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Chapter 1– Waterns of Barkin Prime

The sky-blue hue that was the uniform color for all Barkin Healers was the predominant color in the grand hall. The small dark-haired girl loved the color. It spoke to her of home and safety, like a warm pool of water that comforted the skin, offering warmth and buoyancy.

While strangers coming into the building might feel intimidated by the elaborate decorations and the wide expanses, the child was accustomed to her home and saw nothing unusual as she regarded the paneled or silk-clad walls and the intricately carved furniture.

Skipping happily down the empty hall, Corda made her way toward the family staircase that all of the children used. She was returning from an errand and was quite proud of herself.

I’m the oldest little in the nursery right now, she thought. It is so nice to be able to help Nanny by going and getting things instead of having to always stay in the nursery.

Filled with joy and a sense of accomplishment, Corda ran up the family staircase on dancing little feet. She was in a big hurry to get back to the nursery and report on what she had found out for Nanny. Without slowing down, she turned the corner and continued straight for the nursery door.

“Hah! I caught you! Now you’re going to get into trouble, Rugrat.” It was the voice of her second oldest brother, Pharyl, one that filled her with a sense of dread every time she heard his nasal tones. Hoping to avoid him, the little girl tried to speed up, but was snagged by a large, adolescent hand and yanked to a stop by a cruel grip on her braided hair.

“Let me go!” she cried. “Nanny sent me on an errand, and now I am supposed to go back to the nursery. You should not be bothering me.”

In the filtered light of the hallway, her brother’s otherwise attractive face was drawn in lines of cruelty. Corda suppressed a shudder knowing that if she showed fear to him, it would only make the situation worse. Knowing that she could raise her voice and call for Nanny was not much comfort.

The servants did not easily challenge the family members that were no longer in the nursery. While their nurse and instructors had authority over the children’s behavior in the classroom and playroom, in the rest of the house the older children were to be treated with the same respect that her mother and father demanded.

The only thing that my calling for help will do is to get Nanny into trouble. I either think faster to avoid getting hurt, or he’s going to get to play his games again.

Corda felt like two different people right then. The first one was ready to cry or scream, trying to get someone to rescue her. The second one wasn’t looking for anybody else to help her. Instead, she was searching for a solution that would get her out of the situation with body parts intact.

It was as if the little girl could lean one way, and the heat of her emotions would wrap around her, giving her the energy to scream loudly enough to get an adult to help. Corda thought of that part of her as a tiny girl, one that was too small and weak to help herself.

Leaning to the other side of her inner self was like being dumped in the cold water of a mountain stream. All the heat and turmoil of emotions went away, leaving calm logic and clear thoughts in its wake.

One way, I need to depend on somebody else to rescue me, while the other means I take care of myself. In a household with seven children, attention was always spread thin. From a very young age, she had known that if she wanted something done that there was a good chance, she would have to do it herself.

Deciding to take a more aggressive stand with her brother than she had before, Corda refused to cry. Instead, she turned to squarely face her brother, ignoring the pain of her scalp as he tightened his grip on her hair.

“Pharyl, you should be the one who’s worried about being here. I heard Father telling you that you have to pay more attention to your studies. Aren’t you supposed to be in the classroom with your tutor working on mathematics?”

“Shut up! I don’t need this stupid math! Of course, they’re going to let me into the Academy! After all, I’m a Watern, and we have been graduates of the Academy for hundreds of years.”

“I’m young enough that I don’t have classes during most the day, but if you want to get into the Academy, you have to get better at several subjects. Father told you that you have to pass tests, and your tutor says you have not been studying enough.”

Wrenching her hair braid one more time, the second eldest son of the Watern household stomped down the hall toward the main staircase. Corda kept her stance frozen until he moved out of sight. Only then did she feel safe enough to continue toward the nursery.

Just before she reached the sanctuary of the nursery, one of the many housemaids that worked in the household stopped her with a hand gesture. The maid was older than most of those employed by the Watern family, with a worn face and gentle eyes. Wordlessly, the woman adjusted Corda’s braid, smoothing it so that any disarray was erased.

“Thank you,” whispered the little girl. The maid simply nodded and continued on her errand.

Corda pushed the door to the nursery open and was immediately overwhelmed by noise and motion. One pair of twins was in the middle of a very heated argument over the use of some sort of color in the drawing that they were doing jointly. The other twins were sitting over on a sunlit window bench in their usual positions.

Ever since Jen and Jerry have been able to walk, they always sit next to each other. Even when they’re doing something like looking at a picture book, they seem to need to touch. The almost 10-year-old girl felt a stab of sadness at the way that each pair of her younger siblings always had a companion. They all had someone that they could talk to, tell them anything, and asked them for their help. I wish I had somebody like that. Then Pharyl wouldn’t be able to hurt me like he does, the little girl thought to herself.

“There you are, lovey. Did you deliver the note to Cook?” The speaker was the comfortably padded and cheerful caretaker of the younger children in the Watern household. All of her charges called her Nanny, and none of them knew any other name. She ruled over the contained chaos of the nursery with a positive attitude and firm but loving manner.

She was one of Corda’s favorite people in the world.

“Yes, Nanny! I told Cook what you wanted and gave her your note. I was supposed to tell you, “thank you very much,” and that she would adjust the nursery menu to reflect your request.”

“Very good! You are such a helpful little girl, Corda. I was worried a little bit when it took so long for you to get back. Did you find something that you needed to do?”

Corda gulped a little before answering, “Pharyl wanted to have a discussion with me. It did slow me down a little bit, Nanny. I am sorry.”

“That is all right dear. How about if you, Jen, and Jerry come over to the table and we can go over the rank emblems of the meritocracy of Barkin Prime?”

Eager to show that they had learned the lesson well, the three designated children moved obediently to their seats at the table. Nanny proceeded to show them pictures of the different ranks of occupation, asking them questions about each one.

Jerry was excited, not only answering the questions about the different types of ranks but wanting to go into detail from everything that he had found when he was reading. The sight of her seven-year-old brother, with his chest puffed up and his face pink, reminded Corda of one of their yard fowls.

The little girl smiled as she thought of how the bird always took a deep breath and stood in a very similar way before it was ready to let out a large squawk. It was very hard not to laugh out loud as her brother continued to talk, but she knew he would be upset and even hurt if she showed him how amused she was.

Healer, Artisan, Artist, Maker, Bard. Jerry listed each of the disciplines that were recognized on Barkin Prime. His twin, Jen, reinforced his statements and added little comments of her own when her brother paused for breath.

Then it was Corda’s turn. Nanny had asked her to go over the ranking system, and the little girl was proud that she had remembered each of the insignias and the titles that went with them. It made sense to her that the indications of rank were the same across each of the disciplines and that each had their own unique color.

Corda had even drawn pictures for each of the insignia. She pointed to the blue tab that adorned the top of Nanny’s right shoulder and said, “The blue color tells us that Nanny is a qualified Healer. The single tab indicates that her ranking is less than Master. Its presence in her right shoulder identifies her as a Practitioner.”

Nanny clapped her hands approvingly, and said, “Excellent, Corda. That was very well done, and I like the drawings that you did.”

In response to the praise, the little girl smiled broadly and said, “Of course, the best color is blue. All Healers wear the blue of their calling with the insignia that tells everyone whether they are an Apprentice, Journeyman, Practitioner, Master, or Adept.”

Her brother decided to argue, saying, “I don’t know why you can make a statement like blue is the best. I’m sure the other disciplines think their color is better than ours.”

Before it could turn into a full-fledged argument, Nanny interjected, “It is understandable that Corda prefers blue. After all, the members of the Watern family have been Healers for centuries. It’s part of the family tradition, and the list of accomplishments that is posted in the Academy has many members of your family and many of your ancestors listed.”

Jen, the quieter of the twins, asked, “Are we always Healers?”

“Yes, dear. For some reason, the Waterns have never really included any other discipline in the core family line. You’ve had many different types of Healers, including those that specialize in bone structure, family function, and mental health. However, every single one of the Watern children that has attended the Academy and graduated has been a Healer.”

The twins looked at each other, seeming to have a whole conversation without saying a word. This time, it was Jerry that voiced the question in their minds, “Is politics a calling? Our father talks more and more about that, rather than the patients that he’s healed.”

Corda added, “Nanny, Momma is always talking about patients that she is seeing and how they’re doing, but Father doesn’t talk about that at all. Does that mean that he’s changing disciplines?”

“Absolutely not! Whenever you have an organization of people getting them to work together and getting anything accomplished requires politics. Your father is very good at that and so many of the Healers that don’t understand that environment leave it to him.”

Relieved, Jen said, “Oh! That is why he has his new title. I wondered why the people that come to the house no longer call him Master Healer. Now they are calling him Healer Secondus.”

Nanny’s face had an expression that Corda could not interpret and she noticed that the woman was swiftly straightening up their table, tidying the piles of the material and aligning the unoccupied chairs. She always looks like that when something has upset her, and she doesn’t want to talk to us about it. I wonder what we said that made her unhappy?

Standing up, the children’s caretaker announced in a bright voice, “I know that what I’m going to tell you is going to really please you. Your eldest brother, Bertor, successfully passed all of the tests at the Academy. He is coming home tomorrow so that your parents can have a party celebrating his accomplishments.”

Jen squealed, “Does that mean he’s a Master Healer now?”

Before Nanny could answer, Corda interrupted, saying, “No, silly. That means that Bert is a Journeyman Healer. He has to complete at least two years of healing in his specialty before they would consider awarding him a Mastery!”

Eyes downcast, Jen murmured, “I remember now. Sorry, but it would just be so nice to see him again. He always does wonderful things for us, and he doesn’t mind that we are younger than he is.”

Shepherding her charges over to get cleaned up for supper, Nanny reassured them, saying, “Your eldest brother is a wonderful young man. He is very fond of all of you and enjoys doing things with you. I am sure that he will continue to make your father proud and provide his support to all of his younger siblings.”

[image: ]





Chapter 2 – Homecoming

Corda was sitting in the window bench quietly reading a book on the history of their land when she heard the sounds that she had been listening for. Even from the second floor, the little girl’s acute hearing picked up the opening of the main door and the Butler’s respectful and pleased greeting to her eldest brother.

“Welcome home, Master Bertor! We were all pleased to hear of your Academy graduation. It is a complement to your illustrious house that you are now the latest Journeyman Watern.”

Dropping her book onto the floor, Corda took off at a sprint, hurtling over her youngest brothers and charging toward the main staircase. Sounding behind her was the voice of Nanny, calling out, “Corda! Please wait!”

