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Karli released a deep breath as she gazed at the slowly rising sun.  Time seemed to be 

moving too fast.  The excitement and anxiety she had felt during the council meeting 

quickly faded, replaced by anticipation for the work to come.  Preparations would have to 

be made quickly so that she and Piper could set out that morning.    As soon as the 

meeting was dismissed, she and Piper left the Wyvern and walked quickly back to Master 

Sirac’s home to check on her patient and to pack her gear for the excursion. 

 

Master Sirac dozed lightly in his chair while the Herald rested fitfully on the table, a 

blanket draped over his slight frame.  The old Healer rose stiffly as Piper and Karli 

entered the room.  “Well, from the grins on your faces, it looks as if you woke those old 

buzzards up.”  Piper laughed as Karli kissed the old man on his grizzled cheek.   

 

“Karli was brilliant.  It was close, but she managed to convince Durgas Stonehammer to 

side with her and broke the tie.  She needed no help from me!” Piper effused. 

 

Karli shook her head.  “I just told the truth.  That’s all I needed.  Now, there’s work to be 

done.  Time is wasting.”  She then turned on her heel and went to her room to start 

packing.  

 

A few minutes later, Master Sirac brought salves to take on the journey in case of injury.  

“I’ve packed Ginger up for you.  She seems to be ready for a walk.”  Karli smiled and 

kissed her foster father, taking his hands.  “Thank you.” 

 

Sirac, for the first time in many years, actually blushed.  “Gaal’s blood, girl.  It’s but two 

days…” 

 

Karli crossed her arms and looked sternly at the old Healer, her mouth turned up in a 

smile.  “Thank you, just the same.” 

 

Sirac grunted.  “You just take good care of her.  And of yourself.  Don’t let that minstrel 

talk you into more nonsense.” 

 

Karli looked down, sheepishly.  “Yes sir.”  Clapping her on the shoulder, chuckling, 

Sirac left her to her preparations. 

 

The sun had only ascended a brief span before Ginger, a sturdy, red-haired mule, was 

packed with Karli and Piper’s gear, parcels of food, and a skin of water.  Piper wore his 

longsword at his side and a good traveling cloak wrapped about him.  Karli had strapped 

her Moonblade to her belt and brought out her winter cloak.   The autumn winds rolling 

down from the mountains could be quite bitter, especially at night.  Piper secured the 

packs to the mule while Karli and Sirac embraced and spoke quietly together.   

 

“Ready?” asked Piper as Karli returned and took the leads dangling from Ginger’s halter.  

Karli nodded.  Piper smiled and rested his hand on her shoulder.  “We’re doing the right 

thing.  It’ll all be fine.”  Karli smiled.  “I know.”  The bard nodded and started walking 
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down the mountain pass out of Attis.  Karli took a deep breath and followed, leading the 

gentle mule down the path.   

 

*** 

 

The autumn sun shone red through the evergreens and rowans that lined the wide rocky 

trail that lead into the mountains.  A cool wind, whistling through the rocks, stirred 

Karli’s hair and dried the sweat that gathered on her brow as she, Piper, and Ginger 

trudged deeper into the Dordanni.  She and Piper said very little as they made their way, 

leading Ginger up the well-used pass.  Piper took the lead, searching out the trail that 

would lead to Mistress Myshalla’s dwelling.  Karli took in her surroundings and 

contemplated the task that lay before them.   

 

Around midday, Piper called a halt.  He pointed out a narrow path that, if memory served, 

would take them to Myshalla’s home by nightfall.  The sun was partially hidden by 

clouds and by the rocky walls of the pass, shading the travelers in pale indigo light.  As 

Karli gathered some food from their packs, Piper drew his longsword and started down 

the path.   

 

“Hey!  Where are you going?” 

 

Karli had never seen the naked blade of the bard’s weapon.  The pale light glinted off 

well-forged steel, highlighting dark runes etched along the length of the blade.    

 

“I’ll be back.  Just checking it out.  Don’t worry, I’m too hungry to stay away long.”  

With a grin and wave, the minstrel continued down the trail, following it as it curved out 

of Karli’s sight.   

 

With a sigh, Karli gathered hard biscuits and preserves from their packs and set Ginger to 

grazing at a nearby bush.  True to his word, Piper returned shortly, his runic blade 

sheathed.  Taking his meal from Karli with a nod of thanks, he sat himself upon a rock.   

 

“Goblins have been known to lair in the shadows along that trail.  I just wanted to be sure 

our fine repast was not interrupted.”  Smiling impishly, he tore into the food. 

 

Goblins were foul creatures that preyed upon the unwary throughout the realm.  These 

small green-skinned vermin used their cunning and natural viciousness to take anything 

that their dirty clawed hands could carry.  They were thought by some to be related to the 

Fey Folk, as the touch of cold iron seemed to pain them more than the bite of steel. 

 

“Your blade,” said Karli between mouthfuls of food, “has some sort of writing on it.  I 

have my letters but I did not recognize these.” 

