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Prolog

PROMYTHION, OR THE SONG OF AGES

THE BREATH OF THE UNDERWORLD

It was a beautiful bright day with the breath of spring in the air. Sunlight poured across the entire land, reaching even into the darkest hollows of the barren earth. The southern wind, whistling softly, sped forward like a warlord; it crawled across the fields and glided over the plains, here growing gentle and whispering to the desolate earth in loftier tones, there suddenly veering aside to race ahead with fervor, cooling the heat-weary lands with its gusts, consoling the parched plants with whispers of solace and carrying their laments through the hazy mist. When it encountered more fertile soil, it began to drift lazily, and under the sun’s watchful eye, with delicate brushes of its cool lips, it stirred everything to life. Then it reached the ancient river called Emnur, its malachite surface shimmering briskly as it slowly wound its way south.

Meanwhile, vast stretches of this harsh, untamed yet astonishing land, shrouded in an aura of wildness, sank into quiet brooding. Despite the signs of spring, the sunrays, and the pleasant atmosphere of the day, no life-giving warmth glowed within it. Instead, some mysterious apparition wailed beneath the obsidian sky, frightening away the wild game and drawing strangers from afar.

It was a strange being. Grim and ominous, it would settle at dusk in the gray vapors, only to multiply the echo of its power in the dark of night. Then, as the gloom deepened and the moon waned behind swollen clouds, it would overpower everything. Into hearts where passion and eagerness still glowed crept discouragement; clarity of mind dimmed and faded, slowly transforming into darkness; beauty became steeped in anguish; human thoughts grew confused; courage gave in to fear; hope yielded to despair, joy to bitterness. People felt a weakness in their souls, fear swelling in their hearts. No one could resist that enigmatic force.

For the enemy that attacked was not of flesh and blood but a shadowy entity, formless, originating from the abyssal depths of the earth where it had lain for ages. It plagued the peoples of the lands with its deathly breath, luring souls astray and leading them to their doom. The echo of its cruel laughter reverberated against the subterranean rocks, but no one could hear it, as it quieted upon reaching the earth’s surface.

Those wild lands left to the mercy of its evil power were not the only things it affected. They were but a fraction of the eastern world. More beautiful lands adorned with greater fame might have drawn one’s eye. Who would despise the plains of Emad Aran or the charming hills of Erandea, rustling like an aulos player’s song? Also the gruff yet friendly Munanin, a country carpeted with thistles, accented by bristling forests that stood proudly above glimmering rivers like ancient sentinels, that smelled of beauty and boasted a host of heroes renowned in many battles and skirmishes. And lofty Erin? Now a great empire reaching to the northernmost edge of the Snowy Mountains, encompassing nearly a quarter of the eastern continent. And did not austere Azirman also deserve notice—a land admittedly dry, vast, and wild, but magnificent thanks to famous poets whom the desert had raised and who had reached old age with lute in hand and glory around them? Even Alidris, the ancient kingdom, would envy the padishah’s country its glory, though it itself boasted numerous victories won on fields of clamor. And a whole multitude of other lands of the eastern world reveled in their riches, priding themselves on their distinctiveness.

But the splendor of these lands has passed, remaining now a fragile memory. Just as a timid shadow flees before the sunrays, hides in crevices and pits, trembling at the sight of any light, seeking darker places where neither human nor sun’s gaze will reach it, doomed to oblivion, aware of defeat, it fades away—so do the most glorious days of victory and prosperity flee before the specters of harsh times, blindness, and lifelessness—the forces of the world’s eternal enemy.

A strange power hangs like a burning odor over these lands, growing ever mightier, while man, alas, holds no sword at the ready, nor does he keenly examine the symbols and signs visible in the sky, on the earth, and in phenomena seemingly imperceptible.

Was it not different in days gone by? Did this land not shine brightly in the past? Did the world not flourish once, embraced by the gentle gaze of the King of Light?

FAELIRS IN THE EASTERN MAINLAND

At the Dawn of Ages, on the Shoreland of the Great Mountain, beyond Time and the spheres of the world, lived the Faelirs, a folk most unique. They were not human in the truest sense, because they were born from flowers, so they did not dwell on Earth. From time to time, however, they journeyed there as emissaries, their purpose being to offer advice to people or aid them in their labors.

