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Part 1 – Timmy
 
Ch. 1 – Childhood
 
“What is it now, Timmy?” his mother asked, almost exasperatedly.
“I heard Father Thomas asking boys about joining the church chorus. May I also join, please?”
She could never refuse him, not when he looked at her that way. “Of course, Timmy. If Father Thomas accepts you, your dad and I will have no objection.” At least singing in the choir would present fewer opportunities for mischief or for weird things to happen, and Father Thomas seemed to like her boy.
The choir was a new experience for Timmy. He suddenly had a schedule: three rehearsals each week and a public performance during the weekend. He also had clean clothes made especially for the performance. And best of all – he got Father Thomas’s attention.
Father Thomas was a kind man of about thirty – quite old in the eyes of a five years old boy – who prided himself on finding talented children and helping them gain control of their talents. He first noted Timmy as someone his age-mates obeyed, even though he was never the leader. He then noticed that the boy had a very strong and pleasant voice. This was reason enough to offer him a position in the choir, more for the other opportunities that would open than for the singing role.
Father Thomas taught Timmy how to read, if only to be able to sing the lead roles in some services, as he explained. He then taught the boy how to write, just so he could help with some chores at church, as he put it. Timmy proved to be a fast learner.
 
Timmy was already seven when Father Thomas decided to talk more seriously with him.
“There are a few things I need to teach you,” he told the boy after another rehearsal. “Please come with me.”
Timmy followed Father Thomas to the back of the church, where the priest had a place reserved for his use. Once they reached there, Timmy saw a large desk, full of parchments, quills, some ink bottles, and some stuff he didn’t recognize. His eyes, though, were drawn to the shelves over the desk and on the other walls. They were holding more books than he could count, although he could already count up to forty. There were two chairs there and a few stools. Father Thomas sat on one chair and waved Timmy to sit on the other. “You may also sit on a stool, if you like it better,” he said, noticing the small boy had difficulty climbing the tall chair.
Timmy didn’t give up, though, and managed to sit on the chair, although he didn’t find it comfortable. The priest smiled understandingly at seeing this.
“Do you guess what I want to talk with you about?” he asked.
Timmy shook his head. He was worried he may have sung out of tune or done something else that the priest didn’t like, but the benevolent smile was reassuring, and yet confused him even more.
“I think that you have a rare talent,” the priest said.
“You mean – my singing?”
He was rewarded with another smile. “That is a useful talent, but not quite so rare, and – unfortunately – it may only prove temporary, as most boys lose their singing voices once they reach puberty. I believe you have another talent – you can make things happen.”
Timmy looked bewildered. “What do you mean?”
“I’ve been watching you since you were much younger. Whenever you had strong feelings about something – things happened.” The child still didn’t seem to understand.
“Remember last month, when some older children tried to beat you for disturbing their game? You ran away and jumped on a tree. You didn’t climb it, though. One moment you were still on the ground, the next you were several feet up, way beyond their reach.”
Timmy frowned. He remembered running and jumping. He couldn’t believe he had jumped so high, yet how had he reached there?
Father Thomas continued. “None of the other boys could climb the tree. As soon as they touched the trunk, it seemed to hurt their hands. Then some branches started falling, making them leave you alone after a while, yet no branch was missing on the tree. When you felt safe enough, you climbed down carefully and the tree didn’t seem to hurt you at all.”
Timmy’s frown deepened. “I don’t know what happened, but I did nothing to them. I was really afraid one of the branches would hurt me and make me lose my hold on the tree. It could be bad if I fell from there, even without those boys waiting down.”
Father Thomas smiled again. “I know you did nothing, yet none of those boys is going to try hurting you again, just the way it is with those who tried to hurt you at other times.”
“But I really didn’t do anything, I swear!”
“You didn’t do anything and nobody was even hurt, yet you made things happen, things that wouldn’t have happened without you. Can you tell me what you were thinking during that event?”
Timmy tried to remember. “At first, I thought I could outrun them. I am quite fast, you know, but they had longer legs. Then I thought of getting out of their reach. I thought that going up a tree would give me some protection, as only one could climb after me. I thought I climbed that tree, but I can’t remember doing it.”
The priest nodded encouragingly.
“I then thought of ways to keep them away, but I had nothing I could use. I thought that if I had some dead branches or big fruits, I could throw some at them, making them leave.”
“Is that when some branches started falling?”
“I don’t really know. I saw they tried to climb the trunk, though. I wished I could stop them. They did seem to have problems climbing, yet they stayed there. Then some branches started falling. One of them said I was using some witchcraft on them and they all ran away, but I really didn’t do anything. I don’t even know what witchcraft means.”
The priest smiled at him again. “That isn’t witchcraft, although some may mistake it for that. It is your talent to make things happen. It can be of great use, if you learn how to control it, or it can become a peril, causing all kinds of weird things to happen around you, eventually causing you harm. I want you to come here each day, soon after doing your morning chores at home. I will train you to the best of my ability, so that your talent will become a blessing, but others shouldn’t know about this yet. I will also teach you a bit about my tasks, so you can claim to be my acolyte.”
This was a new revelation for Timmy – the priest could also tell lies, yet it was an opportunity nobody could refuse.
 
Five years later, Timmy could already control his talent quite well. He could make things happen by deliberately thinking about them, and even when excited or agitated, nothing would suddenly happen if he didn’t consciously want it to happen. He had already read all the books that the priest was keeping, and a few more that happened to pass his hands. He already knew that his special talent was called Magic and could easily be confused with Witchcraft – which was actually tainted magic, used for bad purposes.
Timmy was also fluent with all the tasks a vicar, like Father Thomas, needed to perform, and also learned some basic skills in other professions, yet what he seemed to like best was healing. Father Thomas had only one book of basic healing, which Timmy had already learned by heart. He could now treat any superficial injury as well as many deeper ones; he could help deliver a baby like a midwife; he could brew quite a few herbal medicines for treating most common illnesses. He even read about doing some simple surgery, but he had no chance to practice it, for which he felt thankful.
One thing he did not know, and that was his exact age. All he knew was that he was born at the beginning of winter, about twelve years earlier. He had been baptized, like most babies, but his parents could not tell whether they had him baptized a few days or a few weeks after he had been born, and the church registration had only marked the month of baptism. Timmy decided that the shortest day of the year would be the day his age would change. It was as close as he could estimate the date of his birth.
 
Father Thomas stopped him after the Sunday service.
“Timmy, I’m afraid you can’t stay in the choir any longer.”
“But why, father? I didn’t sing out of tune, did I?”
“No, child, you’re just growing up. Your voice is no longer stable. It’s going to change soon, as you turn from a child into an adult. None of your age mates is still in the choir and many are wondering why I still keep you, especially as you seem older than your age, being so tall.”
Timmy was sad. “I understand. Can you still continue tutoring me?”
Father Thomas shook his head sadly. “Not for long. A new priest is coming to serve this community after mid-winter and then I need to go to the big city and help there. It is a promotion for me, you see. People higher up seem to appreciate what I’m doing here, but it also means that I will soon be unable to be with you.”
Timmy felt very sad at the news, despite it seeming to be good news for the priest, at least.
“I have some more news for you, Timmy. The new priest they’re sending to take my place is a very strict young man. He’s not going to appreciate your talent. He may even see it as demonic. I suggest you keep your talent well under control and refrain from using it until you can leave here, and my advice is – leave as soon as you can, or it may become too dangerous for both you and your family. I wish I could take you with me, but that is not possible. I’ll try to prepare you to the best of my ability before I leave.”
 
Timmy left the village only a few days after the arrival of the new vicar, less than a day after Father Thomas left for his new position. The new vicar seemed heartless and mean. He started criticizing his predecessor’s deeds even before the carriage left the village. Nothing seemed right to him. The atmosphere was too lax, people were not devout enough, the choir was singing off-tune and the texts were all wrong. Timmy did not doubt that if the new vicar found about his special talent, he would end up either stoned or burned to death, probably along with the rest of his family.
Father Thomas had already told him what he needed to prepare and what he needed to take along, once he decided to leave. He had already done most of it. After waving Father Thomas goodbye, there was no reason to stay any longer. He finished packing everything in a small waterproof leather backpack that he could carry alone. He told his parents that night. They were sad and worried to see him go, but they were also relieved. Without Timmy, they had a better chance to not attract the vicar’s undue attention. Blaming his disappearance on the previous priest, if asked, seemed to be a safe escape.
Timmy had already found a way to create some very nice soap bubbles, especially when he used a modified soap that he prepared himself, based on ideas he found in one book. He could perform in village centers and town squares, gaining a few coins each time. He didn’t need much, but he knew he needed a place to stay when summer ended, before the cold locked the land in white slumber.
 
And yet, the winter was still strong when Timmy left home to start a new life. Father Thomas had done all he could to prepare the boy for living alone and faring for himself, yet a twelve years old boy can never really be ready for that. He chose the east road, the one Father Thomas had traveled that morning. The night was cold but dry, and the moon was half full, giving him enough light to travel by. He walked swiftly, trying to put as much distance between himself and the village before anybody noticed his disappearance. He dimly noticed that he had invoked some magic to hide his tracks. When the eastern sky started brightening, he was more than exhausted. A copse of trees with some bushy undergrowth seemed to provide appropriate shelter. He crawled in, too tired to pay much attention to his surroundings. He only wished to fall asleep safely, vaguely noticing he had put his magic into action again.
Only when waking up in the early afternoon, did he notice that a wolf family was sharing his shelter, yet the wolves only cuddled to him, keeping him warm. He crawled out, stretched, and looked around. He was all alone, with nobody around, nobody to care for him, nobody to mind him, nobody to even see him. He suddenly felt very lonely and quite thankful for the wolves for keeping him company. Yet he couldn’t stay there. Reluctantly, he picked up his backpack and trudged on.
Luckily, the weather at that southern valley was relatively mild. Timmy managed to find some shelters from the cold nights, mostly in barns or sheds used by farmers. A few times he even managed to talk his way into a house of sorts and have the benefit of fire.
Food was not a problem. He had taken enough to last him a few days and then he was able to do quite well for himself. Timmy was able to find his food since early childhood. With a few knives, some stones, and several long sticks, used as spears, he was better equipped than most travelers. His main problem was actually the spring rains. He had no clothes to protect him from the cold rain. Whenever it started raining, he had to find shelter, which was sometimes close to impossible.
 
Ch. 2 – Caroline
 
That rain caught him in the middle of the road between two villages. The trees along the road were all bare of leaves, giving no protection from the rain, and he could see nothing else around him, but empty, waterlogged fields. He had to trudge on in the rain that soaked his clothes, making them almost heavier than he was. By the time he reached the next village, which was somewhat larger, the rain stopped, but the winds blew cold and the sky was still overcast. Once he reached the center of the village, he sat on a stump, too weary to move, despite knowing the dangers in his situation.
“Hey, boy! What are you doing there?” a rough male voice asked him.
“I’ve just arrived. The rain made me wet all over.”
“Don’t sit there, then. Come in! You can get dry by the fire and then you can help me in the shop some. If you’re good I may even hire you.”
Timmy turned around. The man seemed to be the owner of the shop in the center of the village. Every village had at least one shop where the locals could buy most of what they needed without having to reach the nearest town, wasting a day, sometimes even more, on the road. The man looked quite rough, but Timmy felt he was not a bad person. The mere fact that he offered him to dry in front of a fire was evidence enough.
Timmy took his bag with his precious belongings and slung it on his back. He was holding his longest spear as a walking stick. The other two were tied to his bag. He followed the man into the shop, passed the main room, and moved to the back room, where the fire was dancing in the fireplace.
“Take off your wet clothing and hang it to dry. You can put my coat on if you want. Try not to leave too much mud on the floor.” The store owner pointed at a coat that was hanging from a peg near the fireplace and went back to his store.
Timmy removed practically all his clothing, staying in a loincloth only. The fire was hot and he was soon dry, warm, and feeling a bit drowsy. He was surprised when a young woman came in, carrying a tray.
“Hello, Dad told me you could use a hot cup of tea and probably a bit of food as well. I brought you some.” She looked about sixteen, he thought, feeling somewhat conscious about his attire. Her presence was also stirring some instincts in him. He knew about what men and women were doing for reproduction and for fun, like every country boy, but this kind of reaction was new to him and he felt embarrassed.
She noticed it and smiled kindly at him. “Don’t worry. I’m actually flattered by your reaction. Yet you should eat and drink before we can discuss anything else.” She put the tray on the table, not too close to the fire. Timmy used the coat to cover himself, as once he moved away from the fireplace he felt too cold. The girl checked the clothes he had hung near the fire and moved them around to dry faster.
She only brought him a cup of unsweetened tea and a thick piece of bread with some jam spread on it. That wasn’t much, but it was very welcome after spending half the day walking in the rain. Timmy ate and drank avidly. She sat on the other chair as soon as she noticed that he finished.
“My name is Caroline. What’s yours?”
“I’m Timothy, but everybody calls me Timmy. I like your name.”
“You seem to like much more than my name,” she smirked. The loincloth could not hide his erection very well.
He blushed, and she decided not to push him. “Dad also asked me to see if you can help in the store for a few days. You’re too young to carry heavy loads, I see, but you probably have some other qualities, or you wouldn’t be traveling alone.”
He didn’t quite understand her logic. “I can read and write. I can do some calculations and I’ve learned some healing.”
She looked appreciatively at him. “That’s quite impressive for such a young lad. Dad would surely like to employ you for a few days, at least. I try to help him, but I don’t read too well and my calculations turn mostly wrong.”
She saw he was already warm and dry, yet his clothes were still too damp to wear. “I’ll bring you something to wear until your clothes dry and then show you where you can sleep.”
She returned a short while later with a thick nightgown and a pair of slippers. Both looked feminine, and Timmy suspected they were hers, when she was a bit younger, as they were too small to fit her now. She also brought a large shirt, probably her father’s. “You can put it over the nightgown, as it’s too big for you to wear otherwise, and then come with me.”
He did as requested, taking his leather bag along. He was glad that the bag was still tight enough to keep his treasured books dry. Caroline led him to the attic, to a small room with a hay-filled mattress on the floor and a small window for light. There was also a chair and a small table there and the room was surprisingly warm. “The chimney goes through that wall,” she said, pointing at the only brick wall, as if to explain the warmness.
Timmy looked around. This was much better than the barns and sheds he had previously used in his journey. It was even better than what he had at home, actually, where he shared the single room in that house with his parents and his siblings.
“It’s really warm here,” Caroline said, removing her outer shirt. She then turned to the door and closed it firmly. “Have you been with a girl or a woman before?” she asked, untying her skirt. 
“No… I’ve…” he found it difficult to talk. Her intentions were perfectly clear, yet he felt unsure about his ability to do his part, not having any previous experience to rely on.
“Relax, Timmy. I have a bit of experience and I’ll teach you what you need to know before you go on your way again. I have a hunch we shall both enjoy it.”
By now she was only wearing her camisole, which was quite thin, giving him a good first impression of her breasts, her figure, her thighs, and that elusive slit between them. Even the clothes she’d given him could not hide his erection.
“I’m sure I’ll like it,” he was finally able to respond, “but why would you do it with me?”
Caroline smiled teasingly. “I swore to myself to have as much experience as I can before I wed. Our lord will surely claim his rights, so I can’t give my virginity to my husband. I’ve given it to my intended anyhow, and I want to gain some more experience. Being a stranger who’ll go away quite soon, you’re bound not to tell anybody, unlike the local boys.”
“But what if I get you pregnant?” He knew how things worked, although he was unsure about the details.
She shrugged. “I’m getting married three weeks from now. Even if you make me pregnant, nobody will suspect, and I’m expected to be pregnant soon after the wedding, you know.”
Father Thomas had taught him a bit about these customs, he recalled. “Fine…” he said, his voice trembling with fear and anticipation.
Caroline removed her remaining clothes while he undressed. She then lay down on the mattress and spread her legs. “Do you know what to do?”
He gulped. “I’m not too sure.” He still positioned himself over her, but a bit to the side. He wanted to look at her and touch her, although his body urged him to plunge in.
He caressed her slowly, not quite sure of his movements. Her skin was lighter than his and had some freckles, evident on her shoulders and on her breasts much more than on her face. She was surprisingly clean and smelled nice. He caressed her shoulders first, and then let his hands explore her full breasts, whose nipples became erect at his touch, her slightly bulging belly, evidence of being well-fed, and then down to her opening, taking his first close glimpse at it.
He could not carry on for long, though. His body urged him and the girl, although enjoying his touches, was also becoming more demanding. He was surprised by the feeling he got when he finally entered her, but fought all he could to maintain control. He tried thinking of anything but the young woman under him and the pleasure their mating was giving him. Luckily, he had the good fortune to continue caressing around her entrance while moving in and out at an increasing rate. This seemed to help her reach her peak, and then he lost control completely, finally letting his body do what came naturally.
Still, in the afterglow of their orgasm, he caressed her breasts and sucked a nipple, making her gasp in delight. “Are you sure this is your first time? It was better than I’ve experienced until now.”
He shrugged, still enjoying the feeling of her naked body pressed to his. “I had a chance to see some copulations – I’m a country boy, you know – but I’ve never done anything like this. I’ve never even touched a girl’s bosom, and certainly not there.” His hand caressed her entrance as emphasis, making her moan again.
“Are you ready for another copulation?” Caroline asked, clearly aroused.
Timmy tried to assess his readiness. He really had no idea. “I can try,” he said.
Her hands caressed his semi-erect member, and soon he was just as ready as before, although he didn’t feel the same urgency as before. They copulated more leisurely, exploring the new sensations, and reaching an even higher peak. Feeling completely spent, he moved aside, not to burden her with his weight.
Caroline looked at her groin and smirked at the whitish stuff oozing out of her. “I really hope you impregnated me, and I’m going to let you do it every day, for as long as you stay here.”
He blushed at the idea. Most boys his age had not yet had any contact with the other gender, as far as he knew. It usually started a year or two later. “Why would you want that? I thought you’d like to carry your husband’s children.”
She grimaced. “He’s about as old as my parents. He likes me and promises to be a loving husband. I’m not sure about it, but I still like him. He does visit every weekend, bringing presents, and copulates with me. It’s very quick and I don’t think he leaves anything inside me. I’m not sure he can even impregnate me, yet that’s his main reason for marrying – he wants an heir.”
“Won’t he find out if the child isn’t his?”
“He has the same hair as you and quite similar facial features, only much older. Actually, how old are you?”
“I’m twelve.” He now had an excuse to ask as well. “How old are you?”
“I’m almost sixteen. I didn’t think you were so young. I’ve never seen anybody as young traveling alone.”
He wasn’t sure it was wise, to tell the truth, but he could do with something close enough. “I could not study there any further. I had to leave and find new ways to study.”
“What do you want to study?”
“Practically everything, but mainly healing. I think I have a talent at that and I like helping people.”
“You could be a priest,” she suggested.
“And give up this?” He waved his hand over her body, making it very clear that after having his first experience, he wouldn’t give it up willingly.
“So, you really liked being with me,” she said teasingly.
“Sure I did!” He would have probably enjoyed it with almost any girl or woman who would have offered, yet this one was shapely and had a very pleasant face. He also liked talking with her. He really liked her in more than one way.
“Well, I also liked it very much. I intend to give us both some more chances to enjoy this, but right now I need to go and check if your clothes are dry and help prepare dinner, or we’ll have nothing to eat.”
Caroline got up, used an edge of her camisole to wipe her thighs clean, and then got dressed quickly, making sure to look as decent as she’d been when he first saw her. “Put that nightgown on. I’ll bring your clothes a bit later. You may make yourself comfortable until then, as you’re going to stay here for some time.”
He took out his stuff from the bag after she left. He first made sure that his books were still dry. There were some shelves at the corner farthest from the chimney. He put his books there, as well as some of his healing herbs, which were also dry. He had some spare clothes in his bag, not a full set, though. Only the outer layer got a bit damp. He put the dry clothes on another shelve and tied his spears in a way to hang his damp clothes near the chimney. He was sure they would be completely dry by nightfall.
Not knowing what to do next, especially without proper clothes, he just opened the book about healing and started reading, trying to memorize it all.
He didn’t notice how long he was reading. Caroline arrived a bit later, but noticing how absorbed he was in his reading, she just stood there for a short while, watching him with fascination. She then put his clothes down silently and left. She returned much later. “Dinner will be served soon. I suggest you get dressed now. I’ll give you a tour of the house once you are decent.”
She didn’t have any intention to walk away, nor look away. Timmy blushed at having to change in front of her gaze, yet shrugged it off as he remembered what they did earlier. She had already seen and felt it all, just like he had. There was no reason to feel embarrassed.
A bit later, after showing him around, they arrived at the dining room. Timmy was impressed. This two-story house was much bigger and much better than anything he had known before, although it was not quite rich. He was wondering what the really rich people’s houses would look like.
 
Ch. 3 – Healer
 
Caroline made the introductions. “Dad, this is Timmy. He knows to read and write and is studying to become a healer. Timmy, my Dad, Ivan, is the owner of the shop and may need your help. These are my younger brothers, Harold, five, and Darius, nine years old. My elder brother died before I can even remember. My mother eats in her room. She is very ill and is bedridden. Gwen is our paid employee. She cooks, cleans, and takes care of Mom. She’s a widow and she lives with us. She will join the table after helping Mom to eat.”
Caroline served the soup, which Timmy found delicious. It was a rich meaty soup with a lot of vegetables in it. Back home, even a leaner soup could serve as a whole meal.
Gwen joined them as they were finishing the soup. She was older than Caroline, although not really old. Timmy guessed she had not reached thirty yet, although her face was lined with creases and she had some white hairs mixed with her light brown. She clearly wasn’t as plump as Caroline. She was slim and tight and her face showed determination and suffering.
The main course, served by Gwen, was minced meat, mixed with some whole nuts and some cut roots. It was quite good and the serving Timmy got was generous. He could barely finish it. The meal was followed by some sweetened tea and biscuits. Timmy felt fuller than he ever remembered.
“Thank you for a very good meal. I can’t say how much I appreciate your hospitality,” he said to the head of the family. Turning to Gwen, he added, “I also thank those who prepared the meal for a very tasty and filling meal. Your talent is appreciated.” He really felt thankful, but he had also learned that such behavior was usually a way to become more accepted.
Gwen seemed to blush at the compliment and dismissed it with a wave of her hand toward Caroline, as if saying, “She has a no lesser part in that.” Caroline also blushed and looked down at the table.
Her father spoke, though. “Whatever we can, we try to share with our guests, as any respectable person should do. Yet this is no charity. My daughter tells me you are quite talented, and as I told you earlier, I expect you to help me a bit too. I was thinking about sorting and arranging the shop, but now it seems you may better help me with my accounting, and maybe you could try and help my wife as well. I can’t afford to pay the healer that visits the castle once in a while, but maybe you could do something for her.”
“I’ll try my best,” Timmy promised.
“Well, I need to check on my wife now. I’ll tell her about you and see if she agrees that you see her. Caroline, come!”
With that, both father and daughter moved out, swiftly followed by the two boys. Gwen looked at him pensively. “It looks like you’re the only one to help me clean now,” she said.
It wasn’t too much work, actually, and the two of them cleared the table and cleaned it, then left the empty dishes in a bowl of soap-water, to be cleaned the next morning.
Gwen lighted two candles. “I believe your room is next to mine. We can go to bed now.”
As they were climbing the stairs, she made her intentions clearer. “I’ve rarely been with a man since my husband died. Ivan takes care of me no more than once a month. You may be a bit young, but I’m sure you can learn what to do, if you haven’t learned it yet.”
There was not much talking after this. She opened the door, inviting him to a room quite similar to his, only a bit more furnished. Her mattress was on a solid wooden bed-frame and she had a stand for the candles. She undressed quickly, making sure Timmy did the same, and then beckoned him to bed, where she spread her legs for him.
Remembering his earlier experience, he tried to repeat the same actions, adjusting them for the differently shaped woman. She was much slimmer and more muscular, evidence of her hard work. Her breasts were flatter yet larger and she had some stretch marks on her belly. ‘She’d lost a pregnancy or a child,’ he thought, feeling more empathy towards this woman. She still responded quite similarly to the younger one, seeming to enjoy his caresses and his teasing even more, and eventually reaching a peak with her body shaking and her inner muscles squeezing his member, bringing him to his own peak.
They enjoyed the feeling for as long as it lasted. “Thank you,” Gwen said. “It was much better than I could expect from such a young boy. Keep improving, and you’ll become a legend among women.” She looked younger and almost beautiful in the candlelight. “Now, you should go to your room. I believe Caroline will come looking for you soon.”
He barely made it to his room before Caroline knocked on his door. Her visit was short and purposeful, putting some more of his seed inside her.
Timmy spent the next morning in the store, learning the paperwork associated with running a shop. By mid-morning he was already helping with the accounting. He was doing much better than Ivan expected. After a simple lunch they had together at the shop, Caroline was left to keep the shop and Ivan took him to visit his wife.
Ramona, Ivan’s wife seemed to be much older at first sight. She was on a bed, her face pale, her hair – mostly black with some white strands in it – lay in disarray around her face, and her quilt covered her up to her double chin.
“What’s her problem?” Timmy asked.
“She’s getting exhausted the moment she tries to do anything. It started a few years ago and seems to be getting worse,” Ivan explained.
“May I examine her?” Timmy asked.
Ivan turned to his wife. “Timmy, here, is learning to be a healer. I asked him to see if he could help you any, dear. Is it alright to let him examine you?”
The woman nodded. Ivan stepped to the door. “I’ll be at the store. You may ask Gwen for any help you need. Do tell me what you find.”
Timmy heard the heavy footsteps as the man left. He turned to the bed. The woman smiled at him. “I’ve heard you’ve been very good to Gwen and to Caroline,” she said teasingly.
“I aim to please,” he answered.
“They both praised you, if you want to know.” He just blushed.
“May I remove the quilt and check you for any malady?” he asked.
“You may check me, alright, but don’t expect me to look as nice as the younger women.”
He helped her out of her nightgown as well. She was really fat. The time she had spent in bed, with no exercise, made her soft and round all over, but not in a healthy way. Her fat made it difficult to listen to her heart, her lungs, and her stomach, although he liked to touch her. Having to shove her big breasts aside in order to listen, made him aware of the benefits such big breasts could have. They were delightfully soft and he felt like playing with them. He resisted the urge.
He checked her mouth, her tongue, her nostrils, her ears, and both her lower openings. He found nothing out of order. The room was very warm, so his patient didn’t feel cold, although she shivered at his touch a few times.
“Why do you stay in bed?” he asked directly.
“I don’t feel well. When I get out of bed, I soon become tired and dizzy.”
“When did it all start?”
She seemed a bit unsure. “Just about after I gave birth last time. I felt depressed for a few weeks. I felt like I was not being a good mother to my baby, but it passed gradually away, yet not completely. I would get depressed once in a while and feel bad. Caroline had to care for her brothers more than once, despite being a small girl herself.”
“When did it become worse?”
“A bit after Gwen lost her husband. I suggested that she moved here with us, saving her the rent. Ivan started noticing her then.”
“Are you still friends?”
“Yes. I know she doesn’t encourage him and she does need a man once in a while. She tells me everything.”
An idea came to his mind. “Has he been with you since you became bed-ridden?”
“Very seldom. He fears it might make my illness worse. I told him it was alright, but he still fears.”
“I’ll talk with him. Still, you need to get out of bed more often. You feel dizzy because your muscles have become so weak for lack of use. Once you start moving around, you’ll also lose some fat, making it easier to move.”
“Will you be with me just once?” She seemed unsure about her attractiveness, he felt.
“Sure, but only a few days from now. By then, I believe you’ll enjoy it better.”
He concentrated for a moment, trying to look thoughtful. He directed his magic to help the woman regain her true power and shape sooner. Once done, he brightened, as if he found the memory he was looking for. “I have some herbs to add to your morning tea. They may help, I think.”
That evening, Ramona joined the family at the dinner table. She looked tired and not too sure on her feet, but her presence made everybody at the table happy. When dinner ended, Ivan escorted his wife to bed. Caroline took care of her brothers and let Gwen enjoy another round with Timmy, before coming to get her share.
That Sunday, Timmy felt a bit nervous. He went with Caroline, her parents, and her fiancé to the church. The ceremony was quite usual. The priest repeated basically the same procedure as Father Thomas, with only slight variations. He felt a bit proud to find that the local choir was not singing as nicely as the one he had taken part in for several years. He felt somewhat sad that he could not sing now, as his voice started changing, sounding a bit weird even when just talking.
He was only surprised that they made the triangular sign differently. He then remembered the dispute Father Thomas had told him about, between followers of the western pope and those following the eastern pope. It still didn’t seem of any importance to him.
He became most nervous after the ceremony, as several women approached him, asking if he could visit them to heal some pains. He had a distinct feeling they suffered no pains. Had they learned about his “treatment” of Gwen? He didn’t want to believe this, yet Caroline smirked as she urged him to agree.
He went with the oldest first. She was not really old – the widow of the blacksmith, now living with her son, who continued the tradition, not yet forty, he assumed. She urged him to her room and locked the door. “I need you to check these pains I occasionally get.”
She wasted no time on undressing. She just lifted her skirts and took his hand to her opening. “See, I sometimes feel like I need to rub hard. Care to check?”
He was soon pumping into her, giving them both a very pleasurable time and leaving a nice quantity of his seed inside her. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll make you pregnant?”
She smirked, quite satisfied with herself. “Didn’t our savior’s mother get impregnated by the Holy Spirit? Why shouldn’t I?”
Timmy wasn’t sure Father Thomas would have approved of the comparison.
“I’d like you to check on me every few days, to see if my ache returned. Can you also give me an ointment to use when I really need to rub the place? I’ll pay you for it all.”
He agreed, of course.
She directed him to the house of another woman who needed his services. This one was actually married, yet her husband was away with his master – a traveling merchant. Being younger, she was in even a greater need for a man. Timmy didn’t think he was a man yet, but this didn’t seem to bother any of the women.
He visited a total of four women before returning to his hosts, quite exhausted, yet with a pocket full of money. He thought this was not a bad way to earn money.
Caroline met him at the door. “My fiancé has already left. Care to spend the night with me?”
“What will your family say?” he asked worriedly.
“I told them. Dad only said you’re a lucky boy and Mom wished she could do the same, when Dad wasn’t around.”
He shrugged. “I think you know what kind of treatments I was asked to do, so you can probably understand that I may not give you as much satisfaction as before.”
She smiled. “I’ve got my share as well, although it was much less fun than with you. We can both rest first. Have you eaten?”
“They did serve me some food, but not a real meal.”
She grabbed his hand. “A man needs to eat in order to perform satisfactorily.”
The kitchen was empty. Gwen was probably busy elsewhere. Caroline heated a pot with some food in it and then served him a nice portion of delicious stew. She bent quite low when putting the bowl of food on the table, giving him a nice view of her breasts. He was surprised to feel his body react to the view. She probably noticed it too, judging by the smirk on her face, as she glanced at his groin.
It was not the first time Timmy was not alone in bed. He had slept cuddled to his mother, when much younger, and surrounded by his siblings, as he grew up, but never with a young woman hugging him in such arousing ways. Despite his earlier warning, Caroline didn’t find him lacking. He brought her to two peaks before falling asleep, giving her a nice amount of his seed in the process. She got another in the morning, making her happy for the rest of the day.
Gwen was not so happy, though. “I needed you yesterday,” she told him.
“I’m sorry, but I was quite busy. Can I be of service today?”
“You’d better! Come to my room after you finish breakfast and before starting your other chores. Wait for me if I’m not there already.”
He didn’t regret going to her room. When he reached the store, a bit later, his host gave him some more accounts to check, adding, “A woman came in earlier and asked if you could help her with some healing. I told her to come a bit later. It didn’t seem urgent.”
Timmy left that village almost two weeks later with some new clothes, quite a bit of money and two new books – all courtesy of his various female ‘patients’, in addition to the nice pay Ivan had given him. Caroline was tearful when they parted. “I hope we shall meet again. I think you’ve already impregnated me.”
“I wish you all the best,” he told her sincerely, although he hoped he hadn’t impregnated any of the women he’d been with. He felt too young to become a father already.
 
