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Tales of the Heartily Homeschooled
by Rachel Starr Thomson and Carolyn Joy Currey

Original cover art by Deborah Thomson

Trade Paperback
216 pages

Retail: $20.00

Chapter One: 
Ontario: The Journey Begins

Rachel:
Carolyn Currey and I had emailed for two years without ever having met. She lived in 

British Columbia, I lived in Michigan. We grew close in heart despite the distance, so when the 
Curreys announced that they were moving to Waterloo, Ontario (a scant four hours north of my 
house), we were overjoyed. And when it became clear that first, getting together was harder than it 
sounded, and second, their move would be short-lived and they’d soon be heading west again, we 
were determined to meet somehow.

So it was that I found myself in Waterloo the night before the Curreys were due to set out 
across Canada, ready to pack myself into the van along with my aunt and uncle, eight cousins, two 
dogs, a hamster, a guinea pig, and a rabbit. When I arrived in the dusk, the house was a-twitter 
with activity. We went through whirlwind introductions (“Rachel, meet Carolyn, Janice, Dana, 
Christa, Sara, Andrew, Naomi, and Elyssa . . . family, meet Rachel”) and then plunged back to 
work, packing and cleaning till the wee hours of the morning. 

After a few hours of sleep, we were set to wake up again and receive visitors: old friends of 
the Curreys who had procrastinated their own visit until moving day. They pulled up in their 
fifteen-passenger van late in the morning and unloaded another tribe of ten children. The movers 
were due to arrive in an hour or so.

So there we were: ten Curreys, twelve friends, one Thomson (laughing up her sleeve at the 
familiar absurdity of the situation), a myriad of pets, and a few other friends and family members 
who’d come to say good-bye―all of us prepared to meet the movers. The movers, I think, were not 
quite so prepared to meet us.

Carolyn:
The movers carefully backed the truck down our long laneway, dodging half a dozen 

children under the age of ten. The supervisor marched into the house, took stock of the situation, 
and opened her mouth to issue orders. She’d barely had time to say, “Look lively, boys, there must 
be a zillion beds here somewhere. There are eighteen kids in this house!” before five of the girls (all 
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dancers, small but surprisingly strong), grabbed two fifty-pound boxes or a bookcase each and 
charged out again. That was the beginning of the end. The hordes descended upon the work. We 
emptied the house in record time, and the overseer staggered out at the end with her eyes still 
popping. 

The rest of the afternoon was filled with last minute cleaning, visiting, and packing. Once 
the disbelieving movers had left, more friends and relatives showed up to say good-bye. A few 
more showed up for supper, and then quietness descended as the population dwindled to a mere 
eleven.

My dad, the master packer, filled our van with sleeping bags, tents, animals, suitcases, and 
(most dreaded of all) small stuffables. Mom and a few of the older girls stood out in the field as the 
sun set. 

“I feel like the words ‘End of Chapter Whatever-It-Is’ ought to appear in the sky right about 
there,” Mom chuckled. 

The peace was quickly shattered by a loud bellow. “Are there any more small stuffables? 
Last call for small stuffables! No? All right, then . . . everybody in!” 

Accordingly, we crammed eleven people into the overstuffed vehicle and set off for parts 
unknown.

Order Tales of the Heartily Homeschooled from www.rachelstarrthomson.com or 
any online retailer or send a cheque for $20.00 plus $7.00 S&H to the 

address on the “Order” page of this catalogue.
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Worlds Unseen
by Rachel Starr Thomson

Original cover art by Deborah Thomson
Book One of the Seventh World Trilogy

Trade Paperback
328 pages

Retail: $20.00

Chapter One:
A Shadowed Past

THE WAR IS OVER, and the King has gone from our land. Gone with him are the faithful children of  
men, and now only I am left! I alone remain to sing the Song of the Burning Light over this  
bloodstained ground. The Earth Brethren are gone; I know not where. It seems they are  
vanquished who once made all men tremble with fear before the strength of wolf and wind and 
water, of growing thing and of fire. They are gone, and never more shall I hear their battle cries all  
around me. My heart quakes to think of them conquered, yet how could it be otherwise? Their  
power was shattered in grief when the King’s heart was pierced by the treachery of his beloved  
ones. Surely the anguish of his heart-breaking must shake this world so that nothing can stand 
untouched.

And the Shearim, the merry ones, the Fairest of Creation: they too are gone. They whom no  
one could kill have destroyed themselves that the children of men might be protected from their  
own wickedness. With the life-force which once danced in their eyes the Shearim have woven a  
Veil, a barrier between the Blackness and men. Yet my heart tells me that even the Veil cannot last  
forever. One day it will grow weak and tear, and the Shearim will pass out of the world forever.  
How the stars weep for us!

But now my blood grows hot within me and visions pass before my eyes, and I, the Poet, I,  
the Prophet, will speak! The Blackness will not reign victorious always. In the end the hearts of  
men will yearn again for their King, and he shall come! Hear, all you heavens. Listen to me, all you 
earth! Rejoice, for he will come again!

Yet quietly will it begin. His reign shall not be taken up first on the Throne of Men, but in  
their Hearts: in the hearts of small things, of insignificant things, of forgotten things. In their  
hearts shall be kindled the Love of the Ages, and they shall sing the Song of the Burning Light!

And he shall come.

* * *

The air was just beginning to take on a metallic chill when Maggie passed the Orphan House. 
Its tall wrought iron gates frowned down on her and striped her face with shadows where 
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they blocked the orange light of the windows. Creepers, brown with the coming of winter, wound 
their way up the red, soot-covered brick walls. The windows were barred and tightly shut. One, on 
the ground floor, had been cranked open, though bars crossed it. Maggie could hear the clanging 
and shouts coming from that window, and though she was too far away to feel it, she could 
imagine the oppressive heat drifting out into the evening. It was the kitchen, a room made hellish 
by the constant activity of twenty ovens. In the winter the window would be kept shut to keep the 
icy wind from blowing in and the expensive heat from drifting out. But not yet.

Maggie picked up her pace instinctively, as she always did before the glaring visage of the 
House. Had she been caught outside those walls as a child she would have been locked in the 
cupboard, or worse. Now, there was no one to shout her name, no one to threaten her and slap her 
and tell her not to try running away again. It had been years since the Orphan House had held her 
prisoner, yet the tyranny of the place still held some sway over her soul. So she walked faster.

From the kitchen came the harsh shrieking of a matron in a foul mood, and in the yard a dog 
sent up a dismal howl. The cold seemed to cling to Maggie, seeping through her heavy brown 
overcoat. She pulled it closer to her and shivered. It was a cold evening in an autumn that had thus 
far been unusually warm. A dragon-headed iron train screamed over a bridge in the distance. An 
elderly man with a decorated sword hanging from his belt nodded to her as he sauntered past.

The Orphan House behind her, Maggie turned down a residential street lined with old houses 
that were crammed in next to each other like books on a shelf. The street dead-ended in an iron 
fence that closed in a large property: a stately old house with yellow paint that was peeling and a 
flower garden that bloomed like the sun in summer. In the quickly fading light, the old house 
looked somewhat mournful. Most of its flowers had already succumbed to the frost. In an upstairs 
window a candle was burning, and a stout shape moved around the room in what looked like a 
waltz. Maggie smiled.

She turned from the view of the yellow house and ascended the creaking steps of her own 
home, the last on the bookshelf street, a slim, two-story brick house with peeling blue shutters at 
the windows. Maggie sighed when she thought of the hours she and Patricia had put into painting 
them just last summer, while Mrs. Cook, the owner of the house, puttered around in the kitchen 
baking cookies to feed “her girls” when they finished.

Maggie twisted the brass doorknob and pushed the door open. It protested loudly, and Maggie 
made a mental note to oil the hinges soon. If Pat had been home, surely the door would have been 
attended to earlier. She always noticed such things. 

A bright fire was burning cheerfully in the fireplace, casting its glow over the small room. A 
painting of a river in the country hung over the mantle, which was covered in little glass figurines, 
newly dusted and glowing proudly in the firelight. On the wall, tucked in the shadows of the 
fireplace bricks, a slim sword hung on a hook. Pat had insisted on leaving it with them—how she 
expected either Maggie or Mrs. Cook to use it was a mystery.

Maggie collapsed into a high-backed stuffed chair near the fire without taking off her coat or 
boots. She closed her eyes and let all of her muscles relax, while the heat folded around her like a 
cocoon. 

A loud, cheery voice interrupted her near slumber. 
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“Well, then,” Eva Cook exclaimed, her ample form filling the doorway to the kitchen and 
blocking most of the light from that part of the house. “You’re home. Did you get the parcel?”

Maggie sighed with the effort of pulling her body back into action. She reached a red-gloved 
hand inside her coat and pulled out a small packet wrapped in brown paper. She started to get up, 
but Mrs. Cook stopped her. 

“No, dear,” she said, “Don’t you move. I know a tired body when I see one. Was it a really 
long walk?”

Maggie nodded. “Not too long, really, but I am tired. I always want to go to sleep after being 
out in the cold.”

“Winter’s coming after all,” Mrs. Cook commented, “though I had hoped we would cheat it 
this year.” She disappeared into the kitchen for a moment, and the light from the homey room 
came streaming back. She reappeared bearing a saucer and tea cup, steaming with hot tea.

“Here, dear,” Mrs. Cook said. “Drink this.”
Maggie took the cup and saucer and let the steam from the bittersweet drink warm her face. 

She took a sip and leaned back again with a smile.
“Thank you,” she said. “But you don’t need to fuss over me. You’d think I’d been gone as long 

as Pat.”
Mrs. Cook didn’t seem to notice Maggie’s teasing tone. “I’m just taking care of you, Maggie 

Sheffield. You know as well as I do that you’re not the strongest bird in the sky. One of these days 
you’ll catch pneumonia, and I’ll fuss then. How’s your cold?”

Maggie chuckled. “Much better, with your tea steaming all the congestion out of me. It’s been 
years since I was really sick. You needn’t worry.”

“I’m not worried,” Mrs. Cook said with a sniff. She caught sight of Maggie grinning at her and 
said, “Not about the likes of you.”

Maggie dipped her little finger in her tea, stirring it idly. “Something’s missing from the tea,” 
she said.

“Linlae leaf,” Mrs. Cook said. “I ran out and was too busy to cut more.”
Maggie set her tea aside and pushed herself out of her chair before Mrs. Cook could protest. 

“I’ll get it,” she said. She walked lightly to her guardian’s side and stood on her tiptoes to kiss the 
tall old woman’s cheek on her way out.

Mrs. Cook watched her march out the front door with a smile. She was so different from the 
old days, this girl. Eva could remember the days when even a hint of sharpness in her voice would 
send the little orphan into a fit of shivering, anxious fear. Maggie had been so small and skinny 
then, her auburn hair tangled and dirty. 

“You don’t want that one,” the man from the Orphan House had said. “She’s no good for 
nothin’—too weak, and ugly besides.”

Mrs. Cook had seen through the dirt and grime to a child who desperately needed freedom. 
Margaret Sheffield was precisely the child she wanted.

She remembered clearly the first few days, when Maggie learned what it was like to be clean 
and well-fed and loved. She had accepted everything warily, as though she expected to wake up 
any moment and find the dream turned into a nightmare. Her greatest fear in those days had been 
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that Patricia Black, herself an orphan, might prove to be an enemy. Pat, in true form, had taken the 
scared little thing under her wing.

Pat had cried the day that Maggie was sent off to Cryneth to live with John and Mary Davies, 
old friends of the Cooks’. Eva had cried, too, but she knew it was best. The mountains and Mary’s 
songs were what Maggie needed to heal.

Even now, Mrs. Cook had to fight back tears at the thought of the way those years in Cryneth 
had ended. She remembered how Maggie had appeared on her back doorstep, half dead and nearly 
unrecognizable. She remembered how Pat had run for the doctor at the Orphan House. She 
remembered the doctor’s words.

“She were never a well one. I don’t see how she’s made it this far, with all that smoke in her 
lungs. If I was you, Mrs. Cook, I’d be looking for a nice burial plot.”

But Maggie had recovered. Her hands and arms were forever scarred from the burns. She 
never told anyone exactly what had happened, although they found out later that John and Mary 
had been killed in a fire. Maggie had been seen digging through the still-smoldering ashes for some 
remnant of the happiest days of her life. The villagers had tried to help her but she had run away.

Somehow, Maggie had found happiness again. Somehow, she had put it behind her. And 
every time Mrs. Cook saw the young woman smile, she thanked the stars for the power that had 
brought Maggie all the way back to her doorstep in Londren, and home.

