but mainly it smells like soil! So wl'lat!", she said, not
particularly impressed and 1oolzing to see the dirt was not clinging to her new shoes.

"Is this like smeﬂing the water at the Inne?" asked Dagyd, quicle to understand and reawalzening Rhiannon's

interest.

"Yes - exactly like that", said Xix, pleased. "Now add a little of this to the soil in your hands, and tell me if the
smell changes". He extracted a little pouc}) with grey pow&er that looked like ash, then sprinlzled some on the soil

in each child's hands.

"That makes it smell fresh!", said Rhiannon, impressed at the magical change she had just witnessed. Daffyd
nodded his head in agreement, concentrating on a little of the grey pow&er on his wrist. "What is the magic
powder?", asked Rhiannon.

"I think it's not magic. | think it's ash from the l’learth!", he offered with measured assurance.

"And you're right!", said Xix smiling. "Tust old fire ash?", questioned Rhiannon. "yes - just old fire ash'...", Xix
replied.

"Arrrhhh - I've seen Gregor put ash in his smelting pot to make the metal Cleaner, and grountl-up charcoal too.
This is sort-of the same isn't it?" said Daﬁyd, totaHy absorbed.

"But Why? What does it do?", protested Rhiannon.

"Well ash is actuauy what we call a mineral, like some of my special pow&ers are other kinds of minerals. When
they are mixed with other t}lings, they change each other. Ash and yeuow cake, mixed with ground charcoal is

what we make fireworks with".

"I've never had a yeﬂow Calze", said Rhiannon thinlzing about cakes and sweet meats.

Daf}r:ycl had seen yeuow cake in Gregor's smi’chy. Not for the first time that clay just shook his heacl, but noticed
when he looked at Mr. Lyo he winked - inclicating the explana’cion had been solely for Daffycl's benefit. This

made him proud indeed and feel very important.

"Sometimes soil or water gets (Jirty or tired over time, but if you add a piece of charcoal to the water it will
become cleaner and if we add ash to the soil it gets cleaner - does that make sense to you?", asked Xix. Daffyd
understood and nodded. Rhiannon wasn't sure, but she thought she got it and nodded because Daﬁyd had.

"If the soil was cleaner, the grain and Vegetables would grow better - wouldn't they?", said Daltfyd having worked-
out the point of this lesson. "Yes", answered Xix. "We would get more and ’cl’ley should be Ligger or healthier
too!", he said elal)orating on his t}leory, then casting a watchful eye - one eye]orow raised - on Xix, to see him
smiling and nodding in agreement. "Rig}l’c again!", said Xix.

Dagycl nodded his head in unclerstancling, 1oolaing speculatively up and down the furrows, then across towards
fields and meadows of other holdings around the Viﬂage.

"It wouldn't take much ... just a sprinleling along the furrows", he said in careful calculation - " ... and I expect
others might think it's magic or special medicine, if they didn't know about minerals", he added.

"There's a &ragon!", called Rhiannon pointing at wl'li’ce-grey clouds in the western slzy. Sure enough there was a
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cloud shape(l like a dragon in full ﬂight. "Perl’laps that's the dragon ]alze saw!", she said

Da&yd and Xix both watched the cloud with Rhiannon. "Could be something like tha’c", said Xix. Daﬁyd looked
and nodded in agreement, but then it could have been something else too, he though’c. He was sure Jalze had seen
a clragon. He felt it in his bones, but what was important was not what was seen, so much as what people thought
had been seen. That could work two ways - like the trick with the sweet meat. He filed that away, and loolaed—up

to see Lyo smiling encouragingly at him, seeming to give a ]garely perceptil)le nod of agreement.

"Come along then, time I walked Noala back, or Mr. Botho might get angry at her for taleing too long", said Xix.
Dagyd walked back across the furrowed ground deep in thoug}lt, more about Lyo and the £uture, than the lesson
he'd just received. He had alreacly worked-out that if he worked furrow Ly furrow, there would be enough ash
from four &ays fires to do the comple’ce vegeta]ale patch and he'd start tomorrow. After that he could perhaps earn
some coin for his mother })y helping neighbouring farms, using "magic" taug}lt by their guest.

Rhiannon had run ahead to Avvon and Noala, strolzing Cy who'd talzen-up residence in Noala's lap and was
play£uﬂy swatting at Belle's wagging tail.

"We'll meet again, })y and by, won't we?", said Daffy(l instinctively lenowing this. "Yes", said Xix smiling. "What
else do you see, if you think hard?" - Daf)tycl? Da)qyd's brow wrinkled in concentration, then cl'xangecl to a look of

surprise and pure joy. He started to say some’ching, but Mr. Lyo cut over him: "... some surprises are best leept a
surprise, and how do you explain just 12nowing' some‘ching?" Mr. Lyo said. Daﬂ:ycl nodded in unclers‘cancling, but
could not wipe the ]oig smile from his face.

"Past time to walk you l)aclz, I ’chinlz", said Xix to Noa]a, as ’c})ey came to them. Sarah came to the door and
smiled at Noala. "Thank you for helping, and looleing after the children when they were at the Inne", she said.
Noala smiled "until another day t}len", she replied. Awvon stood fidgeting - Sarah was suppressing a giggle as she
watched her brother, then laughe& openly seeing Rhiannon struggling with the bulk of Cy, trying to carry the big

cat inside.

"... another day, then", mumbled Avvon 10012ing up at Noala and then back to his feet. They waved from the gate
and then started back up the lane. Xix humming a little tune as Jchey walked.

"Lovely farnily!" offered Noala
"Yes!" agree(l Xix non-committe(ﬂy and resuming his tune.
"The children are gi{'te(l", she said. "... you can see the elven blood in all of them."

"Like I can see it in you", repliecl Xix, still not helping. He lnegan to sing a song that puuecl at her heart, but she
couldn't clecipher the words - though she ins’cinctively knew she should be able to.

"l can't remember", she said in a small voice, torn by anguish.

"T know, but you will", he answered

"When?", she asked pleacling.

"Starting tomorrow, when you leave here with us, and resume your journey”, said Xix
"Then I'll not stay, and marry Avvon?" she said, feeling a sudden &eep loss.

"The former is true, but the latter you already know in your heart of hear’cs", Xix rephed.
She thought a while and then smiled contentedly. "Is Cy your familiar?" she asked wryly.

"Per}laps, but you'u learn more of Cy along the way", he replied smiling.
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Xix saw Noala to the door of the Inne, said goo& evening and then turned to go. He paused at the end of the
Veran&a, planting a thoug}lts on minds inside the Inne, then made his way back down the lane humming his
tune. He heard the clank of hammer on anvil and saw the sparlzs jumping from the entrance of the smith's
worlzshop. Xix wandered in and talked with Gregor for a while. The two men shook hands when he eventuaﬂy
came out. Bidding Gregor fareweu, Xix continued down the 1ane, in ga’chering dusk.

That evening Gwennith and Botho had a terrible tiff. Gwennith was convinced poor Botho had designs on the
serving wench Noala, and insisted she must leave. Botho spolze of this with Owen and Gregor, who both laughed
at the thought; and tried to make alternative arrangements for the young girl, rather than put her out on the
road. What had happenecl was explained to N oala, who surprised all ljy saying she had already decided to continue
her search for her lost £amily, and felt safe traveuing to the next town with the apothecary - Mr. Lyo.

They agreed this was a goocl idea, though all were very sad she was leaving - not the least because she was always a
sight to make the blood tingle and caused more than a few to tarry in the Inne, in the hope they rnight win her
favour. In the longer term it was Gwennith who suffered most, because she had to do much of the serving work
herself for three summers, because Botho refused to get another serving girl after she had accused him of ]aeing
unfaithful. Gwennith could never reaHy understand what possessed her to suggest such a tl'ling.

As this happene(l around the same time ]alze had been struck with dragon £I’ig1’1t, it became a popular jolze that
he'd actuaﬂy seen his sister-in-law in the moonlight. For years after the nickname "]alze's dragon" stuck to
Gwennith like a leech. Despite tl'xis, most believed ]alze had seen a dragon - because of the wolves, or their

Aisappearance -to be precise.

After that night, not a wolf was seen in those parts for many ten-years. Most locals concluded the only ’ching that
could scare wolves that bacuy was a clragon, so Jalze remained a popular local hero - even if he couldn't quite
remember what he saw and had fainted when he saw it. The Viuage itself - free of some fears - became a little
more neighbourly and friencuy to strangers; especiauy Botho with his two new partners, Owen and Gregor. They
went out of their ways to help the poor and destitute who passecl through the ViHage, but seemed to prosper

marvelously anyway - or perhaps because of it.

In time the village prospere(l, not the least because of its frien(ﬂy way towards strangers and above average good
crops. They had a strange practice of ploughing in ash in their fields and taleing care where refuse was dumpecl,

but the best a new comer could get in the way of explanations was:
"Ahhh ... was an idea of young Daffy 's";

.. which was also the only explanation given for one or two other odd practices, that always seemed to work.

Eventuaﬂy the village grew to a township, which the lzey town council members - Botho, Owen and Gregor -
insisted be called Wormintown, then Wormington, on account of a night - long ago - they claimed a dragon was
seen in their viuage. A statute of a man standing ona })ridge, confronting a dragon, was erected in Jalee's honour
- well before he was even sick, let alone dead and buried. ]alee became a popular local hero, even though no one

could get him to accept a free jug of mead.

Time also allows the ga’chering of small threads of information, which come toget}ler to be what people call the
wisdom of age. The Wormington Inne was a Lig place, with an extended veranda that looked over a small parlz
containing the statue of ]alze and the dragon. Most days Bo’cho, Owen and Gregor sat at their table on the end of
the Veranda, smoleing their pipes, cliscussing various Weig}l’cy matters, locaﬂy and further afield. Periodicauy they
could be overheard ’caﬂzing about purity and precision, or dragons, medicines and magics. The latter Leing the
kind of weighty matters, most would expect respecte(l town elders to be well acquainted with.

On occasion questions migh’c be asked ljy important strangers or merchan’cs, passing through the town, which

would draw responses like:

"Well you see there's science, medicines and magic. You can't tell between t}lem, unless you know som'int about

' 'll
em!;
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or,

"What the eyes choose to see, is not aiways what's actuaiiy there - like wizards for exampie. Can you see them ]Jy
how tiiey appear and what tiiey (io, or i)y some pecuiiar signs or habits?"

The latter was aiways followed i)y a iznowing nocis, and the three would blow small smoke rings in the air, or tap
their pipes and refill them.

Most put this down to some eccentricity the three shared, but could few could ever quite workout what it meant.

Owen's mercantile was a i)ig three i)uii(iing piace that had it's own ian(iing, for ofﬂoading cargo from boats and
suppiiecl Viﬂages all over the district. There was a locked cup]aoarcl in the main office, which contained two wraps
of rare "riverbank" pipe tobacco. The procluct in question appeare(i on all the stock iioicling taiiies, but none of
Owen's staff had a iaey to open the cupi)oarcl.

"If someone comes asizing for 'riverbank' - call Mr. Owen to serve tiiem", was the instruction to all new staff.
Most put it down to some eccentricity of their empioyer‘s, but as he could not be faulted in any other way -

except his insistence on 'i)eing precise' - none complaine(i.

Putting aside certain small peculiarities in their behaviour, usuaiiy attributed to some shared jolze of years iong
gone, none could (ieny that Boti'io, Gregor and Owen were well known ’ci’iroughout the district and i)eyonti -
specificaiiy for the purity and precision of their respective crafts.

Botho had a secret for maieing mead and Lran(iy-wine, that made it particuiariy clear and mellow. Gregor
prociucecl some of the iinest, strongest and purest aiioys, when alone in the smelter - using his own speciai
additives. Owen's protiuce had a reputation for freshness and quaiity; while his inventories, a reputation for their
accuracy and fairness. It was considered pmdent to giean what information one could from them - obscure

tiiougii it may be - simpiy because tiiey were the most successful business men in the iiis’cory of the district.

Wormington prospere(i and was a known as a irien(ily town to visit.

40



4. A Farewell, a Find and a Reunion.

Xix came through the gate and was greeted })y Roy, the stars starting to come out in the clarlzening eastern slzy as
the western slzy moved through hues of orange and pinlz. Rhiannon ran to the door and called "Quicle - watch
Dagyd doing your magic."

Xix watched as Daffycl encouragecl his mother to throw another sweet meat in the air, which he made disappear -
then reappear from Belle's ear (Daﬁycl's personal variation).

Sarah and Awvon said it was amazing magic, for about the twentieth time that evening - relieved Lyo had
returned so they might distract Daﬁy& by having supper.

