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Chapter 1 – Childhood Traces

Ruth was walking along, enjoying a much-appreciated moment of blissful quiet. She had not really considered how much her life would change when she agreed to be the Lady of the Castle, consort of the Lord of Borachland. Pawlik was a fantastic man and her bonded Anchor. However, she sometimes forgot that he was a noble in a long line of aristocrats. The traditions and the demands of his position were more complicated than a middle-aged human from a not very lofty background on Earth could ever comprehend.

If the abrupt transition was crazy for her, she wondered how her grandson and son were doing so well. None of them ever forgot the people from whom they were abducted. Ruth knew that her arms and heart ached every day for missing friends and her dead husband. And hundreds of times a day, she reached for her dogs and cats, a pang of loss hitting her every time that her fingers didn’t touch their fur.

However, there was much to be enjoyed in the world that they found themselves. There were great people here, interesting and funny, sometimes exasperating. Ruth and her son and grandson were alive, and that had to count for something.

Many times she had worried that they would not survive. She considered their survival a triumph and one that she did not forget to acknowledge.

As she came up to an intersection of the hall, the Archmage Ruth instantly changed to her grandmother role. She could hear Troyer talking to his adopted sister, Techla. Not wanting to disrupt their conversation, she slowed down and listened carefully.

“Back with my mom and brother, we would be doing costumes and getting ready to go out trick-or-treating.”

Techla seemed unsure of herself as she asked, “Why would people give you treats for tricking them? That doesn’t seem to make any sense.”

“That wasn’t exactly it. Apparently a long, long time ago before even Grandma was born, if you didn’t give people something when they came to your door, they would play a trick. It has changed now so that it is not so mean, but sometimes you can do funny tricks on people. Things that don’t really hurt. If you play a trick on somebody and it’s not bad, then it turns into amusing.”

“How could something turn into funny?”

“I don’t know, I think it’s just confusion started by the old people.”

Ruth smiled to herself and was about to come around and sweep both the kids into a big hug when she heard a different note in Troyer’s voice. Her heart gave a lurch as she recognized the grief that he covered up every day because he didn’t want to further hurt his father or her.

“I really miss doing things like costumes and parties. My mom always made really fancy parties for birthdays and stuff. I don’t even know now when my birthday is. It’s like everything sort of muddles together. Instead of being able to think about the next holiday or the next celebration, all we have is time that goes on and on.”

Techla's fierce tone startled even her grandmother. Ruth had never heard that assertive note in the little one’s voice, as Techla said, “Then we will just have our own parties. There’s no reason for us not to celebrate. I miss some of my family’s traditions too. Every year when winter just started, all of the kids get together and try to fly. It was a huge thing if you could fly and you would get all sorts of presents. People would sing to you the first time your wings would carry your weight. And I’m not sure I’m ever going to be able to hear that singing again.”

“Please don’t cry Techla. I am sure Grandma will fix your wings.”

“But can she find me others like me that know the words?”

Ruth heard a shifting of little bodies and glanced around the corner to see Troyer hugging his sister and patting her on the back. She pulled her head back quickly so that the children did not see her. I never thought about how the lack of traditions would hurt them. I have to think more about this and see what we can find out because I have no idea what the songs should be. I also need to find a healer because I’m not very good at that. I left her wings alone because I was worried that I would mess them up worse than they are now. Too bad, I never told her why, because I see now that she might think I did not care.

Ruth spun on her heel and headed back up the hall. It was about time she got some people together, and they figured out what they could do to celebrate. It was a nice fall day, and it reminded her of late October on Earth. Halloween would be a perfect tradition to start here. After all, who didn’t like a little bit of masquerading? It should be a pretty safe holiday to start with.

<< <> >>

It had been a busy and enjoyable couple of weeks. When Ruth had burst in on Pawlik and the Seneschal, dragging her security people with her, the two men had at first thought that there was an emergency. The Mage had told them that yes, there was an emergency, but it was associated with a non-imminent problem.

Her flood of words washed over the two men leaving them confused, but her bodyguards were made of sterner stuff. Jenna and Margot immediately picked up on the idea. They related how their own family traditions were very important and joined Ruth in bemoaning the fact that they had not thought of that unifying power before now.

Distilling down the animated discussion, Pawlik finally said, “You are talking about social ceremonies. We have one at the end of the year, which is gift-giving and one in the spring that is a celebration of those that are newly married. I vaguely remember some other things from when I was small, but I don’t know what they were.”

The Seneschal had turned without a word and trotted out of the room. Reappearing a short time afterward, he laid out a small book that listed the times of the year and the protocols for each of the ceremonies. Most of the events were very formal, some just unstructured celebrations. However, Ruth latched on to those that were easily identifiable as traditional aspects, and she promised to read up on them.

Smiling in amusement at his Mage, Pawlik told her just to let them know what they were supposed to do. He trusted her not to put him in too embarrassing of a situation, and he was happy to act under her direction for this type of event.

Ruth, Jenna, and Margot took off to plan their campaign. As they went through the hall rapidly, almost trotting in their speed, Ruth realized that she was happy and excited. Maybe it wasn’t just the children that miss traditions, she thought to herself.

<< <> >>

By the end of the day, most of the inner keep had been swept into the plan to introduce Halloween as a new family tradition. The cooking staff was busy pouring over their notes of Ruth’s descriptions of candied apples, candy corn, and other sweet and sticky items.

The inner keep guard and security people were happily chortling about surprises and creating a haunted castle for the children to wander through. Gardeners, maids, even the pages, were all conscripted to help. The hustle and bustle were invigorating, and Ruth could tell the difference in the overall feel of the entire building.

There was aliveness that had been missing, and she hadn’t realized it. It was something to look forward to experiencing, something to plan. It was a way for all of them to be creative together and to make something for everyone’s enjoyment.

And it would be everyone. While there would be a period of time that the castle was dressed up as a haunted place, the castle staff that would be acting in that bit of street theater would not have to continue long into the day. Once the children had their scare, they would go into a party of games and treats that would satisfy even the homesick ache in Troyer.

Knowing that at the end of the planned entertainment, children would be tired and ready for bed, Ruth decided to also host a dinner dance for the adults. Many of the castle staff could not remember a masquerade or costume ball ever before. Only one ancient gardener remembered dressing up the gardens for a costume party.

Suddenly the center of attention, the old man had related how they had set up nooks and crannies in the garden to provide settings to a rapt audience. People in costumes that matched the scenes would go there and have a sketch made by a local artist or a quick image impression with Arrken’s unusual form of camera.