* * *

The linlae tree grew between the house and the iron fence. It hugged the wall like a vine, its 
silvery bark and the last of its light green leaves beautiful against the soot-smudged brick. Maggie 
smiled as she reached up into the thin branches, pulling them down so that twigs and leaves 
brushed her face and baptized her with the scent of life. The leaves rustled as she searched for a 
good bunch to clip. The warm autumn had been good to the hardy little tree; it was still green in 
the face of coming winter. Maggie started to hum to herself when a sound made its way to her ears. 
She frowned, releasing the branches so that they jerked away and quivered above her.

There it was again. Something was moving in the dark shadows behind the house. Maggie 
peered down the alley, but she could see nothing. A cat, she thought. It must be a cat.

She shook off the uneasy feeling that had settled on her and finished clipping a branch. As 
she took a step toward home, something in the alley clattered. She turned, her heart leaping in her 
throat.

What was back there?
She turned to leave when the sound of a deep, racking cough sent shivers up her spine. That 

was no cat.
Maggie turned back around and walked quickly, deliberately, toward the safety of the front 

door. Pat, she thought, would have been in the alley by now, forcing a full confession from 
whoever was skulking in the shadows. Pity the fellow caught by her fierce questions. But Maggie 
was not Pat, and Pat was far away in Cryneth. She kept walking.

“Maggie Sheffield?” It was a trembling voice, old, and strangely familiar. It was deep with 
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illness.
Maggie turned slowly to see a small, hunched old man step out from the shadows. He stood 

silhouetted against the fence, and Maggie could not see his face or his features. He stretched out a 
hand toward her. It was shaking.

“Maggie?” he asked again. He took a step forward and Maggie realized that he was about to 
fall. She dropped the leafy twigs in her hand and rushed forward, grabbing the old man’s arm to 
steady him. He looked up at her with weary, gray eyes.

“Thank ye, Maggie,” he said.
She knew who he was. The relief of recognition flooded her. Those gray eyes had regarded 

her kindly when she was a child in the Orphan House, and once they had watched her from the 
safety of the little house in Cryneth. In the Orphan House he had brought presents for the children 
once or twice a year—mittens and scarves, pieces of candy, sometimes even dolls for the girls and 
trains for the boys. She hadn’t known why he had come to the Davies’ in Cryneth. Evidently they 
were old friends. She had never known his full name—the children called him Old Dan.

She certainly had no idea what he was doing here now, hiding in an alley behind her home.
He began to cough again, and nearly doubled over with the effort. Maggie clutched at him, 

wishing she could somehow transfer strength from her body into his. He sounded as if he might 
never stop coughing. But the fit did come to an end, and he leaned against her, exhausted. She was 
alarmed at how thin and light he was.

“Come,” she said, guiding him. “I live here, just a few more steps. We’ll take good care of 
you.”

Maggie helped him up the steps and opened the door. The hinges squeaked out an 
announcement of her return.

Mrs. Cook appeared from the kitchen, already talking. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d 
run away out there. Heavens, Maggie, what took you so—” she stopped in mid-sentence. 

“Heavens,” she breathed.
Maggie helped the weak old man into the high-backed chair near the fire. He nearly fell into 

it. Maggie removed his threadbare gloves and began rubbing his fingers between her own hands. 
She wanted to say something, but his eyes were closed and so she kept her mouth shut. When his 
hands felt a bit warmer, she took the muddy boots from his feet and set them near the fire to dry 
while she wrapped him in a blanket snatched from the arms of Mrs. Cook’s rocking chair. 

The lady of the house emerged from the depths of the kitchen with a washtub full of hot 
water.

“Come on, Maggie,” she said. “In with his feet.”
Mrs. Cook pressed a hand against the old man’s wrinkled forehead. “Fever,” she muttered. 

“Maggie, get another blanket from the cupboard upstairs. A thick one. Make that two. He’s 
shivering.”

Maggie rushed up the stairs, taking them two at a time, and threw open the cupboard at the 
end of the narrow hallway. She grabbed two thick blankets and flew back downstairs with them.

Mrs. Cook was stoking the fire, while the kettle shrieked its readiness in the kitchen.
“Get the tea, would you, dear?” Mrs. Cook asked in a tone of voice that made it clear she was 
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not asking.
Maggie went into the whitewashed kitchen where the copper kettle rattled on the surface of 

the wood stove. She snatched it off and poured the water into a white teapot. 
She reentered the living room with Mrs. Cook’s largest tea cup and saucer, as well as two 

more just in case, and ducked back into the kitchen to fetch the teapot. When she came back out, 
Old Dan’s eyes were open and Mrs. Cook seemed strangely agitated.

Maggie shifted her feet and licked her lips uncomfortably, feeling that she had missed 
something important.

“This is Old Dan.” She felt like a child saying the name, which was not really much of a name 
at all. “He’s a friend.”

“We know each other,” Mrs. Cook said stiffly.
Maggie’s eyebrows raised a good half-inch. “You do?” she asked incredulously.
“Evie and I are old friends,” Old Dan said weakly, with a tinge of humour in his voice.
Mrs. Cook stood abruptly and started up the stairs. She turned when she was halfway up.
“I don’t want him going up and down stairs in his condition,” she said. “We’ll fix up the guest 

room.”
Maggie nodded. Silently, she picked up the bucket of coal that lay beside the fire and took a 

box of matches from the mantle. She felt Old Dan’s eyes watching her, but she couldn’t bring 
herself to say anything. Mrs. Cook had seemed almost angry. 

She took the coal and matches to a small, cold room just off of the living room. It had a 
fireplace of its own, and she knelt down to prepare the room for its new occupant. Soon she had a 
fire blazing, and the lonely little room seemed cheered. Starched white curtains hung by its 
windows, overlooking a single bed. Mrs. Cook entered the room and started to make the bed with 
flannel sheets and a large feather blanket and pillows. A tiny bedside table held a gas lamp and an 
old book with gold writing on its cover. It had been years, Maggie thought, since the room had 
been occupied. She didn’t recognize the book—perhaps a friend of Pat’s had left it.

Before long, the room had been transformed. The lonely chill gave way before the warmth of 
the fire and the glow of the oil lamp that spilled onto the deep green blankets. Mrs. Cook stood 
with her hands on her hips and looked the room over with a satisfied nod. Maggie slipped out the 
door to get Old Dan.

He was sitting totally still except for the slight shaking of his hands. His eyes were open and 
he was staring into the fire, seemingly lost in thought. He didn’t hear Maggie’s approach.

She reached out a hand and laid it on his arm. He jumped slightly, then reached up his own 
gnarled hand and covered hers.

“I’m sorry,” Maggie said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
He patted her hand. “No harm done, m’dear.”
“Your room’s ready,” she explained, and took his arm to help him up. He stood with a 

struggle, and leaned on her as they walked to the room.
“It’s not much,” Maggie said.
Old Dan chuckled, and the effort made him fight to catch his breath again before speaking. 

“Don’t forget I’m an old alley-dweller,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “The emperor’s palace 
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couldn’t be any nicer.”
He started to laugh again and set off a fit of coughing. Maggie lowered him onto the bed. She 

cast a concerned look at Mrs. Cook, who had a man’s nightshirt draped over her arm.
“He’ll be all right,” Mrs. Cook said. “Go off to bed, Maggie. I’ll watch after our guest. Get!”
Maggie left the room reluctantly. As she climbed the stairs to her own room, a flood of 

weariness washed over her. She had forgotten how tired she was.

* * *

The voices drifted up the stairs, rising and falling through the cracks in the floor into Maggie’s 
room. She turned over in her sleep, pulling her quilt closer to her ears.

The voices sharpened, and Maggie awoke. For a moment she thought she had been dreaming, 
but then she heard them again. The conversation downstairs had grown heated.

She knew it was none of her business, but curiosity got the better of her groggy mind. She 
swung her feet out of bed, feeling the shock of cold when they touched the hardwood floor. The 
floorboards creaked as she lit the lamp beside her bed and pulled a robe on over her nightgown. 
Picking up the lamp, she stepped out into the hall. The voices had quieted.

Maggie stepped lightly down the stairs and through the living room to the spare room. The 
light was on, leaking through the slight crack where the door was not quite shut.

Maggie peered in through the crack. Mrs. Cook had moved her rocking chair to the bedside. 
Maggie could see her each time she rocked forward. Her eyes were swollen.

“You shouldn’t have come here, Daniel,” Mrs. Cook said, a hardness in her voice that Maggie 
had never heard before.

“I’m sorry, Evie,” Old Dan’s voice answered. “Perhaps you’re right.” He coughed painfully. 
“Truth is, I was afraid out there. I’ve never been so cold. I’ve never been afraid to die, before, but 
now… Well, I didn’t think ye would turn me away.”

Mrs. Cook’s voice sounded as though she might lose control and start crying again. “No, 
Daniel, don’t talk nonsense. Of course it was better that you come here than stay out there with 
such a—such a sickness.” Her voice lowered, but Maggie still caught the words. “If only Maggie 
didn’t know you.”

“I didn’t know she was here,” Old Dan said. 
The rocking chair leaned forward with a forceful creak. “Promise me you won’t talk to her 

about anything more than the weather, Daniel Seaton. No talk of the old days. I don’t want Maggie 
tangled up with the council.”

“There is no council,” Daniel’s voice said. “Or have you forgotten? There’s naught left now 
but you and me and the others, all scattered and hiding—and dead, some of us. The council is 
finished.”

“And may it stay that way,” Mrs. Cook said. There was silence for a moment, and then Daniel 
spoke again.

“Have you forgotten, Evie? Have you forgotten the way it was, in the old days? Surely you 
canna hate its memory so much.”
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“It was all a game back then,” Mrs. Cook said. “We were children playing with fire.”
There was a heavy sigh from the bed. “’Twas a glorious fire,” Old Dan said. “But dangerous, 

yes.”
“I want Maggie kept far away from it,” Mrs. Cook said. “It was bad enough that she was there 

when Mary—” 
“I know,” Old Dan said. “Evie, there’s somethin’ I need to be tellin’ ye.”
There was an expectant silence, and Old Dan spoke again. His voice was barely a whisper this 

time, and Maggie was not sure if she had heard him right.
“I saw her,” he said. 
The rocking chair leaned forward, and Maggie could see Mrs. Cook’s face. It had drained of 

colour. Maggie felt suddenly cold—the cold came from within, as though childhood fears had 
passed over her. She had half a mind to turn and go back to bed, but she knew the fear would only 
follow her. She stayed where she was.

“Evelyn?” Mrs. Cook asked, her voice suddenly as weak as Daniel’s.
“Aye,” Old Dan said. 
“Did she know you?” Mrs. Cook asked.
“I didna think so,” Old Dan said. “But then this sickness… it makes me very afraid, Evie.”
Mrs. Cook let out a noise like an angry sob. “How long will she hound us? Was she not 

content to destroy us with her lies?”
“It wasn’t as though she came after me,” the old man said. “We stumbled across each other, 

quite by accident.”
“And John and Mary?” Mrs. Cook said. “Was that an accident? How many more of us will die 

before she’s content to leave us alone?”
Maggie closed her eyes as the shock of what she was hearing sunk in. For a moment she 

forgot herself and leaned against the door. It swung open and Maggie stumbled into the room. Mrs. 
Cook jumped half out of her chair, and then sank back into it with a moan. Maggie heard a sigh 
from the bed. No one spoke.

“I heard you talking,” Maggie said. “I don’t understand.”
“Go back to bed,” Mrs. Cook said gently.
Maggie shook her head. “No. John and Mary—you said a woman killed them.”
Maggie took a step nearer the rocking chair, almost menacing in her approach. She was 

trembling. “John and Mary’s death was an accident. Wasn’t it?”
Mrs. Cook seemed supremely unhappy. She began to answer, bit her lip, and finally nodded. 

“Yes, Maggie. It was an accident.”
“You don’t believe that.”
“I don’t know anything to the contrary.”
“But you don’t believe it. You think this woman killed them. You think they were—” she 

faltered. “Murdered.”
Mrs. Cook reached a weary hand to a strand of grey hair that had worked itself loose from her 

bun. She brushed it back and regarded the young woman standing before her, eyes pleading.
“Sit down, Maggie,” Mrs. Cook said. Maggie obeyed, sinking into the deep green feather 

10



blanket on Old Dan’s bed.
“No,” Mrs. Cook said wearily. “I don’t believe the fire was an accident.”
Maggie leaned forward. “Then what—?”
Mrs. Cook leaned back in the rocking chair and listened to the pop of the firewood in the 

hearth. “When we were very young,” she said slowly, “we were part of a council. John Davies, and 
Mary, and Daniel and I. We were studying old legends and phenomena. Things that couldn’t be 
explained naturally.”

