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Dedication

 


This book took longer for
me to write, in large part because of the distractions that
naturally came with the success of the previous books. Over the
past year many people helped me reach this point… far too many to
thank them all. As always I’m grateful for my wife and children,
who have continued to give me their full support. The many people
who served as test readers and proof-readers also deserve special
mention. In particular, my editor, Grace, made a huge impact by
shouldering a large part of what had become a heavy burden… the
editing.



I’d also like to thank my fans who
drive me to continue with their unceasing enthusiasm, questions,
and prodding. If it weren’t for the overwhelming response I
received when I first began sharing my writing with the public, I
doubt I would have continued this far.


Chapter 1






Storm clouds were brewing to the west,
and I could feel the wind drawing them ever nearer to the
construction site as I looked down over it. I was standing in the
newly completed ‘Traveler’s Pinnacle.’ That was the best name I had
come up with so far, though I had no doubt that James or one of his
underlings would find a more suitable name for the tower soon
enough.

It stood close to two hundred and
fifty feet in height with a broad base having its roots atop a
massive stone fortress below. To achieve such lofty heights with a
wood and stone structure, we’d had to build the bottom floor almost
a hundred feet across and tapered it slowly from there as it rose
in altitude. Even so, the highest floor was still nearly fifty feet
across and boasted a magnificent view from its rooftop balcony. The
land could be seen rolling away for miles in every direction.
Albamarl was visible in the distance, and the main road went in
that direction. Most notably, it was the only paved road that
reached the massive construction project that I had named the
‘World Road’.

A whisper of wind and damp air brought
me back to my more immediate thoughts. Far below the nearby quarry
was in a delicate state. Work had begun that might lead to disaster
if there was a heavy rain before it could be completed. “Elaine,” I
said softly to get my companion’s attention.

“Yes, Your Excellency?” she said
promptly.

I gave her a sour glance. She knew I
preferred less formality, and I was not surprised when I saw the
hint of a smirk in her expression. She was serving as my ‘miellte’
today, my watcher or spirit guide might be better terms. The
magical remnant of Moira Centyr, the last archmage, was no longer
able to assist me. After the birth of her daughter, she had begun
to fade, her purpose accomplished. In truth, I was not sure if she
still existed at all… I hadn’t seen her in years and I left her to
her rest, not wishing to disturb her.

“I need to talk to the wind for a bit.
Remain watchful,” I told Elaine, not bothering to reprimand her for
using the formal address. It would only encourage her. I held out
my hand and she placed her own within it.

“As you wish, my lord,” she replied,
dipping her head respectfully. Her soft brown hair had golden
highlights in the mid-afternoon sunlight and the wind tossed loose
strands of it across her delicate features. Though she didn’t have
Rose’s high cheekbones or Penny’s smooth complexion, she had grown
to be quite a beauty in her own right, and her freckles had a
certain charm. I put those thoughts aside and turned my attention
to the sky above… the young woman was practically a niece to me, or
at least I tried to think of her as one. I opened my mind to the
wind, and soon enough I had forgotten all thoughts of men and
women, male and female, as my thoughts were swept up to the rapidly
clouding sky.

Drifting, I still retained some sense
of purpose and I gently persuaded the winds to shift, guiding the
heavily laden rainclouds aside and somewhat to the south of the
quarry and active construction sites. A week before I had moved the
rain to the north and consequently the south had gotten a bit dry,
so I hoped to balance things out a bit this way. As I had
discovered, once you began meddling with the weather there were far
reaching consequences, the less one interfered the better. In this
case though, I had little choice. Otherwise the work would be
delayed by months while the quarry workers tried to sort through
the mud this rain would make of their recent
excavations.

Once I had finished adjusting the
weather I withdrew and began contracting my awareness, pulling
myself back and rediscovering my limited human self. There was
something warm in my hand. I blinked as I stared down at the
strange creature standing next to me. After a moment the image
seemed to resolve itself as my mind resumed supplying names and
labels for what I was seeing. Elaine was standing next to me and
the warm ‘thing’ was her hand. Her eyes were damp, and I could feel
a certain poignant sadness emanating from her.

“Are you alright?” I asked, with a
voice that seemed foreign to my ears.

She blinked and smiled, “Yes… forgive
me. Watching you I find my breath taken away by the vastness of the
sky. I could see something of what you felt… the beauty of it is
almost unbearable.”

I released her hand and
patted her cheek fondly as my more paternal instincts returned
along with my human emotions. “It is unbearable Elaine. You find it so
because you are experiencing it as a human… and that is why you
have to watch me. When I let my soul drift free like that the winds
scour away my human frailties and I become an alien to my own kind.
If it were otherwise, the reality of it would destroy
me.”

“I wish I could hear the wind,” she
replied wistfully.

“You just did,” I answered, referring
to her watch over my inner world.

Elaine shook her head, “You know what
I mean… directly, for myself, the way you do.”

I did indeed know what she meant, but
that was one thing I had no power to change. Nor would I have
wished to do so. Listening to the voice of the wind, or the earth
for that matter, was dangerous. “I am not sure it would be a good
thing. Each time I return, I wonder what part of me I may have
forgotten or lost this time. Besides, if you were to hear these
voices as well, I’d have to find another miellte.”

“George will be up to the task soon
enough,” she reminded me, referring to her younger brother, who had
just turned eighteen, “and you still have Father.” Her father was
Walter Prathion, a wizard and my friend since I had helped rescue
his wife and children seven years previously. She and Walter had
generously taken turns acting as my miellte over the past few
years.

I nodded. “That’s true. I’m sure
you’ll be glad to have more time to yourself, rather than having to
follow me around all day,” I commented.

Elaine looked downward and her eyes
darted to one side in the split second before her face was
obscured. “It hasn’t been an inconvenience, and I have learned so
much under your tutelage.”

I had promised Walter I would do my
best to train Elaine, and someday George, in whatever I could teach
them, but I knew her reply was more than a simple compliment.
Elaine was deeply infatuated with me, and I was sure it went well
beyond simple hero worship. I also had not the faintest idea how to
deal with it.

I stuck with the strategy that had
worked best thus far… I ignored it. “Let’s go inside I’d like to
get back to Castle Cameron and see if they’ve reported back yet.”
Taking quick strides, I headed toward the door leading in and down,
pausing beside it until Elaine had caught up with me.

By ‘they’, I was referring to the
latest mission into Gododdin. Since their defeat eight years ago,
the population of Gododdin had been decimated by the priests of
Mal’goroth. The families of the soldiers I had slain were put to
the knife and their hearts’ blood poured out on his altars.
Eventually this led to a widespread revolt and the theocracy had
been overthrown, but they were in no shape to handle the shiggreth
when they began appearing soon afterward.

