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CHAPTER 1  
 

A half circle of amber eyes and scarlet, sharp-fanged 

mouths . . . shaggy white shapes appearing dimly, veiled in the 

blinding whirl of snow . . . behind her the cliff edge, plunging 

straight down into white nothingness . . . a terrible urgency . . . 

"Throw it away!" she was shouting, "That‟s our only chance!"  

Heather pulled herself back to waking reality. That was 

all she could remember of the dream that had yanked her out of 

sleep, sweating and shivering, early this morning. Only a 

fragment, but so vivid! The memory of it briefly blotted out the 

cheerful sunlight falling through the pines, her riding 

companions, her horse‟s gray velvet ears. It was the vividness 

that bothered Heather. She dreamed a lot, but the only dreams 

that foretold trouble were the vivid ones. Like this one.  

What could it mean? Throw away what? How could you 

save yourself from a pack of whatever-they-were by throwing 

something away? None of it made sense. Autumn was too early 

for snow here on Mt. Andorlil. Besides, Andorlil was an old, 

comfortably rounded mountain--nothing like the jagged crags in 

her dream. She had no reason, and far less desire, to roam into 

the high country. And she couldn‟t imagine how a quiet person 

like herself would get into such a predicament. It couldn’t have 

been me I was dreaming about, she reassured herself. I’m 

definitely not the type for wild adventures.  

Of course when you go to consult a witch, especially one 

as powerful as the White Witch of Andorlil, anything may 

happen. Heather knew this as well as anybody did, but somehow 

she didn‟t feel it would apply to her. She couldn‟t imagine her 

peaceful request leading her into trouble. The more she thought 

about the dream the  less sense it made, vivid or not. It seemed 

pointless to keep pondering it, but it stuck in her mind like a 

burr, persistent and irritating.  

She shook her head and forced her attention back to the 

scene around her. The little mountain road twisted upward 

through cool, dappled shadows and patches of starkly bright 

sunlight. Squirrels frisked and chittered among the tall trees, and 

an occasional jay shrieked warning. It was the kind of brisk, 

early autumn day that sends a thrill of excitement along the 

nerves. The thin, clear air was tangy with the scent of pine. Cool  
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wind  gusted  out  of  a  clean  blue  sky,  alternately  dead  calm  and  
roaring  through  the  treetops.  It  tasted  of  strangeness  and  change. 

As  her  mare,  Mystery  Lady,  plodded  patiently  along,  
Heather  considered  the  three  who  rode  with  her  up  the  narrow  
cart  track.  What  an  oddly  mismatched  group  we  are!  We  must  
have  very  different  reasons  for  going  to  the  witch,  for  truly  the  
four  of  us  are  as  different  as  people  could  be! 

Beside  her,  bulking  huge  on  his  big  black  warhorse,  rode  
Bjorn  Haaralson,  prince  of  some  little  tribal  kingdom  in  the  
remote  Norrish  Mountains,  far  outside  the  boundaries  of  the  
Cynethian  Empire.  He  was  a  shaggy  blond  bear  of  a  man  with  
braids  in  his  long  hair  and  his  reddish  beard,  and  eyes  the  pale,  
translucent  blue  of  glacier  ice.  His  face  was  as  craggy  as  a  
granite  mountain.  Old  battle  scars  laced  his  muscular  arms.  He  
was  dressed  plainly,  brown  tunic  tucked  into  leather  breeches,  
high  boots  laced  around  his  thick  legs.  A  fur-lined  cloak  was  tied  
behind  his  saddle.  His  clothing,  like  the  long  sword  he  wore,  
looked  both  well  used  and  well  cared  for. 

There  was  no  mystery  about  what  Prince  Bjorn  wanted  
from  the  witch--he‟d  expounded  on  it  in  great  and  tedious  detail  
for  the  first  couple  of  hours  after  they‟d  left  the  little  inn  at  the  
foot  of  Mount  Andorlil.  "So  if  we‟d  known  King  Gustane‟s  plan,  
nah,  never  could  they  have  beat  us.  Nor  is  the  ability  to  scry  
enemy  plans  the  only  useful  magic  I  might  learn.  By  Firborgen  
the  Frost  King,  if  I could  create  the  illusion  of  some  fearful  
monster--an  ice  kraken,  say-- what  confusion  that  would  throw  
into  enemy  ranks!  Yah,  and  while  they  were  fighting  with  
nothing  we  could  rush  in  and  cut  them  right  down  .  .  ." 

Heather  shuddered.  Magically  enhanced  warfare--what  a  
dreadful  idea!  As  if  it  weren‟t  bad  enough  the  All  Mother‟s  
children  murdered  each  other,  this  big  barbarian  wanted  to  do  it  
more  efficiently!  How  in  Chaos,  Heather  asked  herself  in  
exasperation,  did  I  get  stuck  with  a  riding  companion  who’s  as  
welcome  as  a  swarm  of  mosquitoes?  Of  course  the  answer  was  
obvious.  When  the  four  of  them  had  left  the  inn  this  morning  
Merwin,  with  his  polished  city  charm,  had  adroitly  maneuvered  
himself  next  to  the  beautiful  Dahmia.  That  left  Bjorn  to  ride  
behind  with  Heather  if  he  wanted  someone  to  talk  to--which  he  
plainly  did! 

Last  night  at  the  inn,  when  the  four  chance-met  travelers  
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had decided to join together for the ride up Mount Andorlil to the 

White Witch‟s remote dwelling, the prospect of company had 

seemed pleasant. Now Heather was remembering something her 

foster mother had told her: "The trouble in traveling with other 

people is that you might have to share their karma." Thank 

goodness this is just a few hours ride, Heather thought. I’d hate 

to have to share in Prince Bjorn’s bloody karma!  

In total contrast to Bjorn was Merwin, who gave his 

stage name as Mystico the Mysterious. He had the subtle 

arrogance so typical of Cynethians, and had made sure they all 

knew that he came from Thyra, the glittering capital of the 

empire. Heather studied him as he rode ahead of her, busily 

trying to impress Dahmia. He was a bit shorter than average, 

with a face too hatchet-sharp and a nose too pointed to be good 

looking. Still, he managed to cut a dashing figure in his wide 

sleeved, embroidered doublet, close-fitting breeches and full, 

flaring cape, all of maroon and all perfectly tailored. He sported 

a small, neatly trimmed mustache which exactly matched the 

dark brown of his hair and eyes. His sophisticated manner and 

glib tongue left Heather feeling awkwardly countrified.  

Scraps of Merwin‟s conversation drifted back to her as 

they rode along, like random leaves blowing in a casual breeze. 

"You‟ve never been to the Araplata Coast? Ah, that‟s where 

Crown Prince Borlos likes to winter! . . . Last time I performed . 

. . Duchess of Risinwold said . . . Lord Morkos of Gantrelisar 

was most complimentary . . . Illusionists are very popular with  

the aristocracy these days..."  

Now what would a stage magician, whose art is illusion, 

be wanting from a witch whose magic is real?  Merwin‟s exterior 

was as smooth as a polished stone--and just as opaque. Heather 

could get no feeling for what the true, inner man was like. It 

bothered her.  

Merwin must have uttered some witticism, for Dahmia‟s 

silvery laugh rang out. It was no wonder the men sought her 

attention, Heather realized, for Dahmia was tall, willowy and 

exotically beautiful. A midnight waterfall of thick, wavy hair 

hung to her waist. It was bound back in a tail, but little curly 

tendrils had escaped to play enchantingly with the breeze that 

brushed her cheeks. Her brown skin and dark almond eyes hinted  
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at far and romantic places. Though she looked no older than 

Heather, she had a poise Heather envied. 

Dahmia was beautifully dressed in a bright blue riding 

habit that set off her dark good looks. The divided skirt that 

enabled her to ride astride was fashionably full and decorated 

with fancy needlework. Heather‟s own riding skirt, of 

serviceable brown hemp, was much more meager, and patched in 

several places as well. The only needlework on it was a Sacred 

Spiral, done in shades of green, which Heather had embroidered 

on the largest patch to make it look less like a patch. Dahmia 

certainly is the City Mouse to my Country Mouse, Heather 

mused. But for all her stylish beauty, she seems anything but 

soft. I’ll bet whatever she wants from the witch, she’ll hang on 

like a snapping turtle till she gets it. 

The cart road, after a great effort of climbing and 

twisting, finally achieved the saddle between Mount Andorlil 

and its neighbor and began meandering down the other side. 

Here, as they‟d been instructed at the inn, the four turned onto a 

little path that wandered through the pines, up over ridges and 

down into ravines, and so around to the far side of the mountain. 

Heather‟s charcoal gray mare tossed her head and 

pranced, and Heather spoke to her out of habit formed on many 

lonely rides. "Steady, Mystery. It‟s not like we‟re going out to 

fight a dragon!" But Heather was excited too. At last she would 

have a chance to learn magic, to add to her other healing 

knowledge. A healer with magic skills could go into trance and 

peer deep into a patient‟s body to find the sick or injured places. 

Then, if she was strong enough, she could nudge that body 

toward recovery. Heather had been longing to learn healing 

magic ever since she was sixteen, since that cloudy spring day 

she and Shaun had gone riding together for the last time. 

She could still see the coppery gold of his hair against 

the gray sky, and the proud way he sat the big bay stallion, a 

present for his seventeenth birthday. And even though she didn‟t 

want to, she still saw the horse rearing and plunging in frenzied 

terror of the snake under its hooves, saw Shaun‟s body fly 

twisting through the air to land hard on the rocks. The broken leg 

and collarbone her foster mother, the village healer, could fix. 

But something was broken inside, and they couldn‟t tell what 

was wrong or how to help him. All they could do was ease his 
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suffering for those last three days. As she took her turn keeping 

the deathwatch, Heather had vowed that when she got old 

enough she would go to no less than the White Witch of Andorlil 

and ask for instruction in healing magic. 

After Shaun‟s burial, Heather asked her foster mother to 

journey with her to the Shrine of the Goddess at Daencliff 

Springs, so that she might make her vow public at that most 

sacred place. They climbed the worn stone steps, past the 

gushing spring to the circular Shrine, surrounded by its eight ivy-

covered columns. With her foster mother and the priestess as 

witnesses, Heather stood in the center of the Shrine and cast the 

sacred circle. She turned to each of the four directions, praying 

to the spirits of Air, Fire, Water and Earth. Then she spoke 

aloud, promising to do whatever she could to learn healing 

magic, and laid a lock of her hair on the alter in token of giving 

herself to this promise. The priestess bound a red cord around 

her wrist, to symbolize the binding nature of the vow. 

It had been a long wait till her foster mother deemed her 

mature enough, and a long journey to the White Witch, but now 

she should soon be sighting the witch‟s residence. She peered 

ahead for some sign of habitation. What she saw instead was a 

strange fog shining between the tree trunks at the bottom of the 

hill. Their path was taking them down into a narrow valley, the 

sort of place where fog might collect--but no other valley had 

been foggy on this bright morning. The closer they got to the 

bottom, the denser the fog looked. When they rounded the bend 

at the foot of the hill a great, pearly cloud billowed up ahead of 

them. It stretched away on either side, running along the valley 

till it lost itself in the trees. The path disappeared into it. 

As they approached the damp-smelling fog, Heather felt 

a faint tingling in the air around her. Then a tall, slim figure 

appeared out of the swirling mist. Heather assumed it was some 

traveler walking down the path toward them--although it looked 

more like it was condensing out of the fog. It halted, or became 

solid, just inside the edge of the cloud. It was draped in a gray 

robe that swept the ground. The hood completely obscured the 

figure‟s face, and long sleeves hung over its hands. It stood 

motionless in the middle of the narrow path, tendrils of mist 

twining slowly around it. 
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Merwin, riding in the lead, halted a cautious distance 

from the figure. "Stand aside, you!" he ordered loudly. The 

Robed One didn‟t move, didn‟t even twitch. "Stand aside, I say! 

We have important business with Lady Margelle, the White 

Witch of Andorlil!" Solidly set as a boulder, the Robed One 

continued to bar their way. Merwin looked around helplessly. 

"By Firborgen!" Prince Bjorn swore, "That‟s enough of 

this nonsense!" He jumped off his great black warhorse, pushed 

past the rest of the group and strode up to the Robed One. His 

hand rested on his sword hilt. "Now, whoever you are, you must 

stand aside so I do not make mincemeat of you!" 

The Robed One ignored the threat. Bjorn drew his 

sword. Still no response. He stepped forward, blade upraised. 

Suddenly there was a sword in the hand of the Robed One! With 

a mighty cry of "Morderot grant victory!" Prince Bjorn leaped 

forward, slashing in a deadly arc. The Robed One‟s blade flicked 

out to meet the attack and deflected it neatly. Then Heather knew 

it was magic they were dealing with, for when the blades struck 

together they made no sound. Instead of metal clanging on metal, 

the only noise of battle was Bjorn‟s panting breath. 

The Norrish prince pressed his attack, striving to drive 

the mysterious figure back. The Robed One gave not an inch, 

meeting every thrust as perfectly as if it could read its 

opponent‟s mind. Bjorn redoubled his efforts, raining mighty 

blows on his enemy, and still the Robed One deflected each slash 

with ease. The prince‟s breath began to sound labored. 
"The bully-boy stuff isn‟t working," Merwin observed to 

Dahmia, smoothing his little brown mustache with studied 

casualness. "This situation calls for cleverness and finesse." He 

dismounted surreptitiously and slipped behind the horses. 

Keeping a screen of bushes behind himself and the combatants, 

he sneaked along the edge of the fog for fifty paces, then turned 

and disappeared into its gray embrace. 

The strangely silent combat continued, gradually 

degenerating from thrilling to commonplace to dull as it stayed 

stalemated on the same spot. Bjorn was gasping now, but he kept 

at it, thrusting and swinging and never penetrating the Robed 

One‟s defenses. 

Moments went by. Then Merwin materialized out of the 

mist a few feet from where he‟d entered it. The look of triumph 
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on his face turned to consternation when he saw where he‟d 

emerged. He scowled and peered along the fog wall to where the 

fight continued, slower now as the Norrish prince wore down. 

Seeing the Robed One still occupied, Merwin turned and 

plunged into the mist again. 

Heather watched Bjorn tiring and knew he was licked, 

even if he wouldn‟t admit it. For a while she‟d wondered if she 

was going to have to bandage his wounds, but the mysterious 

gray figure made no attempt to attack him, not even now when 

he was almost spent. 

The prince lunged, lost his footing and slipped to his 

knees. Instantly he dropped and rolled out of his enemy‟s sword 

reach. But instead of striking, the Robed One lowered its sword 

and stood leaning on it, motionless. It was still on the same spot 

in the middle of the path. If it was breathing hard Heather 

couldn‟t hear it over Bjorn‟s desperate gasps. The Norrish 

warrior crouched on the ground, staring up at the mysterious 

figure. When it made no further move, he rose shakily and 

stumbled to his horse. He leaned against the saddle, panting, 

sweat running down his face and darkening the golden red of his 

beard. 

Watching from Mystery‟s back, Heather tried to reason 

the situation out. This is magic, and being so close to the witch’s 

home it must have something to do with her. I wonder if that 

robed figure could be a guardian, to keep idle people from 

bothering her. 

Abruptly, Merwin popped out of the fog right at the 

Robed One‟s side. He yelped and jumped away, fell over 

backwards, leaped up and came pounding back to the horses, 

throwing anxious glances over his shoulder. From deep within 

the Robed One‟s hood rolled a hearty chuckle, sounding much 

like an indulgent grandfather amused by a toddler. Merwin hid, 

crouching between the horses. 

Dahmia dismounted. With the firm stride of one whose 

patience has been tried far enough she marched toward the 

Robed One. She stopped well short of its reach, though its sword 

was no longer in view, and held out a heavy coin purse. "I have 

money, Cynethian gold," she announced briskly. "How much  

will you charge to let us pass?" 

Instead of answering, the hooded figure reached beneath  
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its robes and drew forth an impressively large bag. Slowly it 

tipped the bag and poured out a stream of gold coins. Dahmia‟s 

eyes widened as the golden pile on the ground grew. Coins rolled 

here and there, but none rolled far from the Robed One. Dahmia 

eyed them, but made no move to pick any up. When the Robed 

One dropped the empty bag on top of the pile she shook her 

head, turned and trudged back to the horses, frowning. 

"Desiccation!" she swore. "Why does the White Witch allow her 

visitors to be harassed on her very doorstep?" 

"With a little luck we may be able to outwait that 

creature," Merwin suggested. "Surely it can‟t stand there 

forever!" 

Bjorn had recovered his breath. "Nah, I think we must 

find a way around it. I‟ll go up the valley for a look." He strode 

off alongside the fog bank, ignoring the Robed One, who ignored 

him as well. 

Merwin and Dahmia stood between the horses, waiting, 

and Heather went back to thinking about the situation. If this is 

the witch’s guardian against unwanted visitors, what kind of 

visitors would she want? People who persist even when the 

guardian discourages them? But that can’t be enough--Bjorn 

persisted and it didn’t get him anywhere. 

Bjorn came striding back, dodging between the trees. 

"Valley curves and runs right into the fog that way," he flung at 

them as he passed. "I‟m going to try now the other direction." 

What kind of person would I want to have visit my 

home? Heather‟s thoughts continued. Not someone who might 

order me around the way Merwin did, or draw a sword on me 

like Bjorn! Ho, the one thing we haven’t tried is politeness. 

Maybe if I suggested it, one of them could . . ." She shook her 

head. Dahmia was in a snappish mood, Merwin had already been 

rude to the Robed One, and Bjorn had attacked it. That left only 

Heather herself, and she avoided talking to strangers--even 

normal ones. But I promised to do everything I could to learn 

healing magic--I can’t turn back on the vow I made! Which 

means that as long as there’s something I can do, I have to do it-

-no matter how much I don’t want to. She frowned. Chaos! I 

don’t see any other way that might get us through to the witch. 

Bjorn came back, shaking his head. "Valley runs into fog 

in that direction too." 
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"What do we do now?" Dahmia demanded, her toe 

tapping impatiently. 

"As I already suggested, we wait the thing out. With a 

bit of luck . . ." 

"Nah, that won‟t work! But we might go back to the 

village and recruit us a band of fighters." 

Dahmia‟s toe beat faster. "Dessication! That would take 

days! There must be some better solution." 

While they were wrapped up in their argument, Heather 

quietly dismounted. Heart pounding and mouth dry, she walked 

slowly toward the Robed One. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 2 
 

Heather stopped where Dahmia had been, and stood 

chewing her lip while she scrutinized the Robed One in the 

middle of their path. The only movement she saw was the cool, 

silent mist swirling around the gray figure. She could smell the 

dampness strongly from here. Behind her, the voices of her 

companions seemed oddly muted and far away. You haven’t 

tried to hurt any of us, she thought to the Robed One, not even 

when Bjorn attacked you. You laughed at Merwin, but he did 

look pretty funny! 

The other three were too busy arguing to pay attention to 

her, which made speaking up a little easier. She took a deep 

breath and said in a small but courteous voice, "Excuse me sir, 

but we‟re on our way to consult the White Witch. Could we 

please pass by you?" It sounded almost childish in her own ears, 

but the gray-robed figure bowed solemnly, stepped aside and 

motioned to the open path. 

"Thank you!" Heather gasped, startled at the ease of her 

success. She hurried back to the horses. "I think we can go on 

now," she called to the others as she grabbed Mystery‟s bridle. 

They looked up to see the guardian standing aside, its arm still 

pointing up the path. With exclamations of surprise they rushed 

to follow Heather. 

Approaching the Robed One was a nervous business, 

even though it continued to stand quietly beside the path. 

Heather wasn‟t looking forward to stepping into that thick, chilly 

mist, either. She felt her feet slowing down, but by now the other 

three were right behind her, so she pushed the rebellious feet 

onward. 

As the first clammy tendrils of mist touched her face, the 

Robed One raised a hand in salute--and abruptly vanished. The 

suddenness of it left them blinking. Every trace of the mysterious 

figure was gone, including the gold coins it had dumped on the 

ground. The tingling Heather had felt was gone. The fog had 

disappeared, leaving a clear trail to the White Witch. 

"It was obvious to me all along that it was merely an 

illusion," Merwin explained to Dahmia as they mounted their 

horses. "I simply lacked the formulae necessary to dispel it." 

Heather rode along at the end of the line in silence. I 
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think that was the bravest thing I ever did, she reflected. And 

probably the bravest I ever will do. Chaos, I hope the witch 

won’t be that intimidating! If she is, I’ll never get up the nerve to 

ask her my special question. 

It was the question which had haunted her whole life: 

Who were my real parents? The story ran through her mind 

again, as it had been told to her so many times. One night, 

twenty years ago, a strange young woman came riding into the 

village of Taenworth from the western lands beyond the borders 

of the empire. She was half starved and dressed in rags, her body 

bruised and scratched. Yet her hands were the soft hands of a 

lady, and on her little finger was a most unusual golden ring. The 

great stallion she rode was a horse such as a nobleman might 

own. Charcoal gray it was, with a black mane and tail; a color 

never before seen in these parts. 

The lady was half dead of exhaustion and already well 

into labor, so the folk brought her to the cottage of Marah 

MaKenna, the village healer. There she gave birth to a tiny baby 

girl. After the child had been delivered she raised herself on one 

elbow and cried in a loud voice, "Kahraynah!" And having 

uttered that one word, she died. 

Marah kept the child, whom she named Heather and 

raised to be a healer like herself. She also kept the stallion, 

calling him Enigma, and he sired many fine foals--including 

Heather‟s beloved mare, Mystery Lady, a copy of her sire except 

for the white star on her forehead. The lady‟s strange golden ring 

Marah gave to Heather on her tenth birthday, and Heather wore 

it on a thong around her neck, tucked under her tunic. Often 

when she was alone she took it out and studied it, longing for a 

clue to the mystery of her birth. The ring was a whole finger-

joint wide, and bore an intricate raised pattern. When Heather 

rolled it over soft clay the convoluted pattern stamped itself on 

the clay perfectly clearly--and perfectly mysteriously. It still told 

her nothing about the identity of the strange lady who was her 

true mother, or the meaning of the single word she had cried. 

Folk who‟d seen the lady on that brief occasion told 

Heather, "You look just like her." Which was probably true, for 

she certainly didn‟t look anything like the big-boned, broad-

shouldered clan who raised her. Unlike all the blonde, bosomy 

girls she grew up with, Heather was slight, with a slender, boyish  
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figure. Her hair was an unruly mop of brown curls, which she 

kept short because it tangled so ferociously. Her eyes were 

green, flecked with amber and brown, as odd as the coloring of 

the stallion Enigma. Odd--that‟s what Heather had always been. 

Odd and small and abnormally quiet in that boisterous crowd. 

The adults were kind to her and the children no worse than 

children anywhere, but she could never fit in. The MaKenna clan 

called her "our little stranger." 

Heather fingered her mother‟s ring, hanging safe beneath 

her tunic. There must be somewhere I came from, some people I 

belong to! Who am I? She yearned to know, yet the question was 

frightening. What if she was a nobody who didn‟t belong 

anywhere? Or worse, what if her parents had done something 

shameful? Did she dare question the witch about it? Well, first I 

have to get accepted as a student of healing magic. There’ll be 

plenty of time later to ask her . . . whatever. 

When Heather finally spotted the witch‟s cabin she 

realized she‟d been looking at it for several minutes without 

recognizing it as a building. It was formed of native stone, in an 

irregular shape, and set up against a cliff so that it seemed to 

grow naturally from the mountain. Its sod roof was the same 

autumn yellow as the grass growing on the slope above the cliff. 

The same blond grass grew on the broad open space before the 

cabin, which sloped gently down to the top of another abrupt 

drop-off. There was a circle of trees in that yard--not the pines of 

the surrounding forest, but gnarled, spreading fruit trees. Heather 

noticed every tree had at least one horizontal limb at sitting 

height. 

They followed the trail steeply down into a deep ravine 

and back up the other side. At the top they found themselves at 

the edge of the witch‟s yard, and Heather caught her first sight of 

Lady Margelle, the White Witch of Andorlil. The witch was 

seated on one of the low limbs, reading from a large green book. 

The book lay tilted on empty air in front of her, perfectly still 

and steady, without her so much as touching it. Even the cool 

breeze didn‟t ruffle its pages. 

The four dismounted and tied their horses to some low 

shrubs. Heather gave Mystery a good scratching on the neck and 

a soft word of thanks. When she turned, she saw the witch was 

coming to meet them. 
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Lady Margelle not only practiced white magic, she was 

herself very white. Pale, delicate skin told of northern ancestry. 

Long, snow-white hair was caught back with an ivory clasp. The 

intense cobalt of the autumn skies was in her eyes, and her blue 

robe echoed that shade and made her seem even paler. Crinkly 

smile lines at the corners of her eyes looked much stronger than 

the shallow frown lines on her forehead. She walked with the 

springy step of youth, making her age impossible to guess. 

"Welcome, seekers," the White Witch said, her voice 

clear as a low silver chime. "Come and be seated." 

They followed her into her yard, where they discovered 

the randomly scattered boulders were also seats. Dahmia sank 

onto a bench-sized stone and Merwin seated himself fastidiously 

beside her. Bjorn perched, more than sat, on an adjacent one. 

The witch resumed her seat, pushing her book aside on its desk 

of empty air. Watching her, Heather remembered her foster 

mother‟s parting advice: "People with magical abilities see the 

world differently than do the rest of us, which sometimes makes 

it hard to understand them. But when they speak, they say 

precisely what they mean. If you‟re wise, you‟ll listen carefully 

to the witch‟s words and do exactly as she instructs." Heather 

settled herself as close to the witch as she could, on a limb of the 

same tree growing out at right angles to Lady Margelle‟s limb. 

The witch looked at each of them in turn, then asked, 

"What is it you have come seeking?" 

Before anyone else could answer, Bjorn thrust his big 

body upright and strode before her, his glacier-pale eyes fixed on 

her face. "Lady Witch, I am Prince Bjorn Haaralson, crown 

prince of the kingdom of Skaalsvale in the Norrish Mountains. 

My noble father, King Haaral, soon must give up the throne, for 

many honorable wounds have enfeebled him and made him unfit 

to lead in battle. Strong enemies has Skaalsvale, so when I 

become king I must be prepared to defend my people. If you will 

teach me some magic, Lady Witch, I‟ll be better able to fulfill 

my duty. Especially useful would be the ability to scry out the 

enemy‟s plans, to influence his decisions, and to create illusions. 

With powers such as these I could keep Skaalsvale safe from all 

her enemies. Yah, more, I could bring back great booty to enrich 

the kingdom!" 

Great booty! Heather snorted to herself. I’d call it stolen  
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goods. No wonder his kingdom has so many enemies! I wonder if 

they all waste their time fighting and stealing from each other in 

those mountains. 

Bjorn drew his sword and held it aloft dramatically. 

"Little gold I have to offer you in payment, Lady Witch, but I 

can offer you the service of my good sword and strong right arm, 

for whatever purposes you wish!" 

Heather watched, curious to see what Lady Margelle 

would say to this request. She expected an immediate refusal, for 

surely any wise person must foresee the awesome spiral of 

violence his idea would lead to. To her surprise the witch's face 

remained impassive, and she replied only, "I see." 

Bjorn looked expectantly at the witch, but she said 

nothing more. So, lacking anything better to do, he lowered his 

sword, sheathed it and sat down--looking, Heather thought, a bit 

foolish. 

Dahmia arose, graceful but brisk. "Lady Margelle, I am 

Dahmia Kahlida of the city of Lengsmuth. My father, Gahmel 

Kahlida, was in the shipping trade, beginning in his home port of 

Narikalash on the Southern Continent. When the God disfavored 

him there he moved to Lengsmuth, where I was raised. My 

father struggled hard to give his family a decent living, yet never 

became a success in spite of his efforts. He finally worried 

himself to death a few months ago." Dahmia‟s fists clenched in 

the bright blue folds of her skirt. "When I inherited my father‟s 

business I expected I could make it prosper. Instead," her voice 

was bitter, "I found it was close to failing. That business is my 

key to the good life, the life of money, luxury and nice things. I 

have to do something dramatic to save it--soon. I‟m sure you can 

teach me some magic that will give me the edge I need. In 

return, I‟ll to make you a silent partner in the business. When I 

succeed you‟ll become wealthy. You can have every luxury your 

heart desires." 

Glancing at the witch‟s small cottage and unpretentious 

surroundings, Heather wondered, a bit sardonically, what Lady 

Margelle would do with all those luxuries if she had them. 

Again, though, the witch made no comment, but simply said, "I 

see." Dahmia retired to her bench leaving the next turn to 

Merwin, who rose with a flourish of his maroon cape and bowed 

to the witch. 
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"My Lady Margelle, your fame is known and your image 

respected far and wide," he began smoothly. (The witch‟s right 

eyebrow lifted slightly, but she said nothing.) "I, too, have 

considerable fame. Permit me to introduce myself: I am Mystico 

the Mysterious, illusionist par excellence, and a native of Thyra, 

the emperor‟s own city." He bowed again. "My friends and 

fellow performers call me Merwin." As he spoke, Merwin paced 

before the witch, quick-moving hands emphasizing his words. 

"In the entertainment world, as I‟m sure you realize, it‟s 

necessary to continually come up with new material to keep 

one‟s act fresh. It occurred to me that you, as a fellow 

professional, might be persuaded to a sharing of secrets, an 

exchange of techniques, as it were." He gestured theatrically. "I 

can assure you that an alliance with a successful entertainer such 

as myself can have great social and political advantages. Even 

when one chooses to live . . . remotely," he glanced at the 

surrounding forest with obvious distaste, "having access to the 

ears of the wealthy and powerful can bring great good fortune." 

"I see," replied the witch. She gazed at him, but he cut 

the gaze short by turning and going back to his seat. The witch‟s 

eyes went to Heather. 

Heather swallowed and felt cold sweat on her palms But looking 

into the blue depth of Lady Margelle‟s eyes she saw only 

kindness, so she stood up respectfully, took a deep breath and 

began, "Lady Witch, I am Heather MaKenna from the village of 

Taenworth in the Kilgaelen Hills." Her voice came out small but 

steady. "I‟m a healer, trained by my foster-mother, Mara 

MaKenna. I come to you in hopes you will teach me the use of 

magic in the healing arts, for I have made a solemn vow to do 

everything I can to learn the skills of healing magic." She took 

another gulp of air and continued, "I have nothing to pay you 

with, except my labor." Then, almost as an afterthought, "And, 

of course, the chance to help people through me." 

Heather stopped speaking, but the witch continued to 

gaze at her, as if expecting more. Heather longed to ask about the 

mystery of her birth--the word "Kahraynah" kept echoing 

through her mind--but she couldn‟t get the question out. Not in 

front of these three strangers, all of whom knew who they were. 

So she remained mute, and at length the witch said, "I see." 

Lady Margelle looked the group over, her sky-blue eyes  
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lighting on each in turn. "You have offered me the fruits of 

power, wealth and fame--and also," she glanced at Heather, "the 

most precious gift of all, the opportunity to help some of my 

fellow beings. However, no matter what you offer, I cannot teach 

any of you any magic unless you can learn to see with wizard‟s 

eyes." 

The four glanced at each other in surprise. 

"Yah, so what is this to see with wizard‟s eyes?" asked 

Bjorn. 

"Wizards must look beyond the surface of things, down 

to the level of causes. This is the level on which magic operates. 

To see as a wizard you must begin with understanding, which 

begins with understanding yourself." 

Merwin shook his head impatiently. "I‟m not interested 

in philosophy, my Lady, praiseworthy though that pursuit may 

be. I‟m looking for practical knowledge." 

The witch turned a mild gaze on him. "If you cannot see 

with wizard‟s eyes, you will be unable to control any magic you 

might learn. So it will eventually run amok and destroy you. 

Magic without understanding is dangerous to everyone." 

Dahmia‟s tone was practical. "Very well, my Lady, how 

long will it take you to teach me to see in this way?" 

The witch shook her head. "The sight of wizards can be 

learned, but it cannot be taught. The learning must be by 

experience. If I were to put it into words, they would be only 

words to you." 

Heather saw her own dismay on the faces of the other 

three. 

Dahmia gasped, "But then how . . . ?" 

The witch continued, "Although I cannot teach you to 

see with wizard‟s eyes, I can give you some aids to help you 

learn. However, I must warn you first that this knowledge has its 

price. You must pay for it with endurance, courage and honesty, 

and perhaps with suffering. Bear in mind that to see as wizards 

do is a valuable skill, and that which is worth much costs much." 

"Are you speaking of enduring actual, physical 

dangers?" Dahmia asked. 

"You will encounter whatever dangers and struggle 

against whatever monsters you call to yourselves," the witch 

replied enigmatically, "for the spirit draws to itself the 
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experiences which fit it. And yes, the perils will be quite real." 

Heather‟s heart hammered. She had no idea what might 

lie ahead, but according to the witch, it wasn‟t likely to be any 

spring picnic. She touched the ring where it hung beneath her 

tunic, fingering its intricate raised design through the cloth. I 

sure didn’t expect this when I made my vow! But I don’t see any 

way I can back out and still keep the oath I swore. Chaos, it 

looks like I’m stuck with going ahead! She glanced around at the 

other three. Bjorn stayed firmly perched on his rock, his right 

hand resting on the hilt of his sword. Dahmia was still leaning 

forward with tense earnestness, her toe tapping impatiently. 

Merwin fidgeted and smoothed his mustache with one finger. 

None of them got up to go. 

"Very well," the witch continued, "I have three aids for 

you. The first is a quest." 

"A quest!" Dahmia exclaimed. "Will it take long?" 

"Only as long as it takes you to understand," the witch 

answered cryptically. She reached in among the branches of the 

tree in which she sat and pulled out a rolled-up map. As far as 

Heather could see it came out of nowhere. The witch brought it 

from the mottled shade of the tree into the clear sunlight and 

unrolled it on the air. It lay on nothing, absolutely flat and 

unmoving. As they gathered round, Merwin passed a quick hand 

over, under and all around it but encountered no supports. His 

lips pursed in a silent whistle. 

The witch touched the map with a long, slim finger. 

"Baron Willerd von Rothearst has a fine harbor here at 

Swarsstal." (At the baron's name, Dahmia scowled). "For the 

past several years he has been renting this harbor to a number of 

pirate captains for shares in their loot. In this way, as well as by 

heavy taxation, he has amassed many treasures with which he 

has decorated his castle. Among his most valued treasures is a 

chest of precious jewelry." The witch's penetrating gaze fixed 

each of them in turn. "You are to look well into that chest, each 

one of you, then bring back to me that which is worth more than 

good karma." 

Merwin stopped fidgeting with his mustache and a 

speculative look stole over his sharp features. Dahmia and Bjorn 

both looked blank. I don’t understand what the witch wants, and 

I don’t think they do either, Heather thought. I sure hope we can  
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figure it out so we know what we’re doing. 

Lady Margelle gave them no further explanation. Instead 

she continued, "My second aid is a magic object each of you 

may borrow and take with you on your quest. Come." 

They followed her up the gentle slope toward her gray 

stone cabin--looking, from here, perfectly ordinary as it dreamed 

in the sunshine under its pale sod roof. Lady Margelle led them 

past the open door. Within, Heather glimpsed a light, airy room, 

clean and simply furnished. The witch took them around the 

building to a small stone shed standing a short distance away. 

Above the door was a motto. Each letter was formed of many 

tiny crystals, so that the whole thing shimmered in the early 

autumn sunlight, catching the eye. It said, "Wherever you go, 

you are there". 

As the witch opened the heavy door, Heather sensed a 

strong, tingling energy. At first she thought she saw it pouring 

out of the opening--then she realized her eyes weren‟t actually 

seeing anything unusual. She put out her hands to try and feel it; 

and she did feel it--but maybe not with her hands? Puzzled, she 

looked up at the witch. 

Lady Margelle was watching her with a slight, knowing 

smile. "So you can see why I don‟t keep these things in my 

house." 

Heather nodded, then looked back at the other three. If 

any of them sensed anything, they didn‟t show it. What they did 

show was impatience. Heather stepped quickly aside, and the 

witch swung the door wide. The small room was bare except for 

a plank table holding a variety of objects, and several things 

hanging on the wall. Heather‟s eyes quickly took in a great 

sword in an ornate scabbard, a couple of nondescript caps, a 

cloak that shimmered faintly, an odd-looking clock whose hands 

were turning rapidly--backward. 

"All these objects are magical," the witch told them. 

"Every one has its own special properties. Each of you may take 

one magic object with you on your journey. When all of you 

have chosen, bring your choices and come back to the map." 

With that, she turned and left them. 

Bjorn had obviously made his decision, for he strode in 

without hesitation and reverently lifted the great sword from the 

wall. Its jeweled scabbard glittered as he brought it into the 
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sunlight. He pulled the blade out a few inches, noting with 

obvious satisfaction its mirror-bright finish and razor edge. 

Merwin brushed past Bjorn and went directly to the shimmering 

cloak. His hand slid down its smooth length caressingly before 

he unhooked it, threw it over his arm, and came out. Dahmia 

took longer to choose. She went first to a traveler‟s carrybag 

draped over one end of the table. It was blindingly colorful, 

being covered with bright embroidery in a confusion of swirling 

patterns. Whenever Heather looked at it she had the sensation 

that the patterns had been moving, just before her eyes lit on 

them. Dahmia left the bag and carefully examined all the other 

objects, but finally came back to the bag and brought it out with 

her. 

Heather stepped into the room intending to make the 

same careful inspection Dahmia had. However, her attention was 

immediately caught by a most unusual crystal lying on the table. 

It consisted of three double-pointed crystals, intersecting to form 

a six-pointed star. She could feel the tingling energy around it--

was it flowing out of the points? She couldn't be sure. It rested 

on a leather pouch with a loop of cord, so it was meant to be 

worn around the neck. Still, a crystal seemed an impractical 

thing to take on a dangerous journey. Heather looked around for 

something more useful--one of the caps, maybe. But her eyes 

were drawn back to the crystal. Peering closely, she saw vague 

colors and patterns moving within it. Before she realized it, she 

was holding it in her hand. With a sense of giving in to the 

inevitable she brought the crystal out with her. 

Lady Margelle was waiting for them by the map, which 

still lay flat on nothing in spite of the breeze that tugged 

playfully at her snowy hair. They lined up in front of her like 

school children before a teacher. There was no surprise in the 

cobalt depth of the witch's eyes as she inspected their selections. 

"Even so," she said. "The object each of you chose drew you to 

itself because something within you resonates with its essence." 

She turned to Bjorn. "The Sword you hold is named 

Power. It has the same essence that all weapons do, only greatly 

intensified. Therefore it will do everything all weapons do, only 

much more so. Consider this carefully before you draw it forth, 

and never draw it lightly." 

To Merwin she said, "This is the Cloak of Illusion. If  



20 | Wizard’s Eyes 

 

 

you put it on, it will make you appear to be whatever person you 

imagine yourself to be--man or maid, king or slave. The illusion 

is visual only, but with the eye none but a wizard can penetrate 

it." 

With a pleased smile on his sharp features Merwin 

shook out the Cloak and started to swing it onto his shoulders--

but the witch stopped him with a gesture. "I warn you, never put 

on the Cloak of Illusion unless you have great need, and then 

take it off as soon as possible. It's all too easy to lose one‟s self 

in one‟s illusions, and many illusions are addictive. 

Merwin's face fell but he obediently tucked the Cloak 

under his arm. 

Lady Margelle spoke next to Dahmia. "You are holding 

the Bag of Plenty, whose other name is Life. If you treat it 

correctly, this Bag will supply all your needs. To get something 

from it, lay your hands on the Bag and visualize clearly what you 

need." The witch paused while Dahmia laid both hands on the 

Bag and closed her eyes. When she looked up again, Lady 

Margelle continued, "As soon as you see that the Bag has filled, 

you may open it. You‟ll find any other instructions you need on 

the Bag itself." 

Finally the witch turned to Heather. "You have chosen 

better than you realize," she said. "This is the Crystal of 

Understanding. Use it faithfully and it will help you learn to see 

with wizard‟s eyes." Her pale, cool fingers briefly touched the 

Crystal in Heather‟s hand. "Understanding begins with searching 

the self. Close your eyes and hold the Crystal to your forehead. 

What you will see is a representation of your inner self." 

Heather pressed the Crystal to her forehead. Behind her 

closed eyelids she saw something take shape--a slim, upright 

oval full of pearly luminescence. Complex patterns of color 

moved continually within it. Bright rays shot out from the oval; 

but just beyond its borders they seemed to hit an invisible wall. 

Very few rays got through this confining shell, and those only in 

weakened form. Heather felt pleased with the oval and its 

cheerful, harmonious colors, but the shell around it made her so 

uncomfortable it was hard to keep her attention on it. She 

lowered the Crystal and looked up into the infinite blue of the 

witch's eyes. "I see, Lady Witch, but how shall I understand what 

I see?" 
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"Everything the Crystal shows you has meaning. To 

understand that meaning, concentrate on how the Crystal is 

making you feel and ask yourself why you feel that way. It's also 

helpful to watch for changes in what the Crystal shows you." 

"Thank you, Lady Margelle," Heather replied. She 

slipped the Crystal into its pouch, and Dahmia stepped quietly 

behind her and tied the cord around her neck. 

"I have one last help to give you," the witch went on, 

"and that is a riddle to stimulate your thinking. I will give each 

one of you one part of it. This riddle is long, but the answer is a 

single word. If you each work to understand your own part, and 

then combine your understandings, when you get back here you 

will be able to give me that answer." 

To Bjorn she said, "Everywhere you go you meet 

yourself." 

To Merwin: "Everywhere you look you see yourself." 

To Dahmia: "What you give is what you get." 

To Heather: "What you think and do becomes part of 

you." 

The witch gave them a moment to consider this, then she 

continued, "Samhain falls on the second full moon hence. On 

that night the veil between the worlds becomes thin, so that the 

dead may return to visit the living, and magic is strong." Her 

serious eyes rested on Heather. "To make you truly effective in 

magic, I would initiate you into your studies on Samhain night. 

Therefore if you wish me to teach you, you must be back here by 

Samhain." 

Lady Margelle rolled the map and placed it in Bjorn‟s 

outstretched hand. "May you journey well," she wished them. "I 

shall await those who return." Without further words she turned 

and, blue robe whispering over the dry, tawny grass, withdrew 

into her cabin. 

 

For a long moment they stood staring after her, stunned 

by the suddenness of it all. Then Dahmia exclaimed nervously, 

"Those who return? Why wouldn‟t we all return?" 

A chill shivered up Heather‟s spine and prickled the 

hairs on the back of her neck. In her mind‟s eye she peered 

through a blinding whirl of snow at a closing circle of amber 

eyes and sharp fangs. And the dream had been so very vivid! 



 

 

CHAPTER 3 
 

"Just how dangerous is this desiccated quest going to 

be?" Dahmia demanded, her toe tapping a staccato beat. 

"I wouldn‟t worry about it, m‟dear," Merwin soothed. 

"You mustn‟t take my lady witch too seriously. Most of what she 

says is merely patter." 

"Patter?" 

"Something meaningless that sounds profound and 

impressive. A good example is that silly motto over the lady‟s 

storeroom door: „Wherever you go, you are there.‟ Now that 

sounds wonderfully deep, but when you think about it, you can 

see it doesn‟t actually mean anything. When you go somewhere, 

of course that‟s where you are--where else could you be?" 

Dahmia nodded uncertainly. "That‟s so." 

Merwin smoothed his mustache with an elegant 

fingertip. "My lady witch wants us to steal her a treasure and 

she‟s letting us take some items that may be useful to that end. 

The rest of it, however--the vague threats and her riddle and all 

that nonsense about wizard‟s eyes and Samhain--is just patter." 

He shrugged dramatically. "I‟ll help her get her treasure, because 

then she‟ll be obligated to teach me some of her tricks. But I‟m 

not so naive as to be taken in by her patter--I know that game too 

well myself. So don‟t fret, m‟dear. With a bit of luck we‟ll get 

the witch her bauble, and she‟ll teach us what we want to know, 

and all will be well." 

"I hope we can get back sooner than Samhain!" Dahmia 

exclaimed, impatiently pushing a stray tendril of hair out of her 

face. "If I‟m to save my business, I have to return to Lengsmuth 

as soon as possible!" 

Merwin pulled a pair of dice from his pocket and began 

shaking them in one hand, making nervous little clicks. "I, too, 

must get back to civilization speedily. I have some very 

important engagements to fill. Yet having come this far, I‟m not 

inclined to leave without what my lady witch can teach me." 

Bjorn shrugged broad shoulders. "If we want the witch 

to teach us magic it‟s only reasonable she should ask us to show 

the seriousness of our intent. In the Great Sagas the hero must 

always prove his valor." He gripped his sword. "Yah, and I am  

ready for any test of strength and courage she may require." 
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Merwin thrust his dice back in his pocket and turned 

toward the horses. "So let‟s be off--this place lacks charm for 

me." 

Bjorn unrolled the map onto a fairly flat boulder. "Better 

first we look where we‟ll be traveling." They gathered round, as 

Bjorn‟s big, blond-furred paw weighed down one side of the 

map and Dahmia‟s slim brown fingers held the other. 

Mount Andorlil stood near the point of two great ranges, 

the Dire Mountains and the Madre d‟Mundos, which came 

together to form a V. The Barony of Rothearst lay between the 

arms of this V, with the ocean on its far side--isolated from the 

rest of the Cynethian Empire except for its harbor, Swarsstal. 

Their way lay down the other side of Mount Andorlil into the 

valley of the Linona river, then downstream to the village of 

Linonadela. There they could turn onto a road that crossed the 

Barrier Range, and then the Dire Mountains. Once across these 

ranges they‟d come to the town of Waldbridge in the Barony of 

Rothearst, and need only follow the river Swarsfoss down to the 

harbor town of Swarsstal. 

Heather was calculating the time they had. "It‟s the dark 

of the moon now, so we have forty-two days till Samhain. Do 

you think we‟ll have any trouble making it back by then?" 

Bjorn‟s thick, muscular finger traced the route. "Nah, 

this is not so far--should be plenty of time. Only the Dire 

Mountains are tall." 

"So are the tales about them," Merwin commented 

sardonically. "However, they can‟t be much worse than here, so 

let‟s get started." 

Bjorn frowned, puzzled. "Here is fine by me. But we 

should get to a lower altitude before dark. There‟s no need for 

camping this cold." 

Before Bjorn finished speaking, Merwin was headed for 

the horses. The others followed at a less hasty pace. When they 

were all mounted, Bjorn took the lead as they rode single file 

back along the path to the cart road. Sunlight flowed down 

through the trees and spread in warm, honey-colored patches on 

the ground. The snappy-cool breeze sang in the pines. Heather 

wasn‟t aware of any of it. Her feelings were churning around in a 

confusing mix, none of it positive. Frustration over having to put  
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off her study of healing magic mingled with apprehension about 

this strange quest and the unknown perils ahead. Beneath all was 

disappointment that she hadn‟t been able to ask the witch about 

the mystery of her birth--and worry over whether she‟d ever get 

another chance to. 

Gazing at the three riding along the trail ahead of her she 

reflected, A couple of hours ago we were four individuals, each 

with a separate goal. Now we’ve suddenly become a team--of 

sorts--and we have a common goal none of us understands. She 

sighed. It seemed such a rabbit-brained thing to do, to go rushing 

off into unknown territory with unproven companions to seek 

some mysterious treasure, when none of them knew what they 

were looking for! And we aren’t very well equipped for the 

journey, either. I don’t know about the others, but I don’t have 

enough warm clothes to cross those mountains. I sure hope when 

we get to that village I can find a chance to trade my healing 

skills for a heavier cloak! 

Dahmia was riding just ahead of her. She‟d hastily tied 

the witch's Bag of Plenty on top of the pack behind her saddle. 

Its bright colors caught Heather‟s eye every time they came into 

a patch of sunlight. Each time she noticed it, the embroidered 

patterns seemed different. One time she would be sure it was a 

floral motif, and the next time just as certain it was birds, or 

clouds, or faces, or strange lettering that almost--but never quite-

-turned into words. And then sometimes it just looked like 

abstract swirls. It was fascinating. Heather took to watching for 

the next patch of sunlight to see what the Bag would look like 

this time. Suddenly it was no longer flat, but bulging so it 

strained the ropes that held it. She hadn‟t seen it happen--the Bag 

had been empty and the next time she looked it was lumpy full. 

As soon as they reached the cart road she urged Mystery 

up beside Dahmia‟s horse. "Ho, Dahmia, your Bag! Take a look 

at it!" 

Dahmia glanced behind her and gasped in surprise. 

Quickly she reined in, dismounted and began tugging at the 

knots, which were pulled tight by the Bag‟s bulges. By the time 

she got them undone the other three had crowded round her to 

watch. Dahmia pulled the drawstring top open and drew out a 

pair of knee-length, fleece-lined boots. "Ah, that's what I  
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wanted," she exclaimed, pleased. "I hate cold feet!" Leaning 

against her horse she pulled off her old boots, which were almost 

as high but not warmly lined, and put on the new ones. They fit 

perfectly. 

Heather glanced down at her own feet in their scuffed 

shoes and envied Dahmia her Bag of Plenty. Well, cold feet 

won‟t matter much as long as I‟m riding. She remembered the 

witch telling Dahmia "the Bag will supply all your needs," but it 

wasn‟t clear to her whether Lady Margelle had meant Dahmia 

only, or whether she was including the rest of them. 

Before Dahmia tied the Bag back in place she laid her 

hands on it again. When she opened her eyes Merwin asked, 

"What did you wish for this time, lucky lady?" 

"Something I want almost as much as these boots--a 

warmer cloak. This one is too thin for those mountains we have 

to cross." 

Her old boots proved to be a bulky problem. With the 

Bag tied on top of her load, the boots could only go on the side. 

Dahmia struggled for a while with the ropes and finally got them 

reasonably secure. Then they all mounted and rode on, with 

Bjorn in the lead and Merwin trailing behind. 

As they descended the mountain the pines gave way to 

junipers and hardwoods. Below them, glimpsed through the 

trees, spread foothills decked in autumn finery. The late 

afternoon sunlight gleamed and sparkled off a million hues of 

amber-scarlet-bronze-russet-gold. Their horses‟ hooves crackled 

through a multi-colored carpet and stirred up a dry, crisp smell. 

The brook that was to become the Linona River danced and 

leaped from rock to rock, singing of the excitement of hurtling 

down a mountainside with wild abandon. 

It was hard to stay troubled on such a beautiful day. The 

blue sky mocked Heather‟s worries, and the cool breeze that 

lifted her curls whispered reassurances. She urged her mare up 

next to Dahmia. "What do you know of this baron with the castle 

full of treasures?" she ventured. 

"I know all too much about Baron Willerd von 

Rothearst!" Dahmia spat out. "A greedier, viler man has seldom 

lived. The hypocrite pretends respectability, but he makes his 

wealth from thieves and murderers. Among merchants he‟s  
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called „the Robber Baron‟ for sheltering those pirates. Many a 

good ship and crew have gone to the bottom so he could furnish 

his castle! My own father suffered as much as anyone from the 

depredations of his tame brigands. Many times the Merchant‟s 

Guild has petitioned the Emperor for help, but his royal majesty 

Tergus the Fourth is far too busy with the pleasures of his capital 

to bother about some baron on the far fringes of his realm!" She 

turned in her saddle to look earnestly at Heather. "I hope we 

succeed on this quest, if only because it would be a great 

pleasure to steal something from that desiccated Baron Willerd. 

Truly, I wish we could take everything he owns! Nor would I be 

sorry to see Prince Bjorn strike him down with that magic Sword 

of his!" 

Heather frowned, troubled. Surely this wasn‟t how the 

White Witch had intended them to learn to see with wizard‟s 

eyes! "Are you sure that‟s what the witch wants us to do--to steal 

a treasure?" she asked doubtfully. 

Dahmia pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. "What 

else? We‟re supposed to bring her something out of a chest full 

of precious jewelry. I imagine what she wants is the most 

valuable item in the chest. Can you think of anything else that 

makes sense?" 

"No," Heather admitted reluctantly. She was far from 

satisfied with this theory, but she didn‟t have any answers 

herself, only a vague, prickly feeling that Dahmia was wrong. So 

she kept her thoughts to herself as she usually did. 

"What I don‟t understand," Dahmia went on with a 

frown, "is what the witch‟s riddle means, and what it has to do 

with the treasure. Or with our magic objects, for that matter." 

Heather considered. "I‟m hoping I can use my Crystal to help me 

understand the riddle. Other than that, I don‟t see any 

connection. Can you see any connection between your Bag of 

Plenty and your part of the riddle?" 

"Maybe. My riddle says that whatever you give you get--

as if that made any sense! And I‟m supposed to be able to get 

everything I need from my Bag of Plenty. So they‟re both about 

getting." 

Or maybe they’re both about giving, Heather thought. 

But she only replied, "What about Bjorn and Merwin?" 
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"What was Bjorn‟s part of the riddle?" 

"„Everywhere you go you meet yourself.‟" 

"I can‟t see where that has anything to do with that 

enormous Sword of his. Besides, it doesn‟t make sense. You 

can‟t meet yourself." 

"I think it must make sense in some way we don‟t 

understand yet." 

Dahmia shrugged. "Who knows? What was Merwin‟s 

riddle? „Everywhere you look you see yourself.‟ That makes a 

little more sense than Bjorn‟s--at least if you‟re carrying a 

mirror! Does it have anything to do with his Cloak of Illusion?" 

"Not that I can see," Heather admitted. "And none of it 

explains what it means to see with wizard‟s eyes. The whole 

thing makes about as much sense to me as mathematics would to 

a pig!" 

They rode along in silence for a while. At length Dahmia 

sighed, "I wonder how long it will be till I can get back to 

Lengsmuth." 

"I hear Lengsmuth is a great city," Heather encouraged, 

hoping to get to know her companion better. 

Dahmia smiled nostalgically. "Oh yes, it‟s the chief port 

of the empire. It‟s almost as large as Thyra, though not as 

glamorous, of course. When I was a child I loved to go down to 

the docks with my father and see the merchant ships from all 

over anchored right before us. I used to picture each ship that 

sailed spinning an invisible thread like spider silk behind it, tying 

Lengsmuth to the rest of the world in a great web." 

"Didn‟t you say your parents came from beyond the 

empire?" Heather asked, curious about the other woman‟s exotic 

coloring. 

"Yes, from Narikalash--that‟s a port city on the 

Khameranian coast of the Southern Continent. My parents came 

from the Deserts of Khameraniah. My grandfather traded across 

the Great Waste by camel caravan--he was a very fierce man, 

they say. My father, because of some family quarrel, moved to 

Narikalash and began trading by ship. He worked hard for 

several years but the God disfavored him and sent him much ill 

fortune. So, thinking to leave the old Desert God behind, he 

moved to Lengsmuth." She sighed. "Perhaps the camel drivers  
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are right when they say, „The sun shines everywhere, and the 

reach of the God is long.‟" 

"That sounds like an awfully harsh god, "Heather 

remarked. 

"The desert is a harsh place," Dahmia shrugged. "Your 

home must be very different. What‟s it like in your Kilgaelen 

Hills, way out on the western edge of the empire?" 

So Heather told her about emerald-green river valleys, 

patched with little farms and dotted with thatched-roof stone 

cottages; and about flocks of sheep grazing the rocky, soil-poor 

hillsides. She spoke of the many tiny villages and the few market 

towns, and described the hills after a rain, all tender green and 

flower-decked. Of herself she said little. Still, by the time Bjorn 

called a halt for the day Heather felt she and Dahmia had the 

beginnings of a friendship, and she was reassured by it. 

