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 1 The witch






Young Piotr
Michailowich waited for me at the ferry landing. It was a
beautiful, sunny day, with a little chill from the breeze up the
river.

Perfect? Yes,
I think it was.

On the bridge
above me, pedestrians were walking across the big river, high above
the water. But the bridge wasn’t that high; they had to raise it to
let boats pass. There was a gate, a red light, and a bell ringing
loudly.

Happily, the
bridge was monitored with the help of the ever present CCTV
cameras. I had seen it myself when the bridge was raised:

Pedestrians
negotiated the gate, despite both the red light and the ringing
bell, and had to be called back by loudspeakers.






Piotr
suggested a café where we went, only to discover that the cakes
were poor.

“The French lady,” I
said.

“Who?” Piotr wasn’t
updated.

I told him,
she was the present owner of Mort’s old place. Then I told him
about the cake.

It was a heavy
duty chocolate cake, I had discovered it by coincidence, and had
continued to return for more. Not an addict, actually… but I really
like that cake.

Piotr agreed,
and we set out in our little local urban jungle.

We had found a
table, when the lady appeared from her kitchen.

“Two, please,” I
said.

“Of both?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She brought us
coffee and our pieces of cake. Piotr gazed down at the smooth
surface of the thick layer of dark chocolate covering his cake,
before he inspected the dark basis. More chocolate.

We let the
first pieces slowly melt in our mouths, while looking around in the
room. It was filled with things. Some of them had a purpose, in
addition to only being things.

Among the
latter, was the old drawing of an officially looking gentleman
hanging on the wall behind the bar, just below the ceiling.

“Can you see what is written?”
we asked each other. None of us could read it, and we began to
discuss the matter. After a while, Piotr said:

“That gentleman must be the high
protector of cakes.”

I asked, how
could he possibly be so sure.

He looked at
me while eating another piece of the chocolate symphony: “Isn’t it
obvious? On a place like this?”

Like him, I
downed another piece of the delicacy on my plate, and nodded. Yes,
it was obvious. The old man on the wall was the high protector of
cakes.

Piotr calls
himself a nerd, and began informing me about cyberspace topics that
I didn’t know the existence of.






“What’s behind that door?”
Piotr abruptly pointed at a closed one, with a little sign reading
“Staff”.

I didn’t know,
but suggested, the place might be infested with glyph, and that a
possible glyph was nesting behind that closed door. The
“Staff”-sign was placed there to prevent customers to open the
doors when searching for the toilets, and thus falling victim to
the possible glyph.

“What does a glyph look like?”
Piotr asked.

I admitted, no
one had ever seen a glyph. That was what made them so dangerous.
And if he didn’t believe me, look at all the people disappearing
all over the globe of no known reason.

“It might have been glyphs, at
least in some of the cases,” I said.






Piotr
continued enjoying his piece of cake, wondering what kind of cake
it was. I couldn’t answer.

“It must be a very special
cake,” he stated. “I saw the owner in her kitchen, the curtain
wasn’t drawn.”

I nodded. The
lady who owned the café, worked at her kitchen to make food for her
customers. Piotr’s discovery wouldn’t change the world.

He bent over
to me, and began to whisper: “I saw her collecting a small jar from
a cupboard...”

Yes, but that
was also perfectly normal, I interrupted him. There are a lot of
different things in a kitchen, and most of them are kept in
cupboards when not in use.

He continued
to whisper: “… she opened the jar, and pulled out a small elf. She
tapped it gently on its bottom with her index finger, and it spread
star dust all over our cakes.”

“Do you think she’s a witch?” I
whispered back, a little astonished.

Piotr nodded.
“Naturally. How could she else have survived the possible glyph
behind the door marked “Staff”? She uses that door all the time,
doesn’t she? The question is rather, whether she’s a dark witch or
a white one.”

Yes, that was
the question; what did she intend the star dust to do to us?

“Do you go here regularly?”
Piotr asked.

Yes, when I
was in town, I told him.

“Common sense,” he said. “I
believe, that star dust protects us against common
sense.”

“Do you think we’re going mad?”
I wondered.

No, that was
not what Piotr meant. His “common sense” rather covered the part of
the population who always can tell other people…

“Well, those who can tell you
what’s impossible, or stupid, or childish or… ” Piotr let his words
float in the air while downing another piece of cake.






He began
talking about the Ugrish author Tofa Jension and her mermmies;
strange creatures living somewhere, probably in Scandica.

Mermmidaddy
grew up in an orphanage. When meeting the hetaul who managed the
premises, he had to place his tail in the correct angle before he
greeted the manager.

The hetauls
populate anything voluntarily, for instance the voluntary local
fire corps, the Red Cross, the marching brass band, or the marching
drum band for women in bright uniforms, they are headmasters and
judges and mayors and all sorts of things requiring rules and a
certain order.