[t was more a Lanquet for that household than supper, because they had broth and ham and oatmeal cakes (that
Sarah had cooked that a)':ternoon) , as well as the sweat meats in the pacleage from the Inne. There was warm
mead too and smoked fish - far more than had gracecl that poor table at any time during there stay. Best of all
was having Avvon sitting there eating with them, l)y Sarah's side, as the two children stared at the fare with

excited expectation.

"Now don't try to eat too much!" , Sarah warned the children, specificaﬂy directing her gaze at Rhiannon. "You're
choc-a-block full of sweet meats and if you try to eat too much more, you'H just be sick". Fortuna’cely both
Da&yd and Rhiannon were quite aware of how full ’chey felt, aHowing them to temper their eating. Tl’ley were also
well worn-out from all the day's events - mentaﬂy as well as physicauy - both feehng rather drowsy.

"I had a word with Gregor the smith, on my way Laclz", said Xix after finishing a small serve of broth and
con’cempla’cing one of Sarah's oatmeal cakes. "He says he'd be happy to show Da{'fyd a few of his trade secrets, if
Dagyd would be interested and rnayke give him a small wage for any help he might be on the odd day".

Daffycl looked up with interest and then at his mother. "Would you like that? Dagycl", she asleed, both surprisecl

at the offer and happy at the opportunity to perhaps get a few extra coins from a totaﬂy unexpectecl source.
"Daf)[ycl and Rhiannon impressed a lot of people with there goocl manners and quicle minds, today", Xix aclcled, as
much for Sarah's pride as that of her children.

"It would be great!", said Dagyd, who already liked hanging about the smithy as much of the time as he could,
without getting scolded ]oy Mr. Gregor or his Mother, "... but I'm still going to be an approthery!", he emphasized

, almost getting his tongue around the ’cricley professional term.

"] expect a 12nowle<1ge of mixing and worlzing metals, is help{:ul in Apot}lecary - wouldn't it be Lyo?", Avvon asked
Xix. "Well I'd say crucial - a very good opportunity, I think", Xix answered.

Daf}r:ycl beamed. "Remember what we've talked about with purity and purifying minerals, Dag:ycl. It works with
metals, as much as for water and soil", Xix added. Daffycl noclded, still smiling at the thought of actuaﬂy l)eing

inside the smi’chy - without getting into trouble for being there - and piclzing up lenowledge to help him towards
his adult dream.

"T'l be able to earn a little too, to put food on the table, until uncle Avvon is fuuy recovered", Daﬁyd said in his

most responsi]ale 'man of the house' voice.

Sarah smiled 1oving1y at her devoted son. "Yes, you're a fine provicler Daﬁy&. You and Rhiannon are more than
any lucky mother could wish for".

Rhiannon had been faﬂing asleep at the ta})le, but smiled and yawned when she heard the 1oving praise of her
mother. "Perhaps its time for bed now you two?", Sarah said to the chilclren, which they accepted without a
squeala, as both were lja’ctling to 12eep awake.

Rhiannon hugged and kissed her mother, then uncle Avvon and then Xix ... without a })linle, followed by Da&yd,
who paused at Xix; because he wasn't sure if it was correct professional behaviour to hug Mr. Lyo. The little ]30y
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inside won. He hugge& Xix and went to the paue’c with his sister, care£uﬂy removing his boots and placing them
under the pauet, then doing the same with the shoes Rhiannon had kicked off and left 1ying.

"How is the strength going, Avvon?", Xix asked. "Better than I thought possible. I think I might have even
walked Noala back to the Inne, but I wasn't sure and ‘chough’c perhaps you might have something to discuss with
her", Avvon answered. "I've had a fair amount of sleep recently too", he added smiling at his sister, as she cuffed

his ear.
"Well it's good you're conserving your strengt}l, because I think you migl'lt need it in the next few &ays", said Xix.

"Oh ... In what way?" asked Avvon with bemused concern. "Ummm.. | organize& a few new shingles for the roof,
because I think it migh’c rain a little tomorrow afternoon or night. N o’ching like a bit of exercise to get those

muscles back in trim again!" Xix jolzecl.

Avvon laughed. "I think I might even have managecl that today. I actuaﬂy feel young and vigorous - sort of S
he tried to explain.

"You sure that wasn't you response to Noala", Sarah teased, reaﬂy enjoying the opportunity to talk and jolee with

adults, in her own home and so much at ease.
Avvon flushed as Sarah score another Luus-eye, but was Lrieﬂy saved 1)y Lyo's bedside manner.

"Your body and health are all there in qu, but it's out of practice and weakened in terms of not having practiced
co—orclination, so it will take a clay or two to get the feel back of many things you take for grantecl or do
automa’cicauy. I suspect the 'vigor' is the mirthras. It rejuvenates - especiaﬂy if used in Spring - so that will be
llaving an impact ... though perhaps Sarah is right about a reawalzening of your 1ibiclo!", he added with a 1aug11.
Sarah giggled and Avvon flushed again.

"Unfortunately Noala is leaving with me tomorrow!", Xix continued, but seeing the cloud pass over Avvon's face
said: "Don't worry, its not that kind of arrangement. Noala needs to find herself, as much as any‘ching else. She
was orphaned at a young age and needs to answer some questions about herself and heritage, but I suspect you'n
be seeing a lot of each other in the future!"

"I intend to take her to some friends for a while, so she can find her answers before you meet again!"
"How 10ng will that be?" asked Avvon ]olealzly.

Xix looked at Loth, paused and then said, "On the road to the Ghost fores’c, before you reach the Grey Mountain

passes’.

"Then we will leave 13y mid-Summer eve!" said Sarah, 10012ing up she added "Will ...7" but left the question
unasked. Xix looked clirectly into her eyes and said, "Yes to })oth, Sarah".

Sarah looked back with joy in her eyes, then asked quietly:

"Who are you Lyo? Are you the dragon lord?", toying with a thought she had since he insisted she place the pearl

on Avvon's tongue.

"I am who I said I was - Eylofren - and no I'm not the dragon lord, nor a dragon", said Xix, his eyes warmly

})urning golden, in the reflected 1ig11t of the coolzing fire.

"Did Jalee reaHy see a dragon?", asked Sarah persisting and exploring things she'd talked over with Avvon earlier
in the clay.

"Yes", said Xix franlzly. "You needed his help and pai(l his due, so he came here."

"T felt his power", said Avvon
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"Did you?" questioned Xix.

"Yes - I could not over come the evil I was fighting, but it couldn't crush me - then I remember a great light
confronting the darleness, even {eeling the darkness quail before it, then it was torn away leaving only 1ig11t and

ﬁeshness", said Avvon with distant eyes.
"[nteresting perspective", said Xix with genuine interest.

Xix took out his pipe and moved to the seat Ly the fire, lighting his pipe and Mowing smoke rings into the air,

waiting for the next question.

"W}ly?", said Sarah.

"Why do you stop to help strangers?" countered Xix. "Accident, fate, destiny? All that reaHy matters is what is.
You benefit from helping others. Can you say that the &ragon orl might not benefit from helping you? What is
received isn't what's important, is it? What is important is the giving and the reasons for giving."

"But what could we give you?", she asked.

"At least four very dear and new friends", answered Xix smiling gently.
Awvon nodded.

Sarah looked at Avvon, then asked the last thing she really needed to know.
"Will he and Noala marry?"

"Yes", smiled Xix, "And it will be quite a party indeed. I wouldn't miss it", he added.

Sarah's eyes twinkled at the double promise. "You still haven't answered my question properly - about who you

are!", she scolded in good humour.
"Yes [ have", Xix countered.

"Might one surmise there is more in a name that meets the eye, or that it will become clearer as we go along?",

asked Avvon guessing the 12ey was the name itself.

"One might indeed!", smiled Xix, golden eyes Leaming with pleasure. "I'm of a mood to answer Sarah, goocl food
and wonderful company - you might as well aslz", he added 12nowing she'd thought of other concerns.

"What happenecl to him and is he disabled or disfigurecl?', she asked referring to her lost hushand.

Cy had jumped up and was sitting in her 1ap, liclzing her fingers as she stroked him absent-mindedly and focused
her attention on Lyo. He was purring lou(ﬂy, louder still as Avvon slippe(l him a piece of ham, while his sister was
looleing at Lyo. Sisters become mothers and mothers miss nothing. She gave him a look, then smiled and gave
the purring cat another slither of ham.

"Well it seems he found the treasure horde he was always searcl'xing for, but it was guar(led Ly something a little
worse than a troll. He was entranced and placecl on a cold slal), actuaHy exhibited as a 'Lurglar' of all ’cl’lings! As

for injuries - Leing away from his 1oving wife and children are injuries enough I expect. He has no others." said

Xix
"You found him then?" asked Sarah.

"No, the dragon lord did. He knows most things that move over and under the earth. I believe he's taken quite a
shine to you Sarah, and Avvon, but especiaﬂy your children." Xix answered.
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"That's why the water tastes cleaner and the crops have su(lclenly grown })etter, and our luck has changed!", she
said, patting Cy as he lay purring in her lap.

"On the whole, yes", said Xix.

"We owe you both so much. I wish we could find some way to show our gratitu(le and appreciation”, said Sarah

humbly.
Awvon nodded in agreement - "But how do you thank a dragon?", he added
"Perhaps you already have!", said Xix clis’cantly, contemplating the fire.

"But I haven't seen or met the (Jragon 1or<1", said Sarah, trying to understand why a creature she'd never met had
decided it liked her and her fami]y.

"May]oe ..." said Xix, lost in contempla’tion of the glowing embers of the fire. He blew a few more smoke rings the
said: "May]oe the clragon lord feels kindness to all creatures, or t}lrough all creatures. Might lzeep that question for
the Aragon lord yourself one Aay - if you should meet him?"

Sarah puﬂed up the purring cat and hugged him. "I hope he's ﬂuffy and cuddly like Cy", she said girlishly. Awvon
snorted at the ’chough’c as the l)ig cat purred even more loudly.

Lyo just said "Maybe...." again and left it at that. He seemed to fall asleep, not reaHy surprising to Sarah - as
mystical or not - Lyo must be exhausted from the day and night before.

She quietly motioned Avvon to his bed, but he indicated she should have the bed and he would sleep with the
children.

Sarah carried the ]oig cat to the bed with her, and slept souncuy - free of fear or worry - for the first time in her
life. She dream’c, as did Avvon, ’cl'ley met the (lragon lord - a silvery shimmering light - and were told: 'he would
always watch over them and their families. Not to fear evil, sickness nor ill luck'. "The children especiaﬂy, Daffycl
and Rhiannon, as well as their children's children, would always share his good will' ... the dream assured them.

Sarah awoke to loud tapping at her door and hearing her name called Ly the merchant - Owen. It was warm, the
sun high, indica’cing they'd obviously slept late into mid morning. Avvon and the children stirred now too,
similarly roused })y the visitor. Sarah quiclely dressed and went to the door, hearing Rhiannon caHing Cy, then
asleing Awvon where the cat might be hicling.

Owen was standing there with one of his store helpers, holding a number of paclzages. Behind him was Mr.
Botho trying to shepher& a rooster and two chickens - without a great deal of success - while in the baclzgrouncl
Gregor supervised the staclzing of some shingles and delivery of some other assorted paclzages.

"Good morning! Sarah", said Owen with a broad smile. "Where do you want these put, and I think Botho might
do with a hand from the youngsters, to control those dratted chickens."

Rhiannon ran out, distracted l)y the prospect of much going on that require(l her urgent involvement and
immecliately set off after one of the chiclzens, with a squeal of c[elight. The rooster and Botho were having a test
of wills at the hedge, while the third chicken had taleen-up a comfortable viewing position on the faggot heap.

Sarah was at a loss for words. Avvon wandered out, still a little uns’ceacly on his legs, s’tre’cching and ru]obing the
sleep from his eyes. Rather than ask questions - he was only half-awake anyway - he simply walked over to where
Gregor and some ViHage laoys were sorting out their deliveries. "Nice morning, can [ help with that?", he asked.

"Ye m's be yon Sarah's br'thr - Mahstr Avwon! I be Gregor tha smi’chy", said Gregor ex‘cencling his Lig hand to

AVVOH .
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Dagy& walked out wearing his boots and looked satﬂy, Waﬂzing to the gate ignoring those around him and gazed
out along the road to where it merged into the distant 1anclscape.

"They've gone!", he said quietly, in a sad small voice, but his words carried through the bustle and noise
impacting on those gathered in the yarcl.

Sarah turned and saw that the staff, as well as Lyo's travel bag were indeed gone. Rhiannon ran inside to
confirm Daffyd's words, then said:

"Well that was rude - not saying good-})ye!", and then ran out to resume her pursuit of the chicken. Botho had Ly
now gra})]oed the rooster and managed to get it to stay - on a slightly higher percll than the chicken - atop the

faggot heap. He contempla’ted joining Rhiannon in her pursuit, but decided she secemed to have the upper hand
and had far fresher 1egs than he.