When the sun was still an hour from setting, Bjorn 

halted them on an almost-level ledge of limestone. A few feet 

below its edge the brook gurgled between startlingly green 

banks. Autumn-clad trees arched over it. The breeze had died, 

leaving bright drifts of russet and gold leaves scattered around 

and piled on top of the cold ashes in a stone fire circle. 

Dahmia asked, "Must we stop so early?" 

"Surely we can accomplish a few more miles today!" 

Merwin demanded as he rode up. 

"Yah, if we want to wear out on our first day. Here is 

good grazing for the horses." A wry smile touched Bjorn‟s 

craggy face. "Only in the Sagas can heroes and horses go for 

days without food." He dismounted. "I‟m going hunting. The 

horses must be unloaded and cared for, wood gathered and a fire 

started, water set to boil--there‟s a cooking pot in my left saddle 

bag. All this should be done by the time I get back." Taking his 

short hunting bow, he disappeared noiselessly into the brush on 

the other side of the trail. 

With a sigh, Dahmia dismounted and began unloading 

her horse. Merwin lifted his saddle off, dropped it on the ground 

and sat down on it. He began to fiddle with his boots, a scowl on 

his sharp features. Heather could feel resentment simmering off 

him like heat waves. She shrugged as she began rubbing Mystery 

down. Prince Bjorn had taken over leadership of the group like a  
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stallion taking over a herd of mares, and she could be resenting 

him too--except that his decision made sense. Since they had 

plenty of time, it would be foolish to push themselves to 

exhaustion. Bjorn definitely had more trail experience than any 

of the rest of them. She might not like his personality, but it 

would be smart to respect his skills. 

By the time Bjorn came back, dangling a pair of rabbits, 

Dahmia had cared for his horse and gear as well as her own, and 

Heather had a fire going and water boiling. Merwin had 

managed to care for his own mount--and of course his boots. But 

once they were settled by the fire, with twilight gathering and the 

rabbits sizzling on a spit and smelling delicious, Merwin seemed 

to become reconciled to their early stop. He pulled out a pack of 

cards and began practicing tricks. Over and over he made cards 

appear, disappear and turn up in certain sequences. His hands 

were so quick and skillful Heather never actually saw him slip 

anything out of his wide sleeves--even though she knew he must 

be doing it. 

Firelight gleamed red off the braids in Bjorn‟s beard as 

he carefully turned the rabbits. "So what is this treasure the witch 

wants us to bring her?" 

Dahmia looked up from examining her reflection in an 

ornate hand mirror. "Who knows?" she shrugged. "Something 

that‟s worth more than good karma--whatever that is!" 

Merwin‟s hands never paused in their quicksilver dance. 

"Karma, m‟dear, is simply another name for luck--that fickle 

bitch goddess who rules the world." 

"Hmmm. If what the witch wants is something that‟s 

worth more than good luck, it must be really valuable," Dahmia 

mused. "I‟d love to be so rich it wouldn‟t matter if my luck were 

good or bad!" 

"Nah," Bjorn put in, "there‟s more to karma than luck. 

The peasants say ill deeds are always punished by the ice 

demons, and good ones rewarded by the flower sprites. I‟m 

educated, myself, so I don‟t believe in all those little spirit-

people. But I do know, yah, there‟s Someone out there that keeps 

track of what we do and sees we get what we deserve. I‟ve seen 

it happen too often to doubt it." 

Merwin‟s tone was openly condescending.  
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"Coincidence, my dear fellow. Only priests and ignorant 

peasants are naive enough to believe in gods who interfere in 

human affairs." 

Dahmia shivered. "Best not mock the gods. For all you 

know, karma may be their favor. Or their wrath." 

Merwin snorted, turning his attention back to his cards. 

Listening from her side of the fire, Heather was 

surprised to find herself agreeing with Bjorn. If karma is luck, 

then I’m a mud turtle! Luck is random, but karma is getting back 

whatever you’ve put out, which is very specific. I don’t know 

what makes it work that way, but I, too, have seen it happen 

many times. She remembered long ago helping Uncle Miklin, her 

favorite relative, care for his homing pigeons. "You see how 

these birds come back here, no matter how far away I take 

them?" the old man had asked the little girl. "Just so, the results 

of your deeds, both good and bad, will always come home to 

you. That‟s karma. That‟s the force that will shape your life." 

The force that shapes your life must be tremendously 

important. So what could be worth more than good karma? It 

has to be something magical. Nothing less than a powerful 

magic object could be that valuable! If it has magical vibrations, 

that might help me recognize it. Her reflections were interrupted 

by the hot rabbit haunch Bjorn thrust into her hands. Munching 

on it, she had to admit he had his good points. But she was still 

bothered by the violence she felt lurking below his surface, like a 

big, toothy fish hiding in the depth of a quiet pool. Violence calls 

more violence, and that can cause a heap of trouble. 

After Heather had licked the last of the rabbit off her 

fingers she rose and made her way out of the warm circle of 

firelight into the chilly blackness beyond. Stepping cautiously 

her feet felt the path to the creek. She knelt on a flat rock--barely 

visible in the starlight--and plunged her hands into the cold, swift 

water. She could feel the Spirit of the stream, singing and full of 

life. It made her feel more alive too. Giving thanks for the water, 

she splashed her face and neck, the tingle running all through her 

body. 

Still shaking off shining drops, she returned to the group 

around the fire. Merwin had taken up his cards again and was 

laying them out for a divination. Dahmia was rhythmically  
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brushing her hair, the brush sliding smoothly down its black 

satin length. Bjorn was polishing his sword, a look of intense 

concentration on his rough-hewn face. Heather slipped over to 

her blankets and sat down. Quietly she loosened the leather bag 

that hung around her neck and took out the Crystal of 

Understanding. She held it between her palms for a moment, 

feeling again the vibrations of that strange energy. Then she 

closed her eyes and pressed the Crystal to her forehead. 

Once more the slim oval formed, shot through with 

colored lights in complicated shapes. The witch had advised her 

to watch for changes, but the whole thing was so complex and 

animated she didn‟t know how she could tell. There was a large 

area of honey gold that felt attractive to her, so she concentrated 

on that. After a while she realized she liked the gold because it 

was warm and nurturing, the way she felt about caring for a sick 

person. Oh, I understand the gold! That’s the healer part of me! 

Encouraged by this success, Heather tried focusing on the 

invisible shell that enclosed her shining oval. Within moments 

she became very uncomfortable. She felt she was straining to 

hold in some persistent force; and at the same time struggling to 

break through barriers and push outward. The feelings were so 

intense and so contradictory they seemed about to pull her apart. 

Heather dropped her hand from her forehead and opened 

her eyes. It took several deep breaths before her mind would 

come back to the ordinary world, where Merwin was still 

flipping cards in the firelight and Bjorn was sharpening his 

hunting knife. Chaos, this is a hard magic, she thought, absently 

massaging her forehead. Maybe I could ignore that barrier and 

concentrate on the golden parts of the oval, or some other color 

that makes me feel good. What was it the witch said? That seeing 

with wizard’s eyes comes from understanding, which starts with 

understanding the self. But she didn’t say I have to understand 

every part of myself! Maybe that barrier isn’t really important, 

and I should be ignoring it. 

However, even saying this sort of thing several times 

didn‟t make her feel convinced of it; and by this she knew she 

was making excuses. All right! she sighed. I’d rather just look at 

the parts of me I like, but I don’t think that’s what the witch had 

in mind. Besides, that shell is going to keep enclosing me, even if  
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I ignore it. And I don’t want to be a prisoner inside my own self! 

She gazed down at the Crystal in her hand. Understanding is the 

key. If I could only understand what that shell means, what 

characteristic in me it represents . . . I almost know . . . But the 

knowledge eluded her, like a tune not quite remembered, and she 

found herself strangely reluctant to touch the Crystal to her 

forehead again. At length she slipped it back into its leather 

pouch. 

Far off a wolf howled. The fire was dying down, letting 

the chilly night air slip in around them. Bjorn had already rolled 

himself in his blankets and Merwin was gathering up his cards. 

Dahmia rose and stepped over to her bedroll where the Bag of 

Plenty lay, its colors glowing softly in the dim light. She picked 

it up and felt of it, but it was still limp and empty. "Dessication!" 

she muttered. 

With a sigh, Heather crawled into her own blankets. The 

fire subsided to a few red coals and darkness moved softly in. 

She gazed up into a sky brilliant with coldly twinkling stars, and 

pondered all that had happened on this most eventful day. Only 

this morning she‟d been at the little village inn on the other side 

of Mount Andorlil, and now she was caught up in this strange 

and dangerous quest. The witch had been forthright about the 

dangers. She‟d even said something about them drawing perils to 

themselves. Surely we won’t do that! But how could they know 

what actions would draw danger? At least, how could they know 

before it was too late? Heather‟s fingers stole to the ring hanging 

from her neck, but found little comfort in its familiar shape. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 4 
 
Heather awoke in darkness to hear someone moving 

around softly. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and checked the 

stars. The constellation her folk called the Mother‟s Cup was 

directly overhead, so dawn would be here soon. A little tongue of 

flame leaped into being over last night‟s ashes. It revealed Bjorn‟s 

intent face and steady hands as he fed it, twig by twig. 

Heather scrambled out of the blankets, stretched and ran 

her fingers through her mop of curls. Then she stepped over to the 

fire and knelt beside the Norrish prince. "Can I help?" 

"Yah, you can feed the fire while I get some water." 

Heather‟s chilly nose and fingers were grateful for the 

crackling warmth of the flames. The only other voice in the 

vastness of the morning silence was the quietly bubbling brook. 

Behind her, she heard Dahmia begin to stir in her blankets. Bjorn 

came back with his pot full of cold stream water and hung it on 

the spit over the growing fire.  

"This is good," he pronounced. "We are starting to act as 

a team." He glanced at the inert lump of blankets that was 

Merwin. "Most of us, anyway. Yesterday Dahmia did a good job 

of caring for Widowmaker." 

"Widowmaker?" 

"My horse." He must have sensed Heather‟s revulsion, 

for he added in justification, "All battle horses are given names 

like that--so it should make them feel fierce." 

Heather turned her face away into the darkness. Chaos! 

How can he be so callous? And he’s probably a hero in his own 

country! she thought in disgust. I don’t see how anyone could 

believe fighting proves a man’s masculinity and worth. A total 

idiot can kill and destroy, but it takes such great skill to heal and 

build. Why can’t his people make heroes of their peacemakers 

instead of their warriors? She shook her head, frustrated. I’d like 

to try to make Bjorn understand. But what could I tell him? If he’s 

too bullheaded to see that his violence is stupid and wasteful, he’s 

not going to listen to it coming from a little nobody like me! 

In the ruddy, flickering firelight she imagined Bjorn‟s 

hands dripping with someone‟s blood--as no doubt they had been 

more than once in the past. Suddenly it seemed unbearable to be  
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kneeling next to this big barbarian. She rose abruptly, and picked 

her way through the darkness to the stream. 

Away from the brightness of the fire she could see dawn 

had begun. The western sky was still purple-black; but the eastern 

horizon was a pale amethyst streak, and light climbed higher as 

she stood watching. The chill dawn breeze stirred fitfully, and a 

few early birds greeted the day with tentative chirps. Heather 

knelt and plunged her arms into the cold purity of the stream. 

Shivering, she splashed her face. When she rose she felt better. 

Back at the fire Dahmia was up and braiding her silky 

hair into a long, sable tail. Merwin was still an unmoving lump. 

Bjorn stirred ground grain into the boiling pot and announced, 

"Breakfast soon. Best be ready." 

Dahmia looked over at the lump. "Merwin, time to get 

up." 

The lump mumbled "Leave me alone," and didn‟t move. 

As Bjorn plopped the steaming cereal into their bowls 

Dahmia made one more attempt. "Breakfast is ready, Merwin." 

"Go „way!" mumbled the blanket lump. 

Bjorn chuckled heartily. "Ha! That we will, and very 

soon!" 

This got Merwin‟s attention, and he fought his way out 

of his covers and sat on them, disheveled and blinking groggily in 

the dawn light. By the time he‟d gotten himself sorted out and 

found his bowl, the rest of them had finished eating. There was 

only a little cereal left in the pot because Bjorn hadn‟t hesitated to 

take a second helping. Merwin glared at the big man. Bjorn 

returned a blandly amused stare. 

The sun was rising as the four adventurers saddled up 

and loaded their gear on the horses. Merwin was still behind, as 

he hastily scooped his bedding into an untidy bundle. Heather 

thought Bjorn intended to ride off and leave him to catch up, but 

Dahmia took so long fixing the Bag of Plenty in place and getting 

her extra pair of boots to stay tied on that Merwin managed to be 

ready by the time she was. 

The ascending sun brought with it a beautiful day. A 

brisk breeze sang in counterpoint to the brook, birds swooped 

through a sky of infinite sapphire, and the crisp air was a tingling 

joy to breathe. The road and brook, proceeding down the valley  
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mostly together, ran through tunnels of gilded and flaming 

autumn leaves, interspersed with the dusky green of junipers. 

Now that they‟d gotten down to the foot of Mount Andorlil their 

way leveled out. On their right Heather caught glimpses through 

the trees of the low, rolling Barrier Mountains, which they were 

now paralleling. Little streams gurgling down from this wide 

range kept joining their brook, till at some unknown point it 

became the Linona River. 

Bjorn stopped them for lunch where one of the creeks 

from the Barrier Range flowed down through a wide gap into the 

Linona river, creating a long green meadow. Looking up the creek 

valley they could see some of the topmost peaks of the Dire 

Mountains, thrusting up rugged, snow-covered and forbidding. 

Heather stared at them and shivered, in spite of the cheerful 

warmth of the sunny meadow. Up in those heights there‟d be 

sharp crags and wind-driven snow--and maybe a pack of things 

with amber eyes and lolling scarlet tongues. 

Dahmia checked the Bag of Plenty as soon as they 

dismounted, and again after they finished eating, but it was still 

discouragingly empty. "What‟s wrong with this desiccated thing?" 

she muttered. "I don‟t think the magic is working anymore." 

"Didn‟t the witch say something about further 

instructions on the Bag?" Heather asked helpfully. 

"Yes, but I‟ve never seen any." Dahmia turned the Bag 

over in her hands, inspecting it. "Wait--look!" Hiding among the 

bright embroidered swirls in the middle of one side were some 

words. As she looked, Heather thought she saw the letters 

becoming more distinct. "It‟s hard to make out," Dahmia 

complained, turning the Bag this way and that to follow the 

curving message. Finally she read out, "The best way to get is to 

give." She sighed. "That‟s not much help, and it doesn‟t make 

much sense either. Getting and giving are opposites. Getting 

brings you more and giving leaves you with less." 

"Just another bit of my excellent Lady Margelle‟s patter, 

m‟dear," Merwin assured her, stroking his mustache elegantly. 

"Don‟t take it too seriously." 

"If I did take it seriously I still wouldn‟t know what to do 

about it," Dahmia replied as she tied the Bag back in its place on 

top of her gear. As she mounted, one of her old boots slipped  
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loose and dropped to the ground with a thump. Startled, her horse 

shied violently, nearly unseating her. "Dessication!" Dahmia 

swore, dismounting and retrieving the boot. "This is nothing but a 

nuisance!" Struck by inspiration, she looked over at Heather. "Do 

you think these boots would fit you?" 

"I don‟t know, but I‟d like to try!" 

The boots were a bit wide, but Heather was an expert at 

hand-me-downs and had extra socks to solve the problem. 

"Thanks!" she exclaimed gratefully, tucking her old shoes into 

one corner of her saddlebag. "This will sure help!" 

Dahmia turned to remount, then stopped with a startled 

cry. The Bag of Plenty was bulging! Her fingers clumsy with 

excitement, she untied it, loosened the drawstring--and pulled 

forth a splendid fleece-lined cloak of bright turquoise wool. Most 

amazingly, the cloak was far too bulky to have fit in the Bag. 

With an exclamation of delight, Dahmia swung the cloak onto her 

shoulders. She pirouetted, showing it off. 

"Stunning, dear lady," Merwin complimented with a 

bow. 

Dahmia turned back to the Bag of Plenty and stood 

regarding it thoughtfully. The lettering on it stood out quite 

clearly now, curving black among the colorful swirls: "The best 

way to get is to give." 

"I‟m beginning to understand how this Bag works," she 

said slowly. "It won‟t give me anything unless I give something 

away. That‟s hardly what I call plenty. In fact, I really don‟t see 

much gain in it." 

"Oh, but there is!" Merwin exclaimed, regarding the 

frayed, stained cuff of one of his extravagant sleeves. "You can 

exchange all your old clothes for a new and better outfit." 

"Yes, I guess I could get some better quality things, but I 

can‟t get any more than I already have. Besides, there‟s nothing I 

have right now that I‟m willing to part with." 

Bjorn leaned forward in his saddle. "So why don‟t you 

try asking the Bag for something for someone else. You aren‟t the 

only one who will need warmer clothing when Nasigur 

Northwind blows his icy breath across those mountains!" 

"Yes, dear lady!" Merwin leaned forward eagerly. "I fear 

this old cape of mine is quite inadequate. And regrettably behind  
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the styles in ornamentation as well." He half-flourished it, a limp 

gesture. "I‟m sure you have a good sense of fashion. If you could 

come up with something more stylish, as well as warmer . . ." 

Dahmia looked at him, her dark eyebrows curving 

upward at the idea. "Well, maybe it‟ll work." She considered, then 

began smiling. "And if it does, it might even be fun!" She turned 

to the Bag, placed her hands on it and closed her eyes. She stood 

unmoving for quite a while, as the others silently watched. Then 

she remounted without a word; but a little smile continued to play 

at the corners of her mouth. 

As soon as they were back on the road, Dahmia urged 

her horse up beside Mystery. She glanced over her shoulder at 

Merwin, loitering absentmindedly along in the rear. Then, leaning 

toward Heather, she said softly, "I hope that Bag is going to 

deliver. You should see the cloak I ordered for Merwin! I 

visualized it long, full and fancy." 

"What color did you make it?" 

"Brown, to match that little mustache of his. Besides, 

it‟ll look smart with his maroon outfit." She grinned. "And I 

loaded it down with so much fancy needlework, it‟ll practically be 

stiff!" 

"That‟ll make it hard to flourish," Heather grinned back. 

"And he will flourish it." 

"Almost as soon as he puts it on," Dahmia agreed. 

After dinner, when they were gathered around the fire in 

the early darkness, Bjorn did something that surprised Heather. 

He dug a small stringed instrument from his pack, the kind of 

triangular harp called a vryll. He seated himself on a rock just 

beyond the edge of the firelight, becoming an indistinct shadow to 

the rest of them, and began to strum. Very softly, he played a tune 

that was sweet and infinitely sad. Heather was amazed to hear 

such music coming from a warrior. That’s a lot more feeling than 

I thought he had in him, she reflected. 

A vagrant breeze touched Heather‟s cheek with coolness 

and somewhere an owl hooted lonesomely. Bjorn‟s plaintive tune 

blended with the soft darkness beyond the little circle of firelight. 

For a long time the only other sound was the tiny clicking of 

Merwin‟s dice as he threw them over and over. 
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"Ah ha!" Dahmia exclaimed triumphantly, startling 

them. The Bag of Plenty, which had been lying beside her on her 

unrolled bedding, was bulging. She pulled the drawstring open 

and reached inside. Slowly and dramatically she drew out a 

chestnut brown cloak, lavishly embroidered in tan, topaz, and 

maroon. Grinning, she tossed it to Merwin, who caught it deftly 

and held it up to the firelight to admire. 

"Excellent, m‟dear!" he praised, swinging the cloak onto 

his shoulders. "It‟s a perfect enhancement of my image," and he 

flourished it dramatically. Heather and Dahmia glanced at each 

other and suppressed giggles. Misunderstanding their amusement, 

Merwin shook an admonishing finger at them. "Never 

underestimate the importance of an effective image," he chided. 

"Most failure is due to not projecting the proper image for the 

circumstances." 

Bjorn‟s thick fingers paused on the strings of the vryll. 

"Nah, not everyone goes around playing with images. A true man 

has no need for such foolishness." 

Merwin gave him a look of withering contempt. 

"Everyone has an image, my big barbarian warrior. It‟s merely 

that few people are honest enough to admit it." 

Bjorn leaned tensely forward into the firelight, his hand 

reaching automatically toward the sword beside him. Before he 

could answer and increase the hostility, Dahmia interjected, "Not 

Lady Margelle!" 

Merwin threw back his head and laughed. "Oh, yes, your 

precious White Witch has an image--the most effective one of all. 

She has a very skillful image of genuineness. In fact, I bow to her 

skill at it!" He bowed with courtly grace. 

Dahmia frowned, a troubled look in her eyes. She made 

no reply. 

Heather started forward to defend the witch. But then 

she saw what Merwin would answer: "Ah, you see? The Lady 

Margelle‟s image is so good, it‟s even fooled our little Heather!" 

She could imagine the sardonic contempt in his eyes, and she 

couldn‟t think of any way to reply to him. So she sank back down, 

shaking her head. 

The conversation died away, and the evening silence was 

filled with the quiet crackle of the fire and the munch and whoosh 
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of the grazing horses. Bjorn resumed his playing, his gentle 

melody almost as soft as the other night sounds. Merwin spread 

the Cloak of Illusion on his bed and laid his cards out on its 

faintly sparkling fabric. Dahmia unbraided her hair and began 

brushing it with automatic strokes, a thoughtful frown still on her 

face. 

There was a pressure inside Heather, a feeling of 

something trapped and trying to burst free. She got out her Crystal 

of Understanding, but couldn‟t make herself use it. Instead she 

rolled into her blankets early, then lay worrying about these 

people she‟d gotten caught up with. What did Merwin mean when 

he said everyone has an image? To me, an image is a deception--

someone pretending to be what they’re not--sort of living a lie. 

Why would he believe everyone is keeping up a false front? And 

surely he can’t be saying that admitting he’s a fraud means he’s 

being honest! 

The antagonism between Merwin and Bjorn worried her 

too. It was a jangling disharmony in the group, and it was likely to 

make chaos out of any attempt at teamwork. Those two are so 

different the witch might as well have teamed up a pigeon and a 

trout! I sure hope Merwin has enough sense to restrain his sharp 

tongue--and Bjorn has enough to restrain his temper! 

She didn‟t like the way Merwin was influencing 

Dahmia. I need to say something to her. But what can I say that 

she’ll believe now that Merwin has her convinced? Frustration 

rose chokingly in Heather‟s throat. They‟d hardly got started on 

this puzzling quest and already so much was going wrong! And 

she felt so helpless to do anything about it! 

Her companions finally bedded down and the fire died to 

a few coals. The hard stars came out, bitterly bright. She watched 

them for a long time before she got to sleep. 

Heather‟s eyes opened in the pre-dawn darkness and 

hush. After a quick check of the stars, she slid out of her blankets 

into the cold; and this morning she was the one starting the fire as 

Bjorn got up. He grinned at her, almost boyishly, and headed off 

through the darkness to the stream. 

Merwin managed to get up before breakfast--only just 

before. Still, he seemed to be making an effort to overcome his  

 



40 | Wizard’s Eyes 

 

 

early morning stupor. Dahmia shook her head sympathetically. 

"Poor fellow, morning just isn‟t his time of day," she said, and set 

to helping him tie up his bedding. 

When Dahmia turned back to her own neatly stacked 

gear she found the Bag of Plenty, which she‟d left hanging limply 

across the pile only moments before, was stuffed so full it was 

about to roll off. Eyes sparkling, she called Heather over. "Here, 

this should be yours! So when I open the Bag, you pull it out!" 

Heather reached in, her fingers sinking into plushy 

softness. She pulled out a corner of green wool, lined with short, 

thick gray fur. She tugged out more and more folds, as Dahmia 

watched gleefully. As it finally came free of the Bag she saw it 

was a long, full cloak with a deep hood. She looked up, her eyes 

sparkling as much as Dahmia‟s. "Even a fur collar!" she 

exclaimed in delight as she swing it onto her shoulders. 

"Yes! And I made the cloak the same shade of green as 

your eyes. You ought to wear that color, you know. You‟d be 

quite striking in it." 

Being unused to compliments, Heather hardly knew how 

to reply. To cover her confusion she asked, "What about you? 

You haven‟t been getting anything for yourself." 

"Oh, that‟s all right," Dahmia smiled. "I‟m sure I‟ll need 

warmer clothes when we cross the Dire Mountains, but there‟s 

plenty of time before then. And right now I‟m having fun!" She 

looked up as Bjorn approached. "Now I wonder what I can get for 

our fearless leader?" 

Heather smiled too--at the change she sensed in Dahmia. 

It was only a beginning, like the first petal of a rosebud uncurling 

and opening up, and Dahmia herself seemed unaware of it. But all 

growth starts small. Great oaks from little acorns grow, Heather 

quoted to herself. She glanced down at the Bag, which still lay 

across Dahmia‟s piled-up gear. To her amazement she saw, 

among the colorful swirls, a pair of smiling eyes. As she stared, 

they winked at her. She opened her mouth to tell Dahmia, but 

before she could get a word out, the eyes disappeared back into 

the swirls, leaving her to wonder if she‟d really seen them or if it 

was a trick of the last flickering firelight. 
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"Nah, nothing for now, thanks," Bjorn was answering 

Dahmia. He grinned down at her. "I was born and raised in cold 

mountains, so I ride always prepared." 

"You may need something when we get to the high  

 

peaks." Dahmia actually sounded hopeful. 

"Yah, so I may, after all. When Nasigur Northwind 

blows, maybe even I am not so tough. But I don‟t want to carry 

more now. Too many possessions makes a burden." 

Merwin strolled tardily over, having just looked up from 

his packing to discover what was going on. "Bjorn may feel well 

equipped, m‟dear, but there are a number of items I lack." 

"Then you must tell me what you‟d like first," Dahmia 

invited graciously. 

"By Firborgen the Frost King!" Bjorn swore happily as 

they mounted their horses. "That Bag is solving our equipment 

problems! When we get to town tomorrow all we‟ll have to buy 

us is some food." 

Heather snuggled into her new cloak as they started 

down the road, thankful for its warmth in the pre-sunrise chill. 

"When I‟m wearing this," she murmured to Mystery, "not even 

Bjorn‟s terrible Northwind will be able to get to me." She was 

grateful to Dahmia--and also, though it seemed a bit odd, to the 

Bag of Plenty. And had it actually winked at her? 

Late in the afternoon they stopped to let their horses 

drink from a trickling stream which was contributing its own tiny 

voice to the Linona‟s song. Golden sunshine poured across their 

shoulders, blessing them with its soothing warmth. "Ah, how I do 

love the sun!" Bjorn exclaimed. 

"To love the sun--what a strange idea," Dahmia 

responded. 

"Why, m‟dear? Don‟t your people worship the sun?" 

"Yes, of course Ghorreb is worshipped and sacrificed to, 

but that‟s not at all the same as loving him!" Seeing their blank 

looks, she added, "Here, I‟ll show you." Turning in her saddle she 

reached deep into a pocket of her carrybag and produced her hand 

mirror. It was set in an elaborately engraved case that showed the 

soft polish of many decades of use. "This was my mother‟s  
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grandmother‟s. She lived in a tent on the desert and worshipped 

Ghorreb the Great Sky Father." She passed the mirror over to  

Heather, who held it carefully while inspecting the 

engraving. The metal back portrayed the god as solar disk with a 

stern face and rays shooting forth toward earth. The rays ended in 

hands holding whips and broken water jugs. "Ghorreb is called 

the Burning Almighty and Lord of the Merciless Sands," Dahmia 

amplified. "Of course people worship him--it doesn‟t pay to 

offend the All-Consuming One!" 

"In spite of their opposite temperatures," Bjorn 

commented wryly as Heather passed him the mirror, "Your 

Ghorreb sounds remarkable like our Frost King. Yah, merciless, 

tricky and hard to please! But we don‟t hold Firborgen rules the 

world. He‟s only one of the gods, no more important than others 

like Morderot the God of War. And gods and men alike are bound 

by their destinies. It‟s said behind every event in this world are 

the Fates, the three Dark Sisters who spin the life and death and 

destiny of us all." 

"Your Fates are too stern for me," Merwin commented, 

receiving the mirror from Bjorn. "I‟ll stick with Lady Luck, 

capricious though she be." He examined it carefully, holding it up 

to the light. "This is beautiful work, m‟dear, and surely quite 

valuable. It must be much older than your great granddame." 

Dahmia smiled, pleased. "I think so, but I have no way 

of knowing," she replied as he passed it back to her. "Anyhow, I 

really treasure it--in spite of Ghorreb‟s bad disposition! What do 

your people believe about the gods, Heather?" 

"We believe the whole world is one great Being. We call 

her the All Mother, because she‟s the source of all life." 

"How do you worship this All Mother? Do you make 

sacrifices to her?" 

"No, what could we give her? She already has 

everything, because she is everything. The best way to worship 

her is by appreciating her gifts, and by keeping the Harmony." 

"What harmony?" 

Heather thought about how to explain it. "All the parts of 

your body have to act together in harmony or you get sick. It‟s the 

same with any family or village, and with the world of nature. 

When the Harmony is broken there‟s trouble, and if it‟s lost 
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completely there‟s Chaos. So the most important thing we can do  

is keep the Harmony--in ourselves, with other people, and in the 

world." 

"What a very different way of looking at things!" 

Dahmia exclaimed. "But I rather like it." 

"A charming viewpoint, though a bit naive," Merwin 

drawled. "However, when you get right down to it, gods are 

irrelevant to the man who knows how to get what he wants for 

himself." 

Is that what you think a god is for, Heather wondered, 

just to get you what you want? A god who’s only your errand boy 

is a mighty small deity! But she let Merwin‟s barbed remark go by 

without an answer. 

Bjorn called a halt for the day half an hour later, when he 

spotted a little pocket meadow surrounded by pines. That evening 

they fell more easily into the routine of camp chores. Bjorn took 

his bow and slipped off to hunt. After caring for their own horses, 

Dahmia rubbed Widowmaker down while Merwin brought in 

wood and Heather got the fire going. In between feeding the 

flames she lugged everyone‟s gear over to the fire. Then she went 

to the little stream for water. 

Just as she was returning with the cold, dripping pot there 

was a cry of distress from Dahmia. "My mirror--it‟s gone!" She 

was scrabbling frantically through her spread-out possessions. "I 

buttoned it into this pocket of my carrybag like I always do, and 

now it‟s not here. Somebody must have taken it!" she wailed 



 

 

CHAPTER 5 
 

Merwin came up with a small armload of branches. 

"Perhaps you dropped your mirror somewhere along the trail, 

m‟dear." 

"I don‟t see how I could have." Distractedly, Dahmia 

pushed the loose strands of hair out of her face. "But I‟ll have to 

walk back and look for it. I can‟t bear to lose it!" 

"I‟ll go with you, sweetling," Merwin volunteered. "And 

let‟s take the horses. We might want to ride on the way back." 

I sure hope Dahmia finds her mirror, Heather thought as 

she hung the pot of water over the fire. She’s so attached to it. 

She began breaking up some larger sticks. It’s funny how 

different we feel about possessions. I wouldn’t want the bother of 

carrying that mirror. It’s too heavy and too valuable--sort of like 

wearing golden chains to display one’s wealth. I suppose many 

things Dahmia finds precious would be a burden to me. 

Bjorn, coming in a bit later with a couple of limp 

partridges, wasn‟t pleased to hear that half his crew had gone off 

without his leave. "If it was only me and that bigmouth little 

showoff," he muttered as he knelt cleaning the birds, "I‟d just 

pack me up and move camp way back in the woods. Yah, then 

let him try to find me in the dark!" However, his mood soon 

improved. When he got the birds on the spit he left them for 

Heather to tend and got out his vryll. He rolled a chunk of log 

back to the edge of the firelight, seated himself on it and began 

to play a soulful ballad. This time he sang along with his 

strumming, in a soft but pleasing baritone. The words, in his 

native tongue, meant nothing to Heather, but the tune sighed of 

beauty and wept for broken hearts. 

When the last notes had shivered away into the early 

twilight Heather asked, "What was your song about?" 

A smile tugged at one corner of Bjorn‟s mouth. "Oh, 

that‟s "The Ballad of the Frost King‟s Daughter," from one of 

the very old Sagas. It tells how the Frost King‟s Daughter fell in 

love with the Son of the Sun and went through many hardships 

to reach his embrace. But, nah, no happiness could they ever 

have, for when they finally kissed of course she melted away. 

Yet on the very spot where they kissed all the flowers of spring  
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were born. Yah, just a seasonal nature myth, but the poet tells it 

very beautiful." His fingers wandered idly over the strings and a 

faraway look came into his eyes. "Spring is so lovely in my 

country," he said quietly. "When the snows finally melt and the 

air turns soft and warm. Then every valley fills up with flowers." 

I could like this side of him, Heather thought. She 

wanted to reach out to encourage this gentler Bjorn, but she 

didn‟t know how to. And as she pondered, the moment was 

broken by the clop of approaching hooves. Bjorn laid his vryll 

aside and reached for his sword. He rose and stood, ready. 

Dahmia and Merwin rode into the clearing. It was 

obvious from her tear-streaked face that they hadn‟t found the 

missing mirror. She dismounted and strode over to Heather. 

"You didn‟t find it while we were away, did you?" she asked, 

looking at Heather meaningfully. 

Heather opened her mouth to say sensibly, "How could 

I? You went through your stuff three times before you left." 

Then she saw the look in Dahmia‟s eyes and realized what the 

other woman was implying, and all she could do was shake her 

head. How can I convince Dahmia I didn’t steal her mirror? she 

wondered dully. I had plenty of time to take it when I brought 

her gear over while she was busy with the horses. And she’d 

hardly believe that I don’t want the foolish thing. Of course 

she’d think it’s as precious to me as it is to her. She sighed. 

Chaos! It wouldn’t even help if I told her to search my things, 

because I could have hidden that mirror somewhere, to pick up 

after the search. This damning view stopped Heather‟s mouth 

and killed any attempt to defend herself. So she withdrew--into 

the shadowy edge of the firelight, and into herself. Dahmia, too, 

was silent and withdrawn. Heather could feel the invisible wall 

of her suspicion. 

Dinner was a silent affair, except for the crackle of the 

fire and the munch of the grazing horses. A crescent moon hung 

low in the west, too thin to give much light. After they‟d finished 

eating, Bjorn got out his vryll again and perched on the log in the 

shadows. This time he didn‟t sing, only softly strummed "The 

Ballad of the Frost King‟s Daughter." Merwin spread the Cloak 

of Illusion on his bed and laid out his cards on it. He paused 

occasionally in his divinations to run his hand caressingly along  
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the Cloak‟s shimmering fabric, almost as if he were caressing an 

enticing woman. The gesture looked embarrassingly intimate to 

Heather. 

Watching from the edge of the firelight she felt terribly 

alone. Her link of friendship with Dahmia had been shattered, 

and with it had gone her last fragile hope for harmony in the 

group. Her fingers sought the ring hanging between her breasts. 

She still had to figure out how to see with wizard‟s eyes, and 

find a treasure worth more than good karma, and solve a riddle. 

And now she had to do all of it completely on her own. It looked 

impossible. 

"When faced with an overwhelming task," her foster 

mother always told her, "just keep doing the closest piece of if, 

and eventually you‟ll find the whole thing done." 

So be it, Heather decided, pulling her Crystal out of its 

leather bag. This is definitely the closest piece of the puzzle. 

This time as she held the Crystal to her forehead she 

immediately saw a change--and it wasn‟t one she liked. The shell 

around her shining oval was so much thicker Heather could 

actually see it. Hardly any of the bright rays were getting 

through. As she stared at it in surprise she began to feel the 

terrible opposing pressures within herself. Words came into her 

head, like two voices arguing: "I want to say. . ." "Who‟s going 

to listen to a little nobody like you?" Then she understood. The 

hesitancy to speak up, the fear of opposing someone, the thing 

other people called her shyness--that‟s what the barrier was! It 

felt like security, but it was the heavy, confining security of a 

turtle shell. And it had grown much thicker since the last time 

she‟d looked into the Crystal, night before last. Of course! For 

two days she‟d been pushing down desires to speak out--to 

Bjorn, to Merwin, and this evening she hadn‟t defended herself 

to Dahmia. 

Heather lowered the Crystal to her lap, discouraged. I 

can’t help being shy, it’s just the way I am. I’ve always been like 

this around people. Maybe I even inherited it from my unknown 

parents, along with my other oddities. I think it’s something I 

just have to live with. As the words passed through her mind she 

felt, even without the help of the Crystal, how her protective 

barrier thickened and tightened around her. 
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The next morning Heather saw hurt and suspicion still in 

Dahmia‟s glance, and felt the invisible wall between them. For 

the most part Dahmia avoided looking at her; and though she 

spoke in normal tones she spoke only when necessary. Feeling 

helpless, Heather avoided her too. Merwin was being 

sympathetic to Dahmia and doing his best to cheer her. He was 

even more charming and attentive than he‟d been at the start of 

their journey. He entertained her with tales of court scandals and 

got her involved in a discussion of the styles of clothing he 

wanted from the Bag of Plenty. As they rode down the valley 

side by side, Dahmia began to respond to his gallantries. 

By mid-morning the travelers reached the village of 

Linonadela, where Dela Creek, flowing out of the Barrier 

Mountains, joined the Linona River. In spite of its melodious 

name, the village was rundown. Some years ago it must have 

been picturesque, but now it was shabby. The half-timbered 

buildings were still solid; but fences were down, gates and 

shutters sagged, weeds overran flowerbeds. Apathy overhung all. 

The village centered on a market square, presently empty 

in the pouring amber sunlight. The road along the Linona River 

passed through one side of it, the cart track up Dela Creek and 

into the Barrier Mountains led off from the other. A few 

buildings stood around it, most looking deserted. On the far side, 

a weather-beaten sign identified a trading post. As they crossed 

to it, their horses‟ hooves kicked up pale puffs of dust which 

lingered on the quiet morning air. 

The trading post showed more signs of life than the rest 

of the square: half a dozen oldsters lolling on benches along its 

front wall, snoozing in the sunshine. Inside the dingy room, the 

travelers found a thin, grayish man sitting on a high stool behind 

a counter. The wall behind him was lined with dusty, ill-stocked 

shelves. His hollow cheeks and bald head, scantily fringed in 

colorless hair, gave him a cadaverous look. His voice, as he 

bargained with Bjorn and Dahmia, matched his face. 

"Not much business these days," he commented 

mournfully as he weighed and sacked their ground grain. "Used 

to be plenty of trade coming over the Barriers. Not just wool 

from Dry Valley, but goods from Rothearst, even dried ocean 

fish clear from the city of Swarsstal. This was a busy village  
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then." His tones sank lower. "But not anymore. Not any more." 

"What went wrong?" queried Dahmia, her toe tapping 

and a hard edge in her voice. 

"The present Baron von Rothearst can‟t be bothered to 

keep the road over the mountains safe. Old Baron Oscarl kept 

patrols out, and men stationed on both sides of High Dire Pass to 

aid stranded travelers. Now it‟s too dangerous. Almost no one 

comes over the mountains now. Almost no one, anymore." He 

sighed deeply. 

Bjorn planted his thickly muscled hands on the counter 

and leaned forward. "Yah? What are these dangers?" 

"The Barriers are infested with outlaws. Baron Willerd 

has outlawed many in Rothearst, taking their land and driving 

them from his domain. Now most of them live in the Barriers, 

for it‟s a low range with good hiding places. Less and less do 

travelers pass through there unscathed. Even the shepherds in 

Dry Valley don‟t send their wool to us anymore. Not anymore." 

"What about the Dire Mountains? Are there outlaw 

gangs in them too?" 

The storekeeper glanced nervously about, though there 

was no one in the room but their own group. "No outlaws, 

nobody lives in the Dires. Nobody human. Nobody." 

"So what does live there?" 

The melancholy voice sank to a whisper. "Nightmares it 

wouldn‟t pay to speak of. Some things are better left unsaid. 

Unsaid." 

The whispered words chilled Heather‟s spine. But Bjorn 

touched his sword and answered casually, "I think we can deal 

with whatever we must face." 

As they left the trading post Dahmia was fuming. "Just 

look at what that desiccated Baron Willerd has done to this poor 

little town," she raged. "And it‟s not even part of his barony! He 

shouldn‟t be allowed to get away with it. If only we had a strong 

emperor who would enforce his will throughout the whole realm, 

from Rothearst to the Eril Peninsula!" 

Heather said nothing, but like the rest of the folk in her 

Kilgaelen Hills, she was glad the imperial hand lay light in the 

fringes of the empire. It made it safer to ignore the conquerors‟ 

mandates and avoid paying their taxes. And such non- 
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cooperation was not only a social obligation in the Hills, it was 

practically a national sport. 

"Baron Willerd should be punished for all his crimes!" 

Dahmia concluded, looking meaningfully at Bjorn. 

"The baron may be wickeder than Hagolte the Hell 

Hag," the Norrish prince replied as they mounted their horses. 

"Still, our business is only to bring back what the witch wants, 

whatever that is." 

"Whatever that is" echoed in Heather‟s mind. We still 

don’t have any idea what it is that’s worth more than good 

karma. Will we know by the time we get to Castle Rothearst? 

Soon after leaving the village, the road began its climb 

into the Barrier Mountains. They stopped at the foot of the first 

hill so the horses could graze a last time on the thick grass of the 

Linona Valley. Ahead of them the road was hardly more than a 

wide trail, twisting up into mixed hardwood and juniper forests. 

At this low altitude the trees were barely touched by frost. Oaks 

and hickories were still green, like a false promise of eternal 

summer. Only a slight yellowing of the walnuts showed how 

close they all were to bursting into fall colors. 

For the first time since the travelers had left the witch‟s 

cabin, a few wispy clouds began to appear against the crystalline 

blue of the sky. They came sliding over the Barrier Mountains 

from somewhere beyond--most likely the Dire Range, Heather 

thought. She wondered if they were merely fair weather clouds 

or the tattered leading edge of some great somber blanket which 

was even now rolling toward them. She didn‟t know enough 

about weather patterns in this part of the empire to make a good 

guess. 

As they were mounting to ride on, Bjorn stopped and 

gazed a long moment at the road ahead, boring its way upward 

through narrow, leafy tunnels. Then he unstrapped the magic 

Sword of Power from its place on his pack. For the first time, he 

pulled it fully out of its jeweled sheath. He tested its razor edge 

with satisfaction. Then--a strange, tense excitement on his face--

he tried several practice cuts with it. In spite of its ponderous 

size the Sword danced through the air with the lightness of a 

rapier. Watching, Heather had the impression that Bjorn‟s arm  
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was not so much wielding the Sword, as the Sword was leading 

the arm. 

"Wonderful!" Bjorn exclaimed. "Nah, never have I felt  

such power, such ease of use in a weapon!" Whistling cheerfully, 

he tied his own sword onto his pack and belted the witch‟s magic 

Sword at his waist. Heather watched him dubiously, 

remembering the witch‟s warning never to draw the Sword of 

Power lightly. Seeing her doubtful look he explained, "It‟s a 

good idea to be ready for trouble, because it will usually come." 

Heather frowned as she turned toward her horse, thinking that 

trouble comes most often to those who are looking for it. 

A chill breeze arose as they climbed into the mountains. 

It moved in random, restless gusts, waking the leaves from their 

late summer trance and making them whisper nervously 

together. Heather kept eyeing the sky beyond the lattice of 

overarching branches. Each time she looked the clouds were 

thicker. 

Something was bothering her. Somewhere in a corner of 

her mind was a vague discomfort, a discordant sense of 

wrongness. She tried to pin it down, but every time she focused 

on it, it slipped away. Then when she quit paying attention back 

it would come--like a mild but irritating itch that wouldn‟t be 

scratched. It’s just the weather, Heather told herself, casting an 

anxious eye upward. At least I hope it’s just the weather! No one 

else in the group seemed to be feeling anything. Dahmia and 

Merwin rode together, chatting. Bjorn, in the lead, looked alert 

but relaxed. It seemed to Heather that she should feel reassured 

by their unconcern. She didn‟t. 

Their cart track followed the valley of Dela Creek 

steadily upward. Gradually the forest thinned, with the less hardy 

trees giving up and leaving the ground to the oaks and junipers. 

In the early afternoon the valley widened out into a bowl just 

below the top of a ridge. Here the trees were few, and they 

spread wide canopies over the boulder-strewn soil. Pinnacles of 

brick-red rock, in all sizes, thrust randomly from the cobbley 

ground. Heather felt relieved to be out of the thickness of the 

lower forest--but that vague sense of wrongness persisted; as if 

some undefined menace were stalking her, or waiting for her on 

the trail ahead. 
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Suddenly Bjorn pulled Widowmaker to a halt, slid out of 

his saddle and knelt studying the ground. When the others came 

up he waved them to silence. He pulled out his bow and arrows  

and whispered, "Wild pigs. Very fresh tracks. Ride on a ways 

and wait for me up ahead." Tossing Widowmaker‟s reins to 

Dahmia, he slipped away among the boulders. 

Heather quickly urged Mystery on up the trail. As she 

passed Merwin and Dahmia she whispered, "Come on, or we‟ll 

spook them off!" They went on less than a quarter of a mile, with 

Heather in front and Dahmia leading Widowmaker. Heather had 

just decided they were far enough from Bjorn‟s hunt and could 

wait here for him when . . . 

"Stop!" rumbled a powerful bass voice. From a wide 

rock pinnacle leaped the biggest man Heather had ever seen. He 

must top Bjorn by a head and a half, she realized in amazement, 

and he was broadly muscled as well. His face was almost lost in 

a great tangle of black beard and hair. His sword seemed like a 

toy in that huge hand, but it was a full-sized blade and looked 

quite sharp and effective. 

"You get down off them horses," the giant man ordered 

roughly, "„cause I‟m a robber and I‟m gonna take all your stuff." 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 6 
 

Behind her, Heather heard a startled gasp from Merwin 

and Dahmia‟s indignant, "Dessication!" There was a creaking of 

saddle leather as first one, then the other dismounted. 

Heather wasn‟t about to surrender Mystery to this wild 

man, no matter how big he was! She glanced around. The giant 

blocked her path in front; Dahmia, Merwin and the horses 

crowded the trail behind. The ground on either side was rough 

and rock-strewn--too dangerous to gallop over in mad flight. 

Since she couldn‟t flee, Heather did the only thing she could 

think of. She talked--loudly, in hope of alerting Bjorn. Through 

the pounding of her heart and the dryness of her mouth she got 

out the first words that came to her. "What are we supposed to do 

once you have all our things?" 

The giant looked at her blankly from behind his thicket 

of black whiskers. "You gotta get down," he repeated, waving 

his sword for emphasis. "I‟m a robber, so you gotta give me your 

stuff." 

"All right," Heather replied, thinking it safest to agree. 

However, she made no move to dismount. Keeping her voice as 

steady and reasonable as she could, she asked again, "But what 

are we supposed to do when you leave us standing here with 

nothing?" 

The giant scratched his head and lowered his sword a 

bit. "I dunno. Walk back to that town, I guess. Look, Little Bitty 

Lady," he continued, exasperated, "that ain‟t my problem. I just 

gotta have your stuff." 

"Why?" 

"Why?! I‟m hungry! I gotta make a livin‟ somehow!" 

"Well, this isn‟t a very good way to do it," Heather 

pointed out reasonably--holding her belly muscles tight to keep 

her voice from shaking. "Don‟t you know what goes around 

comes around? When you do bad things to people, bad things 

come back to you." 

The giant let his sword drop most of the rest of the way. 

"My ma says that too," he rumbled. "But I gotta eat." 

With a savage cry of "Morderot grant victory!" Bjorn 

sprang into the trail behind the giant. As the huge man whirled to  
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face him, the Sword of Power leaped into Bjorn‟s hand. The 

giant barely got his own blade up in time to meet the warrior‟s 

rush. 

As the two big men clashed together Merwin scrambled 

back into his saddle. "Come on!" he yelled to Dahmia, and 

spurred past the fighters. Without hesitation Dahmia dropped 

Widowmaker‟s reins, sprang onto her horse and galloped up the 

trail after him. Heather made a grab for the fallen reins, but 

seeing the great black warhorse was standing quietly, unfazed by 

the racket, she concentrated on settling Mystery down. 

From what Heather could see of the fight it was a 

completely unequal contest. The giant overtopped and 

outweighed Bjorn; and worse yet, outreached him by a mile. 

Next to that bulk the big Norrish prince looked puny. Yet the 

giant seemed unable to do anything with his advantage. Bjorn 

darted in and out, avoiding his opponent‟s mighty blows and 

ducking under his defenses. The Sword of Power snicked 

through the air faster than Heather could see, driving the giant 

steadily before it. In moments Bjorn had him backed against the 

rock pillar. There was a deep cry of anguish. The giant dropped 

his sword and clutched a forearm that ran red. He sat down 

abruptly, leaning against the rock, holding his arm and moaning. 

Behind the whiskers his face went dead white. 

Bjorn stepped back, holding the Sword of Power aloft in 

triumph, a savage glee on his face. "What a Sword!" he cried. 

"With this blade I shall be invincible!" Turning, he wiped it 

clean on a clump of dry grass and, with a contemptuous look at 

the moaning giant, sheathed it. "Where are Merwin and 

Dahmia?" he demanded, glancing around. 

"They rode on during the fight." 

"By Firborgen‟s balls!" Bjorn swore angrily. "That‟s no 

sense at all! Come on!" He sprang onto Widowmaker and kicked 

him into a gallop. 

Heather looked at Bjorn‟s rapidly disappearing back, 

then at the bleeding giant. She was a healer. She dismounted, 

grabbed her bag of medicines and went to the injured man. The 

giant raised his eyes from his arm and stared at Heather as she 

approached. Seated, his head came almost up to her own, making 

her feel like a child beside him. She hesitated. Then the  
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giant‟face scrunched up and he pleaded, "I give up, Little Lady!" 

In spite of his huge body, Heather saw that she was far 

more an adult than this man. "I‟m a healer," she told him gently. 

"I want to bandage your arm. Will you let me see it?" 

With a snuffle the giant held it out, still tightly gripping 

the wound with his other hand. Bright blood welled up between 

his fingers from a long slash on the forearm. To distract him 

while she gently pried his hand loose, Heather asked, "What‟s 

your name?" 

"The call me Little Jick," the big man sniffed. 

Heather moved his hand up to the inside of his elbow. 

"Squeeze here, Little Jick," she told him. "It will stop the 

bleeding better. Now, you keep squeezing while I bandage." 

Watching her bind his arm, the giant sighed, "I guess I 

ain‟t no good at bein‟ a robber." 

"Then what are you doing up here?" Heather asked, 

winding the bandage smoothly. 

" Same as all the rest of the fellows," he rumbled. "Baron 

Willerd threw me out too. Sir Danvir says someday soon we‟re 

gonna go back and kick his rear, and I been practicin‟ with my 

sword „cause I want to go too. But the guys don‟t never want me 

in camp „cause I eat too much. So I come down here to be a 

robber by myself, but I ain‟t no good at it." 

Heather finished tying the bandage and regarded this 

child in a big body. "Keep holding it till the bleeding stops--

that‟ll be quite a while," she instructed. "Then tomorrow I want 

you to go down to Linonadela and find a healer to take care of 

that arm so it doesn‟t go bad. Can you do that?" 

The giant nodded. 

Heather pulled out half the food she had in her 

saddlebag. "Here‟s something to eat so you‟ll have the strength 

to walk down." She laid the packages on the ground beside him. 

"Now, I don‟t want you getting hurt like this anymore, Little 

Jick. Being a robber is bad karma, so it‟s bound to get you in 

trouble. A big, strong fellow like you ought to be able to find an 

honest job. Will you look for one when you get down to the 

village?" 

"I‟ll try," Little Jick promised doubtfully, "But most 

people don‟t want me around." 
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"If things don‟t work out, go see the White Witch of 

Andorlil. If you‟re polite, I‟m sure she‟ll help you." Heather 

turned to leave. 

"Little Bitty Lady?" the giant said softly. Heather turned 

back. "You been awful good to me, and I‟m sorry I scared you." 

"That‟s all right, Little Jick. Just don‟t do it to anyone 

else." 

"I won‟t no more, I promise." His deep voice became earnest. 

"You be careful, Little Lady! The fellows are somewhere up 

there. Sir Danvir‟s all right, he wouldn‟t hurt you, but some of 

the fellows are awful rough. You‟re a nice lady--you gotta be 

careful!" 

"I will, thanks!" Hastily, Heather mounted and urged 

Mystery on after the others. Although how in Chaos I’m going to 

be careful when a bunch of rough outlaws shows up, I really 

don’t know. 

She‟d gone only a short way up the trail, winding among 

the brick-red pinnacles, when she met Bjorn thundering back 

down. "Where in Hagolte‟s Nine Frozen Hells have you been? 

he demanded, pulling Widowmaker up short. "I told you to 

follow me!" 

"I did!" Heather flung back. "As soon as I got done 

bandaging him!" 

"Bandaging him?!" 

"He was bleeding heavily and there was no one else to 

help him. He could‟ve died." She glared into Bjorn‟s furious 

gaze. "He didn‟t know how to help himself--he‟s a few measures 

shy of a bucketful." 

"He‟s what?" 

"He‟s simpleminded. Like a child." 

"That‟s no excuse for helping an enemy!" 

"I‟m a healer! I don‟t have enemies!" 

"Everyone has enemies!" Bjorn roared. "It‟s a dangerous 

world. So from now on, when I call, you come!" 

"When my work calls, I come!" Heather shot back hotly. 

"Your call is definitely second!" 

"Frost King take you, you cursed stubborn female!" 

Bjorn swore, and, wheeling his horse, charged back up the trail. 

As soon as they caught up to Merwin and Dahmia, Bjorn  
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gave them all a stern lecture. "This must not happen again. First I 

had to ride ahead and stop you two," he glowered at them. "Then 

I had to go back and collect her," he jerked his thumb at Heather. 

"We must stay together. This is outlaw county and without me 

you are helpless." 

"You‟re the one who left to go hunting," Merwin pointed 

out smugly. 

"Yah, but I will do no more hunting while we‟re in these 

mountains. So I hope you will enjoy your porridge three times a 

day." 

"I might get the Bag of Plenty to give us food," Dahmia 

suggested. 

Bjorn ignored this diversion. "From now on you will 

keep close together. I want the women in the middle of the party, 

and Merwin will ride last to protect our rear and see that no one 

straggles." 

"Me?!" yelped Merwin. "I‟m no trained fighter!" 

"Nah, you‟re not. But you‟re supposed to be a man. 

Let‟s get going." 

Following Bjorn‟s broad back up the trail, Heather 

pondered the encounter with the giant. I think I almost had Little 

Jick talked into putting his sword down, before Bjorn burst in. If 

I’d offered him something to eat right then I bet I could have 

gotten him to go down to the village peaceably. Then he 

wouldn’t have that nasty slash on his arm. 

"It‟s strange," she murmured to her gray mare. "I really 

wanted to call Bjorn--I was so scared, he seemed like the only 

hope. But when he got there he made things worse. Chaos! I 

would have done better with my own wits and my healing skills. 

It‟s like Liamora the Liberator said, there are better defenses 

than force." Mystery whickered softly, which Heather took as 

agreement. 