All the little girl could think of was that her big brother, her favorite sibling, had come home. Totally focused on not letting one more second go without his comforting presence, Corda ignored slipping rugs and slippery stairs to arrive in a tumbling heap of exuberance at her brother’s feet.

Laughing, Bert bent over and lifted his sister up, hugging her and saying tenderly, “Slow down little one. I have not been gone that long.”

“Bert, Bert! I am so glad you came home. I’ve missed you so much. I have a lot to tell you, and you’re the best birthday present that I could ever have!”

Corda threw her arms around her brother’s neck and hugged him hard, burying her little face under his chin. Burrowing into the safety of his embrace, she murmured, “It is so lonely without you. No one else talks to me like you do. And no one really cares about what I do.”

“I love you, Corda. Always remember that. When I am not here, just think about the fact that even when I’m away from you, you are in my thoughts and my heart. Every day I’m away, I will send you invisible hugs and loves.”

“Every day?”

“I promise.”

Before Bert could put Corda down, the siblings' father and mother came into the receiving hall at a stately pace. The little girl felt her brother stiffen, and she realized that he was changing the way he stood. Carefully, the eldest son of the family placed his sister on her feet and released her.

Taking a couple of steps toward his father and mother, Bert spoke first, “Father and Mother, as you can see, I have arrived just this moment, safe and sound.”

With a disapproving tone to his voice, Ealtert Heson Watern IV, Healer Adept, greeted his eldest son and heir. “I see your hoyden of a sister has already claimed the first greeting. However ill-behaved she may be, my son we are pleased to welcome the newest graduate of the Barkin Academy for Magical Disciplines.”

The younger children’s mother, Aret, released her husband’s arm and came over to hug her eldest stepson, saying softly, “Journeyman Watern, the title has a lovely ring. Congratulations on not only your graduation but the high ranking that you earned.”

“Thank you, Lady Mother. The time away from our family was made easier by your thoughtful gifts each month. Not only I, but my three roommates also found them a pleasant break from the food they serve to all the students.”

Interrupting the conversation between his son and his wife, Ealtert looked at Corda and said in a cold tone, “Your behavior was unseemly. I thought Nanny understood to give you better instructions. Perhaps I should review her employment.”

Corda was horror-struck, and tears rose in her eyes. Before she could respond, her mother exclaimed, “My dear, please consider. Corda is only 10 years old. Actually, she is nine years old until tomorrow. As she is only a child, perhaps you can forgive her this once acting emotionally.” Aret stood with a calm but somehow beseeching look on her face as she waited for her husband’s response.

“Oh, all right. However, children are never too young to learn that our position requires a certain appearance. As a member of the better class, we need to set an example for those that don’t know better. I understand that she’s going to be 10, but that’s old enough to know how to properly behave,” the man grumbled.

“Perhaps we can adjourn to the parlor, and continue our discussion in a more comfortable setting.”

“You are right, Aret. We should continue our discussion away from badly behaved children and somewhere where Bertor can tell us all about the last six months at the Academy. I am very interested in hearing what connections he has made.”

Turning to his eldest son, Ealtert stated, “Come along, Bertor. We have much to discuss. Now that you have graduated, it is time that you became more familiar with the responsibilities that go with representing House Watern.”

“Thank you, Father. I would be most pleased to join you,” Bertor responded. He glanced sideways at Corda, standing ignored and tearful in the center of the receiving hall. Under the cover of Aret’s unnecessary instructions to the Butler about handling her stepson's luggage, the young man said quietly, “I will come for a visit later. You know it’s impossible to avoid Father when he is like this.”

The little girl nodded her head wordlessly and watched as her parents and eldest brother disappeared into the formal parlor. Standing alone as her brother’s luggage was carried to his room, Corda felt invisible and abandoned, like a lone tree in a dangerous meadow.

Only when everyone had left the receiving hall, other than the footman that was stationed there at all times, did Corda slowly climb the stairs to the second level. She felt cold as if she’d been outside in a winter wind. It was worse as she came closer to the nursery room where she could hear her brothers and sister talking in excited tones and the comforting, mellow voice of Nanny responding.

“I hear there are going to be all sorts of celebrations in your brother’s honor. Please make sure that you are very well behaved, so you don’t get punished by restrictions on your participation.”

Excited chatter made a noisy backdrop that covered the sound of Corda walking into the nursery on quiet feet. Moving as unobtrusively as she could, the little girl picked up the book that she had dropped in her mad dash out of the nursery just a short while ago.

Sitting down on the bench once again, Corda was pleased to see that the pages of the book had not come to any harm. Smoothing the surface of the paper gently, the little girl noticed that her hands were shaking and goosebumps covered her forearms. I guess I am cold, she thought to herself. Perhaps that is why I feel so sick to my stomach.

Looking up and seeing the little girl on the bench, Nanny exclaimed, “Corda! I didn’t see you there.”

The child answered with a shaky smile on her face, “I’m here, but I was thinking about things.”

Before Nanny could respond, Corda’s brother Jerry commented in a snarky tone, “I suppose you are thinking about what you’re going to do when you grow up. All of us already know, we are going to be Healers. That is what our family does!”

Still in a bemused state, Corda answered in a distant tone, “It is not so much that I have to be a Healer, it is that I want to be one.”

The little boy responded to his sister, sounding even more frustrated, “You had better watch out because you are different from all the rest of us. Father is always mad at you for doing something you’re not supposed to do, and you never seem to learn. Maybe, they won’t want you for a Healer.”

Stung, Corda responded forcefully, stating, “Our whole family consists of Healers. There is no reason that I can’t be one too!”

The younger boy jumped forward and grabbed Corda’s braid, yanking hard enough that tears sprang to her eyes again. Setting her teeth closed onto her lip, the little girl refused to cry.

Nanny moved swiftly to break up the tussle, sending Jerry to sit quietly in the corner until released. The nursemaid turned to look at the little girl, asking, “Are you all right. Do you need to lie down?”

“I am okay, Nanny. It hurt, but the hurt will go away.”

Corda smiled bravely at the young woman that been their caretaker ever since the little girl could remember. The expression stayed in her face until the nursemaid had been called away to deal with the youngest twins who had managed to get themselves glued to each other.

The eldest girl child of the Watern household watched as her siblings dealt with each other, twin to twin. Wherever she looked, there were two of them acting as a unit. Everyone has somebody, except me. I’m the only one that is alone.

Cramps ached in her hands, and Corda looked down to realize that she was clutching the book of history that she had been reading. Making a determined movement to release her hands from their tight grip, the little girl found the first natural smile that she had experienced since coming back upstairs.

As long as I have books, I am not alone. They keep me company and are always available. How can I be lonely if I have things to read?
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Chapter 3 – First Aid

The bedtime ritual in the Watern nursery took more than two hours for the five children. The younger the child, the earlier they went to bed. It meant that Corda would have some precious time without her siblings at the end of each day. It was a special boon to the 10-year-old little girl. Not only could she fit in some additional reading, but once all of her siblings were in bed, she would have some time with Nanny that didn’t need to be shared.

The younger twins were quite boisterous this evening, playing games in the bath and holding little contests to see who could do some of the most absurd things that Corda had ever seen. Soap races, peeing further or higher in the toilet, the constant tussle between the two of them seemed like a foreign language to the little girl.

Nanny was quite busy trying to get them bathed and ready for bed. When they finally were clean, the patient nursemaid took them into their shared bedroom, and Corda could hear her mellow voice as she read them a bedtime story.

Quietly sneaking out of their bedroom, Nanny took a deep breath and straightened her back. The woman must’ve felt Corda’s eyes on her because she looked up and gave the little girl a swift grin before turning back to partially close the door and turn the lights down to a nighttime level.

“Jen and Jerry, time to get ready for bed. Put your toys and books away, and let’s get you bathed and in your nightwear.”

The older twins gave simultaneous exasperated sighs, but got up obediently and stowed away the complicated game that they had been playing. Corda can remember when she had received the game as a gift but had never really wanted to play it with Nanny,, and since she had been in the nursery by herself, it had faded in her memory until Jerry had discovered it.

It was the favorite game of that pair of twins. A board game that involved buying and selling property and random tasks that had to be performed, it kept Jen and Jerry occupied for hours at a time. Unfortunately, it bored Corda. That disinterest meant that every time she attempted to play the game with her siblings, she was beaten badly.

Corda continued to read, absorbed in a tale of an ancient battle. She could almost imagine herself walking over a dusty plain and getting tired. With the illustrations in the book, the little girl could pretend that she was seeing strange creatures for the first time. When the story talked about the desperate efforts to rescue captured merchants, the 10-year-old could picture herself, larger and stronger, wrestling with the evil captors.

So engrossed was Corda in the story that when Nanny came up to her and touched her forearm, the little girl jumped with a squeak of surprise, “Eek! Nanny, you scared me!”

The nursemaid appeared tired, but Corda knew this time of night was always when that look of exhaustion covered the woman’s face. Despite her drained feelings, Nanny smiled at her eldest charge and said affectionately, “Let’s get you cleaned up and ready for bed. If I let you keep reading, I swear you’d read all night!”

Corda laughed and went off obediently with her caretaker. Moving through the chores of toothbrushing and hair combing, Corda and Nanny chatted only a little bit. Corda had no reason to just chatter. Of all of her siblings, Jerry was the one who talked the most. It is funny, but he chatters more than anybody and his twin, Jen, hands out words like she’s paying for each one.

Her hair braided and face and neck thoroughly scrubbed, Corda allowed Nanny to help her remove her clothing. Her favorite soft nightgown was laid out ready for her in her bed, and the little girl was looking forward to the feel of the fabric on her skin.

“Oh, my dear! How did you get these horrible scrapes and bruises?”

Corda had forgotten about her encounter with Pharyl earlier in the day. Startled, the little girl looked down at her body and chest and saw that her brother’s bullying ways had once again left the footprints of his actions. The back of her knuckles, both upper arms, and the top left side of her chest all bore evidence of his abuse.

Corda looked at her nursemaid and saw that the woman was distressed. She didn’t want Nanny upset, and she knew that there wasn’t anything that one of the servants could do about her brother. It was merely the way it was.

“Please don’t worry about it, Nanny. It’s not important.”

“But honey, it must hurt. Why didn’t you say something earlier? I could have helped you. That’s why you have a Healer in the nursery.”

Corda didn’t answer, staring down at the backs of her hands. The little girl could feel the weight of Nanny’s gaze. The silence stretched out.