“Do you mean, the star dust prevents us from turning
into hetauls?” I asked the young man with the sharp
eyes.

He nodded.
“Yes. Just look at you, you go here regularly...”







2 The island






We left the
café and strolled along the river. Cormorants and swans were
searching for food in the water.

“Where are the seagulls?” I
asked.

Piotr looked
out over the large body of water. “Maybe they have better things to
do, than just floating around here.”

Yes, they had
probably migrated further down the river to the lake, for some
reason.

“Did you know,” Piotr asked, “the seagulls
only hatch on the shores of the lake, never on the
island?”

I might have
heard something like that earlier, but hadn’t given it any thought.
What do I know about seagulls’ mating habits?

I knew the
island, though. At all times, teenagers have used to find boats and
go to the island, where they weren’t annoyed by any grown ups.

“Did you ever stay there after dark?” Piotr
asked.

“No,” I said. “Why should I?”

After sunset,
the island was dark. There was no reason to stumble around without
seeing stones, tree roots and other obstacles that would bring you
down, sooner or later.






“For how long?” the man on the pier
asked.

“Until it gets dark,” Piotr answered, and I
paid.

The outboard
engine was quite noisy, and it was almost impossible to talk. I
thought about what Piotr just had told me.

He had been
digging for information about the island, and had even read
material printed on paper.

“They gave me a dust mask,” he had said.
“The librarians, I mean, when I was about to descend into the old
archives. And believe me, I needed that mask.”






We found a
nice sandy shore where we landed. I tied the boat, and followed
Piotr along a path into the wilderness.

It really was
a wilderness. All kinds of trees and plants grew as they pleased,
and were not diminished neither by man nor beast.

This was the
only path on the island, as far as I knew. It lead from the shore
and to an open grassland surrounding a large, old oak.

Piotr was
standing on the open field, looking around, as I came out from the
bush.

“Did you know, it’s completely circular?”
he asked.

I did as he
did, looked around, and nodded. The old oak was situated in the
middle of a meadow surrounded by thick forest.

We walked to
it, and Piotr began studying the tree’s rugged bark.

“Did you know, this is not an ordinary
oak?” he asked.

I said no, and
wondered how deep he had dug into the matter?

The bark
displayed a pattern different from other oaks, and there was
something strange with the leaves too.

“Some kind of local mutation, they say.”
Piotr turned away from the tree as if it suddenly had turned
toxic.

“Other stories are more frightening,” he
said.






We began
walking away from the tree, towards the perimeter of the grassland.
What stories?

It had
happened in 1645, in 1722 and in 1788, according to reports from
local authorities to the king:

People had
vanished from the island, only to be found naked and confused in
the forest surrounding the old fortified town weeks later.

“The hand writing was hard to read,” Piotr
revealed, “but it said, the clothes of the victims were found at
the root of the oak, neatly folded.”

The reports
also contained another strange fact: All the victims had been
sleeping, leaned up on the large trunk of the oak.

They had
probably been drunk. People used to go to the island to dance on
the meadow, and some had occasionally too much to drink.

“Didn’t the others notice, when one of
their pals disappeared?” I asked.

Seems like,
they hadn’t. A possible explanation was that the others, maybe a
little tipsy they too, simply had forgotten a party member when
they left the island as darkness fell.

“One of the reports even mentioned, one man
had drowned when they rowed from the island.” Piotr bent down to
study the border between the grass and the trees.

“Nothing particular to see here,” he said,
and rose:

“If one of the party was so drunk that he
fell into the lake and drowned, it’s absolute possible that they
might also have forgotten a person on the island.”






We walked back
to the old tree, and sat down on one of the few boulders strewn
around the oak.

“So, that’s why people don’t stay at the
island after dark, even if they have torches,” the young man
said.

I didn’t
agree. “I didn’t know that story. And I doubt that anyone except
you do, now after you dug down in the old files.”

Piotr nodded.
“But if people don’t know, what is it then keeping them away from
the island after dark?”

“Am unspoken taboo,” I said, even if I
wasn’t quite sure. “It’s kind of collective memory, passed down
through the generations. One simply doesn’t stay on the island
after dark, without exactly knowing why.”

“Interesting,” Piotr said, but I wasn’t
convinced that he believed me.






We just sat
there for a while, each processing advanced theories about known
and unknown unknowns. The tallest treetops began to move.

I was about to
suggest that we returned to the boat before the wind got stronger,
when I heard Piotr say:

“What are you doing here?”

I turned my
head and looked at him. He was sitting with his back towards me,
and was talking into thin air. Or talking to someone I couldn’t see
from my position.

Well, the
person in question would soon enter my field of view, and I stayed
where I was.

“Sure I can see you.” Piotr suddenly
sounded annoyed. “I have two good eyes, see.”

He pointed to
his eyes. What was going on?

