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 2.1
A task for Gnom






Piotr waited for me at the
ferry landing. He sported a backpack and those special glasses with
a microphone and a lens. That’s how I knew that he brought Gnom
with him.

“How did you
know?” Piotr asked, after I also said hello to Gnom.

We strolled along the
embankment, looking out at the big river. After a few hundred
meters, we took to the left. Just as we passed the library, Piotr
stopped and said:

“What
unicorn?”

He probably received another
message from Gnom on the small device in his ear, and continued
walking.

“What did
Gnom say?” I asked.

Piotr sounded a little grumpy.
“He said, there was a unicorn that I couldn’t see. And that I
wouldn’t understand why, if he tried to explain.”






We entered the café in silence,
and found a table. Piotr placed his backpack with Gnom inside, at
his feet.

Since we were regulars, the
French witch didn’t wait for us to order. She brought us coffee and
cakes, and a small piece on a tiny saucer for Gnom.

Piotr opened the lid of his
backpack, and delivered cake.

Piotr had learned, there were a
lot of things he couldn’t understand, without understanding a lot
of other things beforehand. But I believe, it frustrated him from
time to time. Like the invisible unicorn today.

The other customers left,
without others replacing them. It was a sign; the witch wanted to
talk to us.






She appeared in the doorway to
her kitchen. “More coffee?”

I nodded.

The witch sat down after
filling my cup.

Without waiting for her to say
anything, Piotr asked: “What kind of task did you have in mind for
us?”

The witch looked at him. “Not
so much for you all. More an assignment for Gnom.”

“I’m not
going alone.” A voice sounded from inside the backpack. “Piotr must
travel with me.”

Piotr said, Tafn would also
like to come.

The witch was taken by
surprise. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I’m absolutely not sure that
you all should go.”











The witch began to explain.
There was a dimensional pocket with a small population of gnomes,
who had lost their ability to interdimensional transfer.

As far as the witch knew, the
gnomes lived quite happily in their world, and bothered no one. She
didn’t have any idea, why they were stuck there.

The problem was the livestock.
For some reason or another, the cows only had female calves.

“That’s why
they must import a new bull now and then,” the lady
said.

The isolated gnomes had to buy
a bull from gnomes living in another dimension. It was expensive,
but the worst problem was the transport of the bull to the
iIfnatalitaramizkantarian world.

“That’s why
the poor isolated gnomes need someone to collect the bull and bring
it to them,” the witch explained. “The sellers are rather grumpy by
nature, and refuse to deliver the bulls they sell.”






“The
Gnadomacaratszje.” Gnom’s voice sounded from the backpack. “I’ve
heard about them. Even among gnomes, they are widely known for
their grumpiness.”

“That’s why
I believe, it’s a task only for you, Gnom,” the witch
said.

I agreed with her. Gnom
bringing a human, would not be popular. I was sure about that.

“And Piotr
wants to bring Tafn,” I said. “A foreign gnome is bad enough. And
what if he is bringing a human and a … what is Tafn
really?”

“Tafn is a
girl,” Piotr said.






Three days later, I collected
Piotr with Gnom in a backpack. Piotr brought his sword. Sounds from
behind his shirt, revealed that he wore his light harness.

We drove inland to Solli, where
Gnom transferred behind the bus shelter beside the motorway and
collected Tafn. She jumped into the car and put on her hoodie and
the dog mask. Seen from other cars, she looked like a small girl
playing games.

Gnom asked me to drive towards
the border.

Tafn had got used to us driving
through towns. But she noticed the large fortress on a hilltop
above the border town. We continued down to the fjord, where Gnom
found a suitable layby.

Cars passed us in both
directions, but no one noticed a girl with a hoodie and a dog mask,
and a boy with a sword and a gnome in his backpack.

They transferred, and I drove
home. In a few days, I expected to hear from them again. Most
likely, it would be a request for transportation.

The trio stood close together,
and Gnom transferred them to the gnome world.






“Stand
absolutely still, until you know where you are,” Gnom
hissed.

Tafn looked down. Her toes were
close to the cliff edge, and she could see a cluster of boulders
far below.

She felt a hand grabbing hers,
and was pulled back. Piotr had landed on a safer spot.

They were standing on a narrow
path in the hillside. Large trees were growing all around them.
Tafn noticed, the roots penetrated the rock itself.

It was necessary. The trees
didn’t grow straight up, but out from the steep hillside.

Gnom jumped out of the
backpack.

“I think, I
should lead the procession down to the village,” he
said.