In a gentle voice, the nursemaid said, “How about if we get this taken care of. I’m sure that you will feel better afterward. Is that okay?”

The 10-year-old nodded her head but still avoided looking at her nursemaid. In a determinedly cheerful voice, Nanny commented, “Perhaps it’s time to teach you how to do fundamental healing. The first exercise that most of us get is one that we start as young children, and you’re going to be 10 years old, which is old enough to learn it.”

“Oh, Nanny, that would be wonderful! I want to be the best Healer in the world!”

The woman laughed at the enthusiasm in the child’s voice and proceeded to lay out the supplies that they would need to perform the healing. Carefully, Nanny took Corda through the meditative focus that it took to understand and ease bruises.

Corda was intense in her focus, determined to hear every bit of instruction that came out of her mentor's mouth. The nursemaid could not help but be flattered. Having someone address their attention so tightly to her was heady, and the woman glowed with the satisfaction and joy that sharing her knowledge brought.

After two fumbling attempts, Corda was ready to try to heal a nasty bruise on her left forearm. Both she and Nanny focused on the shape, location, and color of the injury. Neither one of them mentioned that the evidence of a punishing grip was the clearly outlined tracks of fingers painted by broken blood vessels and blackened areas.

Sitting on the side of the bed, Nanny patted the area beside her, saying, “Come over here, honey. I will put my arm around you so that you feel safe and so I can feel if you need help.”

Obediently, the child sat next to her Nanny and took a deep breath. She was as ready as she was going to get, feeling the excitement of learning something new running through her veins.

Corda concentrated, carefully stepping through the instructions that Nanny had given her. As she looked deeper into the bruise and pushed her intent to close the damaged vessels and sweep away the thin pool of blood that sluggishly moved under her skin, the little girl felt like she was pulled from many sides and stretched almost to a breaking point. Determined to not fail, she held on to her focus until the bruise had dissipated.

“Wonderful, Corda. Look at your arm now! You can see how much better it is.”

The little girl opened her eyes and was immediately assailed by a whirling environment. Her eyes hurt, and her head felt like it was going to explode. Falling to her knees on the floor, Corda retched repeatedly.

Instantly, the nursemaid was there, kneeling on the floor with her and comforting her with hand and voice. When the spasms finished, Nanny lifted Corda back onto the bed and got her cleaned up.

“I think you overdid it today. You did a great job of healing, and so now you can relax. Sometimes when you’re learning, it is hard for your body to adjust.” Nanny’s voice was comforting, and Corda felt safe lying warm under her covers.

The nursemaid continued to talk to the little girl, using the sound of her voice to nurture and nourish. Corda’s eyes were closed, so she didn’t see the glistening eyes of her nursemaid and the sympathetic expression on the woman’s face.

[image: ]





Chapter 4 – Promise Kept

Nanny started to tell her about the big celebration that was being planned for her eldest brother’s graduation. She described the big party that was scheduled to occur in two days. Knowing what motivated her charges, the woman also talked about the menus and how fantastic the food was going to be.

Corda asked, “When is my birthday party going to be? Earlier in the day?” The little girl looked excited, her smiling face turned toward her nursemaid like a sunflower follows the path of the sun.

The nursemaid’s heart felt like it dropped to the floor as she responded, “The celebration for your brother is an adult party. Anything we do for your birthday will be done in the nursery.”

Tears welled up in the little girl’s eyes as she asked in a shaky voice, “Other people have birthday parties, so why not me? The twins always have their parties, but it’s never the right time for mine. Why not, Nanny?”

There was nothing that the distressed nursemaid could tell the child that would soften the impact. Ever since the oldest twins had been born when Corda had been a toddler, the little girl had been marginalized as both of her parents had focused on their sons. Even the younger twins got more attention and approval from their mother and father than the little girl.

It was common knowledge in the servants quarters that the Watern family centered their ambition and worth on their boy children. Sons were encouraged and bragged about, the few daughters that were born into the household were viewed as bargaining chips. It had been that way for generations, and the current head of the household was even more rabid about the relative worth of males and females than his father had been.

Helplessly, Nanny stared at the silently crying little girl. What can I tell her that will make this hurt less? she thought to herself. Searching her mind for a solution, the nursemaid was rescued by a soft knock on the nursery room door. Looking up, Nanny saw the eldest son appear in the doorway to Corda’s bedroom.

His initially smiling face transformed into a stern one that looked out of place on his young man’s body. He opened his mouth to ask what the problem was, but Nanny forestalled him, saying, “Corda has had a very tiring day. She’s been doing healing exercises and also is a bit upset about the lack of birthday celebration for her.”

Bertor nodded in acknowledgment before rearranging his face once more into a smiling expression. The young man asked, “Good evening, Nanny. I know it is late, but I just got free and hoped to spend some time with my sister.”

Corda’s head snapped up, and the little girl saw her brother. The faucet of her tears turned off, and she cried, “Bert, you remembered! I thought you were busy with important things and forgot.”

“Don’t be silly! I would never forget about you. I hope you’re all ready for bed because then I can tuck you in and tell you a bedtime story.”

“I’m all ready for bed. Nanny can tell you. I even healed a bruise today!”

Looking in astonishment over at the nursemaid, Bert asked, “Already? That’s a lot of power for a child.”

Nanny replied with a smile, “Yes, she did a very good job. However, remember your first healing attempt and how tired you were afterward.”

Laughing, the Journeyman Healer agreed, “I slept for almost 12 hours and had a headache for two days. I promise not to keep her up too late, but I really wanted to spend some time with Corda. Is that all right?”

“Of course, Master Bertor. I will leave the two of you alone right now. If you need anything, please let me know.”

Bert took a seat on the bed next to Corda. Tucking her in lovingly, he talked about what he planned to do now that he graduated, relating anecdotes about his roommates and his instructors that soon had his little sister laughing. The young man was filled with satisfaction and how her sad expression had been erased, leaving the bubble of energy that was his little sister intact.

“I hope that you’re feeling better, dear one. I know my graduation has thrown a wrench in the works when it comes to the normal schedule of the household, but I’m just so pleased that I am finally, yes finally, done with the Academy.”

Flinging her arms around her big brother, Corda reassured him, saying, “It’s okay. I didn’t have a birthday party last year either, or the one before that. I guess the time of year that I was born is just too messy to have a party. I’d much rather you were home anyway since that’s the best gift anybody could give me.”

“I’m glad that you feel that way, but we’re going to have to figure out something special to do in celebration of your birthday. Perhaps, you and I can go for a ride. I know that you’ve been working hard on your riding skills and I would like to show my little sister off. What you think about that?”

Corda nodded in enthusiastic agreement before a suddenly grim expression covered her face. Holding her brother's shirt in both hands, the little girl stared deeply into his eyes and confided, “Bert, Father had things that he was going to talk to you about. He had that sort of funny look that he gets when he’s about to tell you things you may not want to hear.” Corda looked at her brother with concern, searching his face to see how he was doing.

She is so smart, able to see buried strategies and the emotions that hide behind people’s masks. No wonder Father is uncomfortable with her, Bert thought to himself.

Gently brushing her hair back from Corda’s face, he said, “Well, Father has been giving me an understanding of the political landscape. His elevation to the second position of the Healer representation to the Council means that all of us need to do what we can to consolidate our family advantage.”

“But Bert, I thought you wanted to do healing, not politics. How can you get your Mastery if you don’t do the required field healing?”

“Don’t worry about me, Midget. I will end up serving a field duty that’s close around here so that I can spend some of my time with people that need to know me on the Council. It’s not what I hoped for, but it’s for the good of the family.”

Corda was silent, examining her brother’s face as if she could dig inside of his brain. Unable to bear her scrutiny for very long, Bert selected a book and cuddled up with his sister, reading a story of adventure until her weary eyes closed and he knew that she was sound asleep.

The young man eased himself off the side of the bed and dimmed the lights. He started to leave the room and turned back one more time from the doorway to look at the sleeping form of the little girl.

As he turned back to leave, the nursemaid waiting at the window bench, saw a naked look of worry and sorrow on his face. So absorbed was the young man by his thoughts that he never saw the motionless caretaker as he left the room, gently closing the door behind him.
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Chapter 5 – Preparations

The day before Corda’s birthday dawned sunny and warm. Nanny had the children up early and focused on their day’s lessons well before their regular schedule. She had explained it to the children by saying, “Your grandmother is coming today, and I am sure that they’re going to be many things going on. If we get your lessons out of the way, then you will have more time to enjoy the visit.”

As usual, Jerry was the first one to comment, his hands waving in the air and his voice getting shriller, “Oh no! I don’t want to see her. She’s a Witch!”

For once disagreeing with her twin, Jen protested, saying, “Grandma is not a Witch, she’s a Seer. And I think she’s nice!”

“You just think that because you’re a girl. She’s nasty and mean, and Father doesn’t like her.”

Nanny attempted to derail the burgeoning argument, speaking calmly, “It is not acceptable to call your grandmother a Witch. She is your mother’s mother and is worthy of respect. Jerry, you know better, and I expect you to be very polite to all of the adults that you meet, especially your relatives.”

“I am going to be sick so that I don’t have to go talk to her. She stares at me, and I don’t like it. Father wants her to leave right away when she comes, and he never wants her to come here to start with. I don’t understand why she is visiting!”

Jen started to cry, noisily and intensely. Instantly, her twin turned to her and stumbled into speech, “I’m sorry, please don’t cry. She scares me and Father is always so angry when she’s here and even for days after she leaves.”

Nanny comforted the crying child, pulling her into her lap and talking against her chest. Murmuring words of solace as she rubbed the little girl’s back, the nursemaid said, “Jerry, your grandmother is a Seer Adept and is widely acknowledged to be the strongest on the entire planet. Calling her a Witch is disrespectful and has thoroughly upset your sister.”

The embarrassed little boy ran over to where his sister was cradled in Nanny’s arms. Patting his sibling’s shoulder, he said plaintively, “Jen, I’m sorry. If it makes you happy, I will be brave and see Grandmother.”

Sniffing and trying to stop her tears, Jen answered her twin with a shaky smile, saying, “Thank you. I don’t know why you think she’s scary, but she’s our Nona, and we only have one.”

“Okay, I just don’t understand why if Father doesn’t like her, she still comes around. Doesn’t she know that he doesn’t want her here?”

Corda and the younger twins had been a silent audience up to this point. When Jen didn’t answer her brother, Corda did. “Nona comes because she wants to see us. Our mother is her daughter, and they love each other.”

Jerry looked over at his older sister with a look of disbelief on his face, commenting, “Adults don’t love each other! They’re grown-ups! And besides which, Nona should be taken care of by her sons.”