The Knights of Stone, led by my close
friend, Dorian Thornbear, had been responsible for rooting out and
destroying any hint of the shiggreth remaining in Lothion, and by
and large they had been very successful. Unfortunately we hadn’t
paid much attention to events in Gododdin until it was almost too
late. Three years ago James Lancaster, the current King of Lothion,
had received a missive from the shaky new government in
Gododdin.

The nation had restored the monarchy,
putting a man named Nicholas on the throne. Apparently he was the
nephew of the last king, Valerius, who had been deposed by the
Children of Mal’goroth. By the time James received his message the
Kingdom of Gododdin had been largely overrun by the shiggreth. It
had begun in isolated villages and had progressed to the point that
many mid-sized cities had been completely wiped out before any
organized resistance was formed.

By ‘organized resistance’ I meant the
armies of Lothion and the Knights of Stone. The nation of Gododdin
was currently not much more than a diplomatic fiction. Initially I
had led the vanguard as we swept through the troubled country and
our fears were quickly realized. The place was rife with the
undead. We moved cautiously at first, for I feared that we might
encounter the creature I knew only as ‘Timothy’, but after months
of campaigning we never found a trace of him. I could only hope
‘it/he’ had died or was still trapped underground where I had last
seen him.

The undead we encountered were
disorganized, and although dangerous, they were no match for the
newly minted Knights of Stone. With my magic and a new arsenal of
enchanted weapons that drew upon the power of the ‘God-Stone’, we
cut and burned our way across Gododdin, hunting the fell creatures
wherever they tried to hide.

Within a few months the bulk of the
fighting was done and half of Gododdin’s remaining citizenry were
dead. They were cremated in massive bonfires to prevent them from
returning or infecting others with their peculiar form of
‘undeath’. King Nicholas was allowed to resume control of the
country, although James had considered annexing the nation while
they were vulnerable. I had effectively vetoed that course by
refusing to consider those particular commands valid. It had made
things a bit tense between James and me for a while, but he didn’t
have much choice in the matter.

Today our latest ‘patrol’ was
returning. Patrol was the word we used, but it was a strange choice
considering the patrol consisted of over two hundred men along with
support, wagons, camp followers, and ten of my hand picked Knights
of Stone. It was more of a small army. They had passed their
relief, a similar force heading back toward Gododdin, two days ago
on the road that led to Castle Cameron. We were still finding more
shiggreth, and until we were sure they were all gone, the patrols
would continue.

In truth though, the main reason I was
anxious to see the returning patrol was one particular man, Dorian
Thornbear, one of my best and oldest friends. He had been gone for
nearly six months and despite frequent correspondence via my magic
letter boxes, I had sorely missed him. Worse still, Rose was
beginning to show signs of agitation at his continuing absence, and
when that happened Penny soon picked up on it, and when Penny
wasn’t happy… well you understand what I mean.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I
opened a door leading into the topmost floor of Traveler’s
Pinnacle. The room was mostly empty, possessing no furniture and
few decorations, other than a tapestry on the wall and a plain rug.
Another stair led down into the lower parts of the tower and
eventually to the fortress itself. A circle was cunningly worked
into the floor as a pattern of darker woods inlaid in the plain
golden oak boards.

I stepped into the circle with Elaine
and she glanced up at me. I gave her a quick nod to let her know I
was waiting on her to do the honors. She already had plenty of
practice, but I frequently let her activate the circles since she
seemed to enjoy it. I think it might have given her a sense of
usefulness, but I wouldn’t have suggested it aloud. I felt the
smooth surge of her power and our surroundings shifted. We were
back in the hall of circles within my house in Albamarl. A short
walk put us on a second circle and Elaine took us to Castle
Cameron.

The circle in Castle Cameron actually
was placed in a moderately sized building in the castle courtyard.
Experience in the past had taught me that the circles could just as
easily be used by an enemy to gain entry. To minimize the risk, the
circles in Cameron and Lancaster were housed in external buildings
with a twenty four hour guard. This didn’t apply to my house in
Albamarl, but it had plenty of ‘other’ protections.

“My lord!” announced the guard
stationed inside the building as he snapped to attention. I nodded
absently toward him as we stepped out and made our way to the exit.
To my shame, I couldn’t think of his name, though his face was
familiar. Over the years the growth in the number of my retainers,
combined with multiple residences and a busy life had made it
difficult for me to keep up with all of their names. I knew it was
only natural, but I still felt vaguely guilty about my
ignorance.

As we emerged from the building I
addressed the guard outside the doors, a fellow whose name I felt
relieved to remember. “David, has Sir Dorian’s patrol returned
yet?”

He had already straightened when I had
stepped out. “Yes, mi’lord! Sir Dorian returned early this
afternoon,” he answered quickly.

“Where is he now?” I asked.

“I am unsure, Your Excellency,” he
replied briskly. I had to admire the guard’s cool professionalism.
In his place I would have been tempted to respond with something
smart, such as suggesting I should ask the Countess.

I thanked him and headed for the main
keep. It was fully repaired now and probably in better shape than
it had been ever before. Not that it mattered, since Penny and I
didn’t really live here anymore. We dined here, we worked here, and
much of our daily lives took place here, but one of my most closely
guarded secrets was the fact that we slept elsewhere.

Seven years before, Penny and my
unborn son were kidnapped and I had never forgotten that lesson.
Time and experience, not to mention the removal of one of my
enemies had made them safer, but I would never take their safety
for granted again. Part of that involved safeguards that no one
knew about, things I hoped might even fool the gods themselves if
they were to come calling. Some might call me paranoid, but I
really didn’t give a rat’s ass what ‘some’ might think.

People scattered as they saw us
crossing the courtyard, bobbing heads in deference to my rank.
Mumbled ‘Hello’s’ and ‘Good-day Mi’lord’s’ could be heard as we
passed. I had never required any obeisance from my people, aside
from a modicum of respect. As we reached the main entry one of the
footmen stationed outside opened it for us. I had many more
retainers now. I sometimes laughed to remember the early days, when
I had been hard pressed to find even a messenger.

Peter met me as we stepped inside.
“Good day, Your Excellency,” he said primly. To his credit, not a
hint of his deeper disdain for me showed in his voice. Peter Tucker
was the grandson of a man I had accidentally slain years before. I
had hired him in an attempt to assuage my continuing feelings of
guilt. We had never spoken of his grandfather’s death and he
doubtless thought I was unaware of the connection.