Daniel spoke up, and his voice seemed stronger than before. “It was glorious,” he said.
Mrs. Cook ignored him. “It was dangerous,” she said. “There are powers in this world, Maggie

—or outside of it, as it may be—that are best left alone.”
“Who was the woman?” Maggie couldn’t remember the name they had mentioned.
“Evelyn?” Mrs. Cook asked. Her voice suddenly grew more tired. “She was nearly one of us. 

She would have become one of the council, if we had voted her in. Mary stopped that from 
happening.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Thank heavens.”

“She were an evil one,” Old Dan suddenly added. “Swore she’d kill Mary for opposing her.”
Mrs. Cook shot Daniel a scathing look. Maggie felt that Mrs. Cook had planned to leave that 

part out.
“We didn’t think she meant it,” Mrs. Cook said. “We didn’t think there was any real danger. 

Not until the fire.”
“Do you have any proof?” Maggie asked. 
Mrs. Cook shook her head. “Only the warning bells that went off in my own heart, and the 

memory of her black face all twisted and laughing.”
“Laughing,” Maggie whispered.
Mrs. Cook looked at the young woman and suddenly burst into tears. “Oh, Maggie,” she cried, 

reaching for the girl who once more looked so orphaned. She rose from her rocking chair and 
enfolded Maggie in her embrace.

For a long time they remained together, Mrs. Cook holding onto Maggie as though her tight 
embrace could stop the sorrow from coming. When at long last Maggie lifted a hollow-eyed face, 
Old Dan was watching them with a rolled up piece of parchment in his hands.

“What is that?” Mrs. Cook asked. She did not sound as though she wanted an answer.
“It was Evelyn’s,” Old Dan said quite simply. “I took it from her.”
Mrs. Cook paled. “When?”
“Not two weeks ago,” he said. “When I saw her. She was in Galce, in an inn. I snuck into her 

room and this was there, and I thought it was important. So I took it.”
“Why?” Mrs. Cook asked.
“It’s important,” Old Dan repeated. “It means something. I’ve been up to see the laird with it.”
A flush of anger rose in Eva Cook’s cheeks. “You mean you’d still speak to that—”
Old Dan shrugged. “I don’t suppose he’s any friend of hers, not after all this time. It was his 

council she ripped to pieces.”
“Why did you come back here?” Mrs. Cook asked.
“The laird wouldn’t see me,” he said. “So I was takin’ the scroll to Pravik. Maybe Jarin Huss 
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can read it.” He held up the parchment, and his hand began to shake violently. In a moment his 
body was racked with the terrible cough, and Maggie saw blood on his hand where he covered his 
mouth.

“Trouble is,” he rasped when he had regained control of his body, “I’m not sure I’ll make it to 
Pravik.”

Mrs. Cook walked slowly to Old Dan’s side. She laid her hand on his forehead. “You’re 
burning up,” she said. “Daniel—what happened to you in Galce?”

“She looked at me,” Old Dan said. “I didn’t think she recognized me. At least not at the time. 
But her eyes met mine.”

His bony frame sunk back farther into the bed. “All that night I dreamed about her eyes. The 
coughing fits woke me up. It’s been getting worse ever since.”

As though to illustrate his words, Old Dan began to cough again. This time, blood ran from 
his mouth down his chin and onto the sheets and blankets. Mrs. Cook ran from the room for water 
and rags to clean the blood. Maggie could only stare at the helpless old man, while her own blood 
ran cold. She knew what they were thinking—somehow, she knew it was true. This was no natural 
illness, but a living evil that was slowly murdering a frail old man.

When the coughing fit had at last ended, Old Dan gasped for air. Every breath racked his 
body with pain, and he shivered uncontrollably. Mrs. Cook sat at his side, holding one gnarled 
hand in her own, whispering words of comfort.

The fire was dying out. Maggie went in search of more coal. In truth, she could think of 
nothing but escaping from that room.

From the deep recesses of her memory, laughter followed her out.
An hour had passed before Maggie entered again. The room resounded with silence. The fire 

had nearly gone out. Mrs. Cook was still clutching Old Dan’s hand, stroking it. He opened his eyes 
and Maggie wanted to cry when she saw how much worse he looked. His skin was horribly pale, 
and there were dark circles under his eyes. He struggled to sit up when he saw her. She hurried to 
sit down on the bed so that he would not waste his energy.

He slumped back onto the pillows and his fingers reached for the parchment that was laying 
next to him.

“Evie,” he said in a voice that was barely a whisper. “How will it get to Pravik? To Huss... it’s 
important.”

The energy to speak seemed to drain out of him onto the pillows. Maggie picked up the 
parchment in one hand and took the fingers of the old man who had once brought her toys at the 
Orphan House.

“I’ll take it,” Maggie said. Mrs. Cook’s eyes snapped up to look at Maggie’s face, her own full 
of horror.

Maggie only leaned closer to Old Dan, who had closed his eyes again. “Do you hear me?” she 
whispered. “I’ll take it to Pravik.”

He nodded, ever so slightly, and a smile tried to struggle free from his face. 
He did not move again that night.
As Maggie left the room to trudge back to her bed, she turned to see tears running down Mrs. 
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Cook’s face. 

* * *

Daniel Seaton died the next morning. If he had other friends in Londren, Mrs. Cook did not 
know of them. Maggie was sent after the undertaker, and the austere little man arrived before 
noon. A coffin was available that would do the chore, and the body of Old Dan was taken to an old 
graveyard and buried before the sun had set on the day of his death.

Maggie and Mrs. Cook watched as the black box was lowered into the ground by men who 
did not care, while dry autumn leaves blew through the maze of tombstones. A bell was rung in 
the little stone building that watched over the graveyard, and Maggie held tightly to Mrs. Cook’s 
arm as they leaned on each other.

“Farewell, Daniel Seaton,” Eva Cook whispered as the bell pealed its melancholy song. 
It was over quickly. The two women climbed into a waiting carriage and began the slow ride 

back home. The red brick of the Orphan House glared down at them as the horses clopped past, 
and Maggie turned her face from it. Tucked inside her coat, the parchment scroll burned an 
awareness of itself into her. 

She had decided to leave for Pravik the next day.

Order Worlds Unseen from www.rachelstarrthomson.com or any online 
retailer or send a cheque for $20.00 plus $7.00 S&H to the address on the 

“Order” page of this catalogue.
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Chapter One:
Trouble Afoot

NICOLAS TURNED fitfully in his sleep. His small fire had nearly burned itself out in the night, and only 
a few small embers still glowed. The cold of the ground was seeping up through the thick green 
woolen blanket Nicolas was wrapped in. It was making its way through the bundle of rags he used 
as a pillow, up into his ears and his head until all his dreams were white and grey, snow and fog 
and endless skies.

Something nudged his booted foot, once, twice, and harder. He opened his eyes and blinked 
away the frost from his lashes. With a grunt, he pushed himself up, pulling his foot away from 
Bear.

“And where were you all night?” Nicolas asked. Bear moved closer, and Nicolas leaned on the 
animal’s bulk as he rose and stamped his feet on the hard earth. “Eh?” Nicolas prodded. Bear 
grunted once.

“That’s no excuse for leaving me out in the cold,” Nicolas said. “I could have used that fur coat 
of yours.”

He rubbed his hands together and blew into them. His breath formed small clouds in the air, 
and he grimaced. “I swear it’s getting colder every night. At least we’re headed south. This stream 
seems determined to take us all the way to Italya.”

Something in Nicolas’s eyes glinted. He added, with a hard smile, “They say Athrom is never 
cold. Too many dragons there to keep the city hot. Too many snakes to coil around you and keep 
you warm. Isn’t that right?”

Bear snuffed and looked away. Nicolas put a sympathetic hand on Bear’s shoulder. “I know,” he 
said. “I never wanted to go to Italya, either.”

He lifted his head, and the nearby sound of a brook met his ears. “But what choice does he 
have, who follows?”

Nicolas sighed and looked around his little campsite. He stamped on the last few living embers, 
threw the wool blanket around his shoulders like a cloak, and pulled a loaf of bread out of his 
pillow. Breaking off a piece, he returned the bread to its bundle and tied the whole thing to his 
belt. Bear was already walking toward the stream. Nicolas quickened his pace to catch up.

The brook ran down through the forest and became a wide creek running through open fields. 
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Nicolas and Bear left the cover of the trees to walk among tall field grasses and reeds, bent, brown, 
and patched here and there with snow. The fields stretched out for acres, intersected with lines of 
tall trees, stripped to elegant skeletons by the northern winds. On the horizon, smoke rose from 
half a dozen small cottage chimneys. A deeply rutted road came to run alongside the creek.

Nicolas stepped gladly onto the road, grateful to get away from the burry tangle of the fields, 
but as the sole of his foot touched the track, a scream rang in his ears. The scream was torn from a 
milieu of other sounds to give warning to the young man who could hear. It sounded and was 
gone, but it left echoes like the ringing of a great bell.

“Go!” Nicolas commanded. Bear loped across the field as Nicolas threw himself into the tangle 
of weeds and snow. The muted green of his woolen blanket, spattered as it was with mud, sank 
inconspicuously into its surroundings. He lay beneath it and waited, watching the road. His fingers 
reached through the scratchy wool to the smooth tip of his short sword and rested there.

Nicolas lay on the ground for twenty minutes while his body soaked up dampness from the 
ground. His muscles tensed, cramped, and yearned to move. He had nearly given in to his own 
urge to jump up when sounds once more reached his ears—nearby sounds this time. The jangle and 
stamp of approaching horses mingled with rough voices and the pitiful crying of children. A gust of 
icy wind blew the blanket back slightly from Nicolas’s head, and he realized that the wool had 
muffled the noise, or he would have heard it earlier. The approaching company was very close.

In a few minutes they were passing along the road in front of Nicolas’s eyes. His fingers 
tightened around his sword. Beneath the dirt on his cheek, his face tightened with anger. 

High Police, marked by their black and green uniforms and silver insignias, were herding a 
band of Gypsies down the road. There were only a few men among the captives, and these were 
battered and bloody. The others were women and children—about twenty in all. Even these 
showed signs of mistreatment. Bruises marked their pale skin. One woman cradled a broken arm. 
Their clothes were filthy, and the children staggered with hunger and exhaustion. The High 
Police, riding well-fed horses, prodded the band on with spears and swords. Their eyes were hard.

It was all Nicolas could do to remain hidden, although he knew that he would die instantly if 
he dared go to the captives’ defence. He swallowed a cry, and his eyes burned with unshed tears. 
There were babies among the captives—tiny infants too small to do anything but cry. Their cries 
reached Nicolas with all the pain of a dagger twisting in his stomach. All his life he had been able 
to hear the language of the small ones, even of the unborn. What he heard from them now was 
nearly too much for him. The raw, heartbreaking awareness of want, of loss, gnawed into his soul.

The band had nearly passed by when a tiny child lost his grip on the shoulders of his mother, 
who had been carrying him on her back. The little one slipped to the road with an exhausted cry. 
One of the Gypsy men darted toward him.

“Get back,” commanded the captain. “Leave it alone, I say.”
The man ignored him. He picked the child out of the mud and handed him tenderly back to 

his mother. She took the emaciated little form in her arms with a choked sob. Scarcely had the man 
given the child over when a kick to his jaw sent him sprawling in the road. The captain, his face 
red with anger, glared down at the man from the top of his horse. He raised his spear and aimed it 
at the Gypsy.
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One of the women in the band screamed. The spear flew at nearly the same instant. Perhaps 
the scream had unnerved the captain, for his aim was off. The spear missed the man’s heart, but 
pinned his shoulder to the ground. The Gypsy did not cry out, but a deep groan emitted from his 
throat. The captain dug his heel into his horse’s side and spun around.

“Move out!” he commanded.
Most of the band had already gone down the road. It did not take long before the captain had 

driven the last few captives to catch up with them. When they had gone far enough, Nicolas 
dashed from his hiding place and knelt beside the man on the road.

The Gypsy was not old, but the stubble on his chin was grey. He looked up at Nicolas with 
eyes glazed with pain. He opened his mouth to speak, but sobbed instead.

“It’s all right,” Nicolas said, knowing that the angry tears in his eyes—tears that still would not 
fall—belied his words. “I’m a friend. I’m going to help you.”

