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Chapter One

The golden crown rolled in slow lazy circles,
wobbled, trembled, and lay still. The young woman picked it up, her
hands shaking. She slid the warm circlet safe on her head.

“It is done,” she whispered.

The young man went down on his knee.

“How can I best serve you, my Queen?” he
asked.

The Queen pointed to one of the two babies
asleep on the ground. “You must kill her.”

“Kill her?” he asked, swallowing hard.

Her voice was soft but steel. “You know she
must die. It is why we came.”

“And the other?”

The Queen paused. “I don't care, but I don't
want him here.”

The young man bowed his head. “Yes, my
Queen.”

He wrapped the babies in their long robes and
carried them away, walking carefully on the raised path of the bog.
The humid air pushed against his face.

The path turned and twisted, always uphill.
Soon he left the bog and entered a thin forest. The young man
hardly noticed, his mind on the Queen's order.

Kill the babies. Don't kill the babies. Kill
the babies. Don't kill the babies.

He had promised to serve the Queen, but he
didn't want to kill babies.

Kill the babies. Don't kill the babies. Kill
the babies. Don't kill the babies.

He walked deeper and deeper into the wood.
Cedar saplings struggled beneath giant pine trees. The shadows
increased. Only a little light fell to the ground. The darkness
made him take note of where he was.

Is this where the elves live? wondered the
man. The elves had magic that frightened him. He shivered and
stopped walking. The path forked. He didn't know which way to
go.

If I'm going to do it, I should do it here,
he thought. I don't want to get lost.

He lay the sleeping babies on the dirt path
and began talking to them.

“I don't want to hurt you,” he told the
babies, pulling his sword from its sheath, “but I promised to serve
the Queen.”

The sleeping babies did not say anything.

The young man spoke more loudly, almost
yelling. “The Queen wants me to kill you. It isn't my idea. I have
to do what the Queen tells me to do.” He held the sword above the
babies.

“Hello!” said a rough voice.

The young man hid his sword behind his back.
A dwarf stood in a small clearing next to the path. How loud have I
been speaking? wondered the young man. Did the dwarf hear me?

While the dwarf packed supplies in a
handcart, the young man slid the sword back in its sheath. The
dwarf joined him on the path. The young man was only a little
afraid of dwarves. Everyone knew dwarves were stupid and greedy,
but not evil. They did steal children. Sometimes. Or was that
elves? The young man sighed in relief as the dwarf turned and
showed his face. It was Mobius.

Mobius was half the size of the young man. He
had a large trading sack on his back and a braided beard that
reached his knees.

“What?” asked the dwarf, pointing to the
babies in the path.

The young man looked down in surprise, having
almost forgotten the babies.

“I-- I-- I don't know. I just saw them.
They-- they aren't mine.” The young man raised his hands in the
air.

The dwarf stared at him. The young man could
not read the dwarf's eyes. Did he know he was lying? Had he fooled
the dwarf?

“What should we do?” asked the young man.

“I take,” said Mobius.

“Yes! Yes!” said the man, relieved that he
would not have to kill the babies. The Queen would never know.

Mobius looked at him with steady black
eyes.

“Thank you!” said the young man. He gave the
dwarf a little bow and rushed back the way he had come.

As the dwarf picked up the baby girl, a
ribbon circlet dropped from her blankets. Mobius gently placed the
baby back down and looked at the ribbon. It was shiny silver and
pale blue and seemed familiar, but nothing came to him. He slid it
onto his arm, then picked her up. She looked at him with wide eyes
and smiled.

“Hide you from Queen.”

The baby boy opened his eyes and cried
out.

“You too,” said the dwarf, carefully scooping
up the baby and holding the bundles against his chest.

 



Chapter Two

Mobius traveled through the wood wondering
about the Queen. Why did she want the man to kill the babies? Did
he know the man? He seemed familiar. Mobius wondered if he should
understand what was happening, but he could not remember. Dwarves
have very bad memories. Mobius decided not to worry. Most things in
his life were handled in this way. He continued down the path,
whistling a happy tune.

After walking several lengths, Mobius was
tired. His trading sack and hand cart were full. He'd left the
mountains to trade. Gems for flour. Jewels for sugar. Salt for
supplies. His sack was heavy. The handcart, filled with goods and
the babies, was heavy too. Mobius stopped by a fallen tree. He
dropped his heavy sack. Taking the babies in his arms, the dwarf
rested on the log. He balanced the infants on his legs and watched
them.

Two elves appeared. Like raindrops from a
cloud. Like wind through the leaves. Like snakes in the grass. A
human would have been startled, but dwarves are not human. The
elves were small, the size of Mobius, but thinner. Their movements
were graceful and fluid.