I had initially hired him as a scribe
and occasional messenger, but his efficiency and native
intelligence had led me to promote him several times. He now served
as my chief valet, man-servant, and de-facto chamberlain. I knew
for a fact that at one point in time he had planned to kill me, but
over the years I suspected that his secret anger had waned. In any
case, he did a good job and I thought we had developed a sort of
mutual respect for one another. At the very least, I never saw the
flickers of anger in him that I had once seen.

“Where is my wife?” I asked without
preamble.

“She recently retired to your
apartments, my lord,” he responded.

I frowned. “And Sir Dorian? I thought
she would be entertaining him since he just arrived.”

Peter coughed slightly, not from any
illness but to signal that he was speaking on a sensitive topic. He
continued, “Lady Rose indicated that they needed some time in
private before Sir Dorian’s more general reunion with everyone. The
Countess bade everyone avoid bothering them until dinnertime. She
has set the cook to preparing a special feast this evening to
welcome him and the other knights.”

Considering she hadn’t seen her
husband in months I wasn’t too surprised and I certainly didn’t
begrudge them their privacy. “Sounds like I should do the same and
see my own lady wife first as well,” I observed. “I’ll be with my
family if any needs me, but I’d prefer not to be disturbed until
dinner time, if possible.”

“Of course, my lord, I will see that
it is so.” Peter said as he dipped his head deferentially. I moved
on, heading for the stairs that led upward to the living areas of
the castle; in particular the suites that housed important guests,
the Thornbear family, and in theory, myself and
Penelope.

Elaine followed closely beside me and
I paused for a moment to address her, “You’re free for the rest of
the day, Elaine. I don’t plan to exercise my more esoteric
abilities again today.”

Her face was a picture of
disappointment. “But, Your Lordship, you really shouldn’t… I am
more than happy to serve,” she protested, while at the same time
casting her eyes downward. At times her submissiveness was tiring,
while at others it was… distracting. She really was a lovely
girl.

Girl? Ha! She’s grown into
a woman. Now, if I could just get her to open her eyes to the wider
world around her and realize her own strength, I thought to myself. “I’m sure you have better things to do
with your day than follow me around, and I myself am looking
forward to some quiet time with my children. Go! I’ll see you at
dinner,” I told her firmly. Turning away, I headed for the stairs,
my body language communicating my expectation that she had already
acquiesced. Over time I had learned that a large part of the art of
command was based upon confidence and learning to project it. Even
so, my magesight could see her lips curve into a faint pout as I
left her there.

I pushed that thought away and climbed
the stairs, my long legs taking them two at a time. I was looking
forward to seeing Penny. She and the children were still, and
always had been, the brightest part of any day for me. Well most
days… I won’t lie, she had her bad moments, but then again, so did
I.


Chapter 2






The heavy oak door in front of me had
a guard on either side of it. Neither of them were Knights of
Stone. There were too few of them to spare for simple guard duty…
even for my family. Instead they were among the more trusted
members of my guard, men who would probably be promoted to more
senior positions later. Only those who showed potential were
selected for this posting. I knew both of them on sight.

“Jerod, Douglas…,” I said, to
acknowledge their presence. Both of them greeted me and nodded in
return. Jerod moved to open the door for me and I stepped into the
antechamber of my family’s suites, waiting for him to close the
door behind me.

Once the door was shut, I moved to the
main door, the one that was supposed to lead into our private
rooms. At certain times during the day we would leave it open, and
any guests we invited into the antechamber could see our rooms. We
would also leave the door open for cleaning staff occasionally. The
rest of the time, especially in the evening, the door was kept
firmly closed… and with good reason.

I lowered my personal shields and
placed my hand against the door, allowing the hidden enchantment to
recognize me before I grasped the handle and pulled the door open.
This was important, for if I opened the door without doing that
first I would have found only our mundane and empty apartments
behind it. Instead, the doorway opened onto an expansive entry hall
leading into my true home, a home I had built in secret, many miles
from Cameron, deep within the Elentir Mountains.

Hidden in the doorframe were the runes
of an enchantment very similar to the one that made my magical
pouches and message boxes function. In this case though, the runes
created a much larger portal, one that remained active whenever the
door was closed and sometimes when it was opened, but only if the
person opening it had been recognized. If the door was opened
normally, or if it was forced when it had been locked, the portal
would shut down and any would be thief or kidnapper would find only
our empty apartments.

The portal was kept active, even when
the door was closed, for one express purpose… it allowed us to hear
knocks at the door when the staff or a messenger needed us. Thus
far I was certain none of the staff had figured out our little
secret, although I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn a few of
them suspected we were sleeping elsewhere.

Stepping into the hall, I took a
moment to clean my boots with the brush set there for that purpose.
Unlike the castle, Penny was the only person cleaning our private
home, and she got rather cross if I tracked mud in. My boots were
already clean but I ran the brush over them anyway… she had a sixth
sense in some regards, and if I skipped the ritual she would know.
I grinned to myself at that thought.

My arcane senses had already alerted
me to a small form creeping stealthily up from behind the coat
rack, in what should have been my blind spot. Rather than react, I
kept to my routine, pretending that I hadn’t noticed. Several
methods of escape ran through my mind, but I rapidly discarded all
of them. Sometimes the simplest responses were best. I waited,
seemingly oblivious to my stalker.

After a moment, my attacker leapt upon
me in a sudden rush. “Boo!” screamed my son, as he landed firmly
upon my back and wrapped his arms and legs around me like some
deranged primate.

“What the… holy hell!” I screamed in
alarm, as I jumped up wildly, nearly dislodging the small boy on my
back. I spun around to exaggerate my surprise, while Matthew
laughed and hooted at his victory.

“I got you! You were soooo scared!” he
yelled loudly.

I pried him loose and set him on the
floor, allowing me to glare imperiously down at him. “I beg your
pardon!” I protested, “I am the Royal Wizard and Count di’Cameron,
scared is not in my nature.” I grinned as I said the
words.

“You were scared!” he argued, but
there was laughter in his voice as he said it. He knew I was
playing. On impulse I snatched him back up and swung him around
before planting a kiss on his cheek. He was a gangly boy, all arms
and legs, with just a hint of the chubbiness he had possessed in
his days as a toddler. Somehow, despite my dark hair and Penny’s
soft brown tresses, his hair was merely a dark blonde
shade.

Before I could set him down another
child appeared and charged toward me. “Daddy!” Moira cried, as she
slammed into my waist. She began attempting to scale me and the
three of us wound up doing an odd dance, as I tried to assist her
with one arm while holding onto Matthew with the other. Eventually
I managed to balance the load, with one child in each arm, yet even
so, their combined weight almost made me stagger as I
walked.