Not long after they left the giant, their road climbed out 

of Dela Valley and began going up and down over a series of 

rocky ridges. On these unprotected heights a cold wind moaned 

continually, whipping their clothing and pushing in their faces as 

if determined to make them turn around and go back. The gale 

had scoured the ridges bare of everything but thorny brush and  
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sparse, twisted junipers. The dry air smelled of rock and dust and 

desolation. 

There was no telling how far through the range they‟d 

come, or how much farther they had to go. Heather kept hoping, 

as they came to the crest of each ridge, that the other side would 

begin the final slope down into Dry Valley. Each time she was 

disappointed. The sense of vague menace rode with her, an 

indistinct but troubling discord in her mind. It had occurred to 

her just after she left Little Jick that he might have been the 

cause of her unease. Yet even with the giant wounded and left 

behind, she still felt the foreboding. In fact, it seemed stronger 

now. That was dismaying. 

It wasn‟t the weather, either. She squinted into the sky. 

The clouds, which had gotten thick in the afternoon, were 

dissipating now, leaving ever-widening patches of blue. The 

remaining few had become innocent whipped-cream-puffs, 

gilded by the low-hanging sun, gliding smoothly before the 

wind. So perhaps it was the danger of outlaws she was sensing. 

If so, did it mean there was a gang nearby? She couldn‟t help 

glancing around, even though she knew what a futile gesture it 

was. The few junipers wouldn‟t conceal much, but the rocky, 

gullied ground could easily hide enough men to overwhelm their 

little group. 

Bjorn was very cautious about their camping place that 

evening. Several times he halted the group while he rode a little 

way off the trail to investigate some likely spot. Each time he 

returned dissatisfied and led them on further. He kept them going 

till Heather was one big ache, slumped in her saddle. Still, she 

was glad to put as much of the Barrier Range behind them as 

possible. "I‟ve felt uneasy from the moment we rode into these 

mountains," she murmured to Mystery. Was that when it started? 

she wondered. She tried to pin it down, but was too weary to 

think clearly. 

An hour before sunset the road reached the bottom of a 

ridge and instead of going up the next one, turned and followed 

the valley downward. Heather kept watching the rapidly 

lengthening shadows for movement. The narrow valley closed 

down on them like a long path into a trap. The steep sides 

hemmed them in, and frequent cliffs loomed above as if to cut  
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off the sky as well. At least they were protected from the wind 

here, though Heather could hear it skirling over the heights 

above. 

Finally, as the sinking sun dropped below the ridge 

behind them, Bjorn came back from one of his scouting trips and 

led the group off the road over a ledge of bare rock. Avoiding 

patches of soil, he took them down to the stream, across it and 

into a tributary valley on the other side. He followed its trickle of 

water up and around two bends before he was satisfied to stop. 

Wearily they dismounted and made camp in a grove of 

sparse and stunted oaks, while sunset clouds turned the sky to a 

glory of crimson, rose and molten gold. The temperature 

dropped along with the sun, making Heather glad to snuggle her 

back into her new fur-lined cloak, while her front was warmed 

by the crackling fire she was feeding. The crescent moon was a 

bit wider this evening, reminding her of how fast the days were 

passing. Still, Samhain wasn‟t till the full moon after next, so 

surely they had plenty of time. 

Bjorn neither went hunting nor played his vryll that 

evening. While the others were settling in he explored restlessly 

in every direction; coming back through at intervals to check 

their progress and scold them for letting the fire get too big or 

talking too loud. "Yah, that‟s a fine beacon!" he would say 

sarcastically; or, "You want I should help you yell for the 

outlaws?" 

Is Bjorn feeling the same foreboding as I am? Heather 

wondered. Or is this just normal behavior for a Norrish 

warrior? Chaos, it’s getting on my nerves! 

Then Dahmia did something which improved Bjorn‟s 

prickly temper. As he strode past her she thrust into his hand a 

hunk of fresh, crusty bread and a big piece of cheese. Bjorn 

halted in mid-stride and stared at the food in his hand with an 

amazement that was almost ludicrous. Dahmia chuckled. "I got it 

from the Bag of Plenty. I thought I could!" 

"When?" Bjorn nibbled at the cheese, then chomped off 

a big bite. "This is good!" he mumbled around it. 

"Just now. It took me the whole afternoon to figure out 

how to get the Bag to do it. I kept picturing myself eating all 

sorts of foods, trying to find something the Bag would give me. 
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Nothing worked till I made it a picture of all of us eating. Then 

the Bag filled up right under my hand!" 

Bread in one hand and cheese in the other, Bjorn settled 

on a rock by the fire and munched. Seeing him finally relax took 

the tension out of the rest of the group. Then the best meal they‟d 

had on the trail finished improving their mood. Besides bread 

and cheese, the Bag delivered breadroot, parsnips and apples, 

and even a chunk of meat ready for roasting. And there was 

plenty left for lunch the next day. 

After the extra food had been divided among them and 

put away, Merwin spread his Cloak of Illusion on his bed. He 

began a complex divination involving rolling dice to determine 

an intricate layout of cards. Presently Dahmia joined him, and he 

rearranged the cards to tell her fortune. They whispered together, 

and occasionally Dahmia giggled. As far as Heather could tell, 

neither of them was troubled by any presentiment of danger. 

Bjorn made one more cautious circuit around the 

perimeter of the campsite, then he leaped the trickling stream 

and strode to a flat spot on the other side. He drew the Sword of 

Power and held it aloft a moment, ceremonially. Lowering it, he 

began a rapid sword drill. Thrust and parry; duck, leap and turn; 

back and forth he battled an imaginary opponent, moving with 

the savage grace of a panther. The great Sword whizzed through 

the air, surrounding him with a blur of deadly protection. He 

looked invincible. 

I stood up to him today! Heather thought, in a fresh burst 

of amazement at herself. I defied him and he backed down! 

Looking back on the afternoon she could hardly believe what 

she‟d done. And there was the giant before Bjorn! That’s not like 

me at all--at least, it’s not like who I thought I was. How in the 

world did it happen? 

It started with Mystery, because I love her too much to 

let some idiot steal her. So I had to act bold, no matter how 

scared I felt. She sank down on the ground with her back against 

a small boulder, intending to watch Bjorn‟s dance of death. But 

her mind ignored the sword drill and went racing off down its 

own trail, as absorbed as a hound with its nose on a hot scent. As 

for Bjorn, I got so mad at him for expecting me to chase after  
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him and leave Little Jick to die, I forgot all about being a timid 

nobody! 

She pondered, leaning back and staring up at the first 

stars without seeing them. I feel different, freer somehow. Has 

something changed in me? Ho, maybe the Crystal will show it! 

She loosened the drawstring and eagerly pulled the Crystal of 

Understanding from its bag. Holding it to her forehead, she 

closed her eyes. 

The change in the image of her inner self was 

impressive. The shell surrounding her oval of light was cracked 

all over like heat-crazed glass. Brightly colored rays streamed 

out through a dozen fissures: healer‟s gold, ruby, amethyst, 

sapphire and emerald. The feelings it gave her had changed too. 

Gone was the locked-in struggle. Now she had a sense of peering 

out on a big, awesome world--a world full of adventures, that 

belonged to her as much as to anyone. Strange excitement 

tingled through her, a swirl of trepidation and exhilaration. 

Heather lowered the Crystal to her lap and sat staring 

down at it, lost in amazement. I believed I was shy, so I acted 

shy. And the more I acted timid, the thicker that shell grew. It 

was when I forgot what I thought I was and acted bold, that the 

shell cracked. The witch‟s riddle popped into her head: "What 

you think and do becomes part of you." The implications of it 

swept over her in a shock wave. It’s not that I am timid, it’s that 

I’ve been making myself that way! She shook her head in 

amazement. It never occurred to me that my actions were 

shaping my self. From now on I’m going to pay more attention to 

what I’m doing--and to what it’s doing to me! Her thoughts took 

another leap. Not only have I been acting timid, I’ve been telling 

myself I was--over and over. So of course I believed it! Just like 

the riddle says, what I think becomes part of me. 

The sound of Bjorn‟s sword snicking into its jeweled 

sheath snapped Heather‟s attention back to the world outside 

herself. The big warrior was breathing hard and wiping sweat 

from his face. Their small fire flickered low, Merwin had already 

crawled into his blankets, and Dahmia was brushing her hair. It 

was a familiar scene by now, yet in some subtle way it seemed 

different. No, she was! 

Once more Heather raised the Crystal to her forehead 
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and closed her eyes. She considered the cracked shell. It was 

badly damaged, but definitely not destroyed. I can rebuild it, or I 

can tear it down. It all depends on what I think and do. Ho, 

that’s pretty terrific! If my thoughts and actions shape my self, I 

can change that self into something I like better! A pang of doubt 

struck. It’s not going to be easy being brave. She answered the 

doubt scornfully. Who says it has to be easy? I can do hard 

things! Especially when I remember that whatever I do becomes 

part of me! 

A chill night breeze shivered her back to awareness of 

the dying fire, its last sticks collapsing into glowing scarlet 

embers. She tucked the Crystal away in its bag and made for her 

bed. Yet even after she‟d crawled into the blankets she couldn‟t 

stop thinking. The idea that her self was moldable was so 

startling her mind buzzed with it. She‟d always assumed her self 

was a solid thing, its character and attitudes permanently fixed--

rather like that old statue of Liamora the Liberator, forever 

striding forward with upraised arm. How many times had she 

said, "That‟s just the way I am!" I guess what I’ll have to learn 

to say is, "That’s the way I’m making my self!" she thought 

wryly. 

Heather woke in the cold stillness of early dawn, before 

anyone else was stirring. She came slowly up out of a disturbing 

dream she couldn‟t quite recall. All that came back was a dread 

of nameless dangers, multiplying on every side. As she tried, 

foggily, to remember the cause of her foreboding, she became 

aware that waking from the dream hadn‟t dispelled it. The same 

sense of directionless peril which had hung about her yesterday 

was prickling at the back of her neck now. It had even nudged its 

way into her dreams. 

Getting up and building a fire didn‟t help. All through 

breakfast and while they were packing up the disquiet stayed 

with her, changeless, directionless and mystifying. Finally as 

they were saddling the horses she nerved herself--with the vision 

of a large hammer bashing a cracked shell--and stepped over to 

where Bjorn was tightening Widowmaker‟s cinch. 

"Something‟s wrong," she told him simply. "I have this 

feeling of danger all around. And it keeps getting stronger the 

further we go." 
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To her surprise the Norrish prince didn‟t say anything 

sarcastic about foolish little females, but took her warning 

seriously. Unfortunately, when he questioned her about it there 

was nothing more she knew to tell him. Finally he laid his big, 

muscular hand on the hilt of the Sword and said reassuringly, 

"So there is danger. Life is full of dangers. But with this fine 

weapon we will prevail against them. So don‟t worry." 

 

For no reason she could understand, this struck a further 

discordant note in Heather‟s feelings, making her more uneasy 

than ever. Still, there seemed to be nothing she could do but 

mount Mystery and ride on with the rest. 

They were a subdued group this morning, tired and 

apprehensive. Bjorn was alert, his eyes constantly scanning the 

way ahead. Dahmia followed just behind him, wearing a slight 

frown. Merwin, riding at the end as he‟d been ordered, seemed 

sunk in his own thoughts. From his absent look Heather 

estimated that in case of attack from that direction he‟d be about 

as much protection as a pack of rabbits. 

The road continued down the narrow, rocky valley 

they‟d been following yesterday evening. The farther down they 

went the more numerous the trees became, till by noon the 

hillsides were thinly covered by an open woods of dusky green 

juniper and scraggly oak. Sparse clumps of sallow grass stuck up 

from the rocky ground. The stream they‟d been following 

plunged into a series of small canyons, forcing the road to climb 

above it and wind along the steep hillside. 

Heather kept scanning around for trouble. The bright sun 

rose slowly toward an azure zenith, spilling hot golden light 

between the cool patches of shade. The still air felt charged with 

tense expectancy, yet the hours went by quietly, with no sign of 

anything wrong. Still she couldn‟t relax. "I‟m as nervous as a 

long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs," she confided to 

Mystery at their mid-day stop. "Chaos! I wish whatever it is 

would happen and get itself over with!" Mystery nuzzled her 

arm. 

Soon after they‟d started again they came to a section of 

road that ran along the top of a small cliff twenty feet above the 

stream, which was churning furiously through a narrow canyon. 
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The canyon made a sharp bend around a point of resistant rock. 

Constrained by the steep, wooded slopes above, the road 

followed out onto this point, making an abrupt switch back near 

its tip. The air was faintly misty, and full of the wild song of 

rushing water. 

As they reached the switchback, a chorus of sharp yells 

overpowered the river noise. From among the junipers on the 

hillside erupted a gang of ragged men on horseback, bearing 

down on them from both sides. At the forefront rode a handsome 

young fellow in a soiled doublet of russet satin, a generous 

bunch of lace at the neck. He was brandishing a long, slim 

sword. 

"Halt!" he cried--as if they could do anything else with 

his men crowding them back toward the edge! The nearest 

outlaws pulled their horses to a stop within spitting distance of 

Heather. One of them was favoring her with a speculative gaze. 

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 7 
 

Heather‟s eyes went to the outlaw leader as he pulled his 

horse to a stop in front of them. He was indeed a good looking 

man, broad shouldered and slim waisted, with an aristocratic 

bearing. Curling, light brown hair fell to his shoulders and was 

matched by a handsome beard. His features were fine and 

regular. His chestnut brown eyes, above the sharp point of his 

sword, were hard with determination. 

This must be what I’ve been dreading, Heather thought, 

her heart banging against her ribs. I was wishing for it to hurry 

up and happen--guess I got my wish! She glanced at her 

companions. Merwin had somehow managed to get in the 

middle, between her and Dahmia. Bjorn‟s protective bulk was in 

front of them. He sat his saddle with the tight readiness of a 

crouching panther. 

"Your pardon, gentles," the outlaw leader called. "I 

dislike doing you harm, but we must relieve you of your horses 

and provisions, for this is a scanty land we occupy!" 

Without a word in reply Bjorn exploded forward, the 

Sword of Power leaping into his hand. He spurred Widowmaker 

between the two nearest outlaws before they had time to move. 

There were cries of, "Look out, Sir Danvir!" The startled young 

leader collected himself just in time to meet the big warrior‟s 

charge. They shocked together, horses rearing and plunging, 

swords flashing. 

The rest of the outlaws were momentarily frozen by 

surprise. Before they could recover and attack, Bjorn disengaged 

with their leader, wheeled Widowmaker and plunged into the 

gap between the outlaws and his own group. Great Sword 

whipping through the air and savage battle cry on his lips, he 

drove at the ragged men like one possessed. All but two of the 

outlaws fell back before the fury of his charge. These two 

spurred forward and met him together. There was a brief, furious 

confusion of swords, men and horses, then a terrible gurgling 

scream and one of the outlaws pitched from his horse and lay 

unmoving, bright blood spurting on the ground. 

Bjorn spared no glance at his fallen foe, but wheeled and 

again charged toward the leader, who was shouting to his fellows 
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to join him and attack Bjorn all together. Three of them rode 

forward; the others hung back, trying to look as if they were just 

about to come charging in. 

The leader and his bold three met Bjorn with a force that 

looked overwhelming. Heather, struggling to hold her frightened 

mare steady and not get pushed back to the cliff edge, caught her 

breath at the odds. But the Norrish prince was not so easily 

overcome. Taking advantage of the limited maneuvering room 

on the narrow point, he kept one side always to his own party, 

preventing the outlaws from surrounding him. Forced to all come 

at him from the same direction, they bunched up and got in each 

other‟s way. 

To Heather, who knew nothing about sword play, it was 

just a yelling, clanging confusion of struggling men and plunging 

horses. Sudden blood appeared, spattering randomly. She 

couldn‟t tell whose it was. She couldn‟t tell much of anything, 

except that Bjorn was still in his saddle. 

There was a shriek and one of the attackers dropped 

back, clutching at a gash that laid his right arm open from 

shoulder to elbow. Almost immediately a second one pitched to 

the ground and lay groaning and writhing so close to the 

stamping hooves of the battling horses Heather was sure he‟d be 

trampled. The third man backed off hastily, leaving his leader to 

face Bjorn alone. 

"Devil Man!" the leader cried, "what are you?" 

Bjorn made no answer but plunged forward to the attack, 

the Sword of Power blurring through the air. The leader made a 

valiant stand, especially considering that none of his men was 

willing to back him up. He met Bjorn‟s charge with his own 

sword whipping, his steed rearing and neighing a battle 

challenge. Heather thought he must have had more training in 

swordsmanship than his men, for this combat lasted longer. Still, 

Bjorn drove him steadily back toward the drop off. Occasionally 

she caught a glimpse of one of the fighters‟ faces--Bjorn‟s with a 

strange, savage joy; the outlaw leader‟s increasingly desperate. 

Abruptly, it was over. The outlaw‟s sword spun from his 

hand and flew, glittering in the bright sunshine, to drop in the 

brush on the other side of the canyon. He clutched a bleeding  
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wrist. "Enough, Devil Man!" he gasped. "Take your band and 

go!" 

Bjorn motioned them forward. Following him, they 

edged past the remainder of the gang, who backed off to a 

respectful distance from the big warrior. As they rode past the 

leader, who was binding a cloth around his bleeding wrist, Bjorn 

bowed in his saddle. "Thanks for the exercise!" he called 

sarcastically. 

"Beware, Devil Man!" the leader shouted. "You may 

meet your nightmares in the Dire Mountains--then you‟ll be less 

cocky!" 

"So be it!" Bjorn flung back exultantly. "My Sword is 

ready for any challenge!" 

Bjorn led them down the rough cart track as fast as their 

horses could safely carry them. Dahmia crowded up behind him 

with Merwin close behind her. Riding in the rear, Heather kept 

glancing over her shoulder, although she doubted there‟d be any 

pursuit. At least, her logical mind doubted it. Somehow it hadn‟t 

impressed its logic on her feelings; which still shivered with that 

undefined dread, like a glass vibrating in sympathy with some 

sound too high to be heard. 

As soon as they‟d put a few minutes of trail behind 

them, Heather urged Mystery past the other horses and up beside 

Bjorn. Eyeing the random splashes of gore on his clothes, she 

called, "Ho, Bjorn, are you hurt?" 

The grin the Norrish warrior turned to her was savage. 

"Nah, I think this time none of the blood is mine. They did make 

a mess of my best travel pants, though!" He gestured toward his 

leg, and Heather realized the leather was split from mid-thigh to 

ankle, leaving the pant leg flapping. There was a livid line on 

Bjorn‟s hairy thigh, but it wasn‟t bleeding much. It seemed 

incredible he could come out of such a battle with no more than 

that scratch. 

Knowing Bjorn was unhurt, Heather let herself drop 

back to the rear of the group and began wondering about the 

outlaws who‟d been injured--and killed. Looking back on it, she 

was sure the two who‟d been unhorsed were mortally wounded. 

She silently wished them a speedy passage back to the All 

Mother, with a minimum of suffering. And what about the man 
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who‟d clutched at his gashed arm? He‟d probably live, but 

would he be maimed? She hoped the outlaws had a healer with 

them. 

Who was their strange leader, the man who spoke so 

courteously to people he was about to rob? A handsome 

aristocrat, but he didn‟t look any better fed that the rest of them! 

Where did these men come from, and who waited for them back 

home? Surely most must have folks, somewhere, who cared 

about them. Would those who‟d died be missed by friends and 

mourned by family? "Everyone is somebody," her foster mother 

had said while mixing ointment for grumpy old Laird Gurdog‟s 

gout, "Even the people we don‟t like." 

Heather sighed. It’s easy to let Bjorn use the Sword of 

Power to defend us. Letting power take over is easier than 

falling off a log--but is it wise? If Bjorn had given us time, 

couldn’t we have found some better way? We could have at least 

tried to! A dreadful idea gnawed at her mind. What if Bjorn 

learns to see with wizard’s eyes--will the witch teach him magic 

he can use in warfare? If he’s this impulsive and dangerous with 

only the Sword of Power, what would he be like with a full range 

of magic? Chaos! I wonder if I could figure out a way to keep 

him from learning it. However, she didn‟t see any way she could 

prevent Bjorn from learning something she didn‟t understand 

herself. 

Bjorn kept them going at a fast pace the rest of the day. 

There was an aura of tense excitement about him which 

somehow matched the blood splatters on his clothes. He snapped 

out answers so curtly that soon they all stopped questioning him 

about anything, and simply followed. The valley gradually 

widened out. The land got progressively drier, and the juniper 

and oak woods on the hillsides were replaced by bare, thorny 

shrubs and pale-blond grass that whispered secretively to the 

passing winds. Clouds scudded across the sky, periodically 

wiping out the sunshine with their pale, cool shadows. 

About mid-afternoon the cart track made an abrupt turn 

and before them lay the final descent into Dry Valley--a long, 

easy slope, with the view widening out as they rode down. The 

narrow valley lay across their way, tawny and silent as an old 

lion dreaming in the sun. Its long, rolling hills were covered with  
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pale amber grass and sparse brush. In between their gentle rises, 

dry washes supported scrubby trees whose faded leaves almost 

matched the sandy tan of the soil. The dry air tickled their noses 

with the faint smell of dust. Just beyond the valley‟s strip of 

tawny gold loomed the dark gray-purple heights of the Dire 

Mountains, their snowy summits lost in a spreading bank of 

somber clouds. 

At the foot of the slope, the small stream they‟d been 

following disappeared into the gravel of its bed. They stopped at 

the last good pool to drink and water the horses. Mystery had 

hardly finished drinking and Heather had just started washing 

herself in the sun-warmed water, when Bjorn was at them to 

mount and ride on. "Let‟s go!" he snapped. "You want to waste 

all day making pretty?" Merwin ducked behind his horse and 

disappeared. Heather and Dahmia looked at each other, but 

Bjorn was already mounting Widowmaker and turning the 

stallion‟s head down the trail. Dahmia scrambled after him, and 

Merwin mounted hastily. Heather finished a quick scrub, said 

thanks to the stream‟s Spirit as she mounted, and hurried to catch 

up. 

They rode beside dry washes and up over low hills. 

Bjorn kept them going relentlessly the rest of the afternoon and 

on through the last golden rays of sunset and the cool blue of 

gathering twilight. Finally, by the silver glow of the wide 

crescent moon, he led them into a grove of low, gnarly trees and 

dismounted. Heather slid off Mystery‟s back with a sigh of relief 

and concentrated on standing up without letting her knees 

buckle. She ached unmercifully in every joint, and was so tired 

she could hardly feel the hunger gnawing at her stomach. 

"I do not like this land," Bjorn was announcing. "Too 

open, no good cover. We‟ll make no fire tonight--Dahmia‟s Bag 

can feed us." He rummaged in his saddlebag, pulled out a couple 

hunks of leftover bread and meat and stuffed them in his pocket. 

"While I am gone, you will take care of the horses and make 

camp." 

"And where are you going?" Merwin queried. 

"Back along our trail to make sure we are not followed. 

Keep your voices quiet." 

Once Bjorn had slipped away and left them in the dim, 
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shadow-dappled moonlight of the grove, they all breathed a sigh 

of relief. Getting camped was a slow affair of exhausted bodies 

and dull minds fumbling around in the semi-dark. Even without 

wood-gathering and fire-making, it seemed to take a long time. 

Finally they all sat down together to wolf the bread, cheese and 

fruit Dahmia had gotten from the Bag of Plenty. The moon was 

setting, giving the grove over to shadows which strengthened 

and merged to form a solid blackness. 

Merwin spoke, his voice soft but venomous in the 

darkness. "Behold our prince‟s great show of heroism!" he spat. 

"That unwashed, uncivilized barbarian doesn‟t need to push us 

so hard! We‟ve left the bully boys far behind, so why all the 

hurry? I‟ll tell you why! It‟s so our good Prince Bjorn can 

exhibit his manly toughness!" 

"I‟m glad he‟s tough," Dahmia flared back. "And you 

should be too! I don‟t know who else could have saved us from a 

whole gang of desperate men! Besides," she added, "think what 

good time we‟ve been making these last two days." 

Merwin groaned. 

Dahmia turned to Heather. "It really gave me the 

shivers," she murmured, " the way those outlaws looked at me." 

Heather thought back on it. "I remember one like that," 

she replied softly, "but the rest just looked like a bunch of 

raggedy, half-starved crows. I was thinking maybe we could 

have struck some bargain with them if we‟d offered them food 

from the Bag. Surely we could have given them plenty!" 

Dahmia sounded doubtful. "Wouldn‟t they have tried to 

take the Bag too?" 

"Maybe. I don‟t know. I just wish we could have tried to 

find a better way before the fighting started. Their leader did say 

he wished us no harm." 

"That‟s right, he did! And he was courteous and well-

spoken, too. He didn‟t sound like an outlaw at all. Sir Danvir--I 

wonder who he is." 

When they started on the trail the next morning they saw 

that Bjorn‟s mad push had put them most of the way across Dry 

Valley. Before them rose steep foothills, their flanks covered 

with scrubby, gray-brown brush. Boulders littered the ground, 

and tall fingers of granite pointed upward toward the heights.  
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Through a cleft in the hills showed a steep gray peak, jagged and 

snow-covered. Clouds streamed from its top. 

A short way into the foothills their road came to a 

trickling spring, surrounded by its belt of vivid green grass and 

bushes. Birds sang in the few surrounding trees, and lizards 

scurried over the moist ground. It was the first water they‟d seen 

since yesterday on the other side of the valley. This time neither 

Heather nor Dahmia would be hurried away. While they 

splashed the spring‟s coolness on their faces and arms and 

soaked their sweaty feet in its little flow, Bjorn paced restlessly. 

But he did wait for them, giving Heather time to wash 

thoroughly and say a proper thanks to Spirit of the spring for the 

life-giving water. 

Bjorn didn‟t seem driven, as he had the day before, but 

there was a controlled tightness about him that still made 

Heather uneasy. The big warrior wasn‟t the only thing making 

her uneasy, she realized. The vague foreboding seemed to have 

receded a bit this morning, but it was still there. What in the 

Mother‟s green world could it be? If escaping from a giant and a 

gang of outlaws didn‟t ease her anxiety, what would? Did it 

mean there was something worse ahead? She shuddered. 

Beyond the spring the road became sharply steeper, 

winding its way up a hillside above a sandy wash. It twisted in 

and out of gullies and, after a long climb, came out abruptly on 

top of the hill. Before them stood the great wall of the Dire 

Mountains, pine-covered ridges rising up and up, becoming 

white with snow and finally disappearing into ragged clouds. It 

was a breathtaking sight. 

"I‟m sure it‟ll be breathtaking in other ways as well," 

Heather commented wryly to Mystery. 

They still had sunshine as they climbed through the 

juniper country, but by the time they reached the pines their 

world had turned gray and chill. A solid blanket of leaden clouds 

sealed off the sky. The tall old pines clustered solemnly on the 

steep slopes, their dark green branches filtering the cloudy light 

into an even, shadowless gloom. Fallen needles muffled the 

horses‟ clopping till Heather felt unreal, like a ghost floating 

along. 

Bjorn‟s big push had tired them out. Dahmia‟s lovely 



 Wizard’s Eyes | 71 

 

 

features were haggard. She kept close behind Bjorn and glanced 

around nervously. Merwin‟s manner lacked its usual witty 

polish. Cranky and withdrawn, he rode in the middle of the 

group, just behind Dahmia, in spite of Bjorn‟s orders. Heather 

made no objection to riding last. She‟d found her anxiety level 

stayed the same no matter where in the party she was. Besides, 

she didn‟t think Merwin‟s presence behind her was all that much 

protection. Bjorn apparently agreed, since he said nothing about 

the switch. 

Bjorn was full of restless energy--pushy, short-tempered 

and oblivious to the resentment he was raising in the rest of the 

group. We all resent him, yet we keep letting him have his way, 

Heather thought. It’s not so much that we agree with him, as that 

we’re afraid to disagree. Afraid to lose his protection; and yes, 

afraid of him too. Did they really need Bjorn‟s warrior protection 

as much as they seemed to? Heather honestly couldn‟t tell. She 

felt grateful to him and revolted by him, all at the same time; and 

she couldn‟t choose between the two points of view. Although, 

come to think of it, having him and his magic Sword around 

hasn’t done a thing to ease this foreboding--maybe that should 

tell me something! 

Pondering her companions as they plodded ahead in the 

pine-scented gloom, she felt the clashing discords among them. 

It wasn‟t just the conflict between Bjorn and Merwin--now Bjorn 

was alienating the whole group. And Dahmia still suspects me of 

stealing her mirror. I can feel the distrust behind her politeness. 

How are we ever going to have enough harmony to get anything 

accomplished? The only two in accord were Merwin and 

Dahmia, who at least agreed that the purpose of the quest was to 

steal a treasure for the witch. And that belief seemed likely to get 

the group in a heap of trouble once they reached Castle 

Rothhearst! Chaos, I wish I knew how to change her mind! But 

her own ideas of what the witch wanted them to do were vague--

she only felt, right down to her toenails, that Merwin and 

Dahmia were wrong; which hardly made a convincing argument! 

Above their heads the wind moaned softly in the tops of 

the pines, but it hardly touched the dank stillness of the slanted 

forest floor. As they switch backed up, the air kept getting 

colder, with that damp chill which seems to eat into the very  
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bones. Heather pulled her cloak tighter around her, grateful to 

snuggle into its warm fur lining. The bits of sky showing 

between the dark, swaying treetops remained featureless gray, 

with no sun to hint at time or direction. After an eternity of 

weary upward plodding, Heather stopped wondering how much 

of the day was left, and set herself to follow along in a stupor of 

non-thought. It came as a surprise when Bjorn finally led them 

off the trail, announcing, "Dark soon, and we will need much 

firewood for this cold night." 

Raising her drooping head, Heather saw a small meadow 

in the V where two brooks came together. It was almost level--a 

rare thing in this perpendicular country--and had the used look of 

a popular camping place. The point of the V was trodden bare 

around a stone fire circle filled with old ashes. Tall pines 

crowded around, hemming the clearing in on three sides. On the 

far side of the smaller stream a ledge of granite formed a rugged, 

ten foot cliff. Like a crumbling wall, it completed the enclosure, 

turning the clearing into a secret fortress--or a trap. 

Previous campers had used all the nearby firewood. By 

the time they‟d gone far enough to find wood, and hauled it back 

in, the gloom beneath the surrounding pines was turning dark. As 

it deepened into night, it muffled sight as surely as the thick 

carpet of pine needles muffled sound. The cold blackness began 

seeping from the forest into the clearing, bringing with it a whiff 

of evening fog. It was a relief when the tinder beneath Heather‟s 

hands caught fire and the tiny flames grew as they consumed 

bigger and bigger twigs. The pitchy pine burned hot and fast, its 

ruddy crackle soon driving back the knife-sharp chill of the 

mountain air. 

They were all tired and edgy, and even the fire‟s warmth 

and a good dinner from the Bag of Plenty failed to take the 

tension out of the air. Merwin took his dice from his pocket, but 

after a few casts he sat abstractedly rattling them in one hand. 

The nervous little clicks sounded abnormally loud in the quiet 

mountain night. At Dahmia‟s annoyed glance he stilled his hand, 

but it was soon jiggling again, as if with a life of its own. 

Dahmia‟s own foot was tapping an uneven rhythm as she 

occupied herself breaking up sticks and feeding them into the 

fire. Whenever the flames started to die down she quickly thrust 
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in more fuel, driving the cold shadows back to the edges of the 

clearing. Yet the brighter she made the fire, the darker was the 

night beyond its reach. 

Bjorn held the Sword of Power across his knees, polishing it 

with intense concentration and minute care. Watching him, 

Heather‟s mind went back to the man with the vryll who had 

sung of the Frost King‟s Daughter and reminisced about the 

beauties of spring in his home valley. That man was really 

hidden in the shadows now, somewhere deep within Bjorn, and 

all Heather could see was the warrior with his Sword. It seems as 

if that Sword changed Bjorn’s personality, she mused. Or no, not 

so much changed him, as just brought out the warrior and 

suppressed the rest. I wonder if there’s any way I could get him 

to put the Sword away and bring out his vryll again. 

There didn‟t seem to be. When Bjorn finished polishing 

the blade he went to work on the complex metal of the hilt. As 

he moved the Sword around, it reflected beams of firelight like 

lances, stabbing at Heather‟s eyes. Deep within her mind an 

alarm began sounding, sending a shock of warning through her 

with each flash of the Sword. She turned her head away and 

gazed into the impenetrable blackness beyond the circle of 

firelight. A sudden certainty rushed through her that something 

was gazing back. 

Finished with his polishing, Bjorn rose and walked a few 

steps away from the fire. Raising the Sword he called back to his 

companions, "You see! You need not fear anything that dwells in 

these mountains. With this Sword there‟s nothing I cannot 

conquer! It‟s as if the blade is itself a living thing. It leaps into 

my hand before I need it. Yah, it even guides my arm into the 

right moves. And so light and fast! It is truly the weapon of 

weapons, and with its magic I am invincible!" 

Bjorn held the Sword aloft a moment, his eyes gleaming 

triumph. Then he began a sword drill. He moved slowly at first, 

each thrust and parry beautifully controlled. Gradually he 

speeded up, until the Sword was blurring through the air. The 

blade flashed and whirred in a rhythm that was almost hypnotic, 

as it wove its net of pain and death. As his speed increased, 

Bjorn‟s movements took up more and more space until he was 

maneuvering his imaginary opponent from one side of the  
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clearing to the other, even leaping back and forth across the 

stream near the foot of the small cliff. He crowded the three 

around the fire back, and back again, until Heather began to 

wonder if they‟d be forced to leave its warmth for safety. 

Watching the great Sword slice glittering arcs through 

the dark night air, Heather felt as if it were winding a spring 

inside her--faster and faster, tighter and tighter. Just as it seemed 

something must snap, the horses began snorting and stamping, 

pulling insistently on their tethers. She jumped up and raced to 

the picket line at the far end of the clearing. Dahmia and 

Merwin‟s mounts were already rearing and plunging in a frantic 

effort to pull free. Mystery was dancing around and rolling her 

eyes, showing their frightened whites. Even the normally stolid 

Widowmaker pranced and snorted. 

Heather grabbed Mystery‟s halter and hung on, pulling 

the horse‟s head down to her. She wanted to say something 

reassuring, but she was too scared to be convincing, so she just 

held on. Dahmia and Merwin were both with their mounts now, 

but Widowmaker snorted and stamped alone. Heather half turned 

back to the clearing, searching for Bjorn. 

Bjorn was still immersed in his deadly sword dance, and seemed 

deaf to the commotion. He spun around and leaped back to the 

near side of the stream--and something furry-gray and man-sized 

launched itself from the top of the cliff and landed squarely on 

his shoulders, knocking him to his knees. The creature growled, 

baring yellow fangs in an ape-like face. One long arm whipped 

forward in a grab for the Sword of Power! 



 

 

CHAPTER 8 

 
The flickering firelight made it hard to see Bjorn‟s 

attacker clearly. As near as Heather could tell, the creature‟s 

shaggy gray body was smaller than her own, but its spidery legs 

made it man-tall. It wrapped those legs around Bjorn‟s waist as 

he struggled to rise, clinging to his back like a burr. Bjorn raised 

the Sword to chop at the encircling legs. With a swift, fluid 

motion the beast reached long arms past his shoulder and 

grabbed the Sword--by its blade. Bjorn wrenched the Sword one 

way and then the other. Shrieking, the ape creature let go, both 

hands running purple red. As Bjorn raised the Sword again it 

dropped off his back and scuttled toward the cliff. Bjorn surged 

to his feet and pursued. 

"Look out!" Heather screamed, as three more of the 

beasts appeared out of the shadows on the cliff top. Bjorn 

whipped his Sword up just as the first one leaped at him. The 

creature skewered itself, efficiently and fatally. But even as the 

warrior was yanking his Sword from its body the other two hit 

him, knocking him onto his back. For breathless moments all 

Heather could see was a struggling tangle rolling around on the 

ground. Most of the tangle was shaggy gray fur. Bjorn was at a 

disadvantage in this close-in combat--his Sword occupied one 

hand but he couldn‟t bring it to bear. His opponents, meanwhile, 

were using their teeth very effectively. 

As Heather watched, the Sword thrust above the snarling 

melee, gripped in Bjorn‟s desperate fist. Stubby-fingered gray 

hands grabbed his arm, pulling it back down, prying at the 

fingers that grasped the hilt. "They‟re after the Sword!" Heather 

gasped, amazed. "Just like the first one was. Only these two 

aren‟t dumb enough to grab it by the blade!" 

There was a shuddering heave and the struggling mass 

rolled rapidly down the gentle slope to the fire--pausing just 

short of the glowing embers on its edge, with Bjorn on the 

bottom again. At the same instant another beast flung itself out 

of the darkness on the cliff top. It landed clumsily where the 

fighters had just been, and looked around in confusion. Up on 

top still another one hesitated, as if thinking the situation over 

took it a long time. 
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Magic Sword or no magic Sword, with four of the 

creatures on top of him Bjorn would have no more chance than a 

snowball in a bonfire! In a desperation move Heather let go of 

Mystery, scooped up a fist-sized rock and heaved it crashing into 

the shadows farther along the side of the clearing. All four beasts 

startled at the sound. The newcomers growled savagely in the 

direction of the unexpected noise. The two on top of Bjorn raised 

their heads, momentarily distracted from him. The warrior gave 

a mighty shove that rolled all three of them into the fire. Shrieks 

and yowls split the night, and the smell of burning fur rose rank 

on the still air. Bjorn fought free and bounced to his feet, Sword 

still in hand. 

One of the yelping beasts splashed full-length into the 

creek, its smoldering coat hissing in the water. The other three 

came at Bjorn, eyes fixed on the Sword. Keeping just out of his 

reach they spread into a semicircle. Bjorn backed steadily away 

from their flanking maneuver, keeping the Sword at ready. 

Heather held her breath as he slowly neared the two foot drop-

off of the creek bank. 

Suddenly the beast who‟d been wallowing in the water 

exploded out of the shadows in the creek bed. It launched itself 

at Bjorn‟s back, blocky hands reaching for his sword arm. Seeing 

this, the other three rushed him from the front. A roundhouse 

swing of the blade caught two of them, sending them yelping and 

bleeding out of its range. Then the Sword arched back over 

Bjorn‟s head, connecting with a thunk that dropped the beast on 

his back to the ground, where it lay unmoving. 

The three still on their feet, two of them bleeding badly, 

hesitated a moment. Then they scurried out of the clearing and 

disappeared into the forest‟s blackness. Except for the horses‟ 

nervous stamping and blowing, everything was abruptly still. 

The fire was dying down. Its narrow circle of light illuminated a 

momentary tableau: two inert gray bodies bleeding purplish 

blood, and Bjorn, leaning on his Sword, panting in great 

lungful‟s of air. His arms dripped red. 

Heather spoke a quick and shaky word of reassurance to 

Mystery, then ran across the clearing to Bjorn. "Ho! How bad are 

you hurt?" 

Bjorn raised his head and looked around. "Nah, I can‟t 
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tell yet," he gasped. "Build the fire up and bring the horses in 

close." 

Dahmia hastily broke more sticks and shoved them into 

the flames while Merwin trotted the horses over, one by one, and 

staked them nearby. Heather, meanwhile, tried to get Bjorn to sit 

down and let her look at his wounds instead of pacing their 

perimeter, Sword in hand. The argument that finally got to him 

was, "Look, you‟re not going to be fit to fight later if you don‟t 

get those bites taken care of now." 

Bjorn sighed a little shakily. "Yah, I‟m not a hero from 

the Sagas, after all." He dropped down on a rock by the fire, 

laying the Sword beside him. When Heather touched his arm she 

felt him trembling--and then tensing up to hide it. 

Dahmia brought a pot full of water from the stream and 

Heather got Bjorn sponged off enough to determine the extent of 

his injuries. He was bruised all over and his arms and chest were 

covered with bites. They were mostly flesh wounds, painful but 

not terribly deep. Heather thought they would probably heal all 

right, once she got them cleaned up, leaving him some nasty 

scars he could be proud of. She set water to heat and brought her 

carrybag of medicines. 

"Do you suppose you could get me some more 

bandaging from the Bag of Plenty?" she asked Dahmia. "I want 

to put hot compresses on his arms and chest, and that‟s quite a 

lot of territory to cover." 

Dahmia nodded and went over to kneel by her bedroll. A 

few moments later, as Heather was dropping herbs into the 

boiling water, she turned around, yards of bandaging draped over 

one arm. "The Bag seems to think we‟ll need an awful lot of this 

stuff," she said doubtfully. "I hope that‟s not a bad omen." 

No one said anything, but a chill went through the group. 

As Heather began binding a steaming compress on 

Bjorn‟s arm, Merwin asked, "Does anyone know what those 

nasty nightmares were?" 

Za-men," Bjorn answered, suppressing a wince. "But za-

men cannot be here! They‟re creatures of the far north, beyond 

the Never Summer Mountains. They‟re said to be shy. Few men 

in memory have seen one--let alone six together!" 

Dahmia shivered. "Will they come back?" 
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"I think not. There was only one left unhurt. Unless they 

might catch us asleep." 

"Could there be more out there?" Merwin asked, 

ineffectually scanning the hushed darkness that closed them in. 

"There shouldn‟t be, but . . . Nah, I don‟t know. There 

should not have been six!" 

Heather spoke up as she moved to Bjorn‟s other arm. 

"They wanted the Sword." 

"Yah, of course they wanted to disarm me. But they 

didn‟t get it!" 

"They might have," Dahmia put in, "if Heather hadn‟t 

thrown that rock." 

"Oh, is that what distracted them? All I knew was that 

they quit chewing on me long enough so I could flip them into 

the fire." 

"There were two on top of you and two more coming," 

Dahmia informed him. "It was starting to look hopeless." 

Bjorn gazed up at Heather. "Thank you, comreda" he 

said seriously. "And for the bandaging too." 

Heather hid her confusion under the task of wrapping 

Bjorn‟s massive chest. I think I’ve just been complimented for 

being a good comrade-in-arms, she mused, and I don’t even 

want to fight! 

There was absolutely no danger of za-men sneaking up 

on them as they slept--not a one of them had any desire to sleep. 

Heather occupied herself with periodically renewing the 

compresses on Bjorn‟s bites. Dahmia kept the fire fed. Merwin 

jiggled his dice, stared nervously about at the inky black forest, 

and frequently got up to check on the horses. They all knew they 

could take turns sleeping, but nobody mentioned it. 

Changing a compress on the warrior‟s sinewy right arm, 

Heather remembered his suppressed trembling just after the 

battle. Bjorn was shaken by this fight, a lot more than he wants 

us to see. He’d just proclaimed his invincibility and something 

almost beat him. Now he’s trying to be casual and fearless about 

it, but I’ll bet that down underneath he’s just as scared as the 

rest of us. Heather was surely frightened. And the thing that 

scared her most was that the foreboding which had haunted her 

all the way through the mountains had gotten worse since this 
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latest fight. Now the menace dogging their footsteps felt even 

closer. 

She stumbled through the long hours of darkness, weary 

beyond belief but too keyed up to relax. Throughout the night a 

memory kept recurring to her--the za-men‟s eyes following the 

Sword of Power, their hands reaching for it. Did they want the 

Sword, or had they only been trying to disarm Bjorn? If it wasn‟t 

the Sword they were after, why did they attack at all? The 

questions kept jumbling around in her tired brain, and she felt 

there was some important understanding lurking just behind 

them. Whatever it was, her groggy mind refused to grasp it. 

Dawn did come at last, though it had seemed for hours it 

never would. At the first graying of the sky the weary travelers 

came to life, eating a quick breakfast, packing what few things 

were still out and loading the horses. By the time it was light 

enough to see the trail clearly they were on it, winding their way 

upward through a chill gloom that smelled of pines and fog. 

They rode close together, alert and nervous, eyes sweeping the 

forest and ears tuned for the pad of stealthy feet. 

The light grew slowly as they climbed, but there was no 

sunrise. A shroud of somber clouds hung close above their 

heads, hiding the sky and blotting up the sunlight. Against this 

backdrop of even gray scudded small, darker puffs, scurrying 

across the sky as nervously as the travelers on the ground. As the 

morning wore on it got colder--partly because they were gaining 

altitude and partly because of the wind. It started soon after 

dawn, moaning fitfully in the tops of the great pines like a chorus 

of remorseful spirits. The chorus slowly gained voices and 

intensity, until by mid-morning it had become an anguished 

wailing whose icy breath puffed through the thickest pine 

boughs clear to the forest floor. It brought with it brief flurries of 

hard little snowflakes that sifted easily through the tossing 

branches. 

Eventually the woods thinned and were interrupted by 

ever-increasing patches of alpine meadow, dusted with snow. In 

each open spot the wind struck furiously, lashing them with an 

infinity of tiny, icy pellets, howling like all the demons of the air 

tearing themselves against bare, icy rock. It was a bad day to go 

on, but now there was no sheltered place to camp. It would be  
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sensible, Heather thought, to go back down to the thicker forest 

until the wind blew itself out. Yet somehow she couldn‟t suggest 

turning around, and she noticed none of her companions brought 

it up either. They were all worn out and aching, they‟d been 

riding since early morning with hardly a break, but even the 

horses seemed eager to press on. 

All afternoon Heather worried about finding a camping 

place. Sparse shelter kept getting sparser as they climbed up the 

mountain, till the best she could see were a few groups of 

boulders. It was starting to look hopeless--when they topped a 

rise and came upon a small log cabin, with matching stable. The 

buildings stood in the scanty shelter of the last scraggly woods. 

Above them the valley slanted up, treeless and open to the 

driving wind. The cabin‟s chimney was smokeless and the door 

hung open. A fallen branch had broken a hole through one corner 

of the roof. 

"What is this place?" Dahmia asked, bewildered. 

"Must be the patrol station," Bjorn answered. 

"Remember the storekeeper said the old baron kept patrols on 

both sides of High Dire Pass? So this must be the pass, and there 

will be another cabin on the other side." 

The small stable was still in good condition, and Heather 

was relieved to find such a safe shelter for the horses. The cabin 

was less snug, due to the sizable hole gouged in its roof. Still, it 

gave them a place to build a fire, sheltered from the ravening 

wind. Bjorn sent them out to gather wood. As Heather dragged 

branches back over the snowy ground she saw him on the roof, 

struggling in the gale to lace green pine boughs into the hole. 

When he came down he said with satisfaction, "There. That will 

break the wind. And also keep anything from quietly dropping in 

on us during the night." 

The chill that ran down Heather‟s spine had nothing to 

do with the frigid weather. 

While the rest of them were breaking their firewood into 

manageable lengths and lugging it into the cabin, Bjorn pulled 

out his Sword and took a few practice swings. Heather paused in 

her work to stare at him with growing dismay. 
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Bjorn caught her look. "I must make sure these bites 

have not caused me to lose too much flexibility," he explained, 

beginning his routine. 

The silver flashes of the great blade were muted against 

the gray sky. Still, Heather was immediately swept with the same 

apprehension she‟d felt watching the Sword flash in last 

evening‟s firelight. She glanced automatically around for 

something that might attack them. In all the open, wind-swept 

valley she could see nothing moving but the lightly swirling 

snowflakes. Still the feeling of menace persisted, even without 

evidence. Shaking her head she tried to ignore Bjorn and 

concentrate on packing their shelter full of firewood. It was a 

relief when he quit after a short routine, put the Sword away and 

joined them in the cabin. 

By the time nightfall enfolded the mountain in windy 

darkness they were all settled around a roaring blaze in the 

fireplace, crowding close to stay warm in spite of the break in 

the roof. That hole made their shelter seem terribly fragile, the 

snow-veined gale a mere breath away. They all kept glancing up 

at the roof, unconsciously making sure Bjorn‟s puny barrier of 

branches still held out the darkness--and whatever might be 

lurking in it. 

The wind moaned and sobbed with a thousand voices 

through the night. Heather kept waking from troubling dreams 

with the conviction she‟d heard something else beneath those 

shrieks--a heavy, inquisitive sniffing, or the rattle of a clawed 

foot against the cabin‟s icy walls. Each time she held her breath 

and listened, but heard no more; and stared at the hole in the 

roof, but saw nothing. Each time exhaustion pulled her heavily 

back down into sleep, only to be startled awake again. Morning 

was a relief. 

With dawn the wind dropped to a breeze, though the 

clouds remained as solid as ever. As they were saddling their 

horses a few big, soft snowflakes floated down, feather light. 

Heather gazed up at the craggy heights. The sight of snowflakes 

drifting down made her nervous, adding a jittery overtone to the 

foreboding of disaster that permeated her spirit. But though she 

dreaded the heights, she was eager to be away from this cabin 

with its vulnerable roof. She couldn‟t forget that snuffing, which  
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might have been only the wind. So she climbed reluctantly into 

her saddle, her anxious mind prodding her aching body along. 

 

At first they made good time, but as they climbed, the 

snow flurries increased and built low drifts across their path. 

Slogging steeply upward and breathing the thin, cold air, they 

were forced to take frequent breaks. So it was around mid-day 

before they reached the summit. Here the road leveled out at last, 

going over the top of the pass in a wide, gentle rise. The wind 

came at them stinging cold, smelling of vast, empty spaces, of 

ice and naked rock. It drove flurries of snow before it, hiding the 

scene in their lacy veils. On both sides of the road, snow-covered 

boulders crouched like frozen monsters from some ancient fairy 

tale, appearing and disappearing in the flurries. 

Without warning, something in the blowing snow 

moved. Ahead and to their right a huge, shimmering boulder 

uncoiled itself. To Heather‟s horror, it stretched out a snaky neck 

and stared at them with small, colorless eyes set above a long 

reptilian snout. From the corners of its upper jaw projected two 

great fangs, flat and dagger-shaped. Set between them was a row 

of sharp points--a carnivore‟s mouth! 

Dahmia screamed at the same instant Bjorn shouted, "Ice 

kraken! Off your horses and into those boulders!" 
 



 

 

CHAPTER 9 
 

As they tumbled off their mounts the ice kraken uncoiled 

to its full length. When it was completely stretched out, the end 

of its snaky tail was lost to their sight in the veils of blowing 

snow. The scales on its sinuous body glimmered pale blue under 

translucent white. As it moved, waves of icy shimmers ran along 

its great form. Its flanks rose and fell, but even in this frigid air 

there was no steam in the breath from its flaring nostrils. 

Slowly, the ice kraken stretched its long neck toward 

them, cold little eyes regarding them intently, never blinking. Its 

huge head began to sway rhythmically, hypnotically. Peering 

from behind Mystery‟s neck, Heather felt her blood turn to slush, 

freezing her to the spot. 

Bjorn broke the spell. He gave a whoop and cracked 

Widowmaker on the rump, sending the startled horses bolting on 

up the road in the direction of the kraken. Seeing the diversion 

he intended, Heather yelled, "No!" and grabbed at Mystery‟s 

bridle. But Bjorn already had her by the arm, dragging her uphill 

toward the scant protection of a scattering of shoulder-high 

boulders. As soon as he reached the first rocks and let go of her, 

Heather whirled to see what was happening to the horses. She 

heard Bjorn shout at her, but she ignored him. 

The panicky horses were just visible through the 

blowing snow, racing as widely around the monster as the rocky 

pass permitted. The kraken eyed them, its head swinging to 

follow their flight. As they passed it, it stretched toward them. Its 

huge jaws opened, showing off the pearly gleam of the two 

dagger-like fangs. It strained forward--but stayed put. The horses 

galloped on past and disappeared down the snowy trail. 

Heather let out a sigh of relief, but the relief was short-

lived. Slowly the kraken‟s head swiveled back around and its 

pale, intent eyes fastened on the humans crouching among the 

boulders. It studied them for a long moment, seeming to peer 

from one to the other. Then, swaying slightly to the rhythm of its 

swinging head, it advanced toward them. 

Heather glanced frantically about for a hiding place. Her 

companions had retreated to the larger boulders higher on the 

slope. She thought of trying to join them but there was too much  
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open ground to cross. As the kraken loomed nearer, she realized 

the small group of rocks she was standing beside offered the 

only shelter she could hope to reach in time. The kraken swayed 

nearer. One pale eye gazed at her. Diving in among the boulders, 

Heather crouched behind the biggest--which suddenly seemed 

terribly small and inadequate. She pressed against it, holding her 

breath, burrowing down into the cold snow and wishing she 

knew a magic way of melting into it and disappearing. 

The kraken came to the edge of Heather‟s group of 

boulders and paused. Its nostrils flared, miniature ice caves with 

rainbows shimmering in their depth. It took a step forward, 

sniffing the air. The great head loomed over her, shimmering 

against the gray sky. It was so close she could see the individual 

scales on the under side of its neck and jaw. They lacked the 

underlying blue of the back scales, and glimmered white as the 

snow. The fangs were so long they projected past the lower jaw. 

The kraken‟s swaying became uncertain. It hesitated, 

shifting from foot to foot in a broken rhythm. Then it turned 

away and paced up the slope toward the rest of the party. As if 

pulled by an invisible string, it headed straight for the boulder 

that sheltered Bjorn. Pausing before the warrior‟s hiding place, it 

threw back its head and bugled a challenge that shook the air. 

"Hagolte‟s turds!" Bjorn swore fervently. He threw off his 

encumbering cloak and, Sword in hand, stepped out to face the 

nightmare beast. 

The kraken‟s head, gazing down at the Norrish warrior 

from twice his height, began to sway more rapidly. The long, 

icily-shining body tensed like a coiled spring. Bjorn waited, a 

coiled spring himself. He held the Sword of Power at the ready 

before him, moving its tip just a little to follow the kraken‟s 

swaying. Or was the kraken following the Sword now? It was 

impossible to tell which of them was leading the deadly dance. 

For an eternal moment the scene held--then the kraken 

lashed out with a speed that was unbelievable after its previous 

slow motion. A three-foot mouthful of sharp teeth clashed in the 

air where Bjorn had just been. But the warrior jumped to one 

side, twisting around in mid-leap, stabbing his Sword at the 

monster‟s face. He missed the tiny eye as it whipped past him,  
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only managing to opening a shallow cut along the side of the 

snout. 

The kraken roared and jerked its head back. Pale, bluish 

blood trickled from the cut and dripped down on the snow, 

where it disappeared. Maddened, the beast made another lunge at 

Bjorn, this time with no swaying to give warning. Bjorn sprang 

away toward the kraken‟s unwounded side. This time his leap 

was barely ahead of one of the long, sharp fangs. Again he 

stabbed with his Sword and again missed the eye, but succeeded 

in cutting deep into the flesh above it. Pale blood gushed and ran 

down. The beast shook its head and pawed at its eye but the 

blood continued to flow. 

Head thrown back and mighty mouth agape, the kraken 

bellowed pain and frustration. Echoes rolled from the peaks. 

Then without pause the monster snapped forward and drove at 

Bjorn, mouthful of saw teeth gaping wide. Heather expected 

another sideways leap, but if Bjorn had time for one he didn‟t 

make it. Instead he lunged straight forward to meet the striking 

head. The Sword of Power thrust between the vicious fangs and 

clear into the soft back of the throat. Heather gasped as his arm 

plunged into the open mouth all the way to his shoulder. The 

kraken‟s great jaws snapped shut, driving their row of pointed 

teeth into his flesh. 

But the Sword had found the brain and the monster was 

already dying. The mighty jaws opened for one last, hoarse 

bellow, and Bjorn stumbled backward, blood streaming down his 

arm and chest. A shudder went the length of the kraken‟s sinuous 

body, sending a final wave of shimmers along it. It sank slowly 

to the ground, convulsed briefly, and lay unmoving. The 

iridescence faded from its scales, leaving them dead white. 