I have to remember that if we ever get back to Earth that these cameras are going to be an awesome thing to sell. They would take Earth by storm, Ruth thought to herself. The devices used to capture point in time graphics on Arrken were not just two-dimensional. Instead, they grabbed three-dimensional perspectives of whatever the situation was, and it could be exported as a hologram quite easily. Mentally, Ruth added it to a list in her head of possible things for trade. After all, what was the use of having a mercantile venture if you didn’t conduct sales?

So scene-setting it was. The garden was being set up for a variety of elaborate sets distributed among the beautiful fall flowers and colors. Temporary lighting was set up, and Ruth knew that it would be gorgeous. The gardening staff was keeping late hours in their enthusiasm. Even the carpenters were involved, constructing scene sets and stretching their skills to provide decorated props.

The invitations had gone out to the village and to many of the people that Ruth knew. They were invited to come for dinner and dance, but also the invitation was extended to the children. Identifying it as a blend of old and new traditions made it exciting and intriguing to those that were invited. So much so that no one declined.

Ruth had no idea how many people were going to show up. All she knew was that there was going to be a party and they were planning food, drink, and activities for initially children and then the adults.
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Chapter 2 – Almost Party Time

There were only a few hours before the first of the children would arrive. Ruth knew that in the village and in many households scattered around the planet, children and adults had been scuttling around to create unique costumes. Troyer was consulted by many people, both within the castle and in the village. Every time he and Techla had gone down to the town to look for something, they had been inundated by large masses of children all wanting to know about previous Halloweens. Ruth was more than amused when she caught a glimpse of the staid-looking mayor of the village crouched down, asking urgent questions of her serious-faced little grandson.

If nothing else, this party would help blend the former slaves into the society of Arrken.

The Mage was conducting her last circuit of the castle before she would begin her own preparations. Hers was a simple costume because she hated to fuss when she was the one having the party. However, she was looking forward to seeing Pawlik in his.

Ruth was highly amused that the man had been so confident he hadn’t even asked her what it was that he was going to have to wear. I will definitely have to get a picture of his face when he sees it for the first time, she thought to herself.

There wasn’t a thing that she could think of to change in her last trip around, so she headed back to her room. Jenna took over guard duties as she and Margot came back to Ruth’s private quarters. Jenna was already dressed in her costume, which was layered over her regular armored bodysuit. It’d taken the bodyguard some time to figure out what outfit would be appropriate because she refused to give up the protection of her armor. She explained to Pawlik that she was not willing to be vulnerable when guarding the Mage. The Mage’s protective Anchor had enthusiastically agreed.

Margot went off to change into her costume, and the Mage stepped into her private quarters. She dropped into the chair with a sigh of relief and kicked her shoes off. “It feels so good to get off my feet.”

A chuckle from the connecting doorway drew her eyes as the freshly bathed Anchor walked in. Busy toweling his damp hair, he was a sight that brought a smile and a warm feeling to the Mage.

Pawlik offered, “You will be much more tired by the end of today. However, I’m sure that what you have put in place will work fine. It will be nice just to have a celebration, something that we are not worrying about or striving for. And considering all of the fervent thanks that I have gotten for the invitations, it’s not just us that will enjoy this.”

Ruth smiled at him and answered, “I know. I even got several plaintive requests for invitations from people that had not been all that friendly before. Apparently, either their children wanted to come, or their wives were upset that they didn’t get to come to the dance.”

Pawlik laughed, his chest shaking so hard that Ruth could see it from across the room. “Who would’ve thought that you would be such a good party planner,” he said.

Ruth snorted in disbelief and climbed to her feet. “I had better go take my own bath and get ready,” she said. I wouldn’t want to be late for my own party.”

As she walked into the next room, she heard Pawlik’s voice behind her, asking, “Want somebody to scrub your back?”

<< <> >>

There were children everywhere. Once they hit more than fifty, Ruth had given up counting them. They were happily shrieking and darting around like demented bumblebees. Troyer and Techla were in the middle of the pack dressed as what looked like tentacled monsters.

The sewing staff had done a fantastic job of creating the costumes. The tentacles were supported by some sort of gel but let the children position and sculpt them to the desired shape. Techla especially seemed to be enjoying draping her limbs over other people’s shoulders. When they jumped in startlement or screamed in fear, the little girl would giggle and run away.

Ruth had never seen Techla this happy, and her heart warmed to see the smile of pure joy that was on Troyer’s face. She sighed in happiness only to be caught unaware by a hug from her son, Cal. When did he get so tall? she thought to herself.

“Thank you, Mom. This is such a good idea, and I didn’t realize how much it would help just to have a familiar holiday. It’s like we are starting to make a home here. I just wish the rest of the family was here too,” Cal murmured.

There was nothing Ruth could say, and so she just leaned her head against her tall son's shoulder and enjoyed the contact. Together, they watched the whirling masses of children and the animated groups of adults that filled the ballroom and spilled out into the gardens.

The gardeners were ecstatic. They had decided on costumes of scarecrows and nature spirits. Some were dressed in woven vines carefully stitched to underlying clothing while others were in rougher gear with bits and pieces of straw sticking out everywhere. The eight men and one woman roved around the gardens leading groups of children through labyrinths and into small contests that kept them filling their specially provided bags with treats and small prizes.

Ruth had wanted the children engaged and not just eating, so the planners had come up with games that allowed the children to show off their abilities to others in a safe environment. There were tossing and running games, puzzle contests, and places just to watch. Everywhere that the Mage looked, there were smiles and happy chatter.

Margot and Jenna had stuck closely to the Mage, alert but not stern. They knew it was a party, and they didn’t want to ruin the mood, but they refused to lessen their protective scrutiny one iota. Not many people got past them to come over and say hello personally to the Mage. That made the approach of a strange gentleman even more unusual.

The man was already dressed in his costume. That looks like it came out of somebody’s attic. Very authentic looking but from a much earlier time, Ruth thought to herself.

Bringing a pleasant smile to her face, Ruth greeted the gentleman, asking, “Are you enjoying yourself? It looks like the children are.”

The man responded in a polite and restrained manner, “Yes, thank you. This was a very well thought out idea. If all people do is bond with each other over fighting and challenges, they never really have a relationship. It’s just an alliance. By sharing your traditions, you are truly building partnerships.”

“Thank you very much. I cannot claim all the credit, though. The staff here is amazing, and the original idea came from my grandchildren. We got so caught up in the serious stuff that we forgot that there are points of celebration that deserved their own time and recognition.”

“At least you had the wisdom to listen. Many do not.”