When Nanny would have answered, Corda overrode the start of the nursemaid sentence, responding hotly to her brother, “Nona doesn’t have any sons. You know that, and you also know that Mother has no sisters.”

“Well, then who takes care of her?”

“She takes care of herself. Nona is an adult and lives on her own.”

The little boy shook his head in disbelief, his confusion evident in his voice as he said, “But who pays for things for her? Father always pays for the things that Mother needs.”

Nanny decided to take control of the conversation again, stating firmly, “Your grandmother is a highly paid professional. She is quite capable of earning enough money to live on and in fact, is far more wealthy than your parents. I think we have discussed this enough and it’s time for you to finish up your lessons.”

When Jerry would have continued to argue, Nanny’s reprimand sent him back to his lessons rather than be punished with no sweets on a day when Cook had been filling the house for days with the rich aroma of pies and cakes.

<< <> >>

The children were done with their lessons and had been chivied into more dress-up clothing than they normally wore. When the family Butler sent one of the footmen to notify Nanny that the children’s grandmother had arrived, there was a flurry of last-minute cleanup of the lesson materials and sticky faces and hands.

All of the children were warned to be well behaved. Nanny had made sure that they understood how important this was, saying, “I want all of you to greet your grandmother politely and to remember that your father and mother are depending on you to show how well you are learning the lessons of courtesy and deportment. Considering how important the next two days are to your house and to your brother, you all should be very considerate of the guests and the impression that you’re making on them.”

“Yes, Nanny,” answered the children in chorus. The nursemaid just hoped that they would remember her warning long enough to avoid their father’s censure. Saying a quick prayer mentally, the young woman beseeched whatever deity was listening to keep Corda safe and out of her father’s displeasure.

After a short while, the children were directed to go down to greet their grandmother. Obediently trailing their nursemaid, the oldest three followed behind Nanny who was holding each of the youngest twins by a hand.

Corda walked behind her siblings, bringing up the rear and observing everything around her. The young girl noticed that the older twins were holding hands, Jerry obviously clinging to Jen.

I really don’t understand why he’s so afraid of Nona, she thought to herself. She is very interesting, unlike some of my friends' grandmothers. They never seem to talk about anything but decorating and food, while Nona has discussions about a whole bunch of different things. She also never yells at us.

Nanny stopped the children just short of the door to the front parlor. The woman checked each of her charges, straightening a collar for one and smoothing hair for another. Taking a deep breath, the nursemaid said in a soft voice, “Remember to behave well.”

Corda wondered if she was the only one that heard the fear in Nanny’s voice. Checking out her siblings, the little girl saw that they were absorbed in their own concerns, clinging to their twins’hands and looking nervous.

The footmen standing to the outside of the door looked at the nursemaid and gave her an encouraging smile when she nodded. The man opened the door and Nanny led her charges into the room.

The atmosphere in the room was uncomfortable. To Corda, the entire room felt cold and trembling on the edge of anger. As the children made their curtsy or bow to their grandmother, Corda glanced at her parents from the side of her eyes. Oh, Father looks angry. His face is all scrunched up, and his mouth is held in like somebody pinched it. Mother just looks nervous. She keeps glancing between Nona and Father. I think she’s trying to appear calm because she has her hands folded in her lap, but her fingers are so tight that they are white.

The little girl’s observations were accurate but affected by the lens of her age and experience. That handicap might have blinded her to other significant factors.

All the siblings were tense, frightened of the atmosphere in the room. The youngest twins were crowded close to Nanny, while Jen and Jerry stared wide-eyed at their parents.

The children’s parents were close to the fire, while Corda’s maternal grandmother was seated comfortably and calmly on one side of a small couch. The children’s father was standing behind his seated wife, making it impossible for her to see his face.

Keeping Corda’s grandmother company on the couch with his arm around her shoulders was Corda’s eldest brother, Bertor. The little girl’s eyes open wide, and her mouth hung open for an instant before she quickly closed it. The last thing she wanted right now was a reprimand for looking like an idiot. Please, please, don’t let Father have any reason to reprimand us. Please.

Standing at the window, with his back to Misha, Pharyl stared out of the window. It was apparent to Corda that her brother was bored and trying to pretend he was not in the room.

The angry frustration that Ealtert felt was rolling off of him like a noxious cloud of dangerous gas. The children’s instincts were to stay so well behaved that he would not pay attention to them. Cowed and nervous, they stood frozen in position, caught between their furious father and the enigma that was their maternal grandmother, Misha Belle Gerson, Seer Adept.
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Chapter 6 – Grandma

“My goodness, how much you have all grown!” Misha said. The older woman had a warm smile that coaxed trembling responses from each of her grandchildren. Corda could feel her Nona’s pleasure, but she, like her siblings, was too frightened of her father’s palpable anger to answer.

Still smiling, Misha resumed the conversation that had been going on before the children came into the room, “… so I returned from the Imperial Court about a week ago and have been resting from my exertions. I am next scheduled to visit the Legislature of Catunni to determine if our Seers can be of assistance in the balancing of their climate.”

Aret asked her mother, “Why would you come all the way back here when you just have to turn around and go back again?”

Patting Bertor on his leg, Misha answered, “Of course, I came back to help celebrate Bertor’s graduation. I am very proud of how he has conducted himself at the Academy and looking forward to the amazing things that he will do in his career.”

Ealtert said in a nasty voice, “Why would you go to that much trouble? He’s not even related to you.”

The expression on Bert’s face froze for a moment, and a shadow flickered through his eyes, but the young man did not say anything. Misha opened her mouth to respond, but her daughter cut her off.

Twisting in her chair, the spark of genuine anger was in Aret’s face as she looked at her husband. Without rising from her seat, the incensed woman exclaimed, “How can you say that? Have I not been a good mother to all of your children? Have I differentiated which ones were biologically mine and which ones weren’t?”

Taken aback, Ealtert stared at his wife as if he had forgotten that she was there. For the first time in her life, Corda saw her father disconcerted. His shock pushed him into speech, “Aret, that is not what I meant. You have been an exemplary mother, and I have no complaints.”

His wife was not placated shrugging his hand from where it had been resting on her shoulder. Her voice trembling now with hurt, she said, “I have never treated any of the children differently. If I regard all the children like mine, how can you expect my mother to act any differently toward her grandchildren?”

Throwing his hands up in the air in frustration, the embattled husband closed his mouth. The children could tell that he still remained angry but was holding his peace for the moment.

Misha continued to speak as if she had never been interrupted, “I am looking forward to the celebration tomorrow for Bert’s graduation. Many of my colleagues and friends will be attending, and I want to make sure that he is introduced to them. I believe this will help the entire family in your political goals, Ealtert. Since you and I move in different circles, this should provide him a slightly wider connection base to start from.”

Reluctantly, as if each word had to be pried out of his mouth, Ealtert grated, “Thank you, very much.”

Pleasantly, Corda’s Nona responded, “You are welcome. I also wanted to give Bertor’s graduation gift from me in a more private setting.”

Corda felt more than saw Pharyl’s attention switch to the older woman. He turned and stared at her back with a look that bothered the little girl. It was as if Nona had suddenly become prey. That is how he looks when he decides to hurt me, the little girl thought to herself, I don’t know how to warn my grandmother about him. He hides it from everybody, except me.

Bert was saying, “Nona, there’s no need to give me a gift. Just having you here to help me celebrate is all that I want.”

“It is a good thing that you don’t get to decide then what people give you. I want you to have a good start, just like your parents do. Your father is giving you the benefit of his experience and contacts, and your mother is doing the same. I am just contributing the few local introductions that will benefit you, as well as providing you something that hopefully will give you an advantage as the next stage in your life begins.”

Pulling out two scrolls from the bag that leaned against the couch leg, Misha handed the first of them to Bert. Everyone watched as the young man broke the seal and unrolled the scroll. Corda watched her brother’s eyes get wide before a broad grin exploded on his face.

Bursting into speech, the excited young man flung his arms around his grandmother, and mumbled into her hair, “Thank you! This is a princely gift. Something I never would’ve dreamed of receiving.”

Still holding her, Bert murmured so only she could hear, “Thank you, grandmother of my heart. You may have just saved my soul.”

Tears in her eyes, Misha handed him the second scroll, saying, “I believe this will come in usefully.”

His hand shaking, Bert opened the second scroll. His eyes scanned its written contents, freezing his gaze at the bottom line. There was no sound for a moment, and then Bert allowed the scroll to reroll and carefully placed it inside the chest pocket of his jacket.

Managing a small bow to his grandmother while seated, the overcome young man said, “Once again, thank you from the bottom of my heart. I will keep this confidential as you requested.”

Taking a couple steps closer to the couch, Pharyl demanded in a somewhat strained tone, “Can you at least tell us what you got for the first gift? Or is that supposed to be a secret too?”

Flushing hotly, Bertor smiled at his grandmother and announced, “Nona gave me an estate of my own so that I can function as an adult.”

While Ealtert and Pharyl stood in silence looking like someone had hit them in the forehead with a large stick, Aret burst out happily, “Wonderful, Mother! That is the perfect thing for a graduation gift because that will let him build the household of his own and develop his own reputation. Thank you!”

Turning her attention to Bertor, his stepmother offered, “Bert, if you need any help with setting things up, please let me know. I would be happy to provide you with any guidance that you need.”

Gratefully, the young man answered, “I really appreciate that, Mother. I’m sure I will be leaning on you in the days to come.”

Faced with his wife’s evident pleasure, Ealtert stifled the angry words that Corda could tell wanted to come out. She could feel her father getting even more upset, but she was unclear as to why he was so furious.

Pharyl had a strange expression on his face staring at his brother as Bert conversed easily with Aret and Misha. If Corda had not been watching him out of the corner of her eye, she would not have seen him turn and quietly leave the room. A chill breeze ruffled the back of her neck, as his unexpected silence seemed like a harbinger of a storm.

Worrying about what her bullying brother’s behavior meant, the little girl’s attention was pulled back into the conversation when she heard her Nona mention her name.

“… Corda and the others, to speak separately. Since I get here so very seldom, I wanted to learn a little bit more about each of them. It is hard being so separate from their lives, especially when they grow so quickly.”

Ealtert interjected, “I see no reason for the children to talk to you individually. It’s not necessary at all since children really aren’t suitable conversationalists until they’ve gotten older. They are supposed to just do what they’re told. Be seen and not heard.”