Bjorn stood slumped and gasping before the monster‟s 

body. His right hand still held the Sword of Power, but his arm 

dangled at his side with the point of Sword resting in the snow. 

The bright blood ran down his arm, and down the Sword, 

soaking a scarlet stain into the whiteness. 

Heather pulled herself to her feet, her knees shaking 

almost too much to hold her up. She leaned on her boulder, 

gasping in deep lungsful of the frigid air. Then, still weak-kneed, 

she pushed off and wobbled hastily up the slope to Bjorn. By the  
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time she got there the big warrior was on his knees by the 

kraken‟s head, chopping left-handedly with his Sword. As 

Heather came up he finished hacking one of the long, pearly 

fangs out of the kraken‟s jaw and turned to the other. His right 

arm hung bloody and limp at his side. 

"Let me see your shoulder," Heather ordered. 

"Yah, in a minute . . . soon as . . . Aha!" Bjorn dropped 

the Sword and held up the two teeth. In the wan snow light they 

sheened like opalescent daggers. "Never before has one man 

alone killed an ice kraken!" Bjorn exulted. "My name will be 

sung in the Sagas forever!" 

"That," said Heather in a practical tone, "hardly seems 

like a worthwhile exchange for your right arm." 

Bjorn looked at his limp and bloody arm, and then up at 

her. His eyes dulled as the battlefire left him. Silently, he shoved 

the kraken‟s fangs into his belt pouch, fumbled the Sword back 

into its sheath, and staggered to his feet. Heather reached to 

support him, and Dahmia appeared at his other side. Together 

they walked him back to the dubious shelter of the snowy 

boulders and sat him down leaning against a rock. Heather 

pulled out her sheath knife and quickly cut the sleeve away from 

his arm and shoulder. 

Somewhere, not far off, a wolf howled and another 

answered. The eerie wails shivered up Heather‟s spine. She 

heard Dahmia‟s sharp gasp and Merwin‟s suppressed oath, but 

she didn‟t have attention to spare for any of it. She got Bjorn‟s 

shoulder out of its clothing and wiped at the blood welling from 

the ring of punctures all around it. It was the ugliest wound she‟d 

ever seen. Each puncture was already beginning to swell and 

redden. It was going to need a lot more than bandaging, but there 

wasn‟t anything she could do about that up here in the middle of 

a snowstorm. 

As she worked she gave rapid instructions. "Somebody 

find Bjorn‟s cloak and toss it over him--Oh, thanks Merwin. 

Now I‟ll need something to wrap this shoulder--anything you 

can spare--tear it in wide strips." 

"We‟ll have plenty of bandages as soon as we catch up 

with the horses," Dahmia muttered ironically. But she pulled out 

her knife and with Merwin‟s help, slashed the bottom off the  
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lining of her cloak. As Heather began wrapping the strips around 

Bjorn‟s bloody shoulder she continued, "We need to get him 

down out of this pass as fast as we can, to where we can make a 

fire. So someone should go after the horses right away." 

There was another wolf howl, sounding closer. It 

shivered up and up and gradually died away. Dahmia and 

Merwin glanced around nervously and neither started after the 

horses. Heather was concentrating on padding Bjorn‟s bleeding 

wounds as well as she could. In the cold air his arm was rapidly 

stiffening, so she bound it next to his body and tied his clothing 

over it, leaving the remnants of the sleeve to dangle empty. 

Watching more alertly now, Bjorn complained, "This is 

no good. I can‟t move my arm." 

"You‟re not supposed to," Heather told him, pulling his 

cloak up over him. She turned to the others. "We need the horses 

. . ." 

She was interrupted by another long, shivering howl that 

soared upward into the frigid air. It broke off abruptly, leaving 

intense silence. 

Bjorn started forward. "That was close! They must be 

after the kraken‟s body." 

"Let‟s get out of here!" Dahmia cried, hysteria in her 

voice. 

"Can you walk?" Heather asked Bjorn. 

"Yah, I can do what I must." 

Heather and Dahmia grabbed Bjorn‟s good arm and 

hauled him to his feet. He was steadier than she‟d expected. 

"Hurry!" Dahmia urged as Heather fastened the warrior‟s cloak 

around him. 

They set off following the horses‟ tracks, which were 

already blurring in the drifting snow. The women went ahead, 

breaking the path, while Merwin walked at Bjorn‟s left in case 

the big warrior needed steadying. He did, but not often. 

Fortunately the horses had run on down the road in the right 

direction, and catching up to them seemed to be just a matter of 

time. 

They‟d been slogging slowly along for ten minutes or so 

when a chorus of excited yelps went up behind them. 
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"Sounds like the wolves have found the kraken‟s  

carcass," Heather half whispered. 

"Better the kraken‟s than ours!" Dahmia replied in a 

grim undertone. 

They pushed on through the snow. Behind them the 

yelps stopped and then started; stopped and started again. Bjorn 

pulled them to a halt. "Listen!" he gasped. "Each time they are 

closer!" 

Suddenly Heather‟s nightmare came back to her. It was 

all here--the high crags, the thin, cold air, the blowing snow. And 

something closing in on them. "Chaos! It‟s not the kraken 

they‟re after," she cried with utter conviction. "It‟s us!" 

The road slanted down through vast alpine meadows, 

snowy and open, with not so much as a tree to offer cover. 

Getting to the horses seemed their only hope. The four 

quickened their pace, shoving through drifts, sliding down slick 

spots as fast as they could push themselves. Bjorn kept up, 

though Heather heard his breath coming ragged and interspersed 

with grunts of pain. 

Close ahead of them in the swirling snow, a wolf 

howled. They skidded to a halt, gazing at one another in 

consternation. 

"Chaos! Have to go around," Heather panted. She angled 

off the road and led them downhill in a circling maneuver. They 

paralleled the cart track for a ways, stumbling over the uneven 

ground and wading through snow-clogged grasses. Just as 

Heather started angling to get back to the better surface of the 

road, a new series of yelps went up--between them and the road! 

From then on they were driven back by a half circle of 

yips and howls that kept closing in. They retreated steadily 

through the treacherous footing of the meadow and down a rocky 

hillside; peering through blowing snow in search of some cover, 

somewhere to make a stand--finding nothing. As they stumbled 

down the hillside Heather caught sight of one of their pursuers, 

much closer than she‟d expected. The great wolf shape was as 

white as the snow around it, and its shaggy fur had the same 

inner luminosity. It was almost invisible, except for the eyes like 

amber flames and the lolling red tongue.  
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Bjorn saw it too. "Helwolves, by Hagolte! What are they 

doing here?" he gasped. He scanned around the gray-white 

world. "Must be a ravine at the bottom of this hill. Should be 

some cover there--I hope." 

They hurried down the hill toward a dark streak at the 

bottom, barely visible through the white flakes whirling down. 

Their pursuers became bolder, showing themselves more often 

as they closed in. Heather tried to guess how many there were, 

but gave it up as impossible. Too many, in any case. The ground 

leveled under their feet. A few more steps and they came to the 

edge--not of a shallow ravine, but of a canyon. The cliff before 

them dropped to a boulder-choked floor far below. The other 

edge of the canyon was visible through the snow--a short but 

infinitely long thirty yards away. From all around them came 

howls of triumph. 

They drove us here on purpose, Heather realized. But 

why? There was plenty of meat in the kraken, or they could have 

gone after the horses. Why chase down four troublesome 

humans? There must be something about us they want. They 

want . . . 

"Down here!" Dahmia called urgently. Just below the 

cliff edge was a step a few feet wide. Rocky debris made a snow-

covered slope of it, slanting down to the sheer drop-off. It was no 

shelter at all. It was all the shelter they had. 

Merwin was crouching up against the cliff, hastily 

unbuttoning his shirt and pulling something out. By its shimmer 

Heather saw it was the Cloak of Illusion. She hadn‟t realized 

he‟d been wearing it wrapped around his body under his clothes. 

Farther along the ledge Dahmia perched precariously, lying on 

her stomach, her feet braced against a big boulder at the edge of 

the abyss. She was frantically motioning Heather over. 

Stumbling through the drifts Heather hurried to her, clambered 

over the edge and dropped to her stomach on the loose rocks that 

slanted down to the drop-off. She was panting hard. Her feet 

found a place on the boulder beside Dahmia‟s--she hoped their 

combined weight wouldn‟t shove it loose. Lifting her head, she 

peered up over the edge of the cliff. 

Bjorn had drawn the Sword of Power and stood holding 

it in his left hand, facing the encircling helwolves. Even with his  
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back to her, Heather could see the slump of defeat on his 

shoulders. His breath came in heaving gasps, and he swayed 

slightly on his feet. Red was seeping through around his 

shoulder. He’s the courageous warrior ready to die in battle, 

Heather thought, watching from her inadequate shelter. But why? 

Doesn’t anyone ever ask why the battle has to happen? 

The first of the helwolves appeared, noiseless as the 

falling snow. It crouched, inching forward on its belly. Its 

glowing eyes were fixed on Bjorn, as if the other three humans 

didn‟t exist. A second, then a third wolf materialized silently, 

white on white. Their eyes, too, were fixed on . . . 

"The Sword!" Heather yelled. "Bjorn, it‟s the Sword 

they‟re after! Throw it away!" 

"Are you mad? It‟s our only defense!" 

"The Sword is drawing them! Look at their eyes, Bjorn!" 

There were a dozen helwolves visible now, crouching in 

an uneven semi-circle, slowly slinking closer. Bjorn raised the 

Sword high to his left--every shaggy white head tipped up to 

follow it. He dropped it low to his right--every canine eye stayed 

fixed on it. 

"See?" Heather cried. "You have to get rid of the Sword! 

It‟s our only chance!" 

"A warrior cannot throw away his weapon!" the Norrish 

prince protested in genuine anguish. 

"You‟d rather hang on to it and get us all killed?" 

Heather flung back. "Chaos, how brave and manly!" 

Bjorn froze, Sword upraised. Watching him, Heather 

relived her nightmare. Time slowed and every moment stood 

etched in stark detail. Materializing out of the blowing snow, the 

helwolves were an ever narrowing circle of glowing amber eyes 

and snarling, impossibly crimson mouths. Dahmia beside her, 

and Merwin quivering under his Cloak, were dark blots on the 

snow. Bjorn, wounded and facing his death, was a heroic statue 

frozen in indecision. Eternal seconds passed while the warrior 

stood there, his great body shaking with tension, as the 

helwolves crept silently closer. 

Then, with a loud cry of, "Forgive me, noble father!" he 

flung the Sword far out over the cliff. It spun slowly through the 

air, flashing, flashing. The helwolves strained forward. The  
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Sword dropped out of sight into the shadow of the canyon. 

A chorus of ear-splitting yelps shattered the snowy silence. As 

one, the helwolves sprang. 



 

 

CHAPTER 10 
 

Howling and yelping, the helwolves sprang toward 

Bjorn as he stood empty-handed, still gazing after the Sword. In 

a couple of leaps they reached him--and rushed on past, the pack 

dividing around the big warrior as if he were just another 

boulder. 

Red jaws gaping, the lead wolf bounded straight at 

Heather. For a moment of frozen time she gazed into the flame 

of its eyes. Then the beast leaped, and she flattened herself to the 

ground behind the scant shelter of the cliff edge. The shaggy 

body soared toward her . . . over her . . . and on over the cliff, 

trailing a mournful howl as it fell. On both sides of her, great 

white forms were plunging over the edge into the abyss, all 

aiming for the place where the Sword had disappeared. As wolf 

after wolf hurtled over, their yapping and howling rose to a 

deafening crescendo--then rapidly dwindled away into a silence 

more shocking than noise. 

For a long, breathless moment that silence held them all 

frozen in place, gazing after the helwolves. Then, with a shudder, 

Heather‟s lungs came to life and she gasped in the cold air; 

noticing with dim amazement that she could still breathe. She 

also noticed, without having time to think about it, a wonderful 

release from that jangling dread which had been growing for 

days. 

She looked at her companions. Beside her, Dahmia was 

beginning to tremble in reaction. In the other direction, Merwin 

was still crouched under the Cloak of Illusion. Heather didn‟t 

know what he‟d been trying to look like, but what he did look 

like was a man huddled under a cloak. She didn‟t think it would 

have fooled the helwolves. Bjorn stood motionless, looking as 

solid as a great, sinewy oak. Then he swayed a little and slowly 

crumpled to the ground. 

Bjorn‟s collapse shocked them into action. Heather 

leaped up and rushed to him, Dahmia right behind her. Merwin 

freed himself from the Cloak of Illusion, stuffed it back under his 

shirt and hurried to join them. By the time Heather got to him 

Bjorn was struggling to sit up. She shoved him back down with a 

curt, "Lie still. You‟re making your shoulder bleed worse." And 
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indeed, her neatly wrapped bandaging was soaked through with 

red. There wasn‟t much she could do about it now, though. Bjorn 

was in no condition to strip him down again in this cold wind. 

"Horses," Dahmia husked, pushing loose locks of hair 

back out of her face. "Come on, Merwin, let‟s get going!" She 

took a few steps away, then turned and came back. Pulling off 

her cloak, she threw it over Bjorn. "He needs it, and I‟ll keep 

warm enough chasing those desiccated horses!" Then she and 

Merwin started slogging uphill toward the road. Heather watched 

briefly, until she lost sight of them behind lacy curtains of 

blowing snow. 

The only thing she could do for Bjorn while they waited 

was try to keep him warm. She added her own cloak to 

Dahmia‟s, then began looking about for something to make a 

shelter of. There wasn‟t much around besides snow, but there 

was plenty of that. Heather started rolling a snowball. It didn‟t 

pack well enough to form a proper snowman, but she could 

certainly make a wall of the stuff. While she rolled big, messy 

snowballs and lined them up on the windward side of Bjorn‟s 

fallen body, Heather finally had a few moments to pay attention 

to the radical change in her feelings. The sense of foreboding 

which had grown on her all the way through the mountains was 

gone. It had disappeared as completely as the Sword of Power 

dropping over the cliff. The relief was intense. It left her feeling 

light enough to fly. 

Now that she understood what the menace was she 

remembered when she‟d felt the first whisper of unease. It was 

when Bjorn had buckled on the witch‟s Sword in place of his 

own, just before they‟d started into the Barrier Mountains. And 

each time he‟d used the Sword her anxiety had grown. No 

wonder I couldn’t tell what direction the danger was coming 

from, she thought as she struggled a snowball up onto the top 

row. We were carrying it with us. That Sword was attracting 

violence even while it seemed to be protecting us! 

It took a surprising number of snowballs, stacked waist 

high, to shelter Bjorn‟s big body from the wind. By the time 

she‟d done an adequate job of it Heather was panting and quite 

warm. She dropped down beside the prince to check on him, and 

also to catch her breath. Bjorn‟s ice-blue eyes were alert, though 
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his jaw was set tight against the pain. "Thanks," he greeted 

hoarsely. "A good quick shelter. Even a Norrishman would not 

have done better." 

Heather grinned a little. "I built a lot of snow forts when 

I was a kid." 

The ghost of an answering grin flitted across Bjorn‟s tightly 

drawn lips. "Me too." He was silent a while, then he asked 

hesitantly, "How did you guess that the Sword was drawing 

enemies to us?" 

Heather thought about how to explain it. "Remember 

what the witch said about the Sword--that it would do what all 

weapons do, only more so? All weapons, when flashed around, 

attract conflict and violence. It wasn‟t until after you buckled on 

that Sword that you got into all the fights." She waited to see 

what Bjorn would say to this, but he lay silent, his eyes turned to 

the snow wall. So she continued softly, "It‟s called the Sword of 

Power, and power always attracts power seekers who want to 

take it for themselves. When I saw all the helwolves‟ eyes on the 

Sword, it made me remember how the za-men were trying to get 

it away from you. That was when I knew. I suppose the kraken 

was after the Sword too, but it‟s hard to tell." 

"Well anyway, he got it!" Bjorn said with grim 

satisfaction. Still he avoided her eyes, and Heather wondered if 

he was also avoiding thinking about what she‟d just said. 

Violence attracts more violence, and power calls power seekers--

that had to be a hard idea for a warrior prince to deal with! She 

waited in silence but Bjorn said nothing more, so she left him to 

his thoughts. Empty time dragged by, with no measure but the 

skirling wind and blowing snow. Anticipation made the wait 

seem eternal, but at length there was a hail from the hillside 

above and Dahmia and Merwin reappeared with the horses. 

"We overtook the beasts a little way down the road," Merwin 

reported. 

Dahmia shook her head in amazement. "The helwolves 

didn‟t bother to go near them! All the wolf tracks lead straight 

down the hill to this spot!" 

With some difficulty they helped the big Norrish prince 

up on his big black warhorse and set off down the mountain. 

Once they got back to the road, the going was easy in spite of the 
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snow. They went down through endless white meadows, all open 

and bare except for a few bushes in their steep ravines. Heather 

worried about how far it was to shelter and kept an anxious eye 

on Bjorn, but he seemed to be holding himself together in spite 

of all he‟d gone through. She found it impossible to guess the 

time of day. They‟d been wrapped in snow clouds since well 

before the summit; and so much had been happening that it felt 

like a week since they‟d left the little cabin with the hole in its 

roof. 

After a long while, clumps of trees began to appear, then 

scanty woodlots. Then Heather realized the light was beginning 

to fade. She groaned inwardly at the thought of evening catching 

them with no better shelter than a few sparse trees. She started 

trying to figure out how to treat Bjorn‟s wounds under those 

conditions, although she doubted he could last the night if they 

couldn‟t get him out of the bitter wind. 

Dahmia, riding ahead of the rest, gave a glad cry. "The 

other patrol cabin! We‟re almost there!" 

This cabin was in better shape than its mate, tight and 

with no hole in the roof. They pushed their way into the single 

bare room, dim in the twilight. There wasn‟t a stick of furniture, 

and rodent droppings littered the floor, but that hardly mattered 

to them since the fireplace and the chimney were in good repair. 

They scurried around like mad in the slowly darkening evening: 

getting Bjorn bedded down, starting a fire, unloading and caring 

for the horses, bringing in wood for the night. As soon as she 

could get a pot of water heated, Heather stripped the blood-

soaked bandages from Bjorn‟s shoulder. His body felt feverish to 

her touch. The multiple punctures were very puffy and purplish 

red. Most of them still leaked little trickles of dark blood. 

Craning to peer down at his shoulder, Bjorn observed, 

"Yah, it‟s likely best it keeps bleeding, so to get out more of the 

kraken‟s spit." 

Heather nodded. "I‟ll put hot compresses on it to draw 

the poison." 

"May be too late to do much about it. It‟s said that 

kraken poison weakens muscles--spreads through them and 

dissolves them." he sighed heavily. "So maybe now I have to 

learn to fight left handed." 
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After Heather got the compresses on him, she brewed a 

tea of poppy-thistle, the strongest pain-killer in her bag. Bjorn 

made a face but obediently drank a cupful. Soon his eyelids were 

fluttering closed. Yet even in drugged sleep, he moaned and 

struggled with his pain. 

Heather managed to eat some dinner, in between 

changing compresses. When Dahmia offered to take turns 

watching Bjorn through the night, Heather thanked her but 

turned her down. "I need to keep checking on those wounds, and 

his fever. So I couldn‟t get much sleep anyway." Dahmia nodded 

and bedded down next to Merwin on one side of the fire, and 

Heather sat on the floor by Bjorn‟s pallet on the other side. 

It was a long night for Heather, and a longer one for Bjorn. His 

pain was so intense the opiate would barely hold it at bay for a 

couple of hours. Whenever she saw him staring at the ceiling, 

teeth set and fists clenched, Heather would start brewing another 

cupful. As she propped him up and handed him his third cup of 

the night she asked, "What does it feel like?" 

"Burning." Bjorn took the cup in an unsteady hand. 

"Like fire all inside the arm and shoulder." He gulped the potion 

gratefully. "Yah, the noble wounds of battle!" he exclaimed 

bitterly as he handed the cup back. "But real life is not like in the 

Sagas, where the hero quickly recovers and goes on fighting. 

Real wounds do not heal so fast, and many never truly heal at all. 

Most warriors go through life in pain. But of course we never 

admit that! We must pretend to feel nothing, even when the pain 

is tearing us apart. I wonder who we‟re all pretending for." 

Easing him back down on the pallet, Heather asked 

sympathetically, "Is that how it is for your father?" For she 

remembered Bjorn telling the witch that the king‟s "noble 

wounds" would soon retire him. 

"Yah, yah! He was old already while still young. So 

many nights he must pace the floor with some old wound aching 

too much for sleeping. That‟s the worst part of wounds--not 

when you get them, but when they never leave you and you can‟t 

feel comfortable in your body ever again." 

Bjorn‟s eyelids fluttered as the drug started to take hold. "We all 

try to be like stones that don‟t feel anything," he mumbled, "but 

we are all lying. We should tell our young boys the truth," his 
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voice rose in anguish, "Not all this shit about heroic battles and 

noble wounds!" For a moment he raised his left fist, but the 

opiate pulled it back down. "Truth," Prince Bjorn mumbled as he 

slipped into unconsciousness, "They should have told me the 

truth . . ." 

Gazing down at him, Heather wiped tears from her eyes. 

Throughout the long night the wind gusted around their little 

cabin, and flurries of icy snow swished over the roof. By the 

time the gale died the next morning they were snowed in, lost in 

a world of gray clouds and white drifts, but they were too worn 

out to care. For the next two days no one wanted to do anything 

but sleep, eat and rest. Heather and Dahmia took turns sitting by 

Bjorn until his fever finally broke, leaving him weak and shaky. 

On the third day bright sunrays began to tear widening 

holes in the clouds and reflect blindingly off the snowy peaks. 

Bjorn looked less haggard, but the punctures around his shoulder 

were still badly inflamed. His arm was weak, and he could move 

it only with great pain. He lay silent as an old stone, staring off 

into spaces only he could see. Heather could guess what he was 

thinking--how much of the use of his arm would he lose? 

Once she was sure Bjorn would pull through, Heather 

began to worry about how long it would take him to recover so 

they could get on the road again. She got a jolt that evening 

when she saw the big, bright moon, only a few days from full. 

The last time she‟d seen it, it had been a crescent--how had the 

days slipped away so fast? We’ve used nearly a third of our time 

already! How long can we delay here and still get back by 

Samhain? 

By the fourth day in the cabin they were all restless, and 

Dahmia was nearly climbing the walls. The snow was melting, 

the sun shining cheerfully. Bjorn‟s wounds were losing their 

redness and the burning pain was subsiding, but he was still too 

weak and shaky to be on his feet for long. After they‟d finished 

breakfast and the morning wood and water chores, there was 

nothing much to do. Merwin jittered around the cabin, 

smoothing his mustache, picking things up and putting them 

down, gazing out one window and then another. Finally he 

gathered up his cloak and stepped to the door, announcing, "This 

rustic shack in the mountains is very romantic and all, but it‟s 
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singularly lacking in both creature comforts and aesthetic 

stimulation. I‟m going to explore our road a way ahead, and find 

out what awaits us." 

Heather stared after Merwin, vague misgivings rising in 

her mind. Scouting the trail ahead seemed so out of character for 

him. Can he really be bored enough to want to climb back on his 

horse and go exploring? What is there to find anyway, but more 

rocks and trees and snow? She tried to shrug her creeping 

unease away. He probably is more bored than the rest of us, and 

I’m just being a nervous old worrywart, looking for trouble 

where there isn’t any. 

After Merwin had gone, Heather helped Bjorn out into 

the sunshine and sat him down leaning on his bedroll, propped 

against the cabin wall. She left him exercising his right hand, 

slowly and patiently moving each finger in turn, then all 

together. His mouth was set in a grim line, but he kept at it. 

As Heather came back into the cabin, Dahmia was preparing to 

heat a pail of water. "I need something to do, so I‟m going to 

wash my hair," she announced, pouring some of the water into 

the pot and hanging it over the fire. "How long do you think it‟ll 

be before Bjorn can travel?" 

Heather had been wondering the same thing for the last 

couple of days. "I don‟t know--I haven‟t any idea what to expect 

from kraken poison. But I‟m sure he‟ll want to leave as soon as 

he can." She shook her head in frustration. "All we can do is 

wait." 

"More desiccated delay!" Dahmia exclaimed. "If I don‟t 

get back home to Lengsmuth soon I may not have a business left 

to save, no matter how much magic I learn from the witch!" 

"Yes, and we have to get back to the witch before Samhain, too," 

Heather worried. 

Dahmia didn‟t seem concerned about the deadline. She 

sat down and began undoing her long, black braid. "Even when 

Bjorn‟s able to ride, he probably won‟t be much protection." 

"I don‟t think we‟ll need protection, now that the Sword of 

Power is gone. You notice nothing has bothered us since it went 

over that cliff." 

"That‟s so," Dahmia agreed. "I kept thinking Bjorn was 

saving us from all those dangers. But I guess we wouldn‟t have 
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needed saving if his Sword hadn‟t been calling the dangers to us. 

And did you notice that the horrors Bjorn had to fight were all 

straight out of a Norrish warrior‟s nightmares? We didn‟t meet 

any desert beasts--none of Ghorreb‟s batsnakes or giant sand-

spiders." 

Heather nodded. "I think it was Bjorn‟s karma at work, 

and the Sword intensified it. The rest of us just got caught up in 

it." 

"It‟s a good thing you figured it out in time. You were 

the one that saved us at the cliff." Dahmia peered at her intently. 

"You‟ve changed, you know. When we started out you were 

nothing but a quiet little mouse. Then when things got rough you 

turned into a mighty lion." 

"That‟s because I didn‟t have time to think about what a 

mouse I was!" Heather chuckled. "Always before, I believed I 

was a shy little nobody, so I acted timid. And thinking and acting 

timid convinced me that‟s the way I really was." 

"You don‟t feel like a shy nobody anymore?" 

Heather considered for a long moment. "I feel," she 

answered slowly, "like I can make myself into most anything I 

want to be. That‟s what my part of the riddle means. You 

remember how my part goes? „What you think and do becomes 

part of you.‟ It means whatever thoughts I think and whatever 

actions I take leave their impression on me, and that‟s what 

makes me the kind of person I am." 

Dahmia looked back blankly. 

She hasn’t felt changes happening in herself, or seen 

them mirrored by the Crystal of Understanding, like I have, 

Heather thought. She searched for some way to make it clear to 

Dahmia. "I think it‟s like exercising muscles. Whatever part of 

the body we use gets strengthened by that use-- even if we didn‟t 

intend to make it stronger. It‟s the same with our inner self. 

Whether we act loving or hateful, honest or crooked, greedy or 

generous, whatever we do strengthens its own part of our spirit." 

Dahmia‟s eyebrows arched. "When I do something, I‟m 

trying to have an effect on the world outside of me. I never 

considered that my actions might be having an effect inside me 

too!" 
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"Me either," Heather answered. "I always used to think 

of my self as something fixed and solid, like a statue chipped out 

of granite. Now I see that a self is more like soft clay, and every 

action leaves its impression. So now I‟m paying attention to 

what my actions are doing to my self, because I want the kind of 

self I‟m happy to live with." 

They were interrupted by the rattle of the pot lid as the 

water began to boil. Dahmia mixed it back into the cold bucket 

water, then they stepped outside into the bright, cool sunshine, 

and Heather poured for her while she washed the silken black 

cascade of her hair. Heather left her drying it by the fire and 

went back out, reflecting that the lovely stuff was a real drag to 

take care of. It’s beautiful, but I’m glad I’m not stuck with it, she 

thought, running a hand through her own springy brown curls. 

After helping Bjorn back to bed, she found a sunny spot 

on the far side of the stable and got out the Crystal of 

Understanding. The conversation with Dahmia had reminded her 

that she‟d neglected it for a long time, and she was curious to see 

what the changes in her inner self would look like. When she 

held the Crystal to her forehead what she saw delighted her, 

although it wasn‟t surprising. The barrier that had imprisoned her 

inner self was gone without a trace. Light shone out in all 

directions from the gleaming oval which represented her spirit. 

The most powerful rays were healer‟s gold. Contemplating it, 

she felt comfortable and satisfied. "I like being me," she 

whispered. 

Heather lowered the Crystal and pondered what it had 

showed her. I knew beforehand what I was going to see--knew it 

because I felt the change. So the Crystal isn’t the only way to 

discover what’s going on in my inner self. I can find out without 

magical help. That’s handy to know, ‘cause I’ll have to give the 

Crystal up when we get back to the witch. 

Thinking of the witch reminded her of the purpose of 

this whole crazy quest--to learn to see with wizard‟s eyes. None 

of them had mentioned that for a long time. Had the hardships of 

the quest made them forget the reason they‟d come on it? 

Absently she fingered the ring beneath her tunic. And what did 

wizard‟s eyes have to do with a magical treasure worth more 

than good karma? She still had no idea what the treasure could 
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be--or what they were going to do when they found it. Maybe 

once we know what we’re after we can get something from the 

Bag of Plenty that Baron Willerd would take in trade for 

whatever-it-is. 

Her musings were interrupted by clopping hooves as 

Merwin rode in from his explorations. She got up and went to 

meet him. "What did you find out about the road ahead?" she 

asked as he dismounted. 

"Oh, nothing much," he replied vaguely. "Brrr, that wind 

is full of icicles! It‟s going to take a whole season on the 

Araplata Coast to get the chill out of my bones!" 

"Hmm--it doesn‟t seem that cold to me. What about the 

trail ahead?" 

"Er, well, nothing spectacular, I fear. It goes on down 

and soon gets into forests." 

"Is that all?" 

"Well, it‟s not near as steep as on the other side of the 

mountain." He led his horse into the barn. 

Heather stood looking after him, suspicion chilling her spirit. 

For someone who went out with the purpose of scouting the road 

ahead, he sure doesn’t know much about it! Did he go for some 

other reason? What the Chaos could he be up to? 



 

 

CHAPTER 11 
 

Merwin had come to a decision that morning: he had to 

find out how to use his Cloak of Illusion. He‟d realized the 

danger of his ignorance back at the cliff, when he‟d thrown the 

Cloak over his shoulders and imagined himself to be a snow-

covered boulder, and nothing had happened. Of course the witch 

had said something about any person he could imagine, which 

probably did exclude boulders. 

He had to find out what the Cloak would do! Ever since 

he‟d first touched it he‟d been yearning for a chance to try it on. 

The memory of its slight weight in his hands, the silky crackle 

under his caressing fingers, kept drawing him like a magnet. But 

he didn‟t dare tip his hand by trying it where any of the others 

would see. He needed to keep their minds off the Cloak‟s 

powers--right up to the last moment. 

He hated to arouse their suspicions by going off alone 

but he had to chance it, so he began puttering restlessly around 

the cabin. Finally he announced he was going out to scout the 

road ahead. Nobody paid much attention. Merwin congratulated 

himself on a good performance. He rode down the cart track at a 

slow walk, too lost in thought to see much of his surroundings. 

His luck was on the upswing, he could feel it. He‟d hated taking 

time for this crazy expedition, but if fortune smiled it would 

bring him the key he needed to unlock his future. He was tired of 

performing in crumbling old manor houses and flattering 

impoverished minor nobles. That was a big step above playing 

taverns and street fairs, but nowhere near the glittering heights 

he longed for--and like to pretend he‟d already reached. 

For several days he‟d been considering how they should 

proceed once they got to Baron Willerd von Rothearst‟s castle. 

Of course he‟d had no time for cogitation while that infernal 

barbarian bully was rushing them across the landscape from 

battle to battle. But these tiresome days of imprisonment in the 

cabin had given him the leisure to work out some plans. That 

was fortunate, since he was the only one who could get the group 

into the castle. Bulging muscles were all very well out in the 

wilderness, but once they got back to civilization, what counted 

would be brains and finesse. 
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A slight, smug smile crossed Merwin‟s face. Luckily, he 

could get them into the castle quite easily. A remote court like 

this, out at the very fringe of civilization, would welcome any 

new entertainer--especially one who could tell tales about the 

higher aristocracy back in the glittering center of the empire. 

And Merwin had listened to gossip wherever he happened to be, 

and acquired and embellished a large number of such tales. 

It would be wonderful to get back to civilized comforts! 

Furthermore, he was amused by the prospect of being wined and 

dined in the greatest luxury he‟d ever known while he secretly 

looked for his host‟s treasure. The baron would never suspect 

what he was really up to! 

Even his companions would prove useful. A wife, a 

maid and a guardsman would give him a prosperous image. 

Maybe one of them would pick up some information he missed--

though he rather doubted it, since he‟d be the one hobnobbing 

with Baron Willerd. And perhaps the luscious Dahmia, once he 

had her alone and away from Prince Musclebound, could be 

romanced into becoming his wife in more than just name. 

Merwin frowned. He was going to have to watch lovely 

Dahmia closely. She was the only one with the brains and will to 

out-maneuver him, which was half the reason he‟d worked so to 

charm her. The Barbarian Prince wasn‟t crafty enough to be a 

problem--and likely wouldn‟t be much help either, once they‟d 

left his savage native habitat. The Little Healer Girl had brains, 

in spite of her simple country lass image, and she‟d showed 

considerable spunk and initiative. Quite fortunately, she was 

handicapped by a naive belief in goodness and morality. It was 

rather charming, in a rural sort of way, but utterly impractical for 

dealing with the real world. 

Yes, Dahmia was his only serious rival. And that was 

another reason for casting her in the role of wife, with Heather as 

her maid. A man can watch his wife like a hawk--many jealous 

men do. But a servant goes running all over at all hours. Heather 

didn‟t need watching--if she did happen to discover something 

she‟d feel honor bound to share it with the rest of the group. He 

didn‟t think Dahmia would be that foolish. 

Once he‟d discovered the chest the problem would be 

getting it out of the castle and back to civilization in Thyra, 
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without anyone suspecting him. For that job his Cloak of Illusion 

would be ideal, if he could master its use. So it behooved him to 

practice with it now, while he had the chance to be alone. 

Driven by an obscure need to put distance between 

himself and the cabin, Merwin rode a long way down the slope 

before stopping. Even then, he turned off the road and walked 

his horse along a brook and into a wood before dismounting in a 

small clearing. He looked and listened carefully, and having 

satisfied himself that he was alone, pulled the Cloak of Illusion 

from underneath his shirt, loving the feel of it sliding across his 

skin. He swung it onto his shoulders. When it was wrapped 

around his body next to his skin it was like gossamer, but 

hanging from his shoulders it had the weight and soft swish of 

heavy velvet. He flourished it appreciatively. 

Next he reached into an inner pocket and withdrew 

Dahmia‟s mirror. He paused to admire its intricate engraving and 

congratulate himself for being clever enough to acquire it. Not 

only had he gained a valuable antique, he‟d driven a wedge into 

the group which pushed the Beautiful Woman closer to himself. 

He was also pleased he hadn‟t lost his touch. It had been a few 

years since the last pocket he‟d picked--being a slight-of-hand 

magician was a much safer use of his talents. 

Merwin took a deep breath and held up the mirror. 

Briefly, he closed his eyes and pictured himself as Twisted Jum, 

the neighborhood enforcer who‟d been the terror of his teens in 

the slums of Thyra--the part of the city that stank instead of 

glittering. Opening his eyes, he was both startled and delighted 

to see Jum‟s scarred and ugly visage scowling back at him from 

the mirror. Looking down at himself, he saw Jum‟s grime 

colored pants, huge beefy hands and big hobnailed boots. As far 

as Merwin could see, the illusion was perfect. 

A thrill of exquisite delight ran through him. Anyone! 

He could be anyone! He thought of himself as Lord Morkos of 

Gantrelisar, whom he‟d once chanced to catch sight of outside a 

gaming house in Thyra. Immediately, Lord Morkos‟ languid 

elegance stared back at him from the mirror. This image 

delighted him even more than Twisted Jum‟s, though there might 

be times when Jum‟s savage scowl would serve him better. The 

only trouble was that he couldn‟t see enough of himself in 
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Dahmia‟s small glass. He had to find something bigger. He 

followed the brook until he came to a quiet backwater in the 

sunshine where he could see a good deal more of the splendid 

image he wore. He spent a long time admiring it. 

He also did some experimenting to discover the Cloak‟s 

limitations. It would, indeed, show him as any person he could 

picture, but not as plant or animal. Too bad--no one pays much 

attention to a cat sneaking around. Nor would it change his voice 

to match the image. That mattered, but only a little, since he 

prided himself on being an excellent mimic. 

Using the Cloak also required concentration to hold the 

illusion. The instant he thought of himself as Merwin he reverted 

to looking like Merwin. He fingered his mustache thoughtfully. 

He‟d have to be careful. A slip like that at the wrong time could 

prove disastrous! It was hard to keep from picturing himself as 

himself, but a couple hours practice at being other people 

improved his skill. 

The Cloak‟s most serious drawback was that its illusion 

failed to cover whatever he had in his hands. The branch he 

picked up while wearing the image of an Imperial soldier 

remained a branch no matter how hard he imagined it to be a 

sword. He cursed this bit of ill luck. It meant he‟d have to find a 

way to disguise anything he might be carrying. Still, the Cloak 

was going to be extremely useful. The witch, in her paranoid 

caution, had failed to recognize its full potential, or she would 

never have let it go. 

He tried several new and improved images of Mystico 

the Mysterious, finally settling on something tall, dark and 

handsome in a slightly foreign way. It set him to dreaming of 

performances ahead . . . of playing in palaces to audiences of 

high nobles . . . of actually visiting the Araplata Coast, maybe 

even wintering there. And the biggest dream of all, to perform 

for the emperor. Once he was accepted at the high court, he told 

himself, he‟d finally be secure in his profession. The Cloak could 

help him do that. It was the ultimate in images, so it should bring 

the ultimate in success. 

Merwin‟s experiments were interrupted by the tinkle of 

approaching bells and multiple baa-ings. Without thinking, he 

faded back into the deeper woods. A herd of woolly-backed 
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sheep filtered through the trees on the other side of the stream, 

coming down to the water to drink. They were followed by a 

business-like dog and two shepherd lads. These were typical 

rural fellows, young, ignorant rustics in rough clothes, credulous 

enough to believe anything. An idea occurred to Merwin. He 

chuckled. 

First he pictured himself as one of the busty pleasure 

girls at Madame Delight‟s Palace--see-through costume and all. 

Then he sauntered casually across the clearing and disappeared 

into the trees on the other side, ignoring the startled shouts of the 

shepherds. Once out of sight, he changed his image to a 

handsome troubadour and turned back the way he‟d just come. 

When the vision of loveliness didn‟t respond to their 

hails, the youths pursued. They pushed their way through the 

sheep and splashed across the brook, but the clearing was 

already empty. As they plunged into the woods, hot on her heels, 

they ran into a handsome troubadour. 

"Where is she?" 

"You saw her didn‟t you?" 

"A beautiful girl . . ." 

"She was wearing . . . was wearing . . ." 

"She was right here . . ." 

Merwin could hardly hide his amusement as they fell all 

over each other trying to tell him about it. He held up his hands 

for quiet. "Whatever are you foolish lads babbling about? I 

haven‟t seen a single soul." 

The younger fellow regarded him popeyed. "But . . . but 

. . . she went straight toward you. You couldn‟t have missed her, 

not unless she up and disappeared!" His eyes bugged still further. 

"And if she disappeared she must be one of the Blessed!" He 

made a hasty double circle sign in the air. 

"One of the Blessed, my sweet rear!" the elder shot back. 

"You think any Blessed would dress like that? She‟s a pleasure 

girl, maybe even from Swarsstal, and she‟s hiding somewhere." 

"Oh yeah? Then let‟s see you find her!" 

Merwin left them searching and arguing, and made his 

way back upstream. Exultant laughter bubbled through him. 

How easy it was to fool these fools, and how stupid he‟d made 

them look! And this was only the beginning of what he could do 
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with the Cloak! The basic question of his life had always been, 

"Will anyone find out?" With the Cloak he could do what he 

wanted, secure in the knowledge that no one ever would. It sang 

through his head as he hurried back along the stream, "No one 

will ever know! No one . . ." It made him feel wonderfully safe 

and powerful. 

What luck! The Cloak of Illusion was valuable beyond 

his wildest dreams! It was worth far more than the stage tricks 

he‟d intended to learn from the witch--and he was certainly 

never going to take it back to her! No, at some point he would 

just quietly disappear and go his very merry way looking like 

someone else. He considered making the move immediately, but 

he was intrigued by the treasure the witch wanted them to find 

for her. It had to be something tremendously special and 

valuable. He itched to find out what it was--and to have it for 

himself. Besides, he was looking forward to meeting Baron 

Willerd, who was, by all accounts, a successful and cultured 

gentleman and a notable art collector. 

Coming at last to his horse, Merwin mounted in a dream. 

He rode all the way back to the cabin still floating in golden 

imaginings. He was almost there before he realized he was still 

wearing the Cloak of Illusion. With a sigh, he unfastened the 

clasp and let it drop. 

As the Cloak slid off his shoulders he was stricken with 

a chill so sharp he looked to see if the late afternoon sun had 

slipped behind a cloud. But no, it was shining as bright as ever. 

He shuddered. He felt exposed and insecure, like being a 

helpless little boy again. Shivering, he struggled back into the 

Cloak--and immediately felt warm and safe. He kept it on for 

several minutes while he calmed down. So the Cloak had an 

unpleasant after-effect, rather like a hangover. Well, he‟d 

certainly had his share of hangovers, and he could deal with it. 

He let the Cloak drop off again. 

Now that he was prepared for it, it wasn‟t so bad. He 

pushed down the feeling of vulnerability, reassuring himself that 

his image was now more secure than ever. Only the coldness 

remained, as if his own bones had turned icy and were chilling 

him from within. He shivered again in the warm sunshine and  
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hastily slid the Cloak under his shirt. Wrapped around his body 

once more, it comforted him. 

As soon as he got back to the stable the Little Healer 

Girl met him with questions about the road ahead. It was hard to 

get his mind on what she was saying. Besides, he‟d been too 

busy thinking to see much of his surroundings. He put her off 

with what answers he could manage, thanking his luck that it 

was only the Simple Country Lass who was plaguing him. 

Dahmia would surely have been sharper and more suspicious. 

His luck held. Back in the cabin Dahmia was busy 

mending the hem of her riding skirt and the Barbarian was lying 

and staring at nothing. Dahmia greeted him, but no one asked 

any questions, thank Fortune! He threw some more wood on the 

fire and stood close, trying to get some warmth into his bones. 

He couldn‟t stop thinking about all he could do with the 

Cloak. His daydreams were so vivid they made the other people 

in the cabin seem like distracting ghosts. There was a whole 

world out there, where fame awaited him, even recognition by 

royalty--and he was stuck in a primitive cabin with two country 

bumpkins and a minor merchant‟s daughter! He would have 

paced if it hadn‟t meant moving away from the fire. Chilled as 

he was, he stayed by its warmth and tried not to jitter. 

"Are you all right, Merwin?" Dahmia asked. "You look 

as though you don‟t feel well." 

Forcing casualness into his voice, Merwin replied, "Ah 

m‟dear, it‟s merely the prolonged confinement in these rather 

graceless and barbaric surroundings. I shall be fine when we‟re 

finally on our way again." 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 12 
 

The time of waiting dragged by, while the moon grew 

into a brilliant silver orb and began to waste away again. Heather 

kept counting and recounting the days left till Samhain, watching 

their number shrink like a spendthrift‟s coins. She ached to be on 

the road again, to be making some progress! Dahmia was 

impatient too, bored and snappish. Merwin sat staring most of 

the time, lost in his own dreams. 

Heather resisted the urge to push Bjorn‟s recovery, 

because she could see he was pushing himself to the limit. Every 

day he stayed up longer, walking around, exercising his hand and 

arm. On their eighth day in the cabin she came upon him 

standing in the afternoon sun, moving the arm slowly as far as it 

would go in every direction. 

"You can move it a lot better today!" Heather exclaimed 

in delight. "You‟re healing well." 

"Yah," Bjorn responded sardonically. "That‟s an 

important skill for a warrior, don‟t you think?" He picked up his 

sword. Carefully, he transferred it from his left hand to his right. 

The fingers gripping the hilt struggled to hold the sword‟s 

weight. Bjorn‟s face became a mask of agonized effort. His arm 

trembled. The sword slipped out of his grip and clattered to the 

ground. Sighing, he picked it up with his left hand. He tried a 

few unenthusiastic passes, then he let it drop beside him and sat 

down slumped against the wall of the cabin. Without looking up 

at Heather, he said, "Nah, there seems no point in working so 

hard to learn it all over with the other hand." He paused, 

searching for words. "I‟m seeing that the more power I have, the 

bigger enemies it calls. And no matter how tough and brave I 

make myself there‟ll always be something out there that‟s bigger 

and tougher." 

"That‟s why my folk say, „The head that wears a crown 

has no end of headaches,‟" Heather agreed. 

"I went to the witch," Bjorn continued wearily, "because 

I thought I needed more power, so to better rule my people. But 

that‟s a dead end, that power. Now I don‟t know what I need. 

And," his voice dropped almost to a whisper, "I don‟t know what 

I am. Or what I might be good for." 
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Slipping into the cabin Heather found Bjorn‟s vryll, 

neatly lined up with his few possessions beside his pallet. She 

brought it out and silently laid it by his right hand, then retreated 

to the cabin doorway and waited. For a long time Bjorn sat 

staring ahead, ignoring both the sword on his left and the vryll 

on his right. At last he reached slowly for the vryll, closing the 

fingers of his right hand around it. Picking it up with only a little 

fumbling, he brought it to his lap. A hesitant chord sounded 

softly. A smile tugged at one corner of Bjorn‟s mouth. "Yah, I 

think I can still strum a little. With practice maybe I‟ll get as 

good as I was before. Never again as good as when I was a lad, 

of course. 

"You played better as a boy than after you grew up?" 

"Yah, and a couple other instruments, too. But weapons 

practice makes the hands muscle-bound, the fingers big and 

clumsy. So I gave it all up but the vryll." He looked up at 

Heather, a silent plea in his pale eyes. "It was what I had to do. I 

am the king‟s eldest son." 

Heather looked straight back. "I understand." 

Bjorn nodded. After a moment he hauled himself to his 

feet. "We are trapped here no longer. Tomorrow I can ride." He 

smiled down at her. "And there is still enough time left before 

Samhain, though we may have to hurry." 

They left the cabin in the chill of dawn, with limpid light 

from the still-hidden sun streaking up the sky ahead of them. 

Frost glimmered on meadow grasses and whitened the steep hills 

all around. The vast silence, stretching away to infinity, made the 

clopping of their horses‟ hooves sound small and lonely. 

Heather breathed deep of the crisp, clean air, and felt it 

wake her blood and tingle excitement along her nerves. In a few 

days they‟d reach Castle Rothearst! She considered Merwin‟s 

plan for getting them into the castle, as he‟d explained it last 

night. She had to admit it sounded like the most workable way to 

get in and have time to search. Still, she was uneasy about 

depending on Merwin to play the major role. 

The four rode down through forests of tall evergreens. 

Birds trilled the golden sun aloft and a light breeze stirred the 

pine-spiced air. The pine needles covering the ground glowed 

bronze and cinnamon in the morning light. In spite of his 
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shoulder Bjorn set a fast pace, and Heather knew he‟d meant 

what he said about getting them back to the witch before 

Samhain. 

The sparkling blue sky of morning began to cloud over 

around noon. By mid-afternoon, when they came down into the 

foothills, it had darkened ominously. They hurried the tired 

horses, hoping to reach Waldbridge before night. Just as 

afternoon began to fade into a somber evening they finally came 

to the village, lying on the other side of the river they‟d been 

following. They rode across a wide wooden bridge into town, the 

horses‟ hooves striking hollow on the solid old timbers. 

Waldbridge consisted of a score of modest log houses clustered 

about a crossroads. A large inn sat on one corner. Candlelight 

shone warm through its oiled paper windows, and dinner smells 

seeped invitingly out. The inn‟s sign swung gently in the rising 

wind, creaking with a sound as chill as the evening air. The sign 

proclaimed the establishment to be the Inn of the Fighting Stags, 

and showed a fairly good painting of two stags antler-locked in 

mating battle. 

It was a big, rambling building, solid, heavy-timbered 

and dark with age. The shingled roof was weathered silvery gray. 

A thatch-roofed stable with a spacious hayloft ran along the 

crossroad, creating an L-shaped enclosure sheltering a cobbled 

courtyard at the rear. They rode through the gate between main 

building and stable and dismounted gratefully in the courtyard. A 

young stable boy--he couldn‟t have been more than twelve--

popped out of the kitchen door, followed by a fellow even 

younger. They politely took charge of the horses, leading them 

into the dark warmth of the stable. 

Stepping through the main door into the inn‟s common 

room, they were greeted by a gust of warm air carrying the 

chatter of voices and the welcome scent of food. A dozen men 

and a few women were scattered along trestle tables in the large 

room, all dressed in the rough clothing of laboring people and all 

busy with bowls of a hearty-looking stew. 

The kitchen door popped open and a small, 

grandmotherly woman bustled through. She reminded Heather of 

a chipper little bird, all neatly feathered in blue and white. A 

spotless white tunic was tucked into her indigo skirt, the front of 
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both covered by a clean, white apron. Lively blue eyes, 

surrounded by smile wrinkles, gazed up from under a crown of 

snowy braids. 

"A good evening be with you, strangers," she greeted 

briskly. "I‟m Gran Freyer, the innkeeper. How may we serve 

you?" 

"Dinner, my good woman," Merwin replied, looking 

down his nose, "and that right quickly! Then accommodations 

for my lady and myself, and for our serving wench and 

guardsman." 

A gesture from the little blue-white-bird of an innkeeper 

brought a pretty teen-age serving girl. "Dinner for our new 

guests, Marika." The girl dropped a curtsey and scurried off, 

brown curls bouncing on her slim shoulders. Turning back to 

Merwin, Gran Freyer continued, "The best room is upstairs, over 

the kitchen. A bed for you and your lady, a pallet for your maid, 

and your guardsman can sleep in the stable loft." 

"I suppose that will suffice," Merwin replied in a bored 

voice. He turned away and offered Dahmia his arm, leading her 

grandly to an empty stretch of table. Gran Freyer beckoned to 

Heather and Bjorn. "Plenty of food for you two back here." 

They followed her through a wide doorway into a 

spacious kitchen, where two big iron cauldrons bubbled over a 

cheerfully cracking fire and loaves of fresh bread cooled beside 

an oven. Half a dozen women and thrice as many children were 

eating at a long table. People smiled welcome at the newcomers 

and scrunched closer together to make room for them. Pretty 

young Marika brought big bowls of hot stew and hunks of fresh, 

crusty bread still smelling of the oven. 

Talk around the table was all of the inn: plans for 

tomorrow‟s meals, supplies to be brought in, schedules of chores 

for the children. All the women took part in the discussion, but 

Heather noticed that questions and disputes were always referred 

to Gran for final judgment, and no one argued with her 

decisions. 

Before Heather had time to finish her stew, a slurred 

voice rang from the common room: "Serving wench! More ale 

here!" Marika got up with a sigh. "Tomorrow I get to be 

dishwasher." Seeing Heather‟s questioning look, she explained, 
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"It‟s better than always getting interrupted at meals." 

Marika had been gone only a moment when they heard 

her scream, "Let go!" Everyone scrambled out of their seats and 

leaped for the common room, Gran Freyer in the lead. As she 

shot through the door, Gran grabbed a long, heavy walking staff 

that was leaning against the wall. 

The big ruffian who‟d yelled for ale apparently intended 

to have the serving girl along with it. He had Marika pinned 

against a column and was fumbling drunkenly at her bodice. 

Gran slammed her staff down on the floor with a resounding 

thud. "Stop that!" she ordered sharply. The drunk reeled back a 

half step, but kept his hands on Marika. Lightening quick, Gran 

raised her staff and thwacked the knobby end down hard on the 

man‟s head. He staggered back, tripped, and landed on his rump, 

shaking the floor. Laughter rang through the common room. 

Gran turned to the drunk‟s two companions, who were 

hardly more sober than he. "All my serving girls are respectable 

women. If you want a trollop, go down to the whorehouses in 

Swarsstal. Now get this garbage off my floor before I throw him 

out on the road myself!" Shame-faced, they hauled their fallen 

comrade to his feet and dragged him off to their room. Gran led 

her people back to the kitchen, Marika tugging her bodice into 

place as they went, and everyone settled down to finish their 

meal. 

Heather looked at Gran with admiration. This sparrow-

sized woman has the heart of an eagle! But there’s a mystery 

here, she reflected as she spooned up the last of her stew. Why 

was a little granny the one to come to Marika’s aid? Where are 

the men? Except for customers in the common room, she hadn‟t 

seen any male older than the two pre-teen stable boys. Do all 

these women and children live together here without husbands 

and fathers? And if so, why? 

She got no chance to ask about it that evening. As soon 

as they finished eating she and Bjorn had to play the role of 

proper servants, carrying their master‟s goods upstairs and 

settling them into their room. After that, Heather went out 

through the damp-smelling darkness to check on Mystery. She 

found the mare settled in a roomy stall, contentedly munching  
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hay. The stable boys had done of good job of brushing her, for 

all they were such young sprouts. 

As she headed back to the inn, Heather felt the splash of 

the first raindrops. Much later that night she woke in the bed 

beside Dahmia--a disgusted Merwin having been exiled to the 

servant‟s pallet--to hear rain pattering steadily on the shingled 

roof. Thanking every spirit there was for shelter from the stormy 

night, she drifted back to sleep. 

By the next morning the rain had turned sleety. Heather 

stood by the window of their room, listening to the cold 

downpour sluicing the cobbled courtyard, wondering if it would 

last all day. The clouds had kept the moon hidden last night, but 

she could feel its waning. Chaos! Less than a moon-cycle left to 

find whatever the witch wants and get it back to her! Is this 

storm going to keep us pinned down here all day? But they 

couldn‟t travel in this weather--especially Bjorn couldn‟t--so 

there was nothing to do except be thankful for the inn‟s shelter 

and carry on her role of maid. Heather ate an early breakfast with 

the women and children of the Fighting Stags, then carried food 

to Merwin and Dahmia, who were lounging by a blazing fire in 

the common room. 

As Heather approached, Merwin was holding Dahmia‟s 

hand and murmuring something flowery about slipping rings 

onto all her delicate, rosy fingers. When she saw Heather, 

Dahmia withdrew her hand--but not hastily. Heather couldn‟t tell 

whether she was enjoying Merwin‟s romantic advances, or 

merely practicing for her wifely role. In any case, Heather was 

glad it was Dahmia‟s role, and not hers. There’s a lot to be said 

for not being stunningly beautiful! she reflected wryly. 

Back in the cozy warmth of the kitchen the women were 

clearing away breakfast remains and getting the children started 

on their daily tasks. Their cheerful bustle drowned out the cold 

beating of rain on the window. Gran popped in and out, seeming 

to be everywhere at once. Bjorn sat staring into the fire, lost in 

his thoughts as he‟d been since the kraken fight. With his right 

arm in a sling, no one expected him to do any work, so he was 

left alone in his silent solitude. 

To distract herself from her frustration, Heather pitched 

in to help Marika wash the dishes. While they worked the girl 
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chattered non-stop, mostly about her lover. "Ma likes Haas 

because he‟s a good worker, and I know that‟s important. But 

that‟s not why I like him!" Her brown eyes sparkled. "I like him 

because he‟s so handsome! And he‟s growing the softest beard ." 

She blushed and giggled. "He‟ll be riding in tonight." 

"Where is he now?" 

"Oh, he‟s off with the rest of them, cutting wood." 