Ruth smiled at him. The silence stretched out for a few seconds before the man said, “I will leave you for the rest of the children’s party. But I truly hope that you will save me a dance tonight. It’s not every day that someone can have a chance of dancing with a Mage.”

Flattered, Ruth replied, “I certainly will save you one. I look forward to seeing you this evening.”

The man turned to leave, and Ruth’s attention was drawn by a wave from one of the Master Traders that had purchased a spaceship in their auction. The man, Master Trader Wentworth, grinned broadly and pointed to himself and his son and then toward a gaggle of giggling little girls. Mouthing the word “mine,” he shrugged and smiled again.

Ruth joined him in an expression of amusement and turned to see her bodyguard staring at her.

“What is wrong?”

“Who were you talking to?”

“What do you mean? I was just waving at the Master Trader over there.”

“No, we mean just before then,” stated Jenna.

“Oh, the old man that was in costume already. Is that who you mean?”

The two bodyguards looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders. Ruth would’ve asked more, but just then Techla came running up in tears because one of her friends had fallen and cut her knees. Dragging her grandmother off to deal with it, the little girl was hurriedly telling Ruth about how it happened and asking her grandmother to make it all better. All considerations of anything else promptly fled Ruth’s mind.

<< <> >>

When the children got too tired of the garden, the party moved inside. There were trays of food and additional contests like bobbing for apples set up scattered around the ballroom. Additionally, some of the household staff had set up a haunted castle run through some of the hallways and rooms.

There had been a lot of plotting and conversations that stopped when Ruth entered the room during the preparation time. She had played along, not asking for details and looking forward to being surprised herself.

Once when her sons were young, Ruth had created a haunted house experience in their own home. She had enjoyed setting up tricks and treats in equal measure to startle the unwary and reward the successful adventurer. She expected nothing less of the castle staff.

There were three levels of the haunting. The first was for the very young children and was not terribly frightening at all. Consisting of mostly sleight-of-hand and slightly scary emerging monsters, during the tour the young ones shrieked in surprise, but no one collapsed in terror. It was just the right level of creepy. Scattered throughout the pathway of this haunting trail, were the treats. Children that were observant would find unique items that they could add to their bag and continue on to the next challenge.

The little ones made it through the labyrinth in less than 15 minutes. Tired but pleased, they were routed into another room where parents awaited, and nursery room staff were available for cleanup. The experienced help dealt well with the overwrought and overtired little ones.

The second group had a slightly more difficult time of it. Recognizing that this group would be more resilient and harder to challenge, the perils and treasures were more considerable. Swinging gates that appeared out of nowhere, flashing flames that stayed away from skin and clothing but still startled were some of the scares and challenges. This level introduced elements of danger that could safely be answered by courage.

Ruth was especially impressed by the specters that flitted through the hallways, ratcheting tension by their ghostly appearances. She made a note to herself to tell all of the staff how well they had done and to offer extra bonuses to whoever had thought up the idea of having real-looking ghosts for the event.

The third and final haunted trip was even more realistic. Even Pawlik was moved to say, “Whoever thought this one up was a genius! The spectral guide looks like a real ghost, and that hollow-sounding voice is perfect. And I would love to know how he’s managed to open the door without anybody seeing who’s doing that!”

Ruth answered, saying, “Yes! He is totally perfect, and I think we should make sure that we get him to come back next year. I don’t think that man is one of our regular staff, but the specter certainly has the scary ghost thing down pat. I love the way that he gets them to follow him into the room, and when the door shuts, it clangs. It’s tough to make a wooden door create a clanging sound.”

Pawlik added an acknowledgment but was focused on the first group of older children that were coming out of the haunted area.

“They look like they’ve had a perfect scare. Some of them are holding onto multiple bags, but each of them has at least one. That tells me the person responsible for this design really listened to you about balancing out tricks and treats.”

Ruth nodded, smiling back at her Anchor as she walked over to ask questions of some of the older children that were emerging.

“Well, did you enjoy it?”

“Yes… Yes, I did, Lady Mage.”

The young man was in his late teens and had passed the boundary where you would call him a boy. His face was a bit paler than usual, but he looked energized and anxious, all wrapped up in the same complex expression. Curious, Ruth asked, “So what did you like the best?”

The young man answered, “I don’t know what I liked the best because everything was perfect. The ghosts were scary, almost too believable. However, I have to think that you must have some amazing engineers on your staff to be able to have ghosts appear and disappear in the middle of a room and all of those cold drafts that seem to come up and go away.”

“Lady Mage! Lady Mage!”

A young woman came rushing up to Ruth and flung both of her arms around the startled woman. Before the Mage could take a step back, her hugger burst into speech, saying, “That was really scary! But it was worth it! I just looked in my prize package, the one that I had to get out from underneath the swinging blade. It is exactly what I have always wanted! Thank you again.”

Ruth stood there speechless as the young woman darted away and rejoined a group of her peers. Looking around, the Mage saw that the room was filled with expressions of amazement and energy. It seemed the game designer had nailed the audience and Ruth vowed to herself once again to make sure that he or she were adequately thanked.
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Chapter 3 – On to the Next

The children’s party had been a success. Of course, the little ones had all run too much, ate too many sweets, and worked themselves into utterly exhausted states. When the party was over, the adults ferried their offspring away. Once again, the castle had a rare moment of quiet as the staff took a collective breath of relaxation.

It was the quiet before the storm as a short period of relaxation gave way to concentrated effort to change from a setting suitable for children to one that better fit the adults that would be arriving within a few hours. While the ballroom was being rapidly cleaned and prepared for dancing, the large dining hall was thrown open for its final facelift.

Ruth had decided to do something special for the dining room, something that would impress their guests but not overwhelm the atmosphere. She told the Seneschal and the Housekeeper the room needed to be wholly set before she could do her touches. She also informed them that she expected to have all of the things she needed to do done a couple hours before their next round of guests would appear.

Knowing enough to take her seriously, the dining room was the first thing that was completed. Both Ruth and Pawlik immediately made their way to the chamber when the Housekeeper’s messenger found them. Pawlik was patient and accepting of the multitude of small surprises that were going to be presented to him for the rest the day. His Mage was bubbling with gleeful feelings that he could clearly feel over their bond. He wondered idly whether he should be afraid but decided that nothing could be that bad.

Walking through the dining room door, both the Lord and Lady of Borachland stopped in amazement. Ruth was almost unable to speak, finally expressing her pleasure in a breathy voice, “This is amazing. They have captured exactly what I had in mind, and it is so beautiful.”