Elnarin, the King of Light, settled the Faelirs on the Shoreland of His realm, where wondrous meadows and glades mingled with the sandy reaches in a multi-hued expanse, tickled by the gentle sighs of the Four Winds.

Both they and the mortals were to be brought, in time, to the Great Mountain of Elnarin, Emad Aran, where lay His kingdom, known as the Eternal Nest. For the Shoreland, though within Elnarin’s dominion, was only a glimmer of the splendor that hid its wonders afar on the Great Mountain.

Now and again, Elnarin would choose one from among the Faelirs and lead them to His seat, but only to reveal its beauty and the glories that waited for those who would soon come into its halls. The chosen one, returning to the Shoreland, would for days be lost in a daze, their spirit torn. They would see evermore the boundless bliss in which they had bathed in the Eternal Nest and the immeasurably lesser depth of the place where they lived. After a week, the persistent ache would fade, yet it would leave a scar, nestled deep within the heart, that for the rest of their days in the Shoreland would not give them peace.

Though the realm of Elnarin was home to a multitude of wondrous beings whose names were never recorded in any book of Earth, the Earadrins deserve particular mention. For they were the only beings who did not breathe the air of the Earth or tread the sands of the Shoreland. From the very beginning, they lived on the Great Mountain. The Great King made them His messengers. While the Faelirs toiled as intermediaries between Earth and His Realm, the Earadrins formed a host of envoys capable of great deeds. Elnarin bestowed on them a power that made them mightier than the demonic entities of the Mysterious World.

GREAT KING OF LIGHT

Both the people and the Faelirs would see Elnarin from time to time. He was not an aloof and stern monarch. The depths of His love for all creatures remained veiled; no one knew Him fully. It was whispered that He had “a face eternally young, gentle as a lamb, wise as an elder, loving as a father, caring as a mother, powerful as a storm in the sky, quiet as a breeze brushing the surface of water—a countenance so wondrous that every knee would bend at its sight: be it of Man, Faelir, or the elusive Earadrin. There was no one who did not yearn to see Elnarin. Mortal men sighed at the thought of reaching the Eternal Nest, the Faelirs gazed with wistful eyes from the Shoreland toward the Great Mountain, and the Earadrins drank of His magnificence with each and every dawn.”

Elnarin cared for His people like a shepherd. He planted the beautiful Morning Dawn Flower, in which He hid a sliver of His might to ward Earth against the wicked creatures of the Mysterious World that prowled the Northern Frontiers, and warned all beings to never stray into those abyssal shadowed wilds. He would often stroll through the lands, appearing among people who least expected His visit. The hour of His arrival at a chosen home was never known.

Once a rumor spread among the people of Nimelida, a whisper of the Great King’s supposed arrival. In every home, preparations were made with haste: chambers and hearths were swept clean, and dishes of herbs were lovingly prepared. Many imagined a grand procession of Earadrins, with aulete players leading the way and Elnarin Himself among them, clad in cloths of gold.

And the king arrived in the eastern land. It was said that a host of beings from the Great Mountain accompanied Him. However, when He appeared in a certain village, no one noticed His coming.

A child stood nearby, keenly observing the people gathered by the roadside.

“Who are you waiting for?” the small one asked.

“For the Great King,” the assembled replied in unison. “He is to arrive here this very day.”

“He is among you.”

Suddenly the throng scattered like startled birds, casting bewildered glances at one another, their eyes darting about in a feverish search for Elnarin. A great clamor filled the air, rising and falling, fueled by the cries of individuals. However, they found no one. Deep disappointment appeared on their faces.

“You have no eyes; you’re blind!” cried the child.

The people froze in fright. After a while, they began to touch their eyelids, dreading the worst, but, finding their sight intact, they turned to the child in bewildered confusion. “But we have eyes!”

“Aye, you have them, yet you see nothing. You don’t see Elnarin.”

“Tell us where He is. Where did you see Him?”

“He stands in your midst.”