“Hello,” said the elves together. Their
voices were high and musical. Like a flute.

Mobius tipped his head in greeting.

“The male must come with us,” said one of the
elves.

Mobius looked at the babies on his lap. The
boy's eyes were open and full of trust.

“To the Queen?” asked Mobius.

“No!” answered the elves in a beautiful
trill.

“You keep?” asked Mobius.

“We will hurry him to the Huntsmen,” said one
elf.

“He is a foundling, yes?” said the other.

“Foundling?” asked the dwarf. He did not know
the word.

“You found him?”

Mobius considered. “Yes.”

“The Huntsmen care for foundling boys.”

“The girl?” asked Mobius.

“With the dwarves she will dwell, hidden for
a spell. Emerge she will, when all is well, to spin once again in
the circle.” They spoke together, in a beautiful harmony.

Mobius considered the words. Elves were
mysterious, but he thought he understood. The dwarves would keep
the girl safe. The huntsmen would keep the boy safe. Mobius nodded
and stood. He handed the boy to the elves. The elves spun and rose
into the trees. Like leaves in an updraft. In an instant, they were
gone.

The dwarf removed a map from a large pocket
on his jacket. It took him a few moments to figure out where he was
and where he was going. The most direct route home was through the
wood, so Mobius kept to the forest path, avoiding all human towns.
The trip was tiring, uphill, with a heavy sack, a full handcart,
and a baby to care for. Eventually, the woods thinned and Mobius
forded several streams, floating the cart and holding the baby over
his head. The water was cold from the melting mountain snow. He
wanted to rest. He was tired. The path curved and he saw the
distant snowy peak of his mountain. He was almost home.


Chapter Three

While she waited for the young man to return,
the Queen wrapped a scarf around her head. She looked in the pond
at her reflection, liking the contrast of the scarf's rich colors
against her pale skin. She placed the crown atop the scarf. The
jewels glittered in the early-morning sun.

Was it morning already? she wondered.

The Queen paced nervously. The young man was
taking too long. She should have killed the babe herself. Would she
have been able? At the sound of footsteps, she turned to look down
the path. The young man approached. He knelt and bowed his
head.

“Is it done?” asked the Queen.

“The babies are gone,” answered the young
man, eyes on the ground.

“Did you kill them?” asked the Queen.

“The deed is done,” he answered.

“Up with you, then,” said the Queen. “You
will come with me to the palace and be my Knight Protector.”

“Yes, your Majesty,” he said, standing and
following her.

The palace guards and servants bowed as they
entered. The young man was surprised. He wanted to say something to
the Queen, but she walked in front of him. Her chin held high. The
two roamed the palace, looking in every room. When the Queen
entered the Royal Suites, she saw the line of wigs across one wall.
She felt the soft hair of a red wig, bounced the curls of a brown
one. She selected a wig of long black hair and covered her own
thin, mousy-brown hair. Under the dark wig, her pale skin seemed
even whiter. She looked at herself in the mirror.

“I'm beautiful, am I not?”

“Yes, your Majesty,” said her Knight
Protector.

“The most beautiful in all the land,” said
the Queen.

“Yes, your Majesty.”

The Queen laughed a high and uneven laugh
that shivered the young man's skin.


Chapter Four

Willow the wisp flew over the bog, exhausted.
Daylight was fading. She could see the colorful glow of fellow
wisps emerging from their dens. Pink, blue, green, lavender,
orange, yellow. Wisps were rare and immortal with just a wisp of
magic. They were like dandelion fluff, emerging from their greater
body beneath the swamp. A few preyed on human curiosity, leading
men into bogs where they became lost and drowned. Most wisps
ignored the human race, flying high and dancing with the stars or
hovering low and playing with fireflies. Willow was none of these
kind. She was a wisp with a special purpose.

Willow's fiery glow had dimmed to a soft
orange, her energy nearly depleted. Below she saw her den. She
fluttered her wings, changed directions, and dropped to a tree
stump that rose above the thick swamp waters. Folding her wings and
making her body as thin as an oak leaf, Willow wiggled through the
cracks of the rotting stump. She pushed herself down, through the
roots, below the stump, to a small cave beneath the bog.

Pine needles and pussy willow made a soft,
sweet-smelling bed. Willow hardly noticed as she laid her head on a
pile of moss and reconnected with her greater self. It would be
yearlongs before she emerged again, returning when needed.


Chapter Five

The entrance to the dwarf's cave was high in
the mountains, in an area always in shadow. The snow never melted.
The cold, the snow, the ice, and the lack of a clear path kept
visitors away. Holding tightly to the bundled baby, Mobius slipped
through the crack in the stone wall into the Dwarf Kingdom.