Pawlik just stared. Ruth could tell that he was strongly affected but did not know why. The tall noble took a couple of steps to better position himself in the middle of the room and did a slow rotation taking in the entirety of the chamber. Ruth saw a tear trickle down his face and was concerned. When she started to go to him, the Seneschal placed a hand on her arm to stop her.

It was the first time the man had ever touched the Mage, and Ruth looked at him in surprise. Leaning closer to her, the older man said, “Give him a moment. It took me back also when I first saw it. It was as if we had traveled back to the time when his lady mother was alive. Your vision of the hall is almost identical to how she would decorate for naming feasts and so on.”

Exchanging glances with her bodyguards, Ruth just stood and watched Pawlik drink in the room. His face was held rigidly, and his eyes were brimming with tears as he rotated slowly again, looking at every wall, every corner, and every table. Once, twice, and a third time, the nobleman examined the whole room. Everyone was silent as he continued his observation, waiting for his response.

In a sudden explosion of movement, Pawlik took three rapid steps back toward Ruth and caught her up to his chest in a bruising hug. Burying his face into her hair, he murmured brokenly, “Thank you. It’s as if she is still here.”

Ruth could feel the hot tears on her scalp as the memory of his mother slid from his heart to hers. Unable to think of anything to say, the Mage returned the strength of his hug and waited.

“I know she would’ve loved you. She was not very conventional, and you would’ve liked that. I know that she would have been proud to see how wise my choice had been.”

Honored and deeply affected by this public display of affection from her usually reserved mate, the Mage reassured him of her support and regard wordlessly until he recovered his composure.

Pawlik straightened up and dashed a hand over his eyes to remove the traces of his tears. With a last sharp hug for Ruth, the nobleman expressed his gratitude to the staff for doing such an excellent job of setting up the party.

Ruth could tell that the people in the dining room knew how much what they had done meant to their Lord. The look of pride and the increased assurance of their posture telegraphed that to the Mage without anyone having to say a word. Every time something like this happened, Ruth felt like she was better woven into the fabric of daily life here. More integrated and more essential, that increased sense of belonging filled an empty spot in the Mage’s soul.

“Ahem, Lady Mage. Were you going to add something to the decorations?” asked the Seneschal.

“Why, yes, I am.”

Raising his voice, the Seneschal called out, “Everyone to the area by the door. Our Lady is going to add some of her own special effects to what we have set up.”

Ruth waited until everyone had gone out of the middle of the room and away from the walls before she positioned herself in the exact center of the room. Pawlik came and placed both hands on her shoulders, thumbs gently touching the bare skin of her neck. The Mage could feel the power welling from him to her and the sense of connection that grew in power every time they worked together like this.

Centering herself in the invisible embrace of his connection to his home planet, Ruth began to draw on her vision of a warm and welcoming hall with eldritch lights that waxed and waned. Once that was stabilized she added the shadows of dim light and pulled in partially visible shapes that flitted along the rafters and slithered against the walls at ground level.

Expecting to feel a gentle magical push out of her body and into the room, Ruth was taken aback when instead she felt like she was standing in the middle of an explosion. Blasting away from her at high speed and with great force, an invisible wave of insubstantial power crashed around the chamber. At first, the energy bounced against walls and slammed from ceiling to floor. As she concentrated more, it began to slow, and finally soaked into every surface.

The drain of energy from her into the room stopped, and the Mage sagged into her Anchor’s embrace. I didn’t expect it to be that difficult, thought the Mage just before she closed her eyes and fell into an abrupt sleep.

Unworried, Pawlik lifted his mate up into his arms and carried her out of the room. Calling over his shoulder to his startled staff, he said, “You have done amazing things here. I am proud of you and thank you for your efforts. Please carry on while I take our Lady upstairs for a much-needed nap.”

Accompanied by the sound of clapping and relaxed laughter, Pawlik, Lord of Borachland and Anchor to the Archmage Ruth, carried his mate and Mage up the broad staircase and into their bedroom. Without stopping, he spun and kicked the door shut, closing the world out for just a little while.

Smiling at each other, the bodyguards for the two nobles took up positions on either side of the closed door, fiercely determined to allow their charges time for rest. Hopefully, no emergency would rear its head between now and the start of the next party.

In the chamber beyond the door, Pawlik laid Ruth gently on the bed and straightened her limbs. As he pulled his hands away from her, the sleeping woman made a whimpering sound of discomfort and moved her hand searchingly on the top of the covers. The tall man looked down at the slender form for a moment and then shrugged off his sword belt and shoes to join her on the bed. Pulling her against his side, he flipped the covering up over them and luxuriated in the feeling of her warmth against his chest.

Pawlik closed his eyes and thought about what Ruth had done. In his mind, he could see the dining room as she had designed it. Next to it was a dimly-remembered memory of his mother’s setting for the ceremonies that had been so important while she lived. They looked surprisingly alike.

I think you would have loved her, Mother. She is just as fierce as you were. I remember you from my childhood so clearly. Just having Ruth around keeps you stronger in my mind. She has brought life and love here, even if she doesn’t realize that.

Ruth sighed and burrowed more deeply into Pawlik’s embrace. The slender woman instinctively moved toward the warmth of his body and the support of his mind. The man smiled once more, thinking that even situations of terror and pain could produce something that was wonderful.

I miss you, Mother. I wish you could see your grandchildren, talk recipes with Mary, and plot strategy with Cal. I will always miss you.

As the nobleman slipped into the canyon of sleep, drawn by the relaxed warmth of his wife in his arms, he could’ve sworn he heard a well-loved voice say, “I miss you too.”
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Chapter 4 – Dinner and a Dance

Masquerade balls were so much fun. The guests were freer to act without restraint since they were disguised even if the disguises were very thin. The music was more fluid, the conversation livelier. People interacted at a deeper level than they did when they were formally dressed and ceremoniously presented.

Ruth was enjoying every single, solitary second of the spectacle. Pawlik was alternately amused and appalled. He never knew so many of his neighbors could be so much fun.

Dinner had gone very well. The room was just the right degree of spooky. Ruth didn’t know if some of the effects were things that have been designed by the staff or something that she had done unconsciously. She would’ve loved to claim credit for the frighteningly realistic-looking specters, but she hadn’t had them in mind when she cast her spell. She had just been trying to channel the spirit of the castle into a spectral form so that it would make sense to see that type of ghost within the dining room.

The guests were amazed and a little bit frightened. The dinner was fantastic but to see ghosts flitting from rafter to rafter and other more solid specters walking around the table with the servitors, was disconcerting and threw more than one of the guests into a state of nervousness.

Others took it in good fun and really got into the experience of it.