The people looked around in confusion. “We can’t see Him,” they replied with a hint of reproach.

“Then close your eyes,” the child instructed.

As one, they obeyed. After a long moment of stillness, one man finally spoke. “Nothing is visible.”

“Only darkness,” added another.

Almost without thought, they opened their eyes. The only thing they noted was the absence of the child who had been sitting before them moments before. “Ho there! Where have you gone?” they called after him, but to no avail.

And again they busied themselves with the search for the Great King. They sought until nightfall but did not find Him. Embittered, they went to their homes, where a good supper and warm bedding waited for them.

At dawn’s first light, they returned to their tasks. Bright rays of sunlight fell from the sky, caressing the slumbering earth. The trees rustled their leaves, the verdure of the fields and meadows shimmered with a thousand dewdrops, and nearby a stream murmured softly. Just then, a man from a neighboring village appeared on the road. Those who had emerged from their homes to see the dawn overheard his conversation with another, likely one whose household was close by.

“You see, good host,” said the newcomer, “He was with us yesterday. Scarcely had we returned from beyond the ford when He stood before our very door. He helped us tidy everything into the granary. Never have I known such joy! Happiness incarnate visited me! He even shared our supper.”

“How did He appear? What raiment did He wear?” the other pressed inquisitively, his curiosity piqued. “Was He clad in golden garments, draped in shawls of the most precious gems? Did He bear on His brow a crown of pallard, gleaming like the sun itself?”

The newcomer waved his hand dismissively. “A crown? Golden raiment? You speak fancifully, friend!”

“Not for all the world, I swear it!”

“I will tell you how He looked.”

His companion strained his ears and leaned in slightly. “Speak, then, speak!” he urged impatiently.

The newcomer pondered for a moment. After a while, he clicked his tongue and spoke with conviction. “He was but a lad, a small boy; He wore a simple, well-worn tunic. How did I know it was Him? Well, I had no need to know at all. I simply looked, and at once I knew it was Him. Something stirred within me, deep inside, and I would not have needed eyes to recognize Him.”

His listener paled suddenly.

“A boy,” he whispered, a note of sorrow in his voice.

“And was He not at your dwelling?” the visitor inquired.

“He was, He was,” the other murmured in reply.

Those who overheard this exchange were struck with wonder and said not a word to one another until the day’s end. Their grand visions of Elnarin shattered in that single moment. For it had not occurred to anyone that the Great King would appear as a child, without a mighty retinue and the blare of bronze trumpets.

In the years that followed, a wandering minstrel chronicled this tale in the pages of his book. And the whole world came to know it.

MERNAVEL ON THE FRONTIERS

The time had come when the Feast of Spring began, a celebration that would forever be known as the Last Spring. For spring was ever the harbinger of the new year. People and Faelirs alike formed a grand procession, one that all creatures of the woodlands still keep on the first day of each new year and which was named the Great Gomon. There were to be dances and songs, all in praise of the Great King. It was whispered that Elnarin Himself would come to the festivities.

These were the final joyous days of the world. Innocence, oblivious to the lurking enemy, roamed the lands, rousing all slumbering creatures with sweet whispers. And they, in turn, hastened with speed to the place of celebration—the Gardos Forest, which rose between the Snowy Mountains and the Great Lake, spanning a vast swath of the entire eastern land.

When the festivities began, the Great King chose the first leader of the Faelirs and named him Mernavel. From that day on, the young dweller of the Shoreland became the Prince of the Earth.

It was the task of every newly chosen prince to traverse the whole of the eastern land. And though Elnarin had never before appointed a ruler of this realm, folk and Faelirs knew this to be the right undertaking of any chosen as the steward of the Earth. Elnarin Himself had set the example, for the very first thing He did after the creation of the world was to journey across its expanse.

Mernavel wished to do the same. So fervent was his desire to follow Elnarin that he set aside all other longings and plans. A few days after the dawn of the new year on Earth, he announced to all that he would embark on a journey along the western border, then turn northward, and once the Abyssal Mountains lay behind him, he would head toward the eastern coast.