Ch. 4 – Gopsies
 
Two days after leaving the store owner’s house, Caroline and her family seemed like a far dream only. Walking on country roads, roaming the forests and the rivers for food, he was on his own again. Yet he had some more protection. One of the women had given him a rain-coat, saving him a lot of trouble. It wasn’t perfectly waterproof, but with some bee-wax applied to it, it proved to be very good protection. The milder weather was also welcome.
He was breaking camp, after doing some fishing and spending the night at the river, when he heard some noise from the nearby road. Turning around he saw a caravan of gopsies. These nomads used to move in groups of two or three families, staying at the edges of towns and offering entertainment, mostly. They had some very good musicians, dancers, and storytellers. They did some card tricks, played dice or any other game they could gain some money with. They also did some needed jobs, like sharpening knives and some blacksmithing, where local craftsmen were not available. Some were believed to do a bit of witchcraft, although none had ever been caught in practice. They were also believed to kidnap small children, making parents take better care of their children while gopsies were nearby.
It was a welcome sight for Timmy. He hurried to the road and raised his hand, requesting a lift. Although their caravans didn’t move much faster than walking, they could still save him a lot of footwork.
“Want to come with us, Kiddo?” a mature female voice asked him. “Where do you want to go?”
“Wherever. I’m just traveling along, trying to gain a living.” That was basically what he was doing since leaving home.
“Hop on, then. I can see you’ve already been around for some time.”
He climbed to the bench in the front of the wagon, finding himself sitting between an old woman and a much younger man – probably her son, judging by his looks. He could hear some more voices coming from within the wagon – a woman and some children.
“You must be very brave to travel alone,” the woman said.
“Or very stupid,” he added with a grin, “or – as in my case – have no choice.”
“Why would such a young boy have to travel?” her companion asked.
Timmy tried to sense their intentions. He found nothing but curiosity, at least for the moment. “I had to leave home due to some incidents, and I wanted to study some more healing, which I couldn’t do there.”
“So, you’re one who makes things happen? Welcome aboard. There are never enough of us any place.” The woman seemed delighted. He wondered how she managed to deduce so correctly. He thought he was vague enough.
“What do you mean?” he asked, a bit alarmed.
“I and my son Balin have this talent, and I think my grand-daughter in there also has it, although she’s too young to be sure. We can probably teach each other, as there’s never enough knowledge available to us.” She went silent for a moment. “We shall talk about it later, when we’re safe inside. You also say you’ve started learning healing. What can you do?”
It turned into a very interesting conversation. The old woman, Silva, was very experienced and knew a lot of healing traditions, yet she lacked any solid knowledge in many fields, where Timmy could fill her in. She was delighted to talk with him as an equal, exchanging information about methods, tools, and herbs.
When they stopped for a break near noon, Timmy was introduced to the other travelers. As expected, the wagon he had joined housed Balin’s wife, his six years old son and his three years old daughter. The other wagons housed a few more families and two more pickups, an older man and a young woman, who looked filthy and a bit drunk. He felt an immediate dislike for her.
Timmy found a boy and a girl close to his age in the group. They quickly formed a friendship and started talking about the way they were brought up, comparing the sedentary way of life, that Timmy had experienced, with their nomadic ways.
The afternoon passed more leisurely. Silva seemed to nap most of the time, and the man was not very talkative, yet Timmy still felt he was undergoing a kind of test. He just wasn’t sure what kind of test it was.
They stopped shortly before nightfall and formed a close camp. The wagons were positioned in a rough circle; the horses let graze nearby and a fire lit in the center. Silva stopped him for a moment, placing her hand on his shoulder. “Go enjoy yourself. We may talk later.” Her gaze stopped on an older girl who seemed to show quite a bit of interest in him.
The girl, Tanya, was not as straightforward as some older ones, yet it didn’t take her long to drag Timmy out of the circle and among the bushes nearby, where she engaged him in the same kind of activity he had already found so enjoyable. When finished, he helped her look as innocent as before, making sure no grass, leaves, or branches stayed entangled in her hair or her clothes. To save face, they also collected some dead branches to add to the fire. Just before parting, she said, “I want us to do it every day for as long as you stay with us.”
He didn’t mind enjoying some more sex, but he was still concerned. “Aren’t you afraid of becoming pregnant?”
She smiled at him. “There are ways to prevent it. I’m quite sure Gran Silva will tell you. If not – ask me before you leave.”
“Enjoyed yourself?” Silva asked when he returned.
“Quite,” he said, not feeling like elaborating.
“She’s a nice girl, but I’m worried about her,” Silva said.
“Why?”
“She tends to be too nice, even to strangers. I fear she might end up like this one.” She pointed at the dirty straggler.
“What happened to her?”
“She was raped, probably multiple times. I was unable to find much more. She doesn’t want to talk and she drinks too much. She may look quite nice if properly cleaned and clothed.”
Timmy thought for a moment. He found it difficult to see what pleasure a man could have by taking forcefully something that should be either given willingly to him, or not at all. He then thought of healing and of his hidden talents. “Did you try helping her with your talent to make things happen?”
Silva looked surprised. “How can I use it for healing? I don’t see how it can even be used for that.”
“I tried it a few times. I let my talent make a woman gain her confidence in her husband’s love. I also gave her some herbs, but they were only for letting her think it was a medicine. I didn’t want her to know about it.”
Silva let the idea through her mind for a bit. “I could try doing the same. She has recently fallen and got some nasty bruises. She was lucky not to get badly hurt, being so drunk. I’ll give her a tea for the bruises and try to make her stop drinking.”
“She also needs to regain her confidence. Being raped seems to have lowered her confidence very much. Is that normal?”
Silva looked at him with a kind smile. “For a woman, giving herself to a man is the most intimate act. Having it taken by force is probably the worst blow. I’m lucky to have never experienced it, but I’ve met quite a few who did. Some went completely out of their minds.”
They were soon called to join the meal at the fire and then there were some joking, singing, and dancing. Timmy almost fell asleep by the time Silva touched his shoulder. “Come to bed. You need your sleep and tomorrow we’re going to town.”
“Where will I sleep?” he asked groggily.
“In my bed, of course. Tanya can’t invite you to her bed yet, you know.” There was some mischief in the old woman’s voice.
He didn’t mind. He let her lead him to her partition in the wagon, let her undress him, and tuck him in bed. He was barely aware of her coming in after him, just as naked, yet his body still reacted the same way. In the dark, Silva didn’t feel too different than the younger women. She directed his hands where she wanted him to touch and he soon found himself repeating the pre-dinner activity, bringing Silva to a very nice peak and enjoying one as well. He fell asleep with his head still resting on her soft breasts.
The next day, Silva asked for his help in treating Bianca, the young rape victim. Bianca didn’t want him to touch her, but allowed him to watch as Silva did everything she thought of and then did some additional checking per Timmy’s instructions. There didn’t seem to be any major physical problem, and the bruising was already healing, yet Bianca was clearly not well.
“I believe you need to take good bathing and change to clean clothes. Stay as clean as you can until you are well,” Timmy told her. “You should also stop drinking so much. It won’t help you forget anything, as you clearly still remember it, but it may harm your body, making you severely ill.” He didn’t know why he said this, as no book he had read mentioned such connections between drinking and health, yet he felt it was the right thing to say.
He felt she also needed some confidence boost. “Now, after seeing your body as it really is, I think your clothing is doing you a disservice. You are much more attractive than you seem, wearing these clothes, and once clean, I’m sure you’re also much prettier. You should enjoy these gifts, not hide them, as they may not last.” He was channeling Father Thomas in a way, but he didn’t care.
“Why should I care for my looks? Being attractive brought that disaster on me!” Bianca said bitterly.
“Because it was not your looks that brought that. It was the men who acted horribly and should be punished. You should enjoy being young and pretty for as long as it lasts.” He put some magic in his words, to help her accept them as truth.
She sighed. “Well, I’ll bathe at the next stop near a river. I’ll see what I can do about my clothes, but I can’t promise anything.”
“Don’t promise. Just do it.” He used some more magic to make the booze less compelling. He didn’t dare push too much magic, or it would be evident.
Silva had a lot to talk with him that night. She was quite aware of the magic he had used, and wanted to understand some more. She also told him all she could think of about the magic she and her family were practicing. She still wanted some physical pleasures after talking, just as Tanya got before dinner.
They reached a river the next day. Bianca joined the other women who took a bath while the men stood guard, with some cloths and hides hung on low branches to hide the females from prying eyes. The men washed themselves after all the women were fully dressed.
Timmy could barely recognize Bianca when she came to talk to him. “You look marvelous, and much younger now. I’m sure you also feel better.”
She smiled reluctantly. “Do I look attractive enough for you to give me a bit of attention, the way you’ve given Tanya and some others?”
He was surprised by her request. He already knew she had not been a virgin when raped, but he didn’t expect her to ask for sex so soon after he treated her. “I’d be honored to give that kind of attention to you. I didn’t think you’d be interested in such a young boy as I.”
“Well, I’ve heard you’re quite a man where it counts, and I need a really good experience now, to help me overcome the bad ones.”
By dinnertime, Timmy was very glad to have helped her in more ways than one.
His reputation seemed to precede him. Quite a few women were waiting for the child healer to heal their very private aches wherever they stopped. They paid nicely, and a few even gave him presents that he really appreciated – some more books. Timmy made sure to also find time for his soap bubble tricks, if only to entertain the children as well. He still didn’t think of himself as a healer, but he knew that his bubbles could gain him a bit of money when needed.
Timmy stayed with the gopsies for three weeks, until they changed course, going south, while he continued in a northern direction. Both Silva and Tanya taught him the secret tea that could prevent conception. “You should give it to all women you sleep with, or you may end up having many more children than you like,” Tanya told him. “It can also be used to treat women who shouldn’t get pregnant due to other medical problems, or when they feel they don’t want to have any more children,” Silva told him. Both were a bit teary when saying goodbye, as were a few more women in the group. Bianca hugged him fiercely. “I owe you my life,” she wept on his shoulder. “I felt so miserable I thought I’d better die before you came to help me. I’ll never forget you!”
 
Ch. 5 – Animals
 
Timmy was standing in a square, performing his bubble tricks as usual. A little girl, dressed in much better clothes than the others, was watching him avidly when a sudden noise was heard – an argument between two men turned into shouts. One of the nearby horses got scared by the noise and started running, its owner dragged along, trying to calm the horse down. Timmy didn’t see it, but the horse came almost behind him, pushed him aside and ran straight at the elegant girl, pushed her down and stepped on one of her arms, breaking it, and running farther in its frenzy.
Timmy was not yet back on his feet when he heard somebody call, “A healer! Is anybody here a healer? We need help!”
He stumbled to stand up, finding that his side was bruised, although not badly so. “I’ve learned some healing. Can I try until you find a better-qualified healer?”
A man, wearing nobleman clothes, was standing near the girl, looking quite desperate. “You’re still a boy! You can’t be a healer!”
“I’m just studying, but I may help until you find somebody more qualified. Without immediate help, your daughter may become crippled. I hope I can prevent that.”
The man didn’t seem convinced, but having no better choice, he let Timmy approach. Timmy checked the girl. She had some superficial bruises which were no danger, but her arm was broken badly – both bones were broken, one of them twice. Luckily, there didn’t seem to be smaller bone fragments – the breaks were clean.
“I need some straight pieces of wood and several pieces of cloth to fix the arm,” he said. Although he didn’t say it in a commanding tone, there was enough force in his words to make the nobleman order the others to do as requested. Timmy gave the girl a piece of cloth to sink her teeth into when it hurt badly and then aligned the bones as well as he could and tied the pieces of wood for support.
He escorted the girl back to the castle, where he was allotted a place with the servants. “I need you to stay here until she gets well, or until I find a qualified healer,” the nobleman told him. “You’ll get well paid if you make sure she heals completely.”
Timmy didn’t mind staying. He had roof and food assured for a while and the castle had a large library, so he heard, seldom used by anyone. He intended to be allowed to stay and read to his heart’s desire.
Timmy replaced the temporary support with a better one and reassured the alignment of the bones. He treated the other cuts and bruises that the girl had suffered, and then his own. It still took the girl a few weeks to heal and regain the use of her arm as before.
“I’d like you to stay here for the winter,” the lord informed him.
“I’m honored by your invitation, my lord. To what do I owe this honor?”
“The healer that visited here last week said you’ve done an excellent job. He’s with the count, though, and couldn’t stay here, yet we need one for the winter, when many get ill, or fall on the ice and get injured. You’ll be able to continue using the library and I’ll pay you as much as I paid the healer last winter. You seem to know what you’re doing, at least.”
Timmy stayed. Food and shelter for the winter, along with free access to the library and some payment as well – there was no way he wouldn’t accept. There was still some time until winter came, and he could use it for further studies while nobody needed his services. Still, some women did. He wasn’t sure why, but some young women, and quite a few older ones, seemed to find him attractive enough to ask for some intimate treatments of the kind he already knew and liked. He enjoyed being with the younger ones, and the older ones usually paid for his services. He was especially content when they gave him a book or two.
 
It was almost winter, when Timmy had a vision. In his vision, he saw the vicar that came after Father Thomas. The vicar was talking with a young woman. He suddenly seemed to get mad, grabbing her and strangling her with his bare hands until she was no longer alive. The vicar let go of her and looked at his hands as if they were something strange. He then started crying. He took a paper and scribbled a few words on it, and then moved to his small kitchen area, grabbed a long knife and pushed it hard against his chest.
Timmy shook his head at the horrible vision. He knew that young woman – she was a girl about two years older than him and looked quite nice, although older than her age. He really hoped she was alright, yet deep in his heart he knew – they were both gone for good.
 
Age 13.1 – Wolves
Although somewhat northern than the village he had grown in, the winter near that castle wasn’t much harsher. There was snow, of course, but it started later and melted earlier than at places much northern. Still, as the middle of the winter came, almost everybody stayed locked at home, near the fire. Timmy used this period to further study in the library, to look for forgotten books about magic or healing, and to read whatever else caught his eye. Everybody knew he was spending his time there and also knew that he wanted to stay undisturbed, unless his services were needed.
The lord of the castle called him urgently. “Some farmers arrived lately with stories about a pack of wolves that was getting closer and closer to the village. Today, they attacked a house where a small child was left unattended for a short while. Luckily, they were discovered on time and the boy was rescued, yet he suffered some deep wounds. Can you heal him?”
The boy was lying on a bench. He had some bandaged wounds on his arms and on his torso, yet his face was also blood-stained. Judging by his size, Timmy thought he was about three years old. The boy looked conscious, but too shocked to utter a sound. “Who treated him?” Timmy asked.
The peasant near him, probably his father, replied, “An old woman in the village knows a bit of healing. She cleaned his wounds with some freshly boiled water and covered them with clean bandages before urging me to take him to the castle.”
There was no bed in that room, but the desk was large enough for that small boy. “I need some clean sheets spread over that table, so I can check the boy here,” he told the lord, who immediately called some servants to do just that.
Timmy checked the boy’s face. It had some scratches, but nothing serious. The neck was surprisingly clear of any injury. “What was he wearing when it happened?” he asked the peasant.
“He had a heavy parka on. Covering him from the knees up to his head.”
“Have you seen what happened?”
“No, I only saw the big wolf carrying a bundle between its teeth. Then, when I heard my wife yelling I understood what it was.”
“How did you make the wolves leave the boy?”
“They were only a few and quite slim. Not very fast either. I threw some burning sticks in front of them, forcing them to change course. I was soon joined by others, until the wolves had nowhere to go. The big wolf dropped him so it could run away.”
As he removed the bandages, Timmy saw the wounds, showing some bite marks. Had the boy not been wearing that heavy leather, his arms would have been bitten to the bones. Timmy guessed that the clothed arms didn’t give enough purchase to carry the boy, forcing the wolf to try and grip the torso. The marks seemed to agree with that.
There was still some bleeding, but not much. Luckily, no bones seemed to be broken or cracked, and no internal organs seemed damaged either.
“Keep him warm and calm for a bit. I need to bring some herbs and make a washing tea for the wounds and another for the boy to drink, to help him heal faster,” he told the father. The lord ordered some pots of boiling water to be brought, knowing what to anticipate.
Timmy cleaned all the wounds and scratches with the antiseptic tea and put some soothing ointment on them before bandaging again. The boy seemed to slowly recover from the shock. Once Timmy finished bandaging and started making sure that both arms could still be moved freely, the boy started crying, clinging to his father as soon as Timmy let go of him. Timmy left a cup of sweetened tea which had some antibiotic action, laced with a bit of his magic, to make the boy heal faster.
Leaving father and son to recuperate a bit, he talked with the lord at the far corner. “Can’t you do something to get rid of these wolves?”
“We have always had wolves in our territory, yet they have never attacked a village. I wouldn’t like to kill them unless we have no choice.”
“They sound starved to me. Either their natural prey has moved away or there are too many to survive. Either way, we must find a solution, or another child may not be so lucky.”
“We don’t even know what caused the problem,” the lord noted.
“We must send some good trackers to see where the pack stays. They normally have a den where the females raise the young and the others stay nearby.” Timmy didn’t really know. He was mainly guessing, although he had observed a few packs when much younger.
“There are no good trackers on my staff.”
“Maybe I can do it, then?” While not an expert, his months alone made him more aware of the subtle traces left by animals. He hoped this would be enough to find the wolves wherever they were normally hiding.
“I can’t let you go alone. It’s too dangerous, even without the wolves. I’ll send two men with you.”
“Only if they can be stealthy. We should move silently and unobtrusively, or we’ll never be able to see much.”
 
Timmy left the next morning, accompanied by two young hunters, each carrying a loaded crossbow. He also got one, but having never used a crossbow, he kept his unloaded.
They returned shortly before nightfall. “What have you found?”
“The wolves are starving, That’s why they are so desperate to attack the village. The deer that are their natural prey are kept away by the new fences that were recently erected around the apple plantations. The deer stay too far for the pack to hunt and carry back to the den.”
“What do you suggest, then?”
“Open some passages for the deer to move closer without letting them into most of the groves. With enough natural prey, the wolves will not starve and not look for other kinds of prey, like small children.”
The lord gave appropriate orders. No more wolf incidents happened that winter, and when anybody saw some wolves from a distance, they no longer seemed starved. The lord was thankful and allowed Timmy to keep the crossbow, encouraging him to practice with it, so he would have some protection during his travels.
Timmy thought this was a good idea. If nothing else, it could help him hunt during his travels. He willingly accepted the training and spent some time each day with one of the more experienced hunters who helped him master this tool. He got a somewhat different training from the soldiers. He hoped he would never have use for this kind of expertise.
As spring arrived, after he reached thirteen, Timmy left the castle with much more knowledge and with enough money to keep him going for quite some time.
 
Ch. 6 – Carlono
 
He was just collecting the coins after another performance of soap-bubbles tricks, when he heard a voice. “Well done, lad. Do you have any other talents?”
He lifted his head, noticing a well-dressed man. He was clearly not a nobleman, but he looked as proud and as sure of himself as one. “How can I be of service to you, sir?”
The man smiled. He seemed quite nice and while trying to sense him, Timmy found him to be trustworthy. “I thought that a nice dinner could give us a chance to talk. You may also find my guest room quite nicer than whatever alternative you had in mind for tonight.”
Timmy was glad to be invited. He collected his stuff and followed the man to a nice house at the edge of the village.
There was nobody in the house, yet there was a bubbling pot on the fire with a meat stew, a still-warm bread on the table, and some freshly cut vegetables on two dishes on the table. Timmy tried to hide his surprise.
“You can wash your hands there, if you want,” his host said, pointing at a large jar of water and a smaller pot near it, with an absorbing cloth just at the side. Timmy obliged, being glad to remove the dirt. Although most people didn’t associate dirt with illness, he had already read enough to appreciate cleanliness.
His host sat at the table, waving Timmy to sit on the only other chair and start eating. The vegetables were fresh and crisp, and although Timmy wasn’t accustomed to eating vegetables at dinner, they felt quite right under the circumstances. When both finished, the man took the two plates away and brought two bowls, filled them with the stew, and put them on the table, along with two spoons and two eating knives. “We may talk a bit and let it cool,” he said, sitting back down.
Timmy looked expectantly at him.
“Well, let me present myself. I am Carlono, the owner and sole resident of this house. I do some healing and some other odd jobs for a living. I’ve heard you also do some healing, don’t you?”
Timmy smiled. He was quite proud of his healing abilities, really. “Yes, I’ve learned some healing before I started wandering, and learned much more since. Oh, and my name is Timothy, or Timmy, if you like.”
“So, Timmy, do you use your talent to make things happen to help you in healing?”
Timmy was stunned, not sure what to say. Carlono smiled again. “You have nothing to worry, Timmy. How do you think I had this meal ready on time? I use that same talent to help me maintain this house and do all I want with no help at all.”
Feeling a bit relaxed, Timmy answered, “I don’t normally mix them, except for difficult patients, when regular treatments are not sure to help.”
“That’s very wise. Can you tell me about some cases?”
It was quite pleasant, having a good meal accompanied by some professional discussion, the kind he missed since leaving the gopsies. He was glad to tell Carlono of methods he found useful as well as hear from the older healer about his experience. It was good to feel that he was giving no less than receiving, despite being so much younger.
“Tomorrow I’d like to discuss some things about your other talent,” his host told him as he led Timmy to the guest room. “I believe we can learn a lot from each other.”
Timmy spent a few more days there, learning and teaching as much as they both could. Carlono couldn’t read, though, and Timmy refrained from showing him his growing collection of books. He kept them at the bottom of his backpack, under his spare clothes, and used his powers to make them much lighter, so nobody would suspect they were there by the weight of his pack. It had the additional benefit of helping him carry that backpack along.
Timmy also went out with Carlono, seemingly looking for medicinal herbs, to practice their magic away from prying eyes. In a way, it was an eye-opener. While Timmy had been using his magic in somewhat abstract ways, like making a person heal or causing things to happen, without thinking of the details, Carlono used magic in a direct and purposeful way which was a bit more demanding in ways of concentration and exhaustion, but could be used in more practical ways to do specific tasks, like moving an object or changing it. Using one’s hand or fingers to direct the magic where needed made more efficient use of one’s powers, so much so, that it sometimes showed as a faint glow of the air between the hand and the object. Timmy made himself a mental note to try and find some more about this way of applying magic.
By the time he left, finding a convenient merchant caravan to join, he was much more knowledgeable than before.
 
As a traveling entertainer and healer, Timmy didn’t have any place of his own. After a day of traveling or working he usually found a secluded place, protected from both the weather and predators of all kinds, where he could sleep. Once in a while, he had the luxury of being allowed into a barn for the night.
He bathed in rivers, when he could. He ate fish from the river or small game that he could trap or snare, along with wild vegetables that he could find sometimes and some leaves and herbs to supplement his diet. He was actually eating better than he had at his parents’ house, before leaving. His body was growing stronger and the harsh conditions made him look older than his thirteen years. He kept the money earned the previous year well hidden in his clothing. He didn’t yet need it for surviving.
Although he was already trained in the use of the crossbow, he rarely used it, as he didn’t need large game for feeding only himself. He kept it hidden in his backpack most of the time.
 
After the previous winter, Timmy tried to find any excuse to visit the castles, either as an entertainer or as a healer, and sometimes even just as a worker. Most castles had libraries and these usually had forgotten ancient books about healing or magic. He used any way he could to get access to these books.
“What are you doing here, boy? I thought you were told to bring this stuff to the kitchen!”
“Excuse me, my lord, but I lost my way and then I was fascinated by these books.”
“What use can you find for books? Most have no drawings, you know.”
“I can read, my lord. I used reading to learn healing and I continue studying whenever I can.”
This seemed to pique the lord’s interest. “Well, take this stuff to the kitchen and come back here. I want to see for myself if you can read well enough. You may then help me with some stuff.”
Timmy stayed three weeks there, helping the lord with his accounting. Besides some money, he was also allowed to take some old books which seemed to be falling apart. Timmy wrapped them carefully in a clean cloth, along with the two books Father Thomas had given him, the books he had received as gifts from women he had pleasured and some other books that he got from another castle, where nobody seemed to be interested in the library, making it easy to take what interested him most. He didn’t think of that as stealing, as the books had been tucked in a dusty corner and untouched for generations. He just helped the owners tidy up the library.
Yet his accumulation of belongings, not limited to only his books, made wandering less and less practical. He felt that needed his own place to keep his stuff there and to serve as his base for wandering. He wondered how he could handle this. Well, there was not much he could do until he grew a bit older.
 
Autumn caught Timmy much northern than he had ever been. The weather got cooler day by day and the nights soon became freezing. Timmy wished he had someplace to stay for the winter, preferably where a library could be found.
The northern area had fewer castles. It had fewer people in general, being only sparsely populated. When Timmy found the way to a castle, the first snows had already covered the land with a thin white blanket.
“What are you looking for?” the guard at the gate asked him.
“I was wondering if you have a healer here. I’d like to offer my healing services in return for shelter and food for the winter.”
The guard looked skeptically at him. “Are you a healer? You seem too young for one.”
“I’m still studying to become a healer, but I can already do most of it. I can help in other ways as well, if needed.”
The guard smiled at the boy. “Well, it so happens that we have no healer for the winter. Go to that yellow side door and say that the guard at the gate sent you. Tell there what you told me and you’ll be fine.”
“Thank you. I wish you to never need healing services,” Tim said politely, making the guard laugh.
It was the barracks, where he found himself. The officer listened to him with some impatience and then had him escorted to see the baron.
“Why are you here, boy?” the Baron asked.
“I’m studying healing and am traveling to wherever I can learn some more. I passed nearby and thought that if you need a healer, I may be of service and gain a place to stay during the winter.” Timmy didn’t pretend to be more than he was.
“What’s your name?”
“Timothy, or sometimes Timmy or just Tim.”
“Timmy the healer child? I’ve heard of you. If you’re even half as talented as the rumors say, you’re very welcome here. We were looking for a healer for more than a year, since our old healer had to retire. If you prove yourself, I can offer you that position.”
Timmy looked uncertain. “I don’t think I can call myself a healer already. I have some talent, so I’ve found out, but there’s still so much I need to learn. I’d like to stay for a while, though. Before summer, you may find a better-qualified healer to take the job.”
“Well, healer Timmy, you’re welcome to join us here for as long as you like. I’ll show you to your quarters and then one of the servants may show you around.”
Timmy was only a bit hesitant with the next question. “I’ve heard there’s a nice library here. Would you allow me to spend some time there? I sometimes find old books about healing and other stuff that can be helpful.”
The Baron seemed surprised and delighted. “We do have a large library here, and I keep buying any interesting book I find. You’re welcome to look through it and read all that you can.”
 
Timmy liked it there. He had an apartment all for himself, much larger than the house he had lived with his family in; he had free access to the library, where he found quite a few interesting books; and he had several young maidens who were eager to join his bed during the cold winter nights, making them much warmer and quite a bit more fun.
It turned a very busy winter. Quite a few of the castle dwellers needed his help as a healer, yet that didn’t take much of his time. He spent almost half his awake time in the library. It had quite a few books related to healing or dealing with people. He also found a few books about magic, ones that seemed unreadable to everybody else. The Baron was quite willing to let Timmy take some of them, making room for more useful or interesting books, as he saw it.
 
By springtime, Timmy had read all that he wanted from the library and wanted to leave soon. He wished there was a “real” healer who would come and spare him the need to convince the Baron to let him go.
A few days after the spring equinox, a caravan came by. A man that looked about thirty, who arrived with the caravan, asked for an audience with the Baron. “I finished my medicine studies last year and am now looking for a place where I could settle and practice my expertise,” he said.
The Baron was quite reluctant to release Timmy, but the new healer had his diploma and was evidently looking to settle down, while Timmy was still more of a wanderer. He accepted the newcomer.
 
Ch. 7 – Wagon
 
Timmy grew quite nicely during the winter in which he reached fourteen. He no longer looked like a child. His shoulders widened, his muscles became more prominent and he had some soft hairs starting to show on his face. Although he liked looking more mature, it also had the downside of making him less welcome in some bedrooms. While many men had not thought twice when their wives wanted the boy healer to check them over, they were much more suspicious of an adolescent, almost a young man. Still, he didn’t mind it too much. He had more than enough older girls and unmarried women to keep him busy, and he actually liked healing and entertaining better than sating older women.
Two years after leaving home, his backpack was already quite full, even after using some magic to shrink and lighten his burden. He was still unable to buy or even rent a house to live in, if only due to being so young, but he needed something more than just his two feet to carry his stuff.
He had just finished his bubble-tricks show and collected the coins, when he noticed a caravan of merchants coming into the village. It consisted of several wagons, each pulled by two horses. Unlike the carriages used by the rich, where elegance, speed, and comfort, not necessarily in the same order, were the deciding factors, wagons were designed to hold as much stuff as possible and give it good protection from the weather. Most also used four sturdy wheels, allowing them to stay level even without the horses. Some carriages also used four wheels, but they were usually of lighter design and much smaller than wagons.
‘It would be nice if I could have my own wagon,’ Timmy thought. He didn’t dwell on the thought, though. He just packed his stuff and made ready to go on the road again, as that village had nothing of interest for him and everybody seemed healthy.
He didn’t hurry, though. The next village was quite far and he thought that he might try to get a lift with the caravan, if only to save him some walking. He took his backpack and approached the first wagon. “Do you mind giving me a lift to the next village?”
The Wagoner looked at him as if trying to size him up. “We’ve already been here a few days ago, so I don’t think anybody will want to stop us, and I could use some company on the road. Hop in!”
The caravan only paused there for a short while, just enough for the wagoners to stretch their legs and get a drink. Soon they were on the road again.
“You look somewhat young to be traveling alone,” the Wagoner said. “How old are you?”
Timmy shrugged. “I’m fourteen, but I’ve been traveling alone for more than two years.”
“You look a bit older than that. What do you do for a living, though?”
“Whatever I can. When alone, I fish or hunt small game. I like to entertain people with some soap bubbles and I do all kinds of work that I can find. I can also heal to some extent.”
The Wagoner seemed surprised. “What did you say your name was?”
“I’m Timothy. Some call me Tim or Timmy.”
“Tim the Healer? I didn’t think you’d be so young!”
“You know me?” He sounded confused.
“I know of you. I’ve heard a lot of stories about the young healer who helped many, treating them better than older, more experienced healers.” His smile turned smug. “I’ve also heard that you give special treatments to women of all ages and they all think highly of you.”
Timmy wasn’t sure he liked his reputation. “I only do what I can to survive,” he insisted.
“Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m Gustav, although everybody calls me Gus.” He looked thoughtfully at Tim and said nothing for a while. “Do you like wandering?” he finally asked.
Tim was unsure about his feelings, actually. “I like helping and I like learning all I can, and I couldn’t do most of it while staying put. I do feel sometimes like I’d like to have my own place, a home, where everything was familiar and comfortable. Right now, I don’t even know where I’ll spend the night.”
“You could stay in the wagon, if you like. My wife and kids used to live here, with me. My children are grown up now and have each found their own place and my wife passed away the previous winter. I have some extra room in there and I could use some company.”
Tim looked at the man closely for the first time, noticing some aspects he hadn’t paid attention to before. The man seemed quite old. His hair was graying, leaving only a few strands of brown; his face, parched by the weather, was heavily wrinkled and his hands, holding the reins, looked dried with spotted skin. Although not a good judge of age, Timmy was sure this man was over fifty – close to sixty, maybe even older.
“Do you like wandering?” he asked.
Gus chuckled. “I should have retired long ago. I have a nice house in a pleasant village. I used to spend the winters there, but that’s where my wife got ill and died. I couldn’t go back there after the funeral. I stayed with my eldest son for the rest of the winter and I’m back on the road since. I’ll probably die in this wagon.”
“You could retire and stay with your family, can’t you?”
Gus nodded uncertainly. “I suppose I could. Both my sons are well off and my daughter married a successful merchant, yet none of them would like to keep me indefinitely. They each have their own life and they’re not so young either. Even most of my grandchildren are adults by now.”
“Can’t you buy another house, without those memories, to live there?”
“What for? This wagon is more home to me than any house I may find, except for the one I can no longer look at. I might as well spend in here whatever time I’ve got left. Besides, the other wagoners had grown accustomed to me leading them. It would be hard for them when I leave.”
“But eventually, you will – one way or another.”
“Yes. In a way, I’m already anxious to join my wife, wherever she may be.”
Timmy was surprised. Gus didn’t look sentimental, nor the sensitive type. One couldn’t expect to find such profound feelings under the harsh and rough exterior. This gave him some more insight into how complicated people really were.
He tried to break the mood by going to a slightly different subject. “So, what are you doing in this caravan?”
“Well, I sell some utensils and I also sharpen knives and tools. You’d be surprised at the difference a good sharpening makes to most tools. I’ll show you when we stop at the next village, if you’d like. Then, at each stop, we all gather at night to decide where to go next. They usually ask for my opinion and accept it, except if somebody has a specific preference for some reason. They then count on me to lead them there. I usually get a small part of their earning as compensation for my efforts.”
“How do you calculate how much to ask for?”
Gus waved his hand dismissively. “I don’t calculate and I don’t charge. They only give me as much as they think they should or as much as they can afford, and I feel thankful for that. Had I been traveling alone, I would have still had to decide where to go and find the way there. Doing that with some company is better.”
He looked at Tim some more before asking, “Would you consider joining us?”
Tim gave it some consideration. “I could make a wagon into a place for treating patients, but I won’t know how much to charge, and if we don’t stay long enough in one place, I won’t be able to make sure that my patients get well. Besides, I know nothing about what owning a wagon means.”
“It doesn’t mean much, really. You have to care for the horses, of course, taking enough water and some dried fruits with you, in case there’s not enough food or water on the road. You need to maintain the wagon, but that usually means only a good inspection and some waxing before each summer. You may need to pay some taxes at bridges or some main roads, but that is no big deal, except for being a nuisance. You may need to buy supplies and some merchandise in the city, when we pass there. Your patients may need some bandages and medicines – you can buy almost everything in the city, as long as you have enough money – and you may sell it all at profit.”
Tim shrugged. “It sounds nice enough, and having a shelter, even if it is on wheels, is really great, but I may still be too young for that. Besides, where can I find a wagon for sale?”
“Two years ago, I would have gladly offered to sell mine. Now I think I’ll stay in it till I die, but there’s another wagon you could buy. It may even be better for you.” The road was curving and Tim could see all the wagons from his place. “You see the small wagon, the one painted red with only one horse pulling it? Its owner, a young man, although quite older than you, got married last winter and his wife is expecting. He’d be glad to sell you his wagon and rush back to his wife. He’d likely open a store and wander no more. You may talk with him on our next stop.”
Gus seemed to believe that Timmy would buy that wagon and kept on teaching him all that he could about handling a wagon and doing business. When they reached the next stop, Tim felt sure that he could do well with a wagon. It took very little negotiation to buy that wagon. The young man seemed so anxious to sell it, that he was ready to lower its price below cost. Tim still paid an honest price and was left with all the items for sale and all the supplies in the wagon. The young man left the caravan at the next town.
Although Timmy had spent a few weeks with the gopsies and took a few lifts in caravans, this was the first time he was handling his own wagon. He was excited at the new experience and also apprehensive, yet it went well. He only needed very little effort to drive the wagon, and caring for farm animals was something he had learned before he could even talk properly. He didn’t know how to sell the stuff left in the wagon, though, and didn’t even try. Instead, he made room for checking his patients and treating them. He didn’t know how much to charge for these services either, so he only stated, “Pay as much as you consider right.” This was what he had been doing since he began wandering, actually.
Some only left a few copper coins, but most paid quite nicely and much more than he would have dared to ask for his services. Surprisingly, his patients also helped him get rid of the unwanted stuff in there.
“How much is that green vase?” one would ask.
Tim only knew how much he had paid for the whole wagon, yet he had watched some caravans and knew the value of most of that stuff. He stated a price, about midway between the prices he had seen those items sold at. It seemed to work quite nicely. Two weeks after joining the caravan, he had sold most of that stuff, freeing most of the storage space. This allowed him to put his healing books, along with others that would not attract undue attention, on shelves inside the wagon.
He could also enlarge his sleeping partition, making room for female guests, who seemed to be attracted to him like bees to honey. Wherever the caravan arrived, his reputation seemed to have reached there before him. People would soon line in front of the red wagon, looking for treatments or medicines. Some of the women would only ask him to come and check them at home, while younger ones were even willing to get a quick shag, taking not much longer than treating a sore thumb. They still looked content when they left.
 
Being so busy, he barely noticed when autumn arrived. The caravan was heading back “home” – to the largest town in the northern area of the country, where most of the wagoners lived in the winter – and stopped for the night at the side of the road. They built a communal fire, had some hot tea, as the evenings were getting quite cool, and exchanged some stories. Gus came to sit beside him.
“You’ve been doing quite well since you joined us,” he noted.
Tim smiled. “Yes, this seems to be the best decision I’ve taken for a while. I traveled comfortably, slept well, and ate well. I even found a few interesting books on the way.”
“You’ve been also quite busy in bed,” Gus chuckled.
Tim smiled. “I can’t deny that, and I really enjoyed most of them. The others paid nicely.”
“What are you going to do in the winter?”
Tim sighed. “I wish I knew. The wagon, while quite well built, is no protection against the winter. I need to find someplace to stay. I’ve found healer positions in some castles for the last two winters. I’d like something similar for this one.”
Gus gave it a thought. “The count who protects my hometown has always kept a healer handy, making his services available for the townsfolk as well, yet I doubt that position is vacant now, as he had hired a young healer only three years ago, and that healer seems to know his stuff. There’s a barony, a bit farther north. They don’t keep their own healer, but may be interested to let you stay for the winter. Once we reached town I’ll ask around a bit and direct you, if needed.”
While this conversation around the fire was easy, he found it more problematic to tell about his life, when his turn came. He only told them about being taught by the priest and finding that he loved healing. “When the new priest arrived, I knew he would not teach me, so I decided to try and learn differently, leaving my family behind and wandering alone. It proved quite beneficial, as I managed to stay in some castles and get access to their libraries, where I found books about healing that nobody had opened for generations. Some were even glad to give me the old books so they could tidy up their libraries.”
“Didn’t your parents object? You were just a child then.”
“I’m only two years older now,” Tim noted, “and they objected, but they also knew that I was quite capable and they trusted me. Besides, they had three more children to feed, and once I left, it eased their burden.”
Luckily, nobody seemed to suspect anything, although some wondered what kind of parents would let such a young boy leave home to live alone.
 
Gus kept his promise. A day after reaching that town he came to Tim’s wagon. “The baron up north is looking for a good healer. The one who stayed last winter proved very incompetent. He almost lost a young woman when giving birth. Luckily, there was an experienced midwife there, who could save her. I think you may do very well there.”
“But I’m not really a healer! I’ve never had regular studies and I’ve got no diploma.”
Gus smiled. “You’ve got something most people lack. You’ve got a good brain in your head and you keep using it. That makes you better than most other healers, regardless of a diploma. You’re also talented in more than one way, I’m sure. You’ll be fine there.”
Timmy didn’t want Gus to go into details, fearing they would indicate he had Magic. He just asked for direction to that barony and got on the way. Two days later, he got his winter residence in the baron’s castle.
 
Ch. 8 – Cabin
 
Tim knew he needed to find a home for himself. Actually, it was more for his books than for his body and his other possessions. The books were his reason for being, his driving force and his most precious belongings. Most were priceless, single copies of the knowledge somebody had left for future generations. Some, just as rare, could prove dangerous for him, if found by certain people of authority. They were dealing with magic and its practical applications in various situations. The uncouth could mistake them for witchcraft, which could bring the peril of death. Luckily, he could use his magic to make them look benign to others, as if they were dealing with complex math only.
He wanted to find a place far enough from any village or town, where nobody would notice any weird happenings. If he wanted to expand his magical abilities he needed someplace to practice them, of that he was sure. This made the center of the kingdom unsuitable. It was populated more densely than the periphery and was quite flat, not giving any secluded place large enough to hide his actions.
The southern part was sparsely populated and was quite hilly, yet it was the scene of numerous battles with the southern neighboring kingdom. That was not a place he would like. It basically left only the northern part as a choice. It was much colder, though, with seemingly interminable frozen winters, but it had mountains at the north, divided by multiple fjords and a hilly area just a bit south, with many large forests and numerous streams. He dreaded the winters, yet he had to admit that the northern hills were the best area for him to settle down.
Still, even that decision had to be worked down to details. For that he needed to get to know the hilly region far better than the passing acquaintance he had, having traveled through the region once or twice. He had enough time to plan during that winter when he turned fifteen, spending it as a healer in another castle with an interesting library.
Tim moved to a town near the wooded hills and started searching for an unclaimed piece of land, far enough from any prying eyes. He was still using his red wagon, or riding its horse, that was not really meant for riding. As people were noticing him coming from the hills or going there, they started calling him “Tim of the Hills”. Discreetly checking with the local authorities, he found out that most of the woods were unclaimed, considered to be the crown’s property only, like the whole kingdom. That was good news for him. Tim started searching the hills with newfound determination. He spent several weeks in his search, sleeping on the ground under the trees, relying on his magic to keep him safe, as the wagon couldn’t pass there.
 
He was standing almost at the summit of that hill. It was cut by a steep rock going backward, creating a sheltered area under it. Another large rock was embedded in the ground, about thirty feet away. Anything in between would be well protected from the weather and quite hard to spot from a distance, yet the place itself was too prominent, visible from far away. He could not experiment freely with magic there. He could possibly build a refuge there, though, if ever he felt the need for one.
Looking around, he spotted a small clearing, about half the way down the hill, on the side farther from the nearest road. Some sparkling nearby suggested the presence of water. That could be a much better spot. Timmy climbed down the hill. The clearing was quite difficult to reach, surrounded by some thick growth. He had to waddle through the stream to get access to it. Once there, the clearing proved perfect. It was large enough to accommodate a house suitable for a family, and still have room for some outdoor activity. The trees around the clearing were tall and strong, hiding it perfectly from being spotted from a distance, and the surrounding forest was thick enough to supply burning wood for many a lifetime. The stream passed at the edge, giving fresh water and leaving the rest of the clearing free for other uses.
He used his magic to tag the place, so he could find it again. He then returned to the summit and looked around, trying to see where the nearest village was. Once he found it, he made his way there. The first step in his program was done. There were many more ahead.
 