A Master Bard got into a heated discussion with one of the spectral-looking figures. From what Ruth could overhear, they were arguing about the correct interpretation of lines to a song that the Bard had been discussing with the others that would be later played in the ballroom.

The specter, which Ruth believed to be the Seneschal in disguise, stopped and had the temerity to correct the Master Bard, telling him he had gotten the wording wrong. Of course, this kicked off an extremely heated argument. When the Bard had challenged the costumed server to come and show them the right way during the dancing, Ruth had expected the man to back down.

To her surprise, the mist-covered man had promised to take a turn on the stage later on.

Leaning over, Pawlik whispered to Ruth, “I didn’t realize we had anybody that could sing that well here.”

Equally softly, the Mage whispered back, “Neither did I.”

<< <> >>

The dinner was filled with small scares and wonderful food, good conversations, and interesting arguments. Instead of retiring to a different room at the end of the meal, Ruth and Pawlik led their guests from the dining room into the transformed ballroom.

Gone were the trappings that had made the ballroom into the perfect place for a children’s party.

The room had been given a careful and thorough cleaning and was now set up with comfortable chairs in loose groupings around the perimeter of the room and a stage for the entertainment in one corner.

The dance surface was pristine. Glowing with a deep luster, the floor was perfectly even and ready to endure the syncopated footsteps of an evening of dance. As the Lord and Lady of the Castle led the way into the room, the musicians on the dais in the corner started to play. The mellow sound filled the room, and without hesitation, Pawlik swept Ruth into his embrace and on to the dance floor.

There were murmurs of appreciation from the guests as they filtered into the room. The dark Lord of the Castle held the petite Mage gently. Her bright red hair contrasted with the somber color of his costume and her blue eyes seem to be focused only on her Anchor. Pawlik looked equally enthralled. His gaze locked on Ruth’s upturned face, Pawlik spun her around the room in a series of varying spirals, each taking them on a journey dedicated to the blending of movement and the discovery of new ways that they fit together.

No one else took the floor. Instead, the guests watched from the sides amazed at the harmony of movement and the connection that the Mage and Anchor displayed. Throughout the crowd, there were thoughtful faces as people realized that the relationship was more than they thought. Some of the people showed calculation in the set of their mouth and the focus of their eyes while others just enjoyed seeing two people who cared about each other dancing.

The song came to an end, and Ruth and Pawlik stopped in the middle of the floor, frozen and locked in mutual regard. The applause started with one person, soon joined by more, finally reaching through the silo of the couple’s contemplation and bringing Ruth and Pawlik back to the present.

Ruth blushed slightly, startled to be caught in such a display. Pawlik, a strange smile on his face, took a gentle yet firm grip on Ruth’s arm as he turned to his guests and called out, “Welcome to the dance. This is the first of what I hope will be many Halloween balls. Feel free to dance till your feet are sore, wander the gardens in search of the perfect place for a picture, and enjoy the ongoing services of our bartenders and butling staff.”

Once more, a ripple of applause went through the crowd, and voices were raised in animated conversation. Moving like an amoeba into the room, the first guests to be invited to a ball at Borachland Castle in 60 years streamed into the chamber and expanded to cover the entire expanse.

Pawlik held Ruth’s elbow and moved her over to a table that was close to the dance floor but slightly quieter. He seated her and sat down beside her immediately. Leaning over, the Lord of Borachland told his Consort, “I will go get you a drink because I believe that if we don’t drink now, we will not have time for it later. This whole evening has been amazing, and I want us to have our own memories of this night. So save at least three dances for me, my Lady Mage, and then plan on having pictures in the garden appropriate for our costumes.”

Ruth smiled, partially because of his playful words and also in satisfaction at his acceptance of the costumes. She’d worried a little bit that he might not like them. After all, the costumes were something that came from her world, not his. But she had thought that he would look fantastic in an outfit of ancient Greece and so she had crafted costumes that fit that time period for both of them.

When he had come into the room dressed in the Greek traveling costume that consisted of a chiton, a chlamys, and sandals, Ruth was hit with a hot wave of emotion that took her a moment to recognize as pure lust. Pawlik had always been dressed as the Lord of the Castle or as a military man. Seeing him in the shorter garment of an ancient Greek with laced sandals rising up his powerful calves, she was very conscious of his musculature and the coiled power in his body.

She was not so distracted that she missed his reaction to her costume. Balancing his ancient Greek outfit with garments of her own, she had worn a chiton and had a himation, or cloak, made from a sheer fabric that draped gracefully over its top. The fluid nature of the material meant that her garment was molded to her body. With her hair piled up on top of her head and small gemstones hanging from her dressed hair in a veil of chains, Ruth knew that she looked like nothing that Pawlik had ever seen.

The very male response that she got from Pawlik was both affirmation and intriguing. Amused, she thought to herself, So that is what gobsmacked looks like!

The Lord of Borachland stuttered a little bit as he said, “I wish I knew where the Jewels of Borach were. There are several that would complete your costume. There’s never been a Lady of the Castle that would’ve done them more justice.”

It had been a beautiful moment to remember, and Ruth hoped that she always would. Savoring it for a moment, the Mage turned back from that memory to the present and set herself the task of enjoying their very first masquerade ball together.
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Chapter 5 – Snapshots of a Night

Ruth and Pawlik would only remember this party in vignettes, snippets of time and interaction that stood out. There were so many things going on during the ball that it was impossible to keep track of everyone. Pulled in multiple directions, the two rulers of the castle greeted and interacted with friends, vassals, and other guests continuously during the next five hours.

For Pawlik, it was a series of covert political positioning moves. The guests at the party understood his place in the hierarchy of their world. They knew his power, and its basis, and knew how long his reach was. They either asked or offered arrangements and considerations throughout the evening that he would have to consider carefully. In each case, he knew that he would be talking it over with his Mage. Her viewpoint was unique in his experience, and he valued it, if for no other reason that she pointed out when things were not done for well-supported reasons.

Only the crinkle in his eyes displayed the presence of another fond memory. This one he had gathered to himself a few days before when one of his long-term outer keep guards tried to explain to the Lady of the Castle that what she suggested was “just not the way things were done.”

Ruth had responded with an earnest face and a controlled voice, “It’s courageous of you to admit to doing things for all this time for stupid reasons. I applaud you at your open-mindedness.”

Her comment left the guard opening and closing his mouth like a hungry fish. It was all that Pawlik could do not to burst out laughing, but his glance promised his Mage retribution later. Her smile had told him, “Bring it on, boy.”

The nobleman also realized that part of the reason that there were so many covert offers from neighbors and acquaintances was that the power base had definitely shifted. They had no idea how the Mage figured into any of this.