The darkness was a welcome relief to his eyes
which hurt from the bright sun and white snow. Dwarf eyes prefer
the darkness of cave and wood. He trudged down a tunnel for several
lengths before reaching the caverns of his clan.

After murmurs of surprise, Mobius lay the
baby on the eating table. The dwarves crowded around, all except
Pick who slept through their noisy arrival.

“It's so small,” said Cookie.

“Where did it come from?” asked Long
Nose.

They turned to Mobius, who tried to remember.
He ran his fingers along his beard braid. Had there been fighting?
He remembered a sword and something about the Queen. But he
couldn't picture her. He rubbed his beard again. The baby had been
in danger. This he remembered. Was there something more? The danger
wasn’t over. The baby must stay with him for protection. He
pictured two elves. There was more, but his memory faltered. The
journey had been long and tiring.

“Baby needs protection. Can't remember
why.”

The dwarves nodded and studied the baby. Pick
snored from his place on the corner pallet.

Doc pulled the blanket from the baby and
examined its soft, pale skin. “I must go to the Memory Hall and see
if there is information about the caring of a human infant,” she
said.

“Mobius must go to the Memory Hall and record
what he remembers,” said Glee. “The baby will grow and want to
know.”

“Can we keep a human baby?” asked Long Nose.
“Is there a rule? You must ask at the Memory Hall.”

Everyone nodded.

“Can't read. Can't write. Sun-blind,” said
Mobius. Having spent many days in the sunshine, Mobius' eyes could
barely see in the darkness of the Dwarf Kingdom. It would take
several days before his sight returned.

“I will go to the Memory Hall with you,” said
Doc. “I can help you, and I can learn about human health.”

“Who will watch the baby?” Mobius asked.

“Me! Me!” Glee bounced on his tippy-toes.

“I'll help,” offered Cookie, who then sneezed
three times.

“Me too,” said Shy so quietly that none of
the other dwarves heard.

Pick snored.


Chapter Six

Mobius and Doc left the cavern and followed a
tunnel that led to the Memory Hall.

The Brown Dwarf Kingdom was located far
beneath the Snowy Mountain. The tunnels had been carved hundreds of
yearlongs before. If any dwarves were still alive that had dug
them, their memories of the event were certainly dark. Mobius and
Doc took the path from their cavern to the main tunnel, then
followed the downward slope toward the Middle. The dwarves lived in
caverns, in small groups. Tunnels connected the caverns to paths,
leading to the Middle, home of the Memory Hall, the Sustenance Hall
and the Gathering Hall.

It took Mobius and Doc most of the morning to
get to the Memory Hall. Mobius was exhausted, but he realized the
importance of recording what he remembered. When they reached the
Hall, a greeter stood outside the entrance.

“Please sign here,” said the greeter, handing
Mobius and Doc a pen and unrolling a scroll. “You are the first
visitors since the last scroll was finished. You can sign your
names at the top.”

“Sun-blind,” said Mobius.

“Can I sign for Mobius?” asked Doc.

The greeter rubbed his chin. “I suppose
so.”

Doc signed for both of them. The greeter
rolled up the scroll, tied it with a ribbon and set it aside.

Mobius and Doc moved toward the entrance, but
the greeter stopped them.

“Not yet. There is a second scroll. You must
explain your reason for coming to the Memory Hall.”

The greeter unrolled a scroll that was half
filled. Doc took the pen. Under entries saying “Can't remember my
name,” and “What color is a diamond?” he wrote, “How to care for a
human baby.”

Doc turned to Mobius. “What shall I write for
you?”

Mobius thought for several minutes before
saying, “Baby protection.”

Doc wrote the words.

Mobius said, “No. Baby rules.”

Doc crossed out the word protection and wrote
rules.

The greeter said, “You might mean
‘precedent’. That’s the word for what has been allowed in the
past.”

Doc crossed out “rules” and wrote
“precedent.”

Mobius said, “Write ‘protection
precedent’.”

Doc grumbled, and wrote the world
“protection” in tiny letters in front of “precedent.” She sighed
and looked at the greeter.

“Don't worry. No one ever looks at them,” the
greeter said. He took the scroll and ushered them inside.

The Memory Hall was the second largest space
in their Kingdom. Only the Gathering Hall was larger. The top of
the cavern was more than twenty times a dwarf's height. The
creators had carved this room knowing it would hold dwarf memories.
The walls were full of small cubbies that held scrolls, books,
scraps of papers, ragwords and memory bottles. Tall ladders leaned
against the walls.

Doc looked across the Memory Hall to the
Helper Desk, located in the exact center of the cavern. Mobius
squinted in the same direction. He could see well enough to walk
through the hall and avoid tables and other dwarves. As they
crossed
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