Misha laughed gently, which seemed to infuriate Ealtert. His face got redder, and his hands were half clenched in fists. The Seer answered him, saying, “Nonetheless, I will be talking to each of the children. I find their conversation refreshing after all the stuffy speeches that I’ve had to sit through.”

“Fine. Do what you want to. If you want to waste your time with childish blathering, feel free. You’ll forgive me, however, if I abandon your charming company so that I can get some of my real work done. There are important things that need to be addressed that I have ignored for too long this morning.”

With that parting shot, the irate man stalked out of the room, leaving the door to be closed by the waiting footman.
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Chapter 7 – Quality Time

Misha looked at her daughter and raised her eyebrow. Aret became slightly flushed, the red color so intense that it was readily apparent. Whispering almost soundlessly, the woman said, “Please. I know. But not in front of the children.”

The Seer shook her head but held her silence. Aret suggested that Nanny get the children seated and that they pull out games to keep them amused. Grateful to have something to do, the nursemaid smoothly got the children occupied while the other three adults chatted about Bert’s new home and some of the tasks that would need to be done before he could move in.

As expected, Jerry and Jen were quickly immersed in their game. The comfort of the familiar competition seemed to settle Jerry’s nerves, and the little boy lost his stiff posture and wary expression. His sister also relaxed, looking up every once in a while and smiling at her Nona. Her evident pleasure in her grandmother’s presence did a lot to reconcile Jerry to the strange old woman that he didn’t understand.

Corda sat down in a nearby chair that was pulled to the side of the room and listened. She didn’t feel the need to be entertained, and she didn’t want to be distracted. Even though she knew that she was a little girl and not a suitable participant, she wanted to hear about Bert’s new home. I just hope that he’s not too far away. Maybe I can go and visit him sometime if it won’t be a bother.

Aret called her two youngest children over, interrupting some sort of jigsaw puzzle game that they were playing with Nanny. The nursemaid jumped up and took the two little ones by the hand and brought them over to the grandmother. Misha patted the couch beside her in an invitation, and without hesitation, Anthos and Jamy crawled up next to her.

“Aren’t you the handsome boys?” Misha crooned to them. “You are much bigger than when I saw you last.”

The more thoughtful of the younger twins, Anthos, asked, “How big were we when you saw us? Because we are not very big right now anyway. Everyone’s bigger than we are!”

“You were so little that I could hold you in one arm. Which is good, because there were two of you and I have two arms for babies.”

“That was a long time ago. We are much bigger now because we are five years old!”

“Yes, you are. I’m so pleased to be able to see you and learn how much you’ve grown.”

The shyer of the twins, Jamy, wanted to know, “Why did you stay away so long? Did you not want to see us?”

Their mother interrupted the conversation saying, “Sometimes adults have things that prevent them from visiting as often as they would like. It’s not polite to ask somebody that question.”

Misha had a sad look on her face as she glanced over at her daughter, before turning back to her small grandsons and saying, “The important part is that I come to see you as often as I can. If I can’t be here in person, you have my permission to contact me via the Nexus Web.”

“Mother, they’re not old enough to have their own access yet.”

“I know, dear. However, I believe that it is important for the children to know that they have someone to talk to, even if I’m not physically here.”

Still looking somewhat distressed, Aret nodded her head in reluctant agreement.

Misha talked for a little while longer with the younger twins. Corda figured out that she was asking them what they liked to do and what they thought of things, almost as if she was assembling a picture of each boy in her mind. I guess I do that too. Maybe that’s why I like Nona so much.

While her youngest brothers were talking to their grandmother, Bert had come over to stand by Corda. His presence made her feel like she was safe and protected. When he smiled at her, the little girl felt a comforting warmth and gave him back a grin.

“Hello there, little one. What are you thinking about?”

“Lots of little things but no big thing, big brother.”

“I guess this isn’t like your usual day, but I’m pleased that we got to spend some time together.”

“Me too. Usually, I spend some time out in the stables, grooming my pony and checking on the cats that I rescued.”

“I had forgotten how many pets you seem to accumulate. That’s gonna be really hard on you when you go to the Academy. It has been four years since I’ve been able to have a cat or dog. I miss them, but it would not have been fair to drag one with me. There is very little time between practice and the study that you need to do to become a certified Healer.”

“Bert, what would happen if I didn’t go?”

The young man looked down at his sister, his affection for her displayed in his expression. His eyes shadowing, he answered her lightly, “Of course, you will go. Our whole family has been Healers. The Academy itself is not just there to train people in our discipline. The other schools have colleges at the Academy also.”

“You mean that there are people there that do more than just healing? I really have not met anyone that didn’t have a blue ranking.”

“Yes, each of the major disciplines has a full college, and there are specialty studies for areas that either don’t have a formal discipline or are offshoots that require separate focus.”

“Like what?” asked the little girl.

Bert smiled at her with a challenging grin. Corda laughed, knowing that when he looked like that, he expected her to figure it out and would wait until she did. There was no pushing her big brother when he wanted her to think for herself.

Just then, a squeal of pleasure to everyone’s attention in the room. When Corda looked over to where the younger twins were visiting with Nona, she saw to her amazement that both boys were plastered around their grandmother, arm slung around her neck and covering her face with enthusiastic kisses.

“Boys, behave yourselves!”

Misha answered, saying, “Daughter, don’t worry about it. I will just store up the extra kisses for later when I need them.”

“Oh, Mama. I remember you telling me the same thing when I was little.”

The two women exchanged a warm smile, love clearly visible in both of their faces. Corda felt the prickle of tears hot in her eyes and a wave of sadness slid into her.

Jumping off the couch, the twins ran over to Nanny, burbling about their gifts. The nursemaid gravely inspected the small telescope and the microscope, telling them what fabulous things they would be able to see.

Abruptly pushing his telescope into Nanny’s hands, Anthos ran back to give Nona one last hug. Wordlessly, he kissed the surprised woman, missing her mouth but landing to one side of her nose, before he sprinted back to where his brother waited.

Then it was the older twins’ turn. Jerry had calmed down while he and Jen had been playing the game. Although he looked a little bit nervous as he and his sister approached Nona, he no longer had a death grip on Jen’s hand.

Once again, Misha spent some time learning about the children’s likes and dislikes. Her easy manner and relaxed posture soon had the older twins comfortable enough to lean against her.

Corda could not hear them as well as she had eavesdropped on the younger twins but had heard enough to know that both were enjoying their grandmother. Continuing her conversation with Bert, Corda told him all about the history book that she was reading. He was interested in some of the details, and the girl retrieved the manuscript from the floor and showed him some of the illustrations.

The door opened into the room, and the Butler entered. Walking directly over to Bert, the dignified servant addressed the young man, “Master Bertor, your father has summoned you to his study. There are several people there that he believes it is important that you meet.”

“Thank you, Grezal. I will be with my father shortly.”

Bert looked at Corda and saw that she was looking sad. Even as he obediently stood up, the young man gently pressed his sister’s hair back from her face and said, “I am sorry, sweetheart, but you know how Father is when he wants something.”

Corda just nodded in acceptance, realizing that neither one of them had a choice.

“How about if we go for a ride tomorrow? We should be able to do that before the party,” he whispered. Corda’s blinding smile was his answer.
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Chapter 8 – Birthday Gift

Soon it was Corda’s turn to talk with her grandmother. The youngest boys had gotten fussy, and the older twins wanted to explore their gifts on a table with more surface area than the small one in the parlor. Nanny had taken both sets of twins upstairs, leaving Corda alone in the room with her mother and grandmother.

The little girl was just so happy to have some time with her Nona that she chattered in unusual cheerfulness as her words tumbled over each other. Misha laughed, cautioning her, “Slow down! I promise not to disappear on you before you’ve managed to get all the words out.”

At first, Corda was worried that she had misbehaved. The frightened look that she darted toward her mother to check made her grandmother gasp and round on her daughter in sudden ire.

“What in purple blazes has been going on in this household?”

“Mother, please. We can talk about it later.”

Misha stared at her daughter for a moment, a hard look on her face, and her mouth held in a grim line. Aret continued to look distressed, a pleading look on her face.

Finally, the Seer Adept spoke, “Aret Gerson Watern, I expect a full explanation before you retire for the evening. That explanation will be only between the two of us.”

Relieved, Aret answered, “Yes, Mother. I promise we will talk tonight.”

During the short exchange, Corda had kept her head down and her focus on her hands. The little girl had learned long ago not to look at any angry adults. In her mind, she repeated, No one sees me, no one pays attention. Pretend that I’m not here.

So intent was her focus on her mantra that when her grandmother laid a gentle hand over her folded ones, Corda jumped with a squeak of surprise.

Addressing her granddaughter, Misha said gently, “Now is the time where I get to learn a little bit more about you.”

The pause that came after Nona spoke stretched out until it felt like the very air was gonna snap. Corda was frozen, not sure what she should or could say. The inside of her head felt like it was vibrating like she had been trapped and had no way to get out.

The deep inhalation and exhalation of air that the Seer drew in and blew out caused the little girl to raise her frightened eyes and stare at her grandmother. Nona was looking back at her with gentle welcome, tinted with a shadow of some other emotion that Corda could not recognize.

“You are going to be ten years old tomorrow. In our family, that’s a fairly significant milestone. If you like, I can treat you like your younger siblings. We can talk about what you’re doing with your tutor and the sort of things you like in your life, I will give you a gift and then you could go back to your classroom.”

Curious, Corda asked, “Or?”

“Or I can read the cards for you, which is an acknowledgment of you passing the first decade of your life.”

“To play a game?”

Misha laughed to the point that she started hiccuping. Even Aret laughed as she got up to get her mother a glass of water. When the older woman had recovered enough to be coherent, she answered, “No game, so to speak. Instead, a special deck of cards is used to invoke a Seer’s Sight.”

The little girl thought about her choice carefully before answering her grandmother, “I would like to see the cards. Did you look at them when Bertor and Pharyl turned ten?”

Aret interrupted, asking urgently, “Is this really necessary? You know Ealtert hates it when you read anybody around him.”

Her grandmother’s answering look had a wave of buried grief carried within it that crashed against Aret’s emotions. Lasting for just a few seconds, Corda felt like the two women had a whole conversation that she couldn’t hear or understand. For all that she was sitting between them, the little girl felt like she was behind a thick pane of glass, unable to touch or hear.

There was no specific comment or body language that the oversensitive little girl could detect, but Aret leaned back into her seat with a sigh and Misha brought out a carved wooden box that she carefully held in her hands.

The Seer stood up and walked over to the small table, motioning Corda to join her. Sitting down at the chair across from her grandmother, the little girl watched as the old woman opened the box and removed its contents.