 

Piper’s expression turned grim.  “Yes.  Those are the ancient runes of my Tumari 

ancestors.  I don’t know what they actually say, but I call the sword Goblinsbane.  All 

that I know is that when in the presence of goblinkind, the marks glow in warning with a 
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bright green light.  The vermin fear its bite more than any other weapon I’ve seen, even 

iron.”  The bard looked down at the rocky ground.  “I quested for it.  Specifically.  For a 

time, I hunted the foul things.”  Piper picked up a small rock and chucked it down the 

new trail.  “It was a dark time.” 

 

Karli paused.  “I’m sorry, Piper.  I was merely curious.  The subject obviously pains 

you.” 

 

The minstrel smiled wearily.  “It is I who should apologize.  Becoming maudlin is an 

occupational hazard for bards.”  He rose from his rock and rinsed his hands with water 

from the leather skin dangling from Ginger’s harness. “We should continue.  Night falls 

fast in the passes and we still have a ways to go.” 

 

The two repacked their gear and prepared to continue their journey.  Karli took Ginger’s 

lead rope, following Piper down the trail toward the abode of the Crone of the Mountain. 

 

To call this path a trail was a generous assessment.  The way grew so narrow in places 

that Ginger scraped her sides against the faces of the rocky walls.  Loose stones rolled 

beneath Karli’s boots, causing her to slip and pull Ginger’s lead too hard, inciting the 

mule to stubborn rebellion.  Piper led on, sure-footed as a cat, unconcerned about the 

terrain.   

 

As in the morning, the two traveled with little conversation.  The breeze grew colder as it 

continued to whistle through the pass.  As the hours grew, so did the shadows.  Karli 

searched the darkened corners, half expecting to see red goblinoid eyes following her 

progress.  Late in the day, Piper broke the silence. 

 

“I told you that I quested for Goblinsbane for a purpose.”  The bard paused, gathering his 

words before continuing.  “A few years ago, I found myself captured by a particularly 

cruel band of the blighters.  They seemed to delight in my pain and discomfort.  After 

robbing me, they imprisoned me in some dank cave they used as a den.   They decided to 

have a bit of sport.”  He sighed.  “That was bad enough.  However, I was not their only 

prisoner.”  He paused again, drawing the blade partially from its scabbard, as if studying 

the runes near the hilt.  “With them was a small girl.  No more than ten years old.”  The 

minstrel resheathed the blade and walked determinedly ahead, purposefully not looking 

back at Karli as he continued.  “They had used the girl badly.  In every conceivable way.  

I never knew her name.”  Dodging a low outcropping, he turned a corner and slid down a 

sharp dip in the trail.  “That I am here now proves that I made good my escape.  How is 

of little importance.  But I did not…could not…act in time to save that girl.”  He paused 

again, studying the trail ahead.  After a moment, he continued walking.  “She finally 

managed to free herself, but only to take her own life with a goblin’s dagger.” Piper 

stopped walking and gripped the hilt of his sword tightly.  “All that she was and would be 

ended on the tip of a dirty, stolen blade.”   

 

He continued down the trail.  “As I said, I made good my escape.  And ran.  Ran as fast 

and as far as I could.  But I could never run from the memory of that cave and those dirty, 
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thieving, cackling beasts.”  He stopped and turned to Karli, his green eyes shining and his 

cheeks damp.  “So I quested for tales and songs that spoke of vengeance against goblins 

and their cruelty.”  Looking up into the cloudy sky, the bard took a deep breath.  “I 

finally heard tale of a sword, hidden in a forgotten keep that made the blood of goblins 

and their ilk burn with mystical fire.”  He patted the hilt of his sword.  “And I eventually 

found it.  But that is another tale.”  The minstrel smiled and continued down the path.   

 

“After many weeks, I made my way back to where I and the girl were held…and took 

that girl’s life-price in their black blood.” 

 

Piper danced across a patch of loose stones, pointing it out to Karli as he continued.  “For 

a time, I made money hunting goblins and taking bounties.  Some of the villages in 

Tumaria and Ulstaad actually pay up to a Crown for a confirmed kill.  But after a time 

my hatred cooled and I returned to the happy-go-lucky life of the bard, leaving my 

hunting days behind me.”  The bard turned back to face the Healer.   

 

Karli was left speechless.  Her tear-rimmed eyes missed the loose stones, which shifted 

underfoot and caused her to stumble forward into Piper.  Piper held her up as she 

scrambled to place her feet beneath her once again.  She looked up into his amused grin 

and her heart skipped a beat.  Once again, his gaze seemed to look beyond her and her 

predicament.  It lit her heart like the sun setting over the mountain ashes that overlooked 

the narrow trail.  She caught her breath. 

 

“You alright?” 

 

Karli nodded.  He smelled of leather, sweat, and pine. 

 

“Careful.  Don’t let the prattling of bards distract you from the true path, else you, the 

hero, can never save the maiden from her curséd bower.” 