Nicolas looked around as though he might find a cure lying beside him. His eyes fell on the 
stream, and he jumped up and untied a few rags from his bundle. When he had soaked them so 
that they ran with water, he brought them back to the man and made him drink.

As Nicolas squeezed out the last few drops, the man clenched Nicolas’s arm with his free hand. 
He shook his head as he looked into Nicolas’s face, his own twisted with pain.

“I don’t want to die,” he said.
“You aren’t going to,” Nicolas answered. He heard Bear behind him on the road. They could 

carry the man together, he and Bear. He caught sight once more of the chimney smoke on the 
horizon. Surely someone would help.

He started to his feet, intending to pick the man up with him, but the sight of the wooden 
shaft protruding from the Gypsy’s shoulder stopped him short. The spear had gone all the way 
through into the ground.

The Gypsy followed Nicolas’s eyes. “Pull it out,” he rasped.
“I can’t,” Nicolas said, but the man’s grip tightened and stopped him from saying more.
“Pull it out,” said the man again. “You can’t leave me here!”
Nicolas stood up resolutely and took hold of the spear. He closed his eyes and pulled with all 

his might. The man screamed. When his voice gave out, he was unconscious. The spear had not 
come free. Nicolas drew a deep breath and pulled once more, placing his foot on the man’s chest. 
This time it pulled free easily. Blood flowed after it. Nicolas pulled rags from his belt and staunched 
the flow as best he could, but the rags turned dark red before his eyes as blood began to seep 
through.

Nicolas got down on the road and placed the man’s good arm over his own shoulder. He 
hoisted him up on his back with a grunt, his legs shaking as he stood. The man was taller and 
bigger-boned than Nicolas, but he was lighter than expected. Nicolas remembered the half-starved 
appearance of the other Gypsies in the captive band and wondered how much weight this man had 
lost in the last few days.

Carefully, Nicolas lifted the man onto Bear’s back. He wiped sweat from beneath his eyes with 
his shirtsleeve. When he drew his arm away, he could smell the blood that streaked his own face. 
He pointed toward one spiraling ladder of smoke in the distance.
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“There,” he told Bear. “That’s where we’re going.”
Nicolas threw his blanket over the man, and they left the road, trusting to instinct to lead them 

along the fastest route. Nicolas walked close by Bear, supporting the wounded man and holding 
him steady. He stumbled across the uneven ground, but they made good time. The sun was high in 
the sky when they reached a small cottage with a thatched roof. A small stone pathway, 
meticulously laid, led to the door.

The door was made of rough, solid oak, and it stood up firmly under Nicolas’s pounding.  No 
sound could be heard from the other side except that of a fire crackling and the meow of a cat.

Nicolas knocked harder and leaned up against the door in exhaustion. “For stars’ sake!” he 
shouted. “I know someone’s in there! Let us in, please. There is a wounded man with me!”

“And you’d do well to be quiet about it,” said a sharp voice from behind.
Nicolas spun around, hand on his sword. He found himself facing a stolid man with a haystack 

of straight blond hair and a face that had been old since childhood. The man was holding a scythe, 
and while his expression held no welcome, neither did it threaten. There was, in fact, very little 
about the expression to suggest that anything was out of the ordinary. It was sour, as is the face of a 
man who has found children throwing tomatoes at his newly whitewashed fence.

The farmer cast a long glare on Bear and his cargo, then stepped forward and thumped the 
wooden door with a gruff, “Open up, it’s me.” He turned to Nicolas. “You’d better come in. Leave 
the beast outside.”

The door was opened by a girl of about sixteen. Her demeanor could not have been more 
unlike that of her father: she was quaking all over with fear. Her hair was the same haystack 
yellow, though most of it was tied back in a kerchief. She held a large wooden spoon, which was 
dripping with whatever concoction was cooking over the fire. The only other inhabitants of the 
room were three cats: two calicos and one hideous orange.

The farmer pointed to a cot in one corner of the room. “Get that ready,” he told his daughter. 
“Man’s wounded.”

She hurried to obey while Nicolas lifted the Gypsy and carried him into the cottage. The girl 
cleared a few odds and ends off the cot, and Nicolas laid the wounded man down on it. The man 
groaned but did not open his eyes. A dark red stain had seeped through his clothing and spread all 
over his chest, neck, and shoulders.

Nicolas saw the farm girl shudder and turn away. Her father stood for a moment in thought, 
and then snapped, “Go get an old sheet and rip it up. He needs more bandaging.” The girl fled the 
room, and the farmer dropped into a chair beside the cot. He sat regarding Nicolas sternly.

“You can rest up here,” he said. “Get going as soon as you can.”
“But this man—” Nicolas began.
“Can’t stay here,” the farmer interrupted.
“Can you tell me where to find a doctor then?” Nicolas asked.
“No,” said the farmer.
Nicolas drew a breath and wished for patience. “I have to find someone who can take care of 

this man,” he said. “Can you help me at all?”
“Ain’t no one,” the farmer said. “No one round here ‘d touch that fellow.”
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“Why?” Nicolas exploded. For the first time he thought he saw a glimmer of fear in the 
farmer’s eyes as he motioned for Nicolas to hush.

“High Police is after the Gypsies,” the farmer said. “Clearing them out of the country. You help 
one, you might as well be a Gypsy yourself.”

“Better a Gypsy than a coward,” Nicolas snapped.
The farmer hung his head slightly but said nothing. After a while he drew himself up and said, 

“Now, that ain’t called for. We took in your friend and we took in yourself, though you look Gypsy 
enough to cause a heap of trouble. We took you in, and we’ll feed you and let you rest your bones, 
and that’s a deal better than anyone else in these parts ‘d do for you.”

“I’m sorry,” Nicolas said. “I thought human life might mean something to you. You’re not the 
High Police, after all.”

The farmer leaned forward suddenly and said in a whisper, “Only one place you might find 
shelter. They say there is hope in the City of Bridges.”

“Pravik?” Nicolas asked, feeling hope drain out of him at the name. “I can’t go to Pravik.” His 
throat tightened at the thought of the ancient city of the Eastern Lands.

“It’s far, I know,” said the farmer. He leaned even farther forward. “But they say the High 
Police is scared of it. They say something happened there . . . something magic and terrible. Who 
knows? But every Gypsy on the road is headed for Pravik, with everyone else who wants freedom. 
They never come back, those who go east. All that comes back is rumours.”

Nicolas sat with his head in his hands. Something magic. Something terrible. When he closed 
his eyes he could still see the otherworldly warriors, creatures of darkness and creatures of light, as 
they battled over the City of Bridges. He could still see Maggie running along the castle wall. He 
could hear her singing; could see her weeping over the body of the man she loved.

He drew in a deep breath and looked up at the farmer. “I can’t go to Pravik,” he repeated. “Do 
you know anyone who is going there? Anyone who can take this man with them?”

The farmer hesitated. “I can find—maybe I can find—a man to help you. A doctor of sorts.”
“Thank heavens,” Nicolas breathed. “Can we stay here, then—until the doctor can come?”
The farmer gave a short nod. “My daughter won’t like it. Thinks the High Police are right. She 

never liked Gypsies. Can’t say I ever minded ‘em, except when they stole my cabbages.”
He stood and paced the length of the cottage, ending at the door. He didn’t turn around, but 

Nicolas heard him say, “Had a bird with a broken wing once. Didn’t turn that out until it got 
healed up, and birds have ruined a heap of cabbage.”

Nicolas smiled at the farmer’s broad back as he pushed out the door and banged it shut behind 
him.

The farmer’s daughter reappeared a few minutes later, trailed by all three meowing cats.  She 
handed Nicolas a roll of clean bandages, newly torn, and went to stir her cauldron without a word. 
Nicolas watched her for a moment and turned to his charge. He changed the bandages tenderly, 
grimacing at the blood that still flowed from the wound. How much blood could one man stand to 
lose?

The cats circled the girl’s feet as she worked at the fire, yowling piteously. “All right, then,” 
she told them. Nicolas heard the edge in her voice. She ladled stew into three battered wooden 
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bowls and set them on the floor. The smell of meat and vegetables sent a pang of hunger through 
Nicolas. He looked up from the unconscious Gypsy to see that the girl was watching them. She 
turned away quickly when he looked at her.

“You won’t be staying long?” she asked, her voice muffled as she turned her back.
“Long enough,” Nicolas answered. “Your father’s gone for a doctor.”
The girl’s face flushed angrily, and she turned around again. Nicolas was taken aback at the 

hostility in her eyes.
“A doctor for that?” she said, motioning toward the cot. “We’ll be driven out of town when the 

magistrate finds out.”
“Why?” Nicolas asked. “What have the Gypsies done?”
“Does it matter what they’ve done?” the girl asked. “They’re Gypsies.”
Nicolas bit his tongue to keep back a harsh retort. How could such a young girl be so full of 

hatred?
“Did you take him from the High Police?” the girl asked. She did not wait for an answer. 

“Every day the police bring more Gypsies through. They won’t stop till every one of them is gone 
from the country. Them and the queer folk, what hears and sees things that aren’t there.”

Nicolas’s head shot up at the girl’s words. “Queer folk?” he asked.
“You know,” the girl said. Her eyes were shining, and her voice had lowered. This was gossip 

of the first order. She wiped her hands on her apron as she spoke. “The High Police offer rewards 
for them, but they ain’t easy to find. They keep themselves hidden. They could be anybody. Him
—” she said, pointing at the Gypsy on the cot, “or you even, or me.”

Nicolas tilted his head and said, “Are you one of them?”
“No!” the girl pronounced. She giggled. “Of course not. I was only making an example.”
“But how do I know you’re telling the truth?” Nicolas asked, rising to his feet. The girl backed 

up a little, the first hint of alarm beginning to show on her face. “As you said, the Gifted keep 
themselves hidden. You might be lying to me. You might have said what you did to throw me off 
and keep me from suspecting the truth.”

The girl’s face was white. She shook her head vehemently. “No, I was only saying it—to show 
you how it could be anybody. I was only saying it.”

Nicolas sat back down abruptly and leaned back with his arms folded across his chest. “You 
should be careful what you say,” he said.

The girl turned back to her stew, but she was unsteady on her feet. It was obvious that Nicolas 
had disconcerted her.

A groan issued from the cot. Nicolas was at the man’s side in an instant.  The Gypsy’s eyes were 
open,  and he spoke with great difficulty.

“It is dark,” he said.
“It is evening,” Nicolas told him. “The sun is beginning to set.”
“No,” the Gypsy said. He shook his head with painful slowness. “There is no more evening. 

Only night.”
Nicolas leaned over the man, and the smell of blood filled his senses. He took the man’s hand 

and gripped it tightly.
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“The day is coming soon,” he whispered. “Night can’t last forever.”
For a moment the man was silent, and Nicolas feared he had lost consciousness again. Then 

without warning the Gypsy cried out. His whole body shook with the effort.
“Where is the sun?” he cried. “Blackness has swallowed the sun!”
Nicolas raised his face to the window. Setting sunlight glinted on the tears in his eyes. “It is 

shining even now,” Nicolas said.
“Not for us,” said the Gypsy.  He closed his eyes and lay still, though his blood-stained chest 

still rose and fell with laboured breathing. Nicolas felt the eyes of the farm girl on them: disdainful 
eyes. He felt suddenly trapped, closed in. His eyes searched the room for a way of escape.

No, he told himself. Don’t run. There is no reason to run.
There was a pounding on the door, and Nicolas’s heart beat as hard as the fist on the door. He 

recognized the voice of the farmer through the wood. “Open the door, fool girl. It’s me!”
The farmer’s daughter moved quickly to the door and unlatched it. The farmer entered, 

stamping his muddy boots on the floor. There was another man behind him, a thin, gangly form 
wrapped in a slick black cape.

At the sight of the newcomer, the farmer’s daughter turned red with anger. “Father, no!” she 
said. “How could you bring him here?”

“Hush, child,” the farmer answered. “Leave my affairs to me. You stick with your stew pot!”
The girl turned away, breathing hard with indignation, and snatched up her wooden spoon. 

Stew spilled from the pot as she stirred. It dripped on the fire and hissed loudly.
The thin stranger moved to the cot and knelt beside the wounded man. Long  fingers inspected 

the bandages and the wound. The stranger pursed his lips.
“It is bad,” he said. “But perhaps it can be healed. And then what? What is this man’s life worth 

if he recovers?”
“It is worth as much as mine,” Nicolas said. He searched the stranger’s face for some hint of his 

sympathies, but the thin, dark face was enigmatic.
“And where shall he go?”  asked the stranger. “He is not safe here.”
The farmer spoke in his gruff voice. “I thought you would take him to Pravik with you.”
“He would slow me down on the road,” said the stranger.
“Guilt will slow you down if you don’t take him,” Nicolas said.
“Will it?” asked the stranger in surprise. “Why should it? This man is no concern of mine 

unless I make him so.” He placed an almost skeletal hand on Nicolas’s shoulder. The expression in 
his strange amber eyes was still unreadable, though his words were kind. “Do not worry, lad. I shall 
make him so.”