It was several weeks later when he finally had a plan. It wasn’t the best plan, he was sure, but it was the best he could come with at the time, considering all the restrictions. He had to divide his work into two phases, each done during another summer.
He clearly needed a cellar, not only for storing the winter supplies, but also for hiding his more precious or dangerous books. It was unthinkable to let them fall into other hands. He had already learned that there was permafrost only a few feet under the ground, although the exact depth varied from place to place. If reached, it could help preserve his supplies throughout the end of summer and the autumn.
Yet digging in the ground was hard work, Digging in the frozen ground was practically impossible for a single boy, and he didn’t dare hire any help. Although he could modify one’s memories in an emergency, he didn’t trust himself to do it for a group of workers in a way to assure the secrecy of his most important treasures.
One of the books suggested a magical way to dig. He had to study it well and be sure he understood it before he dared try.
Timmy first tried to dig somewhere else, just to get the feel of that. While much easier than digging with a shovel, it wasn’t much faster and was quite exhausting magically. He had to set camp in the forest and try a few different techniques before he was confident enough that he could dig the cellar as he wanted it.
He moved camp to “his” clearing and measured it carefully, writing down all the details. He didn’t need more than a single-room house for himself, yet he wanted to make room for a family house, once he found himself a wife. He drew a scale map of the clearing and planned on it, drawing with charcoal, so that it could be easily erased as he tried different ideas. Then it hit him. ‘You’re a fool!’ he told himself. ‘Why bother with a family lodging already? All I need is a small cabin over a cellar big enough for my needs. I can enlarge the house later, if needed. I may even decide to move somewhere else in time.’
He found four straight saplings and cut them to make four poles, which he magically sunk into the ground as reference points, the corners of his cellar. He then removed the upper layer of soil, piling it up nearby. He used his magic to remove thin layers of soil, deepening the hole in the ground. The soil fragments seemed to fly by themselves from the ground to the pile on the other side of the clearing.
When he reached the permafrost, about four feet deep, he changed his technique, working on small rectangular holes along the edges, deepening each by about a foot before going to the next, until he had the whole perimeter dug, repeating it over and over again until it was six feet under the permafrost level. This made it a kind of negative image of the cellar he had in mind, with the interior still full of frozen soil and the wall area empty.
Timmy had given some thought to the materials he wanted to use. Stone walls could be best, letting the cold seep in from the surrounding permafrost, yet they were hardest for him to build. There were not many stones suitable for the task on the forest floor and he wasn’t strong or knowledgeable enough to collect the needed quantity of stone. He had magic, though. He used it to create a wooden box. It was about twice as large at any dimension as the bricks often used in building houses where stone wasn’t readily available. He magically filled the box with soil from the pile and made sure to fill it completely, leaving no air pockets. He then used different magic to fuse that soil into a stone, perfectly shaped for building the wall.
It took him several days to build all four walls, although he used magic. He then got another idea. He dug another deep trench, like the ones used for the walls, in the middle of the remaining soil, and made a wall there too, with a small section of it much thinner. He then fused all the bricks with magic, making the walls as strong as if they were of solid rock.
Looking at the ground, he could now see a large rectangle divided in two. The walls reached almost to ground level, yet it was all still full of frozen soil. Timmy had already spent half the summer on that, most of the time spent on the walls. He couldn’t afford to spend the rest of the summer on completing the building, as he had no provisions and not enough money to buy it all. He needed to go wandering again and find a place to pass the winter, preferably a castle with a large library.
Yet he couldn’t leave his work in that situation. He needed to make the cellar protected enough to withstand the winter storms and the spring floods, and to not be found by anybody just reaching the clearing by chance.
Timmy conjured a few strong logs and put them across the sunken room, going from edge to edge. He added planks going the other way, making a solid wooden ceiling above the room. He then added a row of his bricks a bit farther from the cellar to direct any melt-water flow away from the sunken room. He used some more magic to make the low wall look like a fossilized tree trunk.
Finally, he moved the remains of the pile of soil back over the sunken room and scattered some dead branches and leaves, along with some fresh grasses above it. The room was now safe and ready for him to continue his work when he returned.
 
He came back to “his” clearing the next spring, when he was already sixteen, as soon as the weather permitted, setting his tent under one of the trees at the edge of the clearing. He first checked for signs of intruders or damage, finding none. The low wall worked well in directing the water flow away and the place was so well hidden that even he was not quite sure where the sunken walls were.
It took him almost a day to uncover the wooden “roof” of his cellar. While he had learned to better control and direct his magic during the long winter, it still took time and effort.
He removed the whole roof in one piece and set it aside, not yet sure what he would use it for. The upper part of the walls was exposed now, as was all the frozen soil still filling the two parts of the room.
Timmy started by removing that soil to a pile at the edge of the clearing, just as he had done the previous summer. Not needing to work very precisely made the work quicker. When he reached deep enough, he decided to make a stone floor for his cellar. He only filled the wooden box about an inch deep each time, making flat bricks that could be easily laid out and form a solid floor. He did it for both sides of the cellar.
He now added wooden stairs to let a person come in and go out of the cellar. He didn’t want the entrances to the cellar to prevent him from setting the cabin above as he pleased, so he made them reach opposite corners.
He thought of putting the wooden roof back when he got a better idea, or so he hoped. He made a few long beams of stone, similar to the wooden beams that supported the roof. It was easy to position them on the edges of the walls and make them sink flush with the upper edges. He then used his flat bricks to fill the gaps, except for the openings left for entry. He now felt satisfied with the results.
The top of the cellar reached a bit over the ground level at one side, but was more than two feet deep on the other side, as the ground was sloping. Timmy added two rows of smaller bricks over the cellar’s walls and around the openings to make a level foundation for his cabin. He used most of the remaining soil heap as a fill-in and then positioned the wooden structure that had previously served as the cellar’s roof over that, providing the platform on which the rest of the cabin would rest.
Timmy didn’t trust his magic against the cold winters. Natural wood was a good enough insulator and that was what he intended to use. Magic helped him cut down enough tall, straight trees to build the cabin. He still shaped the logs in the traditional form, so they looked as if worked on mainly by an ax.
While this was easier than shaping bricks one by one, it was still time-consuming. By the time he could say he finished building the cabin, it was quite late in the summer.
His red wagon came handy. He wandered the northern territories, getting better acquainted with the land and its inhabitants and healing or entertaining as much as he could. The red wagon and Tim the Healer were soon becoming a welcome sight wherever he went.
The wagon was also good for temporary storage of his dry provisions, with room enough for all that he was buying, without interfering with his healing space or his sleeping space, where he was still spending more than half his nights with female companions. He wasn’t sure why they flocked to him, as he didn’t find himself either more handsome or more muscular than any boy his age, yet wherever he stopped, young (and not-so-young) women were seeking his company.
As summer turned to autumn, Timmy made his way back to his cabin. He left the wagon and the horse at a nearby village, to be cared for by one of the locals (for an adequate pay, of course), and headed on foot to his cabin.
 
Ch. 9 – The First Winter
 
Timmy was quite apprehensive of the coming winter. The few weeks remaining before it locked him tightly in his cabin, he made sure to have enough provisions. Some he’d already stored in the cellar during the summer, but he still needed more. He used to go hunting daily until he felt he had enough meat stored. He also collected every kind of edible vegetable he’d come upon, and supplemented that by going to the nearby villages and buying additional fruits and vegetables. When the first storm of the winter arrived, he could finally rest. He was sure he had enough food and fuel to survive the winter. He still wasn’t sure if he had the right mix of the various foods to keep him in top health.  How could he know? He had never had to stock for the winter. Despite his medical knowledge, he couldn’t possibly know how to translate the amounts of various food ingredients into amounts of ready to eat portions. He really hoped he could cope.
He had already made all the preparations that he could think of. He had enough meat stored in his cellar, mostly frozen. He had ample supply of grains stored in the upper shelves. He had a lot of root vegetables as well as leafy ones stored on the middle shelves, where they would keep for quite a few months. He had flowing water nearby. That would become frozen during the winter, but it would still be usable. And most important – he had stocked a lot of wood for burning in the fire. It almost formed an exterior wall around the cabin, giving him some additional protection from the cold, and he also made some small openings that he could use to access his piles of wood without going out, if needed, and still be able to keep the interior tightly closed against the weather.
Yet his most important preparations were not concerned with either food or shelter. Timmy was able to move all his book collection from the wagon to the cabin, where he intended to study them all. Many books were new to him, and he was looking forward to what he could find in them. He also intended to reread his older books, to try and understand parts that he had been unable to understand before, and to revise things he thought he knew. Based on his growing experience, he also had a stack of papers ready, along with ink and several quills, so he could write down his own observations and his modified procedures. He didn’t want to rely on his good memory only. He also made sure to stock candles. He could read by the light of a single candle, but he thought that two would help him read easier and better concentrate on what he was reading. He planned accordingly.
 
That winter, when he reached seventeen, was a lonely winter, the loneliest he had experienced in his life. Never had he felt so lonely. It was more than just being alone – he had always liked some time to contemplate and to meditate; to get his weird talents under control and to understand whatever happened around. It was also not the necessity of having to take care of himself – he had been doing it constantly since leaving his parent’s home, even when surrounded by people. This time he was so far away from any people, that nobody would even know if anything happened to him; that he could reach nobody for help even if he wanted. He was utterly alone in any way he looked at it.
Yet he had his books. They provided company in more ways than one, despite enhancing the feeling of loneliness at times. He read all he could, committing everything to memory: healing, magic, trade, history, and also a few tales. He even read the holy scriptures, the first book Father Thomas had given him, from cover to cover. It provided interesting reading, yet made him doubt many of the common beliefs of his people. The scriptures were brutally honest, showing some of the holy people as mere people with human shortcomings, tempers, and even a few sins. Certainly not as infallible holy beings, like the popular belief. In his opinion, this only made them more admirable.
He read every book attentively. He then tried comparing books dealing with the same subjects. The books weren’t the same, he noticed. Some were written to be easily understood by the reader while others proved extremely complex and difficult, although eventually giving very similar information. Even the facts were not always agreed upon. The history books varied widely in what they told as facts. They only agreed on few facts, like dates of famous battles, but not on the way these ended or what effect the victory of one side had on both, not even on who was the victor, in some cases.
Books about magic also varied, probably depending on the experience of the writer. Each seemed to have a slightly different talent and each developed it in different ways. Some of the writers didn’t even have magic, writing about what they learned from those who had it, giving yet another different point of view.
Timmy was fascinated. He immersed himself in the worlds that the books opened for his mind, sometimes forgetting his physical needs. He skipped quite a few meals due to reading and had to relight his fireplace more than once, forgetting to add some more wood on time. They even occupied him at night, in his dreams. He dreamed of healing various people, some very rich, as apparent by their clothes and their homes. He even saw himself with a wife and a few children, although he couldn’t remember any of their looks when he woke up. He also saw himself using magic much more powerful than he could think of while awake.
He didn’t pay the dreams much attention, though. Dreams were known to be weird most of the times. Except that he had a feeling that some dreams were just glimpses into the future. He had already experienced a few of those, but he couldn’t always tell them apart from regular dreams
He still kept writing his notes. These helped him organize his thoughts and get a better understanding. Recalling the dream of having a wife and children, these notes could also help in teaching his children, when old enough to understand. In a way, he longed to have a family of his own, despite never consciously thinking of it.
In a way, that winter also helped teach him another important proficiency – cooking. He had been occasionally cooking for himself since he left his parents’ house, but he usually didn’t need to cook more than a meal or two. The winter forced him to cook quite a bit. Tim had anticipated this. During the summer, he had looked for some recipe books. There weren’t many of these, and most were just journals of cooks who had worked for nobility, cooking meals for tens of people or more. Luckily, Tim could calculate the right amounts for much smaller meals. At first, most of his cooking resulted in barely eatable meals, but he quickly learned to adjust quantities and times to fit his taste and his style of work. A month into his winter isolation, he was eating very tasteful meals. He only lacked some nice company.
Tim was glad that his cabin proved resistant to the weather. No cold wind found its way into the cabin and no meltwater leaked into it. The combination of proven building techniques in wood and stone, along with his magical improvements made the cabin as safe from the weather as possible. He also found that the size turned out just right. The fireplace kept the whole cabin comfortably warm, but would have fallen short of that had the cabin been bigger.
He really didn’t need more space. He had a large enough table that he used as a desk for reading and taking notes. It also served as a work surface for preparing food and as a dining table. There was room enough there for an additional desk, but he hadn’t had time enough to make one and didn’t really feel like he needed it. Using magic, clearing the table of one task and readying it for another was trivial.
Aside from the table he had a few chairs. He hadn’t felt like he wanted to skimp on that and it proved to be a good idea. He could stack his books on a chair when he needed the table for cooking or eating. He could put his wet clothing on a chair and move it closer to the fire to dry. He could even hope to get a visitor, although he knew that nobody would come there.
And then, he had his bed. It was larger than he really needed, but he liked the luxury. He’d never had such a luxury until he first visited a castle. Even most of the rich commoners only used mattresses laid on the floor. Of course, he made sure to have a very comfortable mattress too.
Spring came early that year. Timmy was very glad about that. As much as he loved his books, he was already eager to see people by then. As soon as he could walk on the soggy ground without falling every second pace, he put all his precious books back in the hidden cellar, stowed the remaining food in the main cellar, took his backpack, and headed for the nearest village.
“Hey, lad, care to help me with this?”
One of the farmers seemed to struggle with the cords of a harness that got entangled during the winter. Timmy was just glad to see somebody and didn’t mind helping a bit. It could also give him a chance to get an update on what was happening, as he had no way to get any news during the winter.
“Sure,” he said, taking his backpack off as he approached the man. “What seems to be the problem?”
With just a tiny bit of magical help to make the cords a bit more manageable, it went quite well. He then helped the man put the harness on the horse and tie the plow to it.
“I think I’ve seen you around last summer,” the man said.
“It’s possible. I’ve spent quite some time in the village, helping at odd works and stuff…” He didn’t want to state that he was a healer. Although he suspected that he was already a more accomplished healer than most, he felt like he still had a lot to learn.
“Ah, yes. I remember you helped cure my neighbor’s son of some illness and fixed another boy’s broken arm. I think they have a great need for you right now. This spring seems to be quite accident prone and many have been injured by slipping on the mud, more than got injured during the winter.”
“In that case, I think I should go there. It’s been nice talking with you.”
“Thanks. You’re a nice lad. I’m sure you’ll do great there.”
Someone recognized him as soon as he walked into the village. “It’s Tim the Healer! Spread the news – Tim the Healer is here, to fix, to heal, and to help.” He also heard another voice adding, in a lower volume, “And to shag,” yet he couldn’t see who said either sentence.
A moment later, an older woman stepped out of a house. “You’re Tim the Healer? My son is with a fever. Can you help him?”
He got really busy in that village, spending more than a week on healing various injuries and illnesses. One of the villagers let him stay in the room over the barn, where a few girls came each night for a different kind of treatment. It was quite a nice compensation for the months he had spent in solitude. He made sure to let them drink his special tea that prevented pregnancy. Although he was starting to think of having children some time in the future, he didn’t want any of these young women for more than some mutual fun.
Eventually, he did all he could for the village. He spent his last night there together with three of the girls who had shared his bed, one at a time, the previous nights, and then bid his hosts goodbye as he headed for the road. A day later he retrieved his wagon and his horse from the next village and started his summer tour. He arrived at the big town, the largest in the northern part of the kingdom, three days later.
 
Ch.10 – Healer Michael
 
Northbridge was the main town of the county, with many shops, many pubs, and quite a few inns. Tim thought he would be just another healer there, as several healers made the town their residence. Yet he didn’t plan on doing any healing there. He wanted to gain access to the castle, where one of the biggest libraries in the country existed, as far as he knew. The main problem was that he didn’t have a clue how to do it. The Count of Northbridge had many servants and didn’t seem to be looking for more. No stranger was allowed into the castle and everything that needed to be carried in was carried by his loyal servants. Even in town, few had ever seen the count in person, and they were all tight-lipped about it.
Yet Timmy had another talent besides healing. He didn’t know how, but he was sure that something would happen to help him reach that library. Meantime, he used his soap bubbles to entertain the children and gain a few coins in return, leaving his wagon at the inn.
He was doing just that at a side road when a carriage came bustling by. The children ran into any nook and cranny around, but he found no place to hide. He tried to step aside, at least. That saved him from being trampled by the horses, but he was still caught by the side of the carriage and carried along, getting bruised by the nearby walls and eventually hit by a large stone protruding from one of the walls, knocking him out.
Somebody inside must have noticed, as the carriage came into a halt a few seconds later and the coachman descended to check on him. “What happened?” a female voice asked.
“Not quite sure, but this young man is hurt. Without treatment he may not survive,” the coachman said.
“Well, pull him in. The healer in the castle will tend to him, We’re in a hurry!” The voice of the male occupant of the carriage was quite agitated.
The door opened a crack and a hand helped the coachman, taking the unconscious young man inside. As the door closed, a young boy approached, holding a backpack. “This is his. Maybe you should take it as well.”
The coachman took it. “Thank you, lad.”
A moment later, the carriage was gone up the road to the castle.
 
Timmy woke up, finding himself in a comfortable bed, yet aching all over. His head hurt badly and he was also sure that his ribs were badly bruised, as was his left arm. “Take it slowly, lad. You should be thankful you’re still alive,” he heard a kind male voice saying.
He tried to open his eyes. The light was too bright. He closed them again. “Where am I?” he asked.
He could almost hear the smile in the voice that replied. “You’re in a bed in the castle, courtesy of the count, as his carriage seems to have hit you and carried you a short way before stopping. You had a concussion. How do you feel now?”
“Hurting all over and the light is too bright for me to open my eyes. I don’t think I broke any bone, but I have numerous bruises, especially on the ribs and on my left arm.” He then seemed to panic. “Where’s my backpack?”
The voice was soothing. “It’s here, by your bed. It was taken along. I suppose it holds all your possessions, doesn’t it?”
He had much more already, but he did keep everything he needed for his travels by foot in there. “Yes,” he said. “Why is the light so bright?”
“Your bed is near the window and the sun is shining. I thought you could use some of its warmth. You were out for more than a day.”
“That must be the concussion. Bruising would not have had that effect.”
“Are you a healer?” The voice sounded surprised and interested.
“I don’t think of myself as a healer, but I’ve been studying and practicing healing since I was a young boy. I hope I already know a bit.”
“What’s your name?”
“I’m Timothy, also known as Timmy or Tim.”
“Tim the Healer? You look too young to be that famous healer. Why were you on the street then, entertaining children, as I’ve heard, instead of offering your services for a proper fee?”
“Some call me that, but I thought there were enough healers in town. Besides, I like to make children laugh.”
He could finally open his eyes a crack, yet couldn’t see much from his position. He needed to turn his head aside for a better view, but that seemed too painful.
“A good healer is one who really cares for people and not for his fees,” the person near him agreed. He could see the outlines of a man with a short beard and a hat.
“Are you the healer of the castle?”
There was a short chuckle. “You could put it that way. I’m the one who took care of you, if that’s what you mean. I didn’t know what to do about the concussion. Some cold bandages helped reduce the swelling, though. I had your bruises washed with a cleansing solution and covered them with a poultice to relieve pain and help healing. The rest was done by your body.”
“What kind of cleansing solution was it? I usually boil some strong-smelling leaves and use the concoction to cleanse.”
“Yes, that should work even better, but I used just an infusion of some flowers. The bruising was not deep and seemed quite clean to start with. The poultice uses chamomile flowers with some tallow, to stay put.”
“You could add a bit of mint. It is soothing in small quantities, but too much may cause some irritation.”
“True, but I didn’t have mint available.” The voice stopped for a moment, then asked, “Would you like me to help you sit up?”
“Yes, please.” He could see the hand grabbing his and steadying him as he slowly rose to a sitting position. With the sun no longer shining on his face, he could finally open his eyes.
He gasped at the view. The room was large, with a high ceiling that had some decorations carved on it. The walls were covered with tapestry and the furniture was also carved and decorated, being of much higher quality than he had ever seen. The bed was clearly not in its natural place, having been moved closer to the window, while its normal position was farther along the wall, between two tall windows, under the large coat of arms hung on the wall.
“It does look overwhelming when first seen,” the man agreed with his unspoken impression, “yet it’s just home for me, ever since I was born.”
It took Timmy a moment to understand. “You are the Count?”
The man smiled. “Most towns folks know me as Michael the healer. I’d rather you also treat me that way, unless we’re forced to use formal titles, like during a reception.”
“But why?” Timmy wasn’t sure if he felt dizzy due to the concussion or the sudden revelation.
“I’ll let you know later, when you feel better. It’s a long story, unsuitable for your condition.” He smiled at Timmy to reassure him. “You may use the night bowl if you need it. I’ll have dinner sent to you in about an hour and somebody will be here to help you soon after I leave. Once you feel well, we’re due for some long discussions about healing. It looks like we both can learn from each other.” The count helped him lie back down before leaving the room. A young servant came in almost immediately, carrying a can of water and a cup.
It took Timmy two more days to recuperate. By then he had been visited by the countess as well, along with her youngest son, although the count, Michael – as he preferred, visited several times a day. Timmy was still quite sore, and once he could stand up and walk, he found that his left leg was also hurting, yet he could finally access the vast library with its owner’s blessing.
Healer Michael had a store in the town’s square, where he accepted everybody and only charged those who could pay. He usually only spent the mornings there, as he was also handling some businesses. He now let Timmy work in that shop with him or during the afternoons. They used a hidden tunnel to reach the castle. Nobody needed to know that the good healer was also the count. Yet this also made the need for tight secrecy understandable. Tim realized that Count Michael of Northbridge, like Father Thomas and probably many others, had more than one aspect, showing the public only one.
They were researching the library, looking for some yet unknown method of healing, when Michael spoke. “That accident, the one that made us meet, I don’t believe it was an accident.”
“What do you mean? You don’t think I wanted to hurt myself, do you?” Timmy was surprised by the count, yet reluctant to let his secret out, despite gaining mutual respect and confidence.
“No, of course not. Yet it was just so convenient to let two skilled healers meet, as if some other force planned it. I’ve been hearing of you for some time already and I wanted to meet you. I have a feeling that you also wanted something to let you into my confidence, although you may have not known exactly who I was. It looks like our combined wills found a way to accomplish this, maybe with the help of another force.”
Timmy shrugged. “I actually heard about this library and wanted to get access to it, but I didn’t know how to proceed, yet I was sure somehow a way would be found.”
“Does it often happen to you? I mean, you wish for something and it soon happens,” Michael asked, seeming quite interested.
“I don’t know. I suppose it happens to everybody once in a while.”
“And it happens much more often to a few, who ‘make things happen’. Don’t you agree?”
“Maybe. I hoped this library could also supply me with some answers about that.”
“Oh, it will. I’ve been collecting every book I could find about Natural Magic, as some call it, since I was an adolescent. I could never use that talent freely and I always had to keep it under tight control, not to be discovered by others. The books helped me find what it really was.”
Michael showed Tim several books. “I suggest you start with this one. When you finish, I’d like to discuss some of its contents with you. I had nobody to talk about such matters until now.”
Timmy spent a few days reading that book – “Divine Magic and Human Magic” – which he found very enlightening. Although it didn’t present him with any new information, it made it all fall into order and make sense. He could suddenly understand why certain actions caused a certain result under one set of circumstances and a completely different result under another. While Magic as a whole was still a mystery, the ways it acted were clearly explained, stated as a set of rules, much like Math. For him, that was the best way to handle the subject, although he suspected some people might find it less than understandable.
“So, what do you think of that book?” Michael asked him.
“It didn’t teach me any new facts, but it put everything in perspective, making me see what I’ve never noticed before. It was an eye-opener for me.”
Michael nodded. “Yes, I can see what you mean, although it did give me many new facts that I didn’t know when I read it. I’m still unsure about certain aspects of it, though, maybe because I lack experience.”
It reminded Tim of his time with Carlono. They spent many hours discussing various ramifications of what they’d read in the books, comparing experiences and ideas. They even went to the nearby forest a few times to practice some high-power magic. They also collected many herbs, some of which were new to Tim, both for their cover story and for their healing practice.
Tim taught Michael how to direct magic, using one’s fingers. “Couldn’t we use some extension to direct it even better?” Michael asked.
“What kind of extension do you think of?”
“Something straight and thin, maybe something like a drummer’s sticks or an arrow. Wouldn’t such implement help concentrate and direct one’s magic better than one’s fingers?”
Tim thought for a moment. “I believe it could, although that might also depend on the material and the way it connects with the magic in the person holding it. Still, it’s worth a try.”
He took a twig from the forest ground and removed extra stuff, leaving only a short, roughly straight piece of thin wood. He tried to use it to make a small hole in the ground, the way he had dug for his cellar. The magic was certainly more concentrated, showing as a faint glow in the air, but he didn’t feel it gave him any significant benefit.
Looking around, he collected some more thin branches and twigs from various trees. Most didn’t give him even the results he got from the first one he tried, yet a few gave much better results. He wrote down what he found. Michael also tried the same sticks, getting very different results, yet each seemed to find a particular stick that gave the best results. They kept those.
As autumn was almost there, Tim started thinking about the coming winter. While Michael seemed to like him to stay, he had not yet invited him explicitly. Then, if he didn’t stay in the castle, with its huge library, he’d rather spend the winter in his cabin, where he had quite a few books he had not yet read that he wanted to study. In that case, he needed some provisions – quite a lot, really – to keep him throughout the winter.
His dilemma was resolve unexpectedly. A messenger from the palace came to the castle. “The king asks me to take my turn at handling the kingdom’s finances. While it’s phrased very mildly, it is still a royal command. I’ll be leaving as soon as I can settle everything – in less than two weeks. I’m really sorry, Timmy. I thought we could spend the winter studying healing and magic together, but fate seems to disagree.”
He let Tim take all the books he wanted. Tim had to use his wagon to be able to carry everything. He settled back in his cabin and had just enough time to acquire all the provisions before the first storm of the winter arrived.
 
The second winter in his cabin was just as lonely, but with so many new books, Tim couldn’t feel lonely, especially since he was busy with provisioning well until the winter came. After the experience of the previous winter, Tim decided to open a narrow pathway from the outskirts of the forest to “his” clearing and protect it magically. It would be accessible to anybody seeking his help but would stay hidden for everybody else. It could also help him in case of need, providing an easier way to the nearest village.
Yet his meticulous preparations proved more than good enough. Despite this winter being longer and harsher than the previous one, when spring came, he still had more than a month’s supply of frozen meat and other foods, as well as quite a bit of wood for the fire.
Come summer, he went on the road again. He visited Count Michael’s castle, but the count was still with the king. He still had some healing done in that town, very well paid for, and had some shapely female visitors in his bed – a welcome change after the lonely winter, although at eighteen he was a young man and no longer a boy.
This time, he didn’t wander far from his cabin, visiting there as often as he could. Despite the wagon being quite homely by then, he felt that the cabin was his real home. “Tim the Healer” was also becoming “Healer Tim of the Hills,” as he was often seen coming from that direction or going there, but he didn’t mind. He still didn’t feel secure enough in his healing knowledge to refer to himself as a healer, despite everybody else acknowledging him as one of the best healers around. Deep inside he was still Timmy, the child who had to leave home way before he was ready, the child who wanted his family around most of all.
He occasionally wondered what happened to his family since he left his childhood home. From other wanderers that he met on the road, he learned that the priest that had been the main reason for him leaving his family died about a year later and was replaced by a much nicer priest. It was harder to find any information about his family, though, not being prominent in any way. He assumed that his older brother had probably married already, being two years older than Tim, as most country people married early. He really felt like he missed his family, but he thought it would take almost half the summer just to travel there with his wagon, and much longer on foot. He didn’t want to leave his cabin for so long. For some unknown reason, he felt that it was utterly important for him to stay at his cabin in the coming winter.
 
Part 2 – Timothy
Ch. 1 – Anna
 
Timothy put the last piece of wood on the pile and looked around. He was quite content with his achievements. He had enough wood stocked to keep him warm throughout the harsh winter, enough food to maintain him and enough books to keep his mind busy. He glanced at the sky. The sun was still shining at the west but the sky was darkening ominously with black clouds laden with snow, pushed by some strong gushes of cold wind. The land was already covered with a thin, intermittent layer of snow that started accumulating a few days earlier, yet the wind and the clouds promised to bring the first real storm, maybe even as early as the coming night.
He walked around his cabin, making sure that every hole was plugged closed, and that the window was well shuttered. He then opened the door, walked in, closed the door, and locked it. He put a rolled wet cloth at the threshold to stop any wind from entering, and then sat at his table, where a candle was already lit.
He opened the book reverently, caressing the spine as if it was a lover. Looking at the book, he thought about how life had changed for him, how the books had made him knowledgeable, and how his weird talent had taken him away from his family…
 
A knock at the door took him out of his musings. He wasn’t really sure it was somebody knocking, though. The wind was already howling so loudly that he was sure nobody in his right mind would even go out and certainly not walk several miles from the nearest village to his cabin. That must have been some debris carried by the wind, he thought, although he was aware of nothing nearby that the wind could have carried.
The knock repeated, sounding more insistent.
Tim stood up and walked to the door. He tried to extend his senses and feel who was on the other side, or at least – if that person presented any danger. He sensed a single person, quite young, yet he was not sure about the danger. That person proved no immediate threat, but could become dangerous under changing circumstances. Not sure about the right thing to do, he unlocked the door. He simply couldn’t let anybody stay outside in this weather.
He was surprised to find that single person clad in what looked more like rags than proper clothes. The wind was howling, chilling his bones. He waved the person in and immediately closed the door behind it, making sure to move the sealing cloth back as well.
The interior was not much lighter than the exterior. The two candles at the table were barely enough to read by, surely not enough to illuminate the whole cabin, and the fireplace didn’t give much more light either. His guest stopped a pace farther in, removing the overcoat and letting the melting snow drip near the door, far enough from the carpet that covered the other side of the floor.
Tim took the overcoat and hung it on a peg near the door. Turning back to his guest he had the first glimpse of that person. He saw long hair, quite dirty and wet, reaching well below the shoulders. It was mostly covered with a scarf, but a few hairs still escaped. He then saw that the clothes that the person wore were all wet.
“Come closer to the fire and get those wet clothes off. You don’t need to get pneumonia now,” he said.
The guest moved closer to the fire. Tim could now see what seemed to be a very young face. It was either a young woman – no more than a girl, really – or a young boy whose beard had not started growing yet. The guest didn’t wait for Tim to urge him further. Sitting on the floor, he first removed the wet boots and positioned them aside, taking quite a big lump of hay out of them and spreading it out to dry. The coat came next, followed by the scarf. Tim gasped. His guest turned out to be a very young woman, as her widening hips and her prominent chest made it clear.
“Thank you for letting me in,” she finally spoke. Her voice was hoarse and trembled a bit, probably due to the cold.
“What were you doing outside in such weather? It could easily kill you!”
“Why should you care? Nobody else does.” She sounded bitter, almost desperate.
“I’m a healer.” That was not the way he usually preferred to present himself, but it seemed suitable at the moment. “My call is to cure people, not to make them die.”
“Not even those who deserve no better?” she asked.
He wasn’t sure about the way he felt about it, but he knew what he was expected to answer. “Not even those. It’s not my job to judge, only to try and heal. Now, take these off and I’ll give you a clean nightgown to put on until they get dry.”
She didn’t seem to hesitate. Before he had time to turn around, she had already removed her upper skirt and was starting to undo the ties keeping the next one in place.
“Don’t you want me to turn around first?” he asked.
“What for?” She sounded quite confused.
“To give you some privacy, so you won’t be completely exposed.”
She shrugged, letting another layer of clothing fall to the floor. “I’m a peasant girl. Privacy is something I’ve never had. I’m not sure I even understand what it means.”
“Doesn’t it bother you that I may see you naked?”
“Everybody already did. I used to bathe in the river with the other girls. All boys and young men would gather around, commenting, comparing, and teasing. It’s nothing new to me.”
By now she seemed to have only a single layer of cloth on her body. Tim could plainly see that all that she wore was quite dirty and in need of some repair. Another idea came into his mind. “I suggest you bathe here before you put on clean clothes.”
“There’s no river here,” she stated, looking quite confused, “and even if there was, it would be way too cold to really bathe.”
He smiled at her. “You can bathe in here. I have enough water and I can put some over the fire to heat.”
Her face showed understanding. “I’ve heard about such bathing, but I’ve never had a chance to try it. None of my family and friends has.”
She didn’t offer to help him. She just watched attentively what he did, staying in what could be considered her underwear, had she been using any.
Tim filled the biggest pot he had and put it on fire. He dragged the big wooden bowl, one that was big enough to sit in, from its place in the corner, and positioned it in front of the fireplace. He then poured some of the heated water in. “You may undress now and sit in here. I believe you’ll like it.”
She did as requested. He could now plainly see her nice breasts, crowned by large aureoles with hardened nipples – probably due to the cold. She looked quite shapely, with a slim waist and round, not too large ass. Judging by her looks, she was no older than eighteen, probably quite younger than that.
The girl seemed to relax as the warm water touched her skin, relieving the coldness that seemed to penetrate her soul. Tim used a ladle to pour some more warm water on her. He removed the pot from the fire and put another one there. He brought her some soap, at which she looked a bit puzzled.
“You use this to clean yourself. Put some on your hair and rub it in, but keep your eyes closed as it may give you a burning sensation if it comes into them. I’ll then rinse it off, along with the dirt. We can then do the same to the other parts of your body, until you are completely clean.”
She seemed to be at a loss for words, but he could plainly see that she enjoyed her bath. He also helped her rub her back and really enjoyed touching her skin. He couldn’t hide his reaction to her proximity, so he didn’t even try. Eventually, he asked her to stand up, as he gave her a final rinse and then wrapped her in a towel.
“What is this?” she asked, touching the soft fabric.
“It is a towel, a piece of absorbent cloth used to dry your skin and your hair after bathing. Didn’t you ever use one?” He had to remind himself that he hadn’t known anything about hot baths or towels when he’d been a child. He had only learned about these and other things from books, and then when he had visited some castles or houses of well-off people.
“I always let the sun dry me, and I never bathed when it was cold.”
He didn’t want to have that picture in his mind at the moment. He just took one of his old nightgowns, one he had not used for years, and let her slide it on her body, so he could still talk with her and not be tempted to try something else, completely inappropriate.
 
“Why were you wandering in such a weather?” he asked her once she was wearing the nightgown, covering her nudity.
She looked a bit sad but resolved. “I had nowhere to stay and nobody would take me in. I’ve heard a healer was living around here and I hoped he could help me. Without help, I was dead anyhow.”
“Well, you’ve found me. What kind of help do you need?”
“I was raped. I’m now pregnant. My family didn’t mind that I lost my virginity. This happens to many peasant girls, either as a result of their work or as a result of rape, sometimes at young ages. Even if one keeps her virginity until her wedding day, the landlord will usually take it and not her husband.”
Tim frowned at that but didn’t interrupt as she continued talking.
“It all changed when they found I was pregnant, though. In their eyes, it turned me into a slut, a whore, someone unfit to live among decent people. Mom was kind enough to give me a loaf of bread and some additional clothes before telling me to leave and never come back. That was three months ago, I think.”
He had seen her while bathing. She didn’t look that far along, but she did have a small baby bump, now that he thought of it. “You seem to be doing fine. What do you need me for?”
“I want to get rid of it! I can find myself a new place to live, but not if I’m burdened with an unwanted baby.” There were tears in her eyes as she said it.
He wasn’t sure how she would react, but he knew he wouldn’t help her lose the baby, not unless carrying on proved fatal. “If that’s what you want, I’m afraid you found the wrong man. Your baby is growing in there for more than three months. Getting rid of it means killing that baby. I can’t do it.”
Her face looked determined. “Why did you let me in, then? Letting me carry on with this pregnancy is just like letting me die, along with the unborn baby. Come morning – where will I go? I have no place where I can be accepted, even if the weather improves. Not helping me in this would be the same as killing me outright, only more painful.”
He tried to coax her. “You don’t need to leave in the morning. You need to mend your clothes and eat well for a few days, at least, before you can leave. We may even find somebody willing to adopt the child.” He didn’t really believe they could but it was still an option, even if not a very practical one.
“Nobody would want the child of a whore,” she stated plainly. “Besides, where would I stay until the child is born? I have no place to live, no provisions, and not even a weapon to hunt or protect myself from predators. I’m just doomed!”
He saw her fighting to keep her face neutral and fail, as her eyes filled with tears. She still managed to weep silently. He moved to her side and hugged her shoulders comfortingly. “It’s late. We’re both tired. We may find some better ideas in the morning, after we sleep.”
She moved her teary eyes to his face. “Are you going to rape me?”
He jumped back as if slapped. “No! I’m never going to rape you or anybody else, I swear!”
She seemed surprised by his response. “I don’t really mind if you rape me. I’m already pregnant, you know, and you seem much nicer than the one who opened me first. Who knows – I may even like it.”
“You mean to tell me that you…”
“I want you to put your manhood inside me. Isn’t that rape?”
He thought he finally understood. “No, not every action of this kind is rape. Most people do it willingly with their mates, out of love, or just to try and have children. It’s not rape when done that way. It is only rape if one forces you against your will, even if he doesn’t really hurt you.”
She looked puzzled now. “How do you call it, then?”
“Well, whenever the male and female combine, it is called copulation. When it’s done for love, it’s sometimes called lovemaking, although other words may be used.”
“What is it called if both man and woman want it, although they may not love each other?”
“It can still be called copulation, or shagging or intercourse. Does it matter what you call it?”
“I want you to copulate with me. I don’t love you. I may even hate you for not agreeing to do what I asked for, but I’d like to copulate with you at least once, to get to know how it can be, as I’m not sure I’ll stay alive for long.”
He didn’t know what to say. She didn’t seem to expect an answer. She just removed the nightgown and hurried under the quilt, beckoning him to join her.
They didn’t sleep much that night. She was quite eager to explore his body, first, and then the pleasures it could give her. Tim, despite his initial reluctance, found her almost irresistible and willingly followed her lead, trying every kind of pleasurable activity she had in mind, surprising even himself with his stamina and his perseverance. He had already had certain sexual experiences, some of it with rich widows who asked for his healing services and considered sating their curiosity and their lust as part of the healing process. Although it was not strictly according to the ethical rules that he had found in one of the books, he cooperated with them. It was much easier and more pleasurable than arguing.
 