The rumors of her power were dismissed by many, but those that had witnessed the results of it were a growing force in the planetary society. Pawlik hoped that they never had reason to see the Archmage in full fury. He was not sure how many of them would survive.

While Pawlik was dealing with the political ramifications, the Mage was dealing with other aspects of their life. Ruth was confronted by the social portion and felt that she was ill-equipped to do so. Never a terribly social person, the Mage had retreated even more away from large masses of people since the traumatic events that led her to where she was now.

Unfortunately, here she was, organizing a party which was social in nature. Decorating and architecting the activities was enjoyable but then she had to pay for it by being doomed to useless chatter with people she did not know. Adding more flourishes to her trauma, she had to interact with many people that had no idea how to communicate with her.

They were uncomfortable, which transmitted their feelings to the Mage. Left on her own, she would have fled the party, but she had responsibilities, and those included acting as a hostess. To leave would mean that she would have failed her staff, her Anchor, and herself.

One of those social duties was to dance with many strangers. Either she didn’t understand the steps or some of these people were really poor dancers because her feet ached before the third set finished. Apparently one of the goals on this planet was to tromp hard on the toes of your partner. Ruth wasn’t exactly sure when it was her turn to cause pain, but she was looking forward to it.

The fourth dance was different. The same man that had come and talked to her during the children’s party showed up and asked her to dance. After having promised him to reserve a place on her dance card, Ruth had no plan to deny him. She smiled at her bodyguards and reached out her hand to the old gentleman.

From the moment she touched his hand, she knew that something was going on. The sharp, cool touch that radiated down her arm when her flesh met his told her that this was not a typical person.

Usually, when Ruth made contact with someone, she got impressions of overall emotions. Touching this man, who introduced himself as Frank, had a different dimension to her perception. Instead of the immediacy of feelings and a slight flash of his past and future, the Mage was presented by a sense of endless time. The typical flash was replaced by a broad spectrum of input that displayed a complexity of thought and emotion that made her feel like an absolute child and an idiot one at that.

His conversation was pleasant, but he spoke of things that had more substance than most of the casual chats she had been forced to participate in this evening. He spoke of the challenges that lay ahead of her and the weight of responsibilities that would crush a noble of the house. Ruth heard the ring of sincerity in his voice and the thundering echo of experience in his words.

Intrigued, she asked, “How do you know so much? I can hear that you have done this and you understand these challenges at a basic level. I also understand that this house is one of the few that still exist on Arrken that maintain the aristocratic traditions.”

With an approving smile, the old man responded, saying, “What a bright child you are. Your guess is good and yes I have experience. Someday, I may tell you that story but for now, just know that I too have dealt with these sorts of pressures and responsibilities. Although my time in that position is long over, it still has relevance today, irrespective of your technology.”

Before Ruth could ask more, the music was over, and the dance was done. Her next partner was already there, claiming her hand and allowing her only a few seconds to say goodbye to Frank.

“Thank you for the lovely dance. I hope you will come and talk to me again. Perhaps next time for a meal or a quiet evening, but I would enjoy speaking with you more at depth.”

She had finally startled the old man, obvious in his rounded eyes and arrested look. After a moment he said, “That was not something I expected you to say. Thank you for the invitation. I may actually take you up on it.”

Laughingly, Ruth called over her shoulder as she was led out onto the dance floor by her next partner, “I will hold you to that!”

The old man agreed, saying, “Good!”

His voice touched her ears as she started her dance, surrounded by music and other couples. “He is right, you know. You would grace the Jewels of Borachland more than any other in years.”

Startled, Ruth searched for the old man in the crowd but could not spot him. Now, why would he say something like that? And how could he know what Pawlik and I said to each other?”

<< <> >>

Ruth finally decided she needed a break. She not only needed one, but she also deserved it. The muscles in her face were sore from smiling, and her feet had moved from pained to numb hours ago. Every once in a while, she would see Pawlik in passing. Inevitably, he would be entwined in serious conversations and looking tired.

Once or twice, she and her dance partner had moved past her mate dancing with one of the female guests. The Mage and her Anchor both smiled, exchanging fond looks but this was not destined to be a night for them together. Ruth just hoped they would get at least one more dance before the musicians wore out.

Jenna had snagged one of the comfortable chairs close to the fire for the weary Lady of the Castle. Ruth felt like she was still moving, even though the softness of the cushion under her told a different story. The bodyguard pressed a glass into her hands and suggested brusquely that she drink it.

“You just have to hang on a little bit longer, my Lady. You’re doing fine, and we’ve almost made it through.”

“Thank you, Jenna, I hope I’m going to make it because I have to tell you that it has been an incredibly long day and I’m running out of reserves.”
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Chapter 6 – Musical Treats

Before either of the two women could say anything else the music from the dais stopped and the Master Bard, Dresholm Silver-tongue, took center stage. In the mellow, trained voice that proclaimed his profession to everyone within earshot, the man announced that they were going to have a rare bit of entertainment.

As two chairs were set up on the stage in separate pools of light, he announced, “When two musicians disagree on the best way to sing or play music it is traditional for them to take the ultimate decision to an audience. Earlier tonight, I had a disagreement with a gentleman in the dining room, and we agreed to settle it on stage tonight. Whoever sways more of you to his position will be the winner.”

A second man stepped into the other pool of light on the stage. Older and frailer than the Master Bard, he still moved with the assurance of practiced motions. Offering a small bow of greeting to the younger man, he turned to look confidently at the audience and delivered a flamboyant bow to them.

Laughter and applause was his response, and he grinned more widely. Taking a sack from underneath his cloak, he took his seat and brought the bag and his hands to rest on his lap. Turning expectantly toward the Master Bard, the old man waited.

Somewhat disconcerted by the silence, Dresholm asked in a sharper tone, “You do realize you have to both play and sing, right?”

When the old man nodded his head and smiled again, the audience laughed even harder. Disgruntled, the Master Bard announced, “I will play first.”

As annoyed as he sounded when he was speaking, when Dresholm picked up his instrument, his whole manner changed. Touching his strings to make sure they were in tune, he launched into a song that only a true master could play.

It was a song written hundreds of years before by the legendary Bard, called Marinell, Music’s Heart. It called for intricate playing and flawless vocals. The words were a syncopation that intertwined with the music and embroidered the sound into a fabric that could be felt on the skin.

