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The journey from the cottage of Mistress Myshalla back to Attis was surprisingly fast and 

free of incident.  Piper proceeded ahead as surefooted as ever while Myshalla spent most 

of her time walking beside Karli, discussing various Healing techniques and remedies.  

Karli was pleased to find that she had learned something during her long walk and found 

her way along the rock-strewn path a bit easier than the day before.  For her part, 

Mistress Myshalla was as confident as a mountain goat, plowing her way through the 

pass without a diverted step or unlucky stumble.  When Karli expressed wonder at this, 

the old crone just laughed and said that she “had come to an understanding with these old 

stones a long time ago.” 

 

Piper, for the most part, let the ladies alone, scouting ahead of the path, his runic blade 

drawn in anticipation of danger.   Once, late in the afternoon, he broke into what Karli 

thought must surely be a heartbreaking song of lost love, though he sang in Tumari so she 

could not understand the lyric.  However, when he finished the song with a flourish, 

Mistress Myshalla crossed her stout arms and harrumphed in indignation as Piper 

chuckled to himself and continued to lead the way. 

 

Confused, Karli asked the old woman what the issue was.  “That scalawag…he has no 

respect for ladies or elders.  You can dress up a harlot in fine lady’s clothes, but if you 

sing a brothel hawker’s song as a ballad, it’s still a pimp’s promise!”  Karli blushed but 

chuckled at Piper’s joke.   

 

Between the minstrel’s diversions and the opportunity to compare experiences with a 

fellow Master Healer, Karli gasped in surprise as the sun began to set and the trio 

emerged from the narrow mountain pass onto the lane that led into the heart of Attis.   

 

As they made their way toward the village, a pall of nervous fear fell over Karli.  She 

prayed to Gaal or anyone who would listen that the Herald still lived, that she was not too 

late.  At the outskirts of Attis, she saw that a light burned in the window of her and 

Master Sirac’s home.  “There,” she said, pointing to the small cottage.  “He’s there.” 

 

Myshalla gripped her arm reassuringly and nodded.  “Then we’d best hurry.  

Cheesebrain, make yourself useful and fetch the Old Fools.  They’ll want to be notified 

of the witch in their presence.”  Piper grinned and took off at a trot toward the Blue 

Wyvern.   

 

Karli tied Ginger’s leads off at the front of the house.  She patted the mule’s soft neck.  

“I’ll come unload you soon, old girl.  You’ll be all right.”  Apprehension filled her, 

making her legs leaden and slow.  She approached the front door and slowly opened it, 

Mistress Myshalla following close behind. 

 

The Herald was still bound to the table.  Master Sirac turned to face her as she entered.  A 

damp cloth hung limp in his hand; he had been using it to cool the young man’s head.  

Karli and her foster father met in the middle of the room for a quick embrace.  Sirac 

placed a hand on her arm to lead her back to the patient when he noticed the crone.  Karli 

could feel her Master stiffen.   
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Sirac nodded at the old woman.  “Myshalla.” 

 

Myshalla returned the nod.  “Sirac.” 

 

After a pause, he sighed.  “You’ve come.  Then it must be as bad as we’d feared.” 

 

Myshalla barked a short, bitter laugh.  “If the Crone leaves her mountain, evil dogs her 

broken trail,” she quoted.   

 

The old Healer’s eyes narrowed.  “That’s not what I meant.” 

 

Myshalla sighed and nodded.  “I know, Sirac.  You’ve gotten old and lost your irony.  

Let’s see him.” 

 

Sirac and Karli parted in the narrow room and let the crone pass between them.  They 

then followed Myshalla to watch over her low shoulders.   

 

The Herald was not looking well.  His face had become even more waxen than when 

Karli had left the day before.  His cheeks had sunken further, giving him a corpse-like 

appearance.  His body was thin and stretched, like dough pulled to the breaking point.  

His breath was quick and shallow, almost a pant.  His limbs twitched still, though at a 

slower, exhausted, pace.   