Tim was awakened by a clap of thunder. It was so loud that he almost jumped out of bed at the sound. He then looked around. He was alone in bed, although the bed at his side was still warm. He then saw the girl standing by the fire, mixing something in a pot.
“What are you doing?”
She turned to him and smiled. “Good morning. I thought I could cook some breakfast for you after coming here so unexpectedly. I found some provisions and took some ice to thaw and make porridge for you. I hope you like it.”
“Do you really know how to cook?”
She shrugged. “I’ve been doing it since I was eight.”
“And how old are you now?”
She frowned, as if trying a difficult mental exercise. “I’m not sure. I got my first period before I was thirteen and then raped this summer. I’m probably fourteen, or close to it.”
“You’re barely a woman! You should still be playing, not expecting a child!”
She shrugged. “Mom told me she had my big brother before she reached fifteen. Some become mothers even earlier.”
“When did she marry, then?”
She frowned. “I’m not sure my parents ever married. She just moved in with her boyfriend.”
“Why didn’t you do the same?”
“I had no boyfriend at the time and I couldn’t go with the one who raped me.”
“Why not?”
She rolled her eyes. “Would you, in my place?”
“Probably not, but you do know who raped you, don’t you?”
“I think so. I didn’t hear his name, but others referred to him as ‘the prince.’ I’m not sure if he’s a real prince, though.”
Tim thought for a moment. The current king had a few sons, as far as he knew, yet one had chosen priesthood and another had gone on a pilgrimage and hadn’t come back yet, if ever. Still, there were at least two more, of whom he didn’t know much.
“Will you be able to recognize him, if you happen to see him again?”
She shrugged. “Not sure. It was dark, and he had his helmet still on, but I wouldn’t want him anyway, even if he wanted.”
“Why?”
“The next day, he had an accident. I don’t know exactly how it happened, but I heard he cut his manhood with his sword while drunk. I think it’s the right punishment for raping me. Don’t you agree?”
“You didn’t…”
“I was nowhere near him. I was still weeping in my parents’ home and he was in the lord’s castle. Yet it was the punishment that I thought he deserved.”
This sounded too familiar. Didn’t he “wish” for things and they just happened when he was much younger? It took Father Thomas to teach him control, yet this girl had nobody to teach her, so it seemed.
“Does it often happen that you think about things and they just happen?”
She looked suddenly frightened. “Please, don’t tell anybody. I have no control over it. I usually wish for things and nothing happens, but sometimes…”
“You have a talent to make things happen,” he said, recalling the same words said to him some years before.
She frowned. “My Mom used to say it, only she considered it a curse. This was another cause for my parents to want me away from them.”
Tim smiled at her. “It so happens that I also have a similar talent. If you want, I’ll try to teach you how to control it and use it. I’m still learning this myself.”
She looked surprised and delighted. She glanced at the pot and took it off the fire. She then approached the bed and removed her nightgown. “I think you just earned yourself another shag.”
It was later, after they climaxed twice, that he looked at her differently. He still saw a young girl, too young to become a mother, but he also saw a very attractive and strong-willed young woman with an extraordinary talent that he would like to nurture, just as his talent had been nurtured a few years earlier. She beamed at him, still riding the ecstasy of their latest copulation, looking breathtaking with her reddish-brown hair, the one he had thought dirty with red mud, framing her pleasant face.
They silently got out of bed, put on their nightgowns and dressing gowns, and walked to the dining area. Tim sat at the table and let her serve him. As she sat down for the late breakfast, he realized something important. “I still don’t know your name.”
“I’m Anna. What’s your name?”
“I’m Tim, although my full name is Timothy and I was also called Timmy.” He stopped for a moment. “You know, Anna, I just realized that you’re going to stay here for much longer than we both thought. I’ll try to teach you all that I can, but it took me years of study and practice, and I’m still learning.”
She first looked a bit frightened, but then her face brightened and she smiled. “What shall our relations be, then?”
He thought loudly. “We could be a student and teacher, but it doesn’t feel right. I’m not that much older than you, although I’m a bit more knowledgeable. We can’t be partners, as that requires some measure of equality, and you’re far from being my equal right now. We’re not married, so we aren’t spouses. We may be mates, though.”
“What’s mates?”
“It has a few meanings. It may mean just friends, usually between friends of the same gender, but when of different genders, it may mean sex-partners who live together and may even raise children together but are not necessarily married.”
“I like it, mate,” she smiled at him.
“So – are we mates?”
“I do hope so. We’re already sex partners, are we not?”
He smiled and then frowned. “We don’t have enough provisions, though. I made sure to have more than enough for the winter, but it’s barely enough for two.”
“You can hunt,” she said, motioning at the crossbow leaning on the wall in the corner.
“If I find any game. There’s not much in the winter and it’s much more dangerous than in summer.”
“Can’t you call them to you?”
He frowned. “I wasn’t aware it was even possible.”
“Oh, I’ve been doing it since I was little, although I didn’t know what I did. I used to roam the fields, where my parents worked. Whenever I wished to see a certain animal, it would come near me soon enough. I’m not sure I can control it now, but we may try when the storm ends. Besides, I can set traps and snares, for smaller game. I’m also quite good at collecting edible plants. I can help, you know. I’m a peasant girl.”
He smiled, imagining her much younger, roaming the fields in search of cute animals. “You’re seeing it all wrong,” she told him a moment later. “I wasn’t wearing a nice dress. Actually, I was normally wearing nothing at all, in summer. I was not bothered even by the rains, as summer rains are usually quite warm. They just washed the dust off my skin and it dried as soon as the rain stopped. I kept staying naked during summers until the first of my friends got her period. That’s why I also enjoy bathing, not caring if anybody watches.”
The image in his mind changed, yet he had to ask, “How did you know what I was thinking?”
She shrugged. “I just saw it, almost as if it was in my own mind. This never happened to me before, though.”
“Do you feel like staying naked now?” There was a bit of mischief in his voice.
“Of course. It’s quite warm enough for that near the fire, and you’re my mate. You are entitled to see me naked and to touch me, feel me and fill me as much as you like. I also have the right to ask for it, when I like, and I like it now.”
 
Ch. 2 – Albert
 
Winter passed leisurely. Tim started teaching Anna the art of reading and writing first. He spent quite a few days teaching her the forms of the letters in handwriting and the way they were written in books. “This form denotes the letter P. It is a bit like the letter B without the lower arc, you see?”
“They also sound similar, don’t they?”
“Yes, but that has nothing to do with how they’re written. In handwriting, they differ much more…”
He taught her how to read the letters and make words out of them, and then how to combine the words into sentences. It was very difficult in the beginning, but Anna wanted to learn, if only to please Tim. She was so eager to learn that she was soon trying to read whatever she could lay her hands on and was writing her own comments about that on some paper he had given her.
She was much better at learning Math. After overcoming the mental difficulty of assigning a numeral to each value and the meaning of combinations of numerals, she proved herself quite able, surprising both Tim and herself.
They also set some time for learning each other’s magic. Tim told her how to try and harness her raw talent and direct it at will. She told him how she had called animals and how she made some other weird things happen, things that she only understood much later. While both had magic, it was a bit different in the way it worked and they both tried to understand it.
Tim used the times between storms for hunting. While he had stored more than enough for a single person, it was nowhere near what two people needed. He didn’t need to call the animals, though. He wondered if Anna did that. Anna helped gather some more food by setting snares and collecting anything edible she could find under the snow cover or over it. By winter solstice, they were well-stocked to survive the rest of the winter with no problems.
They were able to relax and enjoy their studies, their meals, their copulations, and mainly – just being together. It was such a far cry from the previous winters that Tim had spent alone.
 
With Tim agreeing to keep her and her child indefinitely, Anna’s feelings about her pregnancy were also changing. She no longer saw it as a burden only and certainly not as a curse. She seemed to become fond of the baby growing in her womb, wondering occasionally if it was a boy or a girl.
Tim woke that night as Anna gasped at his side. “What is it?” he asked a bit worriedly. Any pain this late in the pregnancy could mean trouble.
“It moved!” she answered, beaming her smile at him. “I felt as if it kicked me from within. Here, maybe it will move again.” She took his hand and put it on her bulging belly, pressing it lightly with her hand. Tim tried to concentrate. He felt nothing for a while, except for her smooth skin, which he had come to like so much. And then it happened – a small movement, still quite faint but very distinct. Something was clearly alive within. He felt his face break into a grin. “I felt it!”
“I knew you would! Isn’t it wonderful?” She looked as if she liked nothing better than to dance around the room, yet the bitter cold, only slightly mellowed by the burning fire, kept her in bed.
Instead, she moved Tim’s hand to her groin and then moved her hand to his, making it clearly evident that she wanted some more sex to celebrate the event. Tim complied willingly.
 
Spring thawing was very difficult for Anna. Her big belly made her movements quite clumsy and the melting snow turned everything into freezing mud. The few times she tried to get out of the cabin she found herself falling into the mud, unable to even stand up without help. She was frustrated to no end, but rather than letting her frustration spoil her relationship with Tim, she decided to make use of her confinement and study the book she’d been trying to understand since learning to read. She was already able to identify all letters and combine them to words and sentences. The stories that Tim gave her to read were easy to understand, but the big book, titled “Divine Magic and Human Magic” had too many words she couldn’t understand even after making sure she identified all the letters, and sentences, which made her wonder if they were written in the same language she knew. On the other hand, Tim had already read it and considered it very good. She felt obliged to understand it.
 
By the end of March, most of the snow was gone and the mud dried out near the cabin, allowing some of the early spring flowers to hesitantly bloom. Tim had made a bench for her to sit on and get some sun rays. There was not much else she could do now, and even sitting was becoming a problem. Her big belly came in the way either standing or sitting and especially when trying to sleep. The baby was moving constantly and Anna found no position comfortable for longer than a short while.
She was sitting on the bench in the late morning sun, with Tim working on a new set of arrows, as most of his older ones were broken or lost during the winter hunts, when she felt the first contraction. She didn’t pay it much attention, though. For more than a month she’d been getting occasional cramps and her muscles would spasm once or twice each day. This seemed no different.
The next contraction could not be mistaken for a cramp, though. Anna only took a deep breath and clenched her teeth, but Tim was alert enough to notice.
“Is it time?” he asked, dropping what he was doing and coming to her side.
“I’m not sure yet, but I’d really like to be past it already. I feel so bloated and so clumsy that I can’t stand myself.”
He smiled adoringly at her. “You’re as beautiful as ever. Just don’t try to hurry. Let it go at its own pace – that would be safest for you and the baby.” He put his hand on her belly, noticing the taut muscles. “I’ll put some water to boil. Want some tea?”
She smiled at him. Despite hearing, and now reading, a lot about love, she wasn’t sure she knew what it was, but Tim seemed to care for her and she had come to care for him. She liked the way he treated her, with respect for a fellow human, with lust for the young woman she was and with admiration for her thirst for knowledge. She also liked it when he hugged her, kissed her, or just smiled at her. It made her feel warm inside, almost better than copulating with him, which she wasn’t doing very often now, due to her big belly.
By the time he came out again, he saw her face turn into a grimace of pain, although she said nothing. “Would you like to give birth squatting or lying down?” he asked her.
She waited for the pain to subside before answering. “I don’t know. The few births I’ve witnessed were all in bed, but then there were many women around to help. I only have you here, so I’ll do it any way you think best.”
Tim was suddenly unsure as well. He had only helped to birth a few times, never as the lead healer. He hoped Nature would direct Anna’s delivery, as he was too involved to be thinking right. “Maybe it’s better if you lie down for a while, until the baby is ready to come out. We can decide then,” he suggested.
As she walked back to the cabin, leaning on him, she suddenly felt her legs get wet. “I think my water broke,” she said.
The weather was still cool, but Tim made the fire as large as he could safely make it, turning the interior of the cabin almost as warm as a summer day outside. He helped Anna out of her clothes and onto the bed, putting some soft pelts under her pelvis, ready to absorb the liquids of birth, leaving the bedding dry.
It never went so slowly, he felt. Anna seemed to suffer for eternity, before the baby crowned. “I think squatting would help it go better,” Anna told him between contractions.
He helped her down after the next contraction and it only took two more for the baby to come out.
“It’s a boy,” he told her, as he tied the umbilical and cut it. The baby wailed as his lungs inhaled the first breath of air. Tim felt suddenly elated, seeing his mate and her child. ‘I have a family of my own!’ he felt.
When he went out to bury the afterbirth, he was surprised to find that the sun had barely passed its zenith. The way he felt, he expected it to be already dark outside.
Anna recuperated nicely. She was already cooking breakfast when he woke up the next morning. When he told her, “You should lie down and rest, at least until you stop bleeding,” she just laughed.
“I’m a peasant girl. A little bleeding can’t stop me. Some women I knew even gave birth in the field and continued working soon after, with the baby tucked at their breasts. You’ve let me rest enough.”
She resumed copulating as soon as her bleeding ceased. She also enjoyed it when he tasted the milk from her breasts. Tim was just unable to oppose her, not that he wanted to.
With the remains of winter gone, it was time to travel to the nearby town. The baby needed to be baptized and named, his mother needed some new clothes and Tim thought it was time to renew his own wardrobe, as some of his old clothes were coming apart.
It was half a day walk to that town, and not in the same direction as to where he had left his wagon, which was almost as far. They started at sunrise and arrived about an hour before noon. Anna walked at Tim’s side and didn’t lag even when she had to breastfeed her son while walking.
“We shall go to the church first. Once we register the baby, he will be recognized as your son. Would you like it if we marry first?”
Anna smiled at him. “We don’t need it. We are mates, as you said, and that is more meaningful to me than a ceremony in which we will barely understand a word. I’d be glad if you get registered as my boy’s father, so he won’t be considered fatherless. It’s much more important to me than marriage.”
Tim thought that he actually understood the words said in most church ceremonies, but that wasn’t really important.
The priest at the local church was just too glad to do the baptizing service, and Albert, son of Anna and Timothy of the Hills, was added to the community records. The priest didn’t ask if they were married. He considered them a couple, the parents of the baby. Tim didn’t think he needed to enlighten him.
They visited some shops next. Anna was reluctant to let another person sew her clothes. After noticing the workmanship at some of the artisan shops they visited, she decided to do her own tailoring. She found suitable materials at the cloth shop and they cost only a fraction of what the cost of their updated wardrobes could be. Tim was not so sure that she could do it – he knew he couldn’t – but he didn’t want to argue.
They reached the cabin shortly after nightfall. Tim was carrying most of their shopping on his back, helped by a bit of magic to lighten the load, with Anna carrying the rest. Albert was sleeping peacefully at his mother’s breast after suckling all he needed.
 
Tim was unsure about his plans for the summer. He had wandered a lot during previous summers, doing some healing and some entertainment, trying to earn some money and find some more information about both healing and magic. For a young man with no family, it proved easy. Now, with a mate and a child, he wasn’t sure what to do.
Anna couldn’t help much either. “It’s not too easy to go on the road with a baby, but it’s not impossible, as you’ve seen the day we visited the church. You need to decide what you want to do and then we can plan together.”
He really wanted to be with Anna and help her raise the baby. On the other hand, he wanted to roam freely, looking for ancient libraries and books nobody was interested in, to learn, and to develop his abilities. And then, he also wanted to continue teaching Anna and help her realize all her hidden talents, the same as Father Thomas had done for him during his childhood. He didn’t know how he could combine all he wanted.
 
They were having a peaceful dinner in front of the cabin when Tim spotted a single rider coming. The uniformed rider dismounted as soon as he reached the clearing and approached them on foot.
“Are you Tim the Healer?” he asked.
“I’m Tim and I’m studying to become a healer, if that’s what you mean.”
“That’s good enough. I have orders to bring you to the prince’s castle. You are needed there.”
“The prince?”
“Prince Bertram of Gandolia, the Crown Prince of the kingdom. He suffered an injury that nobody seems to know how to heal. Rumor had come to him that you are the best healer around, so he asked for you. I’m his valet, Richard, knight of Rose.”
“Well, Milford, I’m honored by your request, but I have a mate and a child to take care for. I can’t just go and leave them here, with nobody near to help them in case of need.”
Richard seemed to expect this. “I thought you may need some time for preparations. My company will only arrive tomorrow. You can start packing. Can you ride?” He then looked at the baby, still in his mother’s arms. “It doesn’t matter. We shall need a carriage anyway.”
Tim was quite annoyed by then. His peaceful dinner ruined, his life going to change involuntarily again, yet this man seemed kind enough and didn’t deserve to suffer for doing his duty.
“Why don’t you join us for dinner and then we can discuss our options more thoroughly?”
Richard smiled. “That seems to be a sound idea. Let me first care for the horse and then I’ll join you gladly.”
Despite being a knight, Richard seemed to be very nice. He joined them around the cloth on the ground that served as a make-shift table and only took a small portion of food. He then explained his plan. “As you can’t leave your wife and child alone, I’ll have to find a carriage to take you all. That may also allow you to take quite a bit more of your belongings with you. Don’t leave anything of value behind, as it may be stolen until you return. Show me what you plan on taking and I may advise you on the best way to pack it for the road.”
He then thought for a bit. “I wish I had a way to let your wife stay someplace else and still be safe. The castle, with so many soldiers, is not safe enough for young attractive women, unless they live in the family quarters, where I can’t believe you may expect to live. Still, she can’t stay behind either. I’ll ask the bishop for help, once we arrive there.”
They didn’t have many belongings. Packing the clothing they would need was a quick affair. They could leave most utensils behind as they would not need them on the road and certainly not at the castle. The problem was the multitude of books. While the rest of their stuff would barely fill one crate, they needed at least four crates for the books, assuming they left the less precious books behind.
“I can store them in the cellar, where I keep my winter supplies,” Tim suggested.
“That may work, especially if you hide the entrance so no one can find it,” Richard agreed.
“We shall do it in the morning,” Tim suggested. “Where will you sleep?”
“I can use my bedroll and sleep on the ground, near my horse, as I often do. I can also ride back to the village and find someplace to sleep there.”
“We can’t offer you a bed, but I believe you can use your bedroll on the carpet and sleep better than on the bare ground,” Anna suggested.
“Well, that can be quite nice. Thank you.”
They refrained from copulating that night, although Richard seemed to fall asleep immediately. They found him caring for the horse when they woke up in the morning.
Tim stored the remaining books, along with many other items in the cellar, hidden under a trap door under the carpet. He then took some dirt and sprayed it over that door, using his magic to make it blend with the floor planks and make the trap door merge with its surroundings. He then spread his old carpet on the floor. The newer, better one was also in the cellar.
When Richard came back in, he only saw the bare bed frame, the table with two chairs, a pan, some wooden bowls, and a few eating utensils. Everything else was either in the crates, ready to be hauled away or in storage.
“Well done,” he said. “I need to go to the village now and find an appropriate carriage. I’ll come back with the soldiers as well. We may need their escort at such turbulent times.”
 
Ch. 3 – Prince
 
The voyage was less eventful than Richard feared. The few bandits they met were no match for a company of soldiers. Nobody knew that Tim and Anna were also using their hidden talents to drive thieves away and bring hunting game closer, giving the small group ample supply of fresh meat. All men slept on the ground, leaving the carriage for mother and child only. Tim usually slept under the carriage, being more protected that way and also keeping guard on Anna and the baby. It certainly wasn’t the first time he was sleeping on the ground.
 
They reached the castle after ten days of traveling. It was much larger than any of the castles Tim had visited before. The fortifications were formidable and the number of soldiers around it was much larger than he could anticipate, yet it was far from being the most elegant castle.
“The prince prides himself for being a tough, fearless warrior,” Richard explained as they approached the gates. “Being unmarried, his quarters are only marginally better than the soldiers’ barracks. I hope he lets you stay with the servants, as it’s safer for your wife and much more comfortable than his guest rooms, except for the one reserved for the king.” He gave it a thought and added, “I’ll set your wife in the servants’ quarters anyhow, at least for now.”
Tim had to be presented to the prince as soon as they arrived. Richard gave some orders to the castle staff and then hurried with Tim to the prince’s quarters.
“What took you so long?” the prince shouted as greeting to his valet.
“Healer Tim lives in a hard to find location and then, as I could not describe your injury, he needed to take a lot of books and some other stuff with him, making a carriage necessary, yet I believe he’s now well equipped to handle most health problems.”
“He’d better! Now, leave us alone!”
Tim used his talents to try to better assess the prince. The books he had studied during the winter, along with some conversations with Anna, made him develop a new technique. It now came in handy. While he still didn’t have perfect control of it, he could already read the man’s feelings. He was surprised by what he found. Prince Bertram, the warrior who feared nobody, was actually an overgrown frightened child. All his bravado was a mask, hiding his real self. The fact that he started believing he was really like his mask didn’t help much either.
“Do you know what you’re here for?” the prince asked.
“No, your Royal Highness. I was only told there was an injury that other healers were not successful in treating and you were hoping I could do better.”
“You’d be pushed hard to do any worse,” the prince said.
“Can you give me more information, your Royal Highness?”
The prince tensed. It was clearly not something he liked talking about. “You should know that divulging any of the information I’m going to give you or any details about the injury and the treatment would be considered treason against the crown and punished accordingly.”
“That goes without saying, your Royal Highness, and keeping my patients’ secrets is a fundamental part of being a healer.”
The prince seemed to relax a bit. He now seemed embarrassed, mostly. “It’s not a pleasant story to tell. This happened about a year ago. I was visiting a few castles near the northern border. One night, when I was removing my weapons before going to bed, I had an accident. It was after a long day in the sun and a long feast afterward, with plenty of wine served. I was probably more than a bit drunk at the time. When I took the sword down, I wanted to see that it was still sharp, as I often do. I took it out of its sheath and checked it, then, when trying to put it back, it probably went wrong, as I ended injuring myself.”
Tim waited patiently for more details.
The prince gulped nervously. “It went straight to my groin. As usual, after such a feast, with many young women present, I had a stiff erection. The blade of the sword cut diagonally through it, leaving me with less than a half.”
“I believe it could have been sewn back, if treated soon enough.” Tim no longer bothered with the protocol.
The prince shook his head. “There was no healer at or near that castle. I had the cut piece saved in ice and hurried back, but the ice didn’t keep long in the summer heat. By the time I reached this castle, that piece was already rotten.”
Tim looked disgusted at the idea.
“Well, it isn’t that bad,” the prince continued. “I’ve got plenty of use from it until then, more than most men, I believe.”
Tim thought it was a way the prince consoled himself. Tim had more than enough use for his own appendage, especially since Anna joined him, but he wouldn’t like to lose that any time soon.
“What’s the problem, then?” he asked.
“Those fools who tried to treat me almost made me lose what’s still left of it! They smeared it with ointments, bandaged it, and what not, yet it looks even worse now and it hurts like hell, especially when I need to pee. I’ve suffered many severe injuries in my fights, but this hurts more than them all.”
Tim sighed. This sounded like a no-win battle, yet he had to try, at least, if only to spare himself more trouble. “May I see it?”
The prince didn’t look like he wanted to show his injury any more than Tim wanted to really see it, yet he unbuckled his belt and lowered his trousers. His manhood was covered with a bandage, with only a piece of what looked like raw meat peeking out. Although it seemed to be a fresh bandage, some blood was already evident.
“Who put the bandage on?” Tim asked.
“A maid who’s a junior healer. She knows only a bit about healing and yet seems more successful than the fools who tried before. Her ointments seem to soothe the pain and not cause more of it.”
There was not much to see with the bandage on. Tim suppressed a thought that there was not much more to see with the bandage off, either. “May I open the bandage to check the wound?” he asked, keeping his expression neutral.
The prince nodded reluctantly and stood still with his legs slightly apart, leaning on the chair at his side. Tim studied the bandage for a moment and then undid the knots and unrolled the cloth. He couldn’t stop a gasp from escaping at what he saw.
The prince’s penis was practically non-existent. The sword seemed to have cut it diagonally, leaving about half of it lengthwise, but making it unusable for mating and barely useful for peeing. The treatment, or lack of it, since the accident made most of the spongy matter, that gave the penis its shape, deteriorate, leaving basically only a bare pipe with partial skin covering. He wondered if he could do much to improve the situation.
“It’s bad, isn’t it?” the prince asked, his previous arrogance gone.
“I’ll have to think of the possible options. I have to consult my books as well. Do you have any library here?”
“It’s considered one of the most extensive libraries. Only the king’s is larger, although I wouldn’t know. Reading was never interesting to me.”
Tim took another look at the problem he needed to tackle, before covering it back with the bandage and tying it securely, yet not too tightly. The prince seemed more at ease once the shameful view was covered.
“May someone lead me to the library?” Tim asked.
“I’ll show you there,” the prince said, buckling his belt, surprising Tim. The prince seemed to be a man of contradictions. He still couldn’t form an opinion about him. Despite having raped Anna, and probably many more women, he didn’t seem to be a bad person, nor too inconsiderate. As if to prove it, the prince asked, “Where did they set your lodging?”
“I don’t know. I assume it is in the servant’s quarters.”
The prince thought for a moment. “I thought you’d be in the commons guest lodging, but maybe the servants’ would be better, really. You may like the company and they are usually warmer. I don’t have many guests, especially since the accident, and the guest quarters are quite cold.”
Tim felt relieved. He could stay with Anna without attracting undue attention.
“Well, here is the library,” the prince said, opening the only door in that corridor, which looked just the same as most other doors they had passed.
They walked into a large hall with a tall ceiling and a series of tall painted windows on the south wall, letting the sun illuminate it with a multitude of colors. It could have been magnificent, had the hall not been so dusty. Evidently, it was seldom used. The floor was covered with a thick layer of dust and some old footprints showed where the last few visitors went.
“I checked some ancestry books and some law books during the winter, when it became clear that I couldn’t beget any child in my condition. You don’t think you may change that, do you?”
Tim shrugged, unwilling to give a definite answer.
“I’ll show you the way it is organized and leave you on your own. My valet will come to take you for dinner and direct you to your lodging. I’ll let others know that you’re allowed free access here. Just try to put everything back in place. I don’t want to tidy up after you.”
Tim suddenly understood that this was the prince’s private library and only he took care of it. Not too often, evidently.
“May I ask for the library to be cleaned? Dust is not good for one’s health, and I plan on doing some research here, maybe even checking you here, with the book open nearby.”
The prince nodded and went out, leaving Tim alone.
Richard arrived some time later. “Dinner is served now and I also need to show you to your lodging. Your wife and child are waiting already.”
Mentioning the two made Tim forget the books for a while. He felt anxious to see Anna and her baby, anxious to touch them and be with Anna in a more intimate way, something he missed during the travel.
Tim spent a few days just researching in the library. It was really extensive, and Tim had to refrain from reading books on other subjects. Healing the prince as much as possible was the main issue. Once he found the right way, he could allow himself to check other books. Yet he couldn’t refrain from browsing through a book dealing with healing and magic combined. It did give him some ideas, though he doubted any of them would be relevant to the current case.
He checked the prince daily. There was no perceivable change from day to day. The current treatment was good enough to maintain the situation as it was, but was not able to ameliorate it. About a week of studies made Tim ready, or so he hoped.
“I think we should try a very drastic treatment, my lord.”
The prince seemed to cringe at the idea. “What do you mean by that?”
“The traditional means, of ointments, poultices, and medical washing have proved to do nothing. Your wound is still raw and sore as if it is fresh, although most of the tissue that helps erection is damaged beyond repair,” Tim explained.
“Some say I was cursed by a witch. Some even say that one of the last females I raped was that witch.”
Tim didn’t like the idea. It was too close to the truth as he knew it. “Why would they say such a thing?”
The prince sighed. “I pride myself as being the best soldier. I like to fight for the kingdom and I enjoy killing its enemies. I’ve never been a ladies’ man, though. I always took what I wanted, not minding if she was married or if she was a virgin. I liked it best when they fought, though. It gave me a taste of the victory in battle. Yet most didn’t fight. They were just frightened or, if they knew who I was, honored to be with me. I had to become more forceful and intimidating to enjoy it. Some women seem to hate those who rape them. If any of them had the power to curse me, she could rightfully do it.”
“How many did you rape?”
The prince shrugged. “One or two each day, when not in battle or preparing for one, especially when traveling between the counties.”
As appalling as this behavior was in his opinion, Tim thought it could also provide a certain solution to the inheritance problem. “Do you know if any of them got pregnant as a result of the rape?”
“No. Those who were married – practically most of the ones I raped – couldn’t normally know if it was I or their husbands who impregnated them. I raped very few who weren’t mated.”
“Still, if one of them bore you a child, you could recognize him as yours and make him your heir,” Tim insisted.
The prince shook his head. “If it’s made known that I’m looking for a child of mine, every single child in the kingdom will be brought to me. I’ll just leave it alone. One of my brother’s boys would love to inherit after me when the time comes. I need not bother. Now, back to that treatment you suggest.”
“I think we should use a burning piece of coal to cauterize the blood vessels that are still bleeding and then very strong antiseptic wash to remove any possible infection, paying special attention to the damaged tissue. It will be very painful for a few days, I’m sure.”
The prince just nodded, as if urging him to continue.
“I will then try to do an operation, pulling the remaining skin over the stump and closing it, leaving only the urinal canal free. I may need the help of another healer, though, as it is something better done with tighter supervision.”
“What will the final result be?”
“The place will heal and cause little to no pain even when peeing. It will not look like a normal penis and you will not be able to use it to impregnate a woman. Yet with no bandage and almost no pain, you would not need to refrain from peeing anywhere, making you more relaxed and able to concentrate on what you need to do.”
It took the prince a moment before he asked, “How long will it take me to heal?”
“I believe it will be a few weeks at least, probably two months or a bit more, before you can stop using bandages, and it may cause you pain for most of that time.”
The prince thought some more. “Well, there doesn’t seem to be any major threat to the kingdom right now. By next summer, I should be already healed. When can you start?”
Tim was still unsure. He had never done a restoration operation, nor dealt with anything close to this type of injury. “I need to study a bit more to be sure of what I need to do and then prepare the appropriate medications. I’ll need to meet the other healers and teach them what they need to do during the operation. Do you think your maid healer is good enough to help me?”
“I’ll let you decide after you talk with her. Do you have anybody else in mind?”
“My mate could also help. She started her studies just a few months ago. She is brilliant, but not yet experienced.”
“Use them both, if needed, just make sure it works well.”
 
Ch. 4 – Treatment
 
The maid healer was quite young – about Tim’s age, although already a mother of two. She was a plain-looking girl, solidly built and not quite attractive, despite her really nice smile. “I’m Zelma,” she said, bowing a bit. “It’s nice to get to know you, Healer Tim of the Hills. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“Nice to know you too, Zelma, and you shouldn’t believe all the rumors you hear.”
She smiled at him. “Every one of them had a nicely healed person to prove the rumor. I only thought you were much older, judging by your fame.”
“I’ve started early, and I had someone to help me, teach me reading, and give me books. How did you learn?”
She looked a bit timid. “I can’t read. I was fascinated by the idea of healing since I was a little girl. I stayed and watched every healer that came around. Most didn’t mind, as long as I didn’t disturb. Some even agreed to answer a few questions afterward. They seemed just as eager to teach me as I was to learn. I even learned from old women tales, after finding out how to separate facts from gossip. I also tried and checked various herbs on myself, to see what they can be used for. I use one of these for the prince.”
“You did well for your Lord. Maybe we can learn from each other while I’m here.”
“I’d really like it. Thank you, Healer Tim.”
 