When I got to
my feet, I could establish that the surroundings was like they were
before I sat down a few minutes ago. It was the meadow, the old
oak, and a wall of trees surrounding the site. Nothing else.

“But I can.” Piotr was still talking into
thin air. There were absolutely no one in front of him.

I felt a cold
chill down my spine. Had the mystery surrounding the island become
too much for the young man? Obviously, since he was
hallucinating.

“Sure he can.” Piotr suddenly turned to me.
“This little man thinks he can’t be seen. Tell him that his
invisible cloak doesn’t work, and that you can see him.”

Naturally,
there was no small man. I didn’t know what to do, and kept silent.
If Piotr had rats in the attic, this could turn challenging.

But I didn’t
find that alternative viable, and wondered what might be going on.
Piotr once again turned his back to me.

“You might be right,” he stated. “Oldie
might actually not see you.”

I began
changing my mind. Given the state of things on this island, Piotr
might be talking to someone I couldn’t see.


 3 Gnom






«Okay,
then.»

I heard an
unknown voice, saw a faint bluish flash, and there he was. He stood
exactly where I had expected him to be, after watching which part
of the empty meadow Piotr was talking to.

He wasn’t
tall, his blue, pointed hat reached my waist. On his feet, he wore
good shoes, and he was draped in a greyish cloak.

I couldn’t
believe my own eyes. This figure had been a part of the folklore
for many hundred years, and I had seen his picture (or rather,
drawings) in almost any children’s fairytale book.

This wasn’t a
child, neither was it an adult dwarf. The creature was something
else.

He (I strongly
believed so) must have noticed my confusion:

“I’m a gnome,” he said. “All kinds of myths
must originate somewhere, mustn’t they?”

While I tried
to digest the fact that I was watching a mythical gnome, Piotr had
come to his senses:

“This doesn’t make sense,” he said, and
bent forward to touch the gnome’s shoulder.

The gnome
smiled. “I’m real.”

He quickly
turned around and banged a tiny fist into Piotr’s hand. “You could
feel that, couldn’t you?”

“Eeh, no.”






We sat down on
the large boulder, with the tiny creature between us. He didn’t
seem scared at all.

To me, that
was another mystery. I would have been shaking with fear, if I was
sitting between two bodies many times the size of my own, without
knowing anything about their intentions.

“You can call me Gnom,” he said.

Piotr
protested. “That’s not a name.”

Gnom laughed.
“You can have my name, my full name, all the 512 individual names
it consists of, if you want to.”

“Hello Gnom.” Piotr gave in to avoid a
worse alternative.

I asked why
Gnom had 512 names, and he answered that his father had 511.

“My grandfather had 510 names and every
generation back, had one name less until the beginning of our
kind.”

Piotr had been
listening to Gnome, and came up with the answer. “Every generation
before you is a part of your name, 512 names it must be then.”






The breeze had
gotten stronger and and could now be felt on the meadow.

“We should leave now,” I suggested. “The
boat...”

“Yes, at once.” Gnom supported me. “It’s
getting dark. I’ll follow you down to your boat.”

Between the
trees it was rather dark. I stumbled and fell. The young man
managed quite well, and the gnome… Yes, the gnome was far ahead of
us and had to stop and wait.

Getting closer
to the shore, it sounded like large waves were hitting the sandy
beach. I looked up at the treetops. They moved, but didn’t indicate
any strong wind.

“You have been lucky,” Gnom shouted back to
us when he reached the beach. “The boat is still here.”






We ran forward
to him, only to see that our bout was washed up on the sand by the
large waves.

“Lucky?” Piotr asked. “What’s actually
going on?”

I watched the
large masses of water washing up on the shore. It was physically
impossible that such waves could originate on this little lake.
Besides, the wind wasn’t strong.

Oh no, there
could be only one answer; a large bilong had entered the lake from
the sea, and was in full swing with its transformation.

“It’s unjust,” Piotr complained. “Everybody
loves to see a fully grown bilong floating by. But it’s we, who has
a water body in the vicinity, who must pay for it.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Gnome interrupted
him. “Let’s get the boat afloat. Then you’ll row to the left to
seek shelter behind that cliff. I’ll be there. Throw the line to
me, and I will attach it so you don’t drift off.”

Piotr
protested. We were safer on land. By the way, how long did a bilong
transformation take?

I knew, it
could take an hour, or two days. No one knew beforehand.

The young man
was right; we were probably safer on land. Safer from the one peril
we knew. But there was something… Suddenly I remembered:

“It is this old saying, you should always
keep a body of water between you an the island at
night.”

“Rubbish.” Piotr didn’t intend to push the
boat down the sand and in the water. “Besides, we’ll get
wet.”

Gnome rounded
me, and placed himself right in front of Piotr. Looking up at him,
Gnome said:

“There is always a reason for things. I was
a myth to you, until we met today, wasn’t I?”