Arranging a dark velvety fabric across the table, the Seer placed the cards in the middle of the expanse and put her own hands on either side of the stack. Misha was silent, gazing at her eldest granddaughter in a receptive manner.

Corda didn’t know what to do. She didn’t have any instructions, and it didn’t look like her grandmother was going to tell her anything. The little girl threw a frantic look at her mother, but Aret’s eyes were closed, and her face was partially obscured by her hands.

Finally, the little girl placed her badly shaking fingers on top of her grandmother’s larger and warmer ones. The cards are hot! I wonder how Nona got them heated.

Touching the Seer’s hands and the deck of cards calmed Corda’s nerves and allowed her to take a deep breath. For a little while, Corda just listened to her grandmother breathe and let the heat from the old woman’s hands and the deck of cards chase the chill of her own fingers away. Feeling like she was wrapped in warm arms and floating on something, the little girl was not even startled when her grandmother began to speak.

“I was going to draw cards for a young person’s Seeing, but although your years are few, you are not untried in spirit. Therefore, I will lay out a different Seeing, one that foretells the shape and challenges of your life ahead.”

Big-eyed, Corda watched as her Nona carefully shuffled the cards and asked her to cut them. Her tongue between her teeth in concentration, the little girl carefully lifted up a portion of the stacked cards and laid her selection to the side.

The Seer re-stacked the deck, leaving the card that Corda had exposed on the top. She then proceeded to place nine cards face down in a peculiar pattern that mystified the young girl. Looking vaguely like an arrow pointing toward her heart, the youngster decided not to try to figure it out but simply to observe what was happening.

The sound of the cards touching the plush, black fabric stretched out, reverberating in Corda’s head. Each plaque set down added new harmonics until an immense chord hung in the air. The sound was so loud that Corda nearly missed hearing her mother’s footsteps as Aret join them at the table.

Oblivious to her daughter, Misha was already immersed in the reading, murmuring, “Lifeforce, that which provides the motivation in your life.” Gently turning over the second card from the top, the Seer stared at the picture for a moment and announced, “Judgment, the card that says the core motivation in your life will be centered around awakening, reflection, and reckoning.”

Corda heard her mother whisper, “A good card for a Healer, I was worried it would be far worse.” The little girl glanced over at her mother and saw a relieved expression on her face. I wonder what she was afraid of? thought the child.

Misha responded, saying, “The card is not just good for Healers, Daughter. Having good judgment is core to many professions. Please don’t get so blindsided by the artificial grouping of disciplines that you ignore all the other people in our world to provide skills and benefits.”

“Mother, we’ve had this discussion before. Whatever you may think, Waterns are Healers and Corda is a Watern.”

Making a wry face, Corda’s grandmother turned her attention back to the cards. Corda could feel the room grows slightly colder and wisps of some sort of light teased the corner of her eyes. Power gathered in the room, and the little girl could dimly perceive its presence.
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Chapter 9 – Seer’s Power

Misha was oblivious to both her daughter and granddaughter, immersed in her power and welling with energy that Corda could feel. The touch of her grandmother’s magic on the little girl’s skin was very different than she had felt when Nanny or any of the other Healers had worked around her. While the healing energy felt like slightly bubbly water to her, the magic of an Oramancer felt like a sharp cold wind that cut right to the bone.

Wrapping her arms around her sides, Corda watched her Nona as the loving, calm elderly woman that had seated herself at the table transformed into a remote, cold creature that burned with power. Nona can be very scary. I wonder if that’s part of how she does her magic.

The card closest to the little girl was the next one turned over. Once again the Seer announced the part of Corda’s future to which it was tied. “Thoughts, the card that symbolizes how your mind works.”

The pause to study the card was longer this time, and Corda managed to catch a fleeting expression on the Seer’s face. Such a brief time was it present that if the little girl had not been highly sensitive to the body language of the people around her, she would have missed it.

“Justice. Your thoughts are based on cause-and-effect, ever seeking clarity, and searching for truth.”

Corda heard a small gasp from her mother but didn’t turn her attention away from the woman on the other side of the table. Touching the card to the right of the first two cards, Misha announced, “Emotions. This card reveals how your emotions work.”

The Seer turned over the card and Aret jump back from the table sobbing. Misha carefully laid the card precisely in its assigned place and focused on Corda. The little girl was startled but somehow not afraid when she saw that her grandmother’s grass green eyes were now swirling black pools of sparkling lights.

“Death, your emotions are ruled by the Death card.”

“Nona, does that mean I’m going to die soon?” Corda asked. Shocked by the question, Aret stopped crying, staring in surprise at her daughter. “How can you be so calm?” she asked, but neither her mother or daughter paid any attention to the Healer.

Another micro expression floated across the Seer’s face, and Corda was almost positive that it was a look of approval. She was even surer when the older woman answered, “This card does typically not refer to actual death in this type of Seeing. Instead, this is a card that says your emotions will change over time, that you will accept beginnings and ends, and that you will expect metamorphosis in both yourself and those around you.”

Turning her attention back to the cards on the table, the Seer laid her hand on the plaque directly below the first one used in the reading, identifying its domain by saying, “Spirit, the essence of who you are.”

The card revealed reminded Corda of some of the Healers that she had met. The beautiful colors on the plaque drew her eyes, and the little girl almost didn’t hear the Seer explaining, “Temperance, indicating someone who takes the middle path, full of patience, and always looking to find the meaning behind their experiences.”

Aret sat back down at the table, trying to regain her calm. She looked at her daughter and said in a slightly shaky voice, “That is a powerful card and a good one for a Healer to have.”

Corda nodded in acknowledgment but kept her eyes on the Seer as if the woman would disappear if the little girl blinked. The next card was the one to the left of the top plaque. This one was announced by the Oramancer as, “Physical Self. This rules the domain of the body.”

The image revealed startled Aret enough for her to exclaim, “Another Arcana! The entire circle is composed of Arcana! Have you ever seen a reading like this?”

Lost in her magical trance, the Seer was focused only on Corda. Continuing to look the little girl in the face, the elderly woman explained, “Strength, your body will be strong, as will the parts that connect your body and will. The Strength card here reflects inner strength, the ability to focus and fight your way through things that would defeat others. It also indicates both bravery and compassion.”

Corda nodded her head and found that she was leaning slightly forward in anticipation of the following part of the reading.

The next card touched was the leftmost of the bottom row of three plaques. For some reason, the little girl felt her tension rise as soon as the Seer’s hand made contact. Squeezing her arms even tighter around her torso, Corda realized that her hair was moving slightly and that the room had become even colder. Where is that draft coming from?

The Seer’s dry voice cut through the little girl’s thoughts, saying, “Opposing Forces. This card represents the people and situations that would choose to harm or limit you.” Turning the card over with a quick motion, the elderly woman continued without a discernible pause, saying, “The Tower. It represents sudden upheaval and disasters as well as the poisonous push of broken pride.”

The room had become painfully cold, and shadows were so thick that Corda felt like she was in a small chamber rather than the expansive parlor. At this point, the little girl felt like she and the Seer were alone and wrapped in the tentacles of magic that she could almost see.

The elderly woman touched the card on the right side of the row of three, and announced, “Other Opposing Forces. These are more specific enemies or dangers.” Something in the Seer's voice sank into Corda and roiled her stomach with fear. Refusing to flee, the little girl thought to herself, I am scared, but I don’t believe this is something I can run from.

The card was flipped, and the Seer’s voice became a vehicle of barely controlled rage as she snarled, “The Hierophant. Your opposition comes from those that would force you with tradition, overpower you into conformity, and forced their morality or ethics upon you.”

From the side of the table came a brokenhearted cry and Aret mourned, “How can I choose? Perhaps, this will change also.” Corda heard the sobs in her mother’s voice but refused to look away from the intimidating Seer. There were only two cards left, and the little girl needed to know the end of the story.

The remote mask of dispassion was back on the face of the elderly woman sitting across from the young girl. Magic gathered in the room, thick and roiling. It slipped over Corda’s skin, slithering into every fold and crevice. It did not seem to be a threat, more like a curious cat wanting to explore something new.

The little girl stayed relaxed as the magic caused the light to concentrate more tightly on the table, creating a powerful spotlight that illuminated just the top of the table and the Seer’s hands as they moved on the cards. Fascinated by the wielding of such power, Corda saw the Oramancer touch two fingers to the back of the unrevealed card in the middle of the bottom row.

It might have been her imagination, or could have been the stress that beat down on the little girl’s spirit like a sledgehammer but she saw a spark that jumped up from the card into the Seer’s hand. Only a slight trembling betrayed the sting of that spark as the elderly woman said, “Necessary Energies to Call Upon. These are the elements of your being that you will need to hone and use to triumph over those people and situations that oppose you.”

Another card turned, and its face revealed froze the Seer in her place. Corda could see the whirling of energy around her grandmother as the woman contemplated the image on the plaque. Finally, she spoke, “The Magician. One of the most powerful cards in the full Arcana, it represents the need for willpower and desire. This is essential for the creation and for the manifestation of desired results.”

Aret’s inarticulate moaning and mumbling, interspersed with strangled sobs were the only sounds in the room. Waiting motionlessly, Corda stared at her grandmother while the insubstantial wisps of magic ruffled her hair and stroked her skin with friendly caresses.

The Seer’s eyes met Corda’s across the table, and the elderly woman placed her full palm on the back of the only plaque unturned. This time the flash of energy from the card lit up the entire room for a split second. The little girl could see the flashing of pain that stabbed through her grandmother and heard the shuddering breath that the old woman managed.

Swallowing with difficulty, the Seer announced the final card, saying, “The Outcome. This final plaque carries the answer to the question of your overall life.” Corda’s eyes were drawn to the Seer’s hand as the final card was revealed.

For an instant, the little girl thought there was something wrong with the card. Its garish colors and position made it appear as if the image on the illustration was upside down. Drawing a wondering breath, the Seer said in a voice that rang with triumph, “The Devil, reversed. This says that despite opposing forces, your life will be one that restores control to your hand. It stands for freedom and the release of captivity and restriction.”

The magic in the room swirled high like a fountain coming up from the cards and splashing against the ceiling. Corda stared in wonder at the dancing magic, thinking that it looked like water shooting up in a spout. One final exuberant spray almost overwhelmed her senses before it was gone, leaving the normal light to sift back into the room.

Corda was shaking, her mind skittering around like a mouse on the pantry floor. Overwhelmed with all of the information and feeling pummeled by the magic that had so abruptly disappeared, she looked in panic for her mother.