Before his departure, he set all his affairs in order, bid farewell to his companions of the Shore, and set out into the eastern world. There, in a small glade, he met Elnarin. The Great King offered him certain advice by which he should guide himself while traversing the far-off lands of the north.

“Remember this,” said Elnarin softly, “a prince is but a subject of his people, a servant. To rule as king is to serve. If love guides your heart, you will forget all that is needless. A king should be close to his subjects. He should offer his very life for them. Go and do as you desire, but I caution you against venturing into the Northern Frontiers of the Earth. That is a desolate domain.”

“What is there that you forbid me from seeing, Lord?” asked Mernavel.

“In truth, there is nothing there worthy of your notice.”

The young Faelir nodded in understanding.

“I enfold you with my protection, son of the Shoreland. You may go. But remember one thing. When you pass the Northern Frontiers, pay no heed to the voices that will tempt you to cross into their territory. Reject them and journey on.”

“What voices are these?”

“Voices that you may hear within yourself,” replied the king.

“Where do they come from?” Mernavel pressed, ever curious.

Elnarin gave him a look that seemed to say “It is not necessary for you to know this” and added, “Go, son of the Shoreland.”

Mernavel bowed with a smile and set off westward. Elnarin watched his slender form for a long while as it swiftly sped through gullies and hills. Only when Mernavel had become a tiny speck flickering in the misty distance did the king leave the clearing and return to the Great Mountain.

Meanwhile, Mernavel walked and walked. He needed no staff to push aside the tall grass, nor food, nor water—for within him surged immeasurable reserves of strength, gifted by the King of Light.

After a week of travel, he crossed a mighty mountain range that rose abruptly somewhere in the north and wound its way across the entire southern part of the land, at last resting by the sea. Along his path, he met few people. Those who lived there, however, welcomed and hosted him. They were greatly surprised to see such a noble guest clad in a modest cloak and brown clogs.

After some time, the prince reached the Abyssal Mountains. There, too, he visited the people, even helping them in their work; then he walked on tirelessly. After many weeks had passed, he stood on the hard ground of the north.

As Elnarin had said, he found no dwellings there, no people or beasts. Only silence and solitude reigned. Driven by curiosity, he gazed further. He sought to see with his eyes those Frontiers of which the Great King had spoken. And he saw them: He saw a parched land, scarred with furrows, strewn with great shapeless boulders, strangely twisted and menacing; he saw a forest that brought to mind a swarm of stumps; trees stretched their withered arms skyward; leaves, yellowed and damp, lay on the earth, forever frozen in the clutches of cold and decay. These were the Frontiers. There … in their depths, beyond the black mountain bastions, a grim crimson could already be glimpsed, peeking from beyond the horizon and slowly spilling across the sky. This was accompanied by a mysterious noise, like the sound one hears when lava oozes from a volcano’s crater and gradually hardens. Mernavel felt as though the crimson glow hissed loudly.

He watched and watched, and in his heart slowly grew an irresistible urge to step into the Frontiers, to see what they concealed and why it was so dreadful that even Elnarin would not speak of it. After a few moments, he swallowed hard. A spark of fear gleamed in his eyes. He felt mysterious, powerful emotions rising within him—mysterious because he had not known them before, powerful because he could not quell them or bend them to his will. He stood rooted to the spot, breathing ever more heavily. The longer he stared at that blood-red glow stretched across the sky, the greater the weariness that overcame him. Fear shattered the calm of his thoughts and crumbled that which, moments before, had upheld the gentle purity of his spirit.

Mernavel trembled. For a being living in blissful oblivion amidst the marvels of the Shoreland, a creature who felt eternal joy and who in his life had seen only Elnarin, the King of Radiance, feelings such as fear and weariness proved terrifying. Uneasiness and powerlessness chilled Mernavel to the core, leaving him in a stupor, paralyzed. He did not know what to do; his gaze was ensnared by the encroaching crimson glow. It seemed to swell before his eyes, whispering to him.

“Whispers!” A voice suddenly rang out in his mind.