I wonder how long I’ll be
able to keep carrying two at the same time, I thought silently. I hoped it would be a lot longer, but if
not I had many ways I could cheat. Magic could be handy in many
ways.

Moira kissed me soundly on the cheek,
and I could feel something sticky on her face. Jam would have been
my first guess. She smiled slyly, her blue eyes glittering under
wild dark hair, and then she reached over to pat Matthew’s arm.
“You’re it,” she declared calmly.

“That doesn’t count!” Matthew
protested. “I wasn’t hiding anymore.” His eyes went from his sister
to me and back again, as if he was hoping I would rule in his
favor.

“So that’s why you were hiding behind
the coats,” I said dramatically, as if a great mystery had been
solved. “I’m afraid she’s right. You came out of hiding voluntarily
to surprise me.” I could sense Moira sticking her tongue out at him
as I made my ruling.

“You don’t win till you find Gram
too,” replied Matthew, looking past me as he spoke directly to his
sister again. Gram was the name of Dorian’s six year old son, who I
gathered, must be spending time with us while Rose and Dorian were
enjoying their reunion. Casting out my senses, I located him
quickly. I had missed him at first for he had cleverly hidden
himself on top of the fireplace mantle in the nearby parlor. How he
had gotten there, without knocking various knick-knacks down, was
beyond my wit to understand, nor did I think Moira would ever
notice him there. He obviously took his hiding
seriously.

I set them both down. “I’ll let you
two get back to your business. Be careful not to break anything.” I
worried about what would happen when Gram eventually tried to get
down from the mantle, but I felt a duty to keep his secret. Hide
and seek was serious business after all. After a bit of bargaining,
the two of them split up to search for their hidden
friend.

By now I knew where Penny was, so I
moved confidently through the house until I had reached her.
Entering the nursery, I was immediately reminded of an old painting
I had once seen. Actually, the scene that greeted my eyes was
better, for this vision included the loveliest woman I had ever met
and she had pulled her dress down from her shoulder to expose one
side of her chest. The old painting at the Lancaster’s had
certainly included nothing as risqué as that.

“Obviously you heard me in the hall,”
I said with a devilish smile, at least I hoped it was devilish.
Penny made a face at me as she picked up our tiny daughter Irene
and placed the babe to her breast. I responded with a look of mock
disappointment, “I thought that was for me.”

Penny stroked Irene’s soft cheek and
cooed at her until she had firmly latched on before responding.
Glancing up she gave me a look that held equal parts affection and
exhaustion. With a small laugh she replied, “You’re going to have
to learn to share.” I got the impression that particular joke was
getting worn out. Given that this was our fourth child, it was
impossible for me to guess how many times I had used it. “I didn’t
expect you back so soon,” she added.

“The work is moving along smoothly.
Things will probably still get done without me there,” I said,
giving her my most charming smile. Before I could elaborate, our
third child, little Conall, emerged from behind Penny’s skirt and
latched onto my leg. I gazed down at him with a serious look to
complement the thoughtful expression on his face as he stared up at
me. After a moment his face changed and lit up with an adorable
grin. “Where have you been!?” I asked him with an excited
tone.

Conall’s warm brown eyes spoke volumes
but his mouth only gifted him with one word, “Dad!” The word
emerged imperfectly from his lips and then he resumed smiling.
Conall wasn’t very much for deep conversation yet, but I wasn’t in
any hurry. Matthew and Moira were already talkative enough for the
entire family. I could wait a while longer for whatever words
Conall would grace me with someday.

I went down on hands and knees while
Conall began to guide me along the floor, showing me his
discoveries among the nursery room toys. As often happened, my
conversation with Penny was sidetracked while she fed Irene and I
tried to emulate an air of serious attention for Conall. The
children had enriched our lives in a multitude of ways, yet in
others they contributed to a certain feeling of distance between
Penny and me, as we found ourselves continually drawn in different
directions by their needs and distractions.

A loud crash roused me from my reverie
with Conall. There was a distinctive tinkling in the noise as well,
a sound almost exclusive to glass breaking. Penny’s head came up
quickly and her eyes focused on me, “What was that!?” Her sudden
movement and sharp tone disturbed the babe in her arms, and little
Irene began to cry.

My senses hadn’t noted any strangers,
so my first thought was of the twins and Gram. “I’ll go check,” I
told Penny calmly, but my magesight had already pinpointed the
source of the commotion. Gram had fallen from the mantle. Rising
rapidly I left the room and headed back to the parlor. Little
Conall rambled along behind me, trying to keep up with my long
strides.

As I got closer I could hear Moira
crying loudly with a panicked tone in her strident voice. Upon
entering my eyes traveled over her. Though I could see she was
distraught, I could find no sign of harm to her. I scooped her up,
and felt as if a hand were squeezing my heart when I saw her lower
lip trembling and the tears running down her red cheeks. She
couldn’t quite get the words out but she was pointing at Gram, who
sat quietly on the floor surrounded by the remains of the large,
silvered glass mirror, that had until recently hung on the wall
above the fireplace mantle.

Matthew stood beside the younger boy,
and though he wasn’t crying audibly I could see that something had
frightened him badly. There were tears on his cheeks as he looked
up at me. “I told him I was sorry. It was an accident! I didn’t
mean for it to happen!” Matthew told me in a tone bordering on
panic.

I set Moira down and turned to my son.
“Shhh… it’s ok,” I told Matthew soothingly as I stroked his hair.
My eyes and other senses had already confirmed that the two of them
were unhurt so I focused my attention on Dorian’s son Gram. “Are
you alright, Gram?” I asked him calmly. The boy’s features were
calm, but there was a certain wildness in his eyes and his face was
ashen.

Gram shook his head negatively and his
eyes grew rounder, still he remained quiet. I could see that his
forehead was damp with sweat and then I spotted his arm. It was
bent at an odd angle, and my stomach tightened as I noted the white
bones jutting from his forearm. The pain had to be excruciating,
which probably explained why he was sitting so still. Even the
slightest movement would be agonizing. Despite all that, I had to
respect his reserve; Dorian’s son hadn’t cried out, even though he
was clearly in a great deal of pain. The boy was very calm, or
perhaps he was in shock, and tears were beginning to well slowly in
his wide blue eyes.

“Gram, everything will be alright. I
can see you hurt your arm, but it’s nothing we can’t fix,” I said
softly, trying to project an aura of reassurance. “Just sit still
and I’ll try to make it stop hurting. Did any of the glass cut
you?”