"Is that where all the men are?" 

Marika ducked her head, keeping her eyes on the pot she 

was scrubbing. "Yes, they‟re all in the mountains, felling trees 

for firewood. I pray every night—to all the old gods, and also to 

the One Double God—to keep him safe. 

"Is cutting wood so dangerous?" 

"Oh yes! Well," Marika grabbed the pan of dirty water 

and headed for the back door. "not really, of course, but I just 

worry." 

Heather stared at the closing door in puzzlement, but 

when Marika came back she forestalled further questions by 

scolding a couple of the younger children for being lazy about 

bringing in their share of wood for the fire. "Don‟t forget what 

we‟re working for," she told them. "You know it‟s important for 

every one of us to do our part." This appeal had an immediate 

effect. Without protest, the youngsters skipped out and soon 

came back with their small arms full. Not only that, they brought 

in two more loads each before they quit. 

"That‟s almost as amazing as a mid-summer blizzard!" 

Heather commented to Marika. "My cousins would have argued 

for half an hour before you‟d have got even one load out of 

them. How do you get these children to mind so well? 

"Oh, I don‟t know," Marika replied vaguely. "I guess 

they‟re just specially good kids." 

Actually, all the youngsters at the inn seemed to be 

"specially good kids". The more Heather saw of them the more 

she was impressed with how willingly they worked. They had an 

amazing spirit, as if they were all striving together for some very 

important goal. But what could that be? Surely not the Fighting 

Stags! How could the daily grind of running an inn motivate a 

bunch of kids to such willing effort? The mysteries of this inn 

tweaked at Heather‟s curiosity. She decided to get to know these 
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youngsters better, to see if she could learn their secret. 

All that rainy day Heather helped with various chores, 

getting acquainted with the kids and their mothers, listening for 

any clue. Everyone appreciated her help, and everyone was 

friendly, but no one talked about anything important--until late in 

the day, when a four-year-old named Rolf blurted out the secret. 

The curly-headed little fellow had volunteered to light Heather‟s 

way to the cellar, so she could carry up a basket of breadroots for 

the supper pot. As he helped her load roots into the basket, she 

asked what made him such a good worker. 

Rolf stuck out his small chest. "I‟m big! I‟m helping my 

daddy, and my daddy is helping Sir Danvir cut wood, so I‟m 

helping Sir Danvir too!" 

So that was it! The women and children of the Fighting 

Stags Inn were all helping Sir Danvir--who was collecting an 

army for a revolution. "Isn‟t that supposed to be a secret?" 

Heather asked, looking at the youngster seriously. 

Rolf‟s pride turned to anxiety. "Don‟t tell anyone!" he 

whispered. 

"I promise not to tell anyone else, if you promise not to 

tell anyone else." Solemnly, Heather swore the boy to secrecy, 

hoping he‟d remember. Then she lugged the roots upstairs to the 

kitchen and sat down with some of the young girls to peel them. 

She hardly heard their giggling chatter as she mulled over what 

she‟d just learned. How many people in the barony support 

Danvir? Are there many places like this inn where people are 

actively working for him? She began to wonder whether this 

revolution could be a danger to her own group. 

The question kept bothering her after she‟d crawled into 

bed beside Dahmia. Long after the rain had drizzled itself out 

and the inn had quieted for the night she lay wakeful, twisting at 

the ring on its thong around her neck, wishing she knew more. 

As she stared into the darkness, she heard the clatter of hooves 

on the courtyard cobbles. Curious, she slipped out of bed, tiptoed 

to the window and pushed it open just far enough to see Marika 

burst out of the kitchen door and rush into the arms of a tall, 

blond youth coming from the stable. The pair embraced briefly, 

then hurried into the kitchen. So this must be Haas. Could he be 

bringing a message from Sir Danvir and his "woodcutters?" 
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Heather threw her cloak over her nightclothes and barefooted 

silently down the stairs. Dim candlelight leaked through the half-

open kitchen door. She pressed herself to the wall behind the 

door and stood listening. 

Haas was saying earnestly, "He says he has to do it. It‟s 

the only way to win the support of enough of the guards." 

"The very castle itself!" Marika exclaimed. 

Gran Freyer‟s voice declared, "It‟s daft, taking a chance 

like that!" 

"Others say so too," Haas replied. "But you know Sir 

Danvir." 

"Aye, I know him to be a stubborn mule. And I hope not 

a stubborn fool. There‟s such a thing as being too daring." 

"But his daring is what will win him the barony!" 

Marika protested. 

Gran snorted. "Or lose him his life. And we can‟t afford 

to lose him." She sighed. "Well, there‟s nought can be done 

about it if his mind is made up. Finish your stew, Haas, then it‟s 

off to bed with you. You need some sleep after that long wet 

ride." 

Haas fell silent, and Marika began chattering about 

events at the inn. Heather slipped back up the dark stairs, the 

floor chilling her bare feet. So Danvir is going to do something 

very dangerous at Castle Rothearst. What could that be but 

attack it? Chaos, what if he lays siege to it while we’re there?" 

She shivered as she slipped back under the covers, wondering 

what to do about this alarming information. 

After a long time of lying and worrying, she got up again 

and fumbled into her clothes, trying to move quietly in the dark 

room. The inn lay heavy in midnight slumber as she felt her way 

down the stairs and out the door. Breaking clouds revealed the 

low-hanging moon, fast shrinking toward last quarter. She 

picked her way carefully over the rain-slick cobbles. Inside the 

wide stable door it was pitch dark, and Heather paused and 

called softly, "Bjorn? Bjorn, I need to talk with you." 

He answered immediately, his voice clear and alert. 

"Heather? Wait, let me light the lantern." 

In a moment light bloomed in the loft. Then Bjorn‟s 

bulky form swung down the ladder. "So what brings you out 
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here in the middle of the night?" he asked as he hung the lantern 

on a hook. 

"Bjorn, I think we‟re headed into trouble, sure as sheep 

going to visit a den of wolves! There‟s going to be a revolution 

in Rothearst--Danvir and his band are out to depose Baron 

Willerd. Little Jick, the giant, told me they were going to go 

back home and kick the baron out. And the people at this inn are 

part of it--even the little kids are working for Danvir." 

Bjorn nodded in sudden comprehension. "So that‟s why 

all these families are here without their fathers--their men are 

outlaws with Danvir. I hope none of these children belong . . ." 

His voice trailed off, but his thought finished itself in Heather‟s 

mind: "to the men I killed." The prince sighed and shook 

himself. "Yah, and an outlaw forfeits all property to his lord, so 

these women and children must have no homes." 

"A messenger rode in tonight," Heather continued. "I 

overheard him say that Danvir is going to do something very 

risky at Castle Rothearst. I missed hearing what, but what could 

they do except attack it? And what if we‟re there when they lay 

siege to it? 

"So did you hear when this risky thing will happen?" 

Heather shook her head. 

"Hmmm." He stared thoughtfully into the darkness. 

"Whatever Danvir plans, I think he must make a move soon. 

They‟re short of supplies in those mountains, that‟s why they 

must rob. Winter will make it much worse. No matter how loyal 

your men, there‟s no way to keep any army together if you can‟t 

keep it fed. So I think he will bring his men into the barony 

before the snows close High Dire Pass for the winter." 

Heather shuddered. "I don‟t want to get caught up in a 

war!" 

"Nah, but maybe we can‟t avoid it. We can only go on 

into Rothearst or back over the mountains--do you think any of 

us would give up now and go back?" 

Heather considered it. "No," she answered slowly. 

"Then we will just have to go on, and try to get our 

business quickly finished. And the best thing we can do tonight 

is get a good sleep." 
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Heather nodded reluctantly. As she turned to go, Bjorn 

laid a hand on her arm. Looking down into her eyes, he said 

seriously, "If Baron Willerd is not to hear about this inn, you 

must say nothing of what you know to Merwin." 

"And to keep Merwin from knowing, better not tell 

Dahmia," Heather agreed, remembering how slowly the beautiful 

woman‟s hand had left Merwin‟s that morning. 

"Good. We two will keep our own council for a while." 
 



 

 

CHAPTER 13 
 

Very early the next morning Heather went down to the 

kitchen to ask Gran Freyer about road conditions. She found 

Gran stirring a pot of porridge and keeping an eye on the 

children straggling in for breakfast. In answer to Heather‟s 

question, Gran shook her white-crowned head. "The roads are 

mud soup and they will be for days, even if it doesn‟t rain again 

soon." 

"How far till we come to good roads?" 

The old woman‟s voice remained perfectly level, yet 

Heather felt the disgust in it. "Clear down to Swarsstal." In 

answer to Heather‟s surprised look she continued, in the same 

neutral tone, "For several years Baron Willerd, our lord by grace 

of the One Double God, has required all men obligated for road 

work to labor instead on renovating his castle and building the 

God‟s new temple at Swarsstal." 

"How long will it take us to reach Swarsstal?" 

"Five days. Or four, if your make them long ones." 

More delay! Heather brooded as she climbed the stairs to 

their room. Everything seems to be conspiring to slow us down! 

Dahmia was laying out clothing on the bed and rolling it to pack. 

She nodded at the road report, and kept on packing. 

"Mud all the way--Lady Luck frowns!" Merwin sighed. 

"Well, I‟ll go settle the bill. Bjorn, you see the horses are fed, 

and you women get all this stuff packed up. We‟ll leave right 

after breakfast." He exited, grandly. 

Merwin’s certainly enjoying his new role, Heather 

frowned. I wonder how long Prince Bjorn will put up with being 

ordered around by a shrimpy stage magician. And what sort of 

chaos it will cause if he loses his temper and lashes out at 

Merwin. 

Dahmia interrupted her thoughts. "That‟s all I‟m 

packing. The rest of these things I‟m going to give to the 

children." 

Heather looked up, surprised. 

"Haven‟t you noticed what darlings they are? I don‟t 

know when I‟ve met such polite and responsible youngsters. And  
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I don‟t need these mittens and scarves and extra blankets now 

we‟re past the mountains." 

"Sounds like a great idea. You can give them my extras 

too." 

"Wonderful! Could you please bring the children up?" 

Rounding up the kids was easy, since they were still in 

the kitchen awaiting breakfast. Over a dozen sets of excited feet 

pounded, or toddled, up the stairs; with Gran Freyer and their 

mothers trailing behind. Bold or shy, solemn or giggling, 

squirming and poking each other, the children of the Fighting 

Stags gathered around Dahmia. She spoke with every one, and 

sometimes with the adults standing in the background, to find 

out which gifts would do each family the most good. She gave 

away everything in her own pile, then Heather‟s extras, then 

several of Merwin‟s things before every youngster was clutching 

a gift. 

As the children trooped out, Gran Freyer turned back to 

Dahmia. "Thank you, Lady. That was very generous, and much 

appreciated by working folk. You will always be especially 

welcome under this roof." 

"That was fun!" Dahmia chuckled, as Gran closed the 

door behind herself. "Did you see that little red-headed fellow go 

prancing out in Merwin‟s cloak? He was so short, it kept 

tangling his feet, but he wasn‟t about to take it off for all that!" 

"It‟ll keep him nice and warm this winter," Heather 

agreed. "But how‟s Merwin going to feel about you giving his 

cloak away?" 

"It shouldn‟t bother him. I can get him another out of the 

Bag of Plenty the same as I got that one." Dahmia turned to 

packing Merwin‟s remaining garments, which still made a 

sizeable pile. "I wish I never had to give the Bag back to the 

witch," she sighed. "It gives me just about anything I ask for, as 

long as I‟m generous and sharing with its gifts. It such fun to 

have plenty to give away! It makes me feel . . ." she paused a 

moment, frowning thoughtfully, "rich! Giving makes me feel 

prosperous in a way I never did before. I wish all of life could be 

like that!" 
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"The White Witch told us the Bag of Plenty had another 

name," Heather suggested. "Do you remember? She said its other 

name was Life." 

Dahmia looked at her blankly. 

She doesn’t get it yet, Heather thought, but she’s getting 

closer. Her eyes flicked to the Bag of Plenty, lying flat on the 

bed. This time there was no doubt about it--a smiling face 

appeared on the Bag and gave her a conspiratorial wink! 

As Mystery‟s hooves squished down the boggy road, 

Heather twisted around in her saddle for a last look at the solid, 

dark-timbered old inn. She wondered if Danvir had any chance 

of winning his revolution, and shuddered at what could happen 

to his supporters if he lost. Remembering the ragged, hungry 

men back in the mountains, she thought the women of the 

Fighting Stags were being dangerously overconfident. 

As soon as they were out of the village of Waldbridge 

the road joined the river, running beside it down a gradually 

widening valley. The water flowed swift and clear over its 

pebbly bed, catching the morning sunlight and flinging it back in 

sharp little sparkles that hurt the eyes. The woods gradually gave 

way to tilled fields. Side by side, road and stream ran down into 

the broad valley of the river Swarsfoss. This was farming 

country, its flat bottom lands and gently rolling hills divided into 

square fields and dotted with houses, barns and sheds. Tiny 

villages were common, most no more than a straggle of wooden 

cabins hunkering low under the ragged gray thatch of their roofs. 

Along the Swarsfoss the road got worse. As traffic 

increased, so did the size and depth of the mud holes, miring 

carts to their axles. Their drivers traveled in convoys so they 

could work together to push, pull and struggle each cart through 

the boggiest stretches. Cart drivers got smeared with black mud 

from head to heels--but no traveler escaped the muck 

completely. Even the fortunate few on horseback got splattered. 

It made for maddeningly slow travel. "I feel as frustrated 

as an eagle‟s soul trapped in a turtle‟s body," Heather confided to 

Mystery as they picked their way through another muddy stretch. 

"It‟s still days to Swarsstal! And then we have to get into Castle 

Rothearst, and find the treasure chest, and get back to the witch  
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by Samhain. And there‟s Danvir, too--when will he make his 

move?" 

As they traveled down into the heart of the barony they 

saw an increasing number of baronial guards. These were 

brawny toughs outfitted in dark blue breeks and rust-red 

doublets, each armed with sword and long dagger. They 

swaggered around giving out suspicious looks, poking into 

everything, and generally being visible nuisances. There were so 

many of them Heather feared Danvir‟s revolution didn‟t stand a 

chance. The emperor in Thyra might not care enough to defend 

his far-away baron, but Baron Willerd seemed quite capable of 

defending himself. 

There were also more and more priests of the local deity, 

the One Double God. Heather saw her first one from the back, 

and momentarily mistook him for a woman. His straight brown 

hair, tied at the nape of the neck, hung uncut like a maiden‟s. A 

high-necked, ankle-length robe of dark blue, its full sleeves 

gathered at the wrist, looked remarkably like the modest dresses 

favored by Heather‟s spinster aunt. It wasn‟t till he turned fully 

toward her that Heather realized he was a clean-shaven man. 

He wore a polished wooden emblem on his chest, 

hanging from a light chain around his neck. It consisted of two 

disks, the smaller one suspended from the larger. As Heather saw 

more priests, she realized the material of the disks symbolized 

the status of the wearer. Plain wood was most common, but she 

spotted emblems of copper and one of silver. She also noticed 

that the larger and more expensive the disks, the lighter blue the 

robe. Wryly, she envisioned the Top Mucketymuck clad in pure 

white silk with a golden emblem the size of two plates weighing 

down his chest. 

Heather studied the country they were passing through. 

Beneath pale yellow stubble left from the late summer harvest, 

the soil was black and rich, good farming land. Yet many of the 

buildings were shabby, as though the farmers had been forced to 

let things get run down. People looked shabby too. Many a 

working man went with patches on the knees of his breeks, and 

elbows sticking out holes in his jerkin sleeves. Many a woman‟s 

kirtle was tattered at the hem. 
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So times must be hard for common folk. Do they blame 

their baron? Are they angry enough to join a revolution? 

In the middle of their fourth day following the Swarsfoss 

they came to the crest of a hill and saw the square stone 

buildings of Swarsstal in the distance. Two round, tapering 

towers thrust skyward, jutting erectly up over the low gray 

profile of the town, gleaming alabaster and gold in the bright 

noon sunshine. One was a third taller than the other, but both 

glistened with equal splendor. They caught any eye that turned 

their way. 

"What do you suppose those towers are?" Dahmia 

wondered. 

"I think that must be the new temple of the One Double 

God," Heather answered. 

"What an impressive structure! Look how it glitters!" 

Merwin sounded awestruck. 

"It would be interesting to know how much it cost to 

build," Dahmia said. "It must have been a fortune." 

"It‟s still costing," Heather pointed out. "Look how these 

miserable roads are slowing everything to a snail-crawl." 

What with the heavy traffic it was mid-afternoon before 

they reached the city. They smelled the damp, salty tang of the 

ocean long before they got to it. At last they came around a bend 

in the road, and an arm of the sea lay before them, hemmed on 

the north by angular, gray granite cliffs and on the south by the 

angular, gray granite buildings of Swarsstal. The sights and 

sounds of the harbor hit Heather with a strangeness as sharp as 

the chill breeze that gusted wet, mysterious smells to her nose. 

Out on the wide blue water she saw dozens of craft of all 

sizes, from bobbing little rowboats to five great ships with furled 

sails, lying majestically at ease on the choppy waves. These she 

took for merchants, till she heard Dahmia hiss, "Pirates! There 

they are, bold as day!" Looking closer, Heather saw these ships 

were built for speed, not cargo hauling. The sight jarred her with 

the realization that she hadn‟t been considering the baron‟s 

pirates, and what dangers they might pose. 

Heather‟s eyes traveled from the restlessly dancing 

waves to the solidity of Swarsstal--blocky gray buildings that 

looked nearly as old and immovable as the mountains. At the far 
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end of town a spit of land jutted out a short way into the bay. 

Rising arrogantly from its rocks, the temple of the One Double 

God thrust gleaming, elaborately ornamented white and gold 

towers into the sky. Its reflection in the bay doubled its visual 

impact. Heather thought it looked dreadfully gaudy, and as out of 

place as a peacock spreading his tail for a flock of ducks. 

On the north side of the harbor, way out on the high, 

rocky tip of a long peninsula, the castle of the barons of 

Rothearst stood in splendid isolation. The towers showing above 

its granite wall were of a variety of styles, with the overall effect 

being cluttered confusion. It looked far bigger than Heather had 

imagined it and she wondered, with a pang of doubt, how they 

were going to find a small chest in all that vastness. 

Their road had become a cobbled and busy thoroughfare. 

Between the plain gray building fronts and the pewter-shining 

waters, the street ran clamorous and colorful. Through-traffic 

shoved at knots of strolling pedestrians and got clogged behind 

overloaded carts. Vendors cried their wares; jugglers performed 

for coins; beggars pleaded for alms in nasal singsong; street 

urchins darted about, increasing the confusion. A curtained sedan 

chair came bobbing along on the shoulders of four husky 

bearers. Going in the other direction, a group of mounted 

guardsmen cut through the crowd with the impersonal efficiency 

of a ship‟s prow; and, like water, the crowd closed again behind 

them. 

Heather was worn out by the time they spotted an inn. A 

big yellow sign surrounded by fancy iron curlicues identified the 

establishment as the Horse and Carriage. It occupied an 

imposing two-story pile of rock, roofed with dark gray slate. 

Inlaid in the thick wood of the door was the double-circle 

emblem of the local god. The plump little innkeeper who bowed 

them in was the soul of conservatively dressed respectability, 

from his gleaming pink pate to the pointed tips of his gleaming 

black shoes. He welcomed his guests with a well-practiced show 

of warmth. 

When the arrangements for lodging and stabling had 

been made, Merwin flourished his cloak dramatically. "Now, my 

good fellow, I‟ll need a reliable boy to take a message to Castle 

Rothearst. The messenger is to inform Baron Willerd that 
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Mystico the Mysterious of Thyra, illusionist par excellence, 

awaits his pleasure to entertain him and his household with feats 

of magic." 

Merwin‟s order set off a flurry of activity. The 

innkeeper‟s call for assistance brought two stable boys, three 

porters and a messenger boy. They all milled around, bowing 

and scraping in a swirl of confusion. Finally the messenger 

dashed away and the stable boys left to care for the horses. The 

rest of the mob set off for the private rooms, the innkeeper 

walking in the lead between Merwin and Dahmia. "I take it, 

good sir," he said deferentially, "that this is your first visit to our 

great city?" 

Merwin smoothed his mustache and acknowledged that 

it was. 

"Ah then, while you‟re here you must visit our new 

temple, the headquarters of the One Double God‟s own Father 

Church. It‟s the finest building in all Rothearst. It‟s built of white 

marble quarried on the Isle of Thamodarin and brought here on 

great barges. The Tower of the Father is ten levels high, and the 

Tower of the Son is seven. They‟re ornamented all around with 

angels and demons and holy beasts carved from semi-precious 

stone. On the higher levels there‟s much gold. Ah, it‟s a 

wondrous sight!" 

Heather was walking just behind Dahmia. "Where‟s the 

Tower of the Mother?" she asked. 

The innkeeper turned a shocked look on her. "No, no! 

That‟s heresy!" he exclaimed, making a quick averting sign. 

Seeing her blank look, he explained, "If there were a mother it 

wouldn‟t be a Divine Miracle, it would be just an ordinary birth." 

"Isn‟t every birth a sacred miracle? I mean, it‟s all part 

of the Mother‟s--of the god‟s eternal creation of life." 

The innkeeper spared her a baleful glance before turning 

away. "Woman," he said over his shoulder, "you have much to 

learn about the Only True God. You would do well to keep 

silence and listen to those who can explain it to you." 

Dahmia broke in. "Is this One Double God one god, or 

two?" 

"Both," the little man replied, illogically and positively. 

"He is the One, the only true God. All other so-called gods are 
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false. Yet He is one God in two Aspects, Father and Son. It‟s a 

great and sacred mystery." 

What a confusing religion! Heather reflected. Where 

does this god get the brass balls to claim he’s the only true one? 

That seems awfully arrogant. And what does he have against 

women? Being a woman herself, she decided it would be safer 

not to talk about religion in Rothearst. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 14 
 

Fortunately for Heather‟s peace of mind and Dahmia‟s 

temper, they didn‟t have to wait long to hear from Baron 

Willerd. The morning after their arrival, an invitation came for 

Mystico and party to lodge at the castle, and for Mystico-- and 

his lady--to join the baron at a family dinner that very evening, 

and perform for him afterwards. The four rode back through 

town and over the great stone bridge spanning the brown width 

of the Swarsfoss, then out along the north side of the harbor. A 

ghost moon floated high in the east before them, just past last 

quarter, and shrinking. 

Their road ran on top of the ledges of granite Heather 

had seen from town. They passed close to the pirate ships riding 

at anchor on the sparkling sapphire waters of the bay. For a 

while Castle Rothearst was visible ahead of them, out on the far 

end of its point. Its various towers thrust above the surrounding 

wall, a gray granite enigma, prodding Heather‟s curiosity. Then 

the road plunged into a forested wilderness of tumbled rock, 

cutting off their view of ships, town and castle. 

Heather noticed Bjorn casting an experienced eye over 

their surroundings. The big Norrish prince was riding beside her, 

trailing their "master and mistress" at a respectful distance. His 

arm was out of the sling now and he was using it as much as he 

could, but it still had no strength. He gestured with it at the rocky 

forest covering the peninsula. "This would not be an easy castle 

for an army to take," he commented. "See how its site defends 

it!" 

Gazing into the tangle of trees and boulders Heather felt 

a little reassured, but not much. She could see there were dozens 

of places to set up ambushes to slow an invading army. Which 

should give us time to escape--if we could find a boat, of course! 

The forest hid Castle Rothearst from view until they 

were at the base of the hill on which it stood. When the road 

finally broke into the open the castle loomed above them, 

perched high on an upthrust of rock at the very tip of the 

peninsula. They rode up the hill to the big solid gates, standing 

open in the peaceful morning sunlight, and under the portcullis.  
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The gate guard who admitted them bade them dismount and 

await a stable boy and an escort to their quarters. 

While they waited, Heather took a good look at the 

castle and her heart tightened with dismay. Whatever the original 

structure had been, it was obscured by a jumble of additions in 

several contrasting styles. From the outside the place was a huge 

confusion to the eye. Inside, it must be a warren of rooms and 

passages, with all sorts of secret hidey-holes. 

The stable boy came and took their horses, and also 

Bjorn, who‟d been assigned a bunk with the castle guards. 

Heather thought it was a good thing he was being separated from 

Merwin, who was obviously rankling him almost beyond 

endurance. Still, she watched with a sinking feeling as both her 

dependable mare and the Norrish prince disappeared around a 

corner. The high castle walls seemed to close in on her like a 

prison. 

Their escort proved to be a young serving woman with a 

thick auburn braid hanging halfway down her back, and the 

competent air of someone much older. Her simple, dark-gray 

kirtle was neat, her white apron spotless. A large bunch of keys 

hung at her waist. In a peasant brogue she introduced herself to 

Merwin and Dahmia as Annya, the head housekeeper‟s assistant, 

and diffidently offered to show them to their room. As they 

crossed the courtyard to the castle steps, Annya kept her head 

lowered and her eyes modestly on the ground. She was a plain 

girl, tall and thin, almost as flat-chested as a boy. Her nose was 

too long and the angles of her face too stark to ever look softly 

pretty. Yet she moved with grace, and with an innate dignity that 

spoke of self-assurance in spite of homely looks and humbly 

downcast eyes. 

At the top of the steps they were accosted by a boy of 

perhaps fourteen, slouching up from the direction of the stables. 

He wore a plain leather jerkin and dark breeks, a utilitarian outfit 

which gave no clue to his standing or function in the castle. His 

short, dark brown hair formed a distinct widow‟s peak on his 

forehead. He looked to be in the worst phase of adolescence--

gawky, pimple-faced and sullen. A frown perched between his 

thick eyebrows, and his full lips were petulant. 

" Annya!" the boy demanded. "Is Fatso around? I don‟t 
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need her seeing me and telling His Nibs I snuck out of sword 

practice again!" 

"Nay, the Baroness Vathilda has kept to her own 

apartment today, Willie," Annya replied, unruffled by his 

rudeness. 

"Good!" He held up a forearm, roughly bandaged with a 

kerchief. "This is really bad, and it‟s even getting worse. I can‟t 

use it at all." A whine crept into his voice. "Nobody cares how 

much it hurts!" 

"Come on round to the kitchen, then, and I‟ll have a look 

at it," Annya promised. She led the four past Willie and on into 

the castle. 

The jumbled gray of its exterior had done nothing to 

prepare Heather for the magnificence inside. They stepped 

through a broadly arched doorway into a spacious entry floored 

in white marble, with delicate, fluted columns of the same 

creamy stone spaced around the walls. Between the columns the 

walls were jet black and hung with paintings. The most 

prominent niche flaunted a huge double-circle emblem, wrought 

in beaten gold with silver trim all around the edges. Against the 

ebony wall it seemed to glow with a life of its own. Merwin‟s 

indrawn breath bespoke his awe, and Dahmia‟s eyes were wide. 

As Annya led them across this cool spaciousness toward 

the grand staircase Heather glimpsed the polished wood floor of 

a ballroom on the left, and on the right, a great dining hall, 

decorated in red and gold and full of antique wall hangings and 

softly gleaming silver. They climbed the staircase to a large 

second-floor balcony that looked down on the magnificence of 

the entry. Turning left, the servant girl led them into a hall 

decorated along its whole length with colorful frescoes of 

peasant life--a highly idealized life, Heather thought wryly. 

They were ushered into an ample bed-and-sitting room 

done in shades of blue. Azure walls displayed paintings of 

flowers and sunny landscapes. Royal blue curtains surrounded 

the four-poster bed and closed off a small servant‟s alcove 

containing a simple pallet on the floor. Several chairs and a long 

couch were cushioned in indigo. 

After allowing them a moment to gaze about, Annya 

spoke up diffidently. "Your pardon sir, lady, but this castle is 
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such a maze, your girl won‟t likely be able to find her way 

around. So as soon as ever you can spare her I should show her 

the way to the kitchen and other places she‟ll be needing to go." 

Dahmia tore her attention away from the decor long 

enough to wave a dismissive hand. "Go ahead. There‟s nothing 

here I can‟t manage by myself." So Heather dropped her 

carrybag and followed Annya back into the hall. The moment the 

door closed off Heather‟s "master and mistress," Annya 

transformed. Her head came up, her deferential air disappeared, 

and she regarded Heather with a friendly smile. "Hello. What‟s 

your name and where‟d you come from?" 

Smiling back into the bright blue sparkle of the 

redhead‟s eyes, Heather introduced herself and told a bit about 

her home in the Kilgaelen Hills. "And I joined this party of 

travelers a few weeks ago in Andorlil," she finished, as they 

turned a corner and started down the servants‟ stairs. 

"You folk came here from Andorlil? Then you likely 

crossed over the mountains." 

Heather nodded. 

"Did you meet . . . any people . . . in the mountains?" 

"Only a giant, and then a band of outlaws," Heather 

answered wryly, "both of whom tried to rob us." 

"But you escaped the outlaws, then?" 

"Bjorn, our guardsman, fought them till they gave in and 

let us pass." 

Annya frowned. "Were any hurt?" 

"Not in my party. Some of the outlaws were, and I think 

two of them were killed." Heather heard the hiss of Annya‟s 

indrawn breath, but the red-head said nothing more. At length 

Heather asked, "Is it true, as I‟ve heard, that there are strange 

monsters in the Dire Mountains?" 

Annya shrugged. "Most travelers don‟t have trouble, but 

tales are told of folk being haunted by their own nightmares 

come to life. In the Old Speech, the Dires were called 

Drowanasi, the Mountains of Dreams. Whyso--did you folk see 

anything odd?" 

Heather found herself suddenly on the edge of a topic 

she didn‟t want to pursue, leading as it did to a magic Sword, the 

witch, and the real reason for their visit here. She was saved 
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from having to lie by Willie, who barged out of the kitchen door 

to meet them, thrusting his bare arm at Annya. 

"See that? How can they expect me to hold a sword with 

an arm swollen up like this? It hurts," he sniffled, "and nobody 

cares! I went to Pader Bernewik for some medicine, and you 

know what that shrunk up old weasel gave me? A prayer for 

courage!" 

A long shallow cut gashed the arm. The wound itself 

didn‟t look serious, but there was a nasty red swelling beginning 

all along it. Annya looked at it doubtfully. "I think it‟d likely 

help if you‟d soak it in hot saltwater," she suggested. 

"I have an herb to put in the water that will help it heal. 

I‟ll get some if you like," Heather offered. Both of them turned 

startled looks on her. "I‟m a healer, back home," she explained. 

"A healer!" Annya exclaimed. She laughed nervously. 

"Well, I wasn‟t thinking you‟d been a maid for long--you don‟t 

act much like one. Why‟d you change?" 

"Oh, I . . . just got bored and wanted to see faraway 

places," Heather invented quickly. She turned to Willie. "Would 

you like me to get you that herb?" 

"Yes, do that!" He waved a negligent hand, awkward 

adolescence suddenly metamorphosed into a grand gentleman. 

"If it works I‟ll fire Pader Bernewik and make you the castle 

healer--no matter what the Church says! When I become baron." 

Heather frowned, puzzled, but Annya only replied, "First I‟ve 

got to show her around, as I promised. We‟ll not be long." 

Willie‟s lower lip stuck out, turning him from grandee 

back to petulant boy. "Well hurry!" 

"Come then, Heather, I want to show you the musicians‟ 

gallery. From there we can watch the high folk at dinner 

tonight." She winked as she led the way out. 

As they went Heather asked, "Is Willie a son of Baron 

Willerd?" 

"His son, but mayhap not his heir. Willie‟s bastard, born 

to one of the scullery wenches. And she died in the bearing of 

him, poor lass." 

"So the baron has legitimate children too?" 

"Nay, nary a one." Annya chuckled mischievously. 

"Some say that to see the baroness is to understand why he gets 
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no children on her! Be that as it may, Baron Willerd has got a 

younger half-brother whose claim is better than Willie‟s. This 

brother was the son of a serving woman too, but old Baron 

Oscarl married her legally after his first wife died--she who was 

Baron Willerd‟s mother. So the Baron can‟t name Willie his heir 

without supporting the stronger claim of his own brother." 

Trying to get a handle on this confusion of castle 

politics, Heather asked, "What‟s this brother‟s name?" 

"Danvir," Annya answered,with a softness in her voice. 

Annya led Heather through servants‟ ways into the 

scarlet and gold magnificence of the great dining hall. The 

vermillion drapes were closed but even in the dim light, the 

crystal and silver on the long, polished table gleamed. She 

gestured upward toward the end of the hall where a carved 

wooden screen enclosed a balcony that ran the width of the 

room. "See there? A perfect spying spot!" 

Gazing up at it, Heather asked, "What about the 

musicians?" 

"The baron hasn‟t got any. He‟s tone deaf and can‟t 

stand music when he wants to be talking. He only had this 

gallery built for show, „cause he heard of one like it in some 

castle on the Araplata Coast." 

Heather thought about the hard work of ordinary people 

who were having a tough time making it. So this is what their 

taxes buy--a musicians’ gallery for a man who hates music! 

Meanwhile, rebellion gathers around the handsome Danvir, who 

has a good claim on the succession. Does he also have a claim 

on the loyalty of some of the servants in Baron Willerd’s own 

castle? 

Annya broke into her thoughts. "I‟ve got to tend some 

things now, but I‟ll be back at dinnertime and help you sneak 

into the gallery." She was as good as her word. As the dinner 

hour approached, Merwin and Dahmia made their stylish way 

down the elegant stairs, dressed in matching costumes of forest 

green velvet. Moments later Annya appeared with a wink and a 

grin and took Heather down the back way to the kitchen. They 

loaded plates, then Annya led the way through a servants‟ 

passage to a curtained-off alcove, small and dim. Heather made 

out a door in the wall facing them, coat hooks along one side and 
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deep shelves along the other. Annya reached into a crevice 

behind some decorative molding and pulled out a key. She 

unlocked the door and slid the key back into its place. 

Before opening the door Annya turned and, eyes 

sparkling, laid a finger across her lips. Heather nodded. The door 

opened on a narrow, shadowy staircase leading steeply upward. 

Cat-footed, they sneaked up it to the equally shadowy musicians‟ 

gallery. Heather was surprised to see that the balcony was two-

sided, overlooking the dining hall on one side and an elegant 

green-and-silver parlor on the other. Carved wooden screens hid 

it from both rooms, making the dim interior a hiding place with a 

view. 

Below them the bright glow of many candles illuminated 

the red-and-gold splendor of the dining hall. Merwin and 

Dahmia had just been ushered to their seats at the endlessly long, 

still empty table. As soon as they‟d settled down, a staff thudded 

heavily on the floor and a voice stuffed stiff with dignity 

announced, "His Sanctity, the wise and merciful Secundus, Pader 

Emerl Salischel; High Priest of the One Double God; 

representative of the Prime Pader to the Barony of Rothearst; 

bearer of the flame of the One True Faith. Secundus Salischel." 

Beneath Heather‟s view passed a bald pate, shining with 

sweat and surrounded by a thin fringe of long, sandy-gray hair. 

The bald head proved to be attached to a large, immensely obese 

body. When Secundus Salischel was formally seated next to 

Dahmia, his bulk overflowed the slender chair on both sides, 

making it look alarmingly small and fragile. Under colorless 

eyebrows his small eyes looked in danger of being lost in the 

puffy fat of his face. He was obviously very high in the church of 

the One Double God. His robe was barely blue, and though the 

disks resting on his broad front weren‟t as big as plates, they 

were definitely gold. 

The staff thudded down again, and the stiff voice 

announced, "His Clemency, Pader Ackersh Bernewik; first 

assistant to His Sanctity the Secundus; Head Healer of souls and 

bodies; propagator of the Only Righteous Way. Pader 

Bernewik." 

Under Heather‟s gaze passed a sallow, stooped little man 

dressed in a pale blue robe with silver disks. He was as small and 
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shriveled as the Secundus was huge and bloated. Lank, mouse-

brown hair framed a pointy nose, prominent teeth and sharply 

receding chin. Heather couldn‟t help picturing the nose twitching 

as long, stiff whiskers sprang out beside it. But a look at the 

muddy brown eyes stopped her amusement--dead. They were the 

intense eyes of a fanatic, cold and probing. Heather felt the hair 

rise on the back of her neck. 

As soon as Pader Bernewik was seated next to Merwin 

he turned to the entertainer and impaled him with a penetrating 

gaze. "Ah, Mystico, you must be a widely traveled man." His 

voice grated like gravel in a rusty bucket. "I want to hear 

everything you can tell me about the missionary outreach of the 

One True Faith in the foreign lands. I understand our temples in 

Thyra and Lengsmuth are thriving, and. . ." 

Thud! The thump of the staff cut him off. "His Grace, 

the most excellent Baron Willerd von Rothearst; Baron of 

Rothearst; Overlord of the Isles; Commander of the Fleet; 

Guardian of Shipping; Protector of the People; Defender of the 

True Faith; loyal vassal of his Majesty, Emperor Tergus the 

Fourth." 

Thud! "And his Lady, Her Most Illustrious Grace, the 

honorable Baroness Vathilda von Rothearst. The baron and 

baroness." Merwin was on his feet instantly, bowing low. 

Dahmia followed with a deep curtsy. The two clerics merely 

nodded. 

The only possible word for the baron, Heather decided, 

was elegant. He was in his late thirties, tall and slim, his black 

hair forming the same distinctive widow‟s peak as young 

Willie‟s. He was clad in close-fitting black doublet and breeches, 

perfectly tailored and ornamented with silver buttons and 

bunches of creamy lace at throat and cuffs. The sophistication of 

his simplicity made any more elaborate outfit look dowdy. 

Next to the baron‟s sober black Baroness Vathilda was 

an overdressed, overstuffed peacock. She was a short, broad 

woman, encased in corseting so tight it seemed to squeeze her fat 

upward into a big roll around her neck, nearly enveloping her 

chin. She wore her straw-colored hair in two braids wound 

around her head like a crown and sparkling with jeweled pins. 

This had the unfortunate effect of making her round face look 



136 | Wizard’s Eyes 

 

 

even rounder. Her azure satin gown trailed silvery lace and 

dripped pearls--and turned her pale, lashless eyes totally 

colorless. Heather turned to Annya and mouthed, "I see what you 

mean!" Annya nodded, amusement glinting in her eyes. 

The baron and baroness were seated, with proper pomp, 

in the empty space between Merwin and Dahmia, and everyone 

settled back down. As impassive servants stepped forward with 

the first course Baroness Vathilda fixed on Merwin. "It must be 

so thrilling to travel!" she gushed. "Do tell me all about the 

places you‟ve seen! Have you been to the Imperial Court in 

Thyra? And the Araplata Coast? I hear that Crown Prince Borlos 

. . ." 

On Merwin‟s other side, sallow little Pader Bernewik 

was continuing with his own passionate interest as though he‟d 

never been interrupted. "Of course, those temples can‟t begin to 

compare with our new Head Temple here in Swarsstal--have you 

had a chance to visit it yet?" 

Caught between Vathilda‟s vapid meanderings and the 

cleric‟s religious enthusiasm, Merwin simmered in frustration. 

Heather could see him sneaking glances past Vathilda to the 

baron, but her chatter was too dense a barrier for him to 

penetrate. Meanwhile, the baron had half turned his back on his 

wife in order to bend closer to Dahmia. "Tell me, m‟girl," he was 

saying genially, "what do you think of the castle‟s grand entry?" 

Leaning away ever so slightly, Dahmia replied sweetly, 

"It is truly breathtaking, milord. But it must be just one of your 

home‟s many wonders. I‟m sure there‟s a great deal more to 

see." 

Rising to the bait, the baron expanded with visible pride. 

"Indeed there is, dear girl, and it would be graced by such a 

lovely presence as your own. So tomorrow it will be my pleasure 

to conduct you--and your husband, of course--on a tour of the 

refurbished areas of the castle. I think you‟ll find it quite 

impressive." He leaned even closer to her. "Let me tell you about 

a few of our most outstanding treasures." Heather strained her 

ears to catch every word as the baron boasted about paintings 

and statues and architecture--but she heard no mention of a chest 

of precious jewelry. 
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Merwin didn‟t get his chance at Baron Willerd until after 

dinner, when they all rose to adjourn to the green and silver 

parlor. As they passed through the arch under the musicians‟ 

gallery, the illusionist slipped skillfully between Dahmia and 

their host, his arm held out to his "wife" and a flattering remark 

on his lips for his lordship. From then until he was called on to 

perform, Merwin stuck to the baron like a burr sticking to the 

side of a shaggy dog. Merwin stuck to the baron‟s side and 

Baroness Vathilda stuck to Merwin‟s side, even though he 

ignored her. 

As Baron Willerd and his guests crossed under the 

musicians‟ gallery to the parlor, Heather and Annya crossed 

through the gallery and settled themselves to watch through the 

screen on the other side. The baron and Merwin, closely 

followed by Baroness Vathilda, dropped into a group of chairs at 

the near end of the parlor, almost under Heather and Annya‟s 

hiding spot. Baron Willerd sat facing Heather, and she was 

surprised to see that behind the expensive clothes and elegant 

manners he looked careworn. His forehead was creased, and 

weary pouches shadowed his eyes. Even when he smiled, the 

smile never made it above his mouth. While he was enthusing 

about the castle‟s wonders his hands kept moving restlessly, as if 

they were ever seeking some satisfaction they could never find. 

Heather let her attention wander over the rest of the 

parlor. His sanctity the Secundus had dropped his bulk into a 

well-padded chair, hitched his robe up to his knees and fallen 

asleep, his mouth hanging slightly open. Dahmia had made her 

escape from the baron‟s attentions and settled by the fireplace at 

the far end of the room, only to be captured by the gimlet-eyed 

fervor of Pader Bernewik. Is this getting us anywhere? Heather 

wondered. Is Merwin making any progress with Baron Willerd? 

Merwin gave his performance standing in front of the 

fireplace. He was a huge success, especially with the baroness 

who, when he appeared to flip a card out of her ample bosom, 

nearly swooned with excitement--or at least pretended to. The 

baron applauded every trick, and even shriveled little Pader 

Bernewick seemed amused. Up in the musicians‟ gallery Annya 

turned to Heather and mimed clapping her hands. The only one 

unimpressed was Secundus Salischel, snoring softly in his chair. 
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"Excellent!" declared Baron Willerd. "We shall have to 

see more of you. I‟m hosting a banquet three days hence, to 

which I‟ve invited a number of Swarsstal‟s notables. Your 

performance will enhance the festivities. Until then you are my 

guests, and I shall do my poor best to show you around Castle 

Rothearst." His eyes slid over to Dahmia and lingered. "Yes, we 

certainly must see more of you--a good deal more!" Turning, he 

offered his arm to the baroness and they made their exit. 

With the entertainment over and the baron and baroness 

gone, the rest of the group broke up quickly. As Pader Bernewik 

was rousing the snoring Secundus, Annya tapped Heather on the 

arm and led her back down the narrow stairs and into the little 

alcove. She locked the door and re-hid the key, then checked to 

make sure the passage was empty before leading Heather out 

through the curtain. 

Not until they were walking along the passage together 

did Annya speak. "So now you‟ll be staying a few more days. 

It‟s pleasant it‟ll be to have your company." Abruptly, she laid a 

hand on Heather‟s arm. "You mustn‟t go telling anyone else 

you‟re a healer. I don‟t know how things are in your country, but 

round here the paders are the only healers. The church says all 

true healing comes from the God through his servants, and 

everything else is a delusion of the Dark One. Giving out 

medicine without the permission of the Church is witchcraft, and 

that‟s both a sin and crime." At Heather‟s look of alarm she 

added reassuringly, "Just don‟t be saying any more about it and 

you‟ll likely be all right. The paders haven‟t got any reason to be 

interested in you, and you‟ll be going soon anyhow." 



 

 

CHAPTER 15 
 

Annya took her leave, heading off to the servants‟ 

quarters. Heather watched the tall girl go, momentarily too 

stunned to move. Chaos! To think of being threatened for 

my healing skills! It was a whole new source of danger she 

couldn‟t even have guessed at. Revolutionaries, pirates, and 

now she had to worry about the priests too! It seemed 

overwhelming! Unconsciously, she twisted at the ring 

beneath her tunic. She was grateful to Annya for warning 

her, but with Willie in on the secret it seemed like the cat 

was already half out of the bag. I’d better watch Annya and 

learn how to act like a servant--fast! she thought with a 

shiver. Let’s see, I believe that submissive look is mostly 

done by keeping the eyes down. 

She liked Annya, Heather reflected as, head humbly 

lowered, she climbed the long stairs to their room. A look 

into those lively eyes made one forget the long nose and 

bony angles of her face and see only the wit and 

intelligence of her spirit shining through. It feels like we 

could be good friends if I were going to be here long 

enough. Which, Goddess help me, I sure hope I won’t! 

She got back to their room a little ahead of Merwin 

and Dahmia. She lit a couple of candles and sat watching 

the shadows dance among the multiple shades of blue, 

clouding over the bright paintings and shrouding the 

room‟s corners in mystery. The castle was settling down to 

sleep, and a deep silence seemed to seep from its most 

ancient stones. Now more than ever she felt it would hide 

its secrets well. Perhaps too well. 

Merwin arrived back in a state of high excitement. 

He paced to and fro dramatically, his cape flaring out at 

every turn, making the candles flicker and the shadows leap 

maniacally. "No clues yet," he declaimed, "But I‟ve 

certainly made progress in gaining his trust and, if I may 

say so, his respect. After all, it‟s seldom that such a remote 
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barony attracts a sophisticated man of the world, with a 

taste for art and culture which enables him to truly 

appreciate Baron Willerd‟s treasures." 

Dahmia looked tired and discouraged as Heather 

helped her out of her tightly laced gown. She emerged from 

its ample green folds with a sigh of relief. "He talked my 

head off, but he never mentioned jewelry or a chest," she 

reported. "And I don‟t know if he ever will talk about it. If 

it‟s his greatest treasure it‟s probably also his biggest 

secret." 

"Then you must charm him, m‟dear. Few men can 

keep a secret from a sufficiently charming and beautiful 

woman." 

Dahmia‟s foot started to tap. "Just what the 

dessication do you think I was doing all through dinner?" 

"Yes. Well, it was a good start. But you might have 

been more encouraging to him." 

"Encouraging? To that hypocritical thief?" She 

began jerking the pins from her elaborate hairdo. "Besides, 

he gives me the cold shivers. Did you look into his eyes? 

There‟s an emptiness there. I think all his feelings must be 

lying frozen in some dark basement of his spirit." 

"That‟s very poetic, sweetling, but hardly fair. I‟ll 

grant you my lord baron is something of a cold fish, but 

look at all he has to offer. The man has wealth, culture, 

elegance, and a fine taste in art. You must admit that this," 

he swung an arm broadly around, "is living as living should 

be done." 

"Oh yes! The castle is magnificent! I can hardly 

wait to see more of it." Dahmia sighed. "It would be so fine 

to live in luxury like this." 

"There, you see? This is what you‟ve always 

wanted." Merwin smoothed his mustache. "So why not just 

relax and enjoy our stay? With luck, we may be able to 

prolong it awhile." 
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"We don‟t have time to stay around here!" Heather 

protested. "We haven‟t that long until Samhain!" When this 

didn‟t make an impression on either of them, she added, 

"Besides, trouble and chaos are coming to Rothearst. Bjorn 

thinks Danvir and his revolutionaries will strike soon, 

because they don‟t have enough supplies for winter. We 

should get out of this castle as quick as we can!" 

"I don‟t think you need to be concerned," Merwin 

soothed, settling into a chair at last. "Of course there‟s 

always some discontent in any realm, but I‟m sure Baron 

Willerd has things well in hand. I saw plenty of his 

guardsmen as we came through the country." 

Dahmia began brushing her hair. "Danvir‟s men 

didn‟t look very impressive to me, Heather. And I don‟t see 

how they can be much of a threat in the next week or so. 

But I do need to get back to Lengsmuth as soon as possible. 

And I‟ll be glad to leave these miserable people!" She 

jerked the brush with rapid strokes. "The baron is predatory 

and the baroness is stupid and shallow. And those two 

priests with their silly religion of one god who is also two! 

Do you know, this god is supposed to send us all to eternal 

torment if we reject his nonsense? Or is it their nonsense?" 

"Actually," Heather put in with a wicked grin, "I 

believe the fat priest worships the same god the baroness 

does--food." 

"They‟re all disgusting. And boring. I can‟t imagine 

why someone as wealthy and prominent as the Baron 

would surround himself with such people." 

"Ah, m‟dear, you‟re too fussy about your 

acquaintances. As for me, I‟d be happy to stay as long as 

my lord baron is willing to host us. But I realize our visit is 

limited by his pleasure, so we must get our business done 

speedily." Merwin yawned and began pulling off his leather 

half-boots. "So, with a little luck the baron will let slip his 

secret during tomorrow‟s tour, and we can soon be on our 

way." 
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With that, Heather had to be content. 

Next morning they all slept in like true aristocrats, 

which got Heather off to a late start. By the time she‟d 

hauled breakfast up to their room and carried the empty 

dishes back down to the kitchen it was nearly noon. She 

helped Dahmia dress for the afternoon with Baron Willerd 

and pin her hair up in another elaborate style. Today 

Dahmia‟s gown was a soft plum color, the full skirt 

decorated with small bows of pink ribbon. The Bag of 

Plenty is really outdoing itself, Heather reflected as she 

straightened the yards of fabric flowing down from 

Dahmia‟s slender waist. Dahmia looks stunning--but then, 

she usually looks stunning no matter what she’s wearing. 

When the long, complicated business of dressing 

was finished, Heather watched Dahmia and Merwin 

grandly descending the grand staircase. Her time free at 

last, she slipped out of the castle to have a talk with Bjorn. 

After a short search of the stable area she found the big 

Norrish prince in the practice yard outside the guards‟ 

barracks, patiently exercising his arm. 

"Ho, Bjorn!" she greeted as she came up to him. 

"How‟s your arm today?" 

"About the same. Perhaps a little stronger. What‟s 

the news? Have you found anything yet?" 

Heather shook her head. "Both Dahmia and Merwin 

had long conversations with Baron Willerd last night at 

dinner. He told them a lot about the castle‟s art treasures, 

but he never mentioned a chest. Dahmia thinks maybe he 

keeps it a deep secret. Merwin hopes he‟ll tell them 

something while he‟s showing them around the castle 

today. They‟d better get some clues, because I don‟t see 

how we can search such a maze--especially since we don‟t 

know what the chest looks like, or even how big it is." 

"This castle--what‟s it like inside?" 

"Besides being huge, confusing, cold and drafty? 

The parts Baron Willerd has fixed over are more 
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magnificent than anything I could have imagined. They‟re 

so beautiful I could stand and stare for hours. But it sure 

would be an uncomfortable place to live!" 

"Yah? Why?" 

"It would be like being on a stage all the time. 

Everything in Castle Rothearst is for show and nothing is 

for comfort--including the clothes they wear. I keep 

wondering if Baron Willerd has any place he can kick off 

his shoes and feel at home." 

"And what is the baron like?" 

Heather thought for a moment. "Elegant, expensive, 

empty and cold. Actually, he has a lot in common with his 

castle. I have a feeling that collecting treasures is what he 

does to try and warm the ice out of his heart. I can‟t 

imagine him being cheerful or having fun." 

"I saw the baroness," Bjorn snorted. "Would be no 

fun being married to that chatter-mouth tub-of-lard. Lots of 

no fun!" 

Heather grinned, then asked, "Have you learned 

anything useful?" 

"Yah, but not for finding a treasure. More like for 

hurrying our behinders out of here. Among the baron‟s 

guards I hear whispers about Danvir, and when he will 

come. They think it will be soon. I‟m sure some of them 

intend to side with him. That will mean fighting inside 

these walls, even if Danvir‟s soldiers never get in here." 

"I hope we won‟t be here that long," Heather 

frowned. "If I did what I feel like doing, I‟d saddle Mystery 

and ride out right now!" She glanced up and caught sight of 

Pader Bernewik standing on one of the castle‟s many 

porches. The little priest was staring at her, granite-eyed. 

Alarm shot through her veins. Why the hard look? Did he 

know she was a healer--or suspect it? 

Bjorn followed her gaze. "I don‟t like the way he‟s 

looking at you," he muttered. "That one may be a shriveled 

up not-man, but he has the eyes of a dangerous enemy." 
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"Uh huh," Heather sighed. "He‟s another reason I 

want to get out of here quick. The priests have a monopoly 

on healing and there are laws--would you believe?--against 

anyone else practicing the art!" 

"So? You must just not let anyone know you‟re a 

healer." 

"It may be too late. Before I knew about that I 

doctored a sword slash. On young Willie‟s arm--do you 

know him?" 

"The pimple-faced little snot-nose with the arrogant 

ways?" Concern sat heavy on Bjorn‟s craggy features. 

"Him you must really watch out for. Everyone fears him." 

"Why, because he might become baron someday?" 

"Nah, it‟s because he‟s a snoop, always looking for 

something to tattle to Baron Willerd." 

"Chaos! But I helped him out. And he hates Pader 

Bernewik. Maybe that‟ll be enough to keep him from 

tattling on me. I hope." 

Bjorn stared at her seriously. "It may be we will 

have to leave here very fast. You should keep your things 

always packed and ready." 

"What about Dahmia and Merwin? They don‟t 

believe there‟s any danger." 

Bjorn‟s massive shoulders shrugged. "They will 

come or not as they please." 

Heather felt a rush of relief and gratitude for the big 

man‟s friendship. "Thanks, Bjorn!" she said warmly. 

"Awww," he replied, staring at his toes. 

Remembering Pader Bernewik‟s cold eyes on her, 

Heather decided that getting her gear ready for a quick 

getaway was top priority. She made her way back into the 

castle through a servant‟s door and climbed a back stairway 

to the second floor. The way to their room took her across 

the long balcony at the top of the grand staircase. Far below 

her on the creamy marble floor of the entry hall, Baron 

Willerd was lecturing Merwin and Dahmia about the 
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paintings; with Baroness Vathilda trailing and chattering 

along. Seen from above they made a colorful group. 

Dahmia‟s plum and Merwin‟s burgundy went well with 

Baron Willerd‟s indigo. Baroness Vathilda‟s voluminous 

jonquil yellow gown clashed with all the rest. 

Stopping a few moments to watch them, Heather 

realized they were constantly changing positions around 

each other in a kind of slow motion dance. Baron Willerd 

would sidle casually up next to Dahmia, who would just as 

nonchalantly find a reason to maneuver around to the other 

side of Merwin, thus cutting Baroness Vathilda off from the 

entertainer. This would cause the frustrated Vathilda to 

waddle around to the other side of Merwin, where she 

would encounter the baron, driving him slowly toward 

Dahmia, and starting the whole cycle again. Heather 

watched in amused fascination for several rounds, feeling 

thankful she had the part of maid. 

Since Merwin and Dahmia were occupied for the 

afternoon, Heather decided to do some exploring for 

herself. She was still sure that what they were seeking was 

a magical object, so there seemed some chance she‟d feel 

its vibrations if she could get close enough to it. Her plan 

was to go through as much of the castle as she could reach, 

walking slowly and trying to keep her attention on what she 

was feeling. She had no idea whether it would work but she 

couldn‟t think of anything else to try. So as soon as she had 

her gear all neatly packed she set out. 