I walked over
to the boat. It was too heavy. I couldn’t push it down to the
water, even if Gnome tried to help.

“OK, I’ll do it.” Piotr’s voice sounded in
my ear, and the boat began to move. When it was afloat, Piotr
commanded me on board.

I found the
oars, while the young man pushed the boat out in the water. Piotr
jumped into the boat, and I began to row.

It was
difficult. First, I had to avoid drifting back to the area where
the waves were breaking. Then I had to compensate for every wave
coming in, to avoid getting one of my oars stuck in a towering wall
of water.

“Get us further out from the shore,” Piotr
shouted from the stern.

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” I shouted
back.






It took almost
half an hour to get behind that cliff. It was unavoidable, a few
times the waves caught one of my oars and disrupted my rhythm. It
meant, we were drifting a few meters back towards the shore, and
that had to be compensated.

Behind the
cliff was a little bay. We could still feel the movements from the
waves in the water, but we were safe. For now.

I noticed, the
boat was almost empty. Piotr had been pouring water out of the boat
with a bucket all the way through the waves.

“Throw the line,” Gnome shouted from the
shore. “But stay in the boat.”

In the back of
the boat, Piotr grabbed an oar. The water was shallow, and he could
reach the bottom. With the oar, he carefully steered the boat
towards the shore, but halted a few meter from land. I threw the
line to Gnome.

He attached it
to a stone. Piotr pushed the boat out as far as the line
permitted.

“We don’t know how long that bilong will go
on,” Gnome shouted from somewhere in the dark.

“But you mustn’t fall asleep, both of you
at the same time, if you have to stay here all night. One of you
must always be awake to push the boat away from the
shore.”






Piotr had
tried to ask Gnome what was going on, but Gnome said, it had to
wait. They agreed upon, meeting each other on the fortifications in
the old town two days later.

I just sat
there, looking up at the stars. We were safe from one, known
danger. Furthermore, we were probably safe from an unknown danger
too. It could have been worse.

Suddenly I
could feel the boat touching the bottom. Piotr reached out for an
oar, and pushed us out.

We must have
been extremely lucky, because the bilong had finished its
transformation two hours later. The first sign, was that the waves
got smaller. After a short time, the lake was smooth again.

“Pull your rope,” Gnom untied the knot.
“The lake is safe now. See you in two days.”






I took to the
oars, and began to row. It was easier this time without the large
waves. Piotr tried to find out why the outboard didn’t start.

It would take
more than an hour back to town from this position. I wasn’t
trained, and I was fully aware, tomorrow I would feel the pain in
muscles I didn’t even knew that I had.

Suddenly there
was a roar from the stern, and I pulled the oars back into the
boat. The engine brought us faster to town.






The man who
owned the boat, waited for us at the pier. “You were lucky. It was
a rather short bilong transformation. Otherwise, you’d have to stay
on the island all night.”

I nodded, and
asked how much, since we didn’t deliver the boat when we should
have.

“Force majeure,” the man said. “That bilong
wasn’t your fault.”

He hesitated a
little before he asked: “How was it out there, in the dark, I
mean?”

“Dark.” Piotr laughed. “But we could steer
directly at the lights from the town, so we ran no risk of getting
lost.”

“It didn’t happen anything… out there,
after dark?” The man didn’t give in.

I told him, we
had a nice chat with a gnome who helped us avoid what might have
been dangerous on the island.

The man
laughed. “A gnome. Yeah, gnomes is what that island is known
for.”



4 What is a gnome, really?


Piotr was
remarkably silent when we walked towards the ferry landing. He
didn’t say anything before we had established that the ferry would
arrive in a few minutes.

“I can’t understand this,” he began. “I
mean, the whole thing is totally absurd. We met a gnome called
Gnom, didn’t we?”

I confirmed,
we did.

“Then it’s not me,” he said. “Collective
hallucinations are probably rare, and we really did meet
Gnom.”

But Gnom’s
existence wasn’t the only thing Piotr had been pondering about.

“Gnom was totally open to us,” he said.
“What about, if we told others about his existence, even alarmed
the media?”

I laughed.
“Did you notice what the boat man on the pier said, when I told him
about Gnom?”

Oh yeah, Piotr
had noticed. “So you think people will not believe us if we… “

“No,” I said. “And even worse, if we insist
on Gnom’s existence, we will soon be considered mad. Gnom is safe,
and he knows it.”


At that
moment, a faint flash of purple filled the air for a microsecond.
We stopped, turned around, and gazed down the river.

We couldn’t
see the lake, but could watch how the transformed bilong entered
the air. Its main colour was purple, with pulsating areas and bands
in other colours.

“What is it, really?” Piotr
inquired.

“No one knows,” I replied. The structure
was so large and delicate that it was almost impossible to study,
because a bit
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