His head bobbed up and down affirmatively and then he spoke in a
whisper, “I want momma.”

I nodded, “Of course, and
we’ll go see her in just a minute, but first we need to make your
arm feel better.” I brushed some of the glass aside and sat down
next to him. He flinched when I touched his arm, but not a sound
escaped his clenched teeth. Just like his
father, I thought to myself, remembering a
few of Dorian’s childhood injuries. Closing my eyes, I quickly
sought out the nerves in his upper arm and blocked them to stop the
pain. Gram relaxed visibly when I did, and a long sigh of pent up
breath escaped his lips. “There. Does that feel better?” I asked
him.

“What happened?!” came Penny’s voice
from the doorway. As soon as she entered Moira leapt up and ran to
her. Matthew followed quickly after. The sight of their friend’s
arm bones sticking through the skin had thoroughly unnerved
them.

Matt and Moira both began trying to
explain at once, but it came out in a confusing rush. I
interrupted, “Gram broke his arm. Let me fix this and we can sort
out the rest afterward.”

Penelope had always been quick on her
feet, and she took in the situation without batting an eye.
Turning, she led the twins toward the doorway. “Let’s go to the
kitchen while your father takes care of Gram. I think you’ve both
seen enough.” Conall toddled after them.

As they left I could hear the children
asking whether Gram might die, and I worried that he might have
heard them. Sure enough, he began crying as soon as they were out
of earshot. “It’s alright. You’re not going to die. I promise,” I
said, stroking his hair.

“Please don’t take my arm,” he
sobbed.

Oh hell!
I thought. He’s been
listening to Dorian’s battlefield stories. The pain hadn’t made him cry, but the fear of losing his arm
had done the trick. “No, no, no… Gram, I don’t have to do that.
It’s just a break and I can fix that very easily. No one is going
to take your arm,” I said, trying to soothe him. “Let’s move over
there, so we don’t get any more of this glass on you, and I’ll have
your arm back in working order before you know it.” As I spoke, I
eased my arms under the six year old and began to lift him. He was
heavy for a boy his age. Heavier than Matthew despite a year’s
difference between them. He’ll have his
father’s build someday.

I put him down carefully on the divan.
Thankfully, the nerve block still seemed to be doing the trick. If
Gram felt anything from the jostling, he gave no indication of it.
Reaching under his shirt I drew out the pendant he wore to protect
his mind from magical influences. Over the past eight years, I had
put considerable effort in to making sure that every man, woman,
and child had one of the enchanted necklaces. They would enable
them to continue fighting, or running, if they came into contact
with the shiggreth. “I’m going to put you to sleep Gram, and when
you wake up your arm will be all better.”



“You won’t tell my dad I cried will you?” he asked
plaintively.

I gave him an odd look. “What’s that
got to do with anything?”

“My dad’s the bravest knight in the
world. If he knew I was a crybaby…,” he let the words trail off and
he looked as though he might start crying again.

“Gram Thornbear!” I exclaimed
dismissively. “Do you think your father never cried?”

He shook his head
negatively.

“Well, let me tell you something. Your
father cried plenty when we were little, and even a few times after
we were grown. Tears are part of life, and they don’t make any
difference to a brave man. It’s what you do that’s important,
whether you cry over it or not. Do you understand?”

Gram shook his head negatively before
replying, “Dad never cries when he gets hurt. I’ve seen
it.”

I took a deep breath. “That gets
easier as you get older. When your dad was little, he did cry when
he got hurt. Now that he’s older and tougher he just makes faces
and cusses.” I twisted my face into a comical grimace and crossed
my eyes.

Dorian’s son almost smiled but then
his curiosity got the better of him, “He cried after he was
grown?”

“Yes, but not over an injury,” I
replied.

“Then why?”

I sighed and tried to compose my
thoughts. Obviously Gram needed a full explanation. “Listen,” I
said slowly, “People cry over two sorts of pain. Physical pain,
like the kind you just experienced when you broke your arm, and
pain inside, when you are sad… emotional pain. As men get older,
they often learn not to cry over physical pain, but everyone cries
when their heart hurts, especially good men.”

“Why ‘especially good
men’?”

I hadn’t expected this to lead to a
deep philosophical discussion, but Dorian’s son had always had a
somber and serious nature. “Because they care,” I told
him.

“But why did Dad cry… after he was
grown?” Deep blue eyes bored into my own.

It wasn’t my place to talk of such
things, but Dorian was as much my family as anyone could be, and so
was his son. “You know who you’re named after, right?” I asked
suddenly.

Gram nodded, “Grandfather.”

“Well, your grandfather was your
father’s dad, and your dad loved him just as much as you love your
dad. Do you understand?” The memory of Dorian’s father brought made
my own eyes grow misty.

Dorian’s son nodded in understanding
and a thoughtful look passed over his face.

“Good,” I said, “Now let me put you to
sleep so I can fix that arm.”


Chapter 3






A short while later I sought out Penny
in our bedroom. She had calmed the children and set the twins the
task of watching over Conall. I had left Gram sleeping after
repairing his arm, and by a fortuitous stroke of luck, little Irene
had fallen asleep after her feeding. My wife and I were completely
alone for the first time in several days.

I closed the bedroom door behind me,
and as Penny glanced in my direction, I noted her red rimmed eyes.
That was rarely a good sign. Crossing the room, I set my hands on
her shoulders and began to knead the muscles there, in an effort to
relieve her tension. I waited for her to speak first. The years had
taught me that a little patience was often much more productive
than fishing for answers.

“Is Gram alright?” she
asked.

I leaned forward and set my chin on
her head, inhaling the sweet smell of her hair. “He’s fine,” I
started, “It looked bad, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t fix
easily.”

“Thank goodness. I don’t know what I
would say to Rose if I had to explain that our son had broken his
arm,” she replied.

I snorted, “Children, particularly
boys, do lots of stupid things.”

“Some never grow out of it.” There was
a bit of humor in her voice.

“What did Matthew do?”

Penelope took a deep
breath. “Apparently they were playing hide and seek and Moira
spotted him up on the fireplace mantle. When he refused to come
down, your son
decided to leap up and grab his leg. You saw the result. Of course,
it wasn’t all Matthew’s fault… Gram should never have climbed up
there.”

“It did seem like a bad idea,” I
agreed with her.

She turned, frowning up at me. “Did
seem?”

“He was up there when I came
home.”

“And you left him there?” she said
incredulously.

“The twins were excited to see me and
I didn’t want to spoil their game.” Hide and seek was serious
business after all.

