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            A Storyteller is magic; they can carry you to distant lands and place you into the lives of others, then they bring you back safely to the campfire or the chair in your living room.
If that is not magic what is.
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On toward the jagged craigs he forced his benumbed feet. His leaden legs protesting consistently, as the wind began mockingly to taunt him again with this folly. He began to imagine the sounds of people around him, a bit of spoken word, the sound of harness, a portion of an old tavern song, but alas these were just illusions caused by the cold whipping the reason from his mind.

How in the name of the twins did I wind up here? What in all that’s holy would have led me to believe that old fool in the Red Rooster? And last of all why would I be so stupid as to give up on such a fine profitable season on the southern trade route just to freeze my ass off chasing some drunken fool’s legend? I can see it all so clearly now, and the more I think about it the least sense it makes for me to be here. I better find someplace to rest and warm up before I daydream myself to a peaceful death.

The overhang was just what he was looking for there was a big enough space under it in order to get out from the wind, at least from three sides. The bottom was clear of all ice and snow, and in the back just enough blown in debris that just might be used for a fire. Oh, what luck, shelter and a fire, the gods have smiled this day. The grand comfort of it all, the first such luxury in four days. As his things were put in order for a rest and a chance to recoup some of his warmth and strength. He took a brief inventory of what was left of his life savings that had been spent on this fool’s errand, but by now it wasn’t much.

The decision of whether it was worth the strain on himself to bring something or to leave it behind hoping not to need it later. It was becoming a bit like playing dice in Delanta without having the coin to back up your bet. Great fortune to be had if your bluff worked or your life if you were called on it.

Well let’s see what I can do now. First things first dry clothes. Two pairs of socks, and oh thank the gods my other pair of boots are dry, if I wrap these and my lower legs in the oil skins I got I should stay warmer I hope. My blanket is a little damp, but it is better than my soaked cloak so, I’ll switch one for the other. Now food, what’s left, a half of a trail biscuit from that tavern with the warm fire and the friendly barmaid. Oh, if I only listened to her warning about this venture. I would now be sitting next to a roaring fire drinking a stout warm ale, instead of melted snow, chewing on a prime piece of roast instead of a strip of my horse’s hind quarter. 

Damn the sons of snow demons, that caused that side which killed such a noble beast as you my friend. Even now you give me strength and carry me on don’t you. Oh, where was I. Yes now I remember, thinking of that sweet barmaid. What was it she said, “If you’re thinking of tracking down those known as the ‘Children of Ice gems’ make sure your affairs are in order. Because all that have chased them, none have returned to tell about it.”

But that’s not true. I was sitting right there and heard the tale, and it rang of truth. Maybe it was what he said, no those were the raving of a madman.  Maybe it was how he said it, staring into the flame of that guttering candle as if trying to drink in the warmth with his eyes, which glazed as if insane only to have a spark of reason appear from time to time. I met many a drunken fool. That claim great deeds that the gods are hard pressed to accomplish. But something about him told me this wasn’t that kind of man.

Was it the way that he looked like a village elder even though he was as young as I. Or the way he was dressed in clothes so strange. The likes of which I haven’t seen in my fifteen years working the trade routes. Yes, that could be it, he was dressed as if it were the coldest of winter days instead of a summer day, so hot that the sun sucks the life out of every living thing, leaving behind little hills of dust. A day in which even a pitcher of coldest spring water can’t quench the thirst for long. Yet he appears to have chills caused by the strongest of ice demon’s breath.

I sat there and listened to his tale for as long as it took to tell it and it wasn’t till the end of the telling, that I found myself another day older and none the wiser. For I believed his story so completely that I bought the drinks to loosen his tongue from around the secrets he held back, of where exactly this tale took place. Something in the tale of riches and beauty struck me so that all the next week I prepared for this journey. Buying everything that my ignorance said would be important.

That was two years ago, both my horses are dead and all I own is on my back. It weighs heavily on my shoulders and spirit with every step I take. Yet I can’t help but believe that I’m close to what I seek. Soon all the pain and struggle will be worth it. I can almost see the jewel encrusted spheres embedded in the roofs of spacious halls that break the moonlight into thousands of rainbows and send them to the night sky. To dance for everyone to see. 