“You will take him?” the farmer asked.
“Indeed,” said the stranger. He stood, and his cape parted, revealing clothes stitched in amber 

thread. For an instance Nicolas seemed to hear voices speaking in a language he could not 
understand—an ancient language, long dead among the peoples of the Empire. But something 
made him think that he was imagining it.

“Who are you?” Nicolas asked.
The man regarded him with one sharp eyebrow raised. “Good question,” he said. “I am 
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someone who, as of this moment, is on your side. Assist me; I cannot take this man to my carriage 
alone.”

Nicolas stood immediately. Together the two men carried the wounded Gypsy out of the 
cottage. The thin stranger was surprisingly strong. He carried the wounded Gypsy’s head and 
shoulders with ease. The road was dark. Night had fallen so quickly that Nicolas had not noticed it 
in the cottage, but now his eyes strained to see the path in front of him. He heard a grunt behind 
him, and Bear’s nose nudged the small of his back.

They came to a stand of trees. The stranger whistled a signal. A black carriage drawn by one 
white horse pulled out of the stand to meet them. The stranger and Nicolas eased the Gypsy onto 
the seat of the carriage.

Nicolas touched the Gypsy’s head in an awkward gesture of farewell. He climbed out of the 
carriage and started back down the road with his head low. The voice of the stranger stopped him.

“And how long will it be till we see you in Pravik?” he asked.
Nicolas turned. “Never,” he said. “I am heading the other direction. Into Italya.”
“Come now,” said the stranger. “You have the look of one who has listened to the stars. And 

you have defied the High Police by taking in a Gypsy. I am quite sure that I will see you in Pravik.”
“What is in Pravik that cannot be found on the roads?” Nicolas asked.
“Strength worth exploring,” replied the stranger.
“How do you know that?” Nicolas asked. “No one knows what happened in Pravik. Only that 

the High Police are afraid to go there.”
“I do not know it,” the stranger said. “I feel it. Come, wanderer. Join me.” He looked away 

from Nicolas and said, half to himself, “Sooner or later we must take sides.”
Nicolas lowered his head in the darkness and felt Bear by his side. “My future lies in other 

places.”
The thin stranger cocked his head. “You are afraid of Pravik?”
Nicolas shifted his weight. “I am not afraid of anything.”
“That is very foolish of you,” the thin man said.
“Good speed, sir,” Nicolas said. He began to turn away.
The thin man bowed his head. “And you. My thanks for the traveling companion you have 

brought me.”
Nicolas felt a wash of guilt. “No, it is you who should be thanked. Without you this man would 

die.”
“And with me he shall live,” said the stranger. An odd light in his amber eyes testified to 

thoughts Nicolas did not wish to know. “And will he thank me for that?”
With those words the man climbed onto the carriage seat and took the reins in his hands. 

Nicolas stood and watched the black wheels turn after the white hooves for some distance, and 
then he put a hand on Bear’s shoulder and started back down the road for the farmhouse. The 
night was cold. An icy rain had begun to fall, and Nicolas had no wish to sleep out of doors. If the 
farmer did not welcome his return, he would take shelter in the barn.

The farmyard was quiet when Nicolas and Bear stepped into it. The house seemed to have gone 
to sleep. No lights shone in the windows; no sound came from within. Even the cats were silent.
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“Looks like it’s the barn for us,” Nicolas said to Bear in a low voice. He started to walk toward 
the shelter, but Bear would not move.

“Let’s go,” Nicolas said. He took another step toward the barn and froze. 
Something had moved in the shadows.
Nicolas turned on his heel and ran. The farmyard erupted with police. Their silver insignias 

flashed in the moonlight. Nicolas raced through the yard, leaping obstacles where he found them. 
In the road he skidded to a stop and turned once more. He had heard the sound of hooves 
pounding the road ahead of him.

He looked wildly around, and his eyes fell on the door of the cottage. The farmer’s daughter 
stood in its frame, next to a tall police captain with his arm around her waist.

Nicolas turned away from the road and ran to the west. Shouts filled the darkness behind him. 
He knew he had been seen, but he did not care. He shouted to Bear, and the faithful beast ran in 
the other direction. High Police fell away as Bear charged into their midst, roaring as only a bear 
can roar.

Nicolas reached a fence and hit the ground, rolling under the rails. He gained his feet again 
quickly and ran through the barren fields with the High Police close behind him. The cold air 
burned as he sucked it into his lungs; the icy rain stung his face. Ahead he could hear the rippling 
of the creek as it splashed over rocks. There, Nicolas knew, lay his only chance to hide.

He flew over the ground until his legs gave way. He rolled into himself, arms clutching his 
knees. He turned over and over, and just before hitting the creek, he clutched at the brown reeds 
to slow himself. He came nearly to a stop and then dropped, almost silently, into the water.

Muddy water filled his nose and ears as he sank, one, two feet under. Dirt and pebbles 
showered the water above him as the High Police skidded to a stop at the bank of the creek.  They 
were looking for him; looking around—but they did not look down into the reeds and the mud and 
the water.

Nicolas gripped rocks and weeds at the bottom of the creek and let out a little air, desperate to 
keep from floating to the top. The water was crushing him, the lack of air was crushing him; 
crushing his heart and his lungs. He would drown himself. He would die waiting for them to leave.

The world was blacker than it had ever been, but Nicolas did not know if it was black because 
he was under water and the night was dark, or because he was already drowning. He let out more 
air and knew that soon he would have to breathe in.

He thought he heard Bear roaring and water rushing over stones. Then it was Maggie he heard: 
singing, talking to him by a campfire on a warm night in the fall. That night, too, he should have 
drowned. He heard laughter and horses and stories in a Gypsy camp. He heard a captive woman on 
the road to Italya screaming out against horror. He heard the thin dark stranger say, “Sooner or 
later we must take sides.” He heard nothing.

And then he heard a voice, clear and strong. It rushed into his nose and ears and mouth and 
lungs even as the water rushed in. The voice said, I still await you. Your journey has not ended. 

Wake up, Nicolas Fisher. Your story is not over yet.
Order Burning Light from www.rachelstarrthomson.com or any online retailer or 

send a cheque for $20.00 plus $7.00 S&H to the address on the “Order” page of this 
catalogue.
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Chapter 1

ON THE PLANET OF YENOOL, an age-old goal drew dangerously near completion. Inside a glass basin, 
liquids and powders settled and seeped into one another until they had joined in one thick 
mixture. A few bubbles rose lazily to the surface and popped. The basin gave off a deep sighing 
sound. A few tense seconds passed, and there was another sigh, this time from outside of the basin.

“It’s no good,” said Jefron, collapsing into an uncomfortable lab chair. “Another failed 
experiment. I’m beginning to grow weary of this. I wish the kings of Yenool had never thought of 
this experiment.”

“You’re not the only one to feel that way,” Chillion replied from the other side of the lab, 
where he was watching millions of calculations play out on a multitude of screens. “We have a 
grand heritage, don’t forget. Why, Yenoolian scientists have pursued this same goal for many 
hundreds of years.”

“Sometimes I wish we could chuck our grand old heritage down the space toilet,” Jefron said 
bitterly. “I never wanted to do this anyway. Just because I got good grades in science my mother 
guilted me into this. I wanted to have a family, settle down, be a common ignorant Yahbok trainer, 
but no-o-o-o, I had to spend my whole life in a laboratory chasing the idiot dreams of the 
monarchy.”

Chillion took a minute to answer. He was staring at his screens with great intensity. His 
white and green eyes suddenly brightened with excitement. 

“It seems to me, my friend,” he said, “that we may not be burdened with this idiot dream 
much longer. According to the computers, this is the closest we’ve ever come to achieving our goal. 
In fact...” Chillion trailed off while he fiddled with the computer for a few seconds, then smiled 
widely when a new screen appeared. His eyes became starry, and his voice was dreamy. 

“We’ve almost done it, old boy,” he said in a half-whisper. “Only one thing more to do, and 
it’s finished. Finished! At last!”

Jefron was so occupied with wondering how on earth Chillion did that dreamy-voice thing 
that it took him a minute to realize what had just been said. When it sunk in, he jumped to his feet.

“Finished?” he asked in a choked voice. “Really, truly, finished?”
Chillion waved his hand in the air, with a grand sweeping motion that always made people 

feel that they were about to witness something awesome. Jefron had tried many times to make 
people feel like that, but he never quite could. Chillion spoke and moved majestically. Jefron spoke 
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and moved like the common ignorant Yahbok trainer he had always wished he could be. Beneath 
the normal exterior, however, Jefron had a brain that could outdo Chillion’s if it tried. Not for 
nothing had he become an Esteemed Noble Scientist, one of the highest positions in the kingdom. 

“Finished,” Chillion said. “Just imagine it! For centuries our forefathers waited for this day, 
and now it’s come! And it was us, Jefron! It was you and I that finally did it!”

Jefron hastily pulled himself down from the imaginary cloud of glory he had nearly joined 
his friend on. “You said there was one thing left to do, Chillion. What is it?”

“Just a trifle,” Chillion answered. “Just one lone ingredient to be gained. Although,” he said, 
the stars in his eyes falling back to the ground, “I’m not saying it will be easily gained. Such things 
are not so common as Yahbok trainers, you know. In fact, I’d say we’ll have to leave Yenool 
completely to get it.”

Jefron was beginning to feel as if this was perhaps not such a great thing after all. “Where do 
we have to go?” he asked cautiously.

“Earth,” Chillion replied. His nonchalance seemed forced. Even Chillion couldn’t get 
excited about Earth.

* * *

It was not long before the Esteemed Noble Scientists found themselves in the court of the 
king, standing in the presence of King Marvin the Nasty and Prime Minister Felcop, wearing his 
Grandest of Grand Hats. The hat, which was large, blue, and somewhat floppy, sat on Felcop’s head 
like a sack on a pole. The Prime Minister was “slight of build” if you were polite, and “skinny as a 
beanpole” if you weren’t. It was also rumoured that he was bald, but this had never been 
confirmed. It was impossible to tell, as Felcop never took his hat off. 

Chillion was giving a glorious account of all their work, in which he managed to include 
nearly the entire history of Yenool. It was a captivating narrative, liberally sprinkled with dreamy 
voice tones and majestic gestures. Jefron finally cut in.

“Don’t let us give you the wrong impression, though, your majesty and your, uh, ministry,” 
he said. “It’s not completely finished yet. In fact, we asked for this audience to request that a team 
be sent out to find and take into possession the last ingredient.”

Prime Minister Felcop raised a skinny blue eyebrow. “And if we should grant this 
permission, where would the team be sent?”

Jefron nudged Chillion, who for once looked uncomfortable. He hemmed and hawed and 
finally answered, “Earth. Sir.” It was, in Jefron’s memory, the shortest speech Chillion had ever 
given.

“Oh no,” Felcop began, “Not Earth. Anywhere but Earth.” He would have gone on, but 
Jefron timidly interrupted.

“If you don’t mind my asking,” he said, “why is Earth so bad? I mean, I know we’ve had a 
few experiences, but...”

“It isn’t Earth itself that’s such a problem,” Felcop interrupted. “It’s earthlings. Don’t ask me 
why, but every time we send a ship to Earth it comes back with earthlings. We send someone to 
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fetch us a metal alloy, and they come back with some guy named Elvis. We send someone to find 
us a new kind of fish, and they come back with Amelia Earhart. And then there’s that idiot 
Holmes! The first time we ever send someone to actually bring back an earthling, and then the guy 
won’t leave.”

“Beg your pardon, your ministry,” Jefron said, “but Mr. Holmes has done us a lot of good. If 
it wasn’t for him, we would be without a lot of scientific advancements that have served us well.”

“True,” Felcop grudgingly admitted. “Arthur Holmes has been helpful, even if he is a 
dunderhead. But so help me, if whoever we send this time comes back with earthlings, I will blow 
my regal stack!”

“You needn’t worry too much, sir,” Chillion cut in. “The ingredient should be easy to find. 
Earthlings needn’t be involved at all. If we use Shrink Technology, they won’t even know we’re 
there.”

“I should hope not,” King Marvin said, speaking up for the first time. “I would hate to 
bother them.”