Sarah looked sa(ﬂy at Awvon, then Daffyc[, a small hint of tears in her eyes.

"My Lyo asked us to give you his best wishes", said Owen gen’cly. "We saw him off early this morning, with young
Noala, who is going with him to try to find her £ami1y. He said, especia”y, that he didn't like to have difficult
good Lyes and that Daffy(l would be able to explain. Heisa good man and we thougl'lt he'd take her safely on her
way - perllaps more sa{ely than with most others" He glance(l at Botho and gave an obvious Winle, which caused
Botho's face to darken ]arieﬂy. Gregor let out a snort and laughecl with a big bellow - the whispere(l something to
Awvon, which caused him to laugh too.

"Seems to be a few dragons around these parts!", said Avvon to Botho with a smile. Gregor let out another roar
of 1aughter, Owen chuckled and Botho grinned at Avvon's suggestion.

Da&yd noclcled, trying to assume his most serious air - though tears ran down his cheeks. "it is hard to be an
appo’ch'ry" , he stated solemnly. "You grow to love people you help , but there's always another little ljoy or girl, and
mum or clacl, or uncle or aunt, just waiting over the hiu, wishing you were there. It is very hard, but you must got
to those who need your l'lelp, leaving behind those who don't!" With a sniff he marched back up the small front
pa’ch and went to clean out the fireplace.

"Well said young man!" said Owen, as Da£fyc1 passed. "Very much to the point and precise indeed" Tears were
freely running down Sarah's cheeks, but her face and smile showed the tremendous pride she felt for her son, as
well as appreciation of the thoughts he had expressed.

"There are some new things here for you and Mr. Avvon, along with cloth and tread from Mr. Botho - Sarah.
Where would you like them put?" asked Owen - Wisely lznowing she needed some distraction, just at that

moment.

As Sarah and Owen sorted the parcels insicle, Dag:yd let out a sudden cry - initiaﬂy causing Sarah to think he
had burnt himself on some still ljurning embers. "Mum - quiclz, look what I've founcl", he called out, scrapping
through the ash with a slightly blackened stick.

His urgency caused Sarah and Owen to rush over to the hearth, just in time to see him tentatively touch then
picle up two bright objects "Look - it's alright, they're not hot at all" he said, stretching his hand to his mother.

There was a little ash dust on his face with trails from recent tears and more ash on his han&s, but in his

outstretched palm were two small moon-silver coloured rings, with intricate &esigns on the boss.
Sarah took one, aclmiring and dusted it, then showed it to Owen, standing at her side.

Rhiannon had been running past the &oorway when Daﬁyd called out, helped by the two younger dogs, in hot
pursuit of the single-mindecl hen. Botho, Awvon, Gregor and the viHage ]Joys helping were mostly wa’cching the
entertaining spectacle with large grins on their faces. She stopped - distracted - running inside the cottage to see
what Daffyd had found. The three men came in behind her, squeezing into the now crowded cottage.
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"Amazing!", said Owen simply.

Sarah looked at the finely Wrought rings - feeling cool, but warm in her hand - and then handed one back to
Daffyd.

"I think this was intended for you!", she said.
Rhiannon struggled to see. "Show me too!", she demanded.

Sarah turned and smiled. "T think this one was meant for you, Rhiannon", she added; giving the second ring to
the little girl.

"A going away present!" squealecl Rhiannon - forgetting her new shoes and clothes, putting the tinny ring on her
£inger. "Well that's proper. | tl'lought Mr. Lyo migl'lt have forgotten!"

Sarah put her hand over her mouth to cover a smile and looked at her grinning guests in apology, seeing

similarly suppresse(l smiles returning hers.

"Itisa dragon, with a rune in it!", said Daﬁyd, showing-og his new ring to the a(lults, so Jchey could admire it. "It
fits perfectly, and that's Mr. Lyo's mark in the rnicl(ﬂe", he aclcled, going to the cutting board to demonstrate the
charcoal mark still visible on the underside.

"Mine has a little bird and cat in the middle", said Rhiannon, showing the tiny figures within the dragon boss.

"I'm going to look at it in the sun", she squeale&, running outside with excitement.

"A most impressive gi{-t", said Botho reﬂectively, 10012ing to Sarah, Owen, Gregor and Avvon, with an

understanding tlawning in his eyes - reflected in those of his companions.

"Aie - thae be of tha fin'st mak'n too", observed Gregor in admiration. "Be ard f' a mun ta sae tha age, twixt that
elvn er'ft o' old - ta mayhap mor' rec'nt rnale'n", he added with a twinkle in his eye.

"Forgive me, I've £orgotten to offer you refreshments in all this excitement. Might [ offer you all a cup of
rneacl?", said Saral’l, motioning the men to the table.

"T've work to clo", said Daffyd importantly, ﬁnishing fiuing his wooden bucket of ash and cinders. He thought the
adults wanted to talk privately, to discuss things he already 12new; so it was best he get out of carshot and let them
get on with it.

"D'yu nae mind 'tif ae tag along ta see wha ye mae be do'n?" asked Gregor.

"Yes, I'd be pleased to show you and explain", Daﬁyd beamed, grea’cly impressed at the smith's interest in what he

was doing.

The ring made him feel different and he already believed that it was magical, but unsure what that magic might
be and sure he should not experiment, before he got to know it better. He did immediately know of one magic
property of his prized new possession.

Daffycl could hear - every’ching - as soon as he put on the ring, and felt it warm him. Hear or see was a little
difficult to distinguish ]getween, but he could hear/see the thoughts of all those around him, in addition to the
birds and animals outside. He knew Rhiannon could do the same with wild creatures, just cliscovering the
Waywarcl chicken had come straigh’c to her as soon as she had willed it in her mind. She was curren’cly sitting on a
log experimenting with the young pups and the chiclzens, coming to terms with the gi{:t she knew was her own

magic ring.
Dagyd watched as she experimented further afield and summonsed an old crow Hying far off in the distance.

Dagy(l knew Gregor was beside himself with curiosity about him, and would reaclily have the 1)oy as an apprentice
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whether Mr. Lyo had paid for this in advance or not. Gregor knew he could learn things from Dagy(l, just as the
inteﬂigent ]ooy would learn much from him. Gregor specula’ced in his mind that this might be exactly what Mr.
Lyo had intended.

Daﬁyd was about to agree with him, when a clear voice in his mind said: "Remember - don't ruin people's

discoveries with your own foresight or forelenowleclge and then you won't have to think of ways to explain it!"
"Xix", said Daﬁy& aloud and in surprise, now recognizing Mr. Lyo's more common name.

"Eh? ... 'ot twas dat yng Daf'd?" asked Gregor, thinlzing the Loy had counted "six" for some reason.

"Oh ... six. I was counting steps to workout how much ash I would need...", he offered.

"You see the soil is deficient in pot ash, so if T add a little it will purify and forti{:y the soil - as it does when you

mix it into metals", he explaine&, finding words to explain things he'd not known before.

Gregor saw the wisdom in this and said so to Daffy(l. He also noticed the more sophisticated 1inguis’cics and
wondered about what Mr. Lyo had taught the Loy in the last few clays, then about the ring.

Gregor was from the northern lands, towards the top most lands of the middle earth and })ordering the wilds of
the northern wastes. It was a strange and old country up there, perhaps much clearer in memories, as well as
traditions of the lore of the first and second ages. He was also a smith who worked with earth and metals to forge
ploughs, tools or weapons. His art was strange to most common folk and in the old days, considered a branch of
magic craft. While less magic and more science Jcoday, it never the less had its ancient lenowleclge, memories and

secrets - l)etween its craft masters.

Ageless though it looked, Gregor was sure the ring on Daﬁy&'s finger was Wroug}lt within the last two nights - Ly
Mr. Lyo.

He wondered about the stranger's cat and dwelt upon the staff Lyo had carried earlier that morning. Had Lyo
had the staff when he'd cured ]alze, Gregor might have thought more about magics and Wizarcls, than medicines
and herb lore. He realized that was what had been intended and smiled.

He was sure the symljol inside the dragon boss on Dag:yd's ring was Lyo's marlz, just as he was now £air1y certain
Lyo was in fact a wizard. Hidden back in his smithy were the secret hallmarks and runes of his craft. Gregor
would paw over those ’conight and see if he might not discover Lyo's mark amongst them; though he'd only ever
met two craft masters who'd had actual clealings with wizards.

Most interesting. ..

This one had specificaﬂy asked him to explain as much of the lore of his craft to young Daffyd, Ly mid summer's
eve. Gregor watched the young ]ooy carefuﬂy spreading the thin trails of ash along the {'urrows, then turning the
soil to mix it with the little hoe. I wonder how much of this the young boy actuauy knows or guesses? he mused
to himself.

Daf}r:yd had actuauy been cloing three things. First he was fouowing Gregor's though’cs and rela’cing them to those
he was tauzing to in his mind. Second he was physicauy c].oing what he appearecl to be doing . Third he was taﬂzing
to Xix and also to his joy, the cleep ancient Voice—thoughts of the c].ragon lord. Tt was - Cyl.

"l mean - imagine Leing called or distracted at a bad moment, like if you're in the middle of some difficult task or
going to the toilet. When you need us just caﬂ, but not if it is trivial or for some matter you can work out
yourself. What you need to do now is enjoy life ]oeing a looy and learn from those around you", Cy explained.
Da&yd smiled at the thought of l)eing interrupted going to the toilet and realized it was a funny way of explaining
something important; as the dragon lord flashed him an image of the opening gaml)it of the recent battle with
the Bolrog. Yes he thought, it would be bad to be distracted at such a time. "That doesn't mean not to call us

should you need to, or feel lonely. It just means be responsil)le", said Xix's voice with assurance.
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"But what of Rhiannon?", silently asked Dagyd, concerned at what havoc his sister might cause with such powers

unchained.
"Test her powers. Feel them out and see their limits." , instructed the dragon.

Dagyd followed the instruction and tested his sister's powers, realizing they were a shadow of his own, largely
confined to &ealing with creatures and healing ill. She could not communicate by t})ought with others than
creatures of the wild, except Da{'[:yd; but she did not know that yet, simply being overwhelmed Ly the joy of her
communications with the birds and animals all around her. She had already learnt one discomforting lesson
about Roy and Belle. Daffytl understood why, because the ring allowed him to see all things that had been
clouded, or removed from his memory and understood the special properties of the droplet of Xix's blood given to
his uncle and both dogs. The dogs were rejuvenate(l in Lo&y and soul, given the task of watching over the farnily
and the two children in particular. Specifical]y - parenting Rhiannon when her brother or farnily were not there.
Rhiannon had commanded Belle to come and Leg at her feet, in a quite childish and spoilt manner. For her
troubles she received a sharp nip on her behind and a severe mental chastisement from the wise dog. Rhiannon -
somewhat surprised Ly the response and stern scolding - understood immediately and did not make the same
mistake with Belle or Roy again.

"We've much to do young Daﬁyd" said the wizard's voice in his mind, "... but we've freed you of one concern in
})arring Rhiannon taﬂzing to other people about her ring, or how she uses it. That should save you considerable
worry, but she will discover she can talk about it, t}lrough thoug}l’c, to you. She needs to share it with someone.
Be patient when she discovers that."

"Will she be able to in time? When she is olcler, I mean", asked Daﬁyd.

"Yes, to certain people and those such as ourselves, but we cannot have her Lakl}ling to us every five minutes,

until she matures into a grown woman", answered the Dragon loxd.

Dagy(l smiled at the thought, realizing Rhiannon simply would not stop to think before she called-out -
especiauy to consider that someone might be very })usy - because she simply lacked the appreciation of others that
delivered consideration. That would come with maturity and in the interim, Cy and Xix's imposed limitations

were the only solution.

"Good })ye for now, Daf)tycl", said the two voices in his head. "Your father's return should distract and temper her,
for a few days at least...", was the parting thought from Xix.

"Good Lye for now", he thought happily in response.
The clog Roy called a greeting in his mind, as he came across the furrows wagging his tail.

"Aie ... Ah ken see da sense 'n cla’c, yng Daf'cl", repliecl Gregor, after Dagyd had explained why he was putting the
ash in the furrows.

"Ah ken show yng'n ah trick 'r two 'bout smith'n too!", he ad(lecl, as the walked back to the cottage so Daffy(l
could refill his ash bucket.

Gregor stayecl with the other adults, drinlzing the mead Sarah had warmed for him, while Dagy(l and Roy went
back to finish spreading the last of the ash. He was half 1istening to his sister's antics, with his min(l, as she asked
the birds and beasts of news and goings-on around the district. Daltltyd 1aug11etl as he heard the (lry though’c-
comment from Roy: '...that there would never again be peace of mind for the birds and beasts in the district’. He
looked at the faithful dog smiling and said: "Don't worry, | expect she will very quiclzly over-fill her mind with
those doings, get a sore head, and then be less inclined to listen to bird's gossip!"