Richard came looking for him. “The prince told the Bishop about the treatment you’ve suggested, and the Bishop would like to talk with you. Please come with me.”
He followed the valet through multiple corridors until they reached the chapel attached to the stronghold. “The Bishop is waiting inside. I’ll have somebody come to lead you back shortly.”
Tim walked into the chapel, wondering what the bishop could want to talk with him about. The clergy was not usually interested in mundane stuff, he already knew.
The big inverted triangle dominated the small chapel. It made the person waiting near it look small in comparison, yet when Tim approached, he could see the man was not small at all. He was a bit taller than Tim and wider as well, if only due to the official robes he was wearing. His beard was nicely trimmed and mostly white, yet the eyes twinkled with some unexpected mirth.
“So, here we meet again,” he heard a familiar voice. It took him a moment to recognize the voice he had not heard for too many years.
“Father Thomas?” he asked with disbelief.
“Yes, Timmy, although I now go as The Grand Bishop, and you, as I’ve heard, are now Healer Tim of the Hills. You’ve done well since I last saw you.”
“Yes, Father. I’ve traveled a lot, learned a lot, and tried to heal as many as I could.”
“Gaining some favors from quite a few ladies, as I’ve heard.”
Tim blushed. That was not something he was proud of, despite enjoying it at the time. “I was too young to know how to refuse them,” he said apologetically.
“One should never refuse the favors of ladies,” the bishop said in a preaching tone. “They can become very vindictive when rejected. You wouldn’t like that to happen, would you?”
Tim shook his head. “No, but now I have my own mate. I don’t want her to feel neglected.”
“You love her, don’t you?” The voice was tender and understanding.
“I… I care for her. Had she not found me that night, she would have died in the blizzard, along with her unborn child. I then found she had talents similar to mine. It looked like we were meant to be together.”
The Bishop frowned. “I thought the child was yours.”
“No. I help her raise him as if he was mine, but he isn’t. I do hope her next child will be fully mine.”
“Do you know who the father is?”
“She told me she couldn’t see the face of the man who raped her, but others called him ‘the prince’. He wound himself badly the next day. I think we can safely assume he is our current host.”
The bishop was silent for a moment. “That makes things… interesting,” he then said. “Do you intend to let her help you in the operation?”
“The prince practically ordered me to get her help.”
“Is that wise?”
Tim reflected on the question for a moment. “She was extremely upset when she first came to me. She had been a virgin before the rape and he hadn’t been kind to her. She wished him punished. Finding she got pregnant made it even worse, as her family disowned her and made her leave. She was ready to die had she found no way to get rid of it. Yet now she is happy to be a mother and she loves her son dearly, as any mother should. She also wants to learn some healing.”
“What does she feel about the prince?”
“She may be upset at seeing him, but she no longer wants him punished. She even pities him, although she doesn’t regret wanting him punished.”
“Would she consider becoming his wife, if he asks?”
Tim shuddered at the idea. While they had not made their relationship official, he thought of Anna as his mate, his partner for life, the one soul closest to his. “I don’t think so. When I asked her, soon after we met, she said, ‘Would you like to live with the one who raped you?’ She may pity him, but she doesn’t like him.”
“What if he makes her son his heir?”
Tim felt unsure. Anna was a devoted mother. She could think that if that was for the benefit of her child, it was worth doing. Yet she might not. “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask her. I actually hoped she could meet you one day. I couldn’t have hoped it would be so soon.”
“Why? Didn’t you have any premonitions? That was something I thought you were working on.”
“I was very busy for the last two years. First, I had to build my own home and then Anna came, with pregnancy and child. I barely had time to think.”
Father Thomas looked at Tim disapprovingly. “Don’t neglect your talents, Timmy. You may never know when they will come handy or even essential. Now, try to concentrate. Can you feel anything concerning the prince or his son?”
Tim tried. He closed his eyes, disconnected his physical senses, and let his mind roam, looking at the possibilities the future was presenting. He could sense some changes coming to the prince, mostly good ones. That was also true about the baby. He couldn’t sense Anna’s future, though. In a way, he wasn’t surprised. He couldn’t sense his own future either, and he considered Anna as a part of himself.
“Some changes are coming, not quite soon. They will be good for both,” he finally said.
“Fine! Try to check the future of everybody you know at least once a week. It may show you patterns and directions not observable by a single glimpse.” He smiled at Tim. “I believe there was something else you wanted to mention.”
“Yes. The junior healer maid, Zelma. If you could help her a bit, she may become a great healer. She has the talent, but she is limited by her inability to read. I’ll try to teach her a bit while I’m here, but I don’t expect to be here long enough to teach her all she needs.”
The bishop smiled. “Do what you can. I won’t be able to personally teach her, but I’ll have somebody do it for me.”
He now removed his high hat and sat down, patting the nearby seat for Tim to sit. “Have you heard anything from home since you left?”
“Not much. My parents and my siblings can’t read or write. I happened to crossroads with someone who passed there. He told me they had to find a new priest, as the one who came after you turned mad the next autumn, killing a girl and then killing himself. Unfortunately, he caused a lot of bad feelings before he died.”
“Yes, I’ve heard about that. I was very sorry for the girl. Another priest was sent there, and he seems to be doing well. I’ve heard he is appreciated by the people and the children love him, as he teaches them all how to read. He didn’t reinstate the choir, though.”
“That’s a pity. I have very fond memories of the choir.”
The older man stirred and stood up. Tim stood up too.
“Bring your mate and the maid here after dinner. The prince wants me to bless you all to assure the success of the operation. I’ll want to talk to her then.”
Tim did as requested. The bishop blessed the three of them, making the sign of the triangle and emphasizing the importance of them being three healers working in tandem for a common goal.
Zelma left them after the blessing, knowing her way about the castle very well. Tim and Anna stayed. “I’ve known Timmy since he was a little baby,” the bishop stated, “so I’d like to know his mate as well.”
Anna seemed overwhelmed by the honor, yet reluctant to reveal anything.
“He’s the one who told me that I had magic and how to control it,” Tim told her, making her relax.
It went smoothly after that. Anna opened up for the bishop and he taught her a few tricks that Tim had not told her of yet. By the time they returned to their lodging, Anna had a better understanding of her mate, as did Tim.
They did the operation a few days later, after the three rehearsed in a secluded place, doing the whole operation on a goat’s penis, Tim did most of the work, with the women helping at times more hands were needed and then when sewing the skin. The prince refused to take the numbing concoction, though. He just took a piece of hard wood between his teeth, turning it to dust by the time it was over. Tim could only admire the man’s determination, as he uttered no sound, even when the pain was surely insupportable.
The prince agreed to take some teas that made him sleepy and lessened the pain afterward. He slept for most of the next three days, with Tim checking on him twice a day.
It was on the third day that the prince finally spoke. “That other woman healer, your mate – she looked a bit familiar to me.”
Tim shrugged, not wanting to disclose the truth. “You’ve probably seen her during your travels. She did say she had seen you once or twice before, when she was younger.”
The prince nodded. “Yes, that may be.” Yet he didn’t seem to let go of the thought, making Tim worried.
Three weeks later, the prince could already move around freely. His penis still needed to be bandaged and rinsed with an antiseptic tea every night, but he no longer suffered severe pains when peeing and none when just walking.
“You may go back home, if you so wish,” the prince told Tim a week later. I’ll give you a company of soldiers to keep you safe on the road and you may keep the carriage and the horses. I will probably call you at later times, though.”
“Thank you, your Royal Highness. It is very kind of you.”
The prince waved this off. “You did more for me than most other healers combined. I’ll have your payment in gold loaded to your carriage, disguised among the books you asked for.”
“Thank you, my lord.”
“And I still think I knew your mate a bit closer, yet I can’t remember. Goodbye for now.”
 
Tim didn’t think that he needed the guards. They were more of a problem than a solution. By now, combining his magic with Anna’s, he could handle any danger that the soldiers could protect them from, and much better. Still, he couldn’t refuse to have guards, as the prince seemed to want it so he could be sure to have Tim available at later times. The gold was welcome, though. It could allow him to buy a house in one of the larger towns, where he could practice his healing and raise his family, while still keeping his hidden cabin for the more “interesting” stuff and when he wanted to just get away from other people. He even considered enlarging the cabin to become a house with several rooms and maybe two or three stories, to accommodate a larger family.
Yet this was for the far future. The immediate task was to lead the group back to a town close enough to his cabin and there send the guards back, to continue keeping his whereabouts hidden. He could still be reached by anybody needing help, as Anna and Richard had done.
 
Ch. 5 – Bernard
 
“I’d like to stay here at the inn for some time. This town has two libraries I need to study and I also think of buying a house in it,” he told the commander of his guards.
“The prince said we should stay with you until you reach home,” the commander insisted.
“That shack in the forest was barely suitable to be called home. Now, with the prince’s generous help, I can finally buy a house and make it my home.”
“We need to stay with you until you reach home. An old one or a new one is the same for us, but we can’t leave before you reach home, where we should help you unload your stuff.”
“Alright, then. Where will you stay while we’re going to live in the inn? I intend to stay there and look for a house to buy.”
“We can set camp in the yard. We may even request a room or two, if the inn is large enough. Don’t worry about us, though. Do what you need to do and we shall continue guarding you according to the prince’s orders.”
Tim couldn’t really blame him for trying to follow his orders, although he would have preferred a milder adherence to orders at that time. It only made him more determined to find a house in town, even if he would need to look for another later.
Finding a suitable house was not too easy. While there were a few houses for sale, none that he saw fitted his needs. One was too small, another too big, and still another was too dark. Always being accompanied by a soldier was also making things difficult, as some thought he was a tax collector – not a welcome person anywhere.
Yet the presence of the soldiers brought the attention of the nearby lord, the Baronet of Valborrough, who came looking for him personally. “Our old healer is no longer able to help us. He can barely hear and doesn’t see too well either. He’s not even sure he’ll survive the winter. If you accept to take his post, I’ll make sure that he teaches you all he knows and I’ll give you a nice house at the edge of town, just a short walk from the castle.”
It was a generous offer, but Tim didn’t want to be an employee or a servant. “What position do you have in mind for me, sir?”
“I’d like you to be my personal healer, but that’s just a title. You can have other patients besides me and my family and be free to do whatever you like. All I want is for you to be ready to give us your healing advice and treatment when we need it. For that I’ll be paying you a small salary and then pay appropriately for each time we bother you. The house is just an incentive for you to stay nearby. I believe you’ll like it.”
It was a very good offer, yet Tim was a bit apprehensive. When something seems too good, there’s bound to be some hidden problem behind it. Yet he couldn’t just ask openly about it. Instead, he said, “Let’s see the house and meet the old healer. If it turns out to be to our liking, we’ll take it.”
The lord seemed a bit surprised at the plural noun, like a “Royal We,” but didn’t comment. When he saw Anna joining Tim for the visit, he smiled understandingly.
The house was really nice. It was not well kept lately, but some cleaning and just a few minor changes could make it ideal for their needs, Tim thought. It had room enough for the family, even with a few more children, and had a large ground-level room that could easily be used for a clinic. Anna also loved the large and well-equipped kitchen.
The visit with the old healer had a very different feeling to it. The man was almost deaf and could barely see, yet his mind was still sharp and clear. Tim wondered if there was something in his books that he could use, maybe enhanced by magic, to help the old man. They were introduced by the lord with shouts, and also had to shout their questions, but the replies were calm and clear, showing the man as he really was.
Tim asked to meet the lord’s family as well. The lord agreed, although not gladly. “My wife is quite sickly. She’s a good mother and wife, but she tends to suffer many headaches, stomachaches, cramps, and colds. Unfortunately, my children have also inherited that tendency. That’s why I find it so important to keep a healer nearby.”
Tim was surprised to find the family quite agreeable. Despite their status, the family members didn’t act haughty or demanding. It was quite nice to find that not all nobles acted the same. Getting to know the family was more of a reason to take the offer than the nice house.
Tim still didn’t like the soldiers to remember where he stayed and be able to tell others. As they helped him move into the new house and carried the heavy trunks, he decided to thank them and give them a small present. “Thank you all. As we’ve spent quite some time together on the road and then in this town, I’ve come to appreciate your dedication and I really appreciate the help you’ve just given me. I invite you all to spend the evening at the red pub in the center of town on my account, before you start your journey back.”
As they all cheered for the promised evening, he used his magic to make them forget where he moved, after having their second drink, and even forget the town after spending the next day on the road. They would attribute the loss of memory to the drinking and he would feel safer that way.
It took them a few more weeks to properly settle in the house. Tim also found one of the horses that pulled the carriage good enough for some riding and visited his cabin, bringing back some of the books. As autumn arrived, they were settled in the house, well-stocked for the coming winter, and with a growing circle of patients who found the healer and his mate very helpful.
“I think I should start being called Timothy. Tim or Timmy is nice for children and youngsters. As the official healer for the prince and now for the Baronet, I think the longer name is more dignified.”
“Of course, Healer Timothy of the Hills. Shouldn’t I be called Annabelle, then?”
“As you like it, my belle. You know I love you, no matter what name you choose.” He had finally allowed himself to show her his feelings.
She smiled, enjoying being loved. “You may still call me any name you want, especially in bed, you know.”
They really were quite active in bed. As the nights became longer, they spent even more time in bed, although they didn’t sleep much longer than in summer. It was these times, when they were concentrating completely on each other, that they loved best. Even Albert seemed not to disturb them during these times, not much – that is.
The lord had his servants keep the pass between the castle and the healer’s house free of snow throughout the winter, and Timothy had to use it once or twice a week. The lord also had the road to the center of town kept easily usable, to help others gain access to the healer.
They treated the old healer with some medicines to help his eyes and his hearing. These could not help much by themselves, but combined with a bit of magic, undetectable by the unsuspecting, they made the old healer happier. He didn’t become any younger, of course, but his hearing became better, allowing him to hear even if people only talked loudly, with no need to shout. Timothy’s treatment also removed the translucent covering that seemed to have previously obscured the old healer’s vision. He could now discern faces, at least. He was glad to repay by teaching Anna and Timothy all that he knew. He was amazed to see them writing everything down, filling pages upon pages of healing lore, most of which they had not found in books. The old healer didn’t know how to read or write.
All in all – it was a very busy and pleasant winter. They had enough time for only themselves and quite enough visitors and activity to keep them interested.
Winter was already warming a bit, when Anna told Timothy, “I believe I’m pregnant again.”
He was instantly worried. “You are barely fifteen. Isn’t that too early for a second pregnancy?”
She shrugged with a smile. “I’m a peasant girl, don’t forget it. I’m strong and healthy and I can bring you many more children.” Her expression softened. “I love you, Timmy, and I think you deserve to get a child that’s fully yours. I know you are more father to Albert than most, certainly more than his real father, but I really want to give birth to your children, the children of our love.”
He hugged her and kissed her nose lightly. “I love you, and since Albert is yours, I love him too. You didn’t let your magic help make this happen, did you?” Normally, a breastfeeding mother was protected from getting pregnant again, so the books said.
She smiled mischievously. “Well, I may have lost control of my magic while having sex. You can really distract me, you know.”
“You didn’t have to hurry with that. We’re both still quite young. Yet I appreciate your love and your consideration. I love you so much!” He emphasized his words with a kiss on her lips, which she returned passionately. Had she not had Albert still suckling in her arms, it would have certainly had a continuation.
Tim didn’t think this pregnancy was any harder on Anna than the previous. She even seemed happier, as she had planned it and wanted it from the start. Yet Anna didn’t find it so easy, despite her other feelings. She was becoming heavier as summer progressed, not at all in shape to run after an inquisitive toddler. Despite still crawling, Albert was quick to reach anywhere, especially places she didn’t want him to reach. Although Tim had hired someone to take care of cleaning and cooking, just keeping an eye on her energetic little boy was more than enough. She dreaded the moment she would have to keep an eye on two energetic boys, as she was perfectly sure it was a boy growing inside her.
At least it was getting cooler when her belly was becoming so big that she could no longer see Albert if he hugged her knees and bending to pick him up was becoming a chore beyond her.
They were surprised one evening when somebody knocked on the door quite late. The weather was becoming cold early this year and nobody liked to go outside at night if it wasn’t strictly necessary.
Tim recognized his guest at once. “Richard! What brought you here?”
“My horse,” Richard replied jokingly. He hugged Tim as a friend and kissed Anna’s hand, as if she was a noblewoman, before sitting down and telling them more.
“The prince wants you to come. He isn’t ill and doesn’t seem to need any medical help. I can’t think of what could make him want you at this time, yet he said he wanted to make you his personal healer.”
Tim sighed. “I’m really honored by his offer and accept it gladly, yet I don’t think I can come right now. As you can see, Anna is going to give birth very soon. She is not in a condition to travel. She can barely move between rooms. Traveling with a newborn is also not a good option, especially since it seems that winter will come early this year. We’ve already had a bit of snow, and I suspect it would snow much heavier before long. A man on a horse can travel even in a snowstorm, but a carriage will get stuck in the snow in one of the high passes, preventing us from reaching his castle anyhow. I suggest we travel during the spring, just after the roads dry out and are safe again. By then, both Anna and the baby will be better suited for traveling.”
Richard thought for a moment. “You’re quite right. There’s a lot of snow at the high passes already. If you have to spend a day packing and then go by carriage, they are bound to be blocked by the time we reach there. The company of soldiers wouldn’t help much in that case, only cause more problems.”
He sighed. “I should have thought of it from the start.”
Tim smiled at him. “Hey, don’t you enjoy visiting old friends?”
Richard smiled back. “You, Old? Not even near that, and your wife is even younger.” He got serious again. “Well, I need a place to sleep tonight and I’ll start my way back in the morning.”
“You may stay here. The house is large enough and we have a very nice guest room. Where did you leave your horse?”
“I saw you had a stable, so I led it in there. I hope it is alright.”
“That’s a horse’s guestroom, I suppose,” Tim chuckled.
They spent some time with Richard, talking about common acquaintances, telling what happened since they last met, and just feeling nice. Richard left early in the morning, before any of them even came out of bed.
 
As expected, the first winter storm arrived about a week later. That was also the time Anna’s baby chose to come to the world. She woke up in the middle of the night in a wet bed, feeling the first contraction.
“My water broke,” she calmly told Tim.
As he started moving around to get ready for the delivery, their two employees, whom Tim refused to call servants, also woke up and came to check what all the hustle was about. Both women stayed to help, as they were both much older and had each birthed several children.
With these two taking care of Anna, Tim found himself unoccupied. He checked on Albert, who slept peacefully in the adjacent room, hoping he’d stay that way. He then went back to Anna and held her hand, as if reassuring her of his presence.
The women chatted, trying to make Anna pay less attention to her contractions, until they became too strong and too close to ignore, a few hours later. It then went quite quickly. “Push!” the elder woman told Anna, and after the third push, the baby was crowning. A few more pushes brought out a perfectly fine male baby. Tim took care of the umbilical, an honor given to him by the women, and was then given the wailing baby to give back to the mother for his first suckling.
While the women took care of the afterbirth, Tim looked at his boy with fascination. He was quite sure he had a few more children somewhere, but this one was fully his, from conception to birth and beyond – to raise and to love as he wanted.
“What will we name him?” Anna brought him back from his thoughts.
“I really have no idea. I liked Father Thomas who helped me a lot in my childhood, but it wouldn’t be right to call our child after him. I can barely remember my father, who was rarely at home and never paid much attention to me, so I won’t call my son after him. This leaves most other names to choose from. Do you have any preference?”
She smiled at him. “Any name that will make you happy is fine with me. I really want you to love your son and enjoy being his father.”
“Do we need to decide now?” He was so tired he could barely think at all.
“No, dear. I’m sorry you couldn’t sleep well this night, but it was worth it. Don’t you agree?” She caressed the baby with her fingers. He had fallen asleep at her breast and seemed calm and content.
Tim smiled at her. “It sure was. I believe you should try to sleep now. Albert is going to wake up at sunrise and he needs to see his mother.”
“That’s alright. We’ll deal with him together.”
They didn’t have much sleep, though. Anna still had some pains, although she had already expelled the after-birth, and Tim was too excited to sleep. He was glad that they had both prepared Albert to accept his new brother.
Albert didn’t mind the bundle of cloth with the tiny face peeking out. He wasn’t even too worried about his mother staying in bed, as that was happening a lot lately. Tim and his employees took care of the toddler and he was as happy as ever.
When the storm stopped, a few days later, Anna and Tim had the baby baptized as Bernard, born to Anna and Timothy of the Hills.
That winter was quite stormy, yet the little family felt secure and happy in its home. Tim had to visit some patients from time to time, but he was mostly at home, helping Anna with the two children.
Luckily, the winter that was early to come was also early to go. Spring came in full force, bringing its own medical problems for both Tim and Anna to attend to. By now, Anna was also becoming quite a good healer, especially for children and young women. Being so young and already having two children of her own seemed to attract this kind of patients to her.
The spring also opened the high passes, and Richard came looking for them even before all the roads were dry. He arrived quite early in the afternoon, while Albert was still playing around before dinner. He watched the boy attentively for a while and then nodded his head and joined the adults.
“Do you know who that boy’s father is?” he asked Anna.
“Maybe,” she said. “Why do you ask?”
“He looks like a smaller version of the prince, when I first got to know him. Can he be…” He didn’t seem to want to finish his question.
“I was raped by a man who was wearing his helmet. I didn’t see his face and he didn’t really speak to me, so I couldn’t recognize his voice, yet he wasn’t alone. Three soldiers accompanied him, and I believe I could recognize them anytime. Albert is the result of that rape – the first time I’ve had a man inside me.” Anna spoke softly, yet there was a strong determination felt in her words.
“Have you recognized any of the soldiers?”
“All three were stationed at the prince’s castle when we went there.”
Richard sighed. “Has the prince seen him then?”
She shook her head. “He was too small to get around. I always left him with some other women when I needed to attend to the prince. He did seem to remember me somewhat.”
Richard nodded. “Was he in his right mind when…”
“Is he ever in his right mind?” She didn’t expect an answer. “He smelled of wine, but not very strongly. He should have still been in control and should have known right from wrong. What he did was wrong.”
“I don’t doubt that, but now, Albert may become his heir, once he gets to the castle.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t come, then.” Anna was suddenly unsure. While making her son the next in line for the throne could have some evident advantages, she disliked having the prince involved in her life again, and being the apparent heir also brought some inherent dangers with it. She wasn’t sure if the advantages were worth the risk.
“The prince asked me explicitly to make sure you all come. His father has fallen ill lately and by the time we arrive, the prince may already be the new king.”
“I’ve heard him say that he didn’t mind letting his brother’s eldest become his heir.”
Richard shrugged. “It was fine for as long as he knew of no heir of his. He may have some other children, but as he usually raped older women who were already married, their children were all considered their husbands’, as is always the custom with the children begotten by lords and their vassals. You were very young and unmarried. He knew that you’d been a virgin as soon as he did it, and he felt he deserved punishment. That was probably the cause of his accident, yet your son cannot be claimed by any other man. Can he?”
“No. Tim loves him like he was his own, but he can’t claim to be his father. He will be greatly upset, though.”
“Where is he, actually?”
Anna smiled. “They have a few servants who caught a cold at the castle. Tim has gone to check on them. He’s due back for dinner.”
“Did you tell the local lord about moving away?”
Anna smiled. “We did. He was sad to lose us and glad for our promotion, yet he let us keep the house, hoping we would return some time later, or come for a visit once in a while.”
Richard nodded. “That’s good. We now need to make sure everything is well packed and loaded into the carriage before we can start the voyage. We may need another carriage, or even a wagon, for your packs. You’ve accumulated quite a bit of stuff here.”
She smiled proudly. “We’re a family now.”
 
Ch. 6 – Palace
 
“We’re not going the same way,” Tim noted.
“Of course, we’re going to the king’s palace. It’s not as far and is in a different direction. If King Arnold is still alive, you will be needed to try and heal him, if at all possible,” Richard explained.
“Why us? Aren’t there enough healers to do it? We’re both still young and inexperienced. There must surely be some better and more experienced healers to help him.”
Richard smiled. “You are young – that’s sure, but you’re more experienced and more knowledgeable than most. Besides, you have that special talent that most healers lack. Some call it ‘a magical touch,’ or ‘making things happen.’ I call it Magic.”
Tim frowned, not sure how to respond. Richard seemed to understand. “It takes one to recognize one,” he added, “and it took me long enough to realize what you were doing. You’re very talented and powerful, yet very subtle about using your talent.”
“What is your special ability?”
Richard didn’t seem too sure. “It’s not much. I can sometimes sense the future, but very vaguely. If I really concentrate, I can sometimes make things happen, but nothing major. It can be very frustrating, knowing you have some powers, but not enough to really matter.”
Tim tried to sense Richard while he was talking. He had only done a superficial scan the first time they met, finding him trustworthy. Now he was doing it more thoroughly. Richard seemed a bit uneasy at the sudden silence, once he finished talking.
Tim finally spoke. “You have more talent, more Magic, than you’re aware of, but you are untrained and almost all you did since early childhood was to control your magic so it would not get out of hand. You’ve become so good at it that you’ve almost suppressed it completely. I’ll try to teach and train you, if you agree, while at the palace, and I’ll ask the Bishop to help you when I can’t.”
“The Bishop?”
“Father Thomas. He was the local priest in my village when I was a child and he taught me the basics. I’ve learned more since then, using books and talking with others as well as from my own experience.”
Richard still looked doubtful, so Tim added, “I’ve found that no two people with Magic have the same abilities. Each has somewhat different talents and each has a different way to do things, yet there are quite many things in common. I’ll try to teach you what is common and help you find whatever may be special.”
Richard smiled happily. “I’m looking forward to becoming your pupil.”
“Not my pupil. I’m still learning too, but we may study together and learn from each other, just as I did with whoever I met.”
Richard thought for a moment. “You see, that’s what makes you special – your willingness to learn from everybody. The maid healer at the castle told me about how much she learned from you, and yet you listened carefully whenever you asked her, even when she was sure her methods were wrong. You were willing to learn even from her mistakes.”
Tim shrugged. “There’s no point in repeating mistakes if one can avoid them, and every person has something I can learn from. It may be ways to do something or ways to avoid, but it’s still learning.”
 
It took less than four days to arrive at the palace. It was actually more of a castle than a palace, but it was much more elegant than the prince’s castle, and with even better protection. Expanding his senses, Tim noticed some magic used in the fortifications and felt almost overwhelmed by the number of people living and working there, although there were very few visible.
“I’ll have one of the maids take care of the children, We must first hurry to the king’s room,” Richard told them.
It was still early enough for the children to be wide awake. Anna used a bit of her magic to make the children sleepy. She didn’t want them to cause problems or attract undue attention. They would get it soon enough anyway, she was sure.
The prince met them at the door of the Royal Apartment. “My father is very ill. He claims it’s only old age, but he’s not so old, really. I’d like you to check him over and see if you can do anything for him.” He was talking to Tim, but his eyes examined Anna attentively. Neither Anna nor Tim was pleased with it.
“I’ll do what I can,” Tim promised.
The prince led them into the darkened bedroom, where the king was resting in bed, seeming asleep.
“How old is he?” Tim asked in a hushed tone.
“About fifty-six, give or take a year. He was quite healthy until last winter. He then caught a cold and doesn’t seem to get out of it.”
Tim looked around. The room had soft carpets, tapestries, and two levels of curtains. A large fireplace was set opposite the bed and the air was hot and stuffy, making breathing more difficult. The canopy bed on which the king was sleeping was having velvet drapes, probably quite dusty, adding to the stuffy atmosphere of the room.
“This room is not good for the king,” Tim said. “It is too stuffy. One can get ill just from staying in here for too long.”
“What do you suggest?” the prince asked.
“Once he wakes up, he should go to another room, preferably with only a small carpet, no tapestry, and simple curtains. Silk may work well, but no velvet and no canopy, at least until he gets well. This room should be aired well and all drapes and curtains washed clean and fully dried before being put back. I’ll have to check for mold as well, once the walls are visible.”
“And why do you suggest that?”
“Dust is not healthy to breathe, and older people are more sensitive to it. Dust accumulates in many places, but carpets, curtains, and tapestry are collecting even more dust due to being made of fluffy materials. They may also hide mold on the walls, which can cause even more severe illnesses. The king may be affected by both, so moving him to a dust-free and mold-free room is the first step in trying to heal him.”
“Very well said,” they heard a voice from the bed.
“Father! You’re awake?”
The king’s smile was barely visible. “Yes, son. I wanted to hear how you describe my illness and what advice you may get. This young man seems to know his stuff.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty, but I’m still learning.”
“That’s the sign of a good healer – he never thinks he knows enough and always tries to learn some more. I’ll take your advice. Son – help me out of bed!”
Tim was surprised to see that the king, despite having been bedridden for a few months was still strong and in full control. It could also help him heal soon.
The king needed some support to walk to another room, where he sat heavily on a padded couch. “I don’t think you would approve of this either,” he said to Tim. “It is quite dusty, but I’ve been using it since before I became king.”
“Can’t Your Majesty have it cleaned well? I’m sure that a good craftsman can take off the covers for washing and put them back on after being cleaned. You may also like to cover them with some silk, so less dust will accumulate within the padding.”
The king nodded. “A very sound advice. Bertie, make sure it’s done! Ask young Timothy here for advice if you tackle any problem with it. He has a sound head on his shoulders.”
They only waited in that room for a few minutes. A servant came to tell them that another bedroom was ready for the king, with bare walls and bare floor, no curtains, and a simple bed with satin sheets.
The new bedroom was warm, but not stuffy. It had wooden shutters for making it dark, if needed, but no curtains, and only a small carpet near the bed, to make getting out of bed more comfortable. The stone floor was not visible, though, being covered with wood planks. These were probably quite fresh, as there was still a slight scent of wood in the room.
“You may check me now,” the king said as he sat on the bed.
The king was still suffering from the cold, but Tim could find no other problem. He was sure that the new bedroom along with some invigorating herbal teas was quite enough to make the king healthy again.
Anna didn’t take part in the conversation or the checking. She was acutely aware of the prince watching her closely. She couldn’t read his thoughts, but she read his feelings and knew he had recognized her as the last one he had raped. She was uncertain about what this meant for her.
One of the king’s servants led them to a guest apartment, quite close to the Royal apartment, where Tim and Anna were to stay for the time being. The maid and the two sleeping children were already waiting for them there. It took a little longer to settle in. Richard sent some servants to help them unpack and make the apartment as comfortable as can be.
They were unable to decline the invitation to dine with the prince that evening. “We’ve packed our best clothes, as advised by Richard, so we don’t even have the excuse of inappropriate clothing, although I don’t think the prince would mind too much either way,” Anna said.
“You really don’t like him, I see. Why did you even help heal him the first time?”
“I’m a loyal citizen of the kingdom. I may have also caused him more suffering than I intended. As for liking him – he raped me. I could never like him after that. Besides, he’s recognized me and he’s bound to notice Albert now. I’m not sure if it would be best to have Albert become his heir or not. I only want what’s best for my children.”
Tim concentrated, trying to get a glimpse of the future. He couldn’t see his own future or that of people very close to him, and that was quite frustrating, but he concentrated on the prince, instead.
“I can see the prince becoming king quite soon. He’ll want Albert to learn as much as possible and train to be his heir. We can’t easily prevent that, but we may try to delay the official recognition until Albert is old enough to take the responsibility knowingly.”
“I’d rather keep the prince away from me and mine,” Anna stated, “but if that’s too much of a problem, let’s try to delay it as much as we can.”
Tim smiled lovingly at her. “Of course, darling.”
When they arrived at the dining hall, they found out that they were not the only guests there, although the lowest-ranked ones. This meant that they sat farthest from the prince, which suited Anna well. Still, being the only commoners at the table, they attracted quite a bit of attention which both didn’t like very much.
Tim checked the king again after dinner. He seemed to already breathe much easier than before.
“Your advice was very good, Lord Timothy,” the king told him.
“I’m not a…”
“You are now! The kingdom needs people who can think right, as there are too few of them. I’ll make you Baron Timothy of Hillborough as soon as I’m able to act my part in the ceremony, but I had the documents signed already, Baron.”
“Thank you, your majesty. I feel humbled by your generosity.”
The king smiled at him. “That’s not generosity at all. Our country needs wise men, men who can make things happen, in order to survive among the larger countries surrounding us. You are one of the few who can make a difference, as is our new archbishop. I hope you meet him soon, for both your benefit and the kingdom’s.”
“The archbishop?”
“Yes, Father Thomas, who was with my son for the last few years has been recently promoted. He’s one of the few clergymen that we trust, and he’s also one who can make things happen, like you.”
Tim stayed quiet for a moment, trying to scan the king deeply. He found magic there, quite strong too. “May I understand that Your Majesty chose Richard to accompany the prince for that talent as well?”
The king started laughing, and it turned into a cough almost immediately. Tim used some magic to calm the king down. He was still smiling mischievously, though. “Very observant of you. Yes, Bertie has no magic in him; not much common sense either, I dare say. He needed someone reliable at his side. He’ll need it even more after I’m gone, which is not very far in the future, despite your efforts.”
“But Your Majesty…”
“There’s nothing you can do about it. I have the rare gift of seeing the future. I can’t see how I’m going to die, but I know that Bertie will be the king in less than two years. I checked various alternatives – they all led to the same situation. Now, Bertie is a good man, a brave man, but not very smart. He’ll need all the help he can get, and he’s smart enough to know that. Richard will help him be a good king, and the archbishop will help him, and now I know I can also trust you to help him. I can die peacefully, whenever my time comes, knowing that I leave the kingdom in capable hands.”
“I hope to be worthy of your trust, your majesty.”
The king smiled and waved him away. The king looked content, yet Tim was worried. He didn’t need the additional responsibility, nor the title, yet there didn’t seem to be a way out of it.
Anna had already put the children to bed when Tim returned. “You look worried, dear. What is it?”
Tim sighed. He sat on a sofa and motioned her at his side. Once she cuddled with him there, he hugged her tightly before speaking. “The king is getting well, but he said some things that worry me.”
She looked questioningly at him. Tim caressed her face and gave her a small, reassuring kiss on her cheek. “Unlike the prince, the king has magic. He can see the future, but he only sees his son as the king. He’s sure he won’t be alive in less than two years.”
“It’s sad to hear that, but you seem to be more concerned than just sad. Don’t you like to share?”
Tim smiled at her tiredly. “I do. It’s just… quite a lot to share. I can hardly come to terms with it myself.” He was silent for another moment, enjoying the love he felt from Anna, before speaking again.
“The king addressed me as Lord Timothy and then said he’s making me Baron Timothy of Hillborough. He wants me to stay close to his son, like Richard is, as he knows his son is not very smart, yet smart enough to know he needs good advisers. He also seems to want us due to our magical abilities, which the prince lacks. He said that the country needs people like us. He relies on Richard, Father Thomas, and us to help his son lead the kingdom. I feel it is a very heavy burden.”
“Would you rather leave it for the prince to carry it alone?”
Tim shuddered at the idea. “No! That would only spell disaster to the whole kingdom. We must do what we can to assure the safety and well-being of the kingdom and its citizens.”
Anna smiled at him. “Well, Baron, I can see why the king chose to give you this task.” She then frowned. “Where will that put me, though?”
This made Tim think. “Maybe we should get married. We don’t need it to love and honor each other, but without marriage, you’ll only be considered my mistress, with no title and no rights. As my wife, you’ll be noble too.”
Anna nodded, feeling her eyes tearing.
“I’ll talk with Father Thomas as soon as I can,” Tim promised. “Now, let’s get some sleep.”
 
Ch. 7 – Baron
 
The king was recovering well. After checking him in the morning, Timothy went to the chapel, looking for the archbishop.
“I was expecting you,” he heard even before coming fully in.
“Father Thomas? We’ve both went some way since you started teaching me as a little boy. May I congratulate you on your new post?”
The priest smiled. “I only got it due to my age and the fact that my predecessor died during the winter. A good healer could have saved him, I’m sure.”
He looked at Timothy questioningly. “What brought you here so early?”
“Well, Father, the king is making me a Baron, and I don’t want people to think less of my mate than of me. Can you marry us?”
The smile on the older face was reassuring. “You know that it doesn’t really matter, I believe. What matters is how you treat each other, how you love and respect each other, how you raise your children together. This is what matters to God too, I believe, yet people may need the official confirmation.”
He sighed and then added, “I’ll officiate your wedding very soon. I’ll talk with the king first, though, as I need to know what he prefers. I’ll let you know.”
“There’s also something else, Father. Can you train Richard while I’m away? The prince will soon need his services more than ever, if what the king told me is correct. I’d like him to be ready when the time comes.”
The priest nodded. Things were moving in the direction he had anticipated long ago, yet there was a lot of work to do before his task was completed.
 
Tim could hear that Anna wasn’t alone in the apartment when he came back. He heard her welcoming a guest, although her voice was less than warm. He then heard them moving to the sitting room. He moved into the entrance hall, closed the door silently, and settled near the open door to the living room.
“Healer Anna, I want to apologize for the way I acted three years ago, when I raped you. It was foolish and heartless of me and I fully deserved the punishment you’ve brought on me.”
“I accept your apology, Your Royal Highness, but I didn’t bring any punishment on you. I was just a distressed peasant girl at the time.”
“I know you didn’t punish me – I did it to myself, yet I know that you caused it. You have the same talent as my father – you can make things happen.”
“I’m just a peasant girl…”
“Who’s good enough to treat royalty and be treated like one. I believe this child is the result of that rape, Albert, isn’t he?”
There was a short pause. “Yes, Albert was born as a result of that rape, yet Timothy is his father. If it wasn’t for him, both I and my unborn child would have died that winter.”
“Of course, Healer Timothy, soon to be Baron Timothy, is a much worthier father than I could hope to be, yet I can give Albert one thing that nobody else can. I want him to be my heir, successor to the throne after me.”
There was silence again. Tim extended his senses and noticed that Anna was contemplating the idea while the prince was waiting anxiously for her reply.
“Is that wise?” she finally asked. “I mean, with all due respect, that I’m not sure I want my son to be a warrior, like you are, nor be subject to the intrigues of the royal palace. I wish him a happy, peaceful life, and being an heir to the throne doesn’t assure either.”
The prince sighed. “Let me tell you a bit about things you may not yet know. As a young boy, I had almost everything that I wanted, unless one of my parents objected. I think I was very happy then, at least until my mother died during delivery when I was almost twelve. It was then that Father decided it was time to train me for the throne. He sent me to the military school. I didn’t like it a bit. I wasn’t happy at all, but everybody expected me to excel, and I dared not upset my father by being less of a brave soldier than he expected me. I had already upset him by having mediocre academic achievements, when studying with private tutors in the palace. I could not afford to upset him again, and I did become the most fearless soldier, brutal and even cruel at times. But that’s only a facade, a mask I’m wearing. Inside, I’m still that young boy, crying for the mother who could no longer be with me and longing for love.”
Timothy was surprised at hearing this confession. Anna was probably surprised just the same, as it took her a moment to respond. “Well, your highness, it only proves my point. I don’t wish my child to become a ruthless soldier, nor have to wear a mask all the time. Are you happy?”
“I could have been, had I had you for a wife. You aren’t married yet, are you?”
“I’m mated to Healer Timothy. He has already offered to make me his wife, and I’ve already brought him a son.”
“You’ve first brought me a son, and I’m also offering you to become my wife, queen of this kingdom when I become its king. Isn’t that a better offer?”
Anna sighed. “My prince, the better offer is the one I can live happily with if I accept it. I’m happy with my mate already. He’s kind and loving and he taught me almost all that I know. I want to live with him and bring him many more children.”
She paused for emphasis. “Now, if I accept your offer, I’ll have to live with the man who raped me and almost caused my death when people found I was pregnant. I’ll have no chance of any more children, as you can clearly not impregnate a woman now and a queen should stay faithful to her king. Even my baby will become illegitimate, being Tim’s son. Do you think I can live happily that way?”
The prince was evidently contemplating her words, as there was silence, followed by a sigh. “I don’t think you’ll be happy that way, and then I won’t be happy either.” He chuckled to himself. “I’m not sure if raping you was the worst or the best thing I’ve done. It cost me my manhood, but it gave me an heir.”
There was a long silence then, Tim decided it was time to join them. He opened the door and closed it noisily. “Darling, I’m back,” he called.
“The prince is here. Come join us in the sitting room,” she answered.
“Your Royal Highness, I didn’t expect to find you here.”
The prince waved it off. “I’m sure you expected this visit to occur sooner or later. Albert is just too much like me, when I was a child, for me to ignore it. Besides, Baron, I think we may skip the formalities when we have no other company.”
As Tim sat down, the prince returned to his previous subject. “As I clearly can’t marry Anna and become Albert’s father by default, I want to help raise him and make him ready to take over after I’m gone. As I’m a soldier, that may happen much sooner than one would expect. I trust you to teach him how to be a worthy man, unlike his father, but I’ll also send some highly skilled teachers to teach him all he needs to know when he becomes a king. I won’t make him a soldier, yet I expect him to learn how to defend himself if the need arises. Did he inherit any of your talents?”
Anna shrugged. “It’s too early to know. Besides, these talents may not be hereditary.”
The prince chuckled. “I know. Both my parents have magic, while I lack even the tiniest trace of it.” He turned serious again. “I’ll sign the papers needed to recognize Albert as my heir but not make them widely known. That would assure his position but not attract undue attention to the boy. You may raise him away from the palace and make him a worthy man. He should start his studies when he reaches the age of six and be ready to take over when he’s thirteen, although I hope to let him live in peace much longer. Do you agree?”
Both Anna and Tim nodded.
The prince seemed more relaxed now. “Well, Tim, when are you going to marry your mate?”
Tim smiled. “As soon as Father Thomas sends me a message he’s ready. He wanted to speak with the king first.”
“I’m sure the king would agree. Now, do you mind if I buy your bride the wedding dress as appropriate for the mother of my heir?”
“I’d be honored, my prince.”
It took a bit longer than expected, as the dress took more than a week of constant work, yet the result was magnificent. All the women admired Anna’s wedding dress and some were plainly jealous.
Anna and Timothy got married at the cathedral with both the prince and the king present, along with many lords and ladies of the court. That afternoon, Baron Timothy of Hillborough was named by the king, who also assigned to him the hilly area where Tim had built his home a few years earlier. The king made sure to note that “by naming you Baron, the title also extends to your wife, the Baroness Annabelle of Hillborough.”
They were called to the king’s chambers a day later. The prince was also present.
“Lady Anna, Lord Timothy, I must thank you for being such good healers and helping me regain my health,” the king said. “I’d like to enjoy your company some more, but now that Albert is the apparent heir, it is safer to keep him away from the palace. I suggest you move to your barony to raise the children safely, until the time comes to summon you back to the palace.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty. We hope to prove worthy of your trust and of the honor you bestowed on us.”
The king waved this aside. “Oh, you’re worthy, I’m sure.”
The prince spoke next. “While your old house, near the lord’s castle, may serve nicely for a while, I expect you to move to your barony and live there. You had a small house there, didn’t you?”
“Yes, your highness. I’ve kept it in good repair even when we moved elsewhere.”
“It may no longer be fit to your position, but you may build a more substantial house there and bring in some servants, although I doubt people will seek your help if they get to know your title. It may be better to keep it secret for the time being.”
“I’ll take your advice, my lord.”
 