The valley green and lush with the gentle breeze of a spring day. The fruits of which I can only dream of tasting. The food prepared that would drive the kings of the world delirious, with envy of its flavor and abundance. All of this in a village where the men are tall, rugged, brave and noble. The women are the most beautiful that eyes have ever seen with a figure that contains grace, strength, and a passion for life, which seems has been dragged out of the souls of all others in the world.

And milling about the throngs of people and standing watch on the valley rim are the guardians of this idyllic place. The guardians have the largest beast known to man. The beasts are made by the snow demons. With a voice like a cracking glacier, and claws as sharp as the cutting north wind, and the ability to appear from nowhere with the blink of an eye.

Of all that I seek and all that I faced none, fills me with more hope or fear than my first meeting with a guardian. Imagine a giant beast as white as the snow that can speak directly to your soul and read your intent, merely with a look.

Oh, I know I’m close because I see dancing rainbows and hear music on the wind. But my strength is gone and all I want is to sleep. Just a small nap then I’ll be on my way. 

I feel much better now my head is clear and I’m warm for the first time that I can remember in weeks. Oh, a little hot tea and some jerky and on my way. I know I will find it today and then my journey will be over; I’ll find it at last.

His gear is packed, the lode stone points the way to go, and the sun shines down on his bright blue eyes and gives warmth to his smile. The meal is half finished as the sun warms up the small piece of jerky. 

The breeze carries the scent to the one who watches and waits. Soon they will be with her, then they can go out to see if this is friend or foe. As he sits there she wonders does he know he’s being watched. It’s hard to tell, these outworlders are very different from us and she has never seen one for herself. Being that she is only twelve years old and only been on rim detail for four years. She is sure she followed the rules and has done what is right.

At first light she saw the outworlder, then called for the protectors, who notified the keepers, and they got their gear together and started towards her. That was half a mark ago, they’ll be here soon. The fastest keeper can’t make it from the floor to here in less than three quarter of a mark. That’s why the protector’s job is so important. A protector can make it from the floor to rim in a tenth of a mark or less.

Once the keepers are here her job really begins. She will carry a keeper to the outworlder and then witness his soul. This scares her a little. She never witnessed an outworlder before, but the patron said she was the finest in class. So, she doesn’t worry much. 

The keepers reached her position and gave the greeting of equals. They stand looking past the rim. The keeper team leader asked how many did she see.

“One,” was her reply, “A man from the south”

“How far out is he?”

“A tenth of a furrow down, by the overhang on the right. I think he knows we’re watching him.”

“How so?”

“He’s just sitting and waiting.”

“Well, let’s go greet him, you lead the way. We’ll stop about halfway in order for you to bear witness and carry out judgement if need be.”

As the five keepers got their gear together, she headed out breaking trail for those that followed. The trail was easy, but it could still be dangerous in places at this time of season. The keepers were following at last, and soon they were at the place where she would have to go on by herself. This will be her first assignment as a protector, this is where all of her training comes together, this is where a mistake on her part could mean the destruction of the preserve, or just the end of her.

She moves stealthily forward till she just senses him as she prepares herself to be witness, awareness comes over her. She calls the keepers and gives the all clear. She moves closer as they come to her position.

The leader joins her in close proximity to the outworlder. They stare at one another across a few yards of ground but a lifetime of differences. The outworlder’s expression doesn’t falter, still the quiet calm joy floods from his features. 

As the keeper leader stares back each seems to be trying to access the other, to find some rhyme or reason for their meeting today. The keeper leader turns to the protector as if trying to get some reading from her, only to be washed with a soothing tide of contentment. As he puzzles with the reason for such emotion the protector says to the leader, “He’s found it at last.”

The leader nods his head in understanding, gathers his team around, they give the greeting of friends missed, then head home. Back to the warmth of spring breezes and a meal that would make kings envious. The jovial merriment of the noon meal will have somber tones as the keepers recall the story of the outworlder that had his life slip away a mere tenth of a furrow from the sanctuary that he sought.