Roy let out a short happy l)arla, which Da)tfycl was pleasecl he could now see was a dog laugh. While it was only a
small thing , one of the virtues of the ring Dag:yd came to appreciate most was that he could understand animals'
expressions. Generaﬂy animals were the happies’c of foﬂz, always trying to be joﬂy or optimistic among humans
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and other animals; even if they felt ill or sad themselves. People called it "10yalty" or "devotion", but Dagyd
realized it was much more than that. It was some’cl’ling Rhiannon eventuauy discovered too, kecoming the driving

inspiration for her work in caring and healing of creatures all over the countryside.

One piece of information had no significance for Rhiannon, as she was not looleing for detail of that leincl, but
greatly excited Daf][;yd. A distant rook had said "there is a lone man on the roa(]., to the north of me, going south

along the main track".
Dagyd irnparted this to Roy, thinleing it might be Xix returning, then directed a question to the rook.

"Excuse me kind father of birds and lord of the winds - might the traveler be carrying a cat and sta{'[?", he asked
with his mind, casting the t}lougllt to the ﬂying rook who was but a speclz on the distant horizon.

"Fairly spoleen, unlike your nesthng, answered the rook. The traveler has neither staff nor cat, but carries a l)ag
and sees naught but the road. He is Jcraveuing with purpose - in a hurry to be somewhere or perhaps may nearly
be in sight of his home country".

Dagyd suddenly realized it must be his father returning, as he had known would happen and he excite(lly told
Roy. Roy let out a yelp of joy.

"Per}laps you might run out to meet him", said Dagycl reading the urgent need to greet his 1ong-lost master.
"Tell Belle and if anyone aslzs, I'l say you went off after a Ladger in the thicket!"

"Thank you", panted Roy in his mind, running towards the gate - pausing ]Jrieﬂy to lick Belle - then taleing off
down the lane.

Rhiannon noticed and was about to call Roy back or question him, but Daffy(l was relieved of the need to
interfere by a single short growl from Belle ... directed at Rhiannon. The little girl got the message immedia’cely
and ’cimidly went back to rnentaﬂy cha’ctering with the chickens.

Dagyd, aways conscious of his manners, returned his thoughts to the distant rook; now returned to his farnily
and perche& high in a distant forest grove.

"Pardon me again for dis’curl)ing you Mr. Roolz, but the traveler you have seen may be my lost father returning. |
thought you may be interested to know the goocl tidings you gave'.

"Thank you for you civility, young master", responded the rook. "My name is Caccius the blue, should you wish
to speale again", the rook responded invitingly.

"That is a most prestigious name", replied Daffyd, almost feeling Cassias ruffle his feathers with pricle. "My name
is simply Dagyd. I will look forward to our next discourse..."

"As will I, as will I, master Daf)tycl" replied the rook. "My clan and I will watch for you".
"Good morning then Cassias the blue. Fair ﬂying and goo& eating, to you and your clan", said Daffyd.
"Good morning and fair ﬂying, to you young master", said the rook's voice from affair.

"Magic or not, the rings have had one egec’c", said Sarah looleing out at Rhiannon - quie’cly sitting looleing at the
chickens giggling - and at Dag:yd - sitting in the shade of an apple tree, eyes focused on some point on the
horizon. "They have certainly quie’ced them down a great deal. I hope that's for the better and not for the worse!".

"Tha lad see mor'n wha's 'ere und 'bout. 'Tis a &eep wisd'm 'es got. Ah nae th'nk dat's feﬂ, S'rah", said Gregor.

"Yes ... If any’thing ’chey're (leep in thought. I think they see more than Jclley did Le£ore, and with much better
understanding. Appreciation of ’chings and those around you is not a bad virtue to acquire", agreed Avvon.
"Besides - we know the rings were a gift from Lyo and he'd do nothing to harm any of us - on that point we're all
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agree(l", he continued.

"Well they might be strange folk and impossi]ole to read or predict, but wizards through history have been our
friends. I think he was a wizard and no ill will come of his visit", said Owen.

"Ae, ya s'und ta mite sure 'v ye self, Ow'n. Why's dat?", asked Gregor.
"Well it was some’ching he asked for, then something Avvon and Sarah said he &i&!", replied Owen.

"When I was very young, my grandc[a was mighty taken with the old legends and stories , with a particular love of
tales about the wizards like Gandalf the Grey ... to be precise. Now [ remember my granclda told us about smoke
rings and always used to try to make smoke rings as small or round as he might manage, because that was
something most wizards did when they were relaxing or thinlzing. Sarah and Awon say Mr. Lyo was most
relaxed, when he was sitting l)y the fire lnlowing smoke rings. Mr. Avvon said specificauy, he recalled how perfec’c
and precise the smoke rings 1oolaed; while you - Sarah - said: 'he seemed to make them go chasing cach other and
some jumped though other 1arger smoke rings'. That would take an enormous amount of practice and slziu, to

produce such precision”, explained Owen, cleep in though’c.

"The other piece of the puzzle was at my store yesterclay, when Lyo asked for pipe tobacco. He didn't ask for any
common or local special blend. He asked for 'Riverbank' - the rarest and most expensive of all weed. Now we all
know Lyo was obviously very rich indeed, and I've heard tell most apothecaries are very rich - let alone one who
has been at the court of Rohan; but 'Riverbank' was the weed most favoured Ly the wizards in gran(lda's stories.
That is the weed grown and smoked Ly the lords of the halﬂings who &estroyed Sauron in the Great War. They
live as far West of here as Mordor's broken gates are to the South. They say those little folk can blow better
smoke rings than wizards, in some of the tales; but that is lileely an embellishment, because they destroyed the
great ring, than a precise measure or contest. Anyway - Mr. Lyo asked for 'Riverbank' and had noticeable skill in
Mowing smoke rings, but he stood all of two thales easy - so you could never describe him as little folk'. That is
Why I think he was a Wizard, but I cannot be precise until I learn more of the court of Rohan. Smoke rings and
Riverbank, might be normal things to them. I don't lenowl", he concluded.

Gregor grunted, but lzept his thoug}lts to himself.

Botho agreed with Owen, but said: "I think it's better left unsaid, partiauy through respect for all Lyo has done
for us and partiauy because he ol)viously did not want it to be common chat. Besicles, in the old lore the say
wizards be quicla to anger and a frightening sigh’c to behold. T see no aclvantage in tempting such a fa’ce, even if
Mr. Lyo were the kindest wizard of all. It would still be foﬂy to anger him, because a wizard is a wizarcl, friencuy

anc]. undeclarecl or no!"

They all agreed to leeep the matter as an open secret amongst themselves, agreeing with Botho's views, but to a
person clou]oting Lyo would anger, or had a vengeful bone in him.

"Well we can't sit here chewing the fat all day", said Botho. "There's work to be done and tables to be tende(l; so [
must be off". With that he s’cood, joine(l Ly Owen and Gregor. Tl’ley said their good mornings and went to the
gate, Avvon 1oolzing far north up the road and seeing a lone traveler in the distance - dog jumping about at his

side.
"That looks almost to be a twin of old Roy", said Avvon straining his eyes.
Turning and 10012ing about, he saw Roy was nowhere to be seen.

He glance(l at Daﬁy&, who returned his level 10012, then gave a quic12 wink and a small grin. Avvon looked back at
the stranger and strained his eyes.

"Strike me blue if I'm mistaken - that's Roy and the only person he'd behave like that with is Gwnlyn", cried
Avvon, let’cing out a whoop of joy and running up the road - albeit in a slightly unsteady 1ope. Sarah - (lespite her
skirts - was hot on his heels, crying-out Gwynlyn's name, and quiclzly over’calzing her recently recovered brother.
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"Glad tidings indeed! T expect the work and tables can wait a while longer ... Gwennith's able to look after it",
Botho said talzing out his pipe, with a wry grin.

Owen and Gregor laughed at the jest, then joined him.

"Never reaﬂy thought of smoke rings as an art. Seems an interesting 1eisurely pursuit though" suggested Owen
speculatively, Howing a 1arge woM)ly smoke ring.

1

n", 1aughe(1 Gregor.

"Aie - 1)6 need'n consun'tra’c'n ... O 'pre-siss-on' a}l y‘ I)e say'n - OW

The three of them sat, happily absorbed in their newfound leisure activity, as the distant traveler was greetecl l)y
the £amily that had run to met him.

"Reckon the events of the last few days will long be remembered hereal)outs", murmured Botho loolzing up the
road. "I expect Sarah's husband will have quite an adventure to teH, too!"

"And over many a jug of meacl, too", said Owen with a smile.
The thought made Botho grin.
Owen started whistling, between puf{s..

"Aei: m're ta tell o' da lest f'w daes, thn' o' tha lest ten turns ... ta ma wae o' ’cl’l'nlz'n", muttered Gregor, thinlzing
of his hallmarks.

Down the road they came, dogs loarleing with excitement. Children Labbling and men laughing, while Sarah -
heart bursting with joy - alternated between laughing and crying. The wiry and clusty ﬁgure of Gwnlyn was

thinner than the three watchers could remember him, but he seemed more road weary than injurecl, to their eyes.

They rose as the group approached and called their welcomes to the long lost adventurer. The party again went

into the small confines of the cottage and once again the mead came out as much was told of adventures in the

wild.

It was not until mid-afternoon Botho, Gregor and Owen, again took their leave, with many hearty farewells ...
then staggered merrily back up the lane to the Inne.

Gwennith was glaring at Botho with a black fury, returning so late in the clay and having o]jviously had more
than his share of mead.

She shared her Withering look with both Gregor and Owen, for a moment threa’cening to undermine the close
bound the three had recently found, but broken at the last instant when Owen giggled and then quietly said:

"Old Jalze's (lragon don't you know? I wonder if she'll be a Hying tonight!".

His two partner's let out a roar of laugh’cer, the conspiracy sealed when Botho ordered his wife to l)ring then a pot

of mead and some mugs.

Gwennith went to argue, but saw the look in her husband's eye and complied. They took a table at the end of the
Inne's veranda, taﬂeing and laughing well into the night.
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5. Spring Cleaning’.

At the crest of the hill Xix pausecl. Turning he raised his staff at the distant figures, stancling in the lane ljy the
cottage, and waved a last farewell. Noala also raised her free hand and wavecl, then took one of Cy's paws - where
he was nestled in her other arm - and gave a little wave, not that such could be seen ]3y any other than she and
Xix. It just felt right. They then continued clown, into the VaHey })eyond.

Noala had abandoned her serving wench's attire and returned to her road clo’ches, looleing more like a woodsman
of the forest fringe, than a young maiden. Her Jaclee’c and breeches were a dark olive-grey, faded from much wear
and many leagues on hard roacls, but still very much the colour of cleep forest canopies. She had stout hide
Waueing })oots, a hood - thrown back - and a belt of matching earlthy brown. Rolled atop her shoulder pacle, was
her sleeping kit and heavy coat, inherited from her dead woodsman guardian. Although seemingly soft and the
focus of much admiration at the Inne, Xix had no doubt that Noala was far tougher and more traveled than
many hardened journeymen from those parts. At her left was an old battered sheath, holding an equaHy battered
looleing forest long—lenife. He had no doubt the blade was lzeenly edged and had seen some use in Noala's hand.
All in all she was a capable venturer in any company, well able to account for herself where many others might

not, or might turn and flee.

In the way of such ’cl’lings, Noala was very curious about her traveuing companion. Sure he knew the trails of the
wood elves and would lead her there; but equauy curious was his own story - as she was inclined to think he might
be a traveﬂing enchanter or seer of sorts. Back where she had come from, old folk versed in herb lore and some
£orgot’cen speHs of greater days, were largely respected and called seers or seeresses. The greater among these were
called enchanters or enchantresses, but in these parts such language was not known. She had not heard of the
term 'apothecary', but it equate(l to what she understood of seers or enchanters, in her own lands. In some of the
larger Viuages she had passed through on her journey, it was &angerous to be thougl'lt of in such a lig})t, as the
middle earth was becoming superstitious and fearful, only too ready to persecute any‘thing deemed strange or out
of the orclinary. Much was rumoured of sorcerers, sorceresses, witches, warlocks, spells and enchantments -

particularly in relation to folk from 'the wilds'.

"The wilds' seemed to apply to any place outside the immediate dis’crict, or on its boarders. She had long ago
learnt not to speale of her home forest and real extent of journeying, having narrowly escapecl being tarred and
feathers - accused of being an enchantress ]3y jealous viuage women - in one place she had sort shelter. Her quest
lneing as it was, Noala had sort out a number of these old wise folk to seek directions and any’ching they migh’c
know of the old lore. By far most were simply cleeply wise and caring people, well versed in herb lore; but she had
encountered those who questecl for something more and tinkered with darker things of the nether worlcl, seelaing
such greater powers or mastery. The latter she could recognize irnmecliately, because their auras were tarnished ]oy

the darkness they sort to embrace and they 'smelt’ slightly of ]:)rimstone, to Noala's keen nose .