The path was steep, and they
jumped from tree root to tree rot on their way down. The forest was
quiet, only a few birds in the bushes could be heard.

Suddenly, a terrifying roar
sounded between the large trees. They stopped, and Piotr laid his
hand on his sword.

“What was
that?” Tafn gazed around her, but couldn’t see anything
dangerous.

Standing with his back against
her, Piotr watched a long, hairy tentacle sliding down along the
trunk of a large tree. He slowly turned to Tafn, placed his palm
carefully over her mouth, and turned her around.

In a short moment, the tentacle
had reached the ground and was now coming towards them.

“Run,” Piotr
hissed in Tafn’s ear.







 2.2
Gnome girl is watching






Tafn turned quickly around and
jumped into thin air. She landed on a tree trunk, but was kicked
off by Piotr, who had jumped after her. They fell to the ground,
and began to slide down the hillside.

Luckily, Gnom had provided Tafn
with bluejeans and a jacket. Her own thin robe wouldn’t have
protected her a bit against small branches and stones. Piotr felt a
stone banging against his hip.

Just before they ended up in
the bushes, they could hear Gnom shouting:

“Stop. It’s
an animal.”

Tafn crashed into the small
trees, prising their luck. Piotr landed on top of her.

“Why are you
eating my jogging shoe?” she asked. Somehow, he had got her foot in
his mouth.

They untangled from the bushes
and each other. Above them, they could hear Gnom speaking softly in
an unknown language. His strange influence over animals had once
again saved the day.






Piotr felt the pain in his hip
while negotiating the narrow footpath. He might even be bleeding,
he thought.

After climbing for a while,
they saw Gnom sitting on a root. The hairy tentacle was laying in
his lap. He petted it, while large, sharp claws moved out from the
hair, and back again.

It reminded Piotr about a cat’s
paws.

Gnom slid out from under the
tentacle. “I think we can leave now,” he said.

“Why did it
come for us in the first place?” Tafn asked.

“Don’t
know,” Gnom answered. “But it was like, it was lonely and wanted
company.”

“But, what
was it?” Piotr had neither seen eyes or a mouth on the
beast.

“Still don’t
know.” Gnom jumped down onto another root. “Because, what you saw,
was only a limb, not the whole animal.”






Tafn noticed, the sun had moved
the width of a hand, when they heard a dog barking. They slowed
down, trying to move with a certain dignity if they were
watched.

Gnom shouted. The answer came
from behind a large tree trunk. Seconds later, a gnome jumped onto
it. Gnom began to talk in gnome language.

After the other gnome had
answered, Gnom turned to Tafn and Piotr:

“Stay here,
until I return.”

The two gnomes disappeared, and
Tafn and Piotr were left in the middle of nowhere.

“I don’t
like it, when Gnom leaves us in a totally unknown world,” she
said.

Piotr laughed softly. “That’s
how it is, in an unknown world.”

Tafn denied that her world was
dangerous in any way.

Piotr reminded her of the six
legged dogs, and the toxic smoke from the false gods’ laboratory in
her world. And not to forget, the mad prophet with the short
spear.

“That’s why
you became the first person I stitched together with the rounded
needle,” Tafn laughed. “You should feel honoured.”






Time never passed slowly in
Piotr’s company. But Tafn was astonished to discover that the sun
had moved the width of two hands, when they heard a voice.

“I can see
you,” it said.

“Who is
talking?” Piotr asked.

Tafn laid a hand on his arm to
let him understand, that he should keep quiet.

“But we
can’t see you,” she whispered.

The voice sounded again. “I
have been watching you.”

“Good,” Tafn
answered. “Then you know, we aren’t dangerous.”

After that, the voice kept
silent. Piotr was about to say something, when he felt Tafn’s hand
clenching his underarm.






Then, a small hat appeared over
a large root to their left. The hat wasn’t too different from
Gnom’s.

The face under the hat belonged
to a girl.

“You’re a
girl!” Piotr couldn’t hold back, despite Tafn’s grip on his arm. He
had never been aware, there might be gnome girls.

The gnome girl climbed up, and
sat down on the large root. “Naturally I’m a girl. What did you
expect? A lilac dragon?”

Tafn laughed. “No, or, maybe
yes. We met a strange creature on or way down.”

Now it was the gnome girl who
laughed. “That was the largest bull in the village. It might be a
little grumpy now, just before the mating season.”

The girl jumped down from her
root, and sat down beside Tafn and Piotr. She wore a hat, a jumper,
long skirt and good shoes. She scrutinized Tafn.