THE END
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The glow of the embers on the hearth spread a defused radiance across the hand hewed table. Where the ragged figure sat drinking his morning tea from the chipped clay mug. As the stout bent figure of his wife dishes up the porridge into the wooden bowl to set before him.

The sun is still a candle mark from the first false glow of morning. As he asks for a midday bundle to be made. Today will be longer than most, since the Lord of the Manor wishes to have a trail made from the farthest reaches of the domain to the hamlet of Trilleah, in order to shorten the route needed to collect tribute. With this trail built it will cut one day’s journey from the rounds. That’s why the Lord is willing to send every woodcutter from his domain to work on it until it is completed.

It will take two candle marks just to get to the trailhead. Which means the woodcutter must leave soon to get there on time. Then he’ll work all day till sunset. Then travel the two marks in the dark to get home and start again tomorrow.

“Wife,” he said

“Yes love,” she replies wiping her hands on her apron, “What is it you wish?”

“Today will be very long and the work very tiring, could you pack something that would give me strength and let me remember your sweet love till I will see you again?”

“Oh, love; you are such a sweet man and a good husband, of course. I shall find something.”

With his bundle over one shoulder and his axe on the other, the woodcutter left his cottage. Before the rooster knew the new day was upon them. 

As he walked his mind wandered to his fine fortune. Not being a man given to flights of fancy he meditated on the strength of his arms, the warmth of his hearth, the sweetness of his wife’s kiss, and the joy that his family gives him.

At the trailhead the Lord of the Manor sets the men gathered into groups of two for safety’s sake, and companionship. Which he believes keeps a man’s arm strong all day. He leads the work detail onto the trail which has been laid out by one of the King’s rangers.

Once shown the signs to look for and told the distance apart that each group should work. And told how much was expected for today’s toil, the Lord rode off leaving all gathered to complete the task.

Our woodcutter being the lone man out was told to go the farthest into the wood and do as much as he could. Then tomorrow they would start where he left off and so forth. By figuring the number of groups and the distance assigned to each group our woodcutter walked the trail markers for three candle marks, to reach the area conveyed to be his responsibility for today. After taking a few breaths, quenching his thirst, wiping the sweat from his brow. For the day has turned out to be quite warm for the latter part of spring. He found a cool place to set his bundle that held his midday meal.

He set to work cutting the small growth in a straight line from his first trail marker to the next one. Once that was done he widened the trail to a span wide enough for four horses abreast. Just to make sure it was wide enough, should the Lord of the Manor choose to ride out and check on one man’s endeavor.

For it was important to the woodcutter that no one have reason to slander his name from the performance of his craft. That’s why all the brush that was cut was piled so as to give habitation to the game, that was the Lord’s want to hunt. The wood was stacked to be readily loaded onto a cart from the trail. By those who sought it for the fires of the manor house. Because of the conscientious deliberation given by our woodcutter, none in all of the domain were held in such high regard.

As the woodcutter went in search of the next trail marker it was with great tribulation that our woodcutter came upon this grand vexation. For in the middle of the trail there was such a rambling bramble entwined with vines surrounding a gnarled twisted trunk of old hemlock. That given his experienced eye he estimated it would take a full day just to reach the center of the confused obstruction.

His distress didn’t overwhelm him instead his positive outlook seemed to clarify this dilemma. As he stood and surveyed the area he could almost detect a pattern to this misshapen collection of vegetation. Wiping the sweat from his brow and wiping his hands dry upon his trousers, grasping his axe, he set into motion the destruction of his vexation.

Half a candle mark later with perspiration of his exertion flowing like small streams down his back. He stood facing the center of this, his torment at last. As he gave a silent prayer to those that kept his ax sharp and his arm strong. He picked up the ax positioning it for a swing which should sever the largest of the vines entwined on the trunk.

Upon the resounding impact of the ax to the vine a spark flared brighter than the noon day sun.  A sound rang out like the crystal ring of a heavenly bell. In that moment the bramble became a clearing with a small grey stone pillar in the middle. Next to it stood a man in flowing clothes of the brightest of all of nature’s colors. His build was slight, his hands were like those of a child, never seeing hard work.