Aret looked like she was in agony, her face twisted in distress and the signs of her sobbing clearly visible on her face. Her posture was curled up, arms protectively wrapped around her own torso. The woman had no attention for her daughter.

In desperation, the little girl looked across the table at the Seer. What she saw there created a blaze of relief that warmed her like a gentle fire. The cold, dispassionate Seer was gone, leaving behind the sympathetic, warm glance of her Nona. With a strangled sob, Corda stumbled out of her chair and around the table to fling herself into her grandmother’s loving arms.
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Chapter 10 – Thwarted

The powerful Seer’s reading for Corda had affected all three of the women. Corda had ceased to process any of the things that she heard, overwhelmed and exhausted by the experience. For the most part, she quickly recovered enough energy to move around and even hold a conversation. Aware of how far the little girl had been strained, her Nona insisted on sitting on the couch with her eldest granddaughter firmly nestled into her side.

Aret had been shivering and crying at the end of the reading. Extremely shaken, even now, she focused her attention on the clasped hands in her lap as she tried to regain her equilibrium. Ignored by her mother and her daughter, the Healer Adept darted an occasional glance at the two on the couch with her hooded eyes shadowed and her mouth trembling.

After a while, she came to her feet and on shaky legs went over to pour herself something to drink. Dabbing her handkerchief into the cool water, Aret carefully wiped her face clear of the signs of her weeping. Only then did she go over to check on her mother and daughter.

Relieved to find out that Corda’s conversation with her grandmother did not include anything about the reading, Aret seated herself more comfortably on the chair facing them and determinedly changed the subject to something she was comfortable with. “Is it still your plan, Mother, to leave for home tomorrow afternoon? If you’re going to be here longer, you can either come with us to the musical evening we have planned, or I would be happy to cancel my attendance and stay here with you.”

Misha had looked up in surprise at her daughter’s voice, and Corda saw her grandmother’s expression become a little sad as the Seer realized how far her daughter would go to avoid uncomfortable topics.

Understanding the awkward position that Aret was in, Misha responded in her calm, gentle way, “I am not sure. As I said before, there is a requirement for me to return to the Imperial Court very soon, but I am trying to arrange some useful meetings for Bertor, and if I can manage that, I will stay the extra day to provide him with the introductions he will require.”

“That’s extraordinarily kind, Mother. I know that Bertor really appreciates it. I think that his graduation gift was inspired, although it might have been better to give me or his father oversight over the estate until he is a little more experienced. Ealtert was extremely appreciative, considering that the two oldest boys are not of your lineage.”

The door to the hall opened, and Ealtert marched into the room as if the mention of his name had been a summoning spell. Ignoring his daughter and mother-in-law, the Healer Adept moved quickly over to his wife and asked her, “What is kept you so long? I thought you were going to join me to review the last-minute details for tonight!”

“I am sorry, my dear. I can come now if you would like.”

Appeased, the large man reached down and gently pulled his wife to her feet. Tucking her small hand in the crook of his arm, he swung around to lead her out of the room when he caught sight of the box of cards that still sat in the middle of the table.

Instantly, Ealtert flashed into rage. His face purple, and he yanked away from Aret to confront his mother-in-law. He all but roared, demanding, “How dare you do that in my house! It is nothing but chicanery and not a valid discipline at all. There is no need to even play with your props! We know what their future is, and I will not have you using those stupid things to fill my children’s heads with nonsense.”

Misha’s voice was even and controlled, but when she responded uncowed, “Oramancy is a recognized power on all Imperial worlds. As for it being nonsense, I’m the one with an Imperial warrant, not you.”

“You just want to subvert my children! They will do what I need them to do and perform the way I need them to act. They are mine to control, not yours.” Taking several steps forward, the large man loomed over the small, elderly woman. Unnoticed in the shelter of her grandmother’s side, Corda shrank her body into a tighter ball, frightened by the noise and anger in the room.

The older woman stated calmly, “Ealtert, children are people too. You do not own them, they are not slaves.”

So angry that he was almost spitting, the big Healer raised his voice to yell, “They are children, they cannot choose or even to think. They require my guidance, and that is what I’m giving them. I will not tolerate any interference from a nosy old bitch!”

Aret interjected, trying to defuse the situation, pleading, “Please don’t fight. This is supposed to be a celebration for Bertor, not a reason to resume old disagreements.”

The furious man ignored his wife, crowding even closer to the seated Seer. Even though he was almost touching her knees, Misha stood, forcing him to back up and consciously concealing her granddaughter with her own body mass.

Her voice moving from calm to cold, the Seer confronted the bully in front of her firing her words at him as if they had a physical representation, saying, “It is not up to you to direct your children’s lives, especially as they get older. They are not pieces of you that you get to keep on a leash. The Imperium does not tolerate slavery of any form!”

Ealtert was incoherent. It was apparent that the man was so infuriated that he had lost the ability to communicate. Flailing his arms around and sputtering, his anger crashed against the will of the Seer, but she did not back down.

Her eyes widened in distress, Aret cried, “Ealtert, my dear, please calm down. There is no need to get so angry. We have so many people coming over tonight that I am worried about the last-minute arrangements. Can we not go and review those details?” Endeavoring to help her husband regain control, the female Healer placed her hand gently the man’s forearm. Without looking, he slapped her arm away.

The sound of that blow seemed to echo in the room. The unexpected attack spun Aret around and sent her crashing back into the chair from which she had just risen. Before any of the adults could respond, Corda launched herself off the couch and flung her body between her father and mother. Small eyes like lasers, the little girl screamed at her father, “Don’t hit my mother!”

“You contemptible little brat! How dare you not show me respect!”

Undeterred, Corda stood her ground, refusing to leave her mother unprotected even though her tiny body was no match for her father’s. Shaking at the knees, the little girl said nothing else but maintained her position.

Ealtert’s black fury subsided slightly as he stared at his oldest daughter. He could feel the waves of anger crashing inside of him, but something about Corda’s intransigence stayed his hand and his voice.

“You little brat, we will discuss this later. For now, leave the room immediately.”

When Corda turned to check on her mother, Ealtert grabbed her by the shoulder and swung around all but shoving her toward the door, swearing, “I said get out of here! That means now!”

The child had no option but to leave the room. The fear of what would happen later on was running wild in her mind and body, but she knew that there was no real way of protecting her mother or her grandmother. The shoulder that her father had grabbed hurt horribly, bringing tears to her eyes that she refused to let him see.

Opening the door only a small amount so she could slide through, Corda immediately closed the door but stayed right next to it so she could hear what was going on. The footman, Dravor, watched her with widened eyes but left her alone.

The little girl could hear her father through the thick door as he continued to berate her grandmother, saying, “I hope you’re proud of yourself, you useless old woman! You are destroying a celebration for your own amusement.”

Misha sighed, commenting, “I worried when Aret married you, as you know. You like to control everything and everyone, and I don’t think that’s healthy. That being said, I did not try to command my daughter. She is allowed to make her own decisions and deal with the consequences, both good and bad. That is why I reminded you that your children are not your slaves. They have their own lives to live.”

In a hateful tone more vicious than anything she had heard from her father, Corda heard him say, “I will not have this! My children will do as I say. And since apparently, you have infected Corda with your disgusting attitude I will make it very plain to you. She does what she is supposed to do, exactly as I say, or she is no daughter of mine!”

Corda heard a crashing as something was sent smashing to the ground in the room, and the little girl cringed. Then panic set in as she registered the rapid footsteps coming toward the door and realized that she had no place to hide from her father when he came out of the room.

Terrified, she scanned the room, looking for any place to hide, but her fear prevented her from thinking. Dravor urgently murmured, “Bench!” Looking in the direction he was pointing, Corda realized that the bench that had been set partly down the hall had an open area underneath it that might conceal her.

Moving faster than she had ever run before, the little girl scrambled over to the bench and slid underneath it into the open area. Pressing her body as far back against the wall and into the shadows as she could, she barely finished moving when the door to the parlor slammed open, and her father stalked into the hallway.
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Chapter 11 – Other Gifts

Corda tried to keep quiet, letting the pain of her sore shoulder bring hot tears to her eyes but stifling any cry of pain from either the shoulder her father had hurt or the bruises that she had just acquired in her frantic dive for cover. Desperately wishing to be invisible, the little girl chanted in her mind, Don’t see me. Please don’t see me. I’m not really here.

The little girl’s body shook from the intensity of her emotions so much that the first advent of the cold tendrils of magical power escaped her notice. Delicately wrapping around the child, magic spun around her until no part of her was exposed.

Ealtert pounded down the hallway toward his study, muttering to himself the whole way. Corda couldn’t hear what her father was saying, but his tone of voice frightened her. Why is he so angry? And what is he going to do to me?

As her parent’s footsteps faded with his progress on the hall, the little girl could finally take a deep breath. Immediately, the pain of her injuries stabbed her anew, and she clapped her hands over her mouth to stifle her cries.

For a few minutes, Corda just lay on the cold floor in the shadows, too exhausted to even think about moving. Deciding that she couldn’t stay where she was, the little girl started to crawl out from under the bench when she bumped her sore shoulder once again.

Ow, that really hurts, she thought as she looked down at her arm. Freezing in place, Corda stared in shock where her arm should be. There was nothing there. Frightened beyond measure, Corda tried to look at her legs or her other arm and could see the floor that she was lying on clearly, but her familiar slender body was not visible.

Footsteps in the hallway yanked her attention away from her unfathomable problem, and she heard two familiar male voices talking. After her first stab of fear when she detected their gender, Corda realized that Pharyl’s tutor, Denne Nezal, and the Watern Armsmaster, Mondyr Risand, were approaching.

Confident that they would just continue past where she lay hidden, the little girl was horrified when one of them sat on the bench. It took a few moments before she could listen past her panic to make sense of the words that the two men were uttering.

The tutor's cultured voice sounded first, saying, “It is interesting that the side halls provide servants and others traveling them a clear view of what’s occurring in the main passageway. I wonder if that’s by design?”

The rougher speech of the long-time Armsmaster answered him, “I suppose that’s why you positioned yourself so that no one can see exactly what’s happening here by the bench. If I didn’t know better, it might look like you were trying to provide a cover for someone you are fond of that could possibly be in trouble.”

“That is certainly a possibility. However, that person might need some assistance in releasing a magic spell cast in desperation. If so, I would not be much use in the situation other than providing a masking conversation so that a more knowledgeable magic-user could help dispel what was cast.”