She intended to be systematic about her search, so 

she began on the ground floor behind the several kitchens: 

the main kitchen, servant‟s kitchen and dining room, and 

the smaller breakfast and baking kitchens. From this central 

location she planned to work her way outward. First she 

sauntered slowly down the long hall behind the kitchens, 

trying to keep all her senses alert while looking bored and 

casual. Doors led to the many storerooms of various kinds 

of food. Some were open, but most were closed and she 
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didn‟t dare be seen poking around by any of the servants 

who frequently hurried by. 

This is foolish, she thought suddenly. Of course I’m 

not finding any magical vibrations here--this is far too 

public a place to hide a treasure! So she began working her 

way into the less frequented parts of the castle, looking for 

narrow halls and obscure byways. She found a lot of them. 

She tried to memorize each turn as she took it, but found it 

hard to concentrate on feeling for magic and at the same 

time keep track of where she was. After some unknown 

while she came to a junction of five small hallways--and 

realized she was completely lost. 

Heather looked around her in annoyance. Slow 

walking on the stone floors was tiring, and so was the 

constant alertness. Her feet had been aching for some time, 

and now her head was starting to. Well, I suppose if I 

choose one way and just keep going I’m bound to come out 

somewhere eventually, she thought. Trouble is, I won’t 

have any idea of where I’ve been. Chaos! Searching this 

castle systematically looks impossible! 

Since she was already here anyway--wherever 

"here" was--she decided she might as well continue feeling 

for magic as she went along. So it was quite some time of 

slow walking through empty corridors before she turned a 

corner and heard voices somewhere ahead of her. 

"Here?! Day after tomorrow night? That‟s crazy!" 

"Shhh! He says he‟s got to do it." (That was 

Annya!) "I‟m going to slip him in through the postern 

gate." 

"No! He mustn‟t! The risk is too great!" 

"You know how hard it is to talk him out of 

anything." 

"But if Baron Willerd should discover . . ." The 

voices faded down the hall. 



 

 

CHAPTER 16 
 

Heather stopped still right where she was. Her curiosity 

was galloping like a runaway horse, but her common sense was 

pulling back hard on the reins. I don‟t need to get involved in 

any local intrigues. I already have enough problems without 

inviting more! She waited to let the voices get ahead of her, then 

followed slowly. In a few moments she emerged into the hall 

behind the kitchens, and from the way the servants were bustling 

it looked like nearly dinnertime. So many hours passed, without 

finding a clue! She wasn‟t even sure how much of the ground 

floor she‟d managed to cover. 

Wearily, she climbed the long stairs to their room. 

Dahmia and Merwin had already arrived, and were recuperating 

from their tour with the baron. Merwin had flopped on the couch 

and lay gazing up into the blue depth of the ceiling. "We can 

hardly expect to get anywhere with him if we keep refusing to 

play our strongest card," he was admonishing insistently. 

Dahmia, slouched in one of the indigo chairs while she 

massaged an aching foot, stated flatly, "I am not a card. I had 

quite enough to do to stay out of his reach all afternoon. I‟m 

certainly not going to encourage that desiccated lecher!" 

Merwin sat up. "I can‟t understand why you have such a 

negative attitude toward Baron Willerd. Can‟t you see he‟s just 

another businessman like your father?" 

"He‟s nothing at all like my father!" Dahmia‟s foot hit 

the floor with a thump and began to tap an angry staccato. 

"Oh, but he is! They‟re both tough competitors. Business 

is a rough game--anything to make a profit. You yourself want to 

use magic, and I‟d hardly call that fair competition, any more 

than the baron‟s use of pirates." 

Dahmia started forwarded, fists clenched. "How dare 

you!" 

Merwin held up a placating hand. "Calm down, m‟dear! 

I was being complimentary, not insulting! In this wolf-eat-wolf 

world success is the only thing that counts, and it takes being 

ruthless and clever to get to the top." 

"There is such a thing as business ethics," she replied 

frostily. "I would never consort with pirates!" 



148 | Wizard’s Eyes 

 

 

"Nor, it seems, with our host Baron Willerd--in spite of 

all my pleadings. You do realize, don‟t you, that this grand 

banquet of his will be day after tomorrow? Unless we can do 

something to catch his interest that‟s all the time we‟re likely to 

have here. And it isn‟t much. Not near as much as I‟d hoped for." 

Dahmia sighed wearily and settled back to massage the 

other foot. "I‟ll do my best with him, but I‟m telling you, if that 

odious man lays a hand on me, I‟m going to vomit all over his 

elegant clothes!" 

"Now sweetling," Merwin soothed, "that‟s no way to 

steal a treasure!" 

There was so much castle to search, and so little time! 

Maidly duties for her late-sleeping companions kept Heather‟s 

mornings busy, and considering how badly she‟d gotten lost in 

the daylight, she didn‟t dare try an evening search. Besides, she 

used her evenings brushing Mystery and visiting with Bjorn. Her 

only free time came in the afternoons, while Merwin and 

Dahmia were being shown around--and pursued--by the baron 

and baroness. 

So the next afternoon she started at the kitchens again 

and tried to figure out how she‟d gotten so lost the day before. 

By forgetting all about feeling for magic, and paying attention 

only to where she was, she got that part of the castle figured out. 

Then she tackled another section and promptly got lost again. By 

the end of the afternoon, she concluded that she could either 

keep track of where she was or search for magic, but not both at 

the same time. She quit for the day, tired and discouraged. 

The next day, as she was eating her midday meal at one 

of the long tables in the servant‟s dining room, Annya dropped 

down on the bench beside her. "A fine day to you! I hear you‟ve 

been exploring." 

Heather was momentarily alarmed, but Annya‟s smile 

was friendly, and no one had forbidden her to explore, so she 

smiled back and answered ruefully, "More like getting lost. This 

is the most confusing place I‟ve ever been in!" 

"Ay, it must seem so to somebody who hasn‟t got to 

know it. I was raised here, and us kids used to play chase-n-hide 

through all the unused parts of it. So I got to know the old place 

pretty well." There was affection in her voice. "Tell you what, 
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then. Soon as we finish eating I‟ll take a bit of time and show 

you how the place lays. When you‟ve got the ways in Old Castle 

learned, and see how all the new parts go out from there, it 

makes a lot more sense." 

Heather had gone through the area Annya called Old 

Castle several times, and gotten well lost in its confusing 

corridors, without realizing that it and not the kitchens was the 

center of the castle‟s maze. The main part of Old Castle was a 

great meeting hall, two storeys high, built of rough-cut stone 

blackened by many decades of wood smoke. In the middle of the 

well-worn flagstone floor was a big open fire pit. A balcony ran 

around three sides of the room, with a cloister under it. A large 

number of doors opened off both cloister and balcony, leading to 

a confusion of passages. 

"Old Castle was built six hundred years ago by Danvir 

the first--him as was the first Baron of Rothearst," Annya told 

her proudly, as they walked the narrow corridors. "It was built 

very solid for defense, so the rest of the barons left it like it was 

and just added on to it." 

Even with Annya‟s help, the twisting corridors leading 

off from the great hall were confusing. Doors of various sizes 

and kinds opened unpredictably into the more spacious corridors 

of newer additions. One of these was the servants‟ wing, 

overlooking the kitchen gardens. Opposite it was a long, low 

cloister for the priests, ending in the gleaming double towers of 

the chapel. A short corridor led to the armory, and a long one 

housed horse gear and facilities for repairing it. There were 

wings of nothing but storerooms, and a couple additions that had 

been built for some baron‟s pride and had stood empty ever 

since. Some of the halls branched, and several were 

interconnected by cross passages. Heather concentrated on 

making a mental map as Annya pointed down the corridors and 

explained their various functions and how they related. 

"I know it seems a dreadful jumble," the tall girl 

concluded. "That‟s „cause every addition was built by a different 

baron. Most of the history of Rothearst lays right here in stone." 

Much as she liked Annya, Heather didn‟t think she was 

in the mood for a lesson on the history of Rothearst. So as they 

turned back toward the great hall in the center of Old Castle, she 
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said, "What a tremendous responsibility to keep track of all this! 

And to keep it clean!" 

"Most of it won‟t get done often, despite there‟s a whole 

army of maids. But that‟s my Mam‟s worry, not mine. She‟s the 

head housekeeper--I‟m just her feet and eyes. She can‟t climb 

stairs since the joint pain got so bad in her knees, so she manages 

things from her accounts room and sends me hither and yon." 

She waved a deprecating hand. "I‟m really naught but an errand 

runner." 

"I‟ll bet you know this castle better than anyone else--

and a whole lot better than the baron and baroness!" 

 Annya snorted. "My lady baroness, for all the years 

she‟s been here, has never seen aught but the family wing in the 

front of the castle." 

"Why in the world did Baron Willerd marry her? I‟ve 

never seen a more mismatched couple." 

"Nay, it‟s a perfect match they have--of title and money. 

Lady Vathilda is the only child of Rothearst‟s richest merchant, 

and milord has got great plans for her father‟s wealth." Annya‟s 

voice became openly bitter. "Soon‟s the old gaffer dies off 

there‟ll be even bigger changes in the castle." 

After Annya had gone back to her duties, Heather sat 

awhile on one of the carved oak benches, black with age, in the 

main hall of Old Castle. Now that she understood the layout of 

the place she could see that most of the ground floor wasn‟t 

worth searching, and most of what was she‟d already been over. 

A treasure wouldn‟t be hidden where people might stumble on it, 

which eliminated all the areas frequented by servants and guards. 

And the priests‟ wing was also out--which was a good thing, 

since Annya had warned her that females of any age or species 

were strictly forbidden to enter it. I’ll bet they have female mice 

in the walls! Heather reflected, amused. 

She‟d already been through the deserted additions, and 

all but one of the storage wings. She got up, found her way to 

last wing, and slowly walked its corridor, pausing by each closed 

door to feel for magic. She felt nothing. Having covered the first 

floor, she spent the rest of the afternoon walking second floor 

halls, peering into empty rooms and pausing by locked doors to 

feel for magic. By suppertime she‟d covered all the areas she 
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could reach, and found nothing. Only one day left till the baron’s 

banquet, she thought as she headed back to their room. If one of 

us doesn’t learn something pretty soon we’re sunk! 

Heather awoke the next morning to the realization that 

this was the day of the banquet, and they were no closer to 

locating the chest than they‟d been when they first arrived at the 

castle. She lay in bed next to the sleeping Dahmia and thought it 

over. She was beginning to have serious doubts they could find 

the treasure at all. And what do we do if we can’t? Tuck our tails 

between our legs and scoot for home? Will the witch teach us if 

we come back with nothing? Of course there’s the riddle. Maybe 

it’ll be enough for her if we figure out the answer to that. And 

learn to see with wizard’s eyes. That was supposed to be the 

point of the whole thing, and I still don’t understand it at all! She 

sighed, and her hand stole to the ring lying between her breasts. 

Merwin and Dahmia must have been having similar 

worries, for both arose in a sour mood. They were bickering 

when Heather left to get their breakfast tray, and by the time she 

got back they were locked in a full blown quarrel. "If that‟s what 

it takes," Dahmia was saying icily, "why don‟t you be nice to the 

baroness?" 

"That wouldn‟t get us anywhere!" Merwin defended 

hastily. "That silly woman doesn‟t know anything." 

"How do you know she doesn‟t? You haven‟t tried to 

find out anything about her." Her voice became heavily sarcastic 

and her toe beat a tattoo on the floor. "I‟m sure if you‟ll just 

encourage her a bit she‟ll tell you everything. She obviously 

can‟t resist you!" 

Merwin ground his teeth. "Baron Willerd is the one who 

needs the encouraging. I tell you, the man would do anything for 

you--I can see it in his eyes. But all you ever do is cold-shoulder 

him. You‟re ruining our chances!" 

"If you think the baron is going to tell me, or anyone, 

how to find his greatest treasure, you‟re living in an illusion!" 

It was the same quarrel they‟d been having for the last 

couple days. It went round and round and kept getting more 

acrimonious; and it never got them anywhere. Heather sighed 

and held her peace--no use embroiling herself in it too. She tried 

to ignore the bickering, but it scraped at her nerves. She was glad 
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for the escape of taking the breakfast tray down to the kitchen, 

and even more relieved when they were finally dressed and off 

for their last afternoon of art education with Baron Willerd. 

Heather had hardly noticed the weather during her stay 

in the castle, but now she leaned out a window in their room and 

discovered a perfect autumn day of sparkling sun and chill, tangy 

breeze. Suddenly she had an unbearable case of cabin fever. Or 

perhaps this should be called castle fever, she thought wryly. 

Anyway, she had to get outdoors for a while. Since she‟d already 

covered the first two floors of the castle, she decided to start her 

last day‟s search by making a circuit around the outside, looking 

to see which parts of the castle had a third floor. If she went out 

the front entry and walked all the way around she figured she‟d 

get a pretty good view of the whole place. 

She descended the grand staircase, head down like a 

proper servant, crossed the creamy floor of the resplendent entry 

hall and glided out the front door. The bright sunshine fell across 

her face and squinted up her eyes. She turned to her right, toward 

the guest and servants‟ wings, walking slowly. The sun caressed 

her shoulders and the mysterious tang of the ocean blew on the 

breeze. She breathed deep, feeling it wake tingles in her blood. It 

felt wonderful to be out under the high blue sky. 

Heather ambled along, gazing up at the castle from 

different angles and marveling at its complexity. Most of its 

many builders seemed to have been content to stop at two storys. 

On the front the family and guest wings had a third floor, but on 

this side only the servants‟ wing could boast such height. 

Hmmm, thought Heather, eyeing it. It sure takes an amazing 

number of servants to keep one baron and one baroness fed and 

housed! Her circuit took her around back, between the castle on 

her right and the mews, kennels, guards‟ barracks and stables on 

her left. There were horses in various corrals and the usual bustle 

around the barracks. Heather lingered, taking it all in. 

Eventually she came to the other side of the castle, 

where the two towers of the One Double God‟s chapel jutted up 

ornately, dominating her view. The chapel was a smaller version 

of the new temple, built on the same plan and of the same 

gleaming white marble. The towers were ziggurats in form--each 

storey smaller than the one below, leaving space for a walkway 
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all around it. The walkways were edged with crenelated 

battlements, giving the impression that the god was forever 

poised to repulse an attack by his own universe. The impression 

was strengthened by the few slitted windows, which were too 

narrow for a man to squeeze through. The door was flanked by 

stiff marble saints, who gazed longingly upwards with 

expressions of sad but patient endurance. As Heather sauntered 

around the building, a droning chant began in the dim interior 

and the cloying smell of very sweet incense drifted to her nose. 

She wondered, idly, about a religion that worshipped the Creator 

by shutting itself off from the Creation--and on such a lovely day 

as this! 

Just past the chapel Willie came hurtling out of the gate 

to the baronial family gardens and almost bowled Heather over, 

shattering the peaceful morning. As she regained her balance he 

thrust his arm in her face. "Look at this!" he demanded. "You 

said that stuff you gave me would fix it, but it‟s still not healing 

right!" 

Heather hesitated, but Willie was already yanking off the 

rough bandage. The cut looked fine except at its top end, where 

it had developed a nasty red sore. By the pattern of dirt on 

Willie‟s arm, Heather guessed that part of the wound had never 

gotten down into the soaking water. "Most of it looks fine, but 

you need to soak this part more," she advised, trying to stay 

tactful in spite of her annoyance. 

"You said your medicine would cure it." 

"It will, if you give it a chance." She felt the impatience 

leaking into her voice. 

"You better be more respectful to me!" Willie snapped. 

"I‟m going to be declared Baron Willerd‟s heir real soon, and 

then you‟ll all have to respect me!" 

Heather looked at him blankly. 

"I should have been proclaimed heir two years ago," the 

boy went on passionately. "My father the baron would have 

declared me if it hadn‟t been for my uncle Danvir‟s revolt--the 

damn traitor! But that‟s all going to be over soon. Real soon!" 

"What do you mean?" 

"I‟m going to fix that damn Danvir, that‟s what! I know 

how to do it, too--you‟ll see." As if fearing that he‟d revealed too 
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much, he abruptly dodged past her and dashed toward the 

stables. 

Now, was that just adolescent bravado, or does he really 

have something in mind? Heather frowned to herself. She turned 

to stare after the boy--and met the cold gaze of Pader Bernewik. 

The prelate stood framed in the wide arch of the chapel doorway, 

monotonous chanting and clouds of sticky sweet incense 

billowing out around his shriveled form. Against the dim interior 

his pale blue robe stood out like a banner. He was staring fixedly 

at Heather, his gaze as flinty as the holy statues flanking the 

door. Across his lips ghosted a faint smile--of triumph? 

Heather‟s heart lurched. She spun on her heel and strode 

quickly on toward the front of the castle, her pulse hammering in 

her ears. Chaos! How much did that crazy fanatic see and hear? 

she wondered, chilled. And what is he likely to do about it? She 

could feel the priest‟s sharp stare boring into the back of her 

head. The pressure didn‟t let up till she‟d fled around a corner, 

putting the solid stone of the castle between herself and those 

swamp-water brown eyes. 



 

 

CHAPTER 17 
 

Heather had intended to return through the castle‟s front 

entrance and began searching for stairways to the various bits of 

third floor--but her feet kept on going past the broad steps and 

around again. It wasn‟t till she got clear to the back that she 

realized she was striding toward the stables, and Mystery, and 

escape. She forced her feet and breath to slow down and got her 

mind working again. Spending some time with Mystery was a 

good idea, she decided, but she‟d better be spending that time 

thinking things through instead of saddling up for a wild escape 

attempt! 

As she approached the stables she saw Bjorn leading 

Widowmaker out, saddled and bridled. Where’s he going? she 

wondered. Any chance I can come along? She hurried over to 

him. 

The Norrish prince looked up at her approach. "What‟s 

wrong? You look pale enough so you could be your own ghost!" 

With a shaky attempt at a smile, Heather replied, "I‟m 

afraid it may come to that." The smile died half formed. "Bjorn, 

Pader Bernewik knows I‟m a healer! Just now, Willie insisted I 

check the slash on his arm. When I finished examining it I turned 

around and there was Pader Bernewik, standing in the chapel 

door and watching me!" she shivered. "Watching like a cat at a 

promising mouse hole!" 

Bjorn frowned. "So now we must think about how soon 

we should leave here. Did he do anything besides stare at you?" 

Heather shook her head. "It wasn‟t anything he did, it 

was the way he glared," she explained, and realized she was 

probably sounding overwrought. She didn‟t know how to convey 

to Bjorn the feeling that icy gaze had given her, or why she was 

so sure she was in danger. Beside the strength of her conviction 

anything she could say felt pale and inadequate. And at the same 

time, with nothing to back it up but "he looked at me," it sounded 

foolishly hysterical. 

To her relief Bjorn seemed to understand. Paying 

attention to hunches, Heather realized, must be an important skill 

for a warrior. He scratched his head and considered. "Where did 

this happen, and who was around?" 
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"Just outside the chapel. Willie was the only one there, 

besides the priests chanting inside." 

"Then he had a good chance to grab you, and 

reinforcements to help him too. But all he did was stare. So 

whatever he might be planning, he‟s not ready to act yet," Bjorn 

analyzed. "Now the question is, when will he make his move? 

Before then, we must be gone." 

"I don‟t know any way to guess his plans," Heather said 

thoughtfully, "but since the banquet is tonight we‟ll probably be 

leaving tomorrow afternoon in any case--with or without finding 

the treasure chest." 

"I think we must leave sooner than that, sooner than 

anyone expects us to. Yah, that way we‟ll be ahead of that dried-

up excuse for a priest if he plans to grab you as you go out. 

Tomorrow morning, as early as the gates are open, we‟ll slip 

through." 

The horrifying possibility of being trapped on the brink 

of escape hadn‟t occurred to Heather. "What if he gets the baron 

to send men after us? They could catch us on the road, or even in 

Swarsstal . . ." 

Bjorn held up a battle-scarred hand. "Nah, we need not 

take the road. There are paths through the forest that will get us 

back to the mainland unseen. And then we will turn away from 

Swarsstal and go north along the coast to the mountains. There 

are many small roads and woodcutters‟ trails we can follow 

through the foothills, working our way along the mountains and 

so back to Waldbridge, where we can get again on the road to 

High Dire Pass." 

Heather was both relieved and impressed. "That‟s great! 

Where did you learn all that?" 

"From making friends with the guards. I diced with some 

of the off-duty men till we all got to be buddies. Today I‟m 

going out with the patrol that rides the paths through the woods 

so I can learn those ways." He tugged at the leather cord around 

his thick neck. From beneath his shirt slid the two kraken fangs, 

gleaming daggers of pearl. Grinning mischievously he added, "It 

helps to show them these." 

That has to be a prize-winning giant of an 

understatement! Heather thought. She could picture the awe on 
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the faces of fighting men meeting a warrior who‟d killed an ice 

kraken single-handed--and had not only the scars, but both fangs 

to prove it. No wonder they told him everything he wanted to 

know and asked him along on their patrols! She began to 

understand why Bjorn had struggled to hack those teeth out even 

though he was bleeding and half dead. 

Tucking the fangs back under his shirt, Bjorn went on, 

"The patrol is getting ready to leave now." He jerked his head 

towards the guards‟ stables, where men were saddling their 

horses. "I need to go with them to learn the paths. We should be 

back around suppertime. For safety, I think till I get back, you 

should stay out of sight. Yah, and especially stay away from 

your room." 

There was a hail from the guard troop. "Yah, I‟m 

coming!" the big man called. Turning back to Heather he said 

hastily, "After supper I‟ll stay the night in the stables with our 

horses. If you need me you can find me there. And you must be 

there before dawn tomorrow, ready to ride--no matter what the 

other two do." Then he was gone, leading Widowmaker quickly 

toward the gathering troop. 

Heather stood a moment, staring after him. Then she 

shivered, suddenly feeling naked and exposed under the bright 

blue arch of the empty sky--like a bug trapped in a bottle. Every 

window in the castle stared at her with swamp-water brown eyes. 

Trying to look casual, she sauntered to the nearest door, which 

led into a long hall flanked by empty storerooms. Only when she 

was inside, sheltered from the prying eyes of all those windows, 

did she let out a breath she didn‟t know she‟d been holding. She 

found a stairway and climbed to the second storey before sitting 

down on the floor, back against a wall, to think things over. 

Staying away from their room meant she wouldn‟t be 

able to tell Dahmia and Merwin about her trouble--but she 

doubted they‟d be much help. Merwin would try to soothe her in 

his condescending way. Dahmia might take her seriously if there 

were any actual evidence of Pader Bernewik‟s malice, but since 

there wasn‟t, she‟d probably agree with Merwin that Heather 

was overwrought. If there’s one thing I can’t stand right now, 

it’s Merwin soothing me! Heather thought emphatically. She 

decided she‟d slip back to the room briefly during the night and 
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pick up her things. Then she could learn whether they‟d found 

out anything about the chest, and also tell them she and Bjorn 

were leaving early in the morning. That would give them time to 

decide what they wanted to do. 

Where to go meanwhile? She‟d intended to spend some 

time in Mystery‟s stall, but now she realized that staying with 

her horse might not be any smarter than staying in her room. 

Finding a hidey-hole in an obscure part of the castle made sense-

-except that she felt she‟d go crazy staring at the walls all 

afternoon and evening. After some thought she decided her best 

bet was to slip into the musicians‟ gallery and hide their till after 

the castle had settled down for the night. There‟s be the baron‟s 

banquet to entertain her, and perhaps she‟d even overhear 

something useful. 

She was nervous about being seen on her way to the 

gallery. Still, no one but Pader Bernewik had showed any 

interest in her, and if her spying brought her useful information it 

would be worth the risk. She stood up and started down the 

stairs. Here goes nothing. At least, I sure hope it’s going to be 

nothing! 

It was still that sleepy period after the midday meal, 

when most people took a rest and only a few kitchen servants 

were active. Old Castle‟s convoluted corridors were deserted, its 

great hall drowsing in the dusty sunlight slanting through the 

high windows. Slipping past the long fire pit, Heather felt like 

one of its ancient ghosts. When she got to the kitchens she heard 

a murmur of voices from the bakery, and an argument going on 

in the main kitchen, but no one appeared in the corridor. Food, 

Heather thought. It‟s going to be a long wait if I‟m hungry. She 

didn‟t dare raid a kitchen, but the tables in the servants‟ dining 

room hadn‟t been cleared yet. She ghosted in, appropriated 

several chunks of leftover bread and cheese and a couple of 

apples and stuffed them into her pockets. As she left she grabbed 

a half-full water pitcher. Now properly provisioned, she cat-

footed to the curtained alcove and slipped into its dim safety. 

The key was where she remembered Annya leaving it, and she 

carefully put it back after unlocking the door. 

She‟d barely gotten settled into the shadowy gallery 

when voices came drifting up from the green dimness of the 
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heavily curtained parlor. Slipping over to that side of the gallery, 

Heather peered through the carved screen. Two men stood right 

inside the door from the entry hall, as though they‟d just ducked 

in for a private conversation. 

"Ye should be keeping‟ yer mind on our business, 

Cap‟n," the small bald-headed fellow accused in a nasal voice. 

"Yer only flirtin‟ with the fat slut to get Baron Willerd‟s wind 

up." 

"Not only that, Domero," the tall, broad-shouldered one 

replied. "Though I must admit I‟d like to wipe that high and 

mighty whoreson‟s face in the mud. However, the baroness is 

well worth cultivating for the invitations she gets us to the castle. 

Besides, the babbling biddy occasionally babbles something 

about the castle‟s defenses, like the interesting information that 

there‟s some kind of postern gate in the rear of the surrounding 

wall." 

"And yer thinking they‟ll just leave that gate undefended 

and let anybody walk in?" 

"Hardly. But it might be the perfect place for a small 

force to create a diversion. So you see, I do have my mind on 

business." 

"Ha!" scorned Domero. "Ye‟ve a lot of fancy riggin‟ 

there, Cap‟n, but what ye really want is to red-face the baron. I 

bet ye‟d be willin‟ to diddle that silly goose just to cuckold his 

Lordship!" 

The Captain shook his head. Light played across carrot-

red hair and beard, and twinkled from a diamond-set hoop in one 

ear. "Looting his castle would humiliate him far more than 

bedding a wife he has no interest in. But the baroness is a useful 

tool, however disgusting she may be." 

Domero snorted. "Guess I can‟t gripe none, as long as 

it‟s ye and not me she‟s a-chasin‟." 

The captain preened himself. "Have no fear, me mate, 

the baroness only chases glamorous men, so you‟re quite safe!" 

Taking the small man firmly by the arm he ordered, "Now, no 

more of this kind of talk!" He steered him through the door. 

"Castle walls really do have ears, you know." 

More ears than you may realize! Heather thought as the 

men‟s footsteps faded down the corridor. So these two were 
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some of Baron Willerd‟s tame pirates--except they didn‟t sound 

very well tamed! Heather was amazed the baron asked them to 

dine with him. I think he’s inviting a nest of vipers into his bed--

and he’s already got a snake or two between the sheets! 

The pirate menace intensified Heather‟s yearning for a 

quick escape from Castle Rothearst. Chaos! Staying here feels as 

safe as living on thin ice in thawing season! She grumbled to 

herself. I sure am glad I’ll be leaving in the morning! This made 

her think of Annya, who wouldn‟t be leaving. She wanted to talk 

with her tall friend, and warn her of . . . what? Boasts by some 

pirate captain? A vague threat by Willie? What could she do if 

she knew? Besides, unless Annya happens by this way I won’t 

see her before morning. Which means not seeing her again at 

all-- that’s too bad. I wish we’d had more time to get to know 

each other. 

Heather thought about her companions. Dahmia and 

Merwin must be wondering where she was, but there wasn‟t 

much she could do about it before tonight. Would they be willing 

to sneak out with her and Bjorn in the morning? She doubted it--

especially with the treasure chest still unfound. But I have to tell 

Dahmia what’s going on so she can make her own decision. And 

slipping back to the room should be safe enough in the middle of 

the night. 

Late in the afternoon she heard voices below her again. 

Baron Willerd entered the parlor, followed by a gray little man in 

a gray robe, a heavy, ornate chain of office weighing down his 

shoulders. He had prominent buck teeth and the anxious air of a 

hunted animal. "It was good of you, milord," he was saying to 

the baron‟s back, "very good of you to give me your time like 

this." 

Without turning, the baron waved a negligent hand. "The 

mayor of Swarsstal always has a claim on the ear of his baron. 

What seems to be the problem this time?" He dropped into a 

chair. 

The mayor remained standing. "It‟s the same as usual, 

milord," he began nervously. "It‟s the problem of disorder 

among the Merchant Adventurers. There are so many complaints 

from the citizens of Swarsstal, I hardly know what to do. If your  
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lordship could see your way clear to having a word with some of 

the captains . . . " 

He was interrupted by a new voice. "My lord baron, I 

need to speak with you." Pader Bernewik strode into the room, 

accompanied by Secundus Salischel. 

Heather‟s heart lurched. He’s going to accuse me to the 

baron! Holding her breath, she leaned forward until her forehead 

touched the carved screen. 

Pader Bernewik brushed the little gray mayor out of his 

way and took over his place before the baron. "We are in receipt 

of another communication from his Highest Sanctity, the Prime 

Pader," he rasped, handing the baron a parchment scroll. "His 

Sanctity most urgently renews his request for your excellency‟s 

permission to arm the Protectors of the Faith so they may more 

effectively guard the temple." 

Up in the musicians‟ gallery Heather let out a silent sigh 

of relief. 

The baron shook his head. "The temple has no need of 

its own guards. The baronial guard is quite adequate to deal with 

any problem." 

"His Sanctity feels there are an insufficient number of 

guardsmen in Swarsstal." 

"Tell his Sanctity we are constantly in the process of 

strengthening the guard." 

The gravelly voice was frigid. "His Sanctity fails to see 

the results." 

"This is tax collection season. A large number of guards 

are needed to keep order in the countryside. Most of them will be 

back in a fortnight." 

The rabbity little mayor tried to cut in. "The town needs 

more protection too. If . . . " 

The other men didn‟t bother to glance at him. Glaring, 

Pader Bernewik shot back, "And if we need them before then, 

how quickly can they get back here? The temple must have its 

own armed guard!" 

"I enriched you," the Baron snapped, "I will protect 

you!" 

Secundus Salischel cut in, oily-voiced, "We beg to 

remind your excellency that the One True Church has given your 
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excellency much valuable support in the matter of your half-

brother‟s illegitimate claim to the rulership of Rothearst. And 

that in the future you will continue to find such support most 

helpful." 

The Baron scowled. "The church has been exceedingly 

well rewarded for its assistance. You have your new temple." 

With a determined effort, Mayor Rabbity cut in again. 

"Your excellency, four more ships of pi . . . ah . . . ships of 

Merchant Adventurers arrived in our harbor this morning That 

makes nine altogether, which is more than we‟ve ever had at one 

time. The townspeople are getting nervous . . . " 

Baron Willerd waved dismissively. "The more ships in 

port, the more wealth for Rothearst. That should help your 

townspeople get over their nerves!" 

Secundus Salischel and Pader Bernewik both glared at 

the poor little mayor, but before either could say anything more a 

high-pitched giggle cut through the room like a hot knife through 

butter. "Oh captain, you do say the most charming things!" 

Baroness Vathilda swept in, attended by the carrot-haired 

captain. The little bald fellow came trailing along behind, 

watching the captain with a disgusted look in his hard, squinty 

eyes. 

Heather studied the captain with interest. He was dressed 

to the height of elegance in tight, navy blue breeches, snowy 

tunic heavily trimmed with lace, and turquoise velvet longcoat 

flaunting large gold buttons. Multiple rings sparkled on his 

fingers. His clothes were carefully tailored to fit his broad 

shoulders and thickly muscled thighs--but they failed to fit the 

man himself. In spite of his carefully curled hair and elegant 

manners, he looked like he belonged on the pitching deck of a 

ship, yelling profane orders at rough men. 

He was bending attentively over Baroness Vathilda, and 

she was giggling and blushing like a school girl. Or perhaps the 

color in her cheeks was only a reflection of her scarlet satin 

gown, trimmed with purple velvet. Her heavy gold jewelry 

clinked continuously with her movements, in counterpoint to her 

chatter. 

Just as the captain was disengaging himself from 

Vathilda to make his courtesies to Baron Willerd, the door 
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opened again and Merwin and Dahmia entered. Merwin was 

splendidly attired in white satin spangled with silver. Dahmia 

was dressed much more soberly in an inconspicuous beige gown. 

To Heather‟s eyes both of them looked tired and strained. 

Merwin made a bee-line for Baron Willerd, trailing Dahmia in 

his wake. They arrived at the same moment as the captain, 

trailing Vathilda, and joined the two clerics and the little gray 

mayor in attendance on the baron. 

"Ah, Mystico," Baron Willerd greeted, "and his lovely 

lady." He bent over Dahmia‟s hand, holding it considerably 

longer than necessary. "Mystico and Lady Dahmia, may I 

present Captain Zhan la Rouzh, captain of the good ship Easy 

Fortune, and master of our Merchant Adventurers Guild." 

Merwin stepped forward and grasped the pirate‟s beefy 

hand, but Dahmia pulled back as if thunderstruck, her face white 

and blank. When Merwin took her arm to draw her forward she 

pulled loose, backed away and sat down in the nearest chair. 

Merwin scowled after her but she ignored him, so he turned to 

the baron with a charming smile. 

Now, what was that about? Heather wondered, gazing at 

the scene below. Does Dahmia know something about that pirate 

the rest of us don’t? 

More guests arrived, clustering around Baron Willerd, 

until the hubbub drowned out individual conversations. It was a 

colorful and glamorous show, but not very informative. Heather 

got irritated watching the wealthy and fashionable putting on airs 

for each other. It seemed not only pointless but foolish, 

considering the condition the people of the barony were in. 

Dinner didn‟t help her mood, as multiple rich, savory odors 

drifted up to her while she tried to be thankful for her bread and 

cheese. The meal took a long time too, while the rich guests 

slowly chomped their way through all the rich courses. Finally it 

wound down, and the diners began stirring restlessly and looking 

for Baron Willerd to rise from the table so they could too. 

As the baron began to rise from his ebony and ivory 

chair, the wide, ornately carved door from the entry slammed 

open. All around the table conversations sputtered out as Willie 

plunged in, disheveled and breathless, scattering protesting 

servants left and right. Baron Willerd twisted around to scowl at 
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the boy, but Willie ignored the black look and rushed to his side. 

He dropped to one knee beside the chair and put his mouth up to 

his father‟s ear. 

Whatever the boy said made Baron Willerd‟s eyebrows 

shoot up. He drew back and gazed at his son, and Heather saw 

his lips form the words, "You lie!" The boy shook his head, 

leaned close and said something more, and the baron‟s face went 

sheet white. He gasped in several deep breaths. Then, abruptly, 

he slid his chair back and stood up. 

Around the glittering table dead silence reigned, and 

every eye was on Baron Willerd and his son. The baron bowed 

slightly and announced in a strained voice, "I beg my guests‟ 

indulgence, for an urgent matter has come up which I must 

attend to speedily. The entertainment," he nodded slightly to 

Merwin, who sat looking shocked, "will commence as planned in 

the parlor. Please enjoy yourselves." He turned and strode 

quickly from the room, with Willie trotting at his heels. Behind 

him a babble of questions arose around the table. 

Two bits of information clicked together in Heather‟s 

mind. Willie had boasted that he was going to "fix that damn 

Danvir." And tonight was the night Annya planned to slip a 

mysterious visitor into the castle. Do I have time to find that 

postern gate and warn her? Heather stuffed the remains of her 

meal into her pocket and scurried down the stairs. She locked the 

stairway door and hastily thrust the key back into its hiding 

place. 

Servants were bustling past in the hall, carrying the 

remains of the feast back to the kitchen. Heather waited 

impatiently till they‟d all gone by, then slipped out and made for 

a dimly-lit corridor leading to Old Castle. Here there was no one 

to see her run. She put on a burst of speed, her feet slapping on 

the ancient flagstones of the cavernous main hall. Shoving past a 

thick wooden door, she let herself into a corridor that lead to the 

rear of the castle--and almost ran into two figures huddling in the 

darkness. Weak light from a shuttered lantern set on the floor 

caught on Annya‟s auburn braid. She was supporting a man who 

leaned heavily on her, gasping for breath. An arrow stuck out of 

his left side, dark blood soaking outward from it. 
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"Heather!" Annya cried in amazement. And then, 

desperation naked in her voice, "Please, can you help us?"  The 

wounded man raised his head and looked Heather in the eyes. 

His handsome features were drawn with pain, but there was no 

mistaking Danvir the revolutionary. 



 

 

CHAPTER 18 
 

"Will you come with us?" Annya pleaded. "I‟ve got 

to get him hidden." 

"And fast!" Heather agreed. "I just saw Willie 

whisper something to the baron that shook him so much he 

walked out on his dinner party. I‟m sure he went to start a 

search!" 

Annya wasted no time on questions. "It‟s just a little 

farther, Dan. Are you ready then?" 

Danvir clamped his jaw tight and jerked a nod. 

Annya scooped up the lantern and they shuffled hastily on 

along the narrow corridors of Old Castle, through a door 

Heather had never noticed, down a stairway she hadn‟t 

known about, and into a wine cellar. On their right a row of 

enormous barrels, lying on their sides, stretched off into the 

darkness. On their left was a wall of native rock, barely 

smoothed. Monstrous shadows lurked at the edge of the 

flickering circle of lantern light, like detached pieces of the 

blackness beyond. For Heather, the scene had the weird 

unreality of a fever dream. 

They hastened past a score of the great barrels, 

which loomed as tall as a man‟s head, and finally stopped 

by the last one in the row. Beyond was only a blank rock 

wall, with a little stream of water running at its base. Annya 

set the lantern down and fumbled at the last barrel. Half the 

front of it swung open. Inside, a rough wooden platform 

created a flat surface, leaving enough headroom to kneel. 

There was a wad of blankets on the platform, together with 

a couple of stubby candles and a water jug. Annya handed 

her the jug and nodded toward the stream. "We‟ll be 

needing water," she said, with only the slightest tremor in 

her voice. 

Filling the jug from the little stream was slow 

business. By the time Heather got back, Annya had Danvir 

settled in the hideaway, lying on his side with his head in 
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her lap. She held up the lantern as Heather crawled in with 

them. "If you hear anyone coming, close the door quick and 

I‟ll kill the light," she instructed. 

Oh great, Heather groaned to herself as Annya 

handed her a fistful of cloths evidently torn from her 

petticoat. I’ve never even watched an arrow being taken 

out, I can hardly see what I’m doing, and at any point in 

the proceedings we may be plunged into utter darkness! 

Chaos, what if it’s gone into his lung? She turned to Annya 

to tell her she didn‟t have the skill to remove an arrow with 

nothing but her camp knife, a jug of water and bunch of 

rags. But she met a look of such desperate confidence that 

she couldn‟t say it. Where else could these two turn for 

help? Any other healer in the castle would be a priest, and 

going to him would be the same as handing Danvir over to 

a death sentence. 

She gazed down at the man whose life might lie in 

her hands, and drew a long, shaky breath. I can at least 

have a look at it. She pulled out her knife and cut away 

jerkin and tunic, baring the bloody wound with the brutal 

shaft projecting from it. "Bring the lantern closer," she 

instructed Annya. With a wet rag she sponged at the slowly 

welling blood, then probed gently with her fingers. To her 

intense relief she felt the barbs of the arrowhead just below 

the surface of the wound. The flat head was jammed 

between two ribs so that every breath brought them 

clamping down on its sharp edges. No wonder the poor 

fellow was panting so! 

"The arrow is just barely in, but the head is stuck 

between his ribs," she informed them. "I think I can twist it 

out--Danvir, can you take a deep breath to help separate the 

ribs?" 

Danvir drew in a series of ragged gasps, and Annya 

laid her fingers gently over his lips. Heather grasped the 

shaft just above the wound and used the fingers of her other 

hand to push the ribs apart. Twist, jerk--a grunt from 
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Danvir--and it was out! Weak with relief, she grabbed a 

clean rag and held pressure against the welling blood. The 

shadows in their little refuge began to tremble. Heather 

took the lantern from Annya‟s shaking hand and set it 

down. Danvir was breathing easily now, his face soaked in 

sweat but no longer drawn with pain. Still holding his head 

in her lap, Annya caressed his hair. Tears ran unheeded 

down her cheeks. 

After a few moments Heather spoke up softly. 

"Annya, I need to go for my medical bag for a salve to help 

it heal." 

Annya pulled herself together quickly, scrubbing a 

sleeve across her eyes. She shook her head. "Nay, you 

don‟t know the castle‟s ways well enough to dodge the 

searchers. And we‟ll be needing some food here too, and 

more bandages. Best I go, and you stay here with Dan." 

Danvir‟s hand closed over hers. "Don‟t go, Annie. 

You know you‟re the first one they‟ll suspect." 

"Aye, and they‟ll likely suspect me a lot more if 

they can‟t find me! You know I can‟t stay in hiding, Dan. 

You‟ve got to have me running free to bring people to talk 

with you. And then to get you out of the castle." 

"It‟s too much of a risk!" he protested, gazing into 

her eyes. 

"Would you look who‟s talking about risks! You‟re 

the one always saying that boldest is best because it‟s the 

least expected." 

Danvir sighed very slightly. "Caught in my own 

words! At least be careful." 

One last squeeze of their clasped hands, then Annya 

slid past Heather and crawled out. "Back as soon as I can, 

then," she promised as she swung the front of the barrel 

closed. 

I hope she won’t be long! Heather thought, 

dismayed. I still have to get out to the stables before dawn. 

If I can, that is, with all this searching going on. A wave of 
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panic washed over her--the panic of a trapped animal. She 

wanted to burst out of the barrel and go running through the 

cellar and up the stairs . . . Sure! Right into the arms of 

some guardsman who’d really lock me away! She fought 

down the fear with a few deep breaths and turned to the 

task at hand, getting a bandage on Danvir. 

When she‟d finished and got him propped into a 

reasonably comfortable position he suggested courteously, 

"Best we snuff the candle out so no light will show through 

the cracks. I trust you won‟t mind waiting in the dark?" 

"No, of course not." But Heather found she did 

mind. With nothing to see but blackness her imagination 

went into a gallop. She couldn‟t help visualizing the 

searchers bursting into their hidey-hole and dragging them 

both off. She kept wondering if she wouldn‟t be safer 

trying to sneak out through the castle. At length she 

whispered, "How secret is this place?" 

Danvir‟s voice came soft through the darkness. 

"Annie and I made it years ago, when we were still 

youngsters. Only the cellar master knew about it, and he 

was our friend." 

"You and Annya have been in love for a long time, 

haven‟t you?" 

"Ten years. Since I was twelve and she ten. That 

was the year my father, Baron Oscarl, died. When my half-

brother Willerd became baron he paid the priests to declare 

my mother‟s marriage void and me a bastard. Then he sent 

me down to live with the servants. Everyone was afraid to 

have anything to do with me--except Annie and her mother. 

They took me into their hearts and helped me get through." 

And you played chase-n-hide, Heather thought, and 

explored the castle together, and built a secret retreat, and 

grew into love. 

"It‟s been a tradition with the barons of Rothearst," 

Danvir continued quietly, "to marry for politics and turn to 

their servant women for love. My father did finally marry 
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my mother, but only after his miserable political wife had 

died, of course. I‟m going to do better than all of them! I‟m 

going to marry the woman I love as soon as I get control of 

the barony." 

"You‟re sure you‟ll win?" 

"Oh, absolutely! That is," he added honestly, "if I 

get out of this alive." 

"What made you risk sneaking into your enemy‟s 

castle?" 

"It‟s the only way I can be sure of securing the 

support of the older guard commanders, the ones who 

remember me from before I left, two years ago. We need 

inside help to take the castle--otherwise it‟ll be a bloody 

massacre." He shifted restlessly, trying to ease himself. "It 

should have worked smoothly. Annie was going to let me 

in and out of the old postern gate, and I‟d have been here 

and gone with Willerd none the wiser. But Willie found out 

somehow and lay in wait for me among the boulders at the 

base of the cliff, where the path starts up from the beach. If 

he weren‟t such a weak-armed archer I‟d be dead now." 

The conversation died out and they were silent for a 

long time--or at least it seemed long to Heather, crouching 

in the darkness and listening for approaching footsteps. At 

length she murmured, "Shouldn‟t Annya be getting back?" 

"Yes, she‟s had plenty of time. Unless she‟s held up 

because this part of the castle is being searched. Or . . . " 

"Or?" 

"Or unless Willerd has seized her for questioning." 

Danvir didn‟t bother to hide the worry in his voice. 

Before Heather could reply, a hollow thump echoed 

through the cavernous darkness. Annya would never bang 

the door like that! she thought, holding her breath. Muffled 

by the barrel‟s thickness came the clomp of heavy boots on 

the stairs and a confusion of men‟s voices. Heather went as 

rigid as a rabbit hiding in the brush while an owl ghosted 

overhead. Is this hiding place as secure as Danvir thinks? 
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she wondered tensely. Willie somehow found out about 

Danvir’s visit to the castle--could he know the secret of this 

barrel too? She pictured Willie leading the searchers 

straight to them, a sneer of triumph on his pimply face. 

The boots and voices got louder. Light glimmered 

through the cracks around the barrel‟s door, making 

Heather feel totally exposed. She knew the light was 

actually faint, but after the long darkness it seemed bright 

as the rising sun. She could distinguish Danvir‟s still 

features, handsome and strained. The cracks looked a mile 

wide, and she didn‟t know how the searchers could 

possibly miss seeing them. 

"Come on, you lazy bastards!" a sergeant-type voice 

shouted. "Get down and look between those barrels! You 

heard his lordship say he wants a very thorough search 

everywhere." 

Crouching motionless in this frozen moment, 

Heather listened as men poked into the narrow spaces 

between barrels--banging about, swearing and cracking 

jokes about the wine. She held her breath through an 

eternity of clomping feet and rough voices, with the light 

waxing and waning as various lanterns moved around. 

Suddenly there was a thunderous pounding on their own 

barrel, making her jump in spite of her tight control. 

"Hey Sarge," a voice yelled, practically at her 

elbow, "this one is empty!" 

The sergeant‟s voice came from farther away, 

toward the door. "Some of „em are bound to be empty, 

stupid. Do you think his lordship never drinks any of his 

wine?" There was a general guffaw. "Come on, hurry up! 

We still got lots of searching to do." 

Abruptly the light waned and died into darkness, 

and the sounds faded away in the direction they‟d come. 

The cellar door banged closed, and silence reigned again. 

Heather let out a shaky breath, and in the darkness she 

heard Danvir do the same. 
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They waited in the silence for another long time. 

Then Danvir murmured, "Of course there‟s such a beastly 

lot of castle to search that it may be quite a while before 

they‟re finished and out of the way so she can come to us." 

He sounded like a man trying to convince himself. 

To divert them both from their worries Heather 

asked, "What will you do with Castle Rothearst if you 

become baron?" 

Danvir snorted scornfully. "There‟s not much one 

can do with the old pile! But I will sell off Willerd‟s art 

collection. I estimate we can give the peasants a year free 

of all taxation with the price we can get for it." 

"That‟s generous. Baron Willerd would never do a 

thing like that." 

"Willerd‟s a fool. He doesn‟t understand that a 

ruler‟s real treasure is the goodwill of his people. You don‟t 

get people‟s goodwill by robbing them. Somehow Willerd 

never learned that giving to people, and caring about them, 

makes them love and support you. It‟s hard to see how he 

could be so blind to something so obvious, but he is." 

Heather mulled this over. Finally she said, "When I 

saw how many guards Baron Willerd has I thought you 

didn‟t have a chance. But now I see that while he has the 

guards, you have the people. It‟s a beautiful dream you 

have for Rothearst, and I hope you can make it come true." 

She sighed softly. A beautiful dream, but it all hangs on the 

safety of this wounded dreamer, hidden in the midst of his 

enemy’s stronghold. 

It seemed to Heather that she lay awake the whole 

long night, but she must have finally drifted off. She awoke 

some timeless time later in darkness so complete she 

couldn‟t tell her eyes were open. Has dawn already come 

and gone, or am I still caught somewhere in the middle of 

this endless night? Chaos! Why hasn’t Annya come back? 

Beside her, Danvir was breathed with the deep, slow 

rhythm of an exhausted man finally sleeping. From outside 
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came the faint tinkle of the trickling stream; and beyond 

that only silence as deep as the darkness of the cellar. 

And then--a sound. Quiet footfalls coming steadily 

closer. Heather tensed, picturing Willie padding stealthily 

toward them. The footsteps stopped. Light showed through 

the cracks around the door, dim but blinding. Heather held 

her breath as a hand fumbled at the latch. Annya‟s voice 

whispered, "Dan? Heather?" as the door swung open. 

Heather squinted in the brightness of the shuttered 

lantern. Danvir came awake with the quickness of a fighter, 

sitting up with a grunt of pain. He reached for Annya‟s 

hand. "Annie! Thank the God you‟re back! Did Willerd 

suspect you?" 

"Ay, he questioned me himself, in his most 

threatening voice. But a number of folk swore they‟d seen 

me about my proper duties all evening. And when the 

search at last turned up no sign of you, he decided Willie 

was wrong and you hadn‟t got into the castle at all. So he 

called off the inside hunt and sent most of the guards out to 

search the forest from here to Swarsstal." 

"Has he opened the castle gates yet?" 

"Nay, only long enough to send his guests home 

yestereve. And he‟s set a strong watch on the postern gate, 

too." 

Heather was curious. "If Baron Willerd doesn‟t 

think you‟re in the castle, why would he keep the gates 

closed?" 

Danvir grinned. "It appears he doesn‟t want me to 

get in!" 

"Ay, he doesn‟t want Dan meeting up with his old 

friends in the guard," Annya clarified. Her eyes sparkled. 

"Dan, he‟s sent all his new guardsmen out on the search 

and kept your old friends safely tucked away here in the 

castle. It‟ll be easy for me to slip them down here to meet 

with you!" 
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Danvir‟s grin widened. "How extraordinarily 

obliging of him!" 

Heather hated to interrupt their strategy session, but 

she had problems of her own. "What time of day is it?" she 

asked Annya. "I was supposed to meet Bjorn at dawn." 

"We‟re way past that. It‟s already come noon. But 

he won‟t be going anywhere with the gates closed." 

"And neither will I," Heather sighed. Their puzzled 

looks reminded her that she‟d never gotten around to 

explaining her own danger, so she gave them a bare-bones 

account of her encounters with Pader Bernewik. 

"Ay then, you do need to leave soon," Annya 

agreed when she‟d finished. "But for now I think you‟re 

safe enough. The castle is like an anthill all stirred up, with 

wild rumors of revolution running through it. At a time like 

this no one will be taking notice of some visitor‟s serving 

girl." 

"All the same," Heather replied, "I think I‟ll stay in 

the stable till the gates are open. How much longer do you 

think that‟ll be?" 

Danvir considered. "As soon as he‟s searched the 

forest and found nothing, Willerd will conclude I‟ve given 

him the slip. Then I rather think he‟ll open the gates and 

just keep close watch on everyone going through them. 

That should be in the next day or two. Then you should be 

able to leave without any problem." 

"And you?" 

Danvir and Annya looked a long moment into each 

other‟s eyes. "We‟ll be working something out," Annya 

said. 

Heather checked Danvir‟s wound and found it clean 

and scabbing over. She gave Annya some salve and 

instructions for its use, and finally climbed out of the cellar 

into daylight. Outdoors felt great, even though a haze of 

clouds was beginning to chill the brightness out of the 

sunlight. But then she glanced up at the castle and felt again 



Wizard’s Eyes | 175 

 

 

the stare of its watching windows. She headed for the 

stables at a walk that was just short of a run, ducking 

gratefully into the warm, hay-scented dusk. As she got to 

Mystery‟s stall Dahmia rushed out and grabbed her hands. 

"Heather, where have you been? You had us worried to 

death!" 

"By Firborgen‟s balls!" Bjorn swore happily, 

coming up behind Dahmia. "So, like I was hoping, you 

were just holed up somewhere." 

"You‟ll hardly believe where and with who," 

Heather replied, and watched their eyebrows go up as she 

told them. 

"So Danvir really is here," Bjorn said thoughtfully, 

"and for a good reason. Now the big question is, can he get 

out again?" 

Dahmia pushed a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. 

"For me, the only question is how soon we can get out of 

here!" she declared passionately. "Do you know who the 

baron had at his banquet last night? Captain Zhan la Rouzh-

-the Red Butcher!" In answer to their blank looks she 

continued, "He‟s the most feared of all the pirates, a 

madman with no mercy. It‟s his boast that when he takes a 

ship there are none left to man her but ghosts. When I was 

fourteen he took a ship of my father‟s--it was captained by 

one of our best friends." 

Heather nodded. "Dahmia‟s right, we need to get 

out! I overheard this Captain la Rouzh talking with one of 

his men. It sounded like they had designs on Castle 

Rothearst." 

"Baron Willerd is so greedy he‟s blind!" Dahmia 

declared. "All he wants is to get, get, get; and he‟s never 

satisfied. They‟re all like that. There‟ll never be enough 

money and things and recognition and power to make them 

happy. They‟re like the bottomless holes of Samotharace, 

that legends say can never be filled. They‟re pitiful!" 
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"So," Bjorn put in practically, "we three are agreed 

to leave as soon as possible. What about Merwin?" 

"He‟s staying put. He has an illusion he can still 

worm his way into the baron‟s confidence after all this 

excitement has died down--only the Burning Almighty 

knows why!" 

"Danvir thinks the gates‟ll be opened tomorrow or 

the next day," Heather told them, "and that we can ride out 

then with no trouble. Till then, I‟m going to stay here in the 

stables." 

Dahmia considered. "There‟s no reason I shouldn‟t 

stay in the comfort of our room. And if I did anything 

different it would draw attention." 

"So for now we will just lay low and be ready to 

leave quick," Bjorn nodded. 

The next morning Annya surprised Heather by 

bringing a hearty breakfast out to the stables, along with 

news about the state of the castle. "Everybody is worn out 

and edgy," she reported as Heather ate. "From Baron 

Willerd on down, nary a soul got a night‟s sleep and nary a 

soul will be alert and clear-thinking this day. So this will be 

a good time to get Dan out." 

"You can‟t slip him out the way he came in, can 

you?" 

"Nay, Baron Willerd has kept the postern gate 

heavily guarded since Dan got in. It‟s got to be the main 

gates." 

Heather gave her a questioning look as she 

munched a piece of bread. 

"The farm carts will be coming around noon, and they‟ve 

got to open the gates long enough to let them in. Otherwise 

my lady baroness would miss her fresh egg again and be 

quite upset." Annya‟s lips quirked. "When the carts come 

in, Dan goes out." 

"What‟s he going to do--just walk right past the 

guards?" 
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"Ay, that he is! Dan believes the boldest move is 

best. Come keep an eye on the gates around noon then, and 

you can watch." 

So late in the morning Heather left her cozy spot in 

the stables and made her way around to the front of the 

castle. Yesterday‟s haze had thickened into a solid gray pall 

hanging low and heavy above the castle‟s towers. The 

breeze was brisk and chill. It smelled wet, as though the sea 

were stealthily mingling with the air. Heather sought 

shelter in a niche by the steps to the castle‟s entry, directly 

across from the great gates. Servants scurrying by on their 

errands paid her no heed, and the few guardsmen stayed 

close to the shelter of the gatehouse. 

She stood leaning against the wall for quite some 

time before anything happened. At last there was a 

commotion around the gates, and with a groan they swung 

slowly open. Even more slowly, the portcullis was winched 

up out of the way. A cart with a load of vegetables creaked 

in and stopped for inspection. After the guards had given it 

a very thorough going over, it rumbled past Heather and 

around to the side of the castle for unloading, while the 

next cart took its place. 

