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“By all the false gods and their kin,” sighed Master Sirac, invoking the old oath without 

much heat.  He slouched in his chair rubbing his eyes and the bridge of his nose in fatigue 

and resigned consternation.  After about an hour, he had managed to dribble enough of 

the draught down the Herald‟s throat to calm his thrashings and buy him some time to 

heal. 

 

Karli sat in her chair, perched on the edge as if ready to spring should the sleeping young 

man begin to stir again.  Piper sat cross-legged on the floor, nodding in agreement to 

Master Sirac‟s assessment. 

 

“You keep saying that we‟re going to need help.  Do you have anyone in mind, lad, or are 

you playing the dramatic harbinger of doom in our little play?” 

 

Piper smiled at the old man‟s dry wit.  “I do.  Mistress Myshalla.” 

 

The old Healer pursed his lips in thought.   “You mean the one they call the Old Crone of 

the Mountain?” 

 

Piper nodded his head.  “She prefers Mistress or Myshalla, but yes.  She‟s a skilled healer 

and knows much about spirits and the ways of magic.”   

 

Throughout Karli‟s childhood, the village children told each other stories about the Old 

Crone of the Mountain who would sweep down in a winter gale and steal disrespectful 

children away to her cold cave deep in the rock of the Dordanni, never to be seen again.  

It was said she held council with the Fair Folk who lived deep under the mountain on the 

nights when the Burning Brothers turned away from the face of Myr.  Usually when 

people in Attis had a run a bad luck, it was attributed to „the Old Crone breathing on their 

dice‟. 

 

“You don‟t know this from a story or song, do you Piper?” Karli asked, drawing out the 

question as if musing to herself.   

 

Piper shook his head.  “I‟ve seen some things in my travels.  There is much in the world 

not covered by stories, songs, or even by the warnings of the Church.  She has been a 

friend to me on more than one occasion.” 

 

“That‟s how you knew that we couldn‟t help,” said Karli.  It was not a question. 

 

“I see…like I said, I‟ve seen things.” 

 

Master Sirac rubbed his mouth, chewing on this information.  “I‟ve not heard of anyone 

encountering the Crone since I first settled here in Attis.  She came down and left some 

mixtures on my doorstep during the pox outbreak.  They helped ease a lot of suffering.  

I‟ll agree that she‟s skilled.  And I don‟t think she means us harm, but she‟s a strange old 

bird, that‟s a fact.” 
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“Is she a sorceress?” asked Karli. 

 

“I honestly don‟t know,” replied Piper.  “She knows a great deal about things she 

shouldn‟t.  And, frankly, she‟s not too keen on the Church.  But, she‟s too much of a 

friend for me not to respect her privacy.  I know that if anyone can help this man, she can.  

And we don‟t have much time.” 

 

“The elders won‟t trust her,” said Master Sirac. 

 

“They‟ll have to.”  Piper rose to his feet.  “The village has taken responsibility for the 

care of one of the Duke‟s personal servants.  As subjects, we have a responsibility to do 

everything in our power to ensure that this Herald is restored to health.  Should the Baron 

or the Duke feel that we did not explore every possibility, it could go badly for the 

village.” 

 

Master Sirac chuckled.  “You talk a good game, boy.  But I don‟t think you‟ll have an 

easy time convincing the village council that consulting with an old witch-woman counts 

for much in exploring every possibility.  Ecumenical law may trump you there and the 

council would only want Ringlords summoned as a last resort.” 

 

“But he needs help.  I know Myshalla could and would help him.  Surely we can make 

them see that there is no other way.” 

 

Karli cleared her throat.  “We can‟t move this man from here anyway.  He‟d never make 

it.  How far is your friend from the village?” 

 

Piper sighed.  “About a day away, an overnight trip.  She‟s not too far from the 

Thadricine monastery.  Which amuses her to no end.”  He settled back down and sat 

cross-legged on the floor. 

 

Karli shook her head.  “The trip may kill him.  He needs rest, not being carted about 

narrow mountain passes in the autumn cold.” 

 

The bard sprang up.  “Then I‟ll go and ask her.  Maybe she can tell us what‟s needed.” 

 

“Settle down lad, quit popping up like a startled thrush,” Master Sirac motioned for the 

excited minstrel to sit down and shook his head.  “If this is as delicate as I bet it is, she‟ll 

need to have a Healer‟s perspective of the situation.  Besides, if anyone is to go they 

would be representing the village in this matter.  It would have to be me or Karli.  But if 

this involves magic…”  The old man leaned across the arm of his chair and spat.  “…and 

she can do something about that, then none of us will be able to help.  She‟d have to 

come down here herself.”  The old man let out a great yawn.  “And I‟m not sure which 

will be harder, convincing the Old Crone to come down from her mountain or convincing 

our old crows to allow us to go to hers.” 
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Sirac rose from his chair and stretched.  “No, we‟ll do the best we can for the lad.  If it is 

sorcery, I doubt we‟d be able to do much about it.  The Crone is a skilled herbalist, I 

know, but I don‟t think any fool trip into the mountains is going to do this boy any good.  