Master Risand laughed and added, “I realize that such a spell might conceal sound as well as sight. If that were true, perhaps that person would tug on a pants leg or something to indicate that they do need help.”

Finally realizing that they were trying to help, Corda reached forward to try to grab a convenient leg that was positioned within easy reach. It was frightening not being able to see where her arm and hand were. Several times when she attempted to grab the Armsmaster’s leg, she missed. On the fourth attempt, her fingers connected with the fabric of his garment, and she tugged gently three times.

The men immediately started more discussion, covering random topics but concealing the calm coaching of the Armsmaster as he took her through the steps to release her spell. The exhausted little girl struggled to follow the man’s directions but refused to give up. Finally, Corda felt the silky texture of magical power unravel from her body.

I thought the magic was cold when Nona was doing her reading, but now it feels warm and comfortable. I wonder if that’s the difference between her magic in my magic? the little girl thought to herself.

Although Corda could now see her body when she looked down, the pain of her injuries could no longer be ignored. Tears sprang to her eyes and ran down her cheeks, but she refused to let any sound escape.

The men had continued their conversation as they waited for Corda to recover. Armsmaster Risand was saying, “That thorough of the concealment spell would be very useful, although it would be good to practice it until the casting and dispelling became automatic.”

The tutor responded somewhat reluctantly, saying, “Adept Healer Watern was most emphatic when discussing the acceptable topics for lessons. By his specific definition, only those subjects and areas that are part of the Academy Healer curriculum can be included in the formal lessons.”

“Well, all Healers are required to pass certain levels of self-defense. If the Master agrees, I think it would be good to teach all of the house members some basic skills before they go to the Academy.”

Denne laughed, saying, “In other words, if we can come up with an acceptable reason for you to get some of the household members into the salle, it would be possible to add some extra instruction in certain additional spells without being obvious about it.”

In a voice little more than a whisper, Corda said, “Thank you, both for the rescue and for the hope of learning more.”

There was a pause before the Armsmaster stood up, positioning his body to provide more screening as Corda crawled out from underneath the bench. Too ashamed and frightened to look directly at the men, the little girl whispered her thanks once more and hurried through the servant passageways until she reached the back stairs. Praying that Pharyl was otherwise occupied, the girl fled on quiet feet back to the nursery.

Slipping into the room unnoticed, Corda crawled into her bed and collapsed into an exhausted slumber.

<< <> >>

“Corda, Corda, wake up!” the voice penetrated through the veil of sleep and drew the little girl back to the land of waking.

“What? What do you need?”

“Nanny says to tell you that we have a tray of all the treats that they’re serving at the big grown-up party and if you want some, you have to get up to eat them.” The possessor of the annoying voice then went away, and Corda was tempted to slip back into sleep. However, the smells of tasty pies pulled the little girl out of her slumber and sent her stumbling out into the main nursery room.

The sight of the unaccustomed treats shocked Corda awake and kicked off a voracious feeling of hunger. All of the children were eating, exclaiming in delight over the number of dishes and the variety.

The nursery was quiet as the children concentrated on eating. Only when they had addressed their hunger did any conversation breakout. Nanny had been supervising, and when she saw that the children were about done eating, she reminded them, “Remember to thank your eldest brother for such a delightful treat. It was very kind of him to give Cook instructions to share his party with all of you.”

Corda smiled, thinking that Bertor was the best brother ever. Only he would think about the rest of them missing out and do something about it. I hope that we get to take a ride tomorrow. I know he promised, but Father may punish me by forbidding it.

There was knock on the nursery door, and Nanny went over to answer it. Corda recognized Pharyl’s tutor's voice as he and the nursemaid had a quiet conversation. Turning back to her charges, Nanny asked them if anyone would like to go to a place where they could look in on the party for a few minutes. She explained that Tutor Nezal had offered to take a few of them to observe for a few minutes, as long as they promised to be quiet.

Both Corda and Jen immediately stuck their hands in the air to indicate their desire to observe. After a few moments of contemplation, Jerry also raised his.

Waving the three of them toward the doorway, Nanny admonished her charges, saying, “This is the nice gift, a privilege so please be appreciative and obedient.”

Quietly, the three children followed the tutor into a small screened overlook that provided a view of the ballroom. Corda was extremely impressed at the decorations and how splendid everyone looked.

The children didn’t know where to look with all of the different and exciting things going on. People were dancing, while others were standing around talking or eating. The musicians were playing music, and the combined voices of the partygoers seem to blend in with the notes.

Corda looked over to the one side of the room and saw where the staircase came in and led down to the ballroom floor. There were still people arriving, and her parents and brother were greeting each arrival. Ealtert and Aret were standing tall with pride on either side of Bertor.

The predominant color in the room was blue, with many of the attendees displaying the insignia of Healers. However, there were other disciplines represented, many of them gravitating toward a different area of the ballroom once they had greeted their host and hostess.

Looking closely at the cluster of people on the far side of the room, Corda realized to her surprise that her Nona was the center of their attention. Ensconced in a comfortable chair, the Seer was chatting cheerfully with a group of people, some of which were not wearing discipline insignia at all. I wonder what those people do, the little girl thought. Maybe Nona will tell me tomorrow.

Soon enough, it was time for them to go back to the nursery and get ready for bed. Each of the children politely thanked Tutor Nezal for the unexpected treat. Trailing her siblings, Corda paused as the man said in a soft tone, “Corda?”

The little girl turned toward him, wondering what he wanted to say. When he smiled at her and whispered, “Happy Birthday” before leaving, she was filled with a rush of warmth. “Thank you,” Corda murmured and firmly closed the nursery door behind her.

It seemed like just a few minutes later that Corda had finished her nighttime rituals and crawled under her bed covers. Waiting for Nanny to come and tuck her in, Corda thought to herself, I am glad that Bertor got his fancy party. He such a good brother, I hope I can be as good a sister.

Exhausted beyond measure but still somehow satisfied the child hugged her knees to her chest and thought about this her birthday day. It had definitely been exciting, filled with wide swings of emotion and new experiences.

She had experienced her first divination and had moments of unaccustomed affection and sheer terror. Corda grinned in triumph at the memory of the magic spell she had cast and then learned to release. All of those were wonderful and powerful but then to have the unexpected dinner treats and the great privilege of being able to watch the party put her enjoyment over the top.

I may not have had a birthday party, but I have received some wonderful gifts.

The noise at the door and announced Nanny’s entry. Corda looked up, expecting to see her nursemaid holding the usual bedtime storybook but saw instead something that made her shoot upright into bed with her mouth open.

The caregiver of the Watern children settled lightly on the edge of the bed and placed a plate with a small, delicately frosted cake surrounded by a ring of ten candles in front of Corda. Placing a gentle kiss on the little girl’s forehead, Nanny murmured, “Happy Birthday, sweetheart. Everyone deserves a party.”
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Author Notes

Welcome to a story in the Vorcian Imperial Chronicles. The Imperial society is full of eddies of power, both political and financial. On the world of Barkin Prime, the powerful Watern family has a long tradition of supplying some of the most powerful Healers in the Imperium. 

I have written a story of a pivotal time in the life of a young girl that will grow up to be a dominant force in the Imperium. What starts as a graduation celebration, quickly morphs into an explosion of greed and anger. 

Will love be enough to shield a small child from the damage? How will her life change from exposure to  crippling manipulation? 

Is it possible to see ANYONE’s future in the cards?

I have a lot planned for a cast of characters in this series. Over the next few months, I will be doing stories of how the others came to be together at some pivotal points along the way. Hopefully, you will enjoy meeting these people as much as I did!

I would appreciate it if you could take a few moments to review my story on Amazon or Goodreads. I want your honest feedback, whether that is on my FB page, in messages, or in a review. I read each of them, sometimes smiling or wincing where appropriate. Those points of communication help me to keep improving my craft.

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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Unfettered Mage

Magic and Technology in a SciFi Universe

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Mage and Mate

Traditions of Childhood

Social Combat - Oct 2019

Tattered Wings - Dec 2019

Elemental Connections - Dec 2019

Mate's Gift - Dec 2019

Mage Emergent - Feb 2019

Mage Ascendant – Apr 2020

Mage's Sword – May 2020

Fleet Genesis - July 2020

Vorcian Imperial Chronicles

Pledged to Duty, Driven by Honor

An Attitude Adjustment

Cadre Files

In the Cards - Oct 2019

Power Nexus - Oct 2019

Burnished Blade -  Nov 2019

No Money for Marriage -  Jan 2020

Steel Harvest -  Feb 2020

Count Off -  Apr 2020

Deadly Mascot -  June 2020

BattleMage Investigates

Power of the Mage, Focus on Crime

Battle Cadre Arises - Nov 2019

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  Dec 2019

No Accounting for Taste - Feb 2020

The Case of the Missing Sniper  - Apr 2020

Sing a Song of Politics  - June 2020

The Case of Short Shots  - Aug 2020

Explosive Echoes  - Oct 2020

The Case of the Darkling Spear  - Dec 2020

Badger Hole Bar

Come for a Drink, Change Your Life

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward

The Gift of Fashion

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Payment in Kind

Daytripping

The Remembrance Wall

Wedding Fashions - Oct 2019

Dirty Bucket Brewery - Nov 2019

Treasured Knowledge - Dec 2019

Alastair and the Dungeon - Feb 2020

A Matter of Trust - Early 2020

Death Walking - Early 2020

Clingon - Early 2020

Najeer  - Early 2020

Echoes of Knowledge - Mar 2020

Wynn's Kitten - May 2020

Becoming Sephera

When Beauty is More than Skin Deep

A Learning Experience

You Just Go On - 2020

Life Rebuilt - Late 2020

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Rediscovering Heritage, Forging New Traditions

Shade of Honor

Unfamiliar Pathways

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

Little Things in Life

The Gratitude Challenge - Nov 2019

Honor’s Bridge - Jan 2020

Carp EDM - Jan 2020

Familiar Magic

When Magic is a Team Effort

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathways - Oct 2019

Familiar Trials - Expert - Dec 2019

Familiar Trials - Master - Mar 2020

Familiar Trials - Adept - June 2020

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Marcella's Garden Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Baba’s Kitchen - Coming Soon!

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

Inanna's Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories

Inanna's Circle: The Game Begins

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

CyberWar: Byte Conflict

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Fantasy

Phoenix Imagining

The Imp Prince

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

Sensorium I

Spirit of Thanks

The Hand You Were Dealt

The Imp Prince

Treated to Tricks

Tricky Treats
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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 our book-related merchandise here!

Thanks for joining me for this brief time.

Cheerfully, Taki
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