Felcop ignored him. “We’ll have to choose the team carefully,” he said. “Only the very best 
will do. And no one must know of this mission. It is to be of utmost secrecy.”

“Yes, sir,” Jefron said. “But I have one more question, your ministry. When this is 
completed, that is, when it’s done...” he fumbled for words. He’d been getting up the nerve to ask 
this question for years. “When it’s done, sir, what will we do with it?”

“Why,” said Felcop with a look that could melt steel, “we’ll blow up the universe. What 
else?”

* * *

Jefron stood at attention in an official-looking space travel suit, complete with brass buttons 
and a communicator. Seven others stood with him, ramrod straight, as the Prime Minister looked 
them over. Felcop was strutting up and down the metal walkway in the space port, nodding and 
grunting officially. At last he came to a halt in front of the expedition leader.

“Captain Zoot,” Felcop began, “to you is entrusted this day a great mission. Your name will 
be loved forever as one who helped lead us to our final victory.” 

Captain Zoot glowed, ignoring the obvious stupidity of Felcop’s logic. Once the universe 
had been blown up there wouldn’t be anyone left who could love anybody’s name. Still, Zoot had a 
tendency toward overlooking obvious stupidity. It was one of the qualities that had gained him 
high favour with the government.

“I shall now take a role call, to be absolutely sure that there is no one missing at this historic 
moment.”

Jefron snorted to himself. Felcop had been looking at them for the last ten minutes; he 
knew full well no one was missing. Still, he never missed a chance for ceremony.

“Captain Zoot.”
“Here.”
“Sub-Captain Crawkid.”
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“Here, sir.”
“Scientist Chillion.”
And the list went on. Jefron paid little attention except to answer to his own name. He had 

spent the entire day worrying about the mission, and he was none too happy with Felcop’s choices 
for the team. Sub-Captain Crawkid was a good fellow, capable and reliable, but he was 
handicapped by his required submission to Zoot—who was an idiot. Chillion was coming, of 
course, and Jefron was glad he’d have a friend, even if that friend wasn’t always the most sensible 
company. Also present were Dallrump, the ship’s navigator, and Bill, the mechanic. Two others 
were along to be extra hands if needed. However, the need was not anticipated and they planned 
to spend most of the trip in their quarters playing scojkump, a game where the players spent hours 
staring at the wall envisioning huge creatures which would battle each other. Since neither player 
could actually see the other’s creature, no one ever knew who had won, but the game was 
enormously popular.

“My good people,” Felcop said with a fake tear in his eye, “today you are making history. 
This day will the destiny of Yenool be fulfilled. Go in peace, and return quickly!”

Captain Zoot was looking disgustingly patriotic, Jefron thought. So was Bill. Chillion 
appeared to be contemplating how much better Felcop’s speech would have been if he had given it, 
and Jefron silently agreed. With a bit of a shock Jefron realized that it was time to board the ship. 
His heart beat a little faster.

The ship was quickly boarded and everyone took their places. The countdown for takeoff 
began, and the ship went shooting off into the stars.

Order Theodore Pharris Saves the Universe from 
www.rachelstarrthomson.com.
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Excerpt: A Dance With Mystery

Every day we live is one more step into the unknown. Stability, normality: they are myths, 
perpetuated by a world of individuals who would not have the courage to live without them. If 
New Yorkers could have foreseen what would happen after the sun rose on September 11, 2001, 
how many would have possessed the strength to get out of bed that morning? Every one of us 
dances with Mystery; it is an exhilarating, sometimes terrifying, dance—because we cannot know 
how it will end.

But we, who are the people of God, need not fear the unknown. The road ahead is covered 
in mist, that much is true, but the road is not really unknown. There is One who has walked it 
before us.

“He calleth his own sheep by name, and leadeth them out,” Jesus said, “and when he putteth 
forth his own sheep, he goeth before them, and the sheep follow him, because they know his 
voice.”

Jesus here spoke of one He called “the Good Shepherd”—Himself. “He goeth before them.” 
Jesus never asked anyone to go into uncharted waters alone. He asked only that they follow Him, 
trusting that the way ahead of them has been prepared by the Master.

The disciples knew this. I love the words which the angel spoke to the women at the empty 
tomb: “Go your way, tell his disciples and Peter that he goeth before you into Galilee: there shall 
ye see him, as he said unto you.” It is the same for us. He has gone before us; if we would see Him, 
we must follow.

And so we join hands with the cloaked spectre of Mystery and dance, unafraid, down the 
pathways of life. Those who do not believe cannot know what the future holds for them. And 
while we do not know the exact circumstances of ours, we do know this—for us, the name of 
Mystery is the Will of God, and that Will is good and perfect.

Do not suppose that this means the way ahead is all through green pastures and quiet 
valleys. The perfect will of God led Jesus to Gethsemane, to the Cross. As Amy Carmichael asks, 
“Can he have followed far, who has no wound nor scar?” But it also led Him to the Resurrection, to 
Galilee, and to the endless skies. It is the same for us. If God leads us into the Valley of the Shadow 
of Death, certainly He will lead us out again.

There is another place the Spirit of God may lead. I have been there, and the greatest 
struggle while there is a struggle with doubt—for it is very hard to recognize any reason or plan of 
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God underneath the deadness of the surroundings. I speak of the Desert, where every wind 
scorches and the sun causes illusions that parade doubts through our minds, and the path is 
seemingly lost in endless sand. But even here He has gone before us, as Luke tells the story: “And 
[Jesus] was led by the Spirit into the wilderness.”

It is not an easy thing to understand, this leading of the Spirit into the wilderness. For 
oftentimes the first person we meet there is the old Adversary himself, Satan, who thrives on 
deadness. It is hard to know why we must endure the tempting of the devil, in this place where 
there is so little to sustain us. But God has His reasons, never doubt it. Moses understood the 
reasons better than most, and he gave them to the Children of Israel:

“And thou shalt remember all the way which the LORD thy God led thee these forty years 
in the wilderness, to humble thee, and to prove thee, to know what was in thine heart, whether 
thou wouldest keep my commandments, or no.  And he humbled thee, and suffered thee to 
hunger, and fed thee with manna, which thou knewest not, neither did thy fathers know; that he 
might make thee know that man doth not live by bread only, but by every word that proceedeth 
out of the mouth of the LORD doth man live.” (Deut. 8:2-3)

Learn the lessons of the desert when you find yourself there; for there is more richness in 
that arid soil that you could ever imagine. And do not fear: God does not intend to leave you there. 
No, His plan is to bring you out: “. . . . into a good land, a land of brooks of water, of fountains and 
depths that spring out of valleys and hills.” (Deut. 8:7) May you leave the wilderness as Jesus left it: 
“And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into Galilee: and there went out a fame of him 
through all the region round about.”

Do not be afraid to dance with Mystery. Trust that God has a plan for your life, and follow 
Him boldly. Keep your eyes open, for the nail-scarred footprints of the Master are everywhere, 
proclaiming to all with eyes to see that He has been here.

Mystery does not remain cloaked forever. Bit by bit the mist falls away and Mystery 
becomes Story, written in the saga of history forever. When your life is over, may you look back on 
the dance of life in awe of the Presence who went before you, who guarded behind you, and who 
walked beside you even when you were sure He was not there. 

Order Letters to a Samuel Generation from www.rachelstarrthomson.com or 
any online retailer or send a cheque for $22.00 plus $7.00 S&H to the 

address on the “Order” page of this catalogue.
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Chapter One:
Our Father...

ONCE, A VERY LONG TIME AGO, THERE WAS A GARDEN.
Six days of uproarious joy created it. Out of darkness came a Voice, and then light, galaxies 

spinning, earth and water, wings and running feet—life. There was nothing, and then there was 
colour: green trees, blue seas, shimmering grey mists. And a garden.

Then the One to whom the Voice belonged
stooped down and made something with His hands. He “formed man of the dust of the ground, and 
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” (Gen. 2:7)

There was life before Adam, but the dust-man had something the other living creatures did 
not have. He was a living soul. Somehow his existence, his being, reflected the Being of his Creator. 
The Living God and the Living Soul fellowshipped together in the garden. They walked together in 
the cool of the day. Their relationship was the heartbeat of Eden.

I wonder what Adam called God. When he opened his eyes and knew that the Creator was, 
what did he call him? Names play a big part in the Genesis story. God named Adam. Adam named 
Eve and all the animals. Names are important because they put us into relationship with those 
around us. I dislike name tags, because I think if someone wants to know my name they ought to 
take the trouble to ask for it, and so create a relationship between us. What I call someone—
mother, father, judge, officer, first name, pet name—determines who he is to me and who I am to 
him.

We don’t know what Adam called God. That is because the day came when the heartbeat of 
Eden stopped, when the relationship was severed, and Adam, once called a Living Soul, began to 
die.

Generations later, people had not only forgotten God’s name. By and large, they had 
forgotten He even existed.

* * *

“Now the LORD said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and 
from thy father’s house unto a land that I will shew thee: And I will make of thee a great nation, 
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and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing: And I will bless them 
that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee: and in thee shall all families of the earth be 
blessed.” (Gen. 12:1-3)

And so a new chapter began. God began the process that would one day restore Eden.
Abram called God “Lord.” It sounds natural to us, but it didn’t to Abram’s contemporaries. 

“Lord.” Lord of what? The nations of the world had lords for everything. One lord for the Nile, one 
lord for the farm, one lord for the city, one lord for the house; lords and gods galore. Their gods all 
had names to connect them to their specific role, their specific place of lordship. And here were 
Abram and his descendants running around referring to “Lord” and “God.”

Four hundred years after Abram had become Abraham—”Father of Many”—one of the 
Many approached a burning bush and saw God there. In that moment something in him reached 
out to know who this God of Abraham was.

“And Moses said unto God, Behold, when I come unto the children of Israel, and shall say 
unto them, The God of your fathers hath sent me unto you; and they shall say to me, What is his 
name? What shall I say unto them? And God said unto Moses, I AM THAT I AM: and he said, Thus 
shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you.” (Ex.3:13-14)

If Moses had hoped to pin God down and put Him in a glass case with a neat label 
underneath, his hopes were shattered. “I AM THAT I AM.” Such a name takes God outside of this 
world’s limitations, outside of our whole sphere of reference. Only the Creator, the Voice from the 
garden, could possess such a name.

The name given to Moses is often translated as “Yahweh” or “Jehovah.” Throughout the Old 
Testament, it is indicated by spelling “LORD” in capital letters. He is the awe-inspiring Adoshem, 
“Lord of the Name.” Because they do not wish to take the name of the Lord in vain, Orthodox Jews 
often refer to God simply as Hashem—”The Name.”

* * *

A cluster of men sat around their leader, a man with rough hands and an unsophisticated 
northern accent. “Lord,” they asked, “teach us to pray.”

And He said, “After this manner pray ye: Our Father which art in heaven...” (Matt.6:9)
Jesus of Nazareth had a way of using unexpected words to turn a discussion of the ordinary 

on its head. For example: “Father.”
He called Hashem “Father.”
Our Father.
With one word, the carpenter placed us into a new relationship with God. Not the 

relationship of subject to king, of prisoner to judge, or even of dust to Creator. He put us into the 
relationship of child to father.

This changes everything.
I pray, “Give me bread.” And I need not come with my head bowed to the dirt, groveling, 

begging. I need not come with something to trade, some price to pay that I may eat. God is my 
Father, and “what man is there of you, whom if his son ask bread, will he give him a stone? Or if he 
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ask a fish, will he give him a serpent? If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts unto your 
children, how much more shall your Father which is in heaven give good things to them that ask 
him?” (Matt.7:9-11)

I pray, “Forgive my debts.” And though I come smelling like pigs and filthy from time spent 
wallowing in the world’s muck, I do not ask forgiveness of a judge who sits high above me in anger 
and malice. I ask it of a father who is watching for me, as Jesus said in the story of the Prodigal Son: 
“But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on 
his neck, and kissed him.” (Luke 15:20)

Welcome, child. Welcome to the garden.
“Thy kingdom come.” Revive the heartbeat. Walk with God again. For nearly two years 

when I was a teenager, my parents went away almost every weekend to work at trade shows, while 
I stayed home and baby sat the youngest six children. We had a perfectly nice time at home 
without them. But when I would go to bed at night, I was never entirely at peace. No matter how 
well I handled the household or how much fun we had, I could not truly breathe easily until they 
were home again.