Mernavel mastered himself and tore his eyes from the gloomy expanse. But the whispers only grew in strength. They assailed his will, urging him deeper into the Frontiers. The young prince shielded his eyes with his hands and shook his head. He waved a hand, hoping to repel the assault of the unseen enemy, but forgot that the attack came from within. Swaying, he stumbled to the nearest rock and froze. An ominous silence fell, so deep that Mernavel’s face, once bright and alight with happiness, now dulled with shadow. Still, he would not yield. As a thousand whispers clawed at his mind, he gathered all his strength and cried, “Begone!”

“Begone!” the echo repeated, rushing deep into the Frontiers.

The voices receded, vanishing into the hidden places.

A grave silence fell. Mernavel remained alone—weak, weary, his face drained of color. He collapsed to the ground, staring blankly at the sky. He did not know that he lay within the territory of the Frontiers.

Suddenly a voice reached him. “Why do you lie there?”

Mernavel lifted his head but did not see anyone. He scanned with his frightened eyes the trees and rocks that shaded him but saw only stillness and the absence of any life. After a few moments, he fixed his gaze once more on the sky. But the ominous premonition did not fade. When, however, nothing disturbed the silence, Mernavel let out a sigh of relief. He had no strength left to continue his struggle against the mysterious adversary.

“Stand up and look at me. I’m not dangerous.”

This time Mernavel did not even stir.

“Don’t be afraid,” the voice repeated. “I see you are weary … perhaps I can help you. Why do you lie there? Has some ill befallen you?”

“Who are you?” Mernavel asked, his voice trembling.

“A friend,” the stranger replied. “I wish to help you. You’re my prince. I recognize you by your majesty. I’m glad you have visited me. I dwell here alone, surrounded only by the shadow of these ancient trees. Can one imagine anything worse than this? No one has ever visited me; no one has offered me food. Look! Do you see anything to eat here? Only dry stumps. Sometimes the sun burns so fiercely that my skin shrivels and moans piteously. My prince, you don’t know how glad I am that you’ve visited me! You must be a Faelir. I always dreamed of seeing at least one, but I never suspected one would truly appear in these inaccessible lands. I awaited a prince, and he has come to me! Surely my companions will rejoice. They dwell not far from here. They will likely not believe me when I tell them I have met the Prince of the Earth!”

“How do you know I’m a prince?” Mernavel cut him off sharply. “You weren’t at the Last Spring. And how can you claim to dwell here when the Frontiers are wild?”

In response came a soft gurgling, at first indistinct, then louder, finally turning into an unimaginable sob.

With a gasp of effort, Mernavel heaved himself upright. Though it cost him nearly all his strength, he managed to stand firm. He now seemed greatly changed; his delicate, handsome face was obscured by sweat and dust, and the youthful gleam was dimming in his eyes. Though the immortal Faelir retained his majesty and solemnity, the burden of worries and sorrows already weighed on him. Bent over, he gazed ahead, unaware of his appearance.

Then he saw the stranger. He was a small man, short, hunched, stout, with darting eyes and a malicious smirk on his lips. He bore neither beard nor mustache. His bald, gleaming head was covered by a small cap. Had the prince looked on him when he spoke, he would have felt a stir of distrust, but now, seeing only a small creature sobbing sonorously and wiping tears from his cheeks, he was moved and asked with sorrow, “Why do you weep? I didn’t mean to harm you. Forgive me, but I’ve never seen a creature such as you, and I felt cautious.”

The small man nodded and tried to speak but was suddenly interrupted by a cough.

“It will pass, it will pass once I calm myself …” He coughed again, and his eyes, black and ominous, brimmed with tears. When the racking cough had subsided, he continued, “Please don’t trouble yourself, my prince. I often weep, even for the merest trifle.”

And he laughed loudly, but in that laughter could be heard unsettling notes. Mernavel did not sense them; his only concern now was to find out with whom he dealt. However, he was also growing suspicious—he did not fully trust the stranger. Moments before, he had been assailed by something strange—whispers—and to make matters worse, he had lost nearly all his strength, and now, out of nowhere, some small creature had appeared. He had never seen such a being, yet he knew every creature, even the smallest, hidden from human eyes in groves and inaccessible lands. So he watched the small man, piercing him with his watchful gaze, silent and feigning deep thought.