Dresholm played beautifully. The audience was enthralled, drawing closer to the stage. The other musicians were frozen in amazement, drinking the glory of the sound in. The old man looked at the Bard with eyes that were both proud and dark, as if shadows lurked behind the guileless smile. He watched the Bard’s face, his expression changing only when a particular stanza seemed to shimmer away from the close harmony of the rest of the song.

The piece itself was not very long, stretching through only a little more than five minutes of glorious, beautiful exultation. When the Master Bard laid his harp down on his lap, the silence was complete, broken only by the sound of breathing and the thudding of many hearts.

The silence lasted for ten seconds, an eternity to the musician holding his harp in trembling fingers. Then the room exploded in applause and shouts of amazement. The energy of the chamber washed back into the Master Bard and filled him with the approbation and admiration that he needed. Straightening up, he rose to his feet and bowed in acknowledgment.

More confident now, he turned to the patiently waiting older musician and asked, “Do you still want to take me on? Are you sure that you want to accept this challenge?”

The older man let his expression flower into a joyful, fierce expression that the other musicians in the room recognized. Here was one of the core parts of their life, this striving for perfection that none of them could ever reach but all of them craved to the depths of their soul.

This is what was food and drink to them. They were slaves to their muse, and she was a hard mistress.

The old man let his cloak slip off his shoulders and onto the floor behind the chair. He was dressed in an archaic costume that some of the people in the room recognized from long ago history classes. Murmuring their appreciation for his choices, the audience settled down to listen to his attempt.

Many of them were telling their neighbors that he could not possibly play better than the Master Bard. Others suggested kindness and courtesy and that listening to him was the charitable thing to do.

Ruth had been looking at the old man carefully. All of a sudden, Jenna heard the Mage drawing in a sharp breath of recognition. Turning quickly to the smaller woman, the bodyguard asked urgently, “What is wrong?”

The reply was soft and carried only as far as her bodyguard’s ears. “The Master Bard is going to lose.”

“Impossible! That was a flawless performance.”

“Want to bet?”

Ignoring a faint danger flag in the back of her mind, Jenna told the Mage, “Yes. What are the stakes?”

When the Mage answered, the bodyguard thought twice but decided that since she wasn’t going to lose, it was not a problem. So they agreed on the bet.

Turning back to the stage, the Mage had a small smile on her face. The bodyguard had an equally smug one on hers.

Both women jumped slightly when Pawlik seemed to materialize next to them without warning. Putting a gentle hand on his Lady’s shoulder, the Lord of the Castle said, “I thought I would come and listen to this one with you.”

The look that Ruth directed at her mate was warm and appreciative. Smiling in contentment, she rested her cheek against his hand.

All of the discussion had just taken a few moments, and it was now time for the second musician to play. The room became quiet, and everyone’s attention was focused on the stage.

The old man pulled his harp out of the bag on his lap. There was an amazed gasp of astonishment from the musicians in the room as the glory of his instrument took the light in the circle and sent it sparkling throughout the room.

The Master Bard was the closest person to the old man, and he half rose from his seat to go and look at the harp but dropped like a puppet with his strings cut as the old man drew the first note from the instrument’s golden strings.

The music was basically the same as the previous performance, but the masterful rendition of the Master Bard paled in comparison to the sheer artistry of the older musician. It was as if the man and the harp were one, music intertwined with will and emotion, words offered from the soul.

Singing flawlessly throughout the song the old man’s voice was rich and full, painting a complex tapestry of experience and depth that none of the audience had ever heard before. Many people forgot to breathe as the old man continued to sing, his voice rising and falling in waves of emotion that let no one loose. Pulling them along with his journey, the singer held them enthralled.

When he started the stanza that they had argued over, there was no dissonance or feeling of separation between the music and the words. Smoothly, the listeners rode with him to the quiet, beautiful ending that landed them in a cloud of bliss and peace.

The music died, the voice was quiet, the harp stopped. The Master Bard looked up at the old man with tears pouring down his face, feeling like his soul had been cleansed, and all of his sins forgiven. His eyes were caught by that of the other musician. They stared at each other for one endless moment before the old man smiled.

The Master Bard knew that he had been defeated, but he still couldn’t say a word. He bent his head in apology, shamed by his hubris. For the first time in his entire life, he had no slick words to offer, nothing to say.

There was a faint touch of an old hand on the back of his head and a voice that carried well to his ears and the rest of the musicians. “You have done well. …But don’t muck the words up again!”

The light in the room disappeared so suddenly that people thought for a moment that their eyes had quit working. There were a few shouts of amazement before the light was back on. Where the old man had been sitting was an empty chair and a discarded cloak. No one else moved as the Master Bard rose on tottering feet and went over to pick up the mantle. Gathering it to himself with shaking hands, the man flinched as something slipped from inside the garment and clattered to the stage.

Dropping to his knees, the stunned man stared at the sealed tube lying on the wooden flooring. He knew what it was. He saw modern versions of it every day when he went into his composing room. It was how musicians had stored their music and compositions for hundreds of years. Curled inside the protective tubes, their works didn’t degrade and didn’t suffer from destructive folds.

The old man had left Dresholm a gift.

The Master Bard let his head drop onto his arms and loosed his tears to fall, overwrought and with his whole world shaking around him. The other musicians rushed to help him stand and collect the items before gently leading him off the stage.

Determinedly, several of the journeymen musicians picked up their instruments and began to play music for dancing. Although many of the guests failed to retake the dance floor, the music was a good transition from the heights where they had been to their ordinary world.

This certainly was going to be a party to remember.
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Chapter 7 – Perchance to Dream

The party was finally over, and the extremely weary rulers of the castle could head for bed. Ruth and Pawlik both knew that the castle staff would be working hard while they slept to clean up the leftovers of the entertainment. Not wanting to take their own rest without thanking a large number of people that had performed so well, Pawlik asked that all of the staff members join them in the ballroom, excusing only those that were on active guard duty.

It took a little while for them to gather, but it wasn’t more than 15 minutes before Ruth and Pawlik could look out across the crowd of tired but happy faces. The Lord of the Castle started off with fervent thanks to all of them for what they had done. He told them how they had done excellent work and exceeded his expectations. They smiled and looked proud when Pawlik said that. But when he told them that it brought back memories of his mother and the joy of his childhood, there was not a dry eye in the house.

Almost tottering from exhaustion, Ruth added her thanks to Pawlik’s. Her expression of gratitude covered inside and outside staff, gardeners, cooks, seamstress, touching on everyone. They could hear her voice waver as she said, “You executed everything beautifully. There were no major blunders and no critical failures. There is no way we can ask for more because you were that close to perfect.”