“You left a six year old up there?
Didn’t you think something might happen? What if it had been
worse?” The intensity in Penny’s voice had gone up several notches.
I began to suspect I had missed out on some important
point.

I studied her carefully, watching her
face and body language, while my mind raced to understand my
mistake. Over the years, my skill at this crucial marital skill had
increased dramatically, but today I came up blank. I returned to my
old standby, rationalization, even though my instincts and past
experience told me it was a mistake. “We can’t protect them from
everything, and I don’t really think it was that dangerous. They’re
in more danger climbing that scrawny holly tree outside than they
are on a six foot mantle. It was a freak accident.”

Over the years Penelope had changed as
well. In particular, her temper had softened; or rather she had
learned to suppress it better. That wasn’t always a good thing
though, for sometimes it meant that our problems got swept under
the rug instead of being dealt with directly. Her mouth closed and
she pressed her lips firmly together before opening again as she
replied, with just a hint of sarcasm, “It must be nice to be able
to put your fears in a box and examine them so plainly.”

“We have different definitions of risk
sweetheart, but everything turned out alright. Let’s not let it
ruin the evening,” I added.

A subtle whirl of emotions passed
through her. I could see it in her aura and in the faint movements
of her lips and eyes. “You’re right. I’m tired, and lately
everything seems to bother me more than it should.” As she spoke,
she seemed to almost visibly project her sincerity. If Marcus had
been in the room he would have called it ‘overacting’.

Taking a step forward, I started to
embrace her but Penny sidestepped me. “Let me go clean up the glass
first. It’s really bothering me.” I stopped awkwardly with my arms
half out, while she turned and left the room, heading for the broom
closet.

Sitting down on the bed, I
began reviewing the last few minutes in my mind, while following
her progress with my magesight. She had gotten a broom and was now
sweeping up the fragments of the mirror that had hung over the
fireplace. After a moment she stopped and leaned on the broom. The
shaking of her shoulders told me she was crying and I withdrew my
senses. Watching was only making me more upset. Why is she so upset?

It wasn’t the accident.
She had dealt with far worse than that over the past few years.
That was simply the trigger and the excuse. Perhaps it was the
mirror, though that made little sense. I was one of the richest men
in Lothion. I could easily buy her another mirror. Where had we
gotten that mirror anyway? The question rolled around in my head
for a moment before the answer sprang at me like a jungle cat
waiting in ambush… her mother. That mirror
was one of the few things she had from her mother,
I realized.

Leaping up, I caught her at the
kitchen door. It led out to our small garden, and was the preferred
exit we used to reach our rubbish pile. She had the glass fragments
bundled into a heavy pile within a cloth square. I stopped her by
making an obstacle of myself as she tried to reach the door. “Wait,
let me have those,” I said.

Her cheeks were dry already as she
looked up at me. “Mort, let me by. I need to throw this stuff
away.”

“That was your mother’s mirror. I
finally remembered a moment ago. Let me have it and I’ll fix it for
you.”

“It would take forever, even for you.
It’s broken into a thousand tiny shards. You’d never get them all
together again. Just let me throw it away. It isn’t your fault,”
she said reasonably. Though she tried to hide it, there was a
glimmer of hope in her eye.

I pulled the bag from her hands and
she didn’t resist much. “There might be a way. Give me some time to
think on it. Alright?” I slid my right arm around her shoulder as I
spoke and I felt her relax against me. Her own hand snaked around
my waist.

“Fine,” Penny said at
last. “If it will make you
feel better.” There was a hint of amusement in
her voice.



“Yes, I think it would. You know how terribly sentimental I am
about these things,” I answered with a wink.






***






Dinner was served at the usual hour,
but today the keep bustled with increased activity and there was a
feeling of excitement in the air. Since the patrol had returned, it
meant that two hundred men who had been absent for six months were
back home again. The multitude of family reunions as the soldiers
reunited with their wives and children made it seem much like a
holiday, and in fact, the castle staff was treating it as one.
Several pigs had been slaughtered, and my foresters had brought
down a few deer as well. The feast would be exceptional
tonight.



Penelope stood beside me, dazzling in her beauty. She had spared no
effort in her preparations today. Two hours before dinnertime we
had returned to our nominal suite of rooms, the part of the castle
that we supposedly lived in. The children were gathered up by our
nanny, Lilly, and they were now enjoying their dinner in a separate
hall with the other children of Castle Cameron. We normally had
breakfast and lunch as a family, but the evening meal was usually a
more formal occasion.

The woman next to me looked every inch
a Countess and I still wondered at my fortune in marrying her. This
evening she was wearing a straightforward green dress, but the
devil was in the details or in this case the accents. The hem and
sleeves were delicately embroidered with dark green leaf patterns,
that matched the leaves in a cloth of gold belt that looped around
her waist twice at different heights. The net effect was to
accentuate her figure and exploit her natural curves. The emerald
earrings and the pendant that she wore were simple and elegant but
only highlighted the fact that the wearer was, in fact, more
beautiful than her jewelry. “Ready?” she asked me.

By that she meant was I ready to make
our entrance. Unlike most of those who lived in the castle, we
couldn’t simply walk in and sit down at the table. We couldn’t even
be early, for if we were, it disrupted the staff and the routine.
Given our position as master and mistress, our arrival signaled the
beginning of the meal. Once we entered everyone would rise and wait
until we had reached our places. All in all it was a pain in the
ass.

Nodding I took her arm and we stepped
out into the noisy feast hall. One of the footmen standing by the
doorway raised his voice above the crowd as he announced us, “All
rise for the Count and Countess!” The noise in the room died away
rapidly, as everyone stood and watched us make our way to our seats
at the high table.

Reaching the end of the table I held
Penelope’s chair for her, before taking my own. The old tradition
had been for two servants to hold both our chairs for us and we
would sit at the same time, but I much preferred the chance to
engage in a bit of gallantry. In the end my stubbornness had
prevailed, and a new tradition was born. I spoke as I sat down
myself, “Please everyone, relax and enjoy your meal.”

The level of noise rose rapidly back
to normal, as conversations resumed and the servers began bringing
out the pitchers to fill everyone’s cups. Our table was long, but
it still lacked enough seats to accommodate everyone that might be
of a rank to sit with me. I had created twenty Knights of Stone,
but since half of them were usually in Gododdin, I rarely had to
worry about seating that many knights and their wives.