After a few moments, the stranger spoke. “Don’t worry, my prince. I’ll tell you everything. I know Your Highness is disquieted—you’ve never seen one such as me before—but don’t fret! I’ll tell you why I wasn’t at the Spring Festival. I’ll tell you, but let Your Highness not hold it against me …”

“First tell me who you are,” Mernavel grumbled.

“At once! I will speak. For you are my prince, and to you, I will speak all. Nothing will I hide, not a whit!”

He adjusted his little cap, smiled slyly, then went on: “I didn’t wish to do anything, anything at all … I swear! Don’t let Your Highness be wroth with me for it. I’m just a …” He made a soft clicking sound, pondering and scratching his chin, and added in a surer tone, as if struck by a sudden thought, “A gnome! I’m a gnome.”

“A gnome?” the prince exclaimed, surprised. “What new creature is that? I’ve never heard of such. I’m Prince Faelir; I know the world and its inhabitants. Do you think I believe you? I don’t trust you. I’m leaving. I’ve tarried here too long.”

The gnome bent over and began to cough. “Nay! Nay! Let not Your most luminous Highness depart! Please”—he coughed again—“please … wait … please, my prince, hear me to the end!” He paused for a moment, beginning to sob. Unclear words came from his mouth, sounds completely strange to Mernavel, full of wildness. The Faelir frowned. Even though he didn’t trust this creature, his heart started to soften again. From deep inside him, quiet but clear voices spoke up. Something began to change in Mernavel. He couldn’t tell if it was for good or bad.

Finally, tired of the constant crying, he said, “Tell me everything, gnome. Where are you really from? Why haven’t I heard of you? I can’t trust you. The Frontiers are a rough, harsh, wild, and unwelcoming place. There, beyond those hills, something lurks. I don’t know what it may be, but it stirs within me strange feelings, unknown and new …”

The gnome stopped whimpering and sniffling for a moment. His eyes gleamed darkly.

“Feelings unknown and strange?” he asked.

“Yes,” Mernavel replied curtly, looking at him closely. “Does that surprise you?”

“Perhaps a little,” he muttered. “You see, my dear prince, you’ve found yourself in a land that’s the beginning of a new power, and you’ve just seen it.”

“A power? What power?” the Faelir wondered. This conversation grew ever more mysterious to him, but he didn’t stop it; his curiosity was too strong. To hide his feelings, he pretended to be indifferent—his face shifting between stern and mild but never showing his emotions.

“You are, prince, at the Frontiers, and—”

“Yes, I know,” Mernavel cut in. “It’s a barren land, haunted by some terror. Is that all you wished to tell me?”

“Of course not,” the gnome grumbled, sniffling. “You’ve met a new might.”

“What might?” Mernavel asked, annoyed.

“A might,” the creature went on, undeterred, “that is stronger than that which you served before, my prince.”

Mernavel frowned. “Do you speak of Elnarin?”

“Yes, I speak of Elnarin whom you serve. Do you want to know why I wasn’t at the Last Spring feast? Why I and my companions dwell here away from everyone like wild beasts? Aye, you want to know, my prince, and I’ll tell you, for you are my prince. You’ll see the truth that your Great King Elnarin hid from you. He hid it because He didn’t wish you to know it.”

Mernavel swallowed hard. A fire of emotion broke through his mask of calm, causing a flush to rise to his cheeks. “What are you talking about?” he stammered.

“My beloved prince,” the gnome began, tears in his eyes, “wasn’t it so that He didn’t wish to reveal to you this secret? Was He truly so good, truly loved you so much that He hid nothing, not even the smallest detail? Did He tell … or not? Did He hide it? Did He say nothing? Tell me, my prince!”

“He said nothing,” Mernavel replied in a hollow voice. “He didn’t want to say … I asked Him, but He was silent.” His gaze wandered through the forest; he looked like someone who had just found out he had been tricked. The gnome sighed softly.

“So you, too, are disappointed in Him.”

“What do you mean by that?” Mernavel asked in a trembling voice, looking at him.

