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How can we ever tell what the world really looks like?

On a misty day, even the hills of Elfland are gray and dismal.

Look through a gemstone, and the dullest street sparkles.
I have had both my eyes put out by goblins,
and so, for me,

the world is profoundly dark.

-— Lemuel of Chartibrande,

On the Elfin Sciences & Magical Arts
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hepte-

From the Desk of Lord Ysoret Clivers
The Royal Order of the Clean Hanc
Realm of ElRanc

My Dear Friend,

YouOll never believe who | shot out of a crossbow today
Old Weedy Spurge from school N Othe Weed.(
We shot him into the dark heart of the kingdom of the

goblins around noon.



Funny thing. | hadnOt given the Weed a thought for age:
and ages. At school, he was a bit of a drip. You remember:
shrimpy little chap. Arms wobbly like kelp. Fishy sort of
face. Terrible at the joust. Awful at hunting, too. Always get-
ting bit by the elf-hounds. Frightened all the time . He walked
around with his head hunched down on that scrawny little
neck like he was about to be punched. Absolutely weedy,
and named OSpurge,O which is a weed. Hence, just calle
Othe Weed,O as you remember. And | didnOt think about hi
for thirty years.

Well, imagine my gobsmacked surprise when one of the
kingOs ministers told me they needed a historian to visit the
goblin court of Ghohg the Evil One. Gave me a list to choose
from. And there was his name, three down: Brangwain
Spurge.

OBy gum,O says I, OitOs old Weec

| called him up to the palace for an interview. He teaches
elbn history at the university. OHello, Weeds,O | said. Oli
me, your old pal Clivers. Now a member of the Order of the
Clean Hand.(

You canOt imagine how heOs changed! No more he
bobbing down low. Now he stands straight as a broom. Still
looks a little weak in the arm, but thereOs nothing wobbly

about him. Very proud and tall. Very stiff. | donOt think the
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chap could slouch if he wanted to. A wonderful transform-
ation. | was extremely impressed, and made no secret of it.

So | told him the mission: When they were digging the
kingOs new wading pool, they found some old, buried goblin
treasure N a giant gemstone carved with some kind o f a story
on it. Typical goblin story: lots of beheadings. Disgusting.
But old, very old N maybe a thousand years old. The king
was thinking it could be given to Ghohg the Evil One, king
of the goblins, as a sign of goodwill and cultural exchange,
you know: a sign that elbsh-goblin relations have improved
in the last Pve years, since the truce. A gesture. A handshak
across the Bonecruel Mountains.

Anything to stop them from taking up the sword and
Ramethrower against us again and pouring out of those
mountains in their faceless swarms to burn our forests and
our homes.

The kingOs right-hand man tells me we need someone ti
deliver this carved gemstone to the goblin citadel. A histo-
rian, someone who can explain its importance, its antiquity.
Someone who can talk with scholars there. Smooth things
over. 0So, Weeds,O | say, Owould you be willing to serve yol
country and head into the heart of the goblin kihngdomN
from which no one has returned alive and whole for a hun-

dred years or more? If so, old soap, just sign here at the X.C



As | say, heOs a cussed proud chap now, and so
didnOt even so much as say OYes, sirO Just starec
me N frowned N walked right to my desk, took the quill, and
scribbled his name. | think heOll do grandly.

| do hope he will. All night, while the wife and | were
at a Benebt Ball for Those Wounded by Grifbns, | kept pic-
turing the weedy little Weed at thirteen N not a muscle to
him, Binching before he was hit, his big eyes shuddering
whenever someone so much as looked at him N and then 1O
think of the goblin kingdom. Mountains like broken teeth.
Miles and miles of monster and goblin barbarian. Stinking
pits. Cities like slaughterhouses. Rivers that run red. | told
him that we would try to rescue him if something went
wrong N but no elf has made it out of that dark land of mist
and pre in living memory.

Well, except once during the most recent goblin war.
April, bve years ago. You may remember the Groozby
Twelve, our crack commando team. They were sent into
the goblin city of Tenebrion to try to map it out. Ten didnOt
even make it to the city walls. (Trolls, rock slides, a slithering
fungus.) The other two were captured. Yes, they made it
back here alive, but raving mad Nunable to explain the
horrors theyOd seen, and not just because their tongues ha

been cut out. Their minds had been blasted. They were sent
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back over the mountains on a donkey with a head at each
end. A two-headed donkey, bghting with itself even to walk
in one direction. To mock us.