A wave of cheers and applause rang around the room, and Pawlik offered an arm to his Lady. Pulling her hand through the crook of his elbow, he covered it with his large warm hand and begin to guide her from the room. They moved about halfway toward the door before she yanked him to a sudden stop and said, “I really wanted to thank the person who took care of setting up the haunted room ghosts and the spectral servers in the dining room. Who did that?”

There was a deep pause before the Seneschal stepped forward and said, “Lady Mage, none of us did that. We thought you did.”

Bemused, Ruth was unable to say a single word as her Anchor pulled her from the room and marched her off to bed. Her mind kept spinning in circles, wondering what she had missed. When she tried to talk about it to Pawlik, he kept repeating, “In the morning.”

Ruth knew she was overly tired, and that Pawlik had to feel the same. However, this mystery was not going to let her just relax.

Even with his mate protesting each step of the way, Pawlik was not to be deterred and got her back to her bedroom. Practically forcing her to take off her costume and slip on a comfortable robe, Pawlik herded his Mage out into their shared sitting room and seated her in the comfy chair by the fire.

“I will be right back. Do not move a single step.”

Stymied, Ruth stared at the fire for a while and then turned to look back toward the opening to Pawlik’s suite. An instant later, the man appeared clad in an equally comfortable robe and bearing two glasses and a bottle. Pouring the wine, he handed the first glass to Ruth and kept the second for himself.

As he went to put the bottle down on the table next to the second chair by the fire, Pawlik froze in mid-motion.

“Pawlik, what is the matter?” asked Ruth.

Ignoring her, the Lord of Borachland raised his voice to call out urgently, “Jenna!”

Bursting through the door to the hallway came Ruth’s bodyguard and assistant head of security, Jenna. The former space Marine had both energy weapon and sword drawn as she shouldered through the doorway, closely followed by her counterpart on Pawlik’s detail, Himmlor.

Both bodyguards did a quick visual check of the room before snapping their attention back to Pawlik. He was standing motionless in the middle of the room holding a wine bottle in one hand and a glass in the other, but there was no sense of relaxation about him. Directing their attention to the table, Pawlik asked in a flat, dangerous-sounding voice, “What do you know about this?”

Jenna approached the table while Himmlor hung back and watched the perimeter. After a glance at whatever was on the table, Jenna looked at Pawlik and answered, “Nothing. I have no idea how it got in here.”

At those words, Himmlor moved closer to the table and did his own inspection. Turning to his Liege, the man said, “Sorry, Sir. But neither one of us has any knowledge of how this got here. Would you like me to open it for you.”

“I do not believe so. If whoever put it there was capable of getting past you to trespass here, they could have just as easily killed us. They apparently just want to make a point, and we need to see what that point is.”

As the impact of his words struck home through the veil of exhaustion wrapped around Ruth, she jumped to her feet and came over to the table, still carrying her wineglass. All that she could see that would excite the three of them was a plain-looking envelope on top of a decorated box sitting on the table.

The outside of the chiseled chest was covered with intricate carvings. It glowed to Ruth’s enhanced sight with a sparkle that said “magic.” The envelope was innocuous, thick white paper intricately sealed and addressed in a well-rounded and intelligible hand.

Entirely out of patience, the Mage wanted to get back to what was promising to be an exciting evening. Deciding that they were going to waffle too long, Ruth went ahead and picked up the envelope while they continued to argue.

Her action was met with simultaneous gasps of concern from her mate and the two bodyguards. Ruth ignored them, gently breaking the seal and opening the envelope to draw forth the note that was tucked inside.

Written in a bold hand, the note contained very few words. It read, “Thank you for the lovely party. In keeping with the theme, we have played our tricks, and now we are providing your treat. We look forward to next year’s celebration.”

Reading through the note twice to make sure she understood it, Ruth handed it over to Pawlik who shared it immediately with Jenna and Himmlor. Realizing what Ruth was going to do as they completed reading the note, all three of them sprang toward her in a futile effort to stop her before she finished the next, typical action.

The Mage was too fast for them. While they were still struggling through the first reading of the note, she had picked the box up and clicked open the unsecured latch.

For a moment, they were worried that Ruth was bespelled because she froze in a posture of amazement. After a moment, the Mage looked up dumbly at her mate as he moved next to her. Without a word, Ruth pushed the box over to him, and the Lord of the Castle gazed down at the contents of the box. He too froze in astonishment.

At this point, Jenna was speaking urgently into her radio, summoning the rest of the security team. She didn’t know if there was something in the container that was striking people dumb and motionless, but she wasn’t going to take the risk.

Charging through the door at a dead run, the second reinforcement group for the protective detail fanned out to further protect the Lord and Lady. Margot followed shortly, rapid-firing questions at Jenna and Himmlor to understand what was going on.

Finally, Margot walked over to Pawlik and demanded, “Well? What’s in the blasted box?”

The Seneschal and the Housekeeper arrived in the quarters just in time to hear the head of the House of Borach say, “Someone left us the missing casket of the Jewels of Borach.”

As most of the people in the room froze in silent astonishment, the reverberating crash of the Seneschal fainting onto the floor echoed in the chamber.

[image: ]


Author Notes

Welcome to a side story in the Unfettered Mage Series. This was a fun story to write, and one that is directly associated with Halloween.

Even while struggling with her own adjustments to a new life, Ruth is aware of both her son and grandson having their own difficulties. The wistful yearning for a familiar celebration leads Ruth to make one of those promises that parents and grandparents make to their children that backfire on them spectacularly.

What started out as a small promise grows into a huge event, one that will forever change celebration on Arkken.

Can anyone predict how the rest of Ruth’s transplanted holidays will go? And even more, is this a trick or treat?

I have a lot planned for Ruth, Pawlik, Cal, and the others. Let me know who your favorite characters and I’ll try to drop snippets on my blog and Facebook page over the next few weeks. That way you can see a bit of their journey before the next book, Social Combat, comes out.

Thank you all for your contributions and your interest. It makes it all worthwhile.

Cheerfully,

Taki
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today's world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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The Goblin and the Grocer

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Haunted Hearts I

Reindeer Don’t Fly

Silent Thanks

Shadowed Light

Powerhouse Punch
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Keep Connected

Keeping connections is so important today in our digital world. Readers can always reach me at taki@technologymage.com, or by signing up for my newsletter at http://www.technologymage.com.  I promise that one of these days I will actually stop writing long enough to publish one!

My blog is at http://www.takidrake-author.com/.

If you would like to learn more about the Phoenix Prime program or authors, please visit  pprcollective.com and look for her book-related merchandise here!

Thanks for joining me for this brief time.

Cheerfully, Taki
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