I‟m going to get a few hours rest.  Can you two keep vigil for a while?” 

 

Karli rose from her seat and kissed the old man on his forehead.  “Of course.  I‟ll wake 

you later.”  Sirac nodded and patted her hand as he made his way to the small back room 

where his cot was located.  He glanced up at the tall minstrel and asked “I suppose I can 

trust you to keep only a vigil with my foster daughter?” 

 

Piper gazed into the old man‟s eyes and replied with absolute gravity “You have nothing 

to fear from me when it comes to Mistress Rowantree‟s honor or safety.  I, Poric a‟ 

Kieranon, swear it upon my mother‟s name.” 

 

Karli blushed in embarrassment at the seriousness of Piper‟s declaration while Master 

Sirac merely nodded and continued on to his room.  

 

After the old man departed, Karli motioned to Piper to take his chair.  She shook her head 

at him.  “That was a bit much, wasn‟t it?  He was only ribbing you a little.” 

 

Piper nodded.  “Maybe.  But I meant every word.  And it may be that we will be spending 

more time together and I want to reassure him that you are safe with me.” 

 

Karli furrowed her brows.  “What do you mean?” 

 

“We have to convince the council to allow us to consult Mistress Myshalla.  I don‟t think 

that Master Sirac is quite convinced, but this is too important to wait too long.  They‟re 

going to need the word of a Master Healer that this is only way to ensure that the royal 

envoy that has stumbled into their care is going to get better.  Which means that you are 

going to speak to the elders.” 

 

“Me?” Karli squeaked.  Clearing her throat, she repeated “Me?” 

 

“You are a Master Healer, aren‟t you?” 

 

“Yes…” 

 

“And the entire village respects you.” 

 

“For which I am grateful, but…” 

 

“And you see that this is only way, right?  If there is even a chance that we save his life, 

it‟s worth it.  You see this, right?” 

 

Karli sighed.  “I do.” 
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“Then you are going to have to convince the council that the best course of action is to 

allow you and me to travel to Mistress Myshalla‟s home and convince her to help us.” 

 

Karli‟s eyes bulged.  “You and me?  Travel alone through the mountains? I‟ve never been 

farther than the mining camp outside of town!” 

 

Piper nodded patiently.  “Look.  Master Sirac is right.  You will need to speak to her as a 

Master Healer in order to make sure she understands the situation fully.  And, frankly, 

he‟s too old make such a journey, especially at this time of year.  Besides, the council 

will probably want you to make sure she‟s not setting you up with some false cure due to 

her „witchy ways‟.  And, to be honest, she‟s more likely to listen to you than to Master 

Sirac anyway.” 

 

“Why is that?” 

 

“Because you‟re not only a Healer but you‟re a woman.  She dislikes crabby old men and 

would be more willing to listen to a „sister‟.  She‟s always said she misses the 

companionship of her female friends.  I‟d be able to convince her to help me because she 

likes me.  But I‟m too much of an outsider to represent the village.  She‟d listen to you 

not only as a woman but as a part of the whole.  She won‟t do it for me, or for him,” 

Piper motioned to the still form of the Herald on the work table. “But she just might do it 

for you.  At least that‟s what I believe.  If we do nothing, he dies.  If you try and fail, he 

dies.  But if you try, and I‟m right, then he lives and the village is saved a lot of grief.” 

 

Karli released a heavy sigh that she did not realize she was holding.  Piper reached over 

and patted her hand.  “It‟s a lot of responsibility, all at once.  But you‟re a Healer.  His 

life is in your hands.  That is what being a Healer means.” 

 

As a Master Healer, Karli knew that this was true.  She knew that she would hold the 

lives of her charges in her hands and that they depended on her and her judgment to not 

only relieve their hurts, but to keep them alive.  But this was the first time in her 

experience that the platitude became reality.  It was, as Master Sirac had often said, the 

difference between knowing and understanding.  The sense of responsibility and fear of 

failure nearly overwhelmed her.  She inwardly took the shivery crone-stories of her 

girlhood and set them aside.  She sighed and shook off the cold feeling that gripped her 

heart and made her want to hide behind the judgment of Master Sirac.  Finally, Karli 

nodded to herself and met Piper‟s intense gaze.   

 

“I will speak to the council.  I will save this man.” 

 

For the first time she could remember, Karli had met Piper‟s gaze and found herself not 

overwhelmed with emotion but simply warmed by the pride behind his smile. 