In her experience, such folk usuaHy had 'familiars' - creatures or spirits holding the shapes of common creatures,
who worked with their masters or mistresses in seeleing paths through the laljyrinths of the nether worlds and
helped seek-out healing herbs in hidden places. These 'familiars' were common to both those of leincuy and good
enchantment, called those of the 'white'; and also to those of greedy and bad enchantment, called those of the
'dark’ or 'black'.

Noala's understanding of these ’chings was a composite of old lore, woodsman's lore and a hotchpotch of local
superstition and popular rumour. Thus she thoug}l’c Mr. Lyo was an enchanter or seer in her framework of
unclerstancling and had assumed Cy was his familiar. Within her un&erstanding he was clearly of the 'white', but
it confused her that he stated without a hint of falsehood, that the cat was not his familiar ... but had left open
that the cat was other or more than he seemed. 'You will learn more as we travel on the road L he had said the

previous day.

Noala grappled with what to say and how to broach the su]aject, inclirec’cly, without souncling to curious or
(lespera’ce. They walked at a pace that impressed Noala. It was not pressed, but it was solid and covered distances
in a measured balance; indica’ting Lyo was well accustomed to ’craveHing the roads. The pace was not reduced or

strained on her account, which she appreciated, because it demonstrated equal treatment and unsaid recognition
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’cl’lat she was an accomplished traveler hersellt.

Lyo hummed little tunes as they walked along, the cat in her arms seemingly purring in rhythm with both their
footfalls and the tunes. It was an also gay way to travel, still wearying on the fee’c, but in a light happy manner -
rather than the heaviness of anticipated distance to be covered or rest falls to be made. 'Inciclental', she thought.
It makes the waﬂzing seem inciclental, rather than toil to a purpose.

"On the road you'd best call me Xix', as that is my common name. Tell me about your parents and guardian",
He said ]orieﬂy, before continuing with his tune. Noala was about to say he should tell of himself first, but
realized he'd just offered something of himself in aslzing. She toyed with how much to say, but then reminded
herself of just how apparent the old blood was in this stranger and she had never met someone in whom it was so
apparent, nor with such a strong aura. Her best chance of fin(ling what she Wisl’led, was to be as open as she could
with this seer. She toye& with how to start, but t}lought the best t}ling to do was explain as best she could and
then explain anything Xix might not know about - like the Ents and their stewardship of the Fangdorn.

"T've little memory of my mother or father, just wisps of 1oving faces 1oolzing down at me, joy, singing and Iiving
higl'l in trees. | don't know what happened to them, but T remember a great fire with much smoke and mortal
peril. Half awake, some great hand lifted me and carried me away to a bed of soft ferns, where my guar&ian found
me. His name was Dirk the Tallowman and he was a simple forester living on the edge of the Fangdorn. We lived
1oy coﬂecting faggots, malzing tallow and casks from fallen wood. Sometimes Dirk would fete with visiting
travelers - herbalists - and help them find the plants Jchey sort."

"He told me the Ents - great tree lords, who were the shephercls of the ancient forest trees - had pluclzecl me to
safe’cy, when my home had been burnt in a great fire. What had become of my parents he knew not, simply that
the Ents delivered me to him - saying they had perished - asleing that he care for me until I was grown and could
seck-out my own people. "Her father was of the Elven blood. Bid her - seek them when she is grown', was all they

had said."

"Dirk raised me as best he coulcl, but I fear my father's blood caused that raising, to be a 1onger task than he had
perhaps thought; for he aged rapicuy and I came to adulthood slowly in his reclzoning. He passed away in his sleep
last summer, after giving me this token and bidding me seek-out my own kind. He was sixty four full turns, he
told me. Although I look a maid of but eighteen turns, [ had been in his care for nigh on forty and was a child he

deemed to be six turns when first place(l in his care."

"He could not verse me in the 1anguage of my sire, nor their songs, or lore. After Lurying him and ]oeginning my
journey, | first went into the Fanghorn to seek instruction and direction, but the forest would only Whisper that [
must seek to the nortl'l, loeyond the eastern reaches of the Mirkwood. T knew not t}len, where the Mirkwood 1ay,
but set out and sort to learn all that I could along the road. Sometimes 1uclzy in traveuing on wagons with
tra(lers, most of my travel has been alone on foot, which Ly and Iarge I have pre£erre&, as manys the peril I've face
from would-be friends. The lonely road may have perils, but not nearly as frequent as those of fresh met

traveﬂing companions ..."
Noala was deep in reflection for a moment, then blushed and said apologeticauy:

"Oh ... I did not mean you Mr. Lyo - I mean Mr. Xix. I mean from the kinds of people who offer you company
and shelter on the roacl, but with different purposes in their minds and not healthy company for a maiden. That

still doesn't sound right, but you know what I mean and I trust you, otherwise I should not have joined you on
the road."

"No need to apologize. No offence was meant and none taken. I understand exac’cly what you were trying to say",
Xix smiled. "T've a mind to stop for a rest and a small brew on yon(ler hillock. We've come a fair way and | mig}l’c
rest my weary legs for a short w}lile", he con’cinuecl, indicating a grove of trees, 1oy some roclzs, at a hillock off the

roacl ahead.

The cat was purring reassuringly and regular respites were needed to refresh serious travelers. They had come a
considerable distance she saw, 1oolzing ]Daclz, and nodded in agreement as they left the road for the trees.
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To her eye, ciiscipiineti in forest craft and many ieagues on the road, the rocizy hollow within the treed grove was
a reguiar stopping point for some travelers. There were signs of a small iire, perhaps within the last three nigiits,
and a store of firewood was pacize(i in a small rock shelter beside where ’ciiey now stood. Xix set a small fire and
boiled water in a small pot, then added some fine leaves to make a reiresiling and pieasant tasting brew. Tiiey had
some of the oatcakes Sarah had given t}iem, then stretched in the warm sun, Xix's cat purring happiiy on her iap.

Noala drifted into a contented sieep, lulled i)y the purring of the cat.

Once Noala fell asleep, Xix put away his pipe and went over to a iarge rock. He waved his staff and drew out the
sleeping form of Gwniyn, secreted within the nigiit before last. Xix removed Gwniyn's i)ag of piun(ier and took
out all but three of the golci coins, ieaving the other i)ooty within. He took a small leather purse from his travel
i)ag, put the goi(i within and then buried it before the rock that had been Gwniyn's resting-place. He said an

incantation over the buried goid, to ensure oniy Gwnlyn might find it and retrieve it.

To the sieeping man he spolze for a while, implanting detail of how he had been imprisone(i in ti.eep (iungeons i)y
goi)iins and oniy recentiy found opportunity to free himself; graiai)ing what he dared from their piun(ier as he
escapeci their dark passages. Exhausted he had fallen asieep ina iioiiow, then been greete(i i)y a traveler and his
companion cat. Tiiey set him on his pa’cii homeward and gave him a meal for the road. The traveler had
backtracked his patil and assured Gwniyn no goiaiins were in pursuit. After saying farewell, Gwniyn decided to
i)ury part of his horde, so his iamiiy might collect it once tiiey were on the road north again. After (i.oing this and
carei'uiiy marizing where the loot was secreteti., Gwniyn turned for the last ieg of the journey to his home hearth.

After implanting these thoughts on Gwniyn's mind, Xix raised him from the grouncl and set his iegs waﬂzing in
mid air. "When your foot touches the grounci, you will know the next rise will reveal your home Viiiage in the
distance and you will be with your dear iamiiy in less than two ieagues ; but never again will you seck adventure or
ljooty in goi)iin's dark holes and to your wife will aiways be your first care", he commanclec]., and then sent the
sieeping man through a gateway with a wave of his staff.

Gwniyn's foot touched the roa(iway and he was imrne(iiateiy awalee, staggering siightiy, he realized the top of the
rise should be the last he'd have to climb. Not much iurther, weary though he was, and soon the weicoming
embrace of his ioving iamiiy. How iong had he been gone he wondered. Time stood still in the dark gobiin holes.
A year - three mayi)e? Far too iong to be parte(i from Sarah and his children. Well never again.

Gwniyn reached the top of the rise and in the distance saw his little cottage, basizing in the late morning
suniigiit. He ga’ciiered himself and quicizene(i his pace, then to his joy recognizeti. the familiar siiape of his faithful
(iog - Roy - i)oun(iing up the road to greet him. He was home at last.

In the hollow Xix again 1ay back and i)egan lnlowing smoke rings, unconsciously ljencling the iingernaii of his
ioreiinger, with his thumb.

"You're (ioing it again", said Cy's voice in his head.
"What?" repiie(i Xix. "You're Len(iing your iingernaii!" said the (iragon iaugiiing.
Xix looked down and smiled. He did do it, as Cy had mentioned before.

"I'm not sure what we should do with her. Do we take her straigl'it to the wood elves, iznowing their kindness will
make her feel even more iost, while she tries to recover her past, or instruct her first? And what of teiiing her of
her parents?", Xix mused.

"I'm inclined to agree that going s’craigh’c to the wood elves would be mean more hurt for iier, but it is a decision
she should make. 1 suggest we tell her what we can - which is more than she would otherwise discover, except
from the old Ents - then offer a choice of i)eing instructed with Ly us, or going straig}i’c to them", repiiecl Cy.

"Four fisiies sile'li ci'iose us!", wagered the (iragon.
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"Not a fair bet, my friend", said Xix smiiing, "... but airigil’c - iznowing I'l lose as usual! You will have to do most
of the instructing, because I'll have much to do in restoring the old worizings and halls!".

"Of course. She would want the wiser tutor anyway!", said Cy srnugiy.
Xix iaugiie(i out loud, which disturbed Noala from her slumber.

"What is the jest?" asked Noaia, snuggiing the purring cat, which aiitectionateiy licked her brow - between her

eyes - causing a pieasant tingiing feeiing.

Xix giance(i at her and smiled. "Well you should not be so easiiy awoieen, but I expect that is the Elven blood in
you. What would you say if T said you've a ciragon sitting on your stomach purring and he's just told me he'd
make a better tutor for you than 17" , Xix asked.

Noala looked at the cat she was ai)sent-rnin(iediy stroizing, (ieep into the watery black poois of its eyes. "It doesn't
make sense, but I believe you and know your teiiing the truth. How can a cat be a (iragon, and Wiiy does he purr
so much?", she asked sieepiiy.

"T think it’s proi)ai)iy casiest if you just (irop off to sieep again and listen with your rninti", said Xix.
She looked at iiim, then the cat; nodded and iay back. Cy revealed himself and iJegan to expiain.

Having revealed himself and Xix, then explaining the works of those of the first and second ages, he detailed what
he had been able to remember and discover of her parents.

Her father had been a wood elf from a famiiy of wood elves in a forest ioor(iering the northern wastes. His iatiier,
uncies, cousins and brothers had iougi'it under Elrond's banner at the two great battles before the gates of
Mordor. His name was Allfewln and he had survived the last great i)attie, unlike many of his izin, aitiiougi'i
periiousiy wounded i)y a fell dart of the ring-wraitils. Under Elrond's hand he had recovereti, personaiiy tended
once i)y the great izing himself, but the recovery was iong in i)eing full.

Those of his kindred who had survive(i, attended to their dead and lesser Woun(ie(i, then left Allfewln in
Rivendell's care, as ’ci'iey had none to match. Tiley could not tarry ionger, as there was gooci and ill ti«iings to bare
back to their loved ones, at home in the far north. Allfewln stayeci a year in Rivencieii, then left with most of
their folk at the i)eginnings of their return to the western sea; however he was young and not yet so weary of life
in middle earth that the sea called him strongiy. He parteci company with Elrond's folk at the Entwater, ioiiowing
it to the Fangilorn and repianteci groves of Iseguarci. There he tarried iong and worked iiarci, tiirougil his great
love of all tiiings growing green; forming a strong irien(isiiip with the Ents and oldest of trees, (ieep within that
ancient forest. By the time he ]Jegan to reach middle age and think of a iamiiy, many years had passeci in the
recizoning of men and Allfewfn's love for the F‘angiiorn was so great, he could not i)ring himself to ciepar’c from
it. He knew many of the trees i)y their full names and was greatiy loved i)y those he ’cen(iereci; while perilaps in his
heart feeiing his separation from his race made him dearer to the Ents, separate(i from their Entwives. The latter

was sometiiing he aiways said he would someciay rejoin.