“Only that I myself have lost much. Elnarin didn’t want you to come here because He was hiding something. He didn’t want you to discover a power that could do much good. He barred the Frontiers from you Faelirs and forbade you to enter them. Why? Why did He do this? What stood in the way of anyone knowing this secret? Is it not a good thing? Is Elnarin Himself truly good? Think, my prince. Let reason guide you. Forget other voices that might cloud your mind.”

“What is this secret?” Mernavel grew impatient.

The gnome laughed heartily. “Don’t you want to find it out? My prince, don’t be afraid. We were both hurt by the same person. That same person didn’t trust us, was overly suspicious. That is what the Frontiers conceal—a power stronger than Elnarin! Why wouldn’t He tell you about it? Why didn’t He allow anyone to visit these lands? Don’t you think He had a reason for it? Of course! He feared losing power. He knew that here in the outlands and beyond hide beings more potent—a power so immense, it could destroy this world and then create it anew. If you venture past those hills, you’ll see the might of evil. That’s what Elnarin fears. That’s why He didn’t let me be at the Last Spring feast. We didn’t want to serve Him, we yearned to live otherwise, but He exploded in wrath and had us banished here. We have nothing good to eat, we live without friends …”

Here his tone suddenly shifted. “But you, my prince, are our liege. We hope you’ll aid us in casting off our chains, and together with us—you’ll lead us!—you’ll overthrow the wicked Elnarin! You’ll conquer the Shoreland, and when you set foot on the Great Mountain … you’ll reach Him. Do you hear? Him! We will stand behind you, our ruler! And you will cast the tyrant from His throne! You’ll cast Elnarin into the abyss, just as He cast us down. And you’ll take His scepter … you’ll shatter it and take ours! And then you’ll become our great king! You’ll reign forever—the Great Ruler of the World. Infinite, undefeated, all-powerful! Don’t you desire that? There, beyond the hills, hides our entire horde. We’ve never had a king, but now that you have become our ruler, we’ll grab our weapons and follow you wherever you lead. Just nod and we’ll obey instantly. As long as you agree to lead us.”

He paused for a moment to bolster his emphasis and resolve and make his words sound stronger. He put his hands over his face and then continued, “I behold wonders! Elnarin will never rise again. He will lie deep in the dark pit He cast us into, even though we wrought Him no ill. And we will create new beauty. A new world. You will lead us; you will be its lord, my prince. I know you crave all this. Just say yes! Say yes and everything you command will be done exactly.” He looked straight into the Faelir’s eyes, as if trying to see whether his words had awoken the feelings he spoke of.

Mernavel had changed completely. He wasn’t the young prince who, just a few weeks ago, had loved Elnarin and dreamed of being like Him, listening only to Him. Something terrible was happening in his heart—like a thousand wild specters had assailed it and were trying to eat away the last bit of fading good. A thousand specters—a thousand whispers. A thousand thoughts, desires, a thousand urgings—all rotten. It was as if shadowy figures—dark, scary, and ugly—were wrapping around Mernavel’s pale, lost, and lonely form, whispering words into his ear. The form didn’t fight back; it soaked up everything they offered, trembling and craving more.

The gnome’s words sowed distrust in Mernavel’s heart, getting him ready to accept what he had to offer. When trust died, unease appeared, and that unease dug into his soul, ripping at the dying good. The young Faelir took in everything the gnome said. He saw himself, just as the gnome did, striding through valleys and plains, a million armies behind him, a million warriors on his right, a million servants on his left. He watched, measured, judged—the Great Mountain was close. He would be its master! He advanced! All fell beneath his feet, trees bent, people bowed low. Forward! Forward! He conquered the world, seized the Shoreland, cast down the Great King and the Earadrins from the mountain. Filled with these visions, Mernavel closed his eyes.

The gnome gazed at the prince with strangely bright eyes that glowed red, eyes that held unclear desires, their light falling on his pale face, making it wilder and more somber. He now resembled a being much more terrifying than when he had first started to converse with Mernavel. He clenched his fists and said to the prince, who was utterly lost in dark thoughts, “I need your assent, my prince. I must know that you wish to aid us. Has the vastness of my dreams truly enraptured you? Don’t you think they are exciting, real, and may come true? Don’t avert your gaze from them. Listen to these soft whispers! Do you sense their power; do you hear them encouraging you? What do those desires whisper to you? Whose warmth do you feel in your heart? See their alluring hue? Give answer, so I may bow to you as the new king! Give answer!”