His hair was down to the middle of his back and of the color of moonlight in the aspen glen on a summer’s night. But probably the strangest thing about this man is that his face showed no sign of age, yet he gave you a sense of being very old and very wise. On his wrist was a cuff with a short length of broken chain attached.

As our woodcutter wiped his eyes to get rid of the blue dots which swam before them. The stranger that had just appeared spoke. “Thank you woodsman. It appears that I’m indeed indebted to you.”

“Who are you? What are? Where did?” he stammered “Hello my Lord, forgive me for being so rude, I am pleased to have been of service to one as fine as yourself, my Lord.” 

“Since it is pass midday and since my eyes are truly tired would my Lord care to partake of my meal bundle that my wife has packed for me?”

“Why truly not a finer offer have I received in many a long age, I would greatly like to partake with you. And think nothing of your rudeness for I see you are working alone and the sudden appearance of another would be quite the surprise.” Stated the stranger in such a way as to make you feel at home and comfortable. Even though none of this were home or of any comfort.

As the woodcutter went to retrieve his bundle and return, the stranger had procured from somewhere a table and two chairs made to rest the weary bones of working men.

The woodcutter smiled and relaxed onto the chair opposite of whom he was beginning to feel was the host of this strange gathering. He then proceeded to untie the bundle and set out the bread, sausage, cheese, apples, grapes, and carrots that his wife had packed. Of all of this he gave the greater portion to the stranger. Who made much ado over the quality and quantity of the feast set before him.

Of all of the things spread out upon the table there was only one left in the bundle during the meal. It was not that the woodcutter wanted to keep this for himself but instead he wished for it to be appreciated in all of its goodness at the end of the meal.

As the meal was eaten in silence which seemed to float and encase both at the table. The water which the woodcutter poured from his jug into the goblet offered by his host took on the smell and taste of sweet fruit wine. But it didn’t muddle any of the senses. It did more than quench the thirst and drive weariness from the body. It would be that it heightened the sense of taste to bring out every nuance of the flavor.

Truely the woodcutter could not remember the last time a meal tasted so good. So, it was with real joy that the woodcutter uncovered the last of the provender that his wife had packed. He offered it to the stranger across from him as he did so he uttered the first words of the meal.  “If it would please my Lord that what you would want of this.”

It was then that the stranger’s eyes lit up and a small snide smile twinged on the corner of his mouth. For he knew what the woodcutter was offering even if he no longer remembered. 

For this stranger was an Elfin Lord and had the ability to see what was true. So as he stared at that piece of provender he didn’t see just what it was that the woodcutter held out, but also that which the wife made it as part of the answer to a sleepy morning request. Therefore, the Elfin Lord asked the woodcutter if he truly didn’t mind if he ate it. To which the other replied “Help yourself to as much as you want.”

“Do you remember what you asked your wife this morning?”

“Yes, why do you ask?” queried the woodcutter.

“And yet you offer this to me so freely without a thought of what it could mean?” replied the Elf. “If I were to eat this I could process your strength”

To which the woodcutter replied “My Lord if my strength is what you need, than I give it freely to you. But I don’t see why you would need the strength of a mere woodcutter as myself?”

“Your strength would allow me to recover more than a thousand meals of the kind you set before me here today. For you see I was imprisoned here many hundreds of years ago. All that time my bonds were making me weaker. That is till today when you broke them and released me from my captivity.”

“Then my Lord you are welcomed to it for you have suffered long and if you need it you may have it.” Graciously replied the woodcutter.

“Do you remember the second part of your request of your wife this morning?" “Or should I return the memory which seems to have drifted away like the morning mist chased by the coming sun?” “Would you let me steal the memory of the love you have for your wife also?” questioned the Elfin Lord.

“You have many questions my Lord and since I do not wish to be thought of as either rude or ill-mannered I have refrained from asking prying questions into why you were imprisoned and by whom.” “Even though my curiosity has my skin prickling, as if I had rolled in a field of wood nettles.” “But, if you would be so kind could you, would you, answer one question for me?” “Before you answer that, let me ask the question of which I want an answer, it is as follows: “My Lord, in all your many years of captivity, would not the gift of remembrance of one so dearly loved been a blessing and an ever growing source of strength to keep a hold
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