Tiirougii the years of peace, tiiougil bands of renega&ies from both Mordor's and iseguar(i's armies were still to be
ioun(i, families from the fair houses of the Westernesse, Rohan and Gondor sprea(i far and wide to build new
lives. Some settled on the southern fringes of the young Iseguar(i plantations and forests , iiving iiappiiy from the
]Jounty provi(iecl i)y those great orchards, but still near enougii to the wild Fangi)orn to provicle the reacly edge

many of the former cilampion's families desired like wine.

Fair even among these of the Westernesse was a maid named Vivvian; even admired for her ioeau’cy, Vitaiity and
fairness of sizin, ioy the Ents. Whether i)y ciesign - which I suspect - or due to their fascination with her
unblemished skin - ’ci’iey called her Vivvian "pure-i)ariz". The Ents irequentiy mentioned her to Allfewln. For his
part, ioeing an elf and iiaving personaiiy met several of the great Elven queens, Allfewln did not believe
comparai)ie i)eau’cy could exist outside the few remaining hidden havens of Elven folk - 'old blood or not'. In fact
the issue often became quite heated - for Ents and a wood elf that is - in that Allfewln would i;requentiy point far
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to the southeast, where a lonely pine grew. He loved that tree, but it had been struck 1)y lightning in its youth
and was twisted I)y time. To the Ents he would say - "You tell me of the fairness of the Entwives; well in
comparing Vivvian's to Elven maiden's keauty, I might just as well compare the Leauty of the Entwives to yoncler

lonely pine".

This was in fact very heated talk and neither parties might spealz again to each other for up to a full turn; but the
understanding of mutual loneliness always healed the rifts , No others might have got away with.

One Spring they fina”y persuaded Allfewln to cast his eyes upon her, which ended the argument for good.

Allfewln and Vivvian fell joyously in love with each other - totaﬂy captivate(l - and were wedded before that

Summer was high.

The Ents and trees formed a beautiful tree house for them, overlooleing the orchards and groves of Iseguarcl, so

Vivvian might never feel too far from her folk.

As for the argument - that became a forest jolee. Many trees w}lispered, when £eeling mischievous, 'see yon(ler

pine...?', as Allfewln walked past; which cons’cantly reminded him of the exquisitely beautiful and rare love he had
found.

In penance to the Ents, Allfewln ple&ged to someclay find a way to rejoin the Ents and Entwives. 'A well
meaning, but rash promise' said they, appreciating the true kindness of the thought, but better understanding the
Aigiculty in lzeeping . Allfewln insisted somehow tl'ley would be rejoine(l.

After a few years Allfewln and Vivvian had a loal)y daughter. She was named Noala - meaning fair of face and
pure of vein (much to the Ent's hlzing). The farnﬂy were happy and many the joyous songs Allfewln would sing,
to entertain the ladies within, and the Ents without, their fine tree house.

Sa(ﬂy that singing was their undoing. The tree house was seen Ly a host of marau(ling renegades and rumour
quiclely sprea(l among their number that it was the watcher's lzeep over Iseguard - wherein was much of
Sauraman's plundered treasure. The renegades lay in wait within the orchards of Iseguard and ambushed your
parents as they went to collect fruit. Part of the rabble fired the tree, thinleing the gold and loot would drop to

earth, as the leafy mansion was consumecl; but the only treasure within was little Noala.

Vivvian - beautiful and pure of skin or not - was of the Westernesse; born and bred to figl'lt in (lesperate hours.
Ambushed and outnumbered they fougl'lt, back to loaclz, both suffering several mortal wounds, before help could
arrive. The Ents in their {:ury left no trace of the renegade ramble bigger than a grain of sand. Tl’ley were
slaughtered, crushed and groun(l until there forms could not be Aistinguished from the dirt. Vivvian died - blood
intermixing with that of her beloved - in the double embrace of her morta.Hy wounded huskan&, while both were
})eing carried 1oy Treebeard. She had cried out for her claughter, then on hearing the great Ent saying she was safe
in his care, she sighed. Allfewln cried out in great agony, his heart piercecl })y her passing in a way no fell blade or
dart had ever been able. "Send her to the north, to the wood elves - her own people. The Ghost forest, when she
is of age ....", he begged Tree])ear(l, and then he died too.

In the cleepest forest glade of the F‘angclorn there is a shady grove, precious to the Ents and trees of the forest. It
is constan’cly in mist, from the trees rather than the slzy, as Jchey weep for those who stand there, surrounded l)y
the rarest of exotic flowers. There, in the weeping grove, preserved in their full lneauty for all time, stand Vivvian
and Allfewln - beloved of the forest. They stand and suffer no change nor aging, through the great art and
lenowledge of the ancient trees; but nothing can call back souls once ﬂown, not even the greatest of the Ents.
Always sad at the loss of the Entwives, the grief of the Fangdorn has become much cleeper since then and it
assails all whom may care to enter. The air of Jcragedy and loss is more than most creatures can endue. The depth

of grief and mourning for your parents is very great indeed. It is second only, to the loss of their Entwives.

"That is the story of your parents, as told Ly slzy, earth, bird and tree; though it grieves me to be the one to tell it.

The dragon lord went on to detail her adventures on the road, since leaving Dirk's forest cottage.
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Sac”y your father burdened you with an oversight, in his anxiety that you should be reunited with his lost kin.

This was that you would grow to adulthood without tuition in the language, ways, and lore of your people - thus

forever Caugh’c between two worlds.

It is within our powers to send you straight to the Ghost forest, but you would still be an outcast, not lznowing
their ways and lore; or, you may tarry with Xix and 1 for a while, learning from us, what you have not been
taught. The choice is yours to make", Cy concluded.

Noala lifted her head and opened her eyes, tears running down her cheeks. She held and cuddled the cat close to
her for comfort, as she rocked quietly crying.

Xix pourecl her another cup of the draught he had brewed and then sat silently, after giving it to her.

Noala finally sniffed and wiped her eyes. "l should like to make them happy again. P erhaps if T could find the
Entwives, and return with Avvon to the Fanghorn, then ’chey will stop crying", she said.

The big cat purre(l in (leep appreciation. "We will help you with such a noble quest", was the thought Noala heard

in her mind.

She brightenecl and with clearing eyes said: "Well I can't meet my uncles, aunts and cousins as a l)umplein can I,

so | expect it is up to you to teach me? Thank you and thank you for teﬂing me about my parents.”

"Well T expect you might like to know where we're off to", smiled Xix, "... though you'll not need to worry too
much about your shoe leather. We are going to clean out and re-establish the ancient £orges at the Dwarven city
where we found Gwnlyn, the other nig}lt. It won't all be fun for you, as you've much to learn, but T think you'ﬂ
find Cyis actua”y as soft at heart as his current fur coat. It always puzzles me how such a soft dragon ever got to

a respectable age!"

The Big cat stoppecl purring for a moment, seemed to smile wiclze(ﬂy, and the Xix disappeared in a cloud of

smolze.

Within the smoke there was much coughing and splu’ctering. "1 get you for that - charcoal l)rea’ch", muttered

the WiZa]fCl, in a manner Noala suspected was more for her comic relief than was serious.
The smoke cleared and Xix was restored - appearing singed and sooty, but otherwise unscathed.

She 1aug11etl and held the cat protectively, then got up to help get things paclzed so they could resume their
journey. Once paclze(l, Xix directed her to walk straig}l’c towards the rock face at opposite side of the hollow.

Noala's world seemed to shimmer and then she was stancling before the great doors of the 1ong abandoned
mines, Xix beside her.

"Ugg}l}l}l! What a dark and fell looleing place", she said. "Tt smells so foul and evil!"
"Well T think it's about time you put that fat slacker down and the ground and let him earn his fish!" said Xix.
Noala put the lnig cat down and Xix moved her to his side, as the air around the cat shimmered.

She was amazed Ly the sight she now beheld, seeing Cy in his full glory physicaﬂy manifest before her, far more

beautiful and majestic than had been the revelation in her mind.

The Aragon seemed to smile tenclerly at her, then it gave a wink of its great eye. Drawing himself to his full
height and splen(lor, he gave a long ordered command in some ancient 1anguage. The great doors opened Wide,
accorcling to his command, while a fresh gust of wind blew clean air into the stale confines within. The great
(lragon uttered further commands before the doors and the entire mountain seemed to shudder with relief and

reawalzening .

57



High above them portals, long covered to lzeep out the 1ight and freshness, became cleared - some blown-out
where orcs or golalins had bricked them closed.

Light and freshness flooded the place, while Noala noticed the winds were har(ﬂy loehaving as normal winds -
twisting into little tornadoes that sucked up clust, rubble and (lel)ris, then clepositecl it in some place unseen.

The (Jragon then took a great breath and Hew, but instead if the fire Noala was expecting, he blew a great jet of
steam through the halls and passage ways; further cleansing all in its pat}l and quiclely &issipa’cing without trace.

The dragon admired its hancly work Lrieﬂy, then let out a ear-piecing roar and shimmered.
The cat sat purring lou(ﬂy in the gateway licleing its paw in a nonchalant manner and waiting to be piclzed-up.

Noala went to him and piclee& him up, then followed Xix into the ]oright airy entrance hall. Everything was
sparlzling fresh and clean, revealing the l)eauty of the inlaid marble floors and carved walls of the great halls.

"Wonder{:ul, that was magnificent - it's so fresh and clean too", said Noala in awe.
"Try not to encourage him - Noala. It will make him more incorrigible than he already is!", replied Xix

Noala cuddled and stroked the Lig cat, who purred even louder - then seemed to polee his tongue at their

companion.
"See - I told you so!" 1aug}1ec1 Xix.

"How will you restore this place? I have seen your great powers unleashed, but surely you cannot do everything

and this place is lonely indeed. Have you organizecl a host of Dwarves and companions? When will they arrive?"
She asked.

"No host is organized as yet, because there is much here still to be set right. Don't let Cy's polisking-up of the
main halls cloud your judgement of the greater task within the depths of this place. There are many lying cold on
stone, whom we will awaken and ask to help us, amidst whose number are some Elven folk to leeep you company.
To them you will be our ward and companion, so never think to hang your head in their presence. That will also
provide a fair explana’cion for your turn of phrase and mercenary sleiﬂs, acquirecl through your hard life. Few
question the ways of clragon lords or wizards, least of all far seeing elves. They will assume we had some purpose
in leeeping you hidden from their foue; more lileely suspecting you're of a high Elven line hidden from enemies
long past, for some greater purpose. Regarcﬂess none will question or chaﬂenge the ward of the c[ragon lord, so

remember you are bestowed with a rare honour" , Xix said with kindness.
"How many wards have you taken under your great wings - Cy?", Noala asked the cat with humility.

"Countless among the creatures of the earth, through the many ages, but I perceive you ask of Elven kind, men
of Westernesse, dwarves and others of the second age. As a full ward I've had only one other - creature, beast or
bird - and he stands l)y your side. While you may long for company and mourn your times of 1oneliness, have a
care for Eylofren the Fine, last of his kind these four hundred and {ifty years gone', said the cat will a roﬂing

purr in its soft voice.

Noala su(ldenly felt a great pity for Xix and better understood the joyous look in his eyes when watc})ing the
antics of Daffycl and Rhiannon. Before she could speale her though’cs the wizard said:

"Ahhh... but I've had the birds and Leasts, creatures great and smaﬂ, for company; but most of aﬂ, an overly

caring clragon lord to test my mind and lzeep me on the s’craight and narrow".
"But you must sometimes miss your kind?" argued Noala.

"Yes - long ago [ missed my kind and wished of naught else but to join them in the west. Too 1ong have I been in
the care of this dragon lord though, and [ suspect I'm more attuned now to (lragon thought, than that of wizards.
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Not that that's a bad t}ling, quite the contrary in fact", said Xix smiling.
"And I should think so too!" added the velvet voice between purrs.
"Not unlike my Leing lost from the elves!", said Noala.

"Not unlike that, young maiden. That was a major consideration in our decision to offer to teach you your lore
and 1anguage. Xix wished to simply do it, but I insisted it be your choice - which reminds me of a little wager
involving four 1[is}1!", purre(l the cat.

"Going! ... I'm going! Take Noala to the sleeping gaﬂery and I'll return there shor’cly", said Xix with a laugh.

Noala started into the great hauway, listening to the purring voice as Cy gave directions and answered her
questions about the Luil&ing and fall of the great Dwarven city towards the end of the first age. Perhaps a sign of
better times to come, butterflies danced in the light of the open portals, for the first time in aeons. Xix walked

through a shimmering gateway, disappearing from site.

They made their way to the sleeping gauey, which was actuaﬂy the Bolrog's museum of exhibited creatures it had
captured. Many were paired exhibits, some particular curiosities - to the Bolrog - but all shared fixed looks of

a]oject terror or revulsion fixed on their frozen faces.

"There is much to be undone and mended in the minds of these, before I dare awaken them", Cy purred. "Most
would be permanently crazed with £ear, or at least scarred forever, after ]Jeing the play things of something as evil
as a Bolrog. While memory is precious and part of a creature's essential being, those are memories best removed

for all time", he explainecl.