Mernavel looked up. A shadow of weariness, weakness visible in every feature of his face, now marked the wise figure he had once been. His face paled with each passing minute, as if those specters that had attacked him had swallowed all trust, sucked out the beauty, and muffled the goodness. “I will do as you have told me, gnome.”

In his last word, a note of contempt rang out. His face darkened; his eyes seemed to glow ominously. He felt in charge—he wanted to give orders, to watch servants bow down before his grim majesty, fall to the ground struck by the fire of his words and not even dare to look at his face, full of gravity, anger, cruelty, and harshness.

“So what do you want, gnome? Do you wish me to be your master? To lead you to meet the Great King?”

The gnome replied in a humble, soft voice, which sounded sweetly persuasive, “I dare not look upon your noble face, veiled in wisdom and fairness, a hundredfold more wondrous than Elnarin’s wild face. My prince, here I am! Your subject, servant, and eternal vassal.”

“Then tell me your name, vassal!” Mernavel said with force.

“My name is Morhog,”’ the gnome replied as humbly as he could.

“Speak, then. What do you want? Should I lead you into the world and then to the Great Mountain? Show me your companions. Are they quiet? Let them speak. Surely you’re not alone?”

The gnome cast his gaze on the ground. “I’m not, but neither I nor my friends can leave the Frontiers until a certain obstacle, long blocking our path, is removed. We are too weak to remove it. We need a king, who, with his mighty hand, will destroy it and open the gates. We beg and believe that you will take pity on us, Great One!”

“Tell me, what is this obstacle?” Mernavel asked seriously. “Is it so great that you can’t remove it yourselves?”

“Oh yes! It’s too great. Only you, the rightful lord of the Earth and the Great Mountain, can destroy it.”

“Then tell me where it is and I will remove it right away.”

“It lies in the world. We don’t know much about it, but we’ve heard it looks like a flower. It has a secret power that has kept us for ages from leaving the abyss by the edges.”

“And that’s all?” The prince seemed surprised. “A mere flower?”

The gnome cleared his throat quietly and replied, “You meant to say, my prince, an extraordinary flower. How is it possible that such a small plant has held us in fire for thousands of years? If we can’t overcome its power, that means it is more than just a mere flower. It’s a tool full of might. And only you, my lord, can conquer this might. You possess enough power to shatter the centuries-old protection of the Earth.”

Mernavel squinted as if pondering the gnome’s words. His face grew hard for a moment. But then a wild smile spread across his lips and illuminated his face with a grim light. In the harsh silence that enveloped the whole area, he stood—Mernavel, a prince with fire in his eyes and a storm in his heart.

“So where is this flower?” he asked. “Where do I need to go to destroy it?”

Morhog looked sad. “I thought …” he mumbled awkwardly, “I thought you knew, my ruler.”

Mernavel frowned and got lost in thought. His face seemed shrouded in mist; only slight twitches of his lips showed some inner feelings, a struggle with a surge of memories. But a moment later the mist of thought cleared, his face regained its former liveliness, and a smile played on his lips.

“Forgive me, my vassal … I forgot. I know where that flower is. I’ve just recalled what I heard long ago in the Shoreland, and I can do everything my subjects want.”

“I will wait, my lord,” the gnome offered eagerly. “I will wait until you come back with that flower. And when you return, I will take it and carry it there”—he pointed to a bastion of rocks sinking into the gloom, over which hung a reddish glow—“so that all my comrades can see the thing that bound them for so many years and wouldn’t let them out—so they can spit on it and throw it into the fire. We are a folk who have faced endless misery. That’s why we thirst for vengeance. Let the enemy see what those once thrown into a world of horror and pain can achieve. And now go, great leader. We will await you humbly, and when you bring the severed flower, we will fall before you and go wherever
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