 

Karli nodded again, inwardly cursing her inability to speak.  Between the fluttering of her 

life-beat and her shuddery breath, she didn’t dare trust her voice.  The bard smiled at her, 

turned, and continued down the path as Karli gathered up the dropped leads from 

Ginger’s halter and followed. 

 

The temperatures dropped steadily as the sun set over the trail.  Karli wrapped her cloak 

tighter about her and tried not to think about the soreness of her feet or the stiffening of 

her tired legs.  As the shadows gathered, she slipped several times on loose rocks that she 

could not see.  She had never traveled so far but she was determined not to allow Piper to 

see her discomfort.   

 

The long journey appeared not to affect the minstrel at all.  He steadily led their way 

down the narrow, stone-filled path.  As night fell, Piper drew Goblinsbane and held it 

before him, much like a divining rod.  He whistled a merry tune as he continued to dodge 

slides and overhangs along the trail.  Karli tried hard to keep up but found herself slowing 

as she tried to navigate in the cold gloom.  She drew her Moonblade to see if its pale 
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glow would help her find her way, but then realized that the moons, the Burning 

Brothers, would be hidden for the next few nights.  The small blade would not be able to 

gather their cool light.  “Agh!” she cried as she lost her footing and fell solidly on her 

backside in the cold rocks.   

 

Piper turned and was crouching at her side after two quick strides.  “Are you alright?”  

He helped her rise and steady herself.  Karli merely nodded, turning her face away from 

Piper’s concerned expression.   

 

“We’re not very far from Myshalla’s.  But it’s getting too dark to continue.  Perhaps we 

should make a camp and go to Myshalla’s at first light.”  Karli nodded, still looking 

away.  “Why don’t you unload Ginger while I gather firewood?”  Piper patted her 

shoulder amiably.   

 

Karli cursed her clumsiness as she unpacked their gear from the gentle mule.  Patting 

Ginger’s soft red neck, Karli sighed deeply.  She would not let herself be a burden on this 

trip.  It was too important.  Never mind that she didn’t want to be a fool in front of Piper.  

A Herald’s life hung in the balance.   

 

She heard rocks fall and a muffled curse float down from a nearby outcropping.  Smiling 

to herself, she unrolled their blankets and made a small fire pit.  Perhaps the great Poric 

a’Kieranon didn’t have cat’s eyes after all.  Turning back to their gear, she cursed herself 

again.  They had no tinderbox or flint with which to strike up a fire.  Maybe the 

resourceful, seasoned traveler carried these within his belt pouches.  The bumpkin Healer 

forgot to pack them.   

 

Piper returned with an armload of deadwood and began setting up the campfire.  Karli 

turned away and gathered the small iron pot and a sack of roots she had brought with 

which to make a simple stew.  The blend of herbs she had packed would make the plain 

food much more special.  She smiled in anticipation, hoping that Piper would be pleased.  

She called over her shoulder at the bard. 

 

“Uh…Piper?  I forgot to bring flint and tinder for the fire.  I’m…sorry.  I wasn’t thinking.  

Do you have any?”  She felt the temperature rise slightly as the wind stopped.  For an 

instant she thought she smelled rain as the hairs on her arms rose.  After a blink, the 

feeling was gone and the cold breeze returned.  Puzzled, she turned back toward the fire 

pit to find that Piper had already started a small blaze.  “Oh.  I guess you had some.”  

Piper seemed embarrassed, but said nothing.  She began to prepare their supper.  “I wish 

we had brought tents.  It feels like rain.” 

 

The stew was as savory as Karli hoped.  Piper complimented her heartily on it and even 

made up an amusing song in honor of it.  The bard’s antics gave her a fit of the giggles, 

despite an indignant voice deep inside that told her she was making a fool of herself 

again.  
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He also spoke briefly of his illness and convalescence in Glassrock.   Apparently, some 

of the Baron’s men had found him lying in the woods in a feverish daze.  Healers were 

brought in and after a few days of the Baron’s hospitality, the minstrel recovered.  He 

could not remember how he had come to such a state.  He remembered only drifting to 

sleep one night and dreaming of a beautiful, raven-haired woman with soft glowing eyes.  

He awoke in the keep at Glassrock with Healers and priests in attendance.  The Healers 

were able to ascertain that he had been without food and water for some time.  The 

village priests could find no sign of possession or other infernal influence.  Finally, it was 

decided that the bard was simply tired from long traveling and had perhaps gotten some 

bad meat.   

 

After another song, in which Piper described the antics of a foolish baron who fell in love 

with a pink goose, the two weary travelers prepared for sleep.  Piper planted his sword in 

the ground to alert them to any visitors during the night and assured Karli that the fire 

would probably keep any other predators at bay.    Both of them gathered in their blankets 

close by the fire.   

 

The whistling breezes of the day turned into deep moans in the cold autumn night.  Karli 

shivered despite being gathered in both cloak and blanket near the open flame.  “Thank 

you, Piper, for being here.”  The bard laughed shortly.  “Right now, I can’t think of any 

other place I’d rather be.”  Karli smiled, gathered her covers tighter about her, and drifted 

into a dreamless sleep.   