We do not know what lies behind those mountains.
This is part of the WeedOs mission N not just to deliver the
carving, but to observe the goblin city and to tell us what
he sees. He will be the brst elf welcomed within those walls,
surrounded by those goblin hordes and given a free pass to
walk among them. Unless, of course, something goes wrong
and they turn on him. They are known, after all, for their
sudden anger, their enthusiastic violence, and their exquisite
taste in torture.

| told him, OYouOll be like one of those dusty old histo
rians you were always reading, who went and visited the
yeti in the frozen north or the dwarves under the ground and
wrote a book about their customs and ways.O But of course,
itOs not that simple

| might as well admit that IOm a little worried about our
old school chum. IOm jumpy about the Weed. Yes, the Evi
One is expecting him N but is that necessarily a very good
thing?

Do you want a bloodthirsty tyrant to know youOre about
to land bang on his doorstep?



| hope that when | sent the old chap off in the crossbow
capsule, | wasnOt shooting him toward his death

I hope Ghohg will be impressed by our gift and our best

wishes. Alas and all, though: We seek peace from a monster.

The goblin nation squats there like a tarantula, waiting to
leap and strike.

It is all in WeedyOs hands now

Remaining

your friend,

Ysoret Clivers

Earl of Lunesse

Order of the Clean Hand

Peer of the Kingdom of the Elves
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he night before Magister Brangwain Spurge
across the Bonecruel Mountains, Werfel the Archivi:
historian at the Court of the Mighty Ghohg, lay in b
heaped blankets, unable to sleep. He turned to ont
while, staring at the wall, and then turned to the oth
at his bedroom door. His pillow was too hot and his t
still colc
He thought about the route the elPn scholar wc
spit out of a giant crossbow from the Royal Palace of



He would be [3ying over fragrant forests where elv
tree houses, over rich meadows and pastures, over t
slopes of the mountains . . . landing Pnally on the
Drume, by the walls of Tenebrion, the goblir

A tiring journey, with lots of jolts, even If the cross
sule had lots of springs and cu My poor visitoithough
Wertel £ my poor visitor! HeOll be exhausted.

It was WerfelOs job to host the elPn emissary in
take the scholar in as a guest in his own home. It
responsibility. Elves were used to a certain luxury. C
mattresses and stained glass w My poor guest w
joggled to bits after slamming into the gro. Werte
fretted

And goblins had a strong code of hospitality. Or
lin invited someone across the threshold into their
was their duty to serve and protect their guest, no m
Hospitality was ht

Wertel sat up. He had to get to work plumping pi
stocking the fruit bowl. It was no use trying to sleep,
was too excit

He pulled at the tentacles on his face. Skardebel
able pet icthyod, had clamped herself to henchsiekwa
happy about being woken up. She angrily started to
the room, mewling In pro
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Wertel put on his glasses and stumped into the ¢
to inspect it. Everything was ready. The bed was m:
carefully turned back the counterpane, which was wr
Now he smoothed the sheets again, even though
already smooth, and repositioned the hospitality cho
the pillov

Did elves like chocolate? he wo

Who didn(

Unless elves were allergic to it, like trolls or dogs.
could ask discreetly when he met his guest, and slip
the chocolates if it was a prc

To make his guest feel at home, Werfel had hunt
collection of elPn art on the walls: ancient paintings
and gold of loving couples releasing doves in garden:
the forest, or playing healthy songs on

The day before, he had sent a tfew neighborhoc
out to pick [3owers for a bouquet on the nightstand.
Plateau of Drume didnOt ofter much in the way of (3¢
swept by winds both hot and frigid, and often misty
canic fumes, the kids had managed to Pnd some bu
saxifrage. Werfel knew nothing about [3ower arrang
he hoped that the handful of wildl3owers he had prc
the ceramic vase looked simple and attractive with a
dried ogresmace stuck in tor co



His ice cellar was stocked with meats and vegetatl
a new barrel of rice and jars of pasta. What did elves
not know, exactly. Probably nothing but dainties: butte
and marigold sal.