"But w}ly would the Bolrog do such things? Surely it tired of such cruelty?", Noala asked in great distress, trying
to look beyond the frozen looks of horror.

"Bolrogs were called from another realm, time and place, })y the dark forces at the end of the first age. Some were
captured and imprisoned (leep within the earth - like Durin's Bane - only to be released through the £oﬂy of &eep
Aelving. Others, such as the one we encountered here, dwelt undisturbed and 1arge1y unknown in the wider
country, protected in part 1)y the lost memories and lost lore of dwarven and elven's kind. Because they come
from nether worlds, where all life force is dark and })rooding, Lolrogs and fell creatures of their kind simply hate
any life force with traces of 1ight or merit. That hatred knows not bounds or quenc}ling, as it is born of a most
base and evil jealousy. The derive great evil pleasure in seeing such creatures in untempered moral anguish, in the
Aeepest tleptlls of darkness and ]orooding, where tl'ley come close - momentarily - to seeing the realms from which
the Lolrogs were drawn. As far as loolrogs go, this one was less cruel than most, perhaps tempere(l l)y his 1ong
years here, or curiously inteuigent in some way other than the base evil of his folk. His concession was to freeze
his victims as 'exhil)its', and then put them in his gaﬂery of conquests, Walzing some at his leisure to further
torment their minds. It may seem a greater cruelty and perhaps it was; but for a creature such as I, it is
interesting in that it is out of character for kolrogs and seems to indicate a curiosity of sorts, about those
creatures he was tormenting. Strange indeed, for such is the first stage of learning and introduced a possibility in
some far distant time, that the world of the Lolrogs might have some glimmer of hope. Such would not interest a
short lived creature such as yourseH, but it was a surprise to both Xix and I. There is very little in the passing

years that surprises us, or comes unheralded, so we found it very interesting", explained the Aragon lord.

"Don't feel Litter, as we see and feel the hurt of all those imprisoned here, in all aspects of their al)jec’c terror and
suffering. We will cure and heal them, but remember their memories will forever be with us. We try to
understand, so it might be avoided at some time in the future" Cy said finaﬂy.

"Does it not haunt you - your lenowledge [ mean?", Noala asked concerned.

"With time senses become accustomed to such corruption, malzing the evil no less hurtful but more a question of
patterns and designs, which have a tendency to repeat themselves. 1 ask myself sometimes to a&judge blame -

proportionauy - between those who in some way, })y some small act, start the corruption growing, against those
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who are the worst products of the same. Each is inter-related and cannot be separa’ced in the gran(ler picture of
’cl’lings?", mused the dragon loxd.

"Succinctly - 'who is the greater evil: the corrupter or the Corruptecl'. This is a fell lecture to give to such a fair
ward and maiden. thought you were going to teach her Wisely; not weigh her with the thoughts of dragons, great
lzings and the wise? Noala - would you like to reconsider your choice of tutors?", Xix commented from behind
them.

Noala smiled, within a (Jeeply troubled face. "No. It is best to confront truth, if one seeks un(lerstan(ling and it is
a comfort of sorts, in that I see the sadness and perils I have endured are inconsequential to those suffered by
many others. That is not a true comfort in itself, but it does give me strength to endure, but this is a sad and fell
place. T would be happier to be elsewhere for a short while."

In a flash she was in a banquet room, Lright with afternoon sunlight and butterflies dancing in the (lapple(l
beams of sun, filtered between the room's great carved piHars. A 1ong table was fuﬂy laid-out and Xix held a chair
for her to take her seat, at the left of the head. Xix took the chair at the head of the table and poured her some

wine.
" see }Jeing a wizard has its rewards as well", said Noala smiling at Xix.
"It wasn't me that time!" pointing at the cat sitting on a cushion, to her left, inspecting four fresh fish.

"T had £orgo’cten my manners and perhaps forgotten I was ’caﬂzing to my new war(]., rather than Xix. Pardoned or
not, | should not have weighe& your pretty shoulders with such heavy thoughts. I apologize, though I know you

have grown, rather than taken ill from it." purretl the cat. "This is a better way to say ['m sorry - Washing away
dark thoughts with 1igl1t"

"Thank you - Cy. Your apology is accep’ced and rest assured I've suffered no ill", said Noala.
"Hurnmppphhh! Well it will take far 1onger for me to forgive you", growle& Xix, giving Noala a secret wink.

The cat looked up at him for a secon&, eyes twinlzling and then turned back to its fish. A lobster on Xix's dinner
pla’te su(l(lenly came to life and locked a claw on his nose, malzing the wizard yelp in pain and surprise - before it

Aisappeared ina puH of smoke. He glared at the cat, while Noala giggled.
"That's number two, you dratted clragon!" he said and resumed his seat, giving another wink to Noala.

"Well I can see I'm not wanted, so I'm going for a walk. Enjoy your banquet", said the cat finisl’ling its last fish.

He cleaned his whiskers and paws, then calmly strode from the room, tail waving.
"He's not reaHy offended is he?" asked Noala, giggling at Xix's red and ’cl’lrobbing nose.

"No - he's ac‘cuauy gone down to undo the terror in the minds of those entrancecl, before he releases them from
their entrancement. I do think he {orgot he was taﬂzing to you and not me. We've not reaHy talked at length,
other than to each other, for many years. Perhaps we've forgotten some of our social sleius, but I agree that you
are better for it", he said with a smile.

"What was the wager about the fish?"

"We had a discussion about what option you would ’talze, if given a choice between Leing taught first and then
going to the wood elves, or going s’craight to the wood elves and learning from them. Cy - Leing a dragon -
cannot quite rid his nature of 10Vi1’1g tricks and wagers. That is just the way &ragons are!", Xix explaine(l.

"I thought it was you who worried about my feeling out of place, if T went straight there unpreparecl?" queried
Noala with puzzlemen’c.

"Tt was", said Xix, "... and because I understood myself, I was sure you would opt to learn from us; but that isn't
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the point of the wager. Cy just likes to have small side-bets on things. .

It is impossiMe to get him to bet against reasonable pro]oa]aility and he also cheats on occasion - using his
£oresigl1’c to make sure he picles the winning side. I know he does it, and he knows I lenow, but it appeals to his
clragon spirit to win wagers ... so [ just take the other side for the fun of it...

As1 pointed out, it is the wager itself - not what the wager is about - that is the central exercise."
"Ahhh - so if he is prepared to wager on something, it means it is a virtual certainty!", mused Noala.

"That is a usuaHy the case, except if he's trying to trick you. If he bets against a fairly obvious outcome, it is
cither a trick or because he alreacly knows the answer. Dragon's other great love is Leing cunning or ‘cricley. It's
just a habit Jchey have, like cats or dogs circling once, before finaﬂy 1ying down to sleep. Dragon's just love to

wager, be cunning and triclzy ... but there is no malice in it."
"But it seems to me you would never win!", said Noala exasperatecl.

"T don't usuaﬂy win, but it is a goo& exercise for the mind - trying to workout how you're })eing tricked - which is
worth the standard wager price of four fish", Xix 1aug}1e(1.

Just then there was a movement at the main entry to the banquet room, which gave Noala a small fright,
replace(l with a look of wonder as she set her eyes in that direction.

There was a group of seven people, loolzing sligl'ltly pale and disorientated, waiting at the entrance.

Xix got up and bid them enter, introducing himself and announcing each before showing them to places at the
})anquet table.

The first two were elves; followed ]3y three large, very authoritative looleing Dwarves, and an elderly Dwarf

matron, with deep wisdom clear in here eyes.

The final guest was a gaunt loolzing man clad in a rnousy-brown cloak, perhaps looleing older than his years due

to his experiences at the hands of the Bolrog, but seemingly in early to mid manhood.

Xix drew this guest to one side and gave him a wauzing staff, like his own; seemingly producing it from mid-air,

or some hidden fold in his own silvery-olive cloak.

It had an immediate rejuvenating effect on the stranger, seemingly 1i£ting a great weight from his soul and

renewing his passion for life. They spolze ]Jrieﬂy, before Xix turned and l)egan his introductions.

Noala was captivate(l Ly the elves. Despite their ordeal, their })eauty, grace and composure were simply
outstanding and quite ]oeyond Noala's attempts to encapsulate in words.

She stood in her place awe-struck and simply Curtseyecl as cach guest was announced.

"Lacly Errywn and her steward Myraﬂn of the Steep—downs; Deryn, Lyiam and Cyan - sons of the great Lord
Dwain of the Iron Mountains; Princess Theﬂrnyr - peal of the Iron Mountain clans - custodian of the clan 1ore;
and Rhyss, wizard of the second degree, understudy of the great Raddagast the brown... May I present the
maiden Noala - ward of the Dragon Lord Chryuexius."

"Please be seated and eat your fill. Your questions will be largely answered when the rest of our company is
assembled".

Rhyss took the seat on the other side of Xix, facing Noala. Next to him were Lady Errywn and Myraﬂn.

One seat removed from her own place were Lyiam, Princess Theﬂmyr, Deryn and Cyan.
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Noala felt very ill at ease amongst such personages, but her introduction as the Dragon Lord's ward had
ol)viously clevated her status considerably, in the eyes of the company. She was treated with great civility and

diffidence.
The guest ]Jegan eating with relish.

Rl’lyss and Xix were taﬂzing quietly, while it was the lady and her steward - who said they were from the Steep-
down forest (which Noala had never heard of) in a strangely clipped version of common Westernesse dialect - who

first addressed Noala directly.

"Ye be O£ Elven sires - as ourselves. W}lence 1ine came ye ancl 1)y Wllat 13001’1, or Lane, 'cames’c ye Wal‘d O£

Cl’u’yﬂexius I grande?", Lady Errywn asked with interest.

Noala though about what she had said for a moment, then having successfuﬂy worked-out the speech and

question, she answered with timid reserve.

"My sire was Allfewln", she said trying to think of how to describe the forest region Lordering the northern
wastes, when a familiar frien(ﬂy voice purre(l an answer in her mind. "Thank you, Cy", she thought back to the
Cat/Dragon still in the distant chamber.

"Aﬂfewifn, son of Har(lryun. Standard bearer of the elves of the Cyfryg reaclles", she said with clear confidence.
"My family were forest stewards of Iseguar&, killed 1)y renegades while de£enc1ing the southern groves of the
Mirlzwood, which the renegades sort to enter and burn. The great Ents arrived too late to save my sires, but t}ley
rescued me and placecl me in the care of a woodsman. After his passing [ set out to find my kin in the north,
then into the care of my lords Cl’u’yﬂexius I grancle and Eylofren the fine."

"Well clone!", said Xix's voice in her mind.
"Ahhh - that exp]ains much!", said the dwarf princess in a sharp voice, but with a kind smile to Noala.

"T once saw Chryuexius when I was just a little girl, as he had come to remove one of his wayward 12in, who had
’calzen-up residence in one of our great mines. Dragon's frigl'ﬂ:ened me a plenty before then, but they 1zeep to
themselves and most don't know they're goodly folk on the whole - but you would know that wouldn't you deary.
It is different for a little girl to see a rouge attack her clan with great bursts of fire and smolze, then later see a
much greater (lragon singe him, and send him paclzing. But this one here - he's the splitting image of that old
buzzard Normyn, but he's younger again. [ thoug}lt mayl)e it was his mischief malzing protege young Gandalf,
but then I thought "No - looks ol(ler, but is younger again. Father or brother was he Eylofren?", she asked Xix.

Xix smiled. "Normyn was my grancl sire. He went to the western havens a time bacle, seemingly trying to avoid

lneing taken to task ]3y a certain vTheﬂmyr' ... who once puued his nose!"

"Ahhh!!!", squealed Thellmyr with joy. "He told you did he? Well T was just a little tylze, and he put his nose
where I could reach it", she laughed.

There was further movement at the entrance to the banquet hall as another group arrivecl, having been revived loy
Cy down below.

Xix got up and excused himself.

"Please enlighten the company The”myr. I'm sure they would love to hear the full tale, while 1 organize

. . . n
1ntrodu01ng our most recent arrivals.

Princess Theﬂmyr launched into the account from her chilcﬂiood, in which she had been playing hide and seek
with others of her children of her clan, then been surprisecl 1)y a strange face that looked into the hollow tree, in
which she had secreted herself. Not lznowing what else to (lo, and not recognizing the stranger, she grala]aed his
nose and pu”e& it; then heard her father's voice outside - next to the stranger - and feared she would be in strife.
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They had come 10012ing for her, after the others gave-up trying to find her, and Legan worrying that something
might have befallen her. Her father was beside himself and very apologetic for her action. She was staring at her
feet, 12ic12ing the dust and pel)l)les, as he explaine& this was a very important clan guest; but the stranger provet].
lzin(ﬂy and pointed-out she pro]oably got quite a ﬁ'ig}lt when she saw a strange face appear right in front of her.