It still took two days for the packing to be done, especially since their new position meant leaving the packing to the servants. Anna was busy enough with the two children, but Timothy wandered about the palace. He had already found all the books of interest in the library and had them packed, with the king’s permission, in his trunks. He kept Albert busy as long as he could, but he was still feeling restless.
He was just passing through one of the halls when a female voice called, “Timmy!?”
He turned around. The lady who was walking briskly towards him seemed somewhat familiar, but he couldn’t remember her at the moment.
“Timmy! Is that really you? You’ve grown up so nicely. Oh, I should address you as Baron Timothy of Hillborough, I believe.”
He knew he should have recognized her, but he couldn’t. “I’m so sorry, milady, but although you seem familiar, I can’t recall your name.”
She smiled cheerfully at him. “That’s really not nice of you, since you gave me my son, but it was about eight years ago, and I’m sure you’ve impregnated quite a few ladies since.” She waited another moment for him to remember and then said, “I’m Countess Caroline of Valna. You’ve known me as simply Caroline, daughter of the merchant.”
She had changed since. She looked a bit more mature, which was natural, and a little plumper, as could be expected, but mainly – more in control. She was no longer just someone’s daughter. She was a countess and very aware of her position.
“Oh, yes. I was merely a little boy at the time.”
“Not so little, really. You helped me bring the heir to my husband. I wonder if you’re willing to help me bring him another child.”
She looked quite enticing. Her elegant gown had a low neckline, showing more than a bit of her breasts. He finally remembered her and the very pleasant times they had spent on the straw mattress. Yet they were both married now. He didn’t think it would be right.
“I don’t think your husband would agree,” he said politely.
She turned serious. “My husband is infertile. He is a very good man and he cares for me nicely in and out of bed, but I need somebody else to impregnate me. If you do that, the children will look similar enough to not raise any suspicion.”
“I must also consult with my wife,” he added, “as I wouldn’t like to infuriate her.”
Caroline frowned. “That may not be a good idea. She may be quite possessive.”
Tim smiled. “She knows me too well and I don’t think she will deny you your chance, but she may be furious if I do it without asking her first.”
“Would you mind if I talk with her as well?”
Tim shrugged. “Whatever…”
They only talked a bit on the way, mainly reminiscing about the time they had spent together. Tim made the introduction. “My wife, Lady Anna of Hillborough; Countess Caroline of Valna. She wants a favor from me and I thought you should approve beforehand.”
“Caroline would be enough, as I wasn’t born noble. May we talk privately?”
Anna nodded and led the guest to another room. Tim wondered what they were saying to each other, but not for long. They returned a few minutes later, both smiling.
“Please show Caroline to the guest room and help her with her request. We should then go with her to meet her family. I’ll have somebody take care of the children.”
Just like the first time, Caroline didn’t waste her time. She undressed quickly and then helped Timothy out of his clothes. She then helped him find the right position and give her some pleasant time, culminating in leaving some of his seed inside her. She stayed put a bit longer, to assure that it all had a chance to impregnate her, before they both got dressed, somewhat reluctantly. “You’ve improved significantly,” she told him.
“I always aim to please,” he answered, with a twinkle in his eye.
He then added, “I thought you married a poor relative of your local lord, and now you are a countess.”
She smiled. “He wanted me to fall for him as a person, not for his money and his position. He had also told me from the start that even if we got married, I’d need another man to give me children, as he can’t. Luckily, you stepped into my life a few days later.”
The count of Valna was glad to meet them. The whole court had already heard about the two healers who were granted knighthood, and the few who knew them basked in the added prestige. He was surprised to see how young they were, though, before recalling his first meeting with Tim. “You were just a boy at that time, if I remember correctly. How old were you?”
“I was a bit over twelve.”
“You did a very good job for a twelve years old boy. Would you like to meet our son? He’s seven years old and very talented.”
Said boy came in a moment later. Timothy gasped, seeing the boy that looked so much like him as a child. “You looked only a bit older when I first met you,” Caroline told him quietly.
They stayed there for dinner, and then Caroline called Tim to another room, “to show you some rare books I’ve found.” Both were smiling when they returned, almost half an hour later.
“My husband has some business to attend very early in the morning. Do you mind if I join you for breakfast tomorrow?” Lady Caroline asked.
“Not at all. You’re welcome to join us, although we shall probably need to leave soon after breakfast. The king wants us to take hold of our barony.”
“Yes, that’s understandable. I won’t keep you from doing as the king ordered.”
Anna looked at Tim on the way back. “So, you were only twelve when you gave her that boy? And I thought I started early.”
“I didn’t really know what to do, the first time, but she helped me and then asked for a repeat every day while I stayed there, sometimes more than once.”
She smiled now. “Well, I thanked her for being a good teacher. Now I’m enjoying the results of her teaching.”
When the small family reached the carriage the next morning, the king and the prince were already there. “Goodbye, Baron Timothy of Hillborough and farewell. I wish I could spend some more time with you, but it’s not meant to be. I will no longer be around next time you come here.”
“Goodbye, your majesty, and thank you for all you’ve done for us. I hope to never disappoint you.”
“You won’t,” the king said, patting his shoulder.
The prince wasn’t so sentimental. “The soldiers will accompany you like last time, and just like then, they should forget the place they reached. I’ll let you know when I need you to come here.”
Timothy didn’t say a word, but he knew he would be back at the palace in less than two years.
 
Ch. 8 – Castle
 
With his new assignment as Baron and the new area under his control, Timothy had to think about the best place to build a castle. He first thought of using his cabin and building around it, eventually turning it into a castle. This had some evident advantages, but he felt it was wrong. He felt that his cabin should stay that way – his cabin, not a castle nor a palace. He would probably enlarge it some time, to accommodate a larger family, but not make it into anything more than a comfortable home. That meant looking for another place, not too close to the cabin.
He also felt he needed help in planning and executing the building project. It would probably take several summers, as the winters were too harsh, unusable for any outside work, and building a castle could take quite a while even in favorable weather.
It was clear to him that the castle needed to be much more than a fortified house with many rooms. It needed to give protected lodging for his growing family, of course, but also house the various functions needed to control the assigned area. He wasn’t sure he knew what was entailed.
He consulted with Anna while on the road. She had an advice for him. “As we’re going back home, near where the local lord lives, we could use his knowledge and his connections. Just like we told none of the soldiers accompanying us about our titles, we don’t need to tell him either. You can say that we’ve been assigned the job of finding a proper place and preparing a castle for whoever the king may send to rule that area. I’m sure he’ll help gladly.”
“Why should he? That’s a lot of work for the benefit of somebody else.”
“He may want to stay in the king’s favorable list; he may think that helping to build a castle would assure good neighborhood with the other lord; he may even like to be privy to the details, so if the need arises, he could attack more efficiently, knowing the secrets of the new castle.”
“Once it is built, we can use our magic to do some changes, so nobody would know how to penetrate it without permission,” Timothy noted.
Anna only smiled at him.
When they arrived back home, Lord Valborrough was just too happy to have them there for another winter, as he had been unable to find a decent healer yet. He also wanted to hear as much as possible about the royal palace and the king. Timothy told him all the gossip, conveniently skipping over the wedding, only mentioning such events in passing, as if they didn’t concern him. He didn’t mention the knighting at all. He didn’t talk about the king’s health, of course, but did mention that he’d met the king. “Just before we left, the king gave me a mission – to find an appropriate place for a castle in the hilly area and build a castle there. When the castle is ready, he intends to have somebody take responsibility for that area. Do you know anything about building a castle?”
The lord seemed surprised. “The castle I live in was built several generations before my time, yet it took many years to build and used a large team for that. You’ll need to hire engineers for planning the castle, and then many workers to execute the plans. You’ll need to add some basic furnishing, at least, before anybody can move in. How will you pay for it all?”
Timothy wasn’t really sure. He had got a very nice payment from the king, in addition to the sums paid two years earlier by the prince, but he had no idea how much a castle could cost. “I’ve got some advance payments on it, and I believe I’ll get more as the work progresses. I’m not yet sure about the details, though.”
The lord frowned. “It’s a costly affair, erecting any large building, and a castle, needing to withstand attacks, is much more expensive. You should make sure you’ve got the money before starting the process.” He gave it another thought and added, “Well, you must first get an engineer, or maybe a team of engineers to make the plans. Only when that is done, can you have even a rough estimate of the other costs. I have some connections, if you want, so I can find you a good engineer at a reasonable price.”
“Thank you, my lord. That can be very helpful. I’ll make sure to mention your help to the king.” Although the local lord was only a baronet, which meant that Timothy was now his superior, he still preferred to hide his position, hoping to keep it secret for as long as possible. He thought that help would be more forthcoming if given voluntarily and not as a way to please somebody higher on the social ladder.
“I wonder why the king gave you this task. It’s usually the task of the assigned lord to build his own castle,” the local lord still mused.
Timothy shrugged, as if the intentions of royalty were beyond comprehension by regular people.
“Where do you want that castle?”
Timothy thought for a moment. “It should be on the top of a hill, I think, to be seen as a symbol of the protection given by the kingdom to its citizens, and also to give it a wide view of the area, in case anything happens. It should also be close to a water source, although that is somewhat contradictory, as water is found in low places.”
The lord nodded approvingly. “A compromise must be taken, usually. Either you choose a place closer to water, giving up some of the benefits of a higher location, or you find a way to bring and store enough water at the castle, even without having immediate access to a water source. You may have to look on the map and on the terrain where the important roads pass, as they are the places needing the most protection. The best location for that may prove to have access to water. Now, do you know what area is defined as the new territory of that knight?”
“The king only said ‘the hilly area near where you live.’ He gave me a map, though, with the borders of that Barony marked clearly. I’ll show it to you once we finish unpacking.”
Timothy made sure that the map contained no information that he didn’t want to reveal before he showed it.
“Whoever that baron is going to be, he would become rich,” the lord said. “Three major roads are passing through his area. For keeping them protected, he can charge a fee for every carriage or wagon passing through. There are also plenty of forests. He can charge a fee for letting people use the wood. Even a very small fee may soon accumulate to large sums. He may even decide to supply wood to the surrounding population on his own, setting almost any price he wants. Of course, there will be expenses as well. He will need to keep some soldiers to patrol his territory and protect it. He will have to keep the roads safe and in good repair, and unless he wants to collect the taxes himself, he’ll need some tax collectors. He’ll also need some staff – servants, cooks, guards. They will need their own dwelling in or out of the castle. Now, with three roads passing there, an inn or two would also be recommended, giving another source of income and occupation for the locals.”
Timothy was overwhelmed by the information. He had never paid much attention to the roles of the nobles, thinking of them more as some kind of parasites than as some functional part of society. Now it seemed much more complex than he thought. While a few clearly abused the position they had, he understood that the nobles had an important role in protecting the populace and assuring its well-being. He also remembered that most nobles he had spent some time with were willing to share his medical services with their vassals, usually for free. He could now understand it as part of their job.
“Do you keep any soldiers around?” he asked, willing to better understand.
“You don’t normally see them in town, although one is always stationed near the well. They have their barracks on the other side of town. They patrol the roads in and out of town and keep bandits away. I don’t tax the road travelers as I have enough income from the fields and groves I keep, but my territory is quite small compared to the hills, and I don’t know what the requirements there may be.”
Timothy spent some more time reading about the roles of nobility and how they were tackled by different people and at different times. The lord let him take most of the books home, where Anna read them as avidly as he did, paying attention to other aspects. Both found the information inspiring, although certain bits were quite infuriating and some were found amusing.
Once he understood his new role better, Timothy started checking his assigned barony. Lord Valborrough insisted to have a soldier accompany him for his safety and sometimes also joined the tours. Timothy was sorry that he couldn’t take Anna along, but with two small children needing their mother’s attention, it was too problematic.
They found a few places to consider for the castle and marked them on the map. Timothy met the recommended engineer a few days later.
“I need to check each of the possible locations before we start planning,” the engineer told him. “A castle needs to be built directly on the rock foundation, if it is to stay strong, and not every rock is suitable either. I may need to dig a bit, if the rocky under-layer is not exposed. I may then advise you on the preferred locations from the building point of view.”
Tim accompanied the engineer and his team to some of the locations, admiring the work needed to only find the relevant information and the attention that they paid to every detail. Considering that work, the price didn’t seem so high any longer.
After the initial survey, the number of possible locations was lowered to three. These three were then checked more meticulously, resulting in one of them being found less than suitable. Of the two remaining, Tim chose the one closer to his cabin. Besides being a marginally better location, he liked the idea of being able to visit his cabin easily whenever he felt like it. The busier he was becoming, the more he needed that secluded and tranquil refuge.
It still took the engineers all the rest of the summer and most of the winter to come up with appropriate plans. Tim and Anna spent as much time as they could in finding some books about castle building, military engineering and simply learning to read building plans. Their efforts paid nicely when they were presented with the outcome of the engineering efforts. With their newly acquired knowledge, they could spot some problems and have them corrected before starting the building process itself, soon after spring came.
The progress during that first summer was frustratingly slow, for Tim. Most of the time was spent measuring, roping the outlines of the various parts, and digging down to the rock base. Then the workers had to carry the large stones, shape them to fit the rock, and place them correctly. Very little seemed to change from day to day, but as summer changed into autumn, the ground looked like the building plan of the lowest level, drawn in relief. Tim also thought about the ruins of old castles, but this one was clearly not ruined, as everything looked new and straight, yet barely showing above ground.
It went much faster until the snow came, when they had to stop all work. By that time, a low wall surrounded the area, and the base of one of the turrets was made into a place where a few guards could pass the winter while making sure that nobody tried to sabotage the building.
Tim helped by using a bit of magic to close all the gaps, so that the cold wind would not reach those inside. He also provided enough food for the guards to eat well during their forced isolation.
“I hope it won’t take too long. The king trusted us to manage that area, but we can do nothing until the castle is ready for use, even if not completely finished,” Tim told Anna after his last visit to the site.
Anna smiled at him. “The king knows how long it takes. He won’t be disappointed, I’m sure.”
Tim sighed. “I really want to prove he was right in trusting us. I’d hate to disappoint him.”
 
Part 3 – Hillborough
 
Ch. 1 – Poison
 
It was almost two years since Timothy visited the palace, when Richard knocked on his door, way after dinner time.
“I’m sorry to have arrived at such a late hour, but it’s urgent. The king has been attacked. A poisoned arrow hit him from a short range. He asked to call you before he lost his conscience.”
“Is he still alive?” Timothy wasn’t actually surprised, as the king had predicted this, but he needed to know what he was going to face.
“He was alive when I left, although in a coma, so it seemed. I don’t know how he is now. Can you ride?”
“I can, but Anna…”
“I’ll have her and the kids brought to the palace as soon as possible, but you should ride with me. Do you have a good horse?”
“I have one, and the lord has a few better ones, if you want.”
“Yours must do. I don’t want anybody else to know yet. We shall leave at first light. We can’t be there in a day, but if we’re lucky, we’ll arrive before noon the next day.”
Anna was sad at hearing the news and quite nervous at being left alone. Not quite alone, though. She had her two employees and a few new ones, to take care of her and the children. She also had some patients to care for, as those who were still in the rooms they had turned into a hospital could not be left alone. Still, since the night she stepped into that cabin in the forest, she had not been separated from Tim for more than half a day. It would be a new experience, one she was not eager to have.
“I’ll send a company of soldiers to escort you to the palace. You and your children will receive the best protection I can give you at this time,” Richard promised.
They left as planned, before the first ray of sun lighted the sky, riding continuously, stopping only to let the horses rest and cool off before continuing. Richard was too stressed to have any meaningful conversation during these short stops. It was quite different when they reached a small inn, shortly after nightfall. They first took care of the horses and then allowed themselves the luxury of a warm meal and a soft bed for the short night.
“What will you have?” the innkeeper, a young woman, asked them as they sat at the table.
Richard lifted his eyes to her. “We’re on the road since early in the morning. Whatever you have is good enough.”
“I see you have an important errand for the king, sir. I’ll see what I can find for you.”
She then turned to the other traveler and stopped as she saw his face. “Timmy? Is that you?”
Timothy lifted his eyes to her. The face was familiar, although he needed a moment to recall the name. “Bianca? What are you doing here?”
She smiled with delight at having recognized the young man and been recognized by him. “I’ll bring you some food first and then we can talk a bit.”
He watched her as she turned to the kitchen to bring their plates. She was still shapely, although her apron hid some of her curves. Her face looked almost as young as he remembered her despite the ten years that passed since, and she seemed to be in control of her life, even if not truly happy. It intrigued him.
Richard was also watching her, with a very different expression. Timothy wasn’t sure what it meant.
She returned with the food soon enough, putting two overflowing plates in front of them. “You’re lucky we had fewer clients than usual, or I would have had to start cooking for you. Now, eat well. It’s on the house.”
She pulled a chair and sat at the table with them. “So, you’re really Timmy, aren’t you?”
He smiled at her. “Yes, I am, although I’m now known as healer Timothy of the Hills.”
“I thought it was Baron Timothy of Hillborough,” she said.
“That as well,” he agreed, “but I don’t use that title yet. I’d rather people address me as a healer.”
“So you did become a healer, and a famous one, at that. I’ve been hearing of you for quite a few years already. I pride myself on being one of your first patients.”
It was his turn to ask. “I didn’t know you were an inn-keeper. How did you come to this?”
She shrugged. “I stayed with the gopsies for only a few more days after you left. It wasn’t the same without you. They passed nearby, and I spotted this place. It was only a half-derelict shack at the time, and I thought I could make it into something better, just like you helped me turn from a ruin into a full person.”
“He healed you?” Richard asked.
“He did much more than that. He taught me to keep clean and look nice, to enjoy life, and not put the blame in the wrong direction, although he was a few years younger than me. How old were you then?” The last words were addressed to Timothy.
“I was a bit over twelve, I think.”
“And quite a man, for being so young.” She turned back to Richard. “Due to him I could appreciate life and be confident enough to try and do something rather than become a constant victim. So, the landlord agreed to let me rebuild the shack and turn it into an inn. It was a lot of work but I managed to find help whenever I asked for it. You can see the result.” She motioned towards the walls, all painted white, and the tables scattered around, all empty at this late hour.
“I plan to stop here soon for a fuller story,” Richard said, barely stopping a yawn, “but we need to get on the road before sunrise, so please excuse us for not staying to chat some more. Good night.”
He rose from his seat and walked to the room allotted to them. Timothy stood up as well. “He’s a nice chap,” Bianca said, looking pensively at the retreating form of Richard.
“Yes, he is,” Timothy said, “and he seems to like you. I’m sure he’ll keep his promise.”
Bianca waved her hand dismissively, yet he saw a certain light in her eye. ‘She likes him too,’ he thought, before saying, “Good night,” and going to bed.
When they came out of their room, shortly after the eastern sky started lightening a bit, Bianca was already waiting for them, clad in a dressing robe over her nightgown. “Here, drink some hot tea before you leave, and take this food with you, to consume it when you take a break for the horses.” She had two steaming cups on the table and a paper-wrapped package.
They drank quickly, took the package, and thanked her.
“Godspeed with you,” she blessed them as they left, “and I expect to see you both soon.”
Timothy smiled at her and waved his hand. He knew they would visit again soon enough.
The palace seemed different when they approached. Timothy felt the magic in the walls quivering, as if its source was depleted. He let his own magic reinforce the walls back to the level they had been on his previous visit. It was done without any real thought or effort as they rode through, hurrying to the stronghold.
Nobody spoke above a hush there. They were helped down from their horses and immediately rushed to the king’s quarters. The prince was waiting at the door, already aware of their arrival.
“He’s been in a coma since shortly after asking for you. Can you do anything for him?”
Timothy made a quick check of the pale form on the bed. Magic was seeping out of it at an alarming rate. He knew he had no chance to stop it on time. “Can I see the arrow?”
A locked metal box was brought in and the prince unlocked it, showing the arrow. There was no magic in there, but the remains of the poison were easily identifiable, at least for Timothy.
“It’s the extract of the black tree. I know of no antidote. How much was there?”
“Enough to knock him unconscious in a matter of two or three minutes.”
Timothy shook his head. “I’ll check the library, with your permission, but none of the books I’ve read until now has any useful information. The only one that mentioned this poison defined it as slow-acting but unstoppable poison. I’m not sure I even have enough time to check the library. The king seems to be only a few hours away from death and I know no way to change it. I think he knew that would be the case. I’m so sorry.”
The prince, or one of his advisers, had anticipated the need for books from the library, as all books dealing with medicine or poisons had been brought into a nearby room, stacked by subject. He led Timothy to that room. “I’ll have lunch brought to you,” he said.
Timothy nodded. “If I don’t find what we need before dinner, I’m afraid it will be too late, if it isn’t already.”
“I know. I wasn’t sure you’ll be even able to come before it’s all over.” None of them wanted to say the dreaded words, yet they were both very conscious of the critical situation of the king.
Timothy started going over the books. Some had a table of contents or an index, making it easy to find if they had anything of interest in them. Most, though, had none, forcing him to leaf through them, trying to catch some keywords. By dinnertime, he had only checked about a quarter of the books, finding nothing.
The prince came in, looking very tense. “The king is still in a coma, but he started turning in bed, as if suffering. Can you have a look?”
There was not much he could do, but Timothy went back to the king’s bed. His temperature had risen and he was now feverish, but there was no response to any external stimuli. Whatever happened, it was all inside the King’s body, or his mind. “Had he been given any water?”
“He drank some water the first day, but we were unable to force it the next. The archbishop tried to help and even stayed the night with him, but that didn’t seem to help much.” The prince didn’t seem to know what else could be done. Neither did Timothy.
After a long silence, Timothy spoke again. “I’m very sorry, but as there doesn’t seem to be a way to cure the king, I believe you should start preparing for the worst. With no drinking, he’s doomed. There could be still some hope if we could make him drink, but now…”
The silence fell again. Then the prince spoke. “I want you to be at my side during the funeral, the mourning, and the coronation. Bring your wife and children as well. I’ll wait with the funeral until you arrive. I’ve already asked Richard to help with the arrangements.”
 
There was no urgency in going back. Timothy made sure they would have an appropriate apartment set apart for the family before starting on the way back. He left soon after lunch, along with Richard. They reached Bianca’s inn just before dinner time. It was bursting with visitors, although most were not travelers, as he noticed. Bianca allotted them a room and promised to save them the first table that would become available.
She knocked on the door about half an hour later. “Your table is waiting. What would you like to eat?”
“Whatever you recommend. We’re not very particular about food,” Richard answered for them both.
“Fine. I’ll try to give you something to remember,” she said with a smile.
The other tables started emptying before they finished their meal. Bianca came to sit with them for a while. “By the expression on your faces, I believe the king is not too well,” she said.
“What have you heard?” Richard asked.
“Nothing very specific, but I know the king has been bed-ridden since that reception when he was poisoned. From what I’ve heard about poisons, if it takes more than a few days and the victim isn’t recuperating, then he would most likely never recuperate.”
Richard sighed. “We’re going to bring Timothy’s family to the palace. The prince needs him at his side for a prolonged period now. He’ll also need me.”
Bianca gave it a thought. “Will you stop here on your way back?”
Timothy answered. “We will. Going in carriages with wife and children is much slower than riding a horse. Can we count on you having at least three rooms ready for us?”
She waved her hand dismissively. “I have ten rooms to let. Rarely more than three are occupied.”
“There may be much traffic to the palace soon,” Richard said cautiously.
Bianca didn’t mind. “The funeral won’t be announced before you’re back, I’m sure, so others will come at least a day later.”
“How do you know?” Richard sounded a bit alarmed.
“Simple logic. You were sent to bring his family while the king is still alive. It means that a funeral is expected soon and the prince wants him at his side at that time, isn’t it?”
Richard smiled. “It is. I like the way your mind works, although it can be dangerous. Are there other things you deduced by logic?”
“You’re still single, not having found anybody to your liking until now. You’re very close to the prince and you’re going to have an important part in his rule – both of you. I believe you also have similar talents to Timmy – Baron Timothy – although not in the same area.”
“What do you mean?” both men were a bit concerned.
Bianca smiled reassuringly. “You see, aside from my logic, I have no special talents. Maybe a bit at cooking, although I’m not a great cook. I have a habit of observing people, watching how they act with each other. Running an inn gives me ample opportunity for that. Anyhow, it was at the time I stayed with the gopsies that I started watching people. I was in a very bad state, after being raped and abused. I was drinking way too much, and the healer of that group, although a very skilled healer, didn’t know what to do to help me. I knew she was magical, as was her son. It was evident in the way they refrained from mentioning certain things and the way they did other. Then Timmy joined the caravan. It was natural for him to stay with the healer, but I noticed they had an understanding beyond what healing practices could bring. It was soon evident to me that he was also magical. Then he helped her heal some minor bruises I had and talked with me, making me understand that I could make a change. He used some magic to help it work, I’m sure, as the effect his words had on me was very evident. Due to him, I could finally see my figure and my face as a blessing, the way I used to think of them before the rape, and not a curse.”
She smiled at Timothy thankfully, yet her attention was focused on Richard. “The way you two interact, I’m sure you are also magical, although your interests are probably different. Once you two join the new king, you will assure that he’ll become a king to be remembered for many generations.”
Richard sighed. “You really are very observant. I think we may need you at our side as well, once we return to the palace. Will you join us?”
Bianca didn’t look too surprised. The way she moved her body, Timothy was sure that she wanted to entice Richard. He was sure she didn’t need to work too hard at that, as the man was already very interested. “That depends,” she said. “If I get a direct order from the palace, I’ll have to obey no matter what, but if I’m invited nicely, I’ll start looking for somebody to operate the inn in my absence.”
“Will you be able to join us on our way back to the palace, in less than two weeks?” Richard sounded quite eager.
Bianca smiled confidently. “Why don’t you come to my room, so we can discuss the details, once the other guests have left? We may just reach an agreement.”
Timothy hid his laughter. Richard was already hooked, and he seemed to like it.
Timothy was still alone in his room when he woke up in the morning. Richard only joined him at the breakfast table a bit later, looking somewhat groggy.
“How was your night?” Timothy asked him.
Richard yawned. “Not enough sleep. We had a lot to tell each other and then…” He caught himself before saying too much.
Bianca seemed very happy when she approached them, bringing a large breakfast serving to each. “On the house,” she said as she lay it down, winking at Richard.
They ate silently. When Richard went to their room, to finish re-packing, Timothy looked questioningly at Bianca.
“I think I found my man,” she said softly. “I’ve enjoyed him better than I enjoyed you at the time, and he really wants me at his side for the rest of his life. I agreed, but it’s not official yet.”
“I’m glad for you. You both deserve to be happy.”
Bianca just smiled and returned to her work.
 
It was way after sunrise when they left the inn. There was no way they could reach home before nightfall, so they didn’t push the horses too much.
Another inn, much northern, gave them shelter for the night. As both Richard and Tim were now wearing voyage clothing, unidentifiable as relating to nobility, they paid the regular price, not asking for anything special. They reached home the next day at about lunchtime.
“Timmy! I hoped you’d be home yesterday evening,” Anna welcomed him with a big hug and a hungry kiss.
“How could you know? We didn’t know beforehand how long it would take.”
Anna smiled at her husband. “You forgot I can see your thought, if I concentrate.”
He frowned. “You didn’t need any concentration the first time.”
“I was wholly concentrated on you, that time. Now I have two children to distract me.”
“How are they?” One could know he cared just by the tone of his words.
“They’re fine. I put them to bed when I knew you were near, so we could talk a bit without too much distraction.”
He still peeked into their rooms, smiling at the sleeping children and feeling suddenly happy.
He was less than happy when he needed to tell Anna the news. “The king was poisoned and there’s no known antidote. He may already be dead by now, as he was in a very grave condition when we were sent to bring the whole family to the palace.”
Anna’s face turned somber. “I sensed that he died the night after you left the palace. I already have most things packed and I sent all the patients home. We can leave as soon as tomorrow morning, if you like.”
Richard nodded. “It will take another day for the soldiers who were assigned to escort you to arrive, but we can start our voyage and meet them on our way. The prince asked me not to waste any time, although it’s not as urgent now.”
 
Ch. 2 – Funeral
 
“Daddy, where are we going?” four-year-old Albert asked Tim, hugging him tightly. Al didn’t like it when his daddy left home, even for a short while, and insisted on staying close to him since he woke up to find his daddy back home.
“We’re going to visit the king’s palace and probably live there for some time. We shall then go to another castle to live there.”
“A castle, like the Baronet’s?”
“A different castle, and quite nicer, I believe, as I had it built with the help of the Baronet, learning from all the mistakes.”
“You can learn from mistakes?”
“You can learn from everything. From success, you learn the ways you should try to do things, and from mistakes – the ways to avoid.”
Albert smiled contentedly. His daddy was so smart! He could answer any question.
“Who is that man who talks with Mom?”
“He’s Richard, the prince’s valet, and close friend. He’s also our friend and he came to help us get ready for the road.”
“Will we ride horses?”
Tim smiled. “Not this time. We’ll ride in a carriage. We may stop at some inns, but if we don’t find any, we may need to sleep in the carriage. You will see many horses too.”
The house staff was finishing packing and loading. The two oldest would come with the family, a few would stay to keep the house, while the others were to join the staff at the new castle that their employer had helped to build and make it habitable. None of them suspected that their new employer would be the same person.
Soon after breakfast, Tim, Anna, and the children boarded the carriage, while Richard and the two employees rode a wagon, where most of the stuff that Tim wanted to have with the family at the palace was loaded. The Baronet gave them two of his soldiers for an escort until they could join the soldiers sent from the palace. Tim also had his riding horse tag along. He wasn’t sure if it would be needed, but preferred to be ready, just in case.
Late in the afternoon, they finally met the company of soldiers sent as their escort. Richard seemed to know their officer. “When did you leave the palace?” he asked.
“The afternoon after you left, but we couldn’t ride as fast as you. We did bring another carriage, though.”
“Did you bring any news?”
The officer shook his head. “I heard that the king was getting worse, but he was still alive when we left.”
With another carriage, they divided the burden differently, moving the employees along with some of the heavier books into the carriage, making the wagon lighter and easier to maneuver. Richard hoped that would speed their voyage a bit.
They still had to stop at three more inns before reaching Bianca’s inn. As they came in, it was clear that Bianca was no longer the owner. She was sitting at a table, quite close to the counter, and talking with a man wearing an apron, who nodded occasionally as she talked. When he noticed the door opening, he rushed to greet the newcomers. Bianca followed immediately, with a wide smile.
“They are on official business for the king. I’ll handle all the expenses for them,” she said to the man, who bowed low and left them.
Richard wasted no time before grabbing her in a tight hug and then kissing her. “Are you coming with us?” he asked after releasing the hug.
“Sure, unless you changed your mind.”
“Never!” he said, hugging her again.
Tim left them alone. The officer made sure that they got the best rooms at the inn. The children were then fed and put to bed before the adults sat down for a longish meal with a lot of talking.
Timmy enjoyed the meal and the company. Anna was eager to learn some more of Tim’s early experiences, and Bianca was very willing to tell her everything she knew. When they retired for the night, she insisted on experiencing some more of Tim’s “healing,” finally falling asleep fully sated and happy with her husband.
Their mood changed as they approached the palace. Although there was no external sign of anything out of order, they all sensed the tension and the somber mood. The small caravan had been spotted long before arriving at the palace, and the prince was already waiting for them at the gates.
“Please join me now. Your luggage will be taken to your lodging.”
“What about the children?” Anna asked.
The prince gave it a momentary thought. “You’ve brought your servants with you, I see. They can handle the children for a short while, until you can join them.”
Anna talked to Albert. He wasn’t easy to persuade, but he was quite impressed by the prince paying him any attention to not cause trouble. She knew Bernard would follow his older brother.
Anna, Tim, Richard, and Bianca walked with the prince while the carriages and the wagon were taken in. The prince led them through a side door and a few corridors, until they reached his assigned office. He invited them all to sit. He then sighed and started speaking.
“My father is no longer alive. He died the next day after you left. The archbishop said the proper prayers and used some magic to preserve the corpse, which was promptly put in cold storage. Now, with you here, I intend to make the official announcement about the king’s death. His funeral will take place in three days, as we need to let most nobility attend. We shall have a week of official mourning after the funeral. Three days later we need to have the official coronation, as the country should not be left without a king for too long.”
“Have you already taken the role of the king?” Richard asked.
“I signed all the relevant documents, but I can only become the king after the archbishop puts the crown on my head. I’ve been handling everything for the king since the attack.”
He looked at the younger couple. “Dad and I had some talks since your previous visit. He actually asked me to make you a count, if you prove good enough, as he believed you would. That’s going to be one of my first deeds as the king.” His gaze moved to the other couple. “Dad also suggested I make you a count, as you have no title of your own. There was no county I could give you, though. His assassination made that possible, as the family that sent the assassin was holding one of the oldest counties, a family that claimed rights for the crown. They had been demoted and removed from nobility and their lands and money confiscated. I can now give you that county, yet I expect you to stay at my side even more than before, as I value your advice and I can’t have Timothy at my side until Albert reaches adolescence.”
“You are bestowing a great honor on us, my prince,” Richard responded for them all.
“And I expect you to take even greater responsibility.”
It was clear that the prince didn’t intend them to just enjoy the titles. “I need all of you to join the guards around the king’s coffin, starting tomorrow morning, disguised as simpletons. You should use all your abilities to try and find any unworthy or dangerous visitor. All suspect noblemen should be invited to meet me. I’ll deal with them once they enter the palace proper. Others should be handled by the guards. As much as I trust my soldiers, I know you have abilities way beyond what they possess.”
He let them get the idea and then added, “I also want you at my side during the funeral and the reception following it and then during the preparations and the ceremony of the coronation. We shall discuss the details during breakfast, as you all seem too tired already.”
He now turned to Tim and Anna. “Can you do something to make Albert look different, so that he will not look so much like me?”
Tim thought for a moment. “We can change his hair color easily, making it dark brown, like mine. We can also make his nose and his chin look similar to mine. None of these changes will really change him. He will only look different. When the time comes, it will all revert to its natural colors and forms.”
“Please do it as soon as possible. I should have asked you to do that even before coming here, I believe. Let’s hope that he didn’t attract undue attention and make sure to keep it that way.”
“We shall do it before breakfast,” Anna promised.
They all joined the prince for breakfast, including the children. The prince looked at Albert, who now looked much more like Tim, and nodded approvingly. He also smiled at seeing Bianca coming with Richard.
The children were sent back to their apartment as soon as they finished eating. Tim was glad that his two employees were on hand to handle this, or Albert could have made quite a scene.
“Here’s my plan,” the prince said as soon as they were left alone. “I’ve given it a lot of thought, yet I’m sure you can improve it. Let me first start with the background information that you don’t yet know.”
He sighed and then continued talking. “It was a festive reception for my thirty-second birthday. Father told me that I should wear my mail under my clothes, as he sensed danger. He said he would wear his as well. Eventually, he didn’t, as I found out later, as he hadn’t worn it for many years and it didn’t fit him any longer. During the reception, one of my distant cousins, with whom we’ve never been in good relations, brought out what looked like a toy crossbow and aimed it at me. I only noticed it when he pressed the release and was unable to dodge it, being surrounded by people. Father had evidently seen it about the same time. He stepped forward, putting himself in front of me and was hit by the poisoned arrow. The one who shot it was immediately grabbed by the guards, but it was too late for the king, as you all know.”
He took a drink and continued. “We couldn’t get much information from that man, as he had some kind of quick-acting poison hidden in his mouth. As soon as he was brought in front of me, he bit the sealed poison capsule and died within a few minutes. I still managed to find that he was sent by his eldest brother. Now, not having any concrete evidence, as that family acted quite stealthily and we could find nothing during our investigation, we couldn’t put them on trial, yet the assassination attempt was enough to make the whole family unworthy of its title. Still, even without the title and most of their possessions, members of that family may prove quite dangerous. While I need you at my side as my trusted advisers, this also makes you stand out as possible targets for them.”
He looked around, making sure that all four present understood it.
“Fortunately, Bianca, you’re not yet known as part of my team. Wearing simple clothes, you may stay near the entrance to the palace and try to spot anybody who seems suspect. I don’t know you yet, but I trust Richard to find a wife worthy of him. The guards will know you by this ring and listen to whatever you tell them.” He put a ring on the table. It didn’t look very expensive, but it was still made of solid gold with a large topaz on it, carved with the crown symbol. Bianca took it reluctantly and put it on her finger.
“I expect Lady Anna to act similarly. Being so much younger, you may stay close with some groups of girls and young women who always roam near the gates. You may also use your magic to help you find the suspects.” He handed her a similar ring.
“You two,” he said to the men, “should also look for suspects. I want you to be in the court where the coffin will be set. As you can both use magic, you may find it easier to sit by the gates and let your magic work for you. I still want you disguised, though.”
They only had a few hours to get ready and to make sure that the guards would recognize them.
The official announcement came out of the palace during mid-morning. The king’s body was soon placed into a coffin, and that was carried onto a pedestal, set in the middle of the outer court, for all citizens to be able to pay their monarch the last honors, soon after midday.
Tim and Anna stayed at their posts for the rest of the day, yet managed to visit the children for a few minutes now and then, while the other couple stayed more alert for the duration.
Most nobility started arriving only the next day. While the message about the king’s death was passed with fires and semaphores and reached the limits of the kingdom within a few hours, it took much longer for everybody to travel to the capital.
They only found two suspects, both during the third day. As both were clothed like commoners and tried to act that way, they were also treated as commoners by the guards, although it was clear that they were members of the demoted family.
“When interrogating, don’t stand in front of them,” Tim instructed the officers. “I suspect they may have some kind of weapon hidden in their mouths and they will try to use it to cause some havoc.”
He was proven right. The younger man who was detained tried to spit a kind of poisonous dart at his interrogator. Standing far enough saved the officer, yet the remains of that poison were enough to kill the detainee in less than an hour. They still gathered enough information until then.
They didn’t give a chance to the older one. Two soldiers grabbed his head and opened his mouth forcefully, finding a spring-loaded dart inside, as well as a poison capsule. Both were removed before he could use any. His interrogation gave much more information.
“The funeral is going to take place tomorrow. Almost every nobleman within three days ride will be present. While most are trustworthy, I suspect that some may side with the rebel faction. You can’t stay disguised as commoners, but I need you to be even more alert than before, in case somebody tries to ‘finish the job’. My heir is not yet ready for the throne, as you know.”
This time, the two men stayed close to the prince, each armed with a short sword. Tim didn’t know how to use one, but the prince didn’t mind. “I have soldiers enough around me. Your sword is mainly for the show. I still recommend that you learn how to use it. One may never know what can become handy in different situations.”
The women, wearing similar dresses and with makeup that made them look like sisters (with some magical aid) just roamed about, looking like carefree young women who didn’t mind anybody. They still had small daggers hidden between the folds of their dresses, just for safety.
It was the women who spotted the somber young man whom Anna found unworthy. As Bianca gave the sign, a guard came forward, asking the man to accompany him. “The prince would like to talk to you before the funeral,” he told the man, who accompanied him willingly.
Once out of sight, two soldiers made sure to disarm him, including his mouth weapons, and tie him to a chair. The prince arrived a few moments later.
“Hello, cousin. I didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to come here. I was evidently wrong.”
“If anybody is stupid, it’s you! Any of my brothers can make a better king than you can ever be,” the man spat.
“Not necessarily. You see, unlike you, I’m quite aware of my limitations. I know I’m not always smart enough, so I found myself smart advisers, people I can fully trust to care for the kingdom and not for their pocket.”
The man only looked defiantly at him.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a funeral to attend. I trust my loyal interrogators to get all the information we need out of you.”
The rest of the day went as expected. The king’s brother said a beautiful eulogy and the archbishop gave the king the final farewell ceremony, before his coffin was lowered into the opening at the floor of the kings’ chapel, to join the tombs of his ancestors. The crown prince put the first flower on the new tomb, followed by his brother, his uncle, and then the other nobility.
 