“You’re a
girl!” The little gnome was astonished.

“Naturally
I’m a girl,” Tafn answered. “What did you expect? A lilac
dragon?”.

When they had finished
laughing, the gnome girl began to feel the fabric in Tafn’s
trousers.

“It was
because of the trousers,” she said. “I have never seen a girl
wearing trousers.”






Gnom called from further down
the slope. They rose to their feet.

“Don’t tell
anyone that you have talked to me,” the gnome girl said, before she
disappeared.

The footpath wasn’t that steep
any more, and Piotr began sliding down the gravel. “Why shouldn’t
we tell anyone?” he asked.

Tafn said, the girl might have
reasons of her own.






The first house in the village
appeared between some trees. It was built into the trees. The
hillside was too steep for a traditional cabin built on the
ground.

“It’s an
aura of grumpiness around that man,” Tafn whispered to
Piotr.

He nodded. The local gnome
didn’t seem amused.

“Why did you
bring them here?” he asked Gnom. “A human and a… a girl of unknown
origin, what’s the purpose of this?”

“I need
them,” Gnom simply said. “Tafn is good with animals, and Piotr is
strong.”

The grumpy one nodded. He could
understand, but did not approve.

I had expected elderly gnomes
to grow a beard, Piotr thought.

“I have to
prepare the good people in the village for this,” the grumpy one
muttered. “A human and a… girl.”






From the ground, it was hardly
possible to see the sky through the green canopy of leaves. Piotr
got a few glimpses of blue, when the wind moved the large
treetops.

“We’re far
below the water line,” he noticed. “What’s a fjord in our world, is
a valley here.”

The sea level was obviously far
lower than in Piotr’s world.

“You said,
we are going to collect a bull.” Tafn addressed Gnom. “And the girl
said, it was a bull we met. And you said, the tentacle you petted,
was only a part of a larger animal.”

Gnom began to walk slowly
towards the village. “We’re not going to buy a bull of that size,”
he said.

Tafn asked, if Gnom knew how a
bull looked like, in this world.

Gnom said no.






Piotr counted twenty two gnomes
gathered on a small, almost level, area between the houses.
Everybody was looking at Tafn and Piotr. Gnom wasn’t directly
welcome, but these two…

Gnom jumped onto a stone, and
began talking in gnome language.

Later, he told Piotr that he
had said something like: “Good people, we’re here on behalf of the
iIfnatalitaramizkantarians. Once again, they rely on the goodwill
of the herdsmen of the Gnadomacaratszje people. They ask to buy a
young and well bred bull. In return, I bring Thalers made of gold,
and prosperity to your village.”


 2.3
Mountain forest gnomes






“Where are
the ladies?” Piotr whispered.

“In the
houses,” Tafn answered. “Business is for the menfolk.”

The gnomes negotiated loudly,
and made gestures to show how much they would be cheated in a
deal.

Piotr noticed their clothing.
The colours were kind of natural. He was convinced, the gnomes
could disappear in the woods before his eyes, blending in with the
surroundings.

Tafn and he began walking
towards one of the houses. They were halted by a loud command.

“The gnomes
don’t want us too close,” Tafn said.

They sat down on a stone. The
small, open area where the gnomes were negotiating, made a hole in
the leaf canopy. It was far down to the valley floor, where a river
cut the narrow flat area in two.

“Mountain
gnomes,” Tafn suggested.

“Forest
gnomes,” Piotr countered.

“Mountain
forest gnomes,” Tafn concluded, and they began to laugh.

It was like the noise from the
negotiations were cut with a knife. In silence, twenty three gnomes
(Gnom included) gazed at the human and the… girl.






Piotr had made a large lunch.
Gnom was aware of that, and came over to eat. He had shared the
room in Piotr’s backpack with the food.

“I think it
will work out,” he said. “But it’s a very important business deal,
and I fear that we’ll have to negotiate until sunset.”

Gnom left after eating, Tafn
and Piotr continued to whisper and giggle.

“I brought
water.” The the gnome girl’s voice sounded from somewhere behind
them.

“But don’t
let them see you taking it from me.”

Tafn placed her left arm
casually behind Piotr’s back. In a moment, she felt a soft item
being pressed into her hand. She grabbed it, and pulled a leather
bottle slowly in front of her.

“Drink now,”
the girl whispered. “I must have the bottle back.”






In the late afternoon, Gnom and
the local gnomes had concluded a deal. Everybody appeared almost
happy, but maintained a small aura of grumpiness. The latter,
according to Taft.