Not true, he knew, shutting his eyes tight to try to
self down. During the recent wars against the elves
had often stolen food from the other. Both sides he
to each otherOs belds and had rustled cattle throu
passt

Skardebek batted impatiently at the window. Nov
was awake, she was hungry. Wertel swung the caser
let her out. She [3ew into the courtyard tolébod coonpo
He saw her dancing around the neighborOs trash,
kissing a rotten, black cor

The dawn was breaking over the uneven roofs a
chimneys of the city. The goblin historian decided he
well get dressed. He went to the bathroom and scrubl
with disinfectants, scraping his hide with pumice sto
he was clean, he pottered into his bedroom to pull h
demic robes out of the war(

He could not wait to meet Magister Spurge. He
with excitement. Finally: contact with the enemy. Witt
scholar. With someone else who loved antiquity ant
things, and who shared his hope for this beleagu
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He had so many questions for him, and so muc
him. He wanted to introduce the elf to all the glories
civilization: the Nawtle Caves, the dances of the Drc
llluminated books of the Swallowed Emperor Period,
singing the Lessons of Shadow, the raceOs ancient
epics recited to the accompaniment of -

He even dreamed of being invited to travel to the
ace of Dwelholm by the visiting elPn historian. He
the lush Pelds, the tall forests, and, most important,
libraries, holding books no one In Tenebrion had ev
even heard the names of. As Werfel combed the carj
sure the fringes all lay [3at, he dreamed of the his
could be written with the union of elPn and goblin k

He hoped that, even as he cleaned and prepare
guest was having a good and comfort
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hepte-

y eleven oOclock in the morning, Werfel h
up to GhohgOs fortress in the center of Tenebrion to
elbn guest. Ghohg the Protector would not see the
Prst day; that would show too much eagerness. W
meet the scholar Prst. He had to take him home an
him. Later, he was sure he would have to report on ti
Interests and attituc



Wertel sat nervously in the palaceOs imperia
waiting to go down to the city gates and greet
Skardebek [Suttered softly around the roomOs rafi
unsettied thoug

At around twelve thirty, word came from the fai
the mountains that sentinels had seen the capsule
Ghohg had installed his own magical early-warnir
long, monstrous nerves that snaked through the hills
jolt when a distant guard stomped on the other end
next ten minutes, ministers tollowed the protest of all
In fortresses across the Bonecruel MountairesRiatetu
Drume. The capsule was soaring

Werfel scurried up to the ofpce of the Foreign
so they could go out together to meet the visitor. Wt
arrived, the Foreign Secretary was just giving the or
three-headed wyvern to collect the capsule out of t
bring it gently, softly, safely down to the ground. Tt
want their elPn guest to be knocked around too muc
capsule land

The Foreign Secretary noticed Wertel shufl3ing
Archivist Werfel,O she said with a tight smile. OOu
shortly be delivered. LetOs prepare to go down to th
of Tenebrion to meet hi

4/
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Goblin guards posted along the battlements were
the Plateau of Drume with telescopic distanCeegytesne
left and right, scanning the

One of them called out to the Foreign Secretary, C
headed wyvernOs got him, ir

OWonderful,O said the Foreign Secretary. She
OPrepare the cheese pl:

Wertel was so relieved. After all the prepdratomusd
wait to Pnally meet the elPn scholar. He whispered
page boy In a ruff, OStart pedaling the motor for the «
fountain.O The champagne fountain, in the shape ot
riding a dolphin, had not been used for yadrtakeh a lof
time to clean and repair. The mermanOs puckered li
green with mo

The boy bowed and scurried oft to start the
gushini

OWait . . .O called the guard, uncertain. OMac

something . . . It looks like the elf must be struggl
capsule. .

OWhat

OOh, heOs . . . Oh, no, madam!O The guard

distance-eyes from his face. OHeOs jumped out of
HeOs falling.



The Foreign Secretary gulped and her large eye

OCome quickly, Archivist Wertel,O she ordered.
to make sure heOs safe. If that elf dies, it will be ¢
disaster.O She shook he

Guards began rushing around and yelling thing
another. Observers on higher plattorms bustled up
ladders. Skardebek, startled by all the activity, pres:
WertelOs neck, mewling. He held her comfortingly -
cheek with one hand while he picked up the sKkirts «
with the other, running as quickly as he couldHseRorei
Secretal

Nothing could go wrong with this visit. This «
exchange was important. Werfel was only too aware
one wanted to think again of the suffering of the la:
news of burning towers and legions dead. Stronger t
be forged between elbPn Dwelholm and goblin Tene
was his duty as a scholar and as a host. In some
depended or

A distant speck on the horizon, the elf fell thrc
air

OHeOs falling into Lake Blunk!O shouted

The Foreign Secretary rushed for the stairs, calli
the guards she passed, OPatrol submarines! In the
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them!O She jabbed her Pnger into the air. OPIckK |
him to shore! Is this the season when the water s
hibernating or when theyOre hi

Pathetically, with the creak of a tired motor, the
began to spit up champ
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