Ch. 3 – Coronation
 
The prince summoned the two couples to join him at dinner.
“I must thank you all for the effort you put in protecting me. I know it wasn’t easy, yet it was very efficient. The information gathered during the investigations will allow us to prosecute several of the conspirators. I believe most have already fled the country. Knowing who they are and how they behave, I’m sure that even our enemies would find them unwelcome.”
He allowed himself a small smile before proceeding. “I don’t expect any unusual trouble during the mourning week, but I want us to be ready for the coronation. Prince Albert is not yet ready for the throne.”
“Prince Albert?” Bianca gasped, before processing the information and smiling. “I can now understand why you wanted him to look different. He’s your son, isn’t he?”
The prince smiled faintly. “He is, although he has cost me dearly, as I raped his mother. I now need to give him at least a decade to grow up and become the man I could have never been. His parents and I will make sure of that.”
Bianca smiled. “I’ll keep it a secret.”
The prince changed the subject slightly. “I’d like you to try and glimpse into the future, the near future first. Try and find every threat to the kingdom or to me and see how we can prevent it. I know you all have some talents in that direction although they may vary quite a bit.”
“I have no such talent,” Bianca noted.
“You, my dear lady, have a very good mind. It can serve just as well as magic, if not better. You and your husband are going to be my closest advisers, as Count Timothy needs to stay away from the palace. Your mind, if put well to use, may find dangers that magic can’t.”
Tim and Anna tried to have a glimpse at the future. They could both find no real danger. Despite some rough periods, the kingdom and its king seemed due to more than a decade of tranquility and prosperity. They could find no immediate threat, nor any significant one farther in the future.
Richard confirmed their evaluation the next morning. “I could see your son getting married before being crowned,” he told them with a smile.
“We still need to maintain caution,” Bianca reminded them. “The coronation is bound to attract some unworthy people, even if they prove no threat to the throne. We should make sure it all goes as smoothly as possible.”
 
There wasn’t much to do until after the mourning week. Tim spent a lot of time in the library. Despite having visited there before, he could always find something new to interest him. Had it not been for Anna, he would have probably missed quite a few meals.
He couldn’t spend too long in the library for another reason as well. Due to the mourning and the forthcoming coronation, the palace was becoming full of people. Some nobles had been invited to stay there, as was Baron Timothy of Hillborough. Others came to socialize and to gossip, after giving their condolences, of course. Tim also had to socialize. The prince expected that of him, both as his adviser and as a nobleman.
He wasn’t surprised to find Caroline, the Countess of Valna, at the palace. She was glad to introduce her one-year-old daughter to him and asked if he could help her have another child. After the mourning period, of course.
Count Michael of Northbridge also spotted him one day and hurried to talk with him. “I’ve heard you are a baron now. I’m sorry I missed your wedding and your knighting. I’ve heard they were very impressive.”
“Indeed they were. The archbishop wed us. Anna had a magnificent dress, courtesy of the prince.”
“I’ve never met your wife. Can you introduce me?”
“Come, you’ll love her.” Tim led Michael to his apartment at the palace.
“These are my wife Anna, and the children Albert and Bernard. Anna, this is Count Michael of Northbridge, of whom I’ve already told you.”
The count kissed her hand, as appropriate, before turning his gaze at the children and gasping as he looked at Albert. “Isn’t he…”
“He’s Anna’s child and I raise him as mine,” Tim said.
Michael smiled. “I’m sure you love him, and you did a good job at disguising him, yet he has a magical signature similar to the old king’s.”
Anna sent the children to play with some other children in the adjacent apartment and then turned to Michael. “You know this is a royal secret, don’t you?”
Michael smiled reassuringly. “As someone who learned secrecy in the cradle, I know what I shouldn’t tell.”
Anna took a deep breath. “When I came to Tim, I was pregnant, after being raped. Tim took me in, accepted me, and my unborn son and we became mates. I owe him almost everything that I know – being able to read and write, learning healing and learning to control my magic. He accepted my son as his, and he’s the only father Albert will ever know, although the prince recognized him as his and made him his heir, yet this should not be made known until Albert is old enough for that.”
Michael looked with admiration at the young couple. “So, you two are responsible for the education of our next king. That’s a great responsibility and a great honor. You may call on me if you need any help. I’ll be glad to help and also continue studying with you where we left, a few years ago.”
Tim gave it a thought. “Our castle is being built not very far from your county. I believe we will be able to visit each other quite regularly.”
“I’m looking forward to that,” Michael said.
 
They also had another meeting, one that Tim wasn’t looking forward to. The Baronet of Valborrough, who had given them the house, came for the condolence and the coronation. He was surprised to see his healer being so close to the prince and being addressed as “Baron Hillborough”. It was not a great leap of logic to understand who the new castle was being built for.
“Baron, I’m quite surprised to see you here with your title. I thought you were only a healer.”
Tim smiled at him. “I like helping people, and the king found me suitable for the title he gave me, along with the responsibility it carries. I still prefer to be a healer, but I’m going to help the kingdom in any way I’m needed.”
“I need to start looking for another healer, then. I was hoping you will stay with us much longer. I should have known that such talented people need to move forward with their lives.”
Timmy wondered if another healer would be found soon enough. Trying to concentrate on the future, he couldn’t see that house becoming occupied during the next year or two.
 
The mourning week passed quickly, and Tim was given the duty to help Richard with organizing the coronation, giving special attention to security.
“Only nobility will be allowed into the cathedral for the ceremony,” Richard told him.
“That’s not too reassuring. The only ones found to rebel until now were of the highest pedigree. In a way, we can trust them less than we can trust the simple folks.”
“True, but as none of us could predict any danger, I think we may be a bit less stressed. We need to rely on the soldiers to guard the cathedral, since we both, as well as our mates, are going to take part in the ceremony.”
Tim frowned. “I didn’t know I was expected to do anything.”
Richard smiled. “Traditionally, the new king selects two knights to accompany him to the coronation and back. They are then promoted, if possible. We already know what the future king has in mind about us, don’t we?”
Tim sighed. “We do, and I’m not sure if I really like it. I know it’s a great honor, but it’s also a great responsibility.”
“Would you rather another nobleman take the responsibility?”
“Not really. Some may be more knowledgeable or more talented than I am, but the late king trusted us explicitly. I could never betray his trust.”
Richard smiled encouragingly. “That’s exactly why he thought you deserved the honor. Besides, raising the future king is by itself both an honor and a tremendous responsibility, yet you gave it no thought, only because you love the child. You’ll do well, I’m sure.”
 
The coronation itself turned out to be anticlimactic for Tim. He felt relaxed, after having tackled all the preparations. Richard and Tim escorted the prince to the Cathedral, stood at his sides throughout the ceremony, and escorted the new king back to the palace.
Nobody seemed surprised when they both were given the titles of counts two days later, a day after Richard and Bianca were wed in a modest ceremony in the palace’s chapel.
 
Lady Caroline of Valna came to congratulate the new Count in his apartment. Anna made sure to leave them alone long enough for Caroline to try and get impregnated. They repeated this for two more days. Anna glimpsed at the future and was sure that Caroline would have another son in nine months.
 
The archbishop asked to meet the whole family. Timmy wasn’t sure if the children would behave in the church and contemplated moving the meeting to his apartment at the palace, but then thought that it might attract even more attention. They met father Thomas at the chapel, eventually.
“I’m glad to see you promoted so nicely,” the archbishop said. Disregarding protocol, both men hugged shortly, and then Anna was invited to join the hug. The children only looked, not quite understanding what was going on. They were not left alone, though. The impressive old man with the large hat, as they saw him, bent down to their level and shook hands with both. Four years old Albert wasn’t sure who this man was, but he understood it was an honor to meet him, almost as much as meeting the king.
They all sat on a bench. Father Thomas took Albert on his lap while Bernard found refuge in his mother’s embrace. Tim sat on the other side of Father Thomas.
“You’re raising your sons to become fine young men,” the older man said.
“We’re trying our best, father. With no proper role model, we can only trust our minds and our hearts to lead us,” Anna said.
“And your Magic, of course. I can see both your sons have some talent at that, and young Albert is going to need training soon. Have you planned anything?”
“We couldn’t do much planning, due to circumstances. Now it looks like we’re going to have a few peaceful years. We need to establish our county. I plan to start teaching Albert during the coming winter. The king also plans to send him some tutors when he reaches six,” Tim said.
“I suggest you start teaching Bernard just the same. His Magic is stronger and his mind is just as eager to learn, although you must do it in ways that fit his age.”
“I’m not sure I know what you mean.” Tim sounded reluctant.
“Oh, don’t mind. I’ve been watching both children during their stay here. They are both inquisitive and smart, making friends easily, and none is too timid. You must be doing something right to get these results.”
He turned his attention to the boy on his lap. “Albert, do you know what this place is?”
“Yes, it’s a chapel. People say their prayers here and get married.”
“Right you are! This place is the one reserved for those who stay in the palace to pray. There are other similar places almost everywhere. There’s the big cathedral, where the king’s coronation…”
“They didn’t let us come and see it,” Albert complained.
“Indeed. It was overcrowded then. Children would have been in danger of being trampled by the mob. It was much safer for you to stay at the palace. But don’t worry, you’re going to take part in a coronation after you grow up.”
“Like daddy?”
The old man nodded. “Like your father. Now, can you tell me some incidents when you made things happen?”
The boy frowned. “I shouldn’t speak about that. I try to control it, honestly, but sometimes…”
Anna smiled at her son. “The archbishop knows about such things. He taught Daddy how to control it.”
Albert turned his head around to look at father Thomas straight in the eyes, as if assessing his worth. “Fine, I’ll tell you.” He looked pensive for a moment, and then spoke. “When Daddy went away, I wanted to look at a book. It was too high for me to reach and I was alone in that room. I just thought at the book, asking it to come to me, and it did! It came out of the shelf and didn’t fall. It came slowly down, like it was a butterfly.”
“Had anybody seen it?”
“No. I was alone.”
“Did something like that happen when people saw you?”
Albert shook his head, adding, “No adult saw me. I sometimes play with Berny that way, but not with other kids. It may frighten them away.”
“You’re a smart boy. I’m sure you’ll have a lot more to tell me when we meet next.” He now turned to Bernard, who sat quietly, listening attentively to the others. “Do you have anything to tell about? Have you made something happen?”
The boy seemed to get shyer, yet he managed to say, “I make bubbles fly.”
“Can you tell me a bit more?”
“In the bathroom, I make some large bubbles fly high.”
“That’s very impressive for a boy your age. You know you shouldn’t let strangers see this, don’t you?”
The boy nodded vigorously. “Only Mom and Nanny saw this. Nanny thought it was the soap.”
“He also made some fruits fall from a tree,” Albert added.
“Al!” his younger brother said plaintively. “It was a secret!”
“You can tell Father Thomas of this. He won’t be angry,” Albert reassured him.
Seeing the approving nods of his parents, Berny elaborated. “There were many fruits on the tree, too high for me or Al to reach. Nanny would have not given us a fruit, but she was talking with somebody. I wished a few fruits to drop into our hands and they did, one by one.”
“Well done! Just don’t let strangers see you do such stuff. Would you like to learn some more about this?”
The child nodded.
“I asked your Dad to teach you and I may send somebody later, if he’d like to.”
The archbishop turned to Tim. “There’s a young priest with similar talents whom I’d like to send to your county. He still needs some studies, though. Let me know when you have a church built, and I’ll send him to you. He’ll probably be ready by then.” The old man smiled at the young couple. “Now, I’m sure you have some packing to supervise and I have my own duties.”
They all stood up. The archbishop hugged them all. He then made the triangle sign, as a blessing, and left.
“He’s a nice man,” Albert commented.
Tim agreed. “Yes, a very nice man indeed.”
 
Ch. 4 – County
 
Although Tim had already recruited a few soldiers to keep guard on the castle while being built, he knew he needed some more, to supervise all the roads and make them safe, if for nothing else. As King Bertram had been a soldier for many years, Tim asked for his advice.
“You probably need at least one hundred soldiers for that size of territory. I’ll send a group of highly skilled soldiers to accompany you home. They will then stay with you for as long as needed, to train and instruct your recruits, until you feel you need them no longer.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty. You’re very kind.”
The king waved his hand, dismissing the compliment. “I’m not kind. I need you to come to my side whenever the situation requires. I should keep you safe, at least, not to mention the prince. Besides, as my close adviser, you can address me by my name or nickname, without all the fanfare, unless we have an audience. Father called me ‘Bertie’. That name should do in private.”
“Well, thank you again, Bertie. I have a feeling we’re going to do great as a team.”
“I hope you’re right. Now, I think it’s time for you to take care of your county. Farewell, until the time comes to meet again.”
 
The castle was not yet ready, although the stronghold and the kitchens were fully built and furnished. It took a few days to make the place become a home for the family, and Tim made sure to have an area secured for the children to play out of harm’s way, while the building efforts continued.
By the end of the summer, the outer walls stood strong and high, although the turrets were not built yet, the guest wing was almost ready and the stables were usable, although not finished. The barracks, although not fully built, were good enough to house the soldiers on site. More would be recruited the next summer.
Looking around, Tim was almost surprised to find that the castle had become the focal point of a village that was forming near the gates. It was housing the builders as well as many artisans who supported the building and the decorating of the castle. While most of the staff had lodging within the castle walls, some liked to have their own houses, built of the wood that was in abundant supply, out of the walls.
They also visited their cabin, which was not too far from the castle, although well hidden. The children loved the cabin and its clearing much more than they liked the castle. Tim was contemplating moving back to the cabin, after enlarging it, and staying in the castle only occasionally, and during the winter – of course. It was something he wanted to consider more seriously.
He also longed to do some healing. Talking with people, he noticed that most didn’t know that Healer Tim of the Hills was now Count Timothy of Hillborough. He decided to act like Count Michael. He had a house built in the village, not too far from the gates. He then had his most loyal soldiers dig a hole under that house and another inside the castle walls. He used magic to connect the two holes and make it all into a nice tunnel, where he could easily walk, adding staircases for entry and exit. He had a small house built inside the walls, above the entrance to the tunnel. Knowing the security perils such a tunnel could present, he added some locks on both entrances and then some magical protection. The tunnel was deemed to become a deadly trap for any enemy.
Tim secretly left the castle for a few days, returning with his old red wagon driven by the old horse, dressed the way he’d been dressing before treating royalty. He made a show of acquiring the house from the Countess and then moved the horse to the stable, leaving the wagon in plain view near the door. Healer Tim had moved in, with the blessing of Count Hillborough.
Tim assembled all the castle’s staff in the main hall, the one intended for receptions and balls. He addressed them all. “As some of you already know, I was not born noble. As a child, I was fascinated by healing, and thanks to the local priest, I also learned reading and writing. Once I learned all that I could there, I started wandering, becoming known as ‘Tim the healer’ and later as ‘Healer Tim of the Hills’. It seems like I’ve become quite famous, as the crown prince, now the king, asked me to become his healer and then the late king decided to knight me and give me this area to control for the crown. Now, as this area has become a county and I’m its count, I have many new responsibilities. I still want to heal people, though.”
He looked around, noting the anticipation of them all. “Some may have noticed the red wagon stationed near one of the houses in the village. It has been the mark of Tim the Healer while I was wandering. I’m going to spend some time in that house every day, if I can, and accept patients as Tim the Healer. I trust you all to keep this a secret, so that nobody who doesn’t already know will be able to guess that the young healer is actually the count of this castle. Can I trust you to keep this secret?”
A solid “Yes!” sounded in reply. Tim still used a bit of his magic, to make sure nobody would talk about it, even by mistake.
Establishing a new county was no fun, Tim found. The hilly area, although sparsely populated, gave shelter to many unlawful activities. Thieves and robbers hid in the woods as well as some who fled justice. None of these was happy to see the area coming under control. While some just fled the area, looking for places more accommodating for them, others decided to fight the new count and his loyal. Soldiers were attacked several times and even the villagers near the castle were threatened. It was clearly time to act.
Tim and Anna used their magic to search for the bandits’ shelters, While the forests could hide many, there were relatively few places where groups of people could spend the harsh winter and survive. Tim thought that making them inaccessible could help. Anna didn’t agree. “Let them feel secure in their caves. Then, once winter locks them inside, we can just make sure they never get a chance to leave.”
“There may be some children there, or some innocent women. We should let them escape,” he protested.
“I’ve checked. No children live there – they sent mothers with children to some villages, where they have family members. The remaining women are just as bad as their men.”
Tim shook his head. “I still don’t like it. They should be put to trial, not executed by us.”
Anna took his hands in hers. “That would have been better, but these people will not hesitate to try and escape justice, hurting and killing whoever happens to be in their way. They have already killed three soldiers and maimed one. We shouldn’t endanger any more.”
“How should we proceed, then?”
Anna smiled. “My calling talent can also work on people. I can direct them to these places earlier than the weather dictates, to make the roads safer. Once winter locks them in, we only need to make sure they never get out again.”
He was still unsure. He was a healer, not a killer, and even though these bandits deserved no better, his whole being revolted against the idea.
 
Winter approached quickly. Tim the healer had quite enough to do with all the season’s illnesses, along with additional problems brought by the freezing nights, turning benign puddles into dangerous slides.
He had just finished treating the last patient of that day, when another knocked on the door. Opening the door, he found a teary young gopsy woman there, with two frightened children. “Healer Tim, we need your help,” she said.
It took him a moment to recognize her. She was no longer as slim as he had once known her, and her voice sounded lower, yet she was… “Tanya, what are you doing here?”
“Oh, you recognize me? That’s a relief. I thought I would need much longer to remind you.” She turned serious at once. “Our caravan was attacked by bandits last night. Luckily, only two wagons remained, as most didn’t want to go through the woods, despite hearing that the new count is working hard to make them safe. Anyhow, my husband was killed immediately. I was outside, collecting wood for the fire, along with my children, so I escaped. They also killed Balin. His mate has left him last summer and he was with his mother only. When I came back, after the bandits took all they wanted and vanished between the trees, Silva was still alive. She asked me to find you and have her revenge. She died before first light.” Tanya could barely keep from weeping, although her voice broke a few times.
Hearing that, Tim felt no longer like a healer, but like a commander, preparing his army for battle. Without really thinking, he let Anna know what happened, although she was with the children at the castle. He then locked the house, grabbed Tanya’s hand, and led her and her children to the tunnel. A few minutes later they were all sitting in a small room in the castle.
The children looked in awe at everything around them, yet Tanya seemed to have expected this. “You’ve gone a long way since I last saw you,” she said.
“Quite true. Now, tell me where you’ve been attacked.”
As she was telling, he grabbed a map and moved his finger along the nearest road, as if following the path she had taken to reach the village.
“Did you see which direction they went?”
“Not exactly. I was too frightened and had to keep the children safe, but I was on the southern side of the road. None seemed to go that way, so they probably went north.”
Anna was already taking care of the children, giving them some hot beverage and biscuits. He could feel her urging him to act.
Since coming to the castle, Tim had joined the soldiers’ training as much as he could. He now had a mail coat, to be worn under his outer garment, and a nice helmet. None could protect him for long under real combat conditions, but they were good enough for chasing bandits. He also took his sword and his crossbow. Unknown to others, one of the arrow shafts was made of the wood he had found useful for directing his magic.
He summoned a group of mounted soldiers and swiftly rode with them to the place of the attack. The two wagons were still there, toppled over, with the horses gone. Three cadavers were found on the ground – two men and one old woman. “We shall take them to the castle for proper burial as soon as we finish our business here,” Tim ordered coldly.
He used his magic to search for the bandits. They weren’t too far. The cave they had adopted for their use was on the nearest hill, where they could easily post some lookouts to inform them of possible prey or warn them of the soldiers. He was sure they had already spotted his group.
“Change of plan,” he announced. “Wrap the cadavers in whatever cloths you find in the wagons. We’re taking them now. We shall attack the bandits later, when they won’t expect us.”
Now he could also search for the horses magically. He found them roaming not too far, being frightened away by the attack, after being freed to graze. He used his magic to call them back. They arrived before the soldiers finished handling the cadavers.
“Harness the horses. We shall salvage the wagons as well,” he ordered.
A short while later, they were moving back in the direction of the castle. Tim led the group until they were out of sight of any possible lookout near that cave. He then stopped them all, after verifying there was no danger.
“We’re going to leave the horses here and mount that hill from the other direction.” He used his sword to draw a rough map on the dirt. “They have lookouts here and here,” he pointed, “but they don’t look back nor to the summit. We shall reach the summit and then hit both lookouts. You’ll cover me while I use some special trick to seal them inside their cave and then we may go back.”
Although most were not yet fully trained, the windy weather masked their less than stealthy approach. Two well-aimed arrows took care of the lookouts. These were later found out to be some wanted villains for whom the authorities were looking for many years.
Tim approached the cave’s opening from above. There was no big boulder or other natural constructs he could use to block the cave, but that didn’t deter him. He was still within view of his soldiers, but far enough for them to not discern details. He took his special arrow and put it in his crossbow, mainly for show. He then put his hand on the shaft and willed a deep fracture in the rock, just a short distance ahead.
A faint glowing line appeared in front of him, connecting the arrow to the ground. His body hid it from view. Then there was a noise, as the rock fractured in a roughly straight line, falling down into the opening of the cave and sealing it completely. Tim used another bit of magic, directing it at the fallen debris, to make it stick together, turning as solid as a rock, making sure nobody would be able to break it apart. He shot an arrow at the edge of the pile.
He then felt another magic, trying to push the rock back and open the cave. Although he would have liked to learn from that person, he knew this was witchcraft, as that person was certainly associated with the bandits. He directed another bit of his magic to create a slab of ice just inside that person’s heart. The alien magic stopped immediately.
He could still sense the desperate bandits seeking an exit from their cave. He would have felt pity, at least, had he not seen how brutally the dead were slain. Such people deserved no mercy.
“What have you done?” the soldiers asked him.
Tim smiled sadly. “A sorcerer I met at the palace gave me an arrow that could split the earth, so he said. ‘You may need it soon,’ he told me. Well, this seemed to be the right time to use that gift.”
Tanya was relieved when she saw them all return unharmed, although she didn’t mind the wagons. “The bandits took all they could from them. There’s nothing of value left in there.”
She still managed to salvage some of her children’s toys and some clothes, for her and for the children.
Tim only told her briefly what happened. He then took a bath and cuddled with Anna for hours. He couldn’t still come to terms with the killing he had to do. At least hugging his pregnant wife and thinking of the baby growing inside cheered him a bit.
He felt much better the next morning, seeing Tanya waiting at the breakfast table, along with Anna. “Where are the children?”
“Albert took them on a tour of the castle. They seem to bond quickly,” Anna told him.
“What are you going to do now?” he asked Tanya.
“I’m going to bury my mate and my friends first. Do you have a priest here?”
“I thought you didn’t…”
“We don’t follow either pope and we have our own clergy, yet I’m not one of them. In this case, any priest will do, as long as he can direct the prayers for their souls to be accepted,” Tanya told him.
“I’ll have the priest from the nearest village brought here, but that may take the whole day.”
“Well, you can use some magic to keep them from decaying, can’t you?”
“How do you know?” he sounded alarmed.
Tanya smiled. “I also have some magic in me. It’s not as much as any of you two and not even as much as Gran Silva had, but I can certainly see that you two are very powerful magically, and your children too. My special talent is in recognizing magic and in seeing the future. Unfortunately, I can’t see my own future or that of people close to me.”
With the funerals postponed, Healer Tim took care of a few more patients that morning. This also helped heal his soul, ruptured by what he had to do the previous day.
The carriage with the vicar arrived just before dinner. Tim invited the vicar to join the family at the table, as well as Tanya and her children. The vicar didn’t look too pleased to see the gopsy. “Why is she here? It doesn’t fit a Count to let a gopsy in the castle, and certainly not at the table.”
Tim tried to look most intimidating. “This young woman helped me very much when I was younger. It’s an elementary courtesy to help her in her time of need. Don’t you agree?”
It was clear that the vicar would have liked to stay away from the gopsy, but he still answered as expected. “Of course, my lord. It’s quite understandable in this case.”
Finding out that he was called to give last honors to three other gopsies didn’t improve the vicar’s mood, yet he did his part with well-rehearsed perfection the next morning and quickly left the castle, to his relief and even more to his hosts’.
“What are your plans now?” Anna asked Tanya after the funerals.
“I really don’t know. I could probably take one of the wagons and head to the road. That’s the only life I’ve known since I was born. Yet it may prove quite dangerous, now that I’m alone with two small children. Even with no bandits, it can still be dangerous.” She was clearly reluctant to resume that way of life.
“What else did you have in mind?”
She shrugged. “What else can I do? Gopsies are not welcome, as you could clearly see. I wasn’t even sure if the healer would accept me. Now… I don’t know…”
“What can you do for a living?”
“Well… I can cook; I can mend clothes and even sew new ones; I can drive a wagon; I know how to handle horses; I can also play some music, not too well, though.”
“Can you read and write?”
“No. This is something nobody in our group could.”
“Why, Timmy could, and he spent some time with your group.”
Tanya sighed. “I was too ignorant. I was just a budding young woman, eager to experience life, eager to find pleasure. I’m not sure I knew about this, and I was certainly not in a mood to learn it.”
“Can you heal?”
“I know some healing. Gran Silva taught me a bit, but I was too distracted to pay much attention when I was younger, and later, as a mother, I only wanted to learn what I needed for my children. I can treat some minor injuries or illnesses, but nothing serious.”
“That’s good enough for a start. Would you like to help us as healers and learn all that we can teach you? It can give you a steady income for life, if you want.”
Tanya smiled. “It looks like I’m stuck here for the winter, at least. Why not make the best of it?”
 
Ch. 5 – Winter/Children and Chapel
 
Winter seemed to come overnight, locking the land in ice. Most of the unfinished castle was cold and drafty, except for the lodgings in the stronghold. The walls and the floors there were covered with wood paneling, keeping the rooms warm without the stuffiness of carpets and tapestry. Tanya and her children – a five years boy and a two years girl – settled in the guest apartment there. The children were close enough, age-wise, to form a tentative friendship, yet Tanya felt restless, not having anything to do. Due to the winter, she could barely even help at healing, being locked in the castle, like all its inhabitants.
Tim, who had been looking forward to this season, found a lot to do. Along with Anna, he roamed the castle, making minor changes in its structure, so that even if the programs had somehow leaked to somebody else, they would become useless. The cellars and the dungeons were first in the list, but almost every aspect of the castle and its fortification was changed or enhanced magically, making it as impenetrable as possible.
He also started spending some time each day with the children, trying to teach Albert the way Father Thomas had taught him as a child, and trying to let Bernard grasp as much of it as possible.
“Why don’t you teach my children too?” Tanya asked him. “I think they’re both magical.”
Although he trusted her judgment, he still checked it himself. Both children had some magic, somewhat stronger than their mother. He wasn’t sure if they could learn to use magic the way he intended to teach Albert. They could still learn other things, though, like reading and writing. Tanya could learn the same, he realized.
“I may not be able to teach them magic, but you can all benefit from learning to read and to write. I’m not sure the younger children are able to learn it already, though. We may need to find some other occupation for them while I teach the older ones.”
“They may just play with other children their age,” Tanya suggested. “I’ve seen some children around.”
Some of the staff had children. Tim knew it, but hadn’t thought about it until then. Well, if he could make some arrangements to keep the children safe and happy, their parents would be happier as well. An idea started forming in his mind, one he needed to talk with Anna about.
“Can you keep the children occupied for a bit? Maybe teach them some easy magical tricks? I need to check a certain idea with Anna.”
Tanya smiled. “Of course, milord. They’ll be safe with me.”
Tim rushed to find Anna, who was currently checking the food budget. With the number of staff and soldiers growing steadily, this needed to be rechecked every few weeks.
“I’ve been talking with Tanya about the children. She would like me to teach her children too, yet the younger one is still too young to learn like the older one, just like Berny is too young to learn all that I want to teach Albert. She said they could play with other children their age. Do you think we can set aside a few rooms to let younger children play under supervision, allowing both their parents to do other things?”
Anna took her time contemplating the idea. “We could make use of some of the rooms near the chapel. We only need to assure that they have safe fireplaces and glass windows, to let some light in and keep the cold out. The women can make a kind of rug for the floors and add some dolls. You can also ask somebody to make some boy-toys. It may take a few days to get it ready, but once the first room is usable, we may let all smaller children stay there, with a young woman to supervise them, freeing their parents.”
She thought a bit more. “Whom would you assign for the task?”
Tim gave it a thought. “It should be someone who knows how to handle small children; either an experienced mother or a young woman who helped raise her younger siblings. I think I’ve seen one who looks suitable. I’ll send her to you.”
It took about a week to set everything in motion, but eventually, they had three rooms ready. The largest was set for the children to play as they liked. Another was lined with small beds, allowing the children to sleep when they felt tired. The third room was a dining room, with furniture fit for the children.
Once he let it be known that his young boy would be among the ones in the public nursery, as it was called, it became honorable to send other children there. As they found more than ten children who could benefit from the arrangement, they let two women care for them. One was an experienced mother, whose children were already older, while the other was much younger, barely a woman yet, who had helped to raise three of her siblings. Both seemed to work well as a team.
With the nursery taking care of the smaller children, Tim was able to give Albert some more focused tutoring in addition to teaching both Tanya and her older child how to read and write.
 
Some of the building efforts could continue despite the weather. Nothing that needed more than occasional exposure to the outside, of course, but building dividing walls, painting walls, and ceilings or decorating in other ways could mostly continue at almost the same pace. One of the places that benefited from the winter works was the small chapel that was included in the plans, despite some reluctance of both Tim and the Baronet who had helped him.
“It isn’t really necessary, but it can be useful for some less public ceremonies,” the Baronet had told him then. Yet Tim remembered some of Father Thomas’s teaching.
It had been during the last summer he had spent at his childhood village, when he already knew about Father Thomas being promoted. Tim was rereading a book and Father Thomas chuckled. “If you read it another time, you’ll know more than most vicars. You can already lead all ceremonies and do all the tasks of a vicar. Had you been older, I could have given you my role and you would have done it just as well.”
Timmy didn’t agree. “I don’t even know half as much as you do,” he objected.
“Maybe, but you know much more than most village priests, and you’re quick to learn how to act in a new situation.”
Timmy wasn’t so sure. Instead of arguing, he decided to ask some more. “What made you choose this way of life?”
Father Thomas sat down and turned serious.
“Well, Timmy, although we usually feel that everything depends on our decisions, sometimes life leads us in ways that take away our ability to decide for ourselves. You see, I grew up not very differently from you, at first. My parents worked on a farm and only visited the church occasionally, as it was a bit far, especially when they had to take along several small children.
“Just like you, I wasn’t aware of my talent to make things happen, although I unknowingly used it more often than you did, when you were smaller.
“I was about seven when a visiting clergyman saw me do such magic. He wasn’t magical, but he knew I was, and he was smart enough to understand that it wasn’t evil. ‘You belong with the church,’ he told me, ‘or your special talent may eventually kill you.’ He then spoke to my parents and they were quite happy to let me become his apprentice, as they understood it.”
He sighed as he recalled that memory.
“I kept weeping for almost a week. I felt alone; I had nobody even close to my age nearby; I missed my family so badly that it hurt. That was not the kind of experience I’d like a child that age to have. I was treated nicely, though. I got three full meals a day; I got some new clothes; I was starting to learn some interesting things. By the time he considered me ready for the junior training program, I was looking forward to that. I knew there would be some children about my age there.
“It was less exciting than I expected, though. Most of my mates were of noble origins, considering me unfit as a friend, yet most lacked any magic. I was put in a small group of children who had magic and was first trained to control it well enough to be able to join the other children. We were also taught some other stuff, making us the most advanced students, once we joined the others.
“I didn’t know it then, but I was deprived of my right to choose, once I joined that school. Luckily, by the time I found out, I already considered serving the populace as a spiritual leader to be a suitable way of life for me. It also helped that I didn’t find girls too interesting. I had a few experiences before giving my celibacy vow, but none was good enough for me to change my mind.”
Timmy was too young to really mind the girls either. Something else bothered him. “You said you wanted to be a spiritual leader, not a preacher or a servant of God,” he noted.
“True. I believe that each of us carries a small piece of God within. We don’t really need a church nor a priest to make God listen to our prayers or direct us in our daily life. All we need is to open our hearts and our minds to that small voice within us that shows us the right way. Yet most people are too lazy or too ignorant to pay it any attention. They can only understand if some authority figure tells them, or if they are given the words and location to pray. That’s why we build churches and conduct ceremonies and why the vicars need to advise others, who can’t or won’t listen to what they actually know.”
That was an interesting notion.
Still, a chapel could give more prestige to the castle and give a place for elegant ceremonies for the staff. A local church in the village would give the locals even more services, and the Archbishop had promised to send an appropriate priest to serve there, once the church was ready.
Tim checked the village to find a suitable place for a church during the winter, in between storms. He had the building work started as soon as spring came. It was not a very big church, nor very elegant. Just like the church in his childhood village, it was built mostly of wood, making it possible to finish building before mid-summer. Tim made sure to fence an area large enough to allow building a much larger church in that place, if ever the need arose.
 