Even so, we do not have peace until Abba comes home.
Jesus rarely used any word but “Father” to describe God. Well; and He had the right. He is 

the only begotten Son of God, is He not? As I write this article, I have a disquieted feeling that I 
may be on dangerous ground. God is a judge, a king, a Creator. I don’t wish to encourage 
irreverence for Him. Maybe I am wrong to say that He is our loving Father.

Maybe there is a Father, there is a Son, and there are millions of little minions (us).
The truth is, I can hardly believe it myself. I am still trying that word on for size: “Father.” 

Our Father.

* * *

Once—also a long time ago, but not so long as before—there was another garden. A woman 
stood in it, weeping. She had loved a man and placed all of her hope in him, and he was dead. Now 
his body had been stolen and every last shred of dignity denied him.

“Woman,” a voice said, “why weepest thou?”
She turned, and through her tears saw a man

approaching. A gardener, in all probability.
“Sir,” she said, “if thou hast borne him hence,

tell me where thou hast laid him, and I will take him away.”
(Dear Mary Magdalene—if she could have lifted Jesus’ broken body alone and carried Him 

away some-where safe, I think she would have done it.)
He said, “Mary.”
And she knew.
“Rabboni,” she cried, “Master.”
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“Jesus saith unto her, Touch me not; for I am not yet ascended to my Father: but go to my 
brethren, and say unto them, I ascend unto my Father, and your Father; and to my God, and your 
God.” (John 20:14-17)

* * *

“But when ye pray, use not vain repetitions, as the heathen do: for they think that they shall 
be heard for their much speaking. Be not ye therefore like unto them: for your Father knoweth 
what things ye have need of, before ye ask him. After this manner therefore pray ye:

“Our Father, which art in heaven...”
Welcome, child, to the Garden.
Thy kingdom come.

Order Heart to Heart: Meeting With God in the Lord’s Prayer from 
www.rachelstarrthomson.com or any online retailer or send a cheque for 

$15.00 plus $7.00 S&H to the address on the “Order” page of this catalogue.
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Chapter One

IT WAS RAINING IN THE FIELDS. Cold rain. Taerith stretched out his arms and raised his head, letting the 
rain hit his face and run down the bridge of his nose. He opened his mouth and gulped 
convulsively as the liquid trickled into his throat. It was good of the sky, he thought, to give him 
water. He had been at work with the other men, harvesting late corn, but the rain had put an end 
to the work for now. The fields were nearly bare anyway. Water puddled around his boots—held 
together now with string and patches—and turned the trampled furrows to mud.

There were a few other men left in the field; they drifted away now. They were migrants... 
men on the road, who hired themselves out to the landlords to work the fields and bring in the last 
of the harvest. Taerith kept to himself; most of the others kept to themselves; they laboured side by 
side but did not know one another's names. 

The work was finished. Taerith lowered his head and looked impassively at those who were 
leaving, then turned away and trudged back toward the road. This was not like other days, which 
had ended only to be born anew in the morning, once more to consist of labour in the fields. Work 
was really over now; the changing of the seasons was destroying his livelihood. He would go to the 
small nobleman to whom the land belonged and collect his pay.

When he had begun his travels, six months ago, he had hoped to find a new home, or a 
band of men to whom he could join himself. It had been a futile dream. Even those who banded 
together excluded him. Why, Taerith didn't know--he seemed to have something written across 
his forehead; the word--Banished--branded him.

But now winter was coming. He could not continue on alone much longer.
He paid his visit to the landlord and collected the last of his wages. Behind the haze of 

rainclouds, the sun was setting as Taerith took again to the road. He walked for miles through the 
darkening damp, until he found a small shelter, erected on a little hilltop not far from the road. 
Here he built himself a fire, wrapped himself in his cloak, and fell asleep.

He was awakened early in the morning by the clatter of wheels and the clop of hooves, and 
the sound of a wheezy voice muttering near his ear. He woke with a start and gained his knees in 
an instant, reaching for his sword--it was missing. Through the longish hair that fell into his eyes, 
Taerith looked across the fire into the face of a strange little man who seemed to have sprung up 
out of the sunrise. Grey, wizened hair floated around the little man's temples; his eyes twinkled, 
matched by the glittering of a gold earring that flared in the meagre morning light. He sat cross-
legged with a grey blanket across his knees.
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Taerith's hand searched the ground for his sword, and the little man chuckled--a breathless 
chuckle. He whisked the grey blanket aside and held up Taerith's sword, still in its scabbard--still 
attached to his belt, which was no longer around its master's waist.

"Looking for this?" the man asked.
Taerith froze, his muscles tense and his eyes watchful. The little man did not look like a 

threat, but he certainly held the upper hand... and the nearby sound of voices indicated that he had 
friends in the road. Unarmed and sleeping was no way to meet with bandits.

"Calm yerself, man," the stranger chuckled. "I'm no thief."
Taerith found his tongue, and spoke slowly. He was always careful to measure out his 

words. "I don't remember giving you my sword."
The little man hefted the sword. "Catch," he said. "I don't believe you're any more a threat 

than I am--but I like to be sure, before I give a man his arms back." He tossed it, and Taerith 
reached out and caught it out of the air.

"Thank you," he said, buckling it back on. "Would you mind telling me who you are?"
The little man drew a breath and rested his hands on his knees; he seemed to puff up like a 

swelling cloud. "My name is Findal," he said. "I am a man of the road."
"As am I," said Taerith, "though I would prefer not to be. My name is Taerith Romany." He 

held out his hand, and they shook across the fire.
"And what is wrong with the road?" Findal asked. "It has always treated me right well."
"It is likely to be cold in the winter," Taerith said, casting a glance on the lightening sky.
"True enough," Findal said. He narrowed his eyes and peered more closely at Taerith. "You 

have nowhere to go, then?"
"No," Taerith said.
Findal pursed his lips. "Well," he said. "Well. I will ask you no more, as you are evidently a 

man of few words. Will you break fast with us?"
Taerith stood, stretching his legs. His grey cloak fell around him. He reached down to help 

the little man up, and when he had done so, he saw that the man barely came up to his chest. "I 
can see no harm in that," he said.

"Good," the man said. He nodded, his eyes fixed on Taerith with obvious curiosity. True to 
his word, he asked no more questions. "Good," he said again.

The little man turned away from the fire. Following him, Taerith looked down the hill into 
the road, where he could now see the little company that had come upon him. There were several 
wagons in the road, pulled by merry looking little horses, and one magnificent red stallion was tied 
up behind one of them. This particular wagon was larger than the others, and enclosed; there were 
fantastic characters painted on the side in fading colours, and strange wild faces... and a unicorn. 
The other wagons were entirely ordinary: two closed, one open and filled with bales of covered 
hay. They had all stopped in the middle of the road and a small company milled around them.

Taerith was aware that they fell silent as he approached behind Findal, and as he stepped 
between the wagons into the makeshift camp, the strangers stopped what they were doing and 
stared. He tried not to stare back, and found that his easiest recourse was to cast his eyes on the 
dull brown earth. The strangers were not entirely easy to treat with indifference. They were 
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dressed in strange, ill-fitting, weirdly sewn clothes; and the frames on which the clothes fit had a 
share of weirdness in themselves. Taerith could not help feeling that he had fallen in with 
something not quite human.

Findal hailed them all loudly, and with good, wheezy cheer. "Look alive, you all!" he said. 
"I've brought us a breakfast companion. There, Morris... bring us a little more firewood." As he 
spoke he sat down by the fire, and beckoned for Taerith to do the same.

An extraordinarily thin, wiry man dressed in dingy red stepped away from one of the 
enclosed wagons with his arms full of firewood. He stepped lightly, as though there were eggshells 
beneath his feet, with an odd grace that Taerith found unnerving. The fellow threw the wood on 
the fire and then stepped forward and offered his hand. Taerith took it... it was smooth, and made 
him think somehow of a snake. "Morris Syve," he said. His voice was as thin as his body. He bowed 
his head slightly in greeting, and then retired to the fireside. He sat on the ground, threw one leg 
around his neck until the foot rested on the ground, and leaned on the misplaced limb. He 
continued to stare. Taerith averted his eyes, and watched as a short man with muscles so great they 
seemed ready to pop from every inch of his skin seated himself by the fire. 

Taerith looked at Findal now, and the little man answered before the question could be 
asked.

"We are performers," he said. "Showmen. No stranger than many... more honest than most."
"I will eat and drink with honest men, wherever I find them," Taerith answered.
"Good fellow," Findal said. He pointed at Taerith with the blackened end of a stick he'd 

been using to stir the fire. "You could use a good eating, and a drink, from the looks of you," he 
said. "Where are you going, and where have you been? You need not hide anything from Findal... 
nor yet from his merry band."

The eyes fixed on Taerith from across the fire hardly seemed merry, yet he liked Findal, and 
felt that he could trust these people. In any case, he had nothing to hide. "I am come from the east," 
he said. "I have been traveling these six months, working in the fields as a harvester. I fear that 
work has closed its doors to me. As to where I am going, I hardly know. I follow the road."

"Then I'll tell you where you're going," Findal said. With his stick he dug something tightly 
wrapped from the embers of the fire, and set it out to cool. "You're going into a country where men 
and women like a good show, but will not pay too handsomely for it. It is not good land, not bad. A 
day more and you will be under the jurisdiction of Annar, king of these parts. He manages his 
estates well enough, and his people do not starve. He is in a good mood these days, as he is about to 
be married. So, we are going to perform for him, in hopes that love will make him generous."

Taerith took the food that Findal offered him--some sort of tuber, cooked nearly to mash--
and tossed it from hand to hand. It was still hot. "He is a good man, then?" he asked.

"He's like his land... not good, not bad."
Morris spoke from across the fire. "We are grateful he is not his brother."
"Yes, yes," Findal wheezed. "Borden... now there's a bad piece of work, and no mistaking. 

Not one to give an honest man so much as a penny, not if he can stand on his head and whistle 
cheerily at the same time; not if he can teach a bear to dance."

"He lacks imagination?" Taerith asked, smiling a little at Findal's censure.
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"He lacks anything that makes a man worthy," Findal answered. "I met him once, in court." 
He shook his head. "A bad piece of work."

"How far is the king's castle from here?" Taerith asked, as he unwrapped his breakfast and 
took a bite.

"Not two days," Findal said. "But we shall take three to reach it. We have an engagement in 
a nearer town. Will you accompany us there?"

Taerith looked up in surprise. He did not answer immediately, but looked around the camp 
a little more. Some way off from the fire he saw a woman step out of a wagon and call something to 
a boy who sat near her; the stallion who followed the wagons whinnied. Findal, waiting in 
expectation with his stick poised half in the air, had eyes neither unkindly nor unwise. All in all, it 
was a more pleasant prospect than continuing down the road alone. He looked back down at 
Findal. "I will," he said. 

* * *

Four nights had passed since Borden, heir to his brother's lands, had slept. His soul was not 
easy at the best of times, but now he saw clouds on the horizon of his carefully planned future 
years. He was determined to stand on the castle parapet and stare them down, until they shrank 
and shrivelled and dissipated before the force of his gaze. 

The sun was sinking low over the fields that surrounded the castle. The falling darkness 
suited his mood. He made no move to go inside, down to human society, to the celebrations his 
brother was already holding. He was an old fool, Annar, drinking and blushing as though he were a 
young man in love, and not an old king waiting for a girl he had never met, who loved him no 
more than he loved her.

Borden watched for the convoy. It would come, with a carriage in its midst, bearing her 
who threatened everything. It would come, beneath the clouds. If he could have shattered it with a 
look, Borden would have. His eyes were always forceful; now, after days of brooding and nights 
without sleep, they seemed like the eyes of some old god, capable of turning an enemy to stone.

Yes, they would come soon. The bride and her retinue. And there would be more drinking, 
more foolish revelry, and then marriage. And a son would come to displace the brother who should 
have possessed the throne long ago.

The clouds were black indeed.
"My lord Borden." The voice was at his elbow, a thin, wavering voice. Borden turned on it, 

and his eyes burned into the stooped servant who waited nervously for him.
"What is it?" Borden asked, when the man's nerves had nearly reached a breaking point.
"The king calls for you," the servant said.
"The king," Borden muttered, and turned away. "I do not come at the beck and call of my 

brother."
The servant cleared his throat. "Please, sir," he said, "he requests..."
Borden wheeled around again. "What care I what he says?" he roared. "What is my brother? 

Tell me that, slave, and speak truth! What is my brother?"
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"He is the king," the servant stuttered.
Borden caught the man's shirt sleeve, and spun him around toward the steps. He resisted the 

urge to kick the old fellow all the way down, instead releasing him with a shove. The man 
stumbled down the first few stone steps toward the courtyard, and was caught by the strong arms 
of a girl who stood, half-veiled in the shadows of the wall. Borden saw it, and bristled with anger. 