Heather watched carefully for Danvir, or for 

anything unusual, but everything she saw looked perfectly 

normal. By the time the guards were searching the third and 

last cart, the first one was rattling back toward the gate. 

Heather scrutinized it as it clattered past--but it was bare 

and empty and the driver was the same skinny little woman 

who‟d brought it in. So where was Danvir? Had they given 

up on getting him out? 

Then she spotted Annya coming from the direction 

of the servants‟ wing. She was striding beside a tall woman, 

whose cloak bulged over her ample bosom. Locks of curly 

black hair straggled out from under her hood. Annya was 

berating her loudly. "Aye, and you were told when you 

were hired that sort of thing was not allowed here. Can‟t 
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you call to mind you were told so?" She gave the woman 

no time to reply. "This is a respectable, God-fearing home, 

even it is a castle, and you ought to be ashamed for acting 

so disgracefully!" Indeed, the woman did seem ashamed, 

for as they turned to cut across the yard toward the gates 

she shuffled along with head hanging, her black hair 

curtaining her face 

Heather‟s first thought when she saw them was 

amazement that Annya would be dealing with a domestic 

problem at a time like this. Then she recognized it as a 

diversion and began looking for a man to try to slip past the 

guards at the gate. But no one appeared, and the guards, 

while obviously enjoying the show, were not turning their 

backs on the open gate. 

Only then did Heather realize who Annya‟s 

companion really was, and the sheer brazenness of it took 

her breath. Danvir was being his own diversion! He was 

doing the thing too bold to be expected--having himself 

publicly thrown out of the castle. He really was going to try 

to walk out right past the guards! It was a wonderfully 

cool-headed performance, and Heather watched with an 

admiration that almost overcame her anxiety. 

The pair made their way past her and across the 

yard, Annya‟s tirade shrilling all the way. It seemed to be 

working. Every eye was on them, but none of the eyes were 

suspicious. The guards had stopped searching the last cart 

and were laughing and poking each other. One of them 

pointed and made a ribald joke, and the dark haired 

"woman" slumped further in on herself, her head hanging 

low over her large bosom. 

As Annya and her companion neared the gates, one 

of the guards stepped into their path. "Hey Annya, you 

don‟t need to throw her out. Leave her here with us!" There 

was a general guffaw of agreement. 

"Ay, there‟s exactly the reason I‟m throwing her 

out," Annya snapped, not slackening her pace. 
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At that moment a hail came from the other side of 

the castle steps. "Annya! Who‟s that with you?" Heather 

turned quickly to see Willie trotting purposefully across the 

yard toward the fugitive pair. "Annya!" he called 

imperiously, "Wait up!” 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 19 
 

Seeing Annya and Danvir trapped between the gate 

guard and the rapidly approaching Willie, Heather made a 

desperation move. She stepped out of her niche in the wall and 

called, "Willie! How‟s your arm?" 

The subject of himself diverted Willie immediately. He 

changed course and trotted over, rolling up his sleeve as he 

came. "It‟s healing awfully slow," he complained. 

Heather made a long job of examining the arm, which 

actually looked quite good. She peered and prodded and asked 

"Does that hurt?" a few times. Meanwhile, glancing past Willie, 

she watched Annya and Danvir. Annya had put herself a step 

ahead of her companion, and she strode up to the guard without 

slowing, so he had to give way or be run into. "C‟mon Annya, 

don‟t be such a killjoy!" he protested as she stalked past him. 

The rest of the guards stood back as the pair made it 

through the long arch under the wall. Annya stopped at the outer 

gates while her companion shuffled on, to the jeers of the 

onlookers. "She" continued down the road to where the skinny 

little driver had stopped and gotten down to examine her creaky 

wheel. The two held a brief conference, then both climbed into 

the cart and rattled off down the road. Annya, watching from the 

gates, dusted her hands with a satisfied air, then turned and 

walked back toward the servant‟s wing. 

Making a quick end to her lengthy examination, Heather 

sent Willie on his way with some advice she didn‟t hear herself 

giving. She glanced quickly around--no priests in sight, thank all 

good spirits! While Willie wandered over to pester the guards 

searching the last cart, Heather trotted after Annya. She caught 

up with her just inside one of the servant‟s doors. Annya was 

leaning against the wall, drawing in deep breaths like a spent 

swimmer. Seeing Heather, she began to chuckle shakily. 

"What‟d I tell you, then? Right out past the guards! We had to 

shave his beard off, but it was worth it!" Abruptly, her laughter 

turned to sobs. "Oh Heather, I was so scared!" . 

Heather put her arms around her tall friend. "I was 

scared silly too, and I was only a bystander," she murmured. 

In a moment Annya pulled back and wiped her eyes. 
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"You saved Dan--twice really. There‟s naught that could be a big 

enough thanks for that! I‟ll help you get out of the castle if you 

need. And I‟m wishing there was more I could do for you!" 

"Well actually, there might be," Heather answered 

thoughtfully. "But before I can ask it, I need to explain the real 

reason I‟m here." As briefly as she could she told Annya about 

going to the White Witch for instruction in healing magic, and 

being sent instead on this strange quest. "And the witch‟s 

instructions," she concluded, "were to look in the chest and bring 

back to her something worth more than good karma." 

"Hmmm." Annya rubbed her forehead. "Something 

worth more than good karma? Sounds impossible. But where the 

chest is kept is no great secret. It‟s locked away with the baron‟s 

special treasures, in the tower at the end of the family wing. It 

sits on a table in the middle of the top floor." Seeing Heather‟s 

startled look she chuckled, "Cleaning women see everything." 

Turning serious again she added, "I‟ve got no idea how you folk 

could get in there, let alone get the chest out, but if you can do it 

you can have the whole blessed thing for all I care. Compared to 

Dan‟s life, all its treasures aren‟t worth a heap of garbage!" 

How amazing! Heather reflected. Ever since we got here 

we’ve all been trying to ferret out the secret of the chest, and 

here it’s come for the simple asking! I wonder if there wasn’t 

some better way we could have gone about finding it--something 

less sneaky. 

Annya didn‟t give her time to consider this. "If you‟re 

wanting something out of that chest you‟d best figure out how to 

get it fast! Our army is already gathered in the forest less than 

two days‟ journey from here. All they need to begin the attack is 

Dan back." 

Heather was startled at how short their time of safety 

was. "Thanks, Annya! I‟ll put it to the others, but I think most of 

us want to get out of here as soon as they‟ll let us through those 

gates. And if the chest is locked away in the family quarters, I 

don‟t see how we could get to it anyway." 

"Chest or no chest, just so long as you‟re out of Castle 

Rothearst before the fighting starts!" 

"What about you--when the fighting starts?" 

"I have to be here to help Dan." 
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As Heather ducked into the stable she heard Bjorn 

telling Dahmia about Danvir‟s bold escape. "Yah, I watched it all 

from the gatehouse. Such guts the both of them have!" 

Dahmia sighed. "I seem to be missing all the 

excitement." 

"Maybe not all of it," Heather answered, coming up to 

them. "Annya just told me where the treasure chest is . . . " 

"What?!" 

"Where?" 

" . . . but I don‟t see any way we could get to it. Annya 

says it‟s locked away on the top floor of the tower at the end of 

the family wing." 

"Merwin might get into the family area in disguise, using 

the Cloak of Illusion," Dahmia mused. "I don‟t know about the 

locks, though. Steal the keys? But we‟d have to find them. . ." 

"It‟d be sheep-headed foolishness to try anything like 

that while the castle gates are still closed," Heather pointed out. 

"If the baron caught on he‟d have us like rats in a trap." 

"That‟s so!" Dahmia agreed, sounding relieved. "And 

once those gates are opened, I‟m leaving! Merwin can do 

whatever he likes about the chest!" 

"Maybe die for it, if he‟s not careful," Bjorn muttered. 

"And I intend to have some words with the witch," 

Dahmia continued sharply, "just as soon as we get back to 

Andorlil. I want to find out if she knew what an impossible quest 

this was when she sent us on it!" 

Heather shook her head. "There‟s something about it 

we‟re not understanding, some way we‟re looking at the whole 

thing wrong. But I still don‟t know what it is." 

"Yah, maybe so. But now is not the time for figuring out 

how to do it right. This castle, this whole country, is like an 

avalanche waiting to happen--any minute we could hear that first 

rumble. Now is the time for getting out fast. So I‟m going to go 

keep the gate guards company for a while, and watch for when 

the gates will be opened." 

"I need to tell Merwin about the chest," Dahmia said. 

"After that I think I‟ll wander around and have a last look at 

some of Baron Willerd‟s art collection. I‟m too restless to endure 

just sitting and waiting." 
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Left alone, Heather spent a long time grooming Mystery 

and puzzling about the quest. "I‟m sure we‟re missing 

something--some understanding that would clear it all up," she 

told the horse as she brushed her neck. Her thoughts ran on. 

What makes it so hard is that we have to bring the witch 

something. If we only needed to look in that chest we could have 

just asked the baron for a look. Hmmm, taking something has 

always bothered me. Would the witch send us to steal, even from 

a thief? But she did tell us to bring her something out of the chest 

. . . 

Her mind went round and round, getting nowhere, as she 

swept her brush in rhythmic strokes over Mystery‟s side. Maybe 

the Crystal of Understanding would help, she thought suddenly. 

I’ve sort of forgotten to use it, in all this excitement. She decided 

to get the Crystal out as soon as she‟d finished her grooming job. 

"At least it‟ll pass the time," she told the mare. 

As it turned out, she didn‟t have any time to pass. Just as 

she was putting the brush away Dahmia came striding back in. "I 

told Merwin about the chest," she reported. 

"What did he say?" 

"That it was interesting information and he‟d look into it. 

He was pretty non-committal, and he didn‟t get excited like I 

expected him to. But I don‟t care. I‟m leaving--the sooner the 

better." Restlessly she paced to the door and gazed out at the 

grey sky, then paced back. "I can‟t even enjoy the baron‟s art 

collection anymore, no matter how beautiful the pieces are!" she 

complained, seating herself on a pile of feed sacks. "You know, I 

always thought I‟d be happy if I could live in luxury, surrounded 

by plenty of beautiful things. But if you‟re not happy already, 

those luxuries don‟t help a bit. And," she mused softly, "if you 

are happy, maybe you don‟t even need them. 

Heather came over and dropped down beside her. "My 

foster mother says the things we can touch aren‟t near as 

important as the things we can‟t." 

"What does she mean by the things we can‟t touch?" 

"All the important stuff--like love, friendship, honor, 

feeling good about yourself--you know." 

Dahmia pondered this. After a while she said, "It‟s funny 

how my feelings about the baroness have changed. At first I 
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envied her, because she has everything I ever wanted. I thought 

she was a fool for not appreciating it. But now I see she has 

plenty of all the things that can‟t make her happy. And what she 

really needs, which is only some love and warmth, she can‟t get. 

I really feel sorry for her! That poor woman is so lonely and 

desperate for attention she‟ll believe the lies of that murdering 

fiend la Rouzh!" 

Bjorn came striding in. "We maybe won‟t have to wait 

much longer," he announced. "The search parties found no trace 

of Danvir from here to Swarsstal, so the Baron sent orders for 

half of them to keep patrolling the paths and the other half to 

come back here. The boys in the gatehouse think the gates will 

be left open after they ride in." 

"I hope they won‟t be more than a couple of hours," 

Dahmia fretted. "Those clouds are building up to a storm, and I‟d 

like to have time to reach some kind of shelter so we don‟t get 

drenched." 

"Yah, I went up on the castle wall for a look, and there‟s 

weather moving in for sure. And while I was up there I saw a lot 

of activity on board the pirate ships. One of the guards said their 

seamen have been coming back from town all day. So I think 

maybe they‟re getting ready to sail away." 

"Sail out?" Dahmia exclaimed. "In this weather? Not 

unless Ghorreb himself is breathing fire on their tails!" 

"What do you think they‟re up to?" Heather 

asked. 

"I don‟t know, but I‟ve had a premonition of disaster 

ever since I saw la Rouzh at the banquet. I‟m going to finish 

packing so I can be ready as soon as those gates open!" 

Heather and Bjorn were already packed, their gear 

stacked in two neat piles in a corner. They waited in the quiet, 

hay-scented dimness, Bjorn impassive and Heather impatiently 

fingering the ring beneath her tunic. It seemed to her that 

Dahmia took an impossibly long time packing. All she really 

needs to bring is the Bag of Plenty, she grumbled to herself. It 

must be taking her forever to say goodbye to all those fancy 

gowns. She had to keep reminding herself that it didn‟t matter 

how long Dahmia took as long as the gates weren‟t open yet. 

But when the search party came clattering in, Dahmia 
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still wasn‟t back. Heather and Bjorn watched from the stable 

door as the men dismounted, trading jokes and insults, glad to be 

the lucky ones coming in to shelter before the weather turned 

foul. They unsaddled in cheerful confusion and turned their 

horses over to a set of grooms. "Gates are open now!" one of 

them yelled to Bjorn. The Norrish prince waved his thanks. 

Before the men could reach their barracks a man in 

commander‟s uniform came running from the castle shouting, 

"Mount up! Form up! On the double!" The startled men dashed 

back to the stable. Swearing bitterly, they began flinging saddles 

on their horses. 

"Now what?" Heather exclaimed, and turned to see 

Bjorn sprinting for the nearest stairs leading to the top of the 

castle wall. She ran after him, falling behind and then farther 

behind as he took the steps three to a bound. Now shouts and 

questions were going up on all sides, and from the corner of her 

eye she saw other people running toward the wall. 

Heather reached the top and leaned panting on the 

battlement next to Bjorn. She followed his gaze across the 

choppy gray waves to the temple of the One Double God. Two 

of the pirate ships lay just offshore from the gleaming double 

towers. Several longboats were pulled up on the narrow, rocky 

beach. Between the boats and the temple a mob of men were 

fighting. As Heather watched it became clear the blue robes were 

being pushed back. Behind her she heard the thunder of scores of 

hooves as the guards galloped out the open gate. 

"Hagolte take the damn fool," Bjorn swore fervently, 

"clear down to her ninth hell!" 

"Who?" 

"Baron Willerd--he just fell for la Rouzh‟s diversion. 

Half his guards are out patrolling the paths for Danvir and he just 

sent the other half out to relieve the temple. As soon as they get 

into the forest where they can‟t see anything the rest of the pirate 

ships will be starting for here. That‟s why only two of them are 

at the temple." He turned toward the stairs, pushing Heather 

before him. "Now we must get out fast, before someone gets 

smart enough to close those gates again!" 

As Heather‟s foot hit the first step she glanced down and 

saw who was coming up toward her. She jerked back, bumping 
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hard into Bjorn‟s solid bulk. Pader Bernewik was charging up 

the stairs, robes held above his skinny knees, legs wobbling with 

desperate effort. Way behind him toiled Secundus Salischel, 

heaving his bulk upward from step to step, red-faced and 

gasping. Heather retreated, grabbing Bjorn and towing him with 

her along the battlement, using him as a shield. There were a lot 

of people on the wall now, all gazing toward the temple. Heather 

joined the first group she came to. Bjorn carefully kept his big 

body between her and the priests. 

Pader Bernewik raced to the battlement, his rat-nosed 

face a mask of horror. As he leaned out, staring intently, black 

smoke began to trickle from the top of the Tower of the Son. The 

trickle rapidly widened into a stream. By the time the sweating 

Secundus had struggled up the last steps the smoke had become 

an inky torrent, rushing upward into the leaden sky. 

Secundus Salischel staggered to the battlement and 

leaned against it, panting, staring bug-eyed at the pouring smoke. 

He raised an arm to gesture at the temple and tried to say 

something, but all that came out was a gasping gabble. Suddenly 

he pawed at his chest, staggered a few steps and collapsed 

heavily. One tremor convulsed the gross body, then the 

Secundus lay on his back unmoving, a big mound of blubber in 

an almost-white robe. On the stone beside his contorted face, his 

golden double disk gleamed softly. 

Acting automatically, Heather ducked from behind 

Bjorn and took a step toward the fallen man before she realized 

and skidded to a stop. It was too late. Pader Bernewik flung his 

arm up and pointed an accusing finger at her. "Witch!" he cried, 

his hoarse voice shaking. "You killed him with your sorcery! I‟ll 

see you burn for this!" 

Shock froze Heather to the spot, staring into those 

merciless swamp-water eyes. Then a muffled roar echoed across 

the water and there were cries all along the battlement. Pader 

Bernewik whirled, breaking the spell, and Heather lifted her eyes 

to see smoke pouring from the Tower of the Father. The pader 

rushed back to the battlement and hung over it, his face twisting 

as if his own flesh were being consumed. 

Someone behind Heather grabbed her by the wrist and 

nearly jerked her off her feet. Before she could lash out at her 
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captor she was being dragged toward the stairs. Then she 

realized it was Bjorn pulling her along at a run--his long-legged 

run. Her feet barely touched the worn gray stone as they flew 

down the steps. The big Norrish prince didn‟t slacken his pace, 

or let go of her, till they ducked into the dimness of the stable. 

"Saddle up!" Bjorn barked. "And pray Firborgen gives 

us time to get out of those gates!" 

Heather tried to stop shaking long enough to saddle and 

bridle Mystery. Catching her mistress‟ panic, the mare pranced 

nervously, making the job even harder. Heather‟s fingers were 

clumsy with her need for haste. Getting her few possessions tied 

on the saddle seemed to take forever. At last she led Mystery out 

under the lowering sky. Bjorn was waiting, with Widowmaker 

and Dahmia‟s mount saddled and ready. He was gazing 

anxiously toward the castle. 

"Dahmia?" Heather asked. 

"Nah, I haven‟t seen--oh, there she is!" 

They hurried to meet her, leading the horses. As Bjorn 

quickly tied her gear on her saddle, Heather asked, "What about 

Merwin?" 

"I don‟t know. He wasn‟t in the room while I was 

packing. I don‟t know where he is." 

Hurrying, they led the horses around the castle, past the 

chapel, past the family wing. As they came around the last 

corner a new cry went up from the watchers on the wall. Amid 

the general babble of alarm Heather caught the words, "coming 

this way!" and "all the rest of them!" Bjorn broke into a run and 

they pelted after him, struggling to keep up. 

Before they got halfway there the great gates swung 

closed. The clang echoed with the finality of doom. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 20 
 

Merwin paced, barely able to contain his excitement. 

He‟d acted perfectly cool, of course, when Dahmia told him 

where the chest was. He congratulated himself on having the 

presence of mind to seem in no hurry to go after it. Best let her 

think she had plenty of time, just in case she had some plan of 

her own. He wasn‟t very worried about it though. The job, 

fortunately, demanded his skills--and the Cloak of Illusion. He 

doubted Dahmia could get the chest out of the castle, even if she 

got a look at it. She must realize that too. If she didn‟t need his 

help, why tell him the secret? 

He paced to the window and peered through the wavy, 

greenish glass. He could just make out the gates and they were 

still closed, damn the luck! He perched on the window seat, 

jiggling his dice in one hand. He was aching to see the 

mysterious treasure, and itching to put the Cloak of Illusion to 

use. He‟d waited patiently for a long time--was it really 

necessary to wait until the gates opened? Baron Willerd, 

distracted by both a beautiful woman and his problem brother, 

might not notice his loss until later. And even if he did, there‟d 

be nothing to tie the disappearance of the chest to his visitors. 

There was an added advantage to going after the chest 

immediately. If he already had it he could be ready to leave as 

soon as the gates were opened. By the time the other three 

collected themselves from their various activities he‟d be out on 

the road, with the chest safely concealed in his gear and the 

Cloak disguising him as anyone at all. 

That decided him. He jumped up from the window seat 

and drew the Cloak from under his tunic--slowly, glorying in its 

soft sparkle and silky flow across his skin. With a sigh of 

satisfaction he settled it on his shoulders, feeling the glow of 

warm security spreading through him. After savoring it a few 

moments he picked up the rag bag he‟d filched and pictured 

himself as the cleaning woman who had previously owned it. A 

quick check in Dahmia‟s mirror showed the magic was working 

as effectively as it had before. 

As he slipped out of his room into the hall Merwin 

reviewed what he knew of the baronial family quarters. The 
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entry was at the opposite end of the balcony, and the door might 

or might not be locked. Behind it would be a long, straight hall 

with the tower at its end. Just before the tower a smaller corridor 

crossed the main hall, forming a T, with stairs at the end of each 

arm. That gave him a couple extra exits, not that he expected to 

need them. It also made him three times as likely to be seen at 

the tower door, but in his present guise that shouldn‟t be a 

problem. 

He blessed the luck that had brought him the Cloak. 

Disguised as a maid he could walk past Baron Willerd himself 

and never be noticed--the high and mighty pay no attention to 

the humble ones who serve them. Of course he‟d have to conceal 

the chest itself, since the Cloak‟s magic unfortunately didn‟t 

cover any objects he carried. That was what the ragbag was for. 

It was large enough to hold even a good-sized jewelry chest, and 

with the rags stuffed around it to conceal its shape, he could 

carry it out while looking like innocence itself. Even if someone 

saw him they‟d never guess what he was up to. 

Merwin walked boldly across the balcony--just a maid 

going about her duties. At the foot of the grand staircase a real 

maid knelt, scrubbing the creamy marble floor of the magnificent 

entry. She didn‟t look up. He laid his hand on the ornate brass 

doorknob and paused, holding his breath to listen. No sound 

came to him, except the faint scritching of the charwoman‟s 

brush on the floor way below. Slowly, he twisted the knob. It 

gave with a little click and the heavy door swung smoothly, 

silently inward. It was a hall in the grand sense, almost wide 

enough to be a room. The walls were fabulously decorated in 

cream and gold, and hung with paintings. In between the several 

doors that led off each side were luxurious couches, side-tables, 

china cabinets--all radiating an air of tremendously expensive 

age. 

In spite of the security of his disguise, Merwin was 

relieved to see the hall was deserted. He tiptoed along the 

opulent carpet, wishing he could stop and stare. But a maid 

wouldn‟t be gawking around, and besides he had a job to get 

done. He hurried on to the end of the hall and dropped to his 

knees before the ornately carved oak door, polishing rag in one 

hand and lockpick in the other. The lock was such an ordinary 
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one that he had a pang of doubt. Could this simple device be 

guarding a treasure? He set to work on it, and was soon glad of 

its simplicity. What practice he‟d put into the art of lockpicking 

had been several years ago, before he‟d turned entertainer. His 

mind felt rusty and his fingers clumsy. To hold his disguise in 

place he had to keep remembering to picture himself as a maid, 

and not as Merwin. His unmaidly task made the image hard to 

hold on to. 

At last, with a loud scrape, the lock gave way. Merwin 

glanced along the halls, but no one appeared to investigate the 

noise. So he slipped quickly into the tower, closing the door 

behind him with a sigh of relief. The chamber he found himself 

in was round, dim and empty. A stout-looking door barred 

entrance to what must be an enclosed stairway, curving around 

one side of the room. On the door was a large and very 

substantial padlock. Merwin‟s heart twisted with an odd mixture 

of triumph and anxiety. A lock this difficult was proof positive 

that something very valuable lay behind it. But what if he 

couldn‟t get it open to get at that something? 

He knelt before the door, thinking that at least he no 

longer had to keep up his disguise. If he were seen here he‟d be 

grabbed no matter who he looked like. There wasn‟t a person in 

the castle, he reflected as he probed delicately at the lock, who 

had any business kneeling at the inner door to the baron‟s 

treasure room! The nervousness in his belly collected into a solid 

lump. He became terribly conscious of the door behind his back-

-the only way out of this tower. If anyone did come, he‟d be 

trapped here. His fingers began to tremble uncontrollably. 

Merwin took a deep breath and forced himself to think 

of other things as he manipulated the lock. It was obvious how 

the beautiful Dahmia had discovered the secret--she‟d gotten 

some sense at last and used her charms on the baron. It was 

gratifying to have her finally take his advice, but it certainly 

would have made things easier if she hadn‟t been so 

confoundedly obstinate about it! Women were often aggravating 

like that. He wondered, with a twinge of jealousy, if Willerd had 

gotten her into bed yet, and how she was. Oh well, rank did have 

its privileges--and he intended to rank much higher soon. 

After arguing with him so much, Dahmia couldn‟t admit 
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he‟d been right all along. When he asked her where her 

information came from she‟d told a ridiculous tale about the 

Little Healer Girl managing to worm it out of some maid. 

Merwin snorted scornfully. Dahmia was never going to succeed 

in the world if she couldn‟t come up with a more convincing 

cover story than that! Well, no matter. She‟d learned for him 

what he needed to know--ah, the power of a woman‟s charm! 

He paused to wipe sweaty palms on his burgundy velvet 

breeches. He‟d never dared to try anything this big. Even years 

ago, before he‟d turned to the safer career of stage magician, it 

had mostly been a simple matter of lifting a few coin purses and 

melting into the crowd. 

As he returned to the lock he wondered what all the 

others were doing while they waited for the gates to open. The 

luscious Dahmia had obviously been spending her spare time 

with Baron Willerd. The Big Barbarian was safely tucked away 

where he belonged, out with the other fighting-ape types. And 

Fortune only knew where the Healer Girl was--spreading her 

legs for some handsome guardsman, no doubt. A slow burn of 

anger flushed through Merwin‟s veins. She had her nerve, 

wandering off without a by-your-leave! It had forced him to 

request the services of one of the castle maids--an embarrassing 

business which had done his image no good. 

Abruptly, the lock gave a little click, and dropped open. 

Merwin swung the door back and bounded up the steep, narrow 

stairs to the next round room. There was more light here, coming 

through the thick glass in several small windows. At intervals 

along the wall were shelves and cases of books, some of them 

looking very old, and all no doubt rare and valuable. With a 

quick glance around, Merwin shrugged and climbed on upward. 

The next floor was devoted to antique weapons. On the wall 

hung a multitude of shields and swords--everything from a great 

broadsword to a delicate rapier. A round table in the center held 

an assortment of daggers. Merwin‟s eyes lingered on the table 

for a moment, then he hurried on. 

Breathing hard, he came out on the top floor. Here 

several broad windows let in gloomy grey daylight. The room 

was bare save for a table in the center covered with a black cloth. 

On the table stood a chest of carved ebony wood, inlaid with 
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mother-of-pearl and banded with silver. Merwin jerked to a stop 

and blinked in amazement. It was much larger than he‟d 

expected. He‟d been prepared to deal with a jewelry box, such as 

adorn the dressing tables of fine ladies. This chest was nearly a 

foot and a half long, and proportionately high and wide. But it 

had to be the right one, if only because there was nothing else in 

the room. 

What to do, what to do? The chest was far too big to fit 

in the rag bag. He stepped over to where it lay in regal splendor 

and hefted it. Heavy, too--what a treasure it must hold! He 

considered opening it and taking out whatever seemed most 

valuable, until he looked at the lock. Merwin scowled in 

aggravation. He‟d be half a day getting this one open, if he got it 

at all. And then he‟d have to leave the chest itself behind, and it 

was a fabulous treasure. It must be worth . . . he couldn‟t even 

guess. It seemed wasteful to just abandon it. 

There must be some way--of course! There was one 

person who could carry that chest wherever he pleased. No one 

would dare challenge Baron Willerd! Merwin congratulated 

himself on quick thinking in a tight situation. He grabbed the 

chest--it was heavy!--and lugged it down all three flights of 

stairs. Before the final door he paused to slow his heart, catch his 

breath and picture himself as Baron Willerd von Rothearst. He 

threw his shoulders back and felt the power and dignity of the 

high aristocracy flowing into him. He found this a much more 

congenial role than that of maid. 

He opened the door and peered out. All the halls were 

still deserted. He picked up the chest and, hugging it tightly, 

stepped out of the tower. With his disguise firmly in place he 

strode along the wide, cream and gold hall toward the balcony as 

haughtily as if he owned the castle. He was glowing with the 

usual thrill of having gotten away with something. His feet 

whispered over the carpet, "No one sees me . . . no one knows 

me . . ." 

He had almost reached the end of the hall when the door 

slammed open! Merwin skidded to an astonished halt as Baron 

Willerd strode in, eyes on the floor and brow twisted in an 

anxious frown. The Baron glanced up to see his exact image two 

paces in front of him, holding his treasure chest. He staggered 
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back, his face gone blank with shock. For a frozen moment the 

two men confronted each other. 

Then Merwin felt his disguise slip away, and he was too 

startled to picture it back on. He whirled and fled back up the 

hall toward the tower, wondering how much of his real face 

Baron Willerd had seen. Behind him the baron shouted at him to 

stop--fat chance of that! As he rounded the corner into the cross 

corridor, he threw a look over his shoulder and glimpsed his 

pursuer bearing down on him. No time to reach the stairs! He 

skidded to a stop by a great, throne-like chair and shoved the 

chest under it. Dropping to his knees, he struggled to picture 

himself as the maid again. It was hard to make it work--he didn‟t 

think he‟d made the change in time. But when Baron Willerd 

rounded the corner he barely glanced at the "maid" kneeling 

there, dust cloth in hand. He simply roared, "Where did that devil 

go?" 

Merwin goggled at him stupidly and pointed down the 

hall toward the stairs. The baron charged off in hot pursuit, 

shouting for his guards. As soon as he was past, Merwin jerked 

the chest out, heaved it up into a carrying position and ran in the 

other direction. He dashed round the corner into the main hall--

and nearly slammed into the soft bulk of Baroness Vathilda, who 

stood gaping, chartreuse house robe awry, straw-yellow braids 

hanging loose and rolls of flesh drooping uncorseted. 

Merwin gasped and wheeled around. He dove back into 

the cross corridor, pelting in the opposite direction from the 

baron. The chest dragged at him, anchor-heavy. Time slowed 

and the corridor seemed to stretch out before him so that the 

stairs approached with infinite slowness. He sprinted as he 

hadn‟t since he was a kid. At last he reached the top step and 

plunged down in a barely controlled tumble, his ears twitching 

for sounds of pursuit. 

He burst through an outside door and stopped abruptly to 

get his bearings. He was in the baronial family garden, enclosed 

on two sides by a high stone wall and on the other two by the 

gray rock of the castle itself. Overhead, ragged black clouds 

raced across a sky of solid pewter. Outside the garden wall 

Merwin could hear a commotion of shouts and running feet. He 

shrank back. Was the hunt out for him already? 
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On the ground lay a rake and a basket of leaves 

abandoned by some gardener. A turn of his luck at last! Moving 

fast, Merwin dumped the leaves, crammed the chest into the 

basket, packed leaves over and around it. While he stuffed in the 

last of them he pictured himself as a harmless old gardener. It 

was hard to make the transition when he was so agitated, but he 

was finally able to look down at his hands and see the knotted 

blue veins of an oldster. 

He grabbed the basket and hurried to the gate that led out 

of the garden. As he went he realized some problems with his 

present disguise. The basket looked too heavy to be filled with 

leaves; and he looked too old to be hurrying with such a load. He 

needed to make another change but he didn‟t think he could 

manage it while he was this rattled. He had to hide the chest. 

Once he was free of it he could appear as anyone, even as one of 

the guards searching for him. By frequent changes of disguise he 

should be able to stay concealed until Baron Willerd gave up and 

opened the gates. Or maybe later, when things had quieted down, 

he could appear as one of the commanders and order them 

opened for himself. 

Reaching the garden gate, he pushed it open and stuck 

his head out. To his amazement he saw scores of people--on top 

of the castle wall, running through the courtyard, standing and 

staring in confusion. Several grooms dashed by, carrying an 

assortment of swords and axes. From up on the wall a man‟s 

voice cried, "Easy Fortune is leading them!" A woman screamed, 

"It‟s Butcher la Rouzh! The Red Butcher will murder us all!" 

Another woman took up the cry, screaming, "They‟ll kill us all! 

They‟ll kill us all!" over and over. 

Merwin sagged back against the wall, his knees 

suddenly weak. The infamous la Rouzh was attacking Castle 

Rothearst! It was one thing to sit across the dinner table from the 

man when he was behaving in a civilized manner. It was quite 

another to contemplate seeing that hard face behind a point of 

cold steel! 

With no idea where else to go, Merwin stumbled toward 

the stables; lugging the basket with the chest, panting till his 

throat burned. He forgot all about keeping up his disguise, but it 

didn‟t seem to matter because no one was giving him a second 
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glance. He rounded the chapel, where a score of blue-robed 

priests had produced swords and pikes and were rapidly forming 

into a fighting unit. On around to the stables--and there were 

Dahmia and Bjorn! Their horses were saddled but they were 

merely standing and holding them, along with that odd-colored 

mare of Healer Girl‟s. 

Hope bloomed in Merwin‟s heart. They must know a 

way out! Why else be ready to ride? In a staggering run he 

rushed to join them. When he got there he was panting almost 

too hard to speak. "I got the chest for us!" he gasped. Dropping 

the basket at his feet he scrabbled among the leaves and pulled it 

out. He heard Dahmia‟s exclamation, but he was shaking too 

hard to savor her admiration. He was also too shaky to keep 

holding the chest, so he set it down beside the basket and 

straightened up. 

"So that‟s it?" Bjorn asked. 

Merwin nodded. "We have to get out of here!" he 

panted. "I was seen taking it!" 

"Yah, and more importantly, la Rouzh‟s pirates are about 

to attack." Bjorn stepped back to Widowmaker‟s saddle and 

began untying his gear. 

"Well, how are we going to get out? The gates are still 

closed, aren‟t they?" 

"The gates are closed again. They were open for a little 

while," Dahmia informed him. "Heather‟s gone to find Annya 

and see if she can help us." 

Bjorn had unloaded the gear tied behind his saddle. He 

grabbed the chest, taking most of the weight on his left arm, and 

easily swung it up on Widowmaker‟s back. 

"What are you doing?" Merwin yelped, suddenly 

realizing what was happening. 

“Loading this heavy chest onto the biggest horse we‟ve 

got." Bjorn tucked one of his blankets over the chest and began 

piling his gear around it. "If you‟re coming, go saddle up." 

If he was coming! As if he had any choice! Merwin 

stalked into the stable, resentment scorching through every 

nerve. He‟d gone to all the trouble and risk of getting the chest 

out of the castle, only to have that oversized bully grab it from 

him! And not a word of thanks from either of them, not a bit of 
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recognition for his skill and courage! Worst of all, he reflected 

bitterly as he tossed the saddle onto his horse, he was trapped 

into staying with them until he got his treasure back. And he 

would get it back--he was determined about that. Sooner or later, 

with the help of the Cloak of Illusion, he‟d reclaim what was his! 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 21 
 

Her heart pounding in her ears, Heather dashed through 

the crowded castle courtyard in search of Annya. A raw wind 

tugged at her cloak and ran cold fingers through her hair. 

Grumbling thunders drove ragged charcoal clouds across the 

leaden sky. People were scurrying everywhere, some with 

purpose and some in panic. Heather dodged a half dozen 

guardsmen charging toward the gates, then ducked around a little 

huddle of frightened charwomen, one still clutching her mop. 

As she pelted past the castle‟s great front doors Heather 

could see the initial panicky confusion starting to give way to 

purposeful activity. She met a group of women hastily lugging 

bundles of arrows from the direction of the armory. A score of 

blue-robed priests armed with swords and pikes dashed toward 

the wall--led by little Pader Bernewik, waving a huge 

broadsword and screaming obscenities. On top of the wall the 

few guardsmen left in the castle were forming servants, 

gardeners and grooms into fighting units and stationing them 

along the battlements. Like a sleeping dragon, Castle Rothearst 

was rousing to defend itself. 

When she came round to the servants‟ wing Heather 

finally spotted Annya, auburn hair blazing in the murky light like 

some ancient battle banner. She was surrounded by a score of 

terrified children and several frightened teen-age girls. "You 

each take three or four of the kids," she was instructing in a firm 

voice, "Split up and find hiding places in Old Castle. Quick 

then!" As the youngsters scurried off Annya turned, saw Heather 

and waved to her. 

Heather hated distracting Annya at such a critical time, 

but she hated even worse being trapped in Castle Rothearst with 

Butcher la Rouzh‟s bloody pirates sailing to the attack. "Annya!" 

she called. "Is there any way you can help us get out of here? Or 

at least hide?" 

"Ay," the tall redhead answered without hesitation, "If 

we‟re quick, there may be a chance to get you out before la 

Rouzh‟s ships get here. The guards who were stationed at the 

postern gate are up on the wall now, organizing the servants. 

Likely they left the gate unwatched. Hurry!" 



198 | Wizard’s Eyes 

 

 

"We have to go by the stables and get Dahmia and Bjorn 

. . ." A loud peal of thunder drowned her out. 

They dashed around the castle, Annya loping easily and 

Heather stretching her legs to keep up. When they came in sight 

of the waiting group Heather was surprised to see Merwin 

leading his horse out of the stable to join the other two. The 

Cloak of Illusion shimmered on his shoulders. Curious--but there 

was no time to wonder about it. She waved and yelled and they 

came running, the horses trotting behind. They jogged alongside 

the cold, grey stones of the wall‟s rear section. Shouts and 

mingled noises from the courtyard rose and fell behind them like 

surf. 

"Can your people hold the castle?" Heather panted to 

Annya. 

"For a little--I pray long enough." Annya was short of breath too. 

"Got to keep them out till our guardsmen get back, get 

regrouped." 

"Can the guards drive la Rouzh‟s men off in open 

battle?" 

"Who knows? Anyhow, they can keep them busy a 

couple of days, till Dan gets here with his army." 

"Won‟t Baron Willerd order the guards to attack 

Danvir?" 

Annya snorted her contempt. "Ay, but how many will 

likely follow a coward? Willerd got us into this, and now he‟s 

not even out here helping defend his own castle!" 

A scattering of fat raindrops splotted down as they came 

in sight of the postern gate. A small fire with log seats around it 

showed where the guards had been, but no one was about now. 

Heather had wondered that guards would leave a gate 

unwatched, but seeing this one she realized it would be quicker 

and easier for the pirates to get over the front wall with scaling 

ladders. What Castle Rothearst called a gate was actually a low, 

narrow tunnel curving sharply through the ten foot thickness of 

the wall. Heavy doors, metal sheathed and barred with thick 

timbers, closed off both ends. 

Leading their horses, they followed Annya single file 

into the dimness of the curving tunnel. The dark walls seemed to 

squeeze in on the narrow passage. Bjorn walked with his head 
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ducked down, barely missing the low ceiling. They paused while 

Annya unbarred the outer door and swung it open. A chill breeze 

rushed in to meet them, smelling of sea water and storm. 

Thunder rumbled, echoed by the crashing of waves on the rocky 

beach far below. 

They stepped quickly out onto a short, narrow ledge 

edged by a sheer drop-off--four humans and four horses 

crowding back against the wall. The wind caught at them with a 

sudden shriek, threatening to tear them from their precarious 

perch. Heather grabbed at her wildly flapping cloak and pulled it 

tight around her as another hard little shower of rain came 

pelting down. She gazed way out, all around, and could see 

nothing but cloudy sea, fog-shrouded cliffs and white-capped 

waves throwing themselves tirelessly against a narrow beach. 

The harbor was out of sight on the other side of the peninsula, so 

there was no knowing how close the pirates were now. 

Annya pointed along the rocky shore toward the 

mainland, hidden in soft swathes of fog. "Do you see that 

farthest headland, then? That‟s Aegle Point. Just on the other 

side of it lies the only path to the cliff top. You‟ve got to hurry, 

for none can pass the tip of the point when the tide is in." 

Bjorn saluted her with a wave. "Many thanks, comreda, 

and may the Frost King blight all your enemies!" He started 

down the narrow trail, leading Widowmaker quickly but 

carefully. Dahmia followed, and then Merwin, casting anxious 

glances over his shoulder as he went. 

Heather turned back to Annya, standing in the darkness 

of the tunnel mouth. "Thanks--maybe for our lives!" she 

exclaimed. 

"A life for a life. Now we‟re even." 

Heather knew it was useless and foolish, but she had to say it 

anyhow. "I sure wish you could come with us!" 

"Ay, I‟m wishing so too!" Annya whispered, and just for 

that moment Heather saw her friend was afraid. "But I‟ve got to 

stay. Dan needs me here, and so do our people." A confusion of 

shouts roared up from the front of the castle and was borne to 

them on the blustery wind. "Sounds like the Butcher‟s here 

already." She reached out and grabbed Heather‟s hand in both of 

hers. "Good journey! I hope we meet again someday!" Then she 
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gave a heave that swung the massive door closed, and Heather 

heard the thud of its bar dropping into place. 

She couldn‟t have answered that good-by even if Annya 

had given her time to. The instant their hands touched Heather 

had sensed a devouring blackness hovering over the tall redhead. 

The impression lasted only seconds, till Annya dropped her 

hand--then it was gone as if it had never been. But it left Heather 

shaken. She stood staring at the closed door, little rat-teeth of 

worry chewing at her mind. Finally Mystery whickered 

impatiently, and Heather looked down to see the others well 

ahead of her on the path. She hurried after them, clutching her 

cloak around her, placing her feet carefully and answering 

Mystery‟s nervous snorts with calming words. 

What with gusty wind, cold splatters of rain and the 

sheer drop-off beside her, Heather couldn‟t spare much time for 

thought. She felt relieved to be out of the clutches of Castle 

Rothearst, and at the same time terribly disappointed that they 

hadn‟t gotten a look into the treasure chest and would have to go 

back to the witch empty-handed. That meant . . . but she didn‟t 

want to think about that now. Anyhow, she‟d better be watching 

her feet! 

The others were still ahead of her, but halfway down the 

cliff she paused a moment to catch her breath and stare out over 

the heaving ocean. Rain squalls walked on the swells, trailing 

their grey veils. All along the rocky shore surf pounded and 

foamed, dragging stones up and down the black beaches, 

wearing them away with the implacable patience of water. 

Something bobbed into view, coming around the point from the 

harbor . . . an indistinct shape in the mist, maybe a log bobbing 

in the waves . . . then a swell heaved it high and for a moment 

she saw it clearly--a longboat with a dozen men in it! And 

another one coming behind! 

"Ho, Bjorn!" She yelled down the cliff. "Pirates!" 

She saw the big man‟s head come up, saw him spot the 

boats, heard him shout, "Faster! But careful!" Then it was all 

wild scrambling, a barely controlled rush down the rain-slick 

trail to beat the pirates to the beach. Mystery, obviously reluctant 

to break a leg for this human foolishness, was a big anchor 

holding her back. Heather tugged on the bridle and shouted 
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encouragement as she scrambled downward. She was far too 

busy watching her own feet to keep track of the pirates‟ progress. 

Once she risked a quick look and saw the two boats nearing her 

section of beach, just outside the surf. Unless the crashing waves 

slowed them down . . . 

Panic rose from the pit of her stomach. "C‟mon!" she 

yelled, yanking hard on Mystery‟s bridle. She plunged 

downward, slipping and stumbling, paying scant heed to her feet 

now. Once she landed jarringly on her knees. A moment later 

one foot slid off the side of the narrow trail, and the rest of her 

would have followed it over the cliff but for the death-grip she 

had on the bridle. 

Some breathless minutes later she stumbled because the 

ground was suddenly level. Looking up, she realized she and 

Mystery were finally on the beach. So were the pirates. Alarm 

shocked through her. Most of the first boatload were charging up 

the sloping shore toward her. In their midst sprinted a tall man 

whose carrot-red hair flamed against the storm gray day. A mad 

devil snickered out through the intense blue eyes of Butcher la 

Rouzh! Bjorn grabbed her and threw her into her saddle. As her 

feet found the stirrups he cracked Mystery on the rump and 

yelled, "Ride!" 

The mare leaped forward, colliding with a burly ruffian 

rushing in from the side. The pirate fell back, rolling away from 

her trampling hooves. A second man grabbed for Heather‟s leg. 

She got a glimpse of a vulture-sharp face and greedy eyes, felt 

his fingers grip--then slide off as he fell behind. There was a jerk 

from the other side. Startled, she whipped around to see a pair of 

burley hands gripping the edges of her saddle. Her eyes flicked 

from the hands up sinewy, red-furred arms and straight to the 

grinning face. Butcher la Rouzh! The pirate captain was half 

running, half being dragged along beside her. He was pulling 

himself steadily closer, the muscles in his arms bulging with 

effort. 

No room for a kick! Heather raised the loose ends of her 

reins and slashed them down hard at the mocking blue eyes. The 

reins connected, there was a startled yell, the steel-fingered 

hands let go of the saddle--and they were away free, racing over  
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the black gravel beach after the retreating forms of Merwin and 

Dahmia. 

What about Bjorn? Heather worried as she clung to 

Mystery‟s back. It won’t take la Rouzh’s men long to find out he 

can’t use that sword! As soon as she was beyond their reach she 

pulled Mystery to a halt and turned to look back. Bjorn had 

managed to mount Widowmaker and was using the stallion‟s 

great hooves to hold the pirates at bay. He had the cliff at his 

right side, his sword in his left hand. None of his attackers 

seemed eager to rush the big man. Then Heather saw la Rouzh, 

dagger between his teeth, clambering up the cliff face and 

angling to get above Bjorn. 

She gasped in breath to shout a warning, then realized it 

wouldn‟t be heard over the brawling surf. Desperately, she urged 

Mystery back toward the fight, yelling at the top of her lungs, 

"Bjorn! Look out above you! La Rouzh is on the cliff!" 

Her voice must have gotten through--she saw Bjorn 

spare a glance above. La Rouzh, clinging to the cliff, raised his 

head to stare malevolently at her. Then Bjorn brought his rearing 

horse down and leaped him into the space his flailing hooves had 

created. At the same instant, la Rouzh launched himself from his 

perch, his hair flaming against the wet black cliff as he sailed 

through the air. Barely missing Widowmaker‟s retreating rump, 

he landed off balance on the ground. 

Rough men jumped at Bjorn from both sides. Hands 

reached for the bridle, a dagger slashed at his right leg. He 

kicked that man away as he yelled Widowmaker into a gallop. 

The great stallion leaped forward, dragging three pirates as if 

they were no more than feather pillows. One by one they let go 

and were left behind as Bjorn loped swiftly up the beach to join 

Heather. 

"Thanks, Bjorn!" She called, falling in beside him as he 

rode up. "If you hadn‟t been there they‟d have me by now!" 

"Nah," he grinned, "You wouldn‟t give in that easy. By 

now you‟d be skedaddling back up the cliff." 

Heather imagined fleeing back up that rain-soaked path, 

ending at the trap of the locked postern gate, and shuddered. 

"You waited for me, even though you were in no shape to fight 

them off." 



Wizard’s Eyes | 203 

 

 

"Yah, but they didn‟t know that, so it made them slow to 

tangle up with me. Besides," he added, "there‟s a very true 

saying, was taught me as a boy: sacrifice another to save yourself 

and you wind up with a self that‟s not worth saving." 

They trotted quickly along the beach to the group of 

boulders where Dahmia and Merwin were sheltering from the 

wind. As they got there the storm, which had only been playing 

with them, pounced in earnest. Rain sheeted down, muffling the 

world in solid gray and bringing on an early twilight. Lightning 

ripped the sky, reflecting off streaming black cliffs. Thunder 

mingled with the pounding surf in a roar that never died. 

The storm slowed them down and Heather began to 

worry that they couldn‟t reach Aegle Point before the tide got 

too high. What would they do if they couldn‟t make it? Go back 

to Castle Rothearst and the battle with Butcher la Rouzh? No 

way! Try to climb the wet, slippery cliffs in the dark? Ha! Spend 

the night freezing on the beach and maybe get captured in the 

morning? Guess we better make it in time, she decided grimly. 

Wind and lightning wore themselves out and the rain 

finally drizzled into nothing. As the wet gray twilight faded, the 

clouds broke and slipped away leaving a black sky full of 

brightly twinkling stars. It was the dark of the moon, Heather 

realized as she counted back over their days in the castle. There 

was only half a cycle left until Samhain. But maybe that won‟t 

matter anymore, now that we‟ve failed in our quest, she thought 

dismally. 

The beach went on eternally, ever changing yet always 

the same, like an endless bad dream. Long after Heather had 

given up wondering if they‟d make it to Aegle Point in time, 

they rounded a corner and faced a sheet of water foaming clear 

up among the boulders at the base of the cliff. As they gazed, the 

wave drew back, leaving a long, narrow path of smooth rock and 

shallow pools--which was quickly obliterated by the next wave. 

Dahmia swore and Merwin muttered something about 

hopeless. Heather looked to Bjorn. The Norrish prince was 

studying the waves intently. He watched three of them roll in and 

suck back out, then turned to the rest of the group. "Yah, we can 

make it, one at a time. Start while the water is still deep, ride like 

the helwolves are after you. Like this!" He paused tensely till the 
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wave had half receded, then plunged in. Widowmaker kicked up 

a great plume of spray . . . then his hooves rang on bare rock . . . 

then spray again as the next wave caught him. 

When that wave receded Heather peered through the 

gloom to see Bjorn safe on the other side, waving them on. She 

pulled her cloak tight around her and waited for the next 

opening. As soon as she dared she plunged Mystery into the 

boiling waters. The mare lost her footing and struggled, then 

found it again and plunged forward. Heather clung tight and let 

her pick her own path as the wave sucked out and--all too fast--

came thundering back in. The water foamed around her knees, 

she felt it pull at Mystery‟s legs and she thought they hadn‟t 

made it in time. Then Bjorn grabbed the bridle and pulled them 

the last few steps to safety. Dahmia, then Merwin, made the 

passage the same way, with Bjorn using Widowmaker‟s strength 

to haul them in. 

A short while later they came to an opening in the cliffs 

where a stream tumbled down and a wide path curved upward, 

running with water but solid underfoot. At the top of the cliff 

Dahmia halted them. "I have to get some clothes from the Bag of 

Plenty for Merwin. He‟s drenched and half frozen." 

Heather took a good look at Merwin for the first time 

and realized the only thing he was wearing over his court clothes 

was the Cloak of Illusion. For shedding rain, it looked about as 

effective as a fishnet. It hung in soggy folds, glimmering wetly 

over his drenched doublet and sopping velvet breeches. Inside it 

all Merwin shivered. They waited while the Bag quickly 

delivered a dry outfit and warm cloak. Merwin was shaking so 

hard he could barely change clothes, but he insisted on wrapping 

the sodden Cloak of Illusion around himself under his dry tunic. 

Oddly enough, it did seem to quiet his shivers. When he climbed 

back on his horse he was drier than the rest of them, but he still 

had the sick, shaken look of a half drowned rat. 

The cliff-top path led them to a road which ran north, 

more or less along the coast. By starlight, the four rode past 

isolated farms and little fishing villages whose sleeping folk had 

no idea of the crisis at Castle Rothearst. The land became rugged 

and forested, the coast too rocky for boats. Bjorn led them off the 

main road onto a smaller one, and then onto a cart track which 
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ran generally westward through pine-forested hills. Finally, as 

dawn began working its way down through the trees, he halted 

them in a small meadow by an icy cold creek. 

Except for Bjorn they were so chilled and exhausted 

they could hardly move, and Merwin still looked sallow. They 

stumbled around in a daze, searching for dry twigs to start a fire, 

unloading and caring for the horses, spreading out damp 

bedding. The sun was up before they could settle around the fire 

with a hearty breakfast. Heather forced her jaws to chew bread 

and meat. She ached all over; her eyes felt like two sand pits; her 

brain was a grey void where fugitive thoughts floated separately. 

She thought about Annya, and wondered how Castle Rothearst 

was faring. She counted the days left till Samhain, and tried to 

calculate how long it would take them to get back to Andorlil. 

She mused about whether the witch would be willing to teach 

them when they turned up empty-handed--even if they did make 

it back in time. She doubted it. The heavy ache of failure 

burdened her heart. 

Glancing about at her companions, she wondered if they 

were feeling as futile and frustrated as she was. Merwin seemed 

moody and withdrawn, but Bjorn looked positively contented, 

leaning back against his saddle with his feet stretched out to the 

fire. Dahmia‟s lovely face was haggard, her dark eyes deeply 

circled, but she wasn‟t acting depressed. Heather puzzled about 

it, her thoughts revolving slowly and muzzily. 

Handing Bjorn another chunk of meat, Dahmia said, "I 

want to thank you for getting us out of that mess, Bjorn. Not a 

one of us would have made it without you." 

The big man grinned, self-conscious but pleased. "Aw 

well, it‟s good to know a broken warrior can still be useful for 

something." 

Heather‟s eyelids were being dragged down by their own 

weight. She slumped back onto her blankets, gradually becoming 

horizontal. The warm morning sun caressed her face. As sleep 

was about to take her she heard Dahmia say, "Let‟s open the 

chest now." The words floated in her foggy mind, making no 

sense. 

"Yah, let‟s have a look at what we went to so much 

trouble for!" 
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"We can‟t open it now," Merwin was arguing as the 

meaning began to trickle through to Heather. "That‟s a very 

complex padlock. It will require tools to get it off, tools we don‟t 

have." 

Amazement pried Heather‟s eyes open, pulled her into a 

sitting position and swept the cobwebs from her brain. "We have 

the treasure chest?!" 

"You didn‟t know?" Dahmia exclaimed. "Oh, of course 

not. You were off getting Annya when Merwin brought it, and 

Bjorn had it packed away before you got back." 

Bjorn was dragging a bulging bag out from under his 

saddle. 

"I obtained it for us," Merwin announced smugly. 

Heather looked at him, puzzled. "You took the whole 

chest?" 

"Of course, dear girl. I was forced to. I had insufficient 

time to remove the lock." 

Triumph swept through Heather, and then dismay. So we 

haven’t failed after all! But taking the whole chest? We’re sure 

not following the witch’s instructions exactly--not even close! 

Chaos, I wonder what sort of trouble that’s likely to get us in. 

They gathered around as Bjorn drew the treasure chest 

out of its bag and set it on the ground. Heather‟s breath caught at 

its delicate beauty. Its polished ebony wood drank in the sunlight 

and seemed no less black, no less mysterious, for the 

illumination. The intricate mother-of-pearl inlays gleamed with 

soft opalescence, the silver bands and clasps shone. It was 

incredibly lovely--but Heather could detect no feeling of magic 

about it. None at all! She ran her hand lightly over it to check. 

Nothing. 

"Are you sure this is the right chest?" she asked. 

"Absolutely," Merwin affirmed. "It was exactly where 

Dahmia said it would be, and it was the only thing in the room." 

Heather puzzled about it. Maybe this chest is insulated 

against magic vibrations so it keeps them inside, the way the 

witch’s storeroom does. In that case I should feel something 

when the lid is opened. 

"If you‟ll examine the lock you‟ll see what I mean," 

Merwin was saying to Dahmia. "It‟s of the greatest intricacy . . ." 
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While Merwin was talking Bjorn grabbed a large rock 

and set it beside the chest. He propped the padlock on the rock, 

picked up a fist-sized stone and left-handedly bashed it. Three 

heavy blows and the lock gave way, leaving Merwin with his 

mouth open and his last sentence trailing. 

For a long, silent moment they all stared at the chest, 

almost afraid to discover what it was their dangers and hardships 

had won them. It lay in their midst, enigmatic as the tomb of 

some ancient, forgotten king. Bjorn sat back on his heels, stone 

still in hand, studying it thoughtfully. Dahmia knelt close before 

it, clearly awed. Merwin hovered like a mother hen fearful for 

her only chick. Heather‟s heart did a little jump of anticipation. 

Dahmia broke the spell. "I‟m going to open it." 