Since this patrol had just returned,
the ten knights who were now back home would be given a few weeks
rest before dispersing to their usual posts across the kingdom of
Lothion. Each of them had been granted a home and a small allotment
of land in whichever part of the kingdom they resided. They lived
in those homes with their families during the half of the year that
they weren’t busy trekking across Gododdin in search of undead
monsters. Although King James had been the one to give most of them
their grants of land, they still answered directly to me. He and
Dorian would accept matters no other way.

Tonight I had Penny sitting at my
right and my mother, Miriam, was beside her. On my left sat Dorian,
still a bit rough looking after his long sojourn away from home.
Beside him was Lady Rose, who almost seven years before had become
Lady Rose Thornbear. She was resplendent as usual, in a silver
gown. Her hair had been carefully coiffed and piled atop her head,
while some of it had been left to spill free in the back, flowing
down her neck and across one shoulder. A natural beauty, she was
made even more stunning by the fact of her pregnancy, she was quite
literally ‘great’ with child. Given the shine in her eyes and the
way Dorian was constantly watching her, I did not doubt the old
rumor that many women were more beautiful when pregnant.

Next to Rose sat Sir Harold, the third
highest ranked of my knights. Beside him was his wife, Lisette. She
had formerly been one of the castle maids, but now she was more
properly addressed as, ‘Dame Lisette’. Across from Harold and
sitting next to Miriam, was Walter Prathion, wizard and these days,
Baron of Arundel as well. I had granted the title and lands to him
not long after the death of our previous king, Edward. He certainly
deserved the reward, and I didn’t mind having one of the only
remaining wizards in existence as my vassal.

Beside Walter sat his wife Rebecca,
now the Baroness of Arundel. Beyond her sat the rest of the Knights
of Stone, Sir Egan, Sir Donald, Sir Brian, Sir Daniel, Sir Jeffery,
Sir Grant, Sir Lionel and Sir Ian. Only a few of them had families
close enough to attend the dinner at Castle Cameron, although two
of them were lucky enough that their wives were able to attend.
Given the length of the table, conversation wasn’t easy. That was
probably for the best, since I had forgotten the names of their
wives. Penny frequently saved me when it came to such
matters.

After everyone had had their cups
filled, I stood and looked first down the table and then across the
hall. I drew everyone’s eyes to me before I raised my goblet and
called out to them, “Today we are grateful at the return of our
brave soldiers. Let us all raise our drinks in a toast to those who
have worked so hard to defend this realm from all who threaten it,
and who have risked their lives to protect those who yet survive in
Gododdin.”

Cries of ‘hear, hear!’ rang out as
everyone stood and lifted their mugs. After several noisy moments,
during which people shouted their agreement, I sat back down and
the first platters of bread were brought in. A light cream soup
followed and the meal began in earnest.

“How is Gram feeling?” said Penny
looking across the table to Rose. After his nap we had turned him
loose to see his father but we didn’t know for sure what he had
told them yet.

“You mean his arm?” Rose replied. Her
face was smooth, like a still pond with hidden depths.

“Of course.”

Rose broke the tension with a smile.
“He’s fine. In fact, he seems to think that it’s magic now, though
he wouldn’t tell me what sort of fantastic tale Mordecai told him
when he healed it.”

Dorian uttered a deep chuckle. “A
broken arm wouldn’t slow him down much anyway; the Thornbears come
from tough stock.” The large warrior’s face had lines now, the
product of years spent in the sun. His once dark hair now held a
large amount of grey; much like his father, Dorian’s hair was
turning white early. He also bore a full beard, for shaving was a
luxury few bothered with while living on the road.

In my mind, Dorian was still a downy
cheeked youth, the friend I had grown up with, but each time I saw
him my eyes reminded me that he was no longer a boy. Whenever he
returned from one of the long patrols it seemed as though he had
aged several more years. It was an unwelcome reminder to me of his
mortality.

“I wouldn’t have known he was injured
if I hadn’t seen the bone sticking out,” I interjected, “He was so
calm and quiet about it.”

Rose spoke again, “He obviously takes
after his father.”

“Speaking of his father, I’m dying to
know how things went in Gododdin. I hear there were no casualties
this time.” The latest question came from my mother,
Miriam.

Dorian grimaced, “That is true, but I
worry at the cause for our good fortune.”

Sir Harold leaned in, “Perhaps we
should save this discussion for the meeting tomorrow
morning.”

“That might be best,” agreed Dorian.
“I’d rather not start speculating here and create unnecessary
rumors.”

I nodded, “Your words show wisdom,
Harold. Even so, I’d like both of you to meet with me after dinner,
rather than wait till morning.”

My mother was not quite as content.
“Now hang on… when will I get to hear the news?” said
Miriam.

“I’ll fill you in later,” I said
soothingly.

Miriam grunted, “You always say that,
but later doesn’t always come.”

As much as I would have liked to argue
the point with her, my mother was correct. It was a problem with my
new title and station, but it wasn’t anything I could fix. Before I
could open my mouth to try and apologize she spoke again, “Don’t
worry about it son. You’re the Count di’Cameron, and I am a nosy
old woman.”

“That isn’t true, and you know I value
your advice,” I said, without a hint of the apology I had
considered a moment before.

Having recovered her sense of decorum,
she replied, “You’re kind to say that, Mordecai.” With that she put
her attention deliberately on her food and retreated from the
conversation. I admired her for her graceful recovery in an awkward
situation, but I still worried about her. Since my father’s passing
she had become more emotional. Penny had suggested that without
Royce to anchor her, she was simply showing more of her emotional
side to her family (me). I suspected that she was correct. Penny
had an uncanny intuition when it came to these things.

The conversation proceeded from there,
as Penny and Rose took up the slack in the conversation. Over the
past seven years the two had become even closer friends, which was
a good thing considering that Rose now resided primarily in Castle
Cameron.

“What was that?” I asked. Rose had
said something to Dorian, but I hadn’t quite caught her words. For
his part, my friend looked a bit uncomfortable.

Rose glanced over at me before
speaking, “I was telling my husband that it’s a good thing these
patrols are timed the way they are. If he had been leaving on this
one instead of returning, he might have missed the birth of our
next child.”

The birth of your
daughter, I thought to myself. Rose and
Dorian had asked me not to tell them the gender of their unborn
child, preferring it to be a surprise, but she was far enough along
that every wizard that had come into contact with her already knew
the sex. “The timing was pure luck, but I’m sure we could have
rearranged things if it had worked out differently,” I
replied.

Dorian spoke up, “If fate smiles
kindly upon us, we should see our second child in less than two
months.” His optimism sounded a bit forced.

“Perhaps if fate were truly kind, you
would not need to lead the next patrol,” Rose answered acerbically.
She looked at her husband as she spoke, but the words were clearly
directed at me.