 

Myshalla turned the young man’s head to see the wound that the thorn had made.  The 

puncture burned a garish red, shining bright against the pallor of his skin.  Myshalla 

gently pinched it to break open what little healing had occurred, causing it to burst with 

foul pus and a ghastly stench.  Undeterred, she brought forth from her robes a small knife 

and made to remove the splinter.  Just as Karli had observed before, it moved away from 

her probing, evading her at every turn.   

 

Grunting, as if confirming what she suspected, the old woman reached into the sack that 

she had placed at her side and brought forth a small hunk of black iron ore.  Turning the 

young Herald’s head to achieve a better angle, she cocked her head at the old man behind 

her.  “Give us hand here, Master Healer.  He may start twitching something fierce when I 

get started.” 

 

Sirac and Karli both came forward to try and hold the young man’s head at the proper 

angle.  Myshalla slowly brought the ore toward the wound.  The two Healers tensed in 

anticipation of the young man’s thrashings when the crone began doing whatever it was 

she intended to do. 

 

“What passes here?  What is this?” 

 

The Healers jerked, startled by Sir Brynis’ boisterous entrance.  Myshalla let out a heavy 

sigh and shook her head, muttering something to herself in Tumari.   
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Sir Brynis, dressed finely but without his surcoat, strode into the small home, filling 

every available space with his presence.  Behind him was Master Silverflame, still 

carrying his mug from the Wyvern.  Karli could see that there were others outside the 

door that could not enter past Sir Brynis’ girth.   

 

The old knight placed his hands on his hips, pursing his lips at Karli.  “Mistress 

Rowantree.  I must say that I am disappointed.  Yes, very disappointed.  Why did you not 

report directly to us with news that you would be bringing the Crone…this woman…into 

the village!”  Master Silverflame sadly nodded his head in agreement with Sir Brynis.   

 

Karli gritted her teeth and placed her hands on her own ample hips.  “Sir Brynis.  As you 

are well aware, every minute counts in regard to the life of this man.  You would not be 

here if Piper had not notified you of our arrival.  So we did report directly to you.  Now, 

let us do our job.” 

 

“I must say, lass, that…” Sir Brynis began. 

 

“And I must say, get out so that we can do what I set out to do without any more 

nonsense.”  Karli stared at the old knight defiantly.  The color drained from Sir Brynis’ 

face and Master Silverflame began to sputter.   

 

Master Sirac chuckled.  “I’d leave now, lads, before she realizes we’re near the crockery.  

Just a little to your right, my dear, in case you didn’t know.” 

 

Gathering his dignity about him, Sir Brynis turned and strode out of the cottage with 

Master Silverflame close behind.  Karli could hear the murmuring of the elders outside 

the door, but when no more outbursts occurred after a minute or so had passed, she turned 

to Mistress Myshalla.  “You can continue now, I think.” 

 

Myshalla chuckled and patted Karli’s arm.  “Oh yes.  You’re Sirac’s alright.  Blood or 

not, you’re Sirac’s own.” 

 

The Healers resumed their former positions.  The young Herald continued to twitch as 

Sirac and Karli held him tightly in place.  Myshalla brought the iron closer to the wound.  

As the stone touched the young man’s neck, he began to violently thrash, the veins in his 

neck thickening like cords.  After a few seconds which seemed more like minutes, 

Myshalla stepped back away from the Herald, calling out to the others to release him.   

 

Panting, the Healers stepped away from the Herald.  His breathing slowed to almost 

normal and his limbs began to cease their spasms.  Myshalla held out the ore for them to 

see.  “Here it is.  Ironthorn.  Very rare, very poisonous.”   

 

Resting on the stone, stuck fast as if held by paste, was a barbed black thorn.  Karli 

gasped as it twitched slightly on the blackened rock.  Myshalla reached into her pack and 

removed a jar.  This she handed to Karli, who opened the lid.  The old woman placed the 
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stone, with the thorn, inside the jar and resealed it.  She then placed the jar in her sack.  

“Now.  Let’s sit.  We’ve managed to buy the lad some more time.” 