"He can walk," he said.
The girl, who was considerably taller than the old man, looked up at Borden's words but did 

not answer. She did not have to. Borden could see her eyes burning in the darkness, with nearly as 
much force as his own. She was angry with him.

"Come here," Borden said. 
The girl hesitated a moment, and then lifted her chin and walked up the steps to the 

parapet. She faced Borden without wavering. She was tall, well-formed, and obviously strong. Her 
red-brown hair was tied back in a thick braid and partially covered by a green kerchief. She 
balanced a basket on her hip, full of laundry stained in Annar's banquets. A grey collar sat dully 
around her neck: mark of bondage. She had long been a slave in Annar's household, and Borden 
had noticed her before, in passing. She was remarkable for the way she carried herself: as much 
unlike a slave as a wild horse is unlike the broken nag that pulls a tinker's cart.

"You tell me," Borden said. "What is my brother? There is a tongue in your head."
She looked at him, and then answered slowly, "I know what you think him."
"Speak it," Borden said.
"You think him a fool," she said.
He smiled, and turned back to the wall. There was a balm in hearing the word from 

another's mouth. But the girl had not moved, and her presence had a power in it that demanded to 
be acknowledged. He turned a little and looked at her again.

"And what am I?" he asked.
"A tyrant," she answered, without wasting a moment on misgivings. "Who pushes old men 

down stairs. A bully who delights to hear his words sung back to him."
"You do not admire me for that."
"I have never admired you," she answered.
His anger at Annar had been for the moment slightly gratified; there was heat enough in his 

blood to boil up at another. She was a slave. He might demand opinions from her, but the 
discovery that she had any did not entirely please him.

"You speak out of place," he growled.
"And at your command," she answered. 
The setting sun cast a glow over the girl's handsome features. Borden had seen her a 

hundred times before but never as an individual, and suddenly he wondered what manner of being 
lived in his house. She had a magnificence that belonged to queens, not to slaves. And she was 
angry with him... enough to answer him back and insult him, when he could do anything he liked 
to her and she could not defend herself.

"You obviously command your own opinions," Borden said. "What do you think of my 
brother?"
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She swallowed, and looked away for an instant. Perhaps she was beginning to regain her 
calm, and with it, wisdom. But her words showed little discretion. "He does not deserve to be a 
king," she said.

"And neither do I?"
"No."
Their eyes met again, and a smile began to dawn on Borden's face, but it was not called 

there by any of the innocent pleasures that bring joy to others. "You're angry with me for abusing a 
servant," he said. "And you stand here and abuse me. I could cast you down the stairs just as easily."

She appeared to think it over for a moment, and took in his brawny arms and broad 
shoulders; the iron cast of the face hidden behind his thick black beard. 

"You could," she assented. 
"What would you do if my brother tried it?" He half expected the answer, and wanted to 

hear it.
Her voice was low but she answered. "I would break his arm."
The smile broke free. He laughed. "You will not do well when a queen reigns in this house; 

you have too much spirit. Women can never abide to be eclipsed by one another."
"No more than brothers," the girl said. But now her voice had grown quiet; most of the fire 

had gone out of it.
"What is your name?" Borden demanded.
"Mirian," the girl answered.
Borden turned and looked out on the now-shrouded fields. "You may leave," he said. He 

waited for her to reply, to thank him for dismissing her, but she did not. When next he turned his 
head, Mirian had gone.

The slave girl and all her powers of diversion gone, Borden fell again to thoughts of the 
future sweeping over the roads toward him. Every trace of a smile left his face as he meditated on 
the place his brother had now twice stolen from him. The weak should not rule over the strong. 
Borden was strong. The moon rose higher, and the still-heir of the kingdom sank down on his 
precarious position and quietly lost himself in obsession.
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In a Separate Place: Homeschooling's 

Greatest Gift
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I was six years old when my parents decided that homeschooling was the way to go.  I'd 
attended kindergarten at a Christian school and it hadn't been an especially uplifting experience 
(my clearest memories are of missing the bus and playing with McDonald's toys under a picnic 
table during recess).  I was enjoying the freedom of summer vacation when my Dad picked me up, 
set me on his lap, and said, "You're not going to go to school any more."

That was fine with me.  After all, I was six years old, and I had better things to do with my 
time then miss buses and sit under picnic tables.  Thus unwittingly I set out on the greatest 
adventure of my life--life itself, homeschool style.  

What has it meant to me to be homeschooled?  
It has meant that life was full of wonder.  When the neighbour kids were in school, I was 

out wandering in our northern Canadian backyard, listening to the trees talk to each other, 
following animal tracks in the snow, watching a great blue heron dip and soar over the pond. 
While other children learned about rain from textbooks, I looked out the car window in the 
Smoky Mountains and saw the thunderheads building; I smelled the rain coming, felt it in the air, 
and stood on the top of a cliff with rainclouds beneath my feet and purple lightning flashing above 
me.  I learned about stars and planets and galaxies by the side of the road in the middle of the 
night, when Dad had pulled the car over because Orion could be seen so clearly we just had to get 
out and look.

It has meant security.  While the pressures and demands of school increasingly fragmented 
the lives of my friends' families, my parents and siblings and I lived life all jumbled up together. 
We worked together, prayed together, sang together.  

It has meant freedom to be who God made me to be.  I was writing novels when my friends 
were too busy diagramming sentences to know how to use them--lost in the trees but unable to see 
the forest.  Without the dubious influence of peer pressure, I've discovered that I like Old English 
folk songs better than pop music, that femininity is nothing to be ashamed of, that I am unlike 
anyone else in the world and that it should be so.  

I graduated highschool in June 2001 in a little church in the Californian desert.  My parents 
gave me a certificate for completing highschool and another one "For Trying Hard."  Nearly one 
hundred friends came, representing many tribes and nations, and they blessed me.  They prayed 
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for me, they sang for me, they reminded me of God's calling on my life.
In remembering that day, I remember anew the greatest blessing homeschooling gave to 

me, and it is this:
I was fourteen when God reached down and touched me.  The Saviour I had always 

believed in called me to move beyond salvation and follow Him.  At the time, most of my peers 
were struggling against a bog--in Christianese we call it "the world"--that sucked them down with 
hundreds of tiny concerns and cares, until they couldn't hear God for the world's buzzing.  Like 
me, they were Christians who had grown up in Christian homes.  But they lived in a hostile 
environment where a thousand voices jabbered at them. 

This wasn't the case for me.  I wasn't immune to the world's influence, of course not.  But 
when God's voice spoke, it was as though I was standing on a mountaintop while my peers were 
trapped in the mire.  Homeschooling had set me apart.  It had given me a foundation.  It had 
shown me the difference between the temporal and the eternal, so that when the Eternal called, it 
was not hard to choose it.

My friend Mark Arndt, who like me has been homeschooled most of his life, says 
"Homeschooling is an advantage.  But what good is a headstart if you're not going to run the race?" 
I realize that being homeschooled is not something to be proud of, but something to be thankful 
for.  I will always be grateful for the headstart homeschooling gave me.  One day I hope to give the 
same to my children.  When God calls them, I want them to be out where they can hear.  

This morning I worked with some of my younger sisters and brothers (I have eleven), 
teaching them to read and write.  Earlier in the day I spent an hour with my Bible and a notebook. 
As I serve others and follow God, I am daily more aware of the foundation homeschooling gave 
me.  Scripture awakens my sense of wonder.  The Holy Spirit continues to make me into the 
woman God intended me to be.  The security of love and family still enfolds me, and all aspects of 
my life are "all jumbled up" together under the Lordship of Christ.  I love to learn and I love to 
understand.  All of these things are tremendous assets to me--not just as a former homeschooler, 
not just a young woman, but as a Christian.  

For this I am truly thankful.
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Beauty and the Beast: Good, Evil, and the 

Art of Writing
by Rachel Starr Thomson
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I have been a lover of fiction since I first stepped out of the wardrobe as a child still 
breathing Narnian air.  Fantasy in particular has planted visions within me that will haunt me till 
the day I die--nor do I wish to be free of the haunting.  People who didn't read voraciously as 
children may never understand how much the books we read influence who we become.  While 
daily life was still teaching us to do dishes and homework, books were teaching us about heroism, 
loyalty, courage, heartache, true love, and places so beautiful you could die for longing to see them. 
The ideals I picked up as a child in Narnia and Middle-Earth, in Kipling's India and Arthur's 
Britain, are with me still.  

A writer of fantasy myself now, I labour to paint visions of my own.  My goal?  To create 
something so beautiful it hurts.  In the process, I find myself tangling with the problem of evil. 
The fact is, every beautiful story has its beast.  The conflict between good and evil lies at the root of 
most stories, though modern literature does its royal best to confuse the fact.  I love fantasy because 
it isn't ashamed to paint in black and white.  Maybe that's why its heroes shine so brightly. 
Tolkien's elves could not be so tragically lovely without the evil of Sauron hanging over them. 
Without the treachery of mankind, Aslan is little more than a talking animal.  A candle is nothing 
until it's in the dark.  You get the idea.  

Any story that does not address evil in some form is not addressing life.  Yet I am aware that 
there are authors who, in describing the beast, have become its accomplices.  

In L.M. Montgomery's classic children's novel Emily of New Moon, Emily Starr goes to stay 
with her great-aunt Nancy, whose unscrupulous tongue brings Emily's childhood innocence to a 
crashing end.  Emily is fascinated by the stories, but "[they] made her feel unhappy somehow, as if 
something very ugly were concealed in the darkness of the pit they opened before her innocent 
eyes."

There are writers who plunge into evil, until reading their books becomes a macabre 
baptism.  I once heard author Neil Gaiman talk about his graphic novel "Endless Nights," in which 
he wrote a story on madness.  A psychiatrist friend read it and asked Neil if he needed to make an 
appointment with him.  No, Neil told him, that wouldn't be necessary--his demons were all out on 
paper now, but maybe the doctor should check up on other people after they read it.

In grappling with the problem of evil in the world, writing can be a form of exorcism for 
the writer.  Once our nightmares are on paper they cease to control us.  The trouble is, they are 
now suspended on a bridge of words, waiting to enter into the heart of a reader.  The history of my 
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imagination has dark places in which new depths of horror were opened to me, and a piece of my 
innocence was forever lost.  I wish I could go back, and I hope that my writing will never do the 
same to anyone else--God forbid it should serve the same purpose as Aunt Nancy's tongue, 
destroying childhood in those who read it.  

Others feel that the beast does not belong in storytelling at all; that if we're to be 
responsible authors we should stick to tales on the level of Dick and Jane.  Those of us who write 
fantasy know that this is not an option.  Evil can't be overcome by ignoring it.  You have to buckle 
on your sword, swallow your fears, and overcome evil with good.  In a way, that's what fantasy 
authors are doing every time they set their Frodos on the road to Mount Doom.  Many of us 
realize, as I do, that this world of ours is in the midst of its own epic battle--our stories are one way 
we hope to tip the scales in the heroes' favour.  

As writers, we have the ability to enter the hearts and minds of others.  This is a great 
power, and as Peter Parker's Uncle Ben once said, "With great power comes great responsibility." 
Evil is powerfully attractive and the feelings, images, and thoughts it brings on are not easily 
shaken.  In the pages of books I have seen purity, love, and wonder; I have also seen violence, 
madness, and perversion.  Some of those images still haunt me, too, but I wish with all my heart 
that I could be rid of them.  

Many successful authors have made careers of exploring horror, fear, and degradation.  Like 
maniacal ringleaders, they cage evil and charge the masses to see it.  Its power to fascinate and 
addict is evident in readers who cannot turn away.  Much noise has been made over the years 
about the destructive power of music that is filled with obscenity and violence.  Surely authors 
have as much moral responsibility to their readers as musicians do to those who hear them.  

It's getting harder and harder to find stories that do not attack the innocence of their 
readers.  As a culture, we care little for the purity of Luthien--the charms of Morgana le Fey are 
much more to our liking.  But then, writers have never been content to let culture sit where it is. 
Writing has the power to awaken hearts to that which is good and beautiful.  It has the power to 
plant courage and character in those who take it to heart.  

Curiously, it's much harder to write beauty than it is to write ugliness.  Evil seems so much 
more real than Good, and far more attractive.  In my own writing at least, I hope to reverse the 
trend.  Writing has the power to lift the eyes of a reader out of Hell and into Heaven--this is my 
goal. 
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