The menfolk sat down, and their
ladies brought food. Neither Tafn nor Piotr had seen the gnome
wives before.

Gnom came over to Tafn and
Piotr: “I’ll eat with them. And I believe, you should stay were you
are. They don’t want you to come too close. But don’t worry,
someone will bring you food.”

After a while, a girl came over
with a large bowl of soup. She handed the bowl to Piotr, and
said:

“I’ll be
back with another in a moment.”

“Wasn’t
that… ?” Piotr asked.

Tafn nodded. “Yes, that was our
special friend. I believe, she wants something.”

“From us?”
Piotr said. “We don’t have anything to give her.”

The gnome girl brought another
bowl of soup. She handed it to Tafn, and left.

The soup was absolute up to
standards.

“The best
thing so far,” Piotr announced between mouthfuls.






The girl returned to collect
the bowls in the moment they had finished eating. She must have
watched them.

“I must talk
to him,” she whispered.

“Who?” Tafn
whispered back.

“Your gnome,
I must talk to him. Please tell me where and when I can find
him.”

The girl lost the empty bowls
on the ground to gain time. Tafn used that time well. When the girl
had picked up the bowls and were about to leave, Tafn had a plan
ready:

“The
footpath. Continue for a while after passing the large bull. He’ll
be there at noon tomorrow.”






The bull was silent when Tafn,
Piotr and Gnom passed its domain on their way up from the mountain
forest gnomes’ village. It was late in the afternoon, and daylight
would soon disappear on the ground under the big trees in the
narrow valley.

“Why
couldn’t we just camp here?” Tafn asked.

Gnom answered from Piotr’s
backpack: “Primarily because of our tent and sleeping bags are in
Piotr’s world. Secondarily, because there are no danger there.”

“Is it
dangerous here?” Tafn stopped for a moment to regain her
breath.

“We don’t
know.” Gnom jumped out of the backpack. “Let’s see, yes, I think
it’s here.”

He transferred for a moment,
before he returned.

“Come
closer, and let’s go to the layby.”

Back in Piotr’s world, Tafn
wondered what might be dangerous in the world the just left.

Gnom was also wondering about
that.

“But let’s
be glad that we don’t know,” he said. “You saw the limb of that
bull, didn’t you? And that was a domesticated herbivore. Who knows,
what a wild carnivore might look like in that world.”






Tafn was prepared to build a
shelter for the night, but approved the tent, both as idea, and as
item. In the morning, she became utterly exited when Piotr made
coffee on a gas flame.

“Are you
coming?” Gnom asked, when the sun indicated it was noon.

“I think,
you should go alone,” Tafn answered. “She wanted to talk to you,
not us.”

Gnom left, wondering what the
unknown gnome girl wanted.






He transferred from the layby,
and jumped casually from root to root instead of walking down the
steep footpath. From not too far away, he heard a scream.

Gnom ran faster, and he was
right. In the forest, a few meters from the open footpath, the
gnome girl was standing, surrounded by the large bull’s
tentacles.

Wonder what the beast looks
like, Gnom thought. Anyway, it will be a good introduction to come
to the aid of a lady in need.

He grabbed the nearest hairy
tentacle, and began to pet it. “What are you doing? Scaring little
girls that way? But you were lonely, weren’t you? Not a bad bull
after all.”

The bull answered with a deep
hum, unseen in the canopy. It pulled the other tentacles. Only one
remained in Gnom’s lap.

“I’ve heard
about people like you,” the girl whispered, still a bit
shocked.

Gnom continued to groom the
tentacle. “Like me?”

“A general
animal whisperer,” she said.

Gnom looked up. “I’ve never
thought of it that way. It has always been… like it is.”






The girl negotiated the dense
forest, and jumped down on the open footpath. “I knew. You’re
different.”

The girl bent forward and
touched the bull’s tentacle. It didn’t appear frightening, laying
in Gnom’s lap.

“Different?”
he asked. “How am I different?”

She pulled back and sat down on
a tree root. “I don’t know. That’s what I wanted to find out. What
I know, is that you are totally different from all the boring
people in the village.”

“But they
are your friends and relatives.” He continued looking down at the
hairy tentacle.

“Relatives,
yes,” she said. “But I don’t have a single friend. They think, I’m
stupid, even mad. And now, my parents want me to marry an idiot in
the next village. I have to get out of here, and you must help me.
Please.”

This thing is getting out of
hand, Gnom thought, and wondered what to do next.
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