That evening her mother explained, between giggles, she had puﬂed a wizard's nose and was pro]Jal)ly the only

dwarf or dwarf maiden, ever to have done so.
The story was told with great joviality and Lrought much laughter from those seated - inclu(ling Rhyss.

He was especiauy amused and asked if she had been told she had puued the nose of a very senior wizard - a.ctuaﬂy

the convener of the grand council of wizards?

Theﬂmyr went on to explain that she had not been told of his ranle, but she learnt some years later and a number
of the family pa’criarchs never let her £orget she had puued a high wizard's nose.

Rl’lyss mentioned, with mischief, that he was not aware of any wizards had puued the nose of a grancl council
member, then was joined in the jest by Lady Errywn, who said she was sure no Elf had ever pulled a wizard's

nose.
This pleased Theﬂmyr immensely, and made everyone laugh all the more.
Xix introduced and oversaw the seating of the next group of guests.

Theumyr's story was the icebreaker for an exchange of entertaining and {;unny anecdotes, of childhood escapacles,
many re(lucing those listening to hysterics.

Noala's sides were hurting so much from 1aug11ing, she reaHy thought tl'xey might split.

The }Janquet continued with more guests joining the company at regular intervals, with the noise of talk and

laugh’cer steaclily rising to a con{:using roar as the room filled.

Finaﬂy when all had sated their appetites for foocl, wine and laughter, as the roar became a more stable rumble of
general discussion and pipes started to come out, Noala noticed Cy had returned to his cushion on the seat

beside her.
Xix stood and asked for the guests attention.

He didn't call out or shout for quiet, rather asked in his normal voice which carried to all those (Noala estimated

there were well over ten score in aﬂ) in the l)anquet hall.

"Friends - if I may [ welcome you to this happy meeting, after your sadness. I must perhaps make many of you
sadder stiH, })rieﬂy, but T will offer hope and an option at the conclusion of what I have to say. This cannot be
avoidec[, because most of you sense the world has changed c[uring the brief time you have been held captive here,
but you cannot remember why. Thus I must tell you."

"Eacll O{; you was captured, entrance&, and 1’161(1 here Ly a L?H creature caﬂe& a BO]I’Og, or 'Durin's bane' as some

Dwarves know them".
This Lrought a hiss of fear and whispers from many of the clwarves, elves and other folk present.

"You cannot remember the circumstances, exact moment of your capture, nor torment suffered &uring your
imprisonment - because it has been removed during your reawaleening in order to heal your minds. Only the
wizard Rhyss, on my left, retains most of his recollection - but not all - because it is simply too tormenting to

recall and stay sane".

"l am Eylofren the fine - a wizard. Some of you have had dealings with my order and - like the Princess
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Theﬂmyr - will recognize my features as reminding you of some you have 12nown, but only a few of you have seen

or known of me prior to this Lanquet; which Lring us to Wl'xy...." said Xix.

"You have been freed and healed })y my companions. Our hostess Noala, ward of Chryuexius I grande. For those
of you who do not know of him in the high tongue, or your experiences, Chryuexius is the Dragon Lord - also
known as Chryﬂex the ancient."

This brought quite a few murmurs and Whispers from those gatherecl.

"Incidentauy - for those who have (liltficulty with the vowels of the hig}l 1anguage, my common name in

Westernesse is simply Xix'. I use this in general travel and it should be easier to pronounce for all."

"... Now - sa(ﬂy - we are now approaching the end of the fourth age in the Middle Barth. I know that will grea’cly
shock most of you, entranced in the {irst, second and third ages. Please hear me out. The world as you know it is
radicaﬂy changed. Twice Sauron - the dark lord - rose again after his first de£ea’c, before finauy meeting his doom
in the great war of the rings; which concluded the third age. He was clestroyed and is no more, but so also were
the great rings of power. Over three quarters of the fair lands and forests of the first age were des’croyecl cluring
the three great battles against the dark lorcl, or su})sequently through the passing of the power of the three on
Elven hands. For many of you - again sa(ﬂy - there is no great forest or grancl city to return to. Entire clans have
ceased to 13(:‘, ’chrough war and the ravages of time; while for the Elven folk - most of your number have long
sailed back to the havens across the western sea. The world has changecl Leyon(l your recognition."

The chamber was Virtuaﬂy silent, as Xix's words sunk in.

"In fact, you release is both accidental and perl’laps fortuitous. As you are sutlclenly confronted with })eing left
})e}lind, or the last of the few of your 12in<1; I too have held a 1onely watch these last five hundred years, as the last
of my line and thought to be the last of my craft in the middle earth. I had actuaﬂy closed my tower and set out
for the western havens myself, when an unrelated series of events caused me to reassess my undertalzing and led
to your cliscovery. With the help of Cl’u’yﬂexius, your captor was (lestroyecl and this place cleansed, although we
have left some Orcs and Goblins hiding in the Aeeper levels of the mines. We have a specific reason for this and
none need fear ill from them, as tl'ley cannot escape an enchantment that holds them where Jchey are."

"What I offer is three options, but realisticaﬂy only two:

The first option is to return t}lrough lands and roads you no longer lznow, seeleing for what in most cases will no
longer be there. If that is what you wish, you are free to go and will be provisioned accordingly, but I do not
believe that to be a realistic option.

The second option is to join your people, or those of the old blood and ages, in the Western Havens. You will not
need to travel to the sea, as the dragon lord will establish an enchanted cloorway, through which you may past
A,irectly, in four nights time - on Vauyn's eve.

Thirc”y and ﬁnaﬂy - perhaps the hardes’c, but most rewarding option - stay and help us."

"We intend to re-fire the forges here and reforge rings of power, such as those three great rings of the elves, to
heal and restore. Throughout this middle earth there are a few remnants of all your clans, whether single families
or small groups of families living, but slowly cleclining through isolation and loss of hope. Our plan is to reforge
the rings and give them to the custodians of tribes and clans, to use to restore the ]Jeauty of their greatest years,
but in a paraﬂel existence to this world. To each we would provide a gateway or portal, ’chrough which you may
draw your own, but be safe from unwelcomed intrusion. In such paraﬂel havens, your tribes and clans will grow

anew and the most wonderful c[ays of old be resurrected."

"That is our intention, but we cannot do it without your help. The ores and goklins have been preserved as a
work force in the mines. I believe Chryuexius has located some long sleeping of his kin in those depths, who he
awoke to guard and oversee the orcs and gololins in a most effective manner. While the likelihood of trouble is

very remote incleecl, I suspect you will agree these creatures are far better off co-operating, than coming up here

64



or chauenging Chryuexius and his kin - as the former Bolrog discovered"

"To help you in your delil)erations, you will find a fountain with a moon pool in the visage gaﬂery to the west
through those doors. It was provided ]3y the dragon lord. The moon pool has an enchantment on it, which will
show the viewer his or her homelancls, under the moonligh’c. Bach individual loolzing will see the view he or she
Wishes, even if ten are standing around the moon pool at one time. Please take your time, but do not look unless

you genuinely wish to see."

"Finaﬂy - no decision is requestecl, nor requirecl, before Vaﬂyn‘s eve. | suggest you all take this opportunity to
fete, celebrate and recover; leaving aside your cares and worries for the next four &ays. Quarters are preparecl for
each of you through the southern cloorway, should you require rest, ’coiletries, or refreshment. If you will excuse
me now, | wish to speale with Princess Theﬂmyr, Rhyss and Noala. Please continue your festivities and make
light tonight, as the burdens of tomorrow will still await you in a four-&ay. Please accept my regrets, as the
messenger if such ill ti&ings", Xix concluded with a bow.

Someone started clapping for some reason, and the guests all joinecl giving a cheer. Xix smiled, waved inclicating

tl'ley should continue their festivities, then left to spealz privately in a separate chamber with T}leumyr and R}lyss.
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6. Choices and travels.

"They say 'hope springs cternal'... " offered Princess Theﬂmyr as she walked back through the grand entrance hall
of the mines, with Xix.

They had been waving farewell to the last of the host, leaving to find their homelands and search for scattered
kin.

"Tt doesn't make sense", muttered Xix, 10012ing for sometl'ling to kick along the ﬂoor, left hand clenched as he
bent his finger nail.

Theumyr realized that although many centuries older in real terms than herself, Xix was in fact comparably

younger in terms of his understancling of people; while she would swear - were Xix a Dwarf - that he was suueing .

"And what has your familiar to say on all of this? ... or should I say Chryﬂexius I grande?" she enquired with a

wry smile.

Xix looked up, then smiled; 12nowing one of the old blood and of as ancient 1ineage as T}leumyr would have

known for some &ays, simply Ly the cat's unique aura.

"Many may have staye(l, if the dragon lord had chosen to reveal himself." she offered.

n

"Then they would have stayed for the wrong reasons' ... countered the cat, nestled in Xix's right arm. "... and stop

fidgeting with that fingernail” , he added to Xix.
Xix grinnecl Lrieﬂy to Theﬂmyr, then reverted to his Lrow-lturrowing deliberation.

"I ’chough’c they would stay and work with us - here where their world still existed - to rebuild something greater
for their surviving lzin, spreacl across the reaches. They saw in the moon pool, but refused to believe ..." He

Sighed.

"More a case of not accepting, without first hand experience and without trying to regroup their kin, in the lands
they once knew. They simply cannot accept your alterna’cives, without dismissing their own hopes and dreams
first. P eople do that. It is their nature. The proMem you wizards have is that you see things in purely empiric
terms, devoid of romance; thus you sometimes under estimate or misunderstand, just how romantic notions and

dreams cause others to act irra’cionaﬂy - I)y your measures and expectations.”
"She's right!" said the cat.
Xix magiclzecl a small stone, malzing it appear on the fine mosaic floor ahead of him and kicked it as they walked.

"But less than twenty have stayed and I can't believe Rhyss has left too. Of aH, I would have thought he would
stay!" argued Xix.

"He wanted to, but T told him to go. While of the few remaining, | believe we have enough - for the time Leing",
said Chry”exius.

"I think we've more than enough, too", added Theumyr, smiling to the cat.
"You sent him away!" said Xix with a start, and glaring at the cat. "Why - when we needed him?"

"Mayke - he's suffered a great deal with that Bolrog for starters, and T felt it more important he travel a bit - to
lzeep an eye on tl'lings and report events t}n‘oug}l the middle lzing(lom", Cy replied calmly.

"Very wise" , offered Thenmyr.

"Yes, I suppose so..." conceded Xix, unhappﬂy.
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He was about to kick his stone again, when it sudden]y shimmered and transformed into a cockroach - which
scuttled away across the floor. Checlzing his foot in mid swing almost caused Xix to fall over.

Cy - leapt to Theﬂmyr's arms as Xix teeterecl, then regained his balance. Theumyr laughed in a clear melody.
Xix glared at the cat.
"You'll lzeep!", he said, then ]aughecl ... his troubled mood passing.

Qutside, Noala waved to the last of her recent guests, as they disappeared down the pa’ch into the forest; then
turned her attention to the gift pressecl on her by Lady Errywn and Myraun. Added l)y Lyiam - who was one of
those remaining ]:)ehind, seemingly adopting the roll of Noala's shield companion - she sprinlzled the fine dust
and seeds on the surface of the Lulo]aling broole, that ran from the Mine entrance down into the dark forest. The
dust and seeds seemed to tingle on her fingers as she spreacl Jcl'lem, while the water seemed to jump-up to receive
them and ‘chey producecl a wonderful fresh, woody smell ... sort of like the smell of a forest in spring, after a

passing shower of rain.

Noala passed some of the dust and seed to Lyiam, who - after sni{'ﬂing it and sighing some long forgotten
memory - carefuﬂy sprinlele(l it on the waters, smiling as he did so.

Their task completed, ’cl’ley turned and rejoinecl the other, now Wauzing back up to the Great gate. Lyiam
glancing back as tl'ley passed through the doors, smiled a private smile, as his eyes perceive(l a slight change of the
tree foliage in the forest, along the pa’c}l the brook followed. Dark grey-green leaves seemed to lighten, then

invigorate, and reach anew towards the sun.

In the depths of the forest, gnarled old roots, trunks and limbs stretched - feeling a vigor and growing strength
they had 1ong forgotten; while here and there, small seeds found their own place to take root, then reach up into
the clear sley. The oldest trees remembered sighing, recalled the days of the ancients and the elves, setting the
highest branches whistling 1ong forgotten tunes.

The breeze carried these newly reawakened tunes to the keen ears of an old roole, who - on hearing them -
decided it was time he and his flock settled in a new forest; which held fair promise for the future. Cassias called

his clan and their nest-mates, to prepare themselves for a migration.
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