They leaned close as she unhooked the broken lock and 

slowly lifted the lid. Heather held her hand by the first opening 

crack and felt--nothing. Still no magic! Even when the lid was 

open all the way she felt nothing. It was puzzling. 

A whiff of cedar drifted up as Dahmia lifted out a 

wooden tray lined with black velvet. It held a jumble of gold 

links and flashing jewels. They watched in silence as she 

untangled the jumble into a magnificent, multi-strand necklace 

gleaming with emeralds and diamonds. Beside the first tray was 

another, holding a set of heavy silver bracelets encrusted with 

rubies. Beneath these trays were others clear to the bottom of the 

chest, each holding a jeweled treasure. Dahmia took the trays out 

one by one, straightening their contents and laying each on the 

ground around the chest. Heather passed a hand over every piece 

of jewelry as Dahmia laid it out. Not a one of them had even the 

slightest feel of magic. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 22 
 

Heather sank back onto her blankets, amazed and 

completely mystified. Spread out on its trays, the ornate, 

expensive jewelry flashed bits of colored sunlight at her. She 

tried to picture what the witch would do with a piece of it--any 

piece--and came up with a blank. As she remembered, Lady 

Margelle hadn‟t been wearing so much as a simple finger ring. 

Nothing feels of magic, and there certainly isn’t anything I’d 

trade my good karma for! Heather thought in dismay. Chaos! 

Whatever we’re supposed to find can’t be here! The brief fire of 

her excitement flickered out, leaving only the bitter ashes of 

defeat. She was overwhelmed with a terrible certainty that the 

witch would never consent to teach her healing magic. 

"So which one does the witch want?" Bjorn asked. "I 

can‟t see any piece more special than all the others. 

Dahmia was inspecting the glittering horde. "I think it 

must be the gold-and-emerald necklace. Or else this silver tiara 

set with diamonds. What do you think, Heather?" 

The fatigue of failure pulled Heather‟s spirits down. She 

sighed. "I don‟t think whatever she wants us to find is here at all. 

If she wanted jewelry, she‟d already have it. With her powers 

she doesn‟t need us to get it for her." 

"Yah, but in the chest was where she told us to look. So 

how could it not be here?" 

"I don‟t know--maybe Baron Willerd took whatever-it-is 

out before we got to the chest. I‟m just sure there isn‟t anything 

here that‟s worth more than good karma." She could see the 

others rejecting this depressing idea even as she spoke. 

"I think it must be one of these two," Dahmia repeated. 

"The only problem is deciding which." 

"On the contrary, m‟dear, that‟s really no problem." 

Merwin was beginning to regain his old polish. "We simply take 

my lady witch the whole chest and let her decide what she 

wants." 

"Of course!" Dahmia sounded relieved. "That way we‟re 

sure to get the right thing to her." 

A lot of good that’s going to do us if the right thing isn’t 

in there! Heather thought glumly. We’ll have the trouble and 
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danger of hauling that stupid chest back to Andorlil, and all for 

nothing. Exhaustion returned to tug down her eyelids. She rolled 

herself in her blankets and drifted off to sleep while Dahmia was 

trying on the jewelry. 

Heather awoke some hours later with the sun beating 

down on her, her mouth dry and foul and her eyes sticky. Sweaty 

and stiff, she crawled from her blankets into bright early 

afternoon. Bjorn was clattering around at the fire, rousing them 

all with the noise of getting a pot of water on to boil. "I know we 

are all tired," the big man said apologetically, "but we must 

travel on quickly, so to get to the witch by Samhain." He turned 

to look at Heather. "This roundabout way back to Waldbridge 

will take longer, but we must keep us and our stolen treasure out 

of trouble. And if we can avoid all delays, we should still make it 

back in time." 

They ate and packed quickly and were soon on the road 

again, following the cart track up and down over long hills, 

though cool pine shade and slanting spears of afternoon sunlight. 

Bjorn took the lead, alert and wary. Merwin rode close behind 

him, his eyes never leaving the bundle that held the chest. 

Heather rode behind both of them, watching Merwin watch the 

chest. 

Merwin continued to hover near the chest when they 

camped late that evening. He gathered no wood, brought in no 

water, did nothing that would take him out of sight of the 

treasure. Once, when Bjorn stepped out of the circle of firelight 

for a few moments, Merwin leaned over to Dahmia and 

whispered, "You should be staying closer, helping me watch 

him. We can‟t let him get away with it!" 

Bjorn was watching Merwin, too. He was less obvious 

about it, but Heather noticed he never left the illusionist alone 

with the chest. While they sat eating by the fire, Bjorn leaned on 

the bundle that held the treasure. When they settled into their 

blankets he pulled it up close to his body and slept with one arm 

thrown over it. 

That evening the thin crescent of the waxing moon hung 

low in the west. Heather stared at it wearily, knowing how fast it 

would grow to full, thinking of the miles and mountains yet 

ahead of them. Bjorn had said they could make it in time if 
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nothing delayed them. But that might be a pretty big IF, she 

mused. 

Bjorn rousted them out early next morning and got them 

on the trail by first light. Merwin took up his position close 

behind Bjorn, looking as if he expected the Norrish prince to 

make a break for it at any moment. As they started off he jerked 

his head at Dahmia, gesturing her to come up close with him, but 

Dahmia stayed with Heather. 

"Do you think," she asked Heather in a quiet voice, "that 

Merwin really expects Bjorn to run off with the chest? Or is he 

trying to divert suspicion from himself?" 

Heather shrugged. "I don‟t know, but if he does expect 

Bjorn to try to steal it, it makes me wonder where he got the 

idea!" 

"You‟re right," Dahmia nodded. "I think we‟d all better 

be watching him!" She was silent for a moment, then she went 

on, "You know, when I opened that chest I was so excited, so 

thrilled by all those beautiful treasures, that I never thought what 

a burden having the chest was going to be. Now I‟m worried 

about being caught with it, and about robbers, and I can‟t even 

trust all the members of my own group." 

"That‟s the burden that goes with treasure," Heather 

agreed philosophically. "Riches attract greed like frosting attracts 

flies." 

"I suppose so," Dahmia answered slowly, "and wealthy 

people must have to be always on their guard. I guess there are 

drawbacks as well as advantages to being rich." 

They rode in silence for some time, then Heather 

brought up something that had been bothering her. "When you 

come right down to it, we stole that chest." 

"Yes, but we took it from a thief!" 

"You could look at it that way. But Danvir told me he 

intends to sell Willerd‟s treasures and use the money to help the 

people of Rothearst get their prosperity back. So this chest really 

belongs to the people. I‟d like to get it back to Danvir somehow." 

Dahmia was quiet a long time, and Heather waited, 

sensing the struggle in her spirit. Finally Dahmia said, "I don‟t 

know what the others will say. We do have to take the chest to 

Andorlil so the witch can get whatever she wants from it. But 
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after that, I‟d be willing to use my shipping connections to get it 

back to Rothearst. If Danvir and his ragtag band win, that is." 

"He‟ll win." 

"What makes you so sure?" 

"Willerd‟s a leech who‟s been draining the barony and 

impoverishing the peasants for years. Danvir is promising to give 

them a year free of all taxes and to turn Willerd‟s wealth back to 

the barony. Which would you fight for--the giver‟s generosity or 

the taker‟s greed?" 

"I see what you mean. I guess givers have a built-in 

advantage over takers." 

The cart track ran down a long hill and crossed a clear 

little brook. The horses‟ hooves rang on smooth stones, then 

splashed through the cold, swift water. Bird trills wove 

themselves into the music of the stream. The air above the water 

was damp and sharply chill, and it smelled as fresh as the first 

morning on earth. 

As they were climbing the next hill Dahmia spoke 

slowly and thoughtfully. "You know, I loved my father a lot, but 

I‟m starting to see that he went in the wrong direction all his life. 

He was a taker--so afraid of being poor that it made him frantic. 

He was always scrabbling to get! The real reason he had to leave 

the family business and move to the coast wasn‟t the disfavor of 

any god, it was because he cheated his cousin. And that wasn‟t 

the only time he did what he called sharp business practices. He 

even taught me to short-change customers to make a little more 

profit. I think that compulsion to get was what made him fail in 

business." She sighed. "I always wanted to follow in his 

footsteps, but I don‟t want to make the same mistake." 

The following day they began to hear rumors from 

Castle Rothearst. Bjorn halted his horse just long enough to 

question a group of old men lazing in the sun outside a small 

pub. Various oldsters assured them that the castle had withstood 

the siege; that the pirates had captured it; and that Danvir‟s 

forces were marching to take it from whoever had it. Each 

seemed absolutely convinced of the truth of his version, and 

Heather could hear the old fellows still arguing as they turned 

their horses and rode off. 
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As they traveled the news got gradually clearer. Butcher 

la Rouzh‟s men had somehow taken the castle, then Danvir had 

taken it back and put the pirates to flight. Throughout the barony 

the peasants were rising against Baron Willerd‟s tax collectors 

and guardsmen, killing most of those they managed to catch. 

Danvir was being hailed as the new baron. There was no word 

about what had become of Willerd, and no mention of a servant 

girl named Annya. 

With Bjorn relentlessly pushing them, they dragged 

themselves through the long days in the saddle, collapsing 

wearily each night under the growing crescent moon. After a few 

days of good weather, clouds began to gather over the high peaks 

and slowly spread outward. Heather worried that a storm in the 

heights would hold them up--with the moon nearing its first 

quarter, she could see they didn‟t have any time to spare. 

In the early evening of their sixth day on the road, they 

came again to the village of Waldbridge. All of them were tired 

out--even Bjorn was slumped in his saddle as they rode down the 

hill into town. Eyeing the heavily clouded sky, Heather knew 

they‟d give in and stay this night at the Fighting Stags Inn, 

regardless of the risks of being around other people. 

The Fighting Stags was a whirl of activity. In the 

courtyard, a score of grubby men were unsaddling mud-spattered 

horses while joyous women and children rushed in among them, 

laughing, weeping and hugging. Marika and Haas wandered by, 

arms around each other‟s waists and eyes for nobody else. The 

little boy who‟d told Heather he was helping his daddy help Sir 

Danvir was being tossed in the air by a tall young man who 

looked remarkably like him. In the midst of the throng Gran 

Freyer bustled about, as blue and white and chipper as Heather 

remembered--except that she was wearing a black arm band. 

When she saw them, Gran came hurrying over. 

"Welcome back, and in a joyous time! But I‟m sorry to say we‟re 

filled up, and can offer you no better than the stable loft." 

"The stable will be fine," Dahmia answered, forestalling 

any complaint by Merwin. "And can you tell me if we‟ll be able 

to make it over High Dire Pass?" 

"You‟d do better to wait the storm out," Gran advised. 

"Nah, we cannot wait," Bjorn put in. 
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"Then you‟d best get an early start. The longer you wait, 

the more snow piles up. And be sure not to get off the road." 

Heather was eager for news. "What can you tell us about 

what happened at Castle Rothearst? We heard it fell to la 

Rouzh." 

"Ay, the pirates did take it for a while. Somehow they 

found out the castle has a postern gate. A small party, under la 

Rouzh himself, got in that way. Under cover of a heavy 

rainstorm they managed to sneak to the main gates and open 

them for the rest of their crews." 

"But . . . !" Heather exclaimed. She distinctly remembered the 

thud of the bar dropping into place after Annya swung the outer 

door closed. "I saw what that gate was like--how could they have 

got through it?" 

"Baron Willerd!" Gran spat the name as if it tasted filthy. 

"The old baron was taking advantage of that same storm to sneak 

out of the castle, taking his son Willie with him. They slipped 

out the postern gate, but they had no one to bar it behind them. 

And instead of riding off to safety, they met la Rouzh and his 

men coming up the path from the beach. The pirates killed them, 

then climbed on up the path and slipped through the gate." 

Heather shuddered, visions of massacre flashing through 

her mind. "How bad was it? Were many in the castle killed?" 

"Not as terrible as might have been. Several fell in the 

fight at the main gates, but then the guards got back from the 

wild goose chase the old baron had sent them on. They kept the 

pirates too busy defending the walls to do much damage inside 

the castle before our Baron Danvir arrived. With our baron‟s 

army attacking them from the front and the castle‟s folk at their 

backs, la Rouzh‟s men couldn‟t hold out long." 

Heather let out a sigh of relief. So the girls and children 

must be safe. And Annya . . . She was about to ask more, but one 

of the kitchen women called for help with dinner and Gran was 

off again, a small blue and white tornado of energy. Oh well, 

Heather thought as they led their horses into the stable, I’ll find 

time for more questions after we get settled in. 

Compared to the storm-threatened outdoors the lantern-

lit stable loft seemed warm and cozy as they wearily unrolled 

their bedding and spread it on piles of straw. Heather went to the 
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kitchen to fetch dinner for the group, leaving the other three 

watching each other around the chest. The kitchen was warm and 

steamy, full of good smells and cheerfully bustling women. Yet 

in spite of their high spirits they all wore black arm bands. 

Marika was dishing up stew and greeted her 

enthusiastically, chattering non-stop as she filled the bowls. 

"And our Baron Danvir himself commended Haas for his 

bravery! And we‟re to be married next week!" she finished 

proudly. 

"That‟s terrific, Marika!" Heather put a loaf of bread on 

the tray. "But why all the black arm bands? Are you mourning 

those who were killed in the castle?" 

Marika‟s pretty face sobered. "Ay, and for one most 

especially--our Baron Danvir‟s betrothed." 

"Annya? Annya‟s dead?" Heather‟s heart contracted as if 

fate had just struck it a physical blow. "How did it happen?" 

"She fell in the fighting at the main gates, when Butcher 

la Rouzh first let his pirates in." Marika sighed. "She‟ll be sorely 

missed." 

Poor Annya! Heather thought in dismay. And poor 

Danvir, to lose her just before their triumphant reunion! She 

could think of nothing adequate to say. At last she murmured, 

"What will Baron Danvir do without her?" 

"He‟ll go on and rule Rothearst, like a good baron must. 

That‟s the baron‟s job, no matter that he‟s grieving." 

Yes, Heather brooded as she carried the laden tray back 

to the stable, Danvir will carry on and do his job, because he 

really does want to be a good baron. But he would have done it 

so much better with Annya’s practical peasant wisdom at his 

side! 

She made a brief job of telling the others the sad news as 

they ate a weary supper. As soon as they‟d finished they rolled 

themselves into their blankets. Bjorn slept with the chest 

between his body and the solid timbers of the wall, one arm 

thrown over its lid. Merwin settled down right in front of the 

ladder, so that no one could go down it without stepping over 

him. Heather and Dahmia found places at the far end of the loft. 

Heather‟s heart felt sore and shaken, but she was too 

worn out for grief to hold sleep at bay long. In the morning there 
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was no time to think about it, as they dragged themselves up 

before dawn, packed by lantern light and ate a quick breakfast 

sitting on their rolled-up bedding. Hurrying, they saddled and 

loaded the horses and led them out into gusty darkness. Early 

light had just begun to thin the blackness of night but a dozen 

people were already about, preparing to ride out ahead of the 

storm. Heather looked around for Merwin and didn‟t see him. 

She was about to say something to the others when she spotted 

the illusionist coming out of the stable door. She stared at him, 

vaguely surprised that he‟d let the chest get out of his sight. 

Bjorn mounted Widowmaker and turned the stallion‟s 

head toward the gate. Heather was raising her foot to the stirrup 

when Mystery suddenly snorted and pranced sideways, yanking 

her off balance. "Mystery! What was that for?" she reproached as 

she regained her footing. Then an acrid whiff of smoke caught at 

her own nose. She whirled around to see a tongue of flame 

licking upward from the thatch of the stable roof. 

Suddenly everything was happening at once. Someone 

yelled "Fire!" A panicky neighing sounded from inside the 

stable. Bjorn and several other men bolted past Heather toward 

the trapped horses. Catching the panic, Mystery lunged and 

almost pulled Heather off her feet. Widowmaker tossed his great 

black head and stamped. Heather caught up one of his reins 

along with Mystery‟s, Dahmia grabbed the other, and together 

they ran the frightened horses over to a stock pen on the far side 

of the courtyard. Merwin followed with his mount, and they led 

all four snorting animals into the pen and latched the gate shut. 

Heather whirled around to see flames billowing up from 

the stable roof. Their crackling roar sounded over shouts and 

neighs, and the wind gusted their heat clear across the courtyard. 

As she gazed spellbound at the spreading inferno, Bjorn plunged 

out of the smoke dragging a hysterical colt, yanking him along 

with a combination of brute strength and Norrish curses. "This is 

the last!" he gasped to the men who rushed forward to help him. 

Bits of burning thatch whirled high into the rising 

smoke, where the wind caught them and blew them, glowing 

brightly, toward the shingled roof of the inn itself. Several men 

had thrown a ladder against the side of the building, and a bucket 

line was forming from the well. Heather ran to join the line and 
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found Dahmia on one side of her and Marika on the other. 

Then there was an endlessly long time of grabbing each 

brimming bucket from Dahmia and swinging it over to Marika. 

Only they weren‟t all buckets. Containers of every type--pots, 

pails, pitchers and jars--came along in no particular order, so that 

she had to look sharp and be careful how she grabbed each wet 

and slippery one. Blistering heat billowed over her and smoke 

stung her eyes. It set spasms of coughing going up and down the 

line. The lurid light gave the scene a nightmare quality. Grab, 

swing, let go . . . Grab, swing, let go . . . Heather‟s shoulders 

ached and sweat ran down her forehead to sting her eyes. 

Finally heat and light died down and smoke thinned out, 

letting the damp coolness of morning reach their laboring lungs. 

The bucket line slowed and stopped, and Heather looked up to 

see the men coming down off the roof, Bjorn among them. She 

sighed with relief and swiped a damp sleeve across her sweaty 

face. 

Dahmia was poking loose locks of hair back into her 

braid. "I‟m glad we saved the inn," she said, "and I suppose Gran 

Freyer will have plenty of help rebuilding her stable. But 

desiccation, this is a rotten way to start a long day in the saddle!" 

They zigzagged through the thinning crowd to the pen 

where they‟d left the horses. Bjorn was standing with his back to 

them, leaning his head against one of the tall gate posts and 

beating on it with his left fist. An unbroken string of bitter 

Norrish poured from his bearded lips. Heather caught the word 

"Hagolte"--repeatedly. She looked around and saw Bjorn‟s gear 

scattered on the ground. Only three horses remained in the pen. 

Merwin‟s mount was missing. So was the treasure chest. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 23 
 

"Hagolte damn me!" Bjorn exploded, switching 

suddenly to the Common Speech. "I take my eyes off the little 

sobeturdki for one minute and he kicks over the lantern! And 

dumb me, I fall for the distraction!" 

"You couldn‟t have done anything else," Heather 

pointed out sensibly. "You wouldn‟t have let those horses burn 

to death. And we all fell for the distraction." 

The big man sighed. "Yah, that‟s so." 

Dahmia was gazing searchingly around the courtyard. 

"We have to find him!" 

"Yah? So what should we look for--a man on a brown 

horse with a bundle?" 

"Or a woman," Heather put in. 

"He could be riding back to Swarsstal harbor already, 

down any of three roads. Or he could be laying low right here at 

the inn. And even if we knew where to look for him we still 

wouldn‟t know him if we saw him." 

Dahmia slumped back against the fence. "You‟re right, 

of course. He‟s got the chest and there‟s nothing we can do about 

it." 

Heather sighed. "We still have to get over High Dire 

Pass. Let‟s get going before we lose any more time." 

The gusty breeze whirled wisps of acrid smoke from the 

ashes of the stable, stinging their noses. The leaden sky had 

brightened enough for them to see Bjorn‟s gear scattered around 

the pen. As they were picking it up Dahmia exclaimed, "Look, 

here‟s Merwin‟s cloak! He must have dropped it when he put on 

the Cloak of Illusion." She held it up. "There‟s something in the 

pocket . . . my mirror! That little sneak had my mirror all along." 

She strode over to Heather, who was handing things to Bjorn to 

tie back on his saddle. "I owe you an apology, Heather. For a 

long time I thought you took it--a belief Merwin fostered, by the 

way." 

Heather nodded. "I knew you thought so. But I couldn‟t 

figure out how to explain to you that I didn‟t want your mirror. I 

didn‟t think you‟d understand that for someone living simply 

like I do extra things are just a burden." 
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"You were right, I wouldn‟t have understood it then. I do 

now though." 

Somber daylight crept in slowly and reluctantly as they 

left the Fighting Stags and rode up the mountain. The day grew 

colder as it wore on, heavy with the damp smell of snow. The 

buffeting wind made them glad for the shelter of the great, 

gloomy pines. Bjorn rode in front, keeping a brisk pace. He sat 

rigid, his hand on the reins knotted into a fist. Occasionally he 

muttered a string of Norrish curses. Behind him Dahmia slumped 

in her saddle, staring morosely at her horse‟s ears. 

Heather‟s thoughts floated randomly in the leaden murk 

of her feelings. She was still numb from the shock of Annya‟s 

death, still grieving for Danvir‟s loss. She was angry at Baron 

Willerd‟s betrayal of his people and disgusted by his cowardice. 

But I suppose running away was all he could think of to do, there 

at the end. He didn’t have anyone to turn to--greed never has 

friends when the crisis comes. Merwin’s going to discover that 

too, eventually. Briefly, she savored the relief of Merwin‟s 

absence. Chaos, I’d sure hate to have anyone be this glad to be 

rid of me! 

Gray morning merged into murky afternoon as they 

pushed doggedly upward, traveling as fast as the horses could 

endure. The higher they got the closer the heavy clouds bore 

down on them. Once out of the pines they became toys for the 

bitter wind, which grabbed and shoved at them with demonic 

wails. By early afternoon they were being buffeted by sharp little 

flurries of snow. They reached the first patrol cabin a few hours 

later, and Heather gazed longingly at its snug shelter. But they 

were still on the wrong side of High Dire Pass, and now the 

snow was falling steadily. It didn‟t take much debate to decide 

they‟d better get across the Pass while they could--if they still 

could. 

The next few hours went by in a slow, numb blur. Weak 

daylight gave up the struggle and faded into night. Snow sifted 

down from the sky and blew up from the ground and piled in 

drifts behind every boulder. Snow muffled the horses‟ hooves till 

the only sound was the wind among the rocks, moaning and 

sobbing with the cold. Heather clung to her saddle and followed 

Widowmaker‟s broad rump, a black blotch in the dim wilderness 
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of white. The wind beat at her and threw swirls of snow in her 

face. 

She felt the change when they crested the pass and started down 

the other side, yet they still rode on through a dark eternity. After 

a long time she began to wonder if they‟d missed the second 

cabin, and were doomed to die of exposure and exhaustion here 

on the open mountainside. She was about to urge Mystery up 

beside Widowmaker and ask Bjorn if he knew where they were--

when the cabin and its stable loomed suddenly out of the gray 

dimness. 

Fortunately there was enough firewood left to get them 

through the rest of the night, even with the hole gaping in the 

roof. As soon as they‟d eaten, they crawled into their blankets, 

huddled as close to the fire as they could get. Heather dropped 

into sleep like a rock sinking to the bottom of a deep, black pool. 

This time there was no monstrous scratching and snuffling to 

disturb her, and she knew the hole would let in nothing worse 

than wind and snow. 

As they rode down the trail next day Heather savored the 

relief of no lurking danger, no weight of dread dragging on her 

shoulders. When she remembered the things that had stalked 

them on their other trip through High Dire Pass, this trek seemed 

almost easy, in spite of her weariness. The camp where the za-

men had attacked was snowy and peaceful, and nothing 

disturbed their night there. 

The next midday they finally dropped below the snow 

line. Sun lances began stabbing through rents in the clouds. By 

the time they reached the foot of the mountains they‟d ridden out 

from under the storm‟s edge and into pale, westering sunshine. 

Although it was early to stop, they camped by the little spring at 

the edge of Dry Valley. The stream sang its trickling song and 

the horses munched contentedly on the tender green along its 

banks. 

After dinner, Bjorn settled down with his back against a 

rock and began tentatively plucking the strings of his vryll. At 

first Heather could hear the clumsiness of his right hand, but 

after a while the music began to smooth out. He’ll get it back, 

she thought gladly. He’ll play and sing again--maybe even more 

now that he can’t wield a sword. 
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Dahmia gently brushed a few left-over crumbs off the 

Bag of Plenty. "I don‟t know what we‟d have done without this 

Bag supplying us. And it‟s taught me a lot about sharing, too. 

You know, it really acts like an intelligent creature. Look!" she 

cried suddenly, grabbing Heather‟s arm. "It‟s telling me 

something!" 

Heather leaned forward and peered at the Bag. Around 

the top, in fancy script, it said, "GIVE AND GET AND GIVE 

AND . . ." in an endless circle. Amid the swirls on the Bag other 

words were appearing. Dahmia read them out, turning the Bag 

this way and that. "Love, sympathy, attention, respect, 

helpfulness, caring, friendship . . . I see! These are the really 

important things--and you get them by giving them. Am I right?" 

she asked the Bag. A pair of eyes appeared and gave her a big 

wink before everything faded back into the swirls. 

Dahmia patted the Bag and sighed sentimentally. "It‟ll 

be like parting with a friend when I return this to the witch." She 

was silent awhile, then she mused, "It‟s funny, but I‟ve quit 

worrying about whether the witch will teach me magic. I‟ve 

stopped believing that getting things can make me happy. I 

watched people with nice things being miserable. And then I saw 

that getting makes enemies while giving makes friends. I think 

having friends is a lot better than having things, even lovely and 

expensive things." 

Bjorn laid his vryll down in his lap. "Yah, it‟s different 

for me too. I don‟t want battle magic anymore, even if I could 

still fight good. War never settles anything. No matter how many 

of the others you kill there are always plenty left to hate you and 

get back at you. So feuds last for generations, and the problems 

that started them never get solved. It‟s stupid." He sighed, and 

his fingers wandered over the strings of the vryll. "And fighting 

is so wasteful. It‟s true that Morderot, the God of War, rewards 

us with treasure if we please him by winning. But win or lose, he 

demands great sacrifices of death and suffering. It doesn‟t even 

matter if you‟re innocent and your cause is just--if you fight, 

Morderot will have his sacrifices. So it was that Danvir lost his 

woman. And even so, he got off easy." 

Dahmia shook her head. "I wouldn‟t call losing the 

woman he loved getting off easy." 
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Bjorn spoke slowly, as if dragging the words out of the 

depth of his soul. "If la Rouzh hadn‟t done the dirty work for 

him, Danvir would have to order his half-brother killed to keep 

him from plotting to get the barony back. To hurt and kill makes 

a hardness inside, like part of your heart has frozen into stone. 

The more you kill, and the closer you know your victims, the 

harder you get--and a frozen stone can‟t feel, can‟t . . ." he 

hesitated, his hands groping for the words, "can‟t feel caring and 

love. So Danvir lost his woman, but he may find another. If he 

froze himself into a stone there‟d be no more love for him, no 

matter how good a woman he found." 

Looking into the big man‟s eyes, Heather saw he knew 

what he was talking about, and that the knowledge hurt him. 

"Spring can come and melt what‟s frozen," she said softly, "And 

people can change. You‟ve changed already." 

"Yah, I guess so. That‟s because things look all different 

to me now." 

Dahmia got excited. "Things look different--do you 

suppose we‟re seeing with wizard‟s eyes? Is this what the witch 

meant?" 

"Maybe so, but since we don‟t want her to teach us 

magic, what difference does it make?" 

"I still want to learn healing magic," Heather put in. "But 

the things you‟re talking about look the same as ever to me." 

"Something must look different," Dahmia pointed out. 

"Think about how you‟ve changed on this quest. You can‟t be 

seeing everything the same as you did when you were a timid 

little mouse." 

"Why, that‟s so!" Heather spoke in wonder. "I look 

different to me! Maybe I am seeing with wizard‟s eyes!" 

Suddenly she felt hopeful that the witch would be willing to 

teach her in spite of their failure to find the treasure--that is, if 

they made it back in time. Low above the horizon the gibbous 

moon was rounding out like a pregnant goddess. It was only a 

few days from full. 

They pushed on across Dry Valley and the Barrier 

Mountains, starting early, quitting late, and taking no more 

breaks than necessary. However, both Heather and Dahmia 

insisted on a brief stop at the trading post in Linonadella. 
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Heather wanted to ask about Little Jick. "I‟d like to check that 

sword cut on his arm, and make sure he finds out it‟s safe for 

him to go home," she told the other two. 

Dahmia had her own reason for stopping. "I want to tell 

that old shopkeeper that Baron Danvir will be opening the trade 

routes again. I can‟t wait to see his gloomy face light up when he 

hears his business will soon be booming," she enthused. 

They found him, thin, drab and melancholy as ever, 

sitting on the same high stool before his dusty, ill-stocked 

shelves. It seemed to Heather that time had slowed till it stopped 

in the big, dim room, like a clock choked up with ancient dust. 

When she asked about Little Jick, the cadaverous fellow shook 

his head. "Came by and went on through, and good riddance, I 

say," he pronounced darkly. "That one‟s too big for anything but 

trouble. Nothing but trouble." 

Dahmia stepped forward eagerly. Dark eyes glowing 

with excitement, she told the shopkeeper about the revolution 

and explained how Baron Danvir intended to get Rothearst back 

on its feet, and what this would do for business. Through all her 

enthusiasm he remained silent, perched on his stool and blinking 

like an old owl in sudden daylight. When she‟d finished he 

merely sighed and shook his head, his hollow-cheeked face as 

expressionless as a skull. 

"Don‟t you understand? Trade will be starting again in 

the spring!" 

"Yes," he droned mournfully. "The good days are almost 

over. Almost over." 

"What in the world do you mean?" 

"Crowds of strangers. Disturbing our peace and quiet. 

Thieving. Breaking things. Being a bother. It‟s too bad, but the 

good days never last. They never do." 

As they left the building Dahmia was boiling. "That 

desiccated old man! What are you grinning about, Heather?" 

"Him! I never saw anyone so good at finding the thorns 

among the roses. He‟s an artist at creating gloom--I‟ll bet he 

could turn gold into mud!" 

"Couldn‟t he just as well be doing it the other way 

around?" Dahmia still sounded miffed. 

"Sure, if he wanted to look for the roses." 
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Dahmia laughed suddenly, "And so could I! I could be 

finding this funny instead of annoying--it‟s really all in how I 

look at it." 

It was good to be back in the green Linona Valley with 

its flocks of birds and its river song. The trees were ablaze with 

color but autumn‟s touch on this land was still light. The days 

were mild and sunny, the nights held no hint of the bitter cold of 

the high mountains. The moon grew until it was full except for a 

tiny shaving off one side. Late one afternoon they reached the 

foot of Mt. Andorlil and Bjorn halted them for the day. "Might as 

well camp now and get us some rest." His ice blue eyes sought 

out Heather‟s. "Tomorrow is the eve of Samhain, and tomorrow 

we will reach the witch‟s cabin, and so we shall be in time." 

"Thanks, Bjorn! Especially since you don‟t care about 

getting back on time for yourself." 

"Yah, I don‟t. But you have been a good comreda, and I 

care about getting you back when the witch says you must be." 

As she sat by their last campfire, Heather thought, I‟m 

not ready to face the witch! I don‟t know what to say to her. She 

fingered the Crystal of Understanding in its leather bag at her 

neck and felt vaguely guilty. I think I should’ve been using this 

Crystal more. It taught me something important about myself 

and after that it sort of got lost in the rush of everything. Maybe 

if I’d been trying harder to understand our quest I could have 

saved us from some of the trouble we got tangled up in. She took 

the Crystal out of its bag and sat holding it between her palms. 

Which is all very well to say, but I don’t have any idea how to 

use it to understand the quest. 

The liquid notes of Bjorn‟s vryll sang softly through the 

dusk. He was playing the Ballad of the Frost King‟s Daughter 

with his old smoothness and feeling. "That‟s beautiful, Bjorn," 

Dahmia complimented. "I think you‟re playing as well as you 

ever did." 

"Yah, anyway as well as since I became a warrior." His 

fingers brushed idly across the strings. "I‟ve been thinking about 

how different it would be if I could have been a bard instead. 

Always I‟ve trained for fighting and thought about war, and all 

my friends and my enemies too have been other fighters. So I 

have filled my life with swords and struggle, with wounds and 
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death." His voice became very soft. "I wonder how it would‟ve 

been if I‟d filled it with songs and harmonies. I think a bard must 

attract songs the way a warrior attracts fights." 

He was silent for a while so Heather prompted, "Like 

calls to like. So if you were a bard you‟d be attracting other 

musicians as friends. Then your life would be filled with 

peaceful people." 

The Norrish prince nodded. "Yah, I think that‟s what my 

part of the witch‟s riddle means. „Everywhere you go you meet 

yourself.‟ It‟s saying that whatever kind of person you are, that‟s 

the kind of people you attract. So it‟s sort of like filling your 

world with a whole lot of your own selves." 

"Whooo!" Dahmia exclaimed. "If that‟s so, you‟d better 

have a self you can like, or you‟ll be living in a miserable 

world!" 

Suddenly Heather noticed the Crystal between her palms 

growing warm. She was sure the tingling of magic she always 

felt from it was getting stronger. It’s telling me something. But 

what? Maybe that this conversation is on the right track? Let’s 

see if I can find out. She looked up at the other two. "We‟ve 

never put all the parts of the witch‟s riddle together to find the 

answer to the whole thing. We don‟t have the treasure the witch 

wants, but at least we could try to solve her riddle." 

Dahmia nodded. "I suppose we might as well. It won‟t 

make any difference to Bjorn and me, but perhaps it‟ll help you 

get what you want, Heather." She pushed a stray lock of hair out 

of her face. "Let‟s see, Merwin‟s riddle was like Bjorn‟s. 

„Everywhere you look you see yourself‟--isn‟t that right? So 

what does it mean?" 

"Means the reason that little sobeturdki expected me to 

steal the chest was because that‟s what he was planning to do." 

"That fits," Heather agreed. "Since Merwin‟s dishonest 

himself, he can‟t help expecting other people to be sneaky and 

treacherous too." 

Dahmia looked at her blankly. "Why?" 

"The only mind Merwin can see from the inside is his 

own. That‟s all any of us has to go by when we‟re trying to 

understand someone else. Judging by himself Merwin‟s bound to 

see a lot of crookedness in others--even when it isn‟t there." 
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"Why, that means he can‟t trust anyone!" Dahmia 

shuddered. "What a terribly lonely life! No trust, no love, always 

trying to outsmart everyone. No wonder he talks so much about 

it being a wolf-eat-wolf world. It is, for him. And it‟s his own 

dishonesty that makes it that way!" 

The Crystal in Heather‟s hands was warmer. The tingle 

of magic had spread through her hands and was starting up her 

arms--and a tingle of excitement was spreading through her 

whole body. She knew they were on the right track, they just had 

to follow it. "What about your riddle, Dahmia?" she asked 

eagerly. 

"Oh, that‟s really obvious. I don‟t know why I didn‟t see 

it in the first place. „What you give is what you get.‟ It means 

whatever we put out in life is what comes back to us, whether 

it‟s generosity or selfishness." 

"Whether it‟s violence or peacefulness," Bjorn put in. 

"Kindness or meanness," Heather added. The Crystal 

was very warm, and the tingle of magic had reached almost to 

her shoulders. "You know, all three of those riddles are about 

how each self shapes its world to fit itself. They‟re all saying, in 

different ways, that the sort of world each of us lives in is 

determined by the shape of our own spirit." 

"Is that what your riddle says too?" Dahmia asked. 

"No, mine‟s different. It‟s about what shapes our spirits. 

„What you think and do becomes part of you.‟ It means that 

every action you take, and even every thought you think, leaves 

its mark on you. So you can‟t try to harm someone else without 

harming your own self. And you can‟t do good for another 

without making your own self better." 

Bjorn frowned. "So you‟re saying that our actions shape 

our spirit, yah? And then the shape of our spirit creates the kind 

of world we live in." 

The Crystal had gotten almost too warm to hold. The 

currents of tingly energy running up her arms came together in 

Heather‟s heart. "I‟ve got the answer!" she cried. "It‟s karma!" 

She opened her hands. The Crystal shone with a clear sapphire 

light. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 24 
 

With an early start they were able to reach the turnoff 

from the cart road to the witch‟s cabin by mid-afternoon. The 

little trail through the pine forest hadn‟t changed much since 

their first visit. The sunlight was cooler, the air sharper, but the 

pines still perfumed the breeze and squirrels still chittered and 

frisked in the treetops. 

Heather recalled the turmoil of her feelings when she‟d 

ridden this trail at the start of the quest. Now they were churning 

again as she rode back at the end of it. Her mind kept adding up 

reasons the witch might accept her as a student, and reasons she 

might refuse to, and trying to balance them off against each 

other. She spent a while trying to guess where the quest had gone 

wrong and how they might have done it better. But it seemed to 

have gone wrong in so many ways that she finally gave up and 

returned to wondering what Lady Margelle would do, her mood 

swinging between hope and dejection. 

When they reached the deep ravine before the witch‟s 

yard, Heather was startled to see a new stone bridge, wide 

enough for two horses. As they were about to start across it a 

giant form popped out of the ravine, carrying a small boulder in 

each brawny arm. "Little Bitty Lady!" the giant rumbled, 

dropping his rocks to roll and bounce back down to the bottom 

of the ravine. A grin lit up Little Jick‟s broad face. The change in 

him was amazing. His beard was trimmed, his hair combed and 

neatly tied back. Less obvious but more impressive, he had lost 

that frightening look of desperation. 

The giant rushed up to Heather, rolling back his sleeve. 

"Look how good my arm healed! The Lady Witch made it 

happen real fast. Then she gave me a job building this here 

bridge for her, and I done it real good, huh? „N‟ now it‟s all done 

„cepting for that bit of railing over there, and you gotta come try 

it!" Chest swelling with pride, he led them across the span. 

"It‟s a very fine bridge," Heather admired. "I can see you 

put a lot of work into it." 

"Aw, it was easy for me, „cause I‟m so big. „N‟ anyhow, 

I‟d do anything for the Lady Witch, „cause she‟s been real good 

to me. She taught me how to not be scary no more." 
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"How‟s that?" 

"Well see, I‟m scary „cause I‟m so big, and I used to 

think it was fun scaring people. But the Lady Witch, she showed 

me that I can‟t make no friends with people if they‟re scared of 

me, and that‟s why I couldn‟t never get no jobs and people didn‟t 

want me around. So she taught me how to be gentle, and to stop 

looking and acting scary." 

"That‟s great, Little Jick! You‟re bound to be happier if 

people feel safe around you." 

"The Lady Witch says I‟m real special, that big people 

like me got a special „sponsibility to take care of the little ones 

and help the weak ones and protect them from bad stuff." He 

turned to Bjorn. "It‟s gotta be like that for you too, huh? You 

ain‟t as big as me, but you‟re bigger than most. So you got a 

special „sponsibility to be gentle too, huh?" 

There was a startled pause, then Bjorn answered slowly, 

"Yah, you are right, it must be so for me too." 

"Good news, Little Jick," Heather announced. "Sir 

Danvir won the revolution and the old baron is dead. It‟s safe for 

you to go home now." 

Little Jick threw back his head and let out a whoop that 

shook the tall pines. "I can go home and help Ma on the farm! 

She‟ll be so glad to see me, „cause there ain‟t nobody can work 

as much as me!" He plunged into the ravine, shouting over his 

shoulder, "I gotta hurry up and finish this here bridge for the 

Lady Witch so I can go home!" 

The three dismounted and tied their horses, and Dahmia 

took the Bag of Plenty from its place on top of her gear. 

Together they crossed the witch‟s wide yard, the blond grass 

whispering beneath their feet. As they passed the magic 

storeroom the crystal motto above the door twinkled at them. 

"Merwin was wrong when he said that motto sounded 

good but it didn‟t mean anything," Heather remarked. "It isn‟t 

„Wherever you go, you are THERE,‟ it‟s „Wherever you go, 

YOU are there.‟ It‟s saying that the one person in the world you 

can never get away from is yourself." 

"I don‟t think Merwin would want to see it that way," 

Dahmia answered. 

The Witch stood in her cabin door, waiting for them. 
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The breeze stirred her blue robe and played with a few loose 

locks of her snowy hair. "Welcome back, seekers," she said in 

her musical voice. "Come into my house and we‟ll speak of your 

quest." 

She led them into the clean simplicity of her cabin and 

bade them be seated. Heather and Dahmia took straight chairs on 

either side of a large table which stood in the middle of the room. 

Bjorn perched on a stool off to one side. The witch gently 

displaced a half-grown black kitten from a rocking chair by the 

fire and settled herself comfortably into the vacated space. 

Nothing daunted, the kitten leaped lightly into her lap and curled 

up with a contented purr. 

While witch and cat were settling themselves, Heather 

looked around the room. It was larger than it appeared from the 

outside, with more windows than most cabins would have. The 

furnishings were well crafted but simple and utilitarian. The only 

sign of luxury was a large mirror in an ornate wooden frame that 

hung on the wall opposite the fireplace. On second thought 

Heather decided the mirror wasn‟t a mere luxury, because she 

could sense a mist of magic vibrations around it. 

The witch looked at each of them long and piercingly, 

her sky blue gaze unreadable. Heather met those infinitely deep 

eyes and tried not to look as nervous as she felt. This is it, she 

gloomed. Lady Margelle will ask what we’ve brought back, and 

we’ll have to admit we have nothing and don’t even know what 

we’re supposed to have. 

The witch‟s gaze went back to Bjorn. Then, instead of 

saying any of the things Heather had expected, she asked, "What 

have you learned?" 

Bjorn‟s shaggy eyebrows went up in surprise, but after a 

moment‟s thought he answered, "I have learned that battle magic 

is not what I need. I thought I needed more power in war, so to 

keep my people safe and give them a good life. I see now this 

was shortsighted. No amount of power is enough--the more 

power, the more it will draw fights till something comes along 

that is too big to beat. And even when you win a war, in the long 

run you lose; because you make enemies whose hatred is 

forever. War leads only to more war. So I think what I need is 

not more power to make war, but more wisdom to make peace." 
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Lady Margelle inclined her head in a gesture of respect. 

"Truly, you have already gained much wisdom. What will you 

do now?" 

"I will go home and accept the crown, and try to get my 

stubborn people to see the value of peace. I think it will be 

harder in many ways than making war, but I want to do 

something worthwhile with the rest of my life. I want to change 

things so some other boy can play music instead of ruining his 

hands with sword practice." 

"Will you become what you have always secretly wanted 

to be?" 

"You mean a bard? Yah, I‟d like that. I can‟t play so 

good any more, but I can make up songs--songs about peace." 

He grinned. "I think I‟ll start with a ballad about Little Jick the 

gentle giant." 

"What will you do when men call you coward for 

refusing to fight?" 

Bjorn pulled the kraken teeth from beneath his shirt. 

"When I wear these teeth none will dare deny my courage. Let 

them prove theirs. I will challenge any man to have the guts to 

stand alone for peace, instead of joining the safety of the herd 

that clamors for war." 

"Well spoken," Lady Margelle approved. "I see that 

when you threw away the Sword of Power you learned its 

greatest lesson--that to give up defending yourself with violence 

takes the most courage of all." 

“So you know about that too?" 

The witch nodded. 

"Yah, throwing that Sword away was for sure the hardest 

thing I ever did," the Norrish prince admitted, "even though it 

had brought me nothing but trouble. I should have listened to 

you and never taken it from its scabbard. I‟m sorry I lost it and 

cannot bring it back to you." 

Lady Margelle sighed. "If only it were lost! But the lure 

of power is always with us. It will draw some foolish man to it, 

and he will call himself a mighty hero for a while, until it 

destroys him." 

"He can have it! I‟m through with being a hero!" 

The witch smiled a sad little smile. "You are through 
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with fighting, but you have only begun to be a hero. The truest 

heroes are those who work against great odds to bring peace." 

Bjorn shrugged massive shoulders. "Yah, the most 

worthwhile things in life are often the hardest. So I will just have 

to do the best I can." He turned to Heather. "You‟ll be glad to 

know my horse must get used to a new name. I‟m going to call 

him Peacemaker." 

Heather could have hugged the big man, but she settled 

for giving him a grin and thumbs up. 

The witch turned her penetrating gaze on Dahmia. 

"What have you learned?" she asked. 

Dahmia was ready for the question. "I came to you for 

magic to save my business and make it successful, because I 

thought getting money and nice things would make me happy. 

On this quest I learned riches can‟t bring happiness, and things 

aren‟t near as important as friends. The Bag of Plenty taught me 

that giving and sharing work better than trying to get, and they‟re 

a lot more fun, too. I used to think giving and getting were 

opposites, so giving would make me poorer. But I see now that 

giving makes people want to give back to you." 

"Very good," the witch smiled. "Giving and receiving 

are a cycle. When we stop giving, it interrupts the cycle, and 

then we have to struggle to get. Now that you know this, what 

will you do?" 

Dahmia spoke thoughtfully. "I don‟t need to learn magic 

to save my business--I believe I can save it and make it prosper 

with the magic of generosity. I‟ll hire good people and pay them 

well, and I‟ll always give my customers the best deal I can. I‟m 

going to run that business to share instead of to get." 

"You might wish to try a wizard‟s experiment," Lady 

Margelle suggested. "It‟s very simple--always try to give back a 

little more than you‟re getting. It doesn‟t have to be much, just a 

tiny bit will start the magic. If you try it for a while you‟ll find 

it‟s impossible to out-give life." 

"I‟d like to try that," Dahmia nodded as she laid the Bag 

of Plenty on the witch‟s table. "Thank you for loaning me this 

Bag. I‟m going to miss it, but I‟m sure if I live generously all of 

life can be a bag of plenty for me." 
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Now the witch‟s eyes went to Heather, and she asked the 

expected question, "What have you learned?" 

Heather took a deep breath. "I‟ve learned that my self 

isn‟t permanently set like some statue. Now I think of my self as 

a sort of energy pattern, always in motion. What shapes the 

energy pattern are my own thoughts and actions. From now on I 

want to be careful about how I‟m shaping my self." 

She leaned forward and laid the Crystal of 

Understanding on the table. "I learned that from the Crystal, and 

I know it would have showed me more if I‟d used it more. I 

made the mistake of getting caught up in the action instead of 

trying to understand it." She searched Lady Margelle‟s face for 

any hint of how she was taking this admission, but even the 

witch‟s deep blue eyes remained impassive. "I‟m pretty sure, 

though, that the Crystal didn‟t so much show me things as help 

me see them for myself. So I can learn to understand just as well 

without it, if I take the time to think things through and pay 

attention to my feelings." 

Now the witch smiled. "Then you have learned the 

greatest lesson the Crystal had to teach you. What will you do 

now?" 

Surely now I’ll find out  whether she’ll have me, Heather 

thought, aching for the suspense to be over. Gazing into the 

witch‟s eyes she answered, "I want to be a better healer than I‟ve 

ever been. I still want to learn healing magic." 

The witch made no answer to this, and once again her 

face was impassive. "What of your true parents--would you still 

learn about them?" 

Heather was more startled by the sudden switch of 

subjects than she was by the witch‟s knowledge of something 

she hadn‟t been told. "Why yes, I do want to find out, and I‟m 

going to someday. I still want to know, but I guess I don‟t need 

to anymore, because now I know who I am." 

"That‟s good," the witch approved. "In the days to come 

you will need to know who you are." 

What does that mean? Heather wondered. Is she 

accepting me or refusing me? 
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The witch gave her no clue. Instead she looked the 

whole group over and asked, "Is there anything else you wish to 

tell me?" 

Dahmia leaned forward. "We had the treasure chest for 

you. Merwin used the Cloak of Illusion to get it, and we brought 

the whole thing out of Castle Rothearst." 

"Yah, and then that worthless sobeturdki used the Cloak 

to steal it from us!" 

"What‟s even worse," Dahmia complained, "is that the 

Cloak gives him the power to be whoever he wants and get 

whatever he wants. He‟ll soon be rich and successful, and there‟s 

hardly anyone who deserves it less! There‟s just no justice in this 

world!" 

Lady Margelle smiled. "The true realm of justice is in 

the spirit. We cannot wrong another without damaging our own 

inmost self. So whether or not someone punishes us for our 

wrongdoing, we are always punished by it. Come, let me show 

you Merwin as he is now and you can judge his success for 

yourselves." She rose, carefully depositing the sleepy kitten in 

her chair, and led them to the mirror on the wall. The three 

gathered round as she made a few complicated gestures in front 

of it, murmuring words in a tongue none of them understood. 

The mirror filled with pearly fog. Behind the glass 

swirled opalescent clouds shot through with rainbows. When 

they cleared the mirror showed the deck of a ship. Blue water 

sparkled, azure skies smiled and taut white sails gleamed in the 

sun. A tall, incredibly handsome man leaned on the railing. 

Beside him stood a pretty girl, her blond curls blowing in the 

breeze. The low-cut bodice cradling her full breasts was an 

invitation in itself. 

"So that man is Merwin?" Bjorn asked. 

"That is Merwin as the Cloak of Illusion shows him," 

Lady Margelle replied. 

Dahmia was indignant. "That‟s just what I mean! There 

he is, having the time of his life, enjoying the rewards of his 

dishonesty!" 

"Do you really think so? This mirror shows both illusion 

and truth. Look more closely at Merwin." The witch gestured 

and the view moved up close to the pair by the railing. 
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"Look!" Heather pointed. "There‟s the real Merwin!" 

Hidden inside the tall, handsome form they could 

distinguish another figure, much shorter and less impressive. 

Sure enough, there was Merwin‟s hatchet-sharp face--but he 

seemed oddly shriveled and shrunken. 

Dahmia gasped. "He looks terrible! Is the illusion 

sucking the life out of him?" 

"Indeed it is," the witch replied. “Merwin was losing his 

real self in illusions even before he got the Cloak. The magic of 

the Cloak merely speeded up the process." 

As they watched, the lovely young woman glided closer 

to Merwin, laying her hand on the railing in front of him in an 

openly inviting gesture. Inside the handsome illusion, the 

shrunken form of Merwin‟s true self trembled. Instead of taking 

her hand he began inching away from her. A look of 

disappointment flashed across the girl‟s delicate face. She waited 

a moment, then glided toward him again, swaying her hips 

slightly and gazing up at him with adoring eyes. This time 

Merwin back away more rapidly, and when she followed him 

once again he said something brief to her, bowing in courtly 

fashion, then turned on his heel and strode quickly away. The 

girl looked after his handsome form sadly as he disappeared into 

a companionway. 

"Why does he run away from such a pretty and willing 

girl?" Bjorn wondered. "Never would you see me doing that!" 

Heather knew what the answer must be. "The magic of 

the Cloak is only visual, remember? If she started touching him 

she‟d soon find out what a fake he is." 

"Even so," the witch affirmed. "Merwin has been hiding 

his inner self from everyone for years, and so condemning 

himself to permanent loneliness. Now that he‟s addicted to the 

Cloak he must also keep his outer self from being touched." 

Bjorn whistled soundlessly. "Hagolte herself could not 

devise a more frustrating fate!" 

"How true!” Lady Margelle agreed. "No matter how well 

Merwin fools others--and even himself--his deeds still stamp 

their twisted image on his spirit, and that spirit still calls a 

twisted fate to itself." 

"You warned him," Dahmia remembered. "You told him 
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when he took the Cloak that illusions are addictive, and that he 

might lose himself in them." 

"Yes, but he didn‟t believe my warning because he 

couldn‟t believe in my honesty. To protect his self-esteem he has 

to tell himself that the rest of the world is as crooked as he is." 

The witch shrugged. "Illusions are traps, and those who create 

them doom themselves to live in them." She waved her hand in 

dismissal and the view of Merwin faded from the mirror. When 

the clouds had cleared and it had become a simple looking glass 

once more she turned and faced them, and again her gaze was 

sharp. "Have you solved my riddle?" 

She was looking at Heather, and so were Bjorn and 

Dahmia, so Heather replied for the group, "Yes, Lady Witch, we 

believe the answer is karma." 

"Good. And if I asked you to tell me what karma is, what 

would you say?" 

Heather considered carefully for a long moment, and the 

witch didn‟t rush her. "I‟d say it‟s the process in which my 

thoughts and actions are shaping my self, which is shaping my 

world." 

A delighted smile lit Lady Margelle‟s face. "Very good! 

Now listen closely, for this is critically important. There is a way 

of seeing life by the light of this law of karma. This 

understanding of karma and its effects is what we who practice 

magic call seeing with wizard‟s eyes. It‟s an important skill to us 

because it‟s necessary for our safety. For you see, one of the 

basic rules of wizardry is that magic multiplies karma threefold. 

So if we use magic to bless and help, a triple blessing comes 

back to us. But if we magically curse, our own soul is thrice 

shriveled. Those who practice evil magic spend much energy 

warding off the karmic curses they‟ve created, yet even the most 

powerful cannot hold off their karma forever." 

Lady Margelle was looking earnestly at Heather. "Magic 

in the hands of one who cannot see with wizard‟s eyes merely 

hastens that person‟s destruction. For their own safety, those 

who practice magic must understand this: to hurt another, or 

even intend to, is like sticking your bare hand into a fire and 

picking up a hot coal to throw at them. Whether or not you harm 

them, you have already injured yourself." 
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The witch‟s gaze traveled over the group. "I can see you 

understand this." She paused, and Heather‟s heart leaped with 

hope. "Yet there is one more thing I must question you about. 

What of that which I asked you to bring me out of the treasure 

chest?" 

Heather‟s heart sank again, for here came the one thing 

they‟d never been able to figure out. 

Dahmia spoke up. "As I told you, Lady Witch, we had 

the entire chest, until Merwin stole it and left us with nothing." 

"Yah, but we never figured out what it was in there you 

wanted. Heather thought it wasn‟t in the chest at all anymore, 

that Baron Willerd had taken it out some time before we got the 

chest. She was sure there was nothing in there that was worth 

more than good karma." 

Suddenly, like an explosion of light, the answer hit 

Heather. She had to grin at the outrageousness of it. Outrageous 

and unexpected--but that‟s how witches were. And she was sure 

she was right about it. 

Stepping forward solemnly, she held her empty hands 

out to the White Witch. "Lady Witch, I bring you that which you 

asked for. There is nothing in the world worth more than good 

karma. Therefore, I bring you nothing!" 

Lady Margelle laughed with delight. "Very good! From 

the first I felt your ability with magic. Now I know you can use it 

safely. I shall be most pleased to have you as my student of 

healing magic. Tomorrow, on Samhain, we will begin." 

Bright triumph surged through Heather. "Thank you, 

Lady Witch! I want to learn all the healing magic you can teach 

me." Her hand went to the ring hanging beneath her tunic. "And 

when it‟s time to leave here, I‟ll go searching for my mother‟s 

people, and for my father, if he still lives. Not because I need to 

know who I am, but because I want to know who they are.” 



 

 

 

 

For more Mother Wisdon stories 

Log on to 

Members.tripod.com/motherwisdom 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover and Illustrations by 

 

 

Patti Crawford 

PO Box 42 

Gila NM 88038 

 

Ghostflower_8@msn.com 



 

This is an authorized free edition from  
www.obooko.com 

 
 

Although you do not have to pay for this e-book, the author’s 
intellectual property rights remain fully protected by international 
Copyright law. You are licensed to use this digital copy strictly for 

your personal enjoyment only: it must not be redistributed 
commercially or offered for sale in any form.  If you paid for this 

free edition, or to gain access to it, we suggest you demand an 
immediate refund and report the transaction to the author. 

 
 

https://www.obooko.com/
https://www.obooko.com/