A split second passed as the words
hung in the air. Penny had reached across to clasp her friend’s
hand with an encouraging look. Glancing in my direction she clearly
thought it obvious that I would excuse my friend from the next
patrol. In fact I had already considered doing so, but the look on
Dorian’s face gave me pause. Having known him for most of my life I
could see that he had no intention of passing his duty on to
someone else. I could also see that he had probably already had
this conversation with Rose in private. She had brought it up again
to put him on the spot, certain that my approval would leave him
with no choice but to stay at home.

All of this occurred in
one breathless pause, and then I lowered my eyes, rubbing my
forehead with one hand to give me a moment to think. Penelope
frowned as she saw my hesitation, and of course Rose was equally
observant, meanwhile I spotted a flash of hope on Dorian’s
face. What the hell kind of man wants to
leave his family to pursue undead when he had a newborn at
home? As a father myself, I found his
devotion to duty abnormal, and yet I had known he would be this
way. It was a large part of the reason I had chosen my friend to
lead the Knights of Stone.

If I gave public approval to their
plan to keep Dorian at home, he would be in very hot water if he
chose to go anyway. Yet, if I ordered him to go, I would face the
wrath of Penelope later. Taking a deep breath I spoke, “I cannot in
good conscience force Cyhan or Harold to take up an extra patrol at
this point. If there are other options I may consider them later,
but it will depend upon our meeting tomorrow and on Cyhan’s report
when he returns in six months.”

None of them had expected
that response, and I didn’t like the look on Penny and Rose’s
faces. Penny in particular opened her mouth to argue with me before
closing it again. She had learned quite a bit of tact over the
years. When she opened it again, she had a cooler reply, “I’m sure
you have your reasons, husband.
We can discuss them later.”

Dinner was noticeably quieter after
that.


Chapter 4


“Feel free to explain your extremely
clever reasons for not putting Rose and Dorian’s minds at ease
about the next patrol,” said Penny, as we closed the door leading
back to Castle Cameron. Her expression left no doubt regarding her
personal opinion.

Now that we were alone, I had no
reason not to give her my real justification. “First I will have
your promise that this remains between the two of us,” I told
her.

“Why?” she asked shrewdly.

I sighed. “If my reasoning gets back
to Rose then it will defeat the purpose.”

She shook her head in resignation, “At
the moment you aren’t in her good regards anyway.”

I held my ground.
“Promise?”

Penny stared at me, “You really don’t
want me to tell Rose?”

I nodded positively.

“Fine.”

“Dorian can’t help himself. As long as
he feels he could be doing more, he will. I’m just trying to make
things easier for him with Rose,” I said at last.

My lovely wife stared at me intently
for a moment before she replied, “You really surprise me sometimes.
Over the years you’ve really learned a lot of tact and subtlety.
What really amazes me is that you can be so complex and yet still
make so many mistakes.” Her face was thoughtful and one of her
eyebrows twitched awkwardly.

And you my dear, have come
a long way in mastering your temper. Years ago you would have
simply called me an ‘idiot’ and the fight would be on,
I thought silently. “You still haven’t mastered
the art of lifting one eyebrow,” I said instead, raising and
lowering my right brow to illustrate the point.

Penny smirked. “That doesn’t change
the fact that you picked the wrong side this time. Dorian is about
to be a father again. I know you well enough to know, you couldn’t
possibly think he should be out in the field rather than at home
with his children. You should be trying to beat that lesson through
his thick skull, rather than making it easier for him.”

She had me, but I didn’t intend to
admit her point yet. “The danger still exists; otherwise Dorian
would not be so keen to find the shiggreth.”

“You have many other knights who are
capable of managing the task for now.”

“There is only one Dorian.”

“His children deserve a father, and he
deserves a family life,” she countered smoothly. “Only he can do
that for them. Other knights can lead your patrols.”

I crossed my arms, a visible sign of
my stubborn intent. “I believe he wants that as well, but I trust
his instincts. If he thinks he needs to keep going with them, I
won’t hold him back.”

She pursed her lips, staring up at me.
“You’ll pay a price with Rose for this. Don’t think she’ll let you
off, now that you’ve set yourself as the obstacle to her
happiness.”

“What about you?” I asked.

Her hand slipped into mine and we
resumed walking. “I think you’re wrong, but it isn’t worth fighting
over.”

“Rose is your closest friend. Will she
hold my decision against you?”

The most beautiful woman I had ever
met looked at me from the corner of her eye. “I intend to let her
think I’m making your life miserable at home as matter of female
solidarity. Make sure she doesn’t doubt me or I’ll make the ruse
into reality.”

That deserved a kiss.


***


The next day I met privately with
Dorian after breakfast. I had considered having him eat breakfast
with us, but Penny had vetoed that idea by telling me that he
needed to spend the time with his own family.

Since it was just the two of us, I
thought we could use the time more productively if I showed him the
progress on some of my projects while we talked. I was too often
forced to sit in chairs to want to spend my morning that way. So it
was that we found ourselves walking down a corridor leading to a
stairway.

As we walked, Dorian asked with a
grin, “Aren’t you supposed to have a babysitter or some such with
you?”

I gave him a sour look to reward his
witty remark. “If you mean a miellte, then yes I probably should,
but I gave Elaine the morning off.”

“I thought you said they were supposed
to keep you under twenty four hour watch.”

I was beginning to regret sharing some
of the information that Moira Centyr had given me years ago.
According to her, an archmage with my extreme sensitivity should be
monitored constantly, even while sleeping, to avoid unfortunate
‘accidents’.

“There are only three other wizards in
existence currently. I can’t afford to keep them all occupied
simply watching me,” I replied. Of course I was referring to
Walter, his daughter Elaine, and his son George who had just turned
eighteen, hardly a good age for the boring duty of following me
around all day. “Besides,” I added, “I’m not planning to do
anything remotely magical this morning, and I thought we might need
some privacy for your report.”

“I’m sure Elaine was disappointed,” my
friend replied, with an amused expression.

“Are you planning to tell me about
your trip through Gododdin, or do you just plan on reminding me of
all my other problems this morning?” I answered, slightly
annoyed.

Dorian’s brow creased as his thoughts
returned to the main purpose for our walk. “I don’t have very much
to report, which bothers me.” As we began descending the stairs
leading into the cellars beneath Castle Cameron, he said, “We saw
absolutely no sign of any remaining shiggreth in Gododdin this
time.”

“Which doesn’t mean they aren’t
there,” I responded, “since we have no way of detecting them
yet.”

“You keep saying
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