 

*** 

 

The three of them settled in on chairs and stools next to the hearth.  The murmurings 

outside had faded somewhat, but no one had barged in on them or demanded entrance 

into the Healers’ home.  Mistress Myshalla sighed. 

 

“Here’s the truth of it.  That thorn was very poisonous, and was continuing to poison the 

lad.  We’ve stopped the new poison and bought him a bit more time, nothing more.  What 

poison’s already in him has got to be made to rest easy.  It’s churning about in there, 

destroying him from the inside.”  The old woman made frantic circular motions about her 

chest as she described the course of the poison.   

 

“Now, Ironthorn is extremely rare.  I’ve never seen it wild.  But, according to the old 

lore,” At this, she stared defiantly at Sirac, who merely nodded.  “The old lore says that it 

can only be found in the groves or on the mounds of the Fey.  Like them, it hates the 

touch of cold iron, but is also attracted to it.  Like the child who’s tempted by that which 

will burn him.”   

 

“So what is the antidote to this poison?  Will more iron draw it out?” Karli asked quietly. 

 

Myshalla shook her head.  “No lass, iron’s done all it can at this point.  The fact is that 

curing him of this poison is beyond even my knowledge.” 

 

Karli looked to ceiling of the cottage and stifled a sob of frustration.  “Then what can we 

do?” 

 

Myshalla reached out and took Karli’s hand.  “You came to me for knowledge beyond 

what your Master could give you, beyond what your elders could give you.  That took 

courage, courage many people will never possess.  And now, I ask you to do this again.  

You must seek knowledge that is beyond me.  From a source far more dangerous than I 

ever was, or even seemed to be.” 

 

Karli felt a chill crawl down her spine.  Master Sirac placed a protective hand upon her 

shoulder.  “What are saying, Mistress?  Stop playing games and frightening the girl.” 

 

Myshalla glanced up at the old Healer.  “I’m playing no games.  I’m very serious.  The 

only ones with the knowledge to heal this man are the ones who probably afflicted him.  

The Fair Folk.” 

 

Sirac’s sharp gasp hissed across his teeth.  Karli’s blood froze.  “No.”  Sirac breathed.  

“She will do no such thing.” 
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Myshalla turned her sharp gaze upon the old man.  “It’s her choice.  Her price. Not yours, 

Sirac.”  Sirac began to turn a dark red.  The old woman sighed.  “I’m sorry.  But it’s the 

truth.”  She turned to Karli. 

 

“Remember what you told me about paying the price.  This is what it has come to.  Are 

you still bound to this circle?” 

 

Karli closed her eyes and sighed.  She knew she had to help the Herald.  She didn’t know 

anything about the Fey or magic or circles, but she did know what she had to do.  She 

nodded slowly and opened her eyes.  “I am.” 

 

Sirac turned Karli to face him.  “No, child.  You don’t even know what this price is.  

Sometimes you have to let them go!  Don’t let his death take you with him!” 

 

Karli placed her hand upon her foster father’s cheek.  “I must.  I vowed that I would do 

anything to save him.  You know I’m not a fool, father.  But you also know that I just 

can’t let this go.” 

 

Sirac leaned back in his chair, his eyes closed, a tear running down the wrinkles of his 

face.   

 

Karli turned to Myshalla.  “How?” 

 

The old crone nodded.  “There is a grove not far from here.  If you leave soon, you may 

just make it.  At midnight, it is said the Fair Folk emerge and cavort on the green.  If you 

sleep, or turn away, you will not see.  Approach them and ask for the answers you seek.” 

 

Myshalla gripped Karli’s hands tightly.  “They will seek to bargain with you.  Do not 

take their food.  Do not take their gold.  Do not dance or join in their cavorting.  For all 

else they may offer, use your judgment.  In that, I have faith.”  The old woman smiled.  

“Take that singing fool with you.  He sees what others do not.  Go now.  Quickly.  Tell 

Poric that you seek the Dancer’s Grove.  He knows the way, if only to avoid it.”   

 

Karli nodded and rose to take her leave.  Myshalla stood and embraced her.  “May the 

Mother keep you close.” 

 

 