The older children and Tanya were learning nicely. He even allowed two children of his staff members to join the studies – the non-magical ones – making their parents prouder and giving Albert some more playmates.
Yet Tanya didn’t seem happy. She hadn’t seemed to mourn her mate for long – this had never been the gopsy way – but she still seemed to lack something, despite having more than she could have dreamed of before coming to the castle. Tim wondered if Anna knew why.
“Isn’t it evident? According to what you’ve already told me, she always liked sex, ever since she found out about it. Since she came here, she had none. The staff considers her noble, despite her origins, so none of the men would dare make an advance on her, and she doesn’t feel as attractive as she felt when younger and dares not try anything. I believe that she needs her Timmy to regain her confidence in her looks.”
“You want me to…”
“…give her some good time in bed. Make her feel alive again. She is very physical in her emotions, as I’ve noticed. Besides, she keeps drinking that contraceptive tea. I’m confident enough in your love for me to let others enjoy some sex with you. Neither Lady Caroline nor Tanya is going to take you away from me.”
Tim needed some time to accept the idea. That evening, after the children were all asleep, Anna suggested, “Why don’t you show Tanya the new bed in the guest wing? I’d like to know how she likes it.”
Tanya blushed at the implications, but wasn’t about to miss that chance. She let Tim lead her to one of the guest bedrooms. Once there, she closed the door and turned to Tim. “How are we going to test the bed?”
Tim hugged her and pressed a kiss to her lips. She opened them, eagerly inviting his tongue in. Her hands went to his belt and soon enough they were both naked. Although her proportions were no longer those of an adolescent, Tim liked her motherly figure just as much, and she had also learned a thing or two since they had last acted that way.
They both knew they weren’t in love with each other, yet they liked each other as people and as sex partners. Tim enjoyed exploring her new proportions, finding them just as enticing and as satisfying as her younger ones, and Tanya was happy that he still found her desirable and that he gave her better experience than the previous ones she had had with him, or with any other male. They also found the bed more than satisfactory.
An hour later, when they joined Anna for a cup of tea, Tanya seemed happy again. Anna smiled knowingly. She had no doubt that Tim would give her an even better treatment as soon as they would reach their own bedroom despite her growing belly.
Soon enough, old Tanya shone through. She managed to entice a few of the younger men to her bed, raising her confidence and her spirits. As life in the castle was more comfortable than wandering, Tanya was also becoming more aware of her figure and adjusted her eating habits, making her slimmer, gaining a figure much closer to the one she had had as a youngster. She no longer had any problem in finding men willing to come to her bed, yet she still asked for Tim about once in a fortnight, “to reminisce about her adolescence”.
 
The young Count and Countess were so busy that winter that they barely noticed when Anna approached the due date, despite Tim checking her and the baby every few days. Luckily, they were no longer alone.
A young servant came running, disrupting the lesson Tim was giving to the older children and Tanya. “The Countess is in labor. She asked that you join her.”
Tim promptly forgot about the lesson. He let the servant keep an eye on the children while he and Tanya rushed to the bedroom where Anna was having several women of all ages trying to ease her labor. Tim was appalled at the crowd. He asked only two older women to stay and help while the others were requested to go elsewhere. Tanya also stayed.
It went quicker than in previous times. By midday, Anna was hugging her baby girl and letting her suckle for the first time, with Tim and Tanya beaming at her.
“What will you call her?” Tanya asked.
Anna looked at her tiny daughter and tried to find a proper name. “Well, I have Al and Berny. I think Celia would fit her. It has a nice sound to it, I think.”
“Then we’ll call her Celia,” Tim agreed willingly.
Al was very interested to see his new sister. He was a bit disappointed that she was so small and couldn’t even smile at him. “You were about the same after your birth. It takes some time before the baby can recognize people and respond to them. I’m sure she’ll adore you, once she grows a bit.”
Al didn’t seem too convinced, but he nodded hesitantly.
Berny was more interested in his toys. Tim knew he would eventually love his sister, but both needed to grow up a bit before that could happen.
 
Ch. 6 – Healers
 
Tim had become accustomed to getting messages from the king about once a month, except during the winter. The king used to inform him of everything important and ask for his advice, which Tim sent back with the messengers. He was quite surprised to see a messenger ride in less than a week after another had left. He didn’t have to wonder for long, as the messenger was soon brought in. Bowing low, the man gave him a sealed envelope. “Greetings to the Count and Countess of Hillborough from the count of Northbridge and his family.”
Tim accepted the letter and had the messenger led to get some rest. The letter was quite short though.
“Dear Tim,
I’d like to come and visit for the rest of the summer, if it’s convenient for you and the Lady. We’ve started exploring some very interesting stuff when you stayed with me, until my duty to the king interrupted. I’d like us to continue that exploration, along with whomever you find appropriate.
Your friend and your pupil, Michael.”
He showed it to Anna, who smiled and nodded. He then wrote a quick reply.
“Dear Michael,
Anna and I will be happy to have you and your wife stay with us. We’ll be just as happy to study with you any subject of interest. We’re expecting your visit soon.
Tim.”
It was a week later, when the elegant carriage that Tim remembered just too well passed the gates of the castle. Count Michael of Northbridge arrived with his wife, escorted by two servants.
“I’m very impressed by what I’ve seen on the road,” Michael told Tim. “All the roads seem well kept, with clear road signs and new bridges. The people I saw on the road seemed quite content. It’s a very nice achievement for such a new county.”
Tim sounded almost apologetic. “I only set the guidelines. It’s my loyal staff that handles most details.”
Michael chuckled. “You must be doing something right to get such results.”
He was even more impressed at seeing the children, noticing them both reading some books. “Who taught them?” he asked.
“The winter locked us in, so I spent some time teaching the children.”
“How old are they?”
“Al is five and Berny is three. He doesn’t really read, though, but he can identify most letters and a few words.”
“That’s really nice. Most children need at least another year to achieve this.”
They didn’t dwell on that. Michael was interested in healing lore and some more magic. Unfortunately, he couldn’t spend the whole rest of the summer there, due to other engagements he hadn’t been aware of when writing the letter, and three weeks were all he could afford, yet both decided to make the best use of that time.
They spent each morning as healers. As Anna had to entertain the older countess, she couldn’t join them, but there really wasn’t any need for that, since the community was quite healthy, not needing healing very often. Instead, they tried to learn some more from each other and from books.
“I understand that you’ve had some more experience and gained some more knowledge since we’ve last discussed this,” Michael said.
“Well, at one time I met a young maid who had a way with healing. She used to try herbs on herself, after hearing about them. It could be a bit dangerous, though. I thought that gradual testing, like trying very small doses first and then a bit more could be safer in most cases.”
“That should work,” Michael said pensively, “although in some cases, herbs that would help for some ailment may cause another in a healthy person. Whoever tests them must be aware of the possible effects.”
“True enough. We also had to do some complicated operation. I used a burning piece of coal to stop bleeding from vessels that wouldn’t stop otherwise. I had two helpers and we rehearsed a similar operation on a goat, until we were confident of what we needed to do. Coordination was the key, as you may assume.”
Michael nodded. “I’ve never tried something like that, not being confident enough in my abilities, but if I ever need to do something complicated, I’d rather try it first on an animal that’s due to slaughter than on my patient.”
They also checked some of the medical books that Tim kept there as a readily accessible reference in case of need. He had at least another copy in the library at the castle. Michael was fascinated by the books, most of which he had never seen before. They discussed the merits and the limitations of each book and some methods discussed in them. Although Tim was more experienced by far, he still found some of Michael’s comments very enlightening.
Tim needed to spend the afternoon on other matters mostly, letting Michael do some research in the library, where he could also read Tim’s and Anna’s comments on various methods they tried and other methods they considered worthwhile. He could only admire their depth of knowledge and understanding about healing.
They spent other mornings on roaming the nearby forest, looking for new herbs, and trying various magical techniques. They also tried to compare alternate magical ways to do the same thing, trying to find the quickest, the most efficient and the easiest way to do things. In most cases, no single way could achieve all these requirements.
They also tried variations on the use of directing sticks. This time they tried varying the length and the thickness of the stick. The results didn’t seem very useful. Although each stick seemed to have an optimal length, it worked almost the same at any usable length, with the differences, even when measurable, seeming to insignificant in practical use. Tim marked this as a topic for future research of low priority.
Michael found the time he spent at Hillborough very inspiring. His wife, although not interested in the same subjects, found her time spent in the company of the young countess to be very pleasant. She could teach the young lady quite a few things concerning her position, but she was surprised that she could learn almost as much.
Three weeks after arriving, the Count and Countess of Northbridge left the castle of Hillborough feeling it was a time well spent on both sides. They also intended to tighten the relations with the young couple for the benefit of both counties.
 
Tim didn’t expect any more visits. Since nobody from his childhood knew where he was and who he had become, none was even able to visit, and as a newcomer into nobility, he didn’t yet make many friends. Many from older nobility didn’t even consider him noble due to his ancestry.
 
That morning, a few days after Count Michael left, Tim was working tin the healer’s house as usual. He didn’t really have much to do, as the fair weather, the good crops, and the habits he had instilled in the community made it healthier than usual. This time in mid-summer, he usually had only some scratches or other minor wounds to tackle. This left him with a lot of free time, and he used it to study some more books, or revise the ones he had already read.
It was almost noon when somebody came in. The man was clearly not from the local community. He was wearing traveling clothes styled a bit differently, indicating that he was coming from another part of the country. It took Tim a moment to recognize the man. “Carlono? Is that you?”
The man took off his hat and smiled. “Didn’t changed my name. I’ve started traveling a bit each summer, after having learned from you how much one could learn on the road. I was actually surprised to learn so much, both in healing and in the other talent we share. I can see you’ve done quite well until now.”
Tim stepped forward to shake hands with the older man, adding a brief hug. “How are you doing? I’ve never expected to see you here, so far from where you live.”
“Oh, I’m doing very well, although I’m still alone. It makes my nights lonelier, but it also allows me to do as I like, not having to consider anybody else. Have you found a mate? I’ve not heard anything about that.”
Tim smiled. “I found the one to share my life with. We now share both talents. She works mainly with the children. I expect her to come soon from visiting a child who has broken his leg when jumping.”
“I’m looking forward to meeting her. I heard there’s a new count here, of whom people speak admiringly. Do you know him?”
“I think I know him quite well, but I’m not at liBertie to talk about him.”
“That’s understandable. Most nobles require a higher degree of secrecy than the common folks. Still, I’d love to visit his castle. They say it’s built with much more consideration to health issues than normal, and still looks more elegant than most. Can you help me?”
“I may need to talk with the countess first,” Tim said, sounding reluctant.
“Oh, I’ve also spent some time learning to read. I still have a way to go with that, but I can already read quite well. I found some new knowledge in books. Can you read?”
Tim nodded. “I’ve learned reading as a child, and it helped me a lot in learning and becoming an accomplished healer. I have a few books here, if you’re interested.”
Carlono browsed through the book that was open on the table. “I’m not sure I understand everything, but it seems to be some very advanced healing that’s discussed in this book. Do you understand it?”
“Well, I didn’t understand much when I first read it, but this is my third time. I believe I can now say that I understand most of it.”
The door opened, and Anna came in. Tim welcomed her with a hug and a kiss and then turned to his guest. “Carlono, this is my wife, Anna. Darling, this is Carlono the healer, of whom I’ve already told you.”
“Welcome, healer Carlono. I hope your visit would prove fruitful,” Anna said.
“Thank you, dear lady. Tim here failed to tell me how beautiful you are.”
“I’m not really beautiful, but Tim makes me happy, and that makes people think I am.”
Tim didn’t want to let the useless compliments continue, although both Anna and Carlono seemed to like this game of words. “Darling, Carlono is thinking of gaining access to the castle. Do you think that the count would let him in?”
Anna already knew how to check a man’s character. She only needed a fraction of a second to do it, seeming to contemplate the possibilities. “I think he would. What do you think?”
Tim had already known the man and had already checked his trustworthiness as soon as he came in. “I think you’re right dear, as usual.”
He now turned to Carlono. “Whatever you find out about the count should stay secret. The count is magical enough to enforce it.”
“I’ll keep everything as secret as I humanly can. It makes me wonder why the count needs so much secrecy, though.”
Tim smiled. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
He closed the windows and the shutters and then locked the door. Carlono seemed confused, but only watched with no comment. Tim then beckoned him to another room, where he opened a trapdoor to reveal the stairs going down. As they walked down the stairs and along the tunnel, Carlono seemed to think of the possibilities, but said nothing.
They came up the stairs into the small house within the Castle’s walls. Two soldiers, standing guard at the door, saluted as they walked out and soon entered the castle’s stronghold.
“You seem to be in very good relations with the count,” Carlono noted.
“The best there is. I actually see him each time in the mirror.”
Carlono smiled as the puzzle pieces seemed to suddenly fit together. “You’re the count! But how? You’ve told me you were just a peasant, and you didn’t lie to me, as I could easily sense that.”
Tim smiled at him. “It’s a long story, but it’s best told after dinner. We’ll let you stay in the guest wing and I’ll show you to the library after lunch, but both my wife and I have some other duties to tackle during the afternoon.”
Carlono was quite happy to be allowed into the library. Although still small, most of its books were dealing with either healing or magic. Many were quite rare too. Tim led him to some books that he thought would help Carlono the most, before leaving him alone with the books. He had to almost rip him apart from the books when he came to call his guest for dinner.
Tim introduced Carlono to the children as “someone I studied with when much younger” and they accepted it on face value, as children usually do. Carlono enjoyed the pampering.
Tim and Anna spent with Carlono as much time as they could spare for the next week. They discussed magic and healing, mainly, but also enjoyed comparing some travel stories. Whenever their duties kept them busy, Carlono was quite happy to spend the time in the library, learning much more than he expected.
Still, ten days after arriving, Carlono thought he needed to return home. “I’m sure we shall meet again, hopefully quite soon, but we each have our missions in life to complete, and mine leads elsewhere. I’m glad to have met you two and learned so much from you. Until we meet again, farewell.”
He left the way he had arrived, as a friend of Tim the healer, whom the Count of Hillborough had kindly allowed into the castle. It still was a great honor for the man.
 
Ch. 7 – Royal Visit
 
By the end of the summer, most of the building was done. The turrets were standing proud, all the fortifications were done, the soldiers’ barracks were fully equipped and the servants’ wing was complete, with just some decorations lacking. There was even a small formal garden starting to grow within the walls, although it would take a few more years for it to reach its intended magnificence.
Tim felt quite content. As a healer, he had reached the top level; as a Count, he was doing quite well, protecting the roads and the citizens and taking just minimal taxes, yet doing very well financially; most important – as a father and a husband, he was satisfied with the progress made so far. Albert was already reading fluently and writing well enough for his age. Albert was also getting his Magic under tight control, and was learning to use it in new ways. Berny was also learning. As young as he was, he seemed to have just as much control of his magic as his older brother, making Tim very proud. Berny was also able to read all the letters and many words, which was fantastic for such a young boy.
Tim’s other students were also doing nicely. He was sure that if they continued studying for a few more years, they would be able to advance their personal status far above their birth status, just as he had done. Tanya’s boy, Shandor, was especially motivated, as his gopsy origins put him at a disadvantage to start with. Although not as magically powerful as either of his children, the boy was gaining even better control of his magic, allowing him to do much more, despite his limitations.
 
The leaves were turning golden and red; the nights were turning cold and even the days were already quite cool, when a messenger came. “The king is on his way. He’ll come to visit in two or three days and check on the progress of the county.”
The whole staff seemed to get feverish with action, although there was not much to be done, really. The biggest guest room had been made ready just a few weeks earlier, yet now it got a few more decorations, its walls, and its floor cleaned to perfection and the best linen prepared for making its bed. Everybody, excluding the Count and his family, seemed to be overwhelmed with the honor of hosting royalty.
King Bertram arrived two days later, with a small entourage. Tim was a bit disappointed not to find Richard among the visitors. “He has a lot of work to do in his new county. The previous counts didn’t do a very good job there. Besides, he wouldn’t part from Bianca, and she’s heavily pregnant,” Bertie told him, once they were sitting in the castle, sipping their tea.
“It’s understandable, but I still hoped I could see him.”
Bertie smiled. “I miss him too, but he’s doing a great job there. I was a bit worried initially, as the locals could make a lot of problems to a new count, yet he seems to have found a way into their hearts. They now seem much more loyal than they were before.”
He took another sip before talking some more. “I’ve noticed some work in progress, improving bridges and widening roads. I’ve also heard that practically all bandits were removed, making travel much safer. That’s much faster than I expected it to happen.”
Tim smiled. “I have a loyal team. That helps a lot.”
“And you give them the right motivation, I believe.”
Tim shrugged. He didn’t think of himself as a leader. He only tried to do what he thought was right.
“I’ve noticed that you made some arrangements for the children, freeing their parents from worries,” Bertie said.
“Well, Tanya’s girl is still too young to learn like her elder brother. Trying to find some occupation for her, I got the idea and worked it out with Anna.”
“And I’ve heard you teach some more children as well.”
Tim shrugged. “I need to teach Albert and he likes some company. Besides, there was not much else to do during the winter.”
“Both children act very mature for their age and seem to know a lot. You’re doing a great job with them, that’s evident.”
“I couldn’t have done it without Anna’s help. Tanya also helped me quite a bit.”
“About this Tanya,” Bertie started hesitantly, “who is she? She doesn’t look like most of the citizens. Her skin is darker and her eyes are different, yet she’s beautiful and smart. Can you tell me a bit about her?”
Tim smiled. He had already noticed the way Bertie looked at the young woman. “I’ve first met her when I was a bit over twelve. I joined a gopsy caravan. An older woman let me stay with her, teaching me some more healing and a bit of magic. Tanya was just an adolescent then. I met her again last summer, after her mate and that older woman I knew were brutally killed by bandits. That made me act more decisively against them, making that group, at least, unable to do any more harm.”
“I’d say that’s the way to act in such cases. Villains should not be allowed to harm, and if they can’t be reformed then they should be eliminated,” Bertie said.
“Don’t you think they should be brought to trial first?”
“That’s certainly preferable, but not if it harms more people. My subjects should be allowed to live peacefully and not worry about their safety, first and foremost. I’d like justice to also be seen, but it must be acted even if it cannot be demonstrated. Now, back to Tanya. May I understand that she’s a gopsy?”
“Yes, she is, but she’s also a smart and talented young woman and a loving mother.”
“And quite attractive…” Bertie chuckled.
“I thought…”
“I may not be able to act on that attraction, but I’m still attracted to young, beautiful women. Is she magical?”
“Just a bit. She can identify magical people and she can predict the future to some degree, but her talents are not fully honed yet.”
The king gave it a thought. “Keep teaching her. I may take her as an adviser next time I visit.”
The king stayed another day, paying the utmost attention to Albert. The boy liked the attention, at first, but became a bit weary of it after a while. Not sure of the right way to act, he tried to better understand first. “Why do you keep following me, Your Majesty?”
Bertie chuckled. “I want to see what you know and how you behave with others.”
“Why?”
This was a tricky question, needing a bit of thought before answering. “Your Mom and Dad are very good friends of mine, making me very interested in their children too. As I’m not married, I’m fascinated by children of other people.”
“You don’t follow Berny, though.”
“He’s too young. I may be more interested when he reaches your current age.”
“But I don’t like being followed that way. Nanny tried to do so when I was younger and it made me uncomfortable. As you’re the king, it makes me even more uncomfortable.”
“And why is that?”
The boy stopped to phrase his feelings understandably. “It makes me feel like you test me the whole time. I don’t like that feeling.”
“Don’t you get tested about things you learn?”
“I am, but it’s a short test and then it’s over. You’ve been following me since breakfast.”
“Why do you think I’m doing this?”
Albert had to give it a deeper thought. “You may have some plans for me. I’m too young to really know what they may be.”
The king smiled at the boy. “Very well said. You are a very smart boy and if you keep growing smarter, I may eventually need you to help me rule the kingdom, once you’re old enough. You still have a lot to learn before that time may come.”
“You’ll have to take my friends along. It’s best when we do things together,” the boy insisted.
“Indeed it is. Now, I think I’ve learned enough about you for a while. I won’t bother you until my next visit.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
“And thank you, Albert.”
 
Tanya didn’t show more interest than expected, while the king visited, and only talked when asked, but she kept her eyes open and her mind sharp. She still enjoyed a few conversations with the king, finding him not too sharp, but quite nice. She didn’t understand why he considered himself not to be a nice person.
The king only stayed for two nights, leaving late in the morning, not before having another private talk with the count and the countess. He hugged both their children tightly, and then mounted his horse and rode away with his company.
Tanya was quite thoughtful for the rest of the day, keeping mostly to herself. Only after dinner and after making sure that all children were asleep, when sitting with Tim and Anna, she said, “I think Albert and Berny were not conceived by the same man.”
Tim looked alarmed. Anna only asked, “Why do you think so?”
Tanya smiled. “Since getting to know you, I wondered why your children are so different. It’s more than their physical features, though. Their magic also differs considerably. Now, after meeting the king, I think I understand a bit better, but I’d like to hear the full story. That will also assure you that I won’t say anything inappropriate due to my lack of knowledge.”
Tim was still nervous about that. Anna didn’t seem to mind.
“When I first met Tim, I was pregnant due to a rape. I didn’t know who had raped me; I only knew some called him The Prince. I wanted to get rid of that pregnancy so I could continue my life. I was sure that keeping that pregnancy would eventually kill me and my unborn child. Tim refused to cooperate.” She gave her husband a loving smile before continuing.
“Instead of ridding me of that pregnancy, he offered to take me in and help me raise the child. If it wasn’t for him, both I and Albert would have been dead before the end of that winter. Tim is his father much more than that man who raped me could ever be.”
Tanya was smart enough to make the connection. “That man who raped you is now the king, isn’t he?”
Anna only nodded.
“He’s your friend now, yet I don’t think I could befriend a man who even tried to rape me. I would have probably killed him the first time I had a chance.” Tanya thought some more and then smiled again. “You punished him, didn’t you? There are rumors that he has lost his manhood. Nobody seems to know how or when, but he hasn’t invited any woman to his bed for several years, probably since Albert’s conception.”
“That should have been a royal secret, I believe. Talking about that is considered treason,” Tim reminded her firmly.
Tanya waved that away. “The exact reason may stay a secret, but the fact that he no longer asks women to come to his bed, despite not being married, cannot be kept secret, and the rumors fly freely, you know.”
Anna didn’t want to talk about it any longer. “That doesn’t really matter. Soon after Albert was born, Tim was summoned to the prince’s castle to handle a medical situation. A year later, we were called to the royal palace to help the king recover from a severe coughing illness. The king rewarded us by making Tim a Baron.”
“Didn’t he reward you too?”
Anna smiled. “He urged us to marry before giving us the titles. He was present at our wedding and then made me Baroness in my own right as well. The old king was very kind to us.”
“Didn’t he suspect anything?”
“The prince found Albert to look a lot like he had been as a child. He asked to marry me, so he could raise his heir. I declined. He then agreed that Tim would make a much better father. He bought my wedding dress, though.”
Tanya gasped. Everything was becoming clearer in her mind. “I can now understand why I see Albert whenever I try to see the future of our kingdom, and only Berny as the future ruler of this county.”
She concentrated for a while, looking almost asleep for several minutes. She then spoke. “I’m not sure why, but I can’t see much of the future of the king, but I can see Albert growing up, marrying and having a few children before being crowned, which probably means that the king will live for many years to come, yet Albert will become known as the heir quite early, probably before reaching fifteen.”
 
Ch. 8 – Studies
 
All children proved to learn quite well during the first winter, and just as well during the second, making Tim wonder if it was not beyond his ability to continue teaching them. He was extremely aware of his own shortcomings, not having had any regular studies. Judging by how others seemed to appreciate him, he assumed he was quite learned, but he was also sure that he had some significant holes in his knowledge, mainly in areas not concerning healing or magic. The only person who was learned enough to consult with – the new vicar – was also more of a self-made man, not having studied regularly until age fourteen, when he joined the ranks of the church.
He still did quite well as a teacher and was proud to see how nicely the children were advancing. By the end of winter, Albert was becoming an avid reader and the younger children were also able to read quite well, although they still needed some help, occasionally.
It was soon after the spring melt, when most roads were still muddy, when a carriage arrived at the gate, bearing the sign of the royal messenger service. Tim was quite surprised to see two men coming out of the carriage, looking a bit shaken. They seemed a bit too old to be messengers, and normally, only one mounted messenger was enough. He still let his butler lead the men in and give them a place to rest before giving them his audience.
“Count Hillborough, we were sent here by the king with specific orders to teach your eldest, Albert, and any other children you may find worthy of teaching. The king interviewed many potential teachers and finally selected the two of us for the task,” the older of the two said.
“I’m glad to have you here. I was trying to teach the children to the best of my ability, but as I have never got regular studies, I may be less than ideal as a teacher. I hope you can do better than I’ve done until now, and I may also join some of your lessons, to fill in gaps in my own knowledge.”
The teachers seemed surprised, and even a bit apprehensive. While it was an honor to teach the future count (as they believed), having the current count present during the lessons was somewhat stressful. They couldn’t oppose, though, especially when it was presented as a wish to learn, not as supervising their work. They wondered what other surprises the count might have for them. The rumors said he was quite unconventional.
Tim engaged them in a conversation, soon joined by Anna, who proved just as knowledgeable as her husband. The teachers were feeling quite welcome.
They got to know their pupils the next day. Judging by their ages, they didn’t expect much, especially after the count admitted that he didn’t know enough to make a good teacher. They soon had to reevaluate their opinions. The older children, those who were about six years old, could read fluently and could perform some math that many children much older would find difficult. Even the younger children proved more capable than expected, rivaling other who were a year or two older. They didn’t doubt the fact that the count had never had regular studies, but they were now acutely aware that he was quite a gifted teacher, if nothing else. It was clear that they had to reevaluate their teaching plans.
Tim gave them the rest of the week to get accustomed to the new place and to adjust their plans, continuing to teach as before. They were allowed to be present as much as they wanted. Once they did, the two were deeply impressed both by the count’s methods and by his attitude, treating all the children the same, regardless of their social status. It was something they had never encountered before.
There was one thing that Tim thought he needed to make sure before they started really working at the castle. He summoned the teachers during the weekend for another conversation.
“There are some aspects of life in the castle that I consider a secret. All those living or working at the castle are sworn secrecy about these aspects, and I want you to do the same.”
The elder of the teachers looked bewildered. He had already worked in some castles and knew what was expected of him. This castle seemed to work with very different rules. He still nodded, as expected, and so did the younger teacher, who seemed more enthusiastic.
Tim continued. “It’s no secret that I wasn’t born noble. I was a peasant boy who craved knowledge and found he had a talent for healing. Much quicker than I expected, I became famous, as Timmy, the child healer, and then as Tim the Healer, although I’ve never had any formal studies of any kind. The prince, our current king, made me his personal healer and then the late king found me and my wife worthy enough to make us noble.
“Later, when the time came for the coronation of the current king, I was chosen as one of his escorts, resulting in promoting me to become a count. I take my responsibilities very seriously, and I hope that this county is much safer for its citizens and for travelers since I’ve got that position. As my role is not taking too much of my time, I returned to my old occupation. Count Hillborough is quite content to have Tim the Healer work very close to the castle. Most of the patients don’t know and can’t even suspect that the count and the healer are one and the same. My wife also helps me as a healer.”
“I’ve heard of you!” the younger teacher said. “People in many places talked highly about Tim the Healer who traveled in a red wagon and was the best healer anybody could remember.”
Tim was glad that people appreciated his skill, yet he didn’t think of himself as a fully trained healer. “I’m sure I still have room to improve, as I didn’t get any formal studies in healing, or anything else. That’s why I’d like to sit in lessons that deal with subjects I’ve not yet studied, like literature, music, and art, as well as history. I may have read a bit about these subjects, but it only served to show me how little I really know.”
“You may join the lessons, of course, and we can also give you the books that we teach by, so you can learn it at your own pace, if you like,” the older teacher said.
He was delighted to see the smile on his employer’s face. “Yes, I’d really like that, as long as it doesn’t interfere with your teaching. This will also allow my wife to study them, as she’s just as eager to learn some more as I am.”
Just as he let them sit in class when he was teaching, Tim intended to occasionally sit in their classes. The books they gave him made his presence less frequent, but he still enjoyed visiting every few days, noticing how Albert’s knowledge was growing, and the other children seemed to do just fine too. Occasionally, he would also join the younger children, feeling proud of how well Berny was doing.
Yet Tim was disturbed by something else. “There are too many children who get no formal education. Shouldn’t we make sure that all children living in the castle, regardless of status, get a fair chance to learn, opening new possibilities for them?” he asked Anna.
She smiled understandingly. “I would have liked to teach all children within our county, but this doesn’t look like something we can already tackle. Many people fail to understand the importance of literacy and of knowledge, just like me, before meeting you. We can’t change their minds and we don’t have the resources to teach all their children. We can do this for children in the castle, as you suggest. I think that all children about the ages of Berny and Al have already joined their classes. I’ll try to find any who haven’t. What would you suggest we do about the older ones, though?”
“We can try to teach them, like the younger children, but we may need another teacher for that. I can start teaching a bit, if needed, and we may find a better teacher during the summer, when we’re expected at the palace.”
 
Indeed, a messenger arrived a few days later. Aside from the normal correspondence, he also brought them an official invitation. It was absolutely clear: “The count and countess of Hillborrough are invited to come to the palace as soon as the roads are clear of snow and mud and to spend the whole summer at the palace, along with their household.” Their children’s teachers were expected to come along, and Tanya was explicitly mentioned, along with her children. Tim didn’t mind the visit – he actually looked forward to it, yet the logistics of going on the road with several children, their teachers, their nannies, and some servants, was more than he had handled before. It was evident soon enough that he needed quite a few carriages for the people and more than one for the luggage. With so many people and valuables on the road, he also needed to take along some guards, preferably mounted ones, to make sure that everybody and everything would arrive safely to the palace and back again.
Another idea nagged in his mind, though. Why shouldn’t Tim the Healer travel in his wagon with his family? Tanya and her children could ride in another wagon, just as they had used to do before coming to the castle. Using some magic, they could be even safer than with many soldiers protecting them. He would still need to send some of his luggage along with his staff in a protected caravan, though. The longer he thought of that, the more he liked it. Traveling as a family would be a new experience, and the children would learn a lot by mingling with simple folks along the way.
“We may try this,” Anna agreed. “Wearing peasant clothing, nobody will know who the young nomad couple actually is, and we may do some healing along the road. It can also be an enlightening experience for Albert. We should disguise him, of course.”
Tim let his butler and his chief of guards handle the caravan, while he made sure that the wagon was in good repair, also adding a coat of new paint, as the old red paint was already fading. He also made sure to make another wagon ready for Tanya, as she didn’t want to use the one she’d been using before coming to the castle, as it had too many memories in it.
“My Lord, I must insist on sending some guards with you, if you don’t travel with the main caravan,” his chief guard told Tim. “I would be betraying my responsibility otherwise.”
“Sending guards with us may jeopardize the whole idea of traveling incognito. I can’t afford that.” Tim gave it another thought. “Well, maybe a single guard, one who would pretend to be Tanya’s mate, can do. She may even like the company during long stretches of the road and certainly at night. She should approve of the one you choose, though.”
The man sighed. “I’m not sure one is enough, although I can see how more can be a problem. I’ll consider this and come back with my reply, if you don’t mind.”
Tim smiled at him. “By all means, do it. I’d hate to put you in a position of not being able to do your job.”
Tim still felt a bit apprehensive about visiting the palace, mainly for Albert. The previous time they visited, Albert was barely older than a toddler, not minding much of his surroundings. Now he was a very clever young boy who paid attention to everything and had an acute understanding. Tim wasn’t sure he could keep the secret from Albert, even if he managed to keep it from others.
The first problem was in using the disguise to make Albert look as if he was Tim’s son. “I like the way I look,” the boy said. “Why do you want to change it?”
Tim sighed internally. Luckily, Anna came to his rescue. “Although you are our son, you look a bit like the king, and that may cause some unwelcome gossip. By changing your appearance to look more like your brother, you will be spared that kind of attention.”
“Why should I mind what people say, as long as it isn’t true?”
“You may not mind, but others may. They may even try to act based on unchecked rumors, putting you in danger. It’s better if we prevent this from starting,” his mother explained.
“Will I always need to keep my disguise? I don’t like it!” Albert insisted.
“Not always. Eventually, you will come to the palace in your real form, but as a young child, you’re better protected this way,” Tim explained.
Albert gave it a thought. “I don’t like it, but if it protects me, I’ll accept it, until I can protect myself better than that.”
Tim felt relieved. Albert would need to know his ancestry, but it was too early for that.
A few days later, Tim the Healer left the village in his red wagon. The gopsy Tanya also left the castle at about the same time. None but the loyal servants knew who the people in the wagons were. Some of them were now busy packing for the road, intending to meet their master at the palace in two or three weeks.
The two wagons met a few miles down the road and reached a village some time later. They spent most of the day there, with Tim and Anna helping many patients. They sent some of the simpler problems to Tanya, who was more than capable of handling them. The children, as previously instructed, tried to find some playmates among the local children and get acquainted with their way of life. Even the young guard found an occupation, sharpening tools for the locals, earning himself some money.
It took them a bit over two weeks to reach the capital. Tim parked the wagons at an inn, near the city’s gates and they walked in, carrying most of their stuff on their backs, as most peasants do. They entered a house, close to the palace, where Tim the healer had been invited to stay. Later that day, Count Hillborough and his entourage left that house in several elegant carriages, on their way to the palace.
“I thought you’d arrive earlier,” Bertie told him.
Tim shrugged. “I found out that traveling in a protected caravan, as required if we travel with all the people we need, can take even longer, and traveling as Tim the Healer gave us some new understanding of how things seem to the citizens. It also gave the children a chance to learn about how simple folks live. I consider it a very valuable lesson.”
Bertie gave it some consideration and then smiled. “I remember hearing of Tim the Healer doing more than just healing. I suspect you may have begotten more children than I did. Haven’t you disappointed your fans this time?”
Tim smiled back. “I’m sure some were disappointed, seeing me with wife and children, but I find it better this way. As a healer child, I could barely reject some of the offers. It’s better this way, and I can now concentrate on healing.”
The king turned serious. “Did you hear anything of importance on your way?”
“Not much. People are still wondering how you may turn out as a king. Until now, you did nothing to be remembered by, good or bad.”
Bertie chuckled. “I’d rather not be remembered at all than become a dreaded memory. Are people happy?”
“That’s hard to tell. Each person has his or her own problems, some of which can be very pressing. Some have health problems, others are too poor or can’t find a job they like. As far as I can tell, most people are not always happy. Each has some moments of happiness, and these keep them going.”
“Do they complain of how the kingdom is run?”
“Not much. There’s always somebody who thinks he knows better, of course, and everybody would like the taxes reduced, but most people understand what the taxes are needed for and don’t complain, as long as they are reasonable.”
“Are they?”
“At some roads, the tax is a bit stiff, costing a peasant more than a day’s pay. That’s way too much for simple folks. Most taxes were much less, though.”
“We shall need to check those places that tax too high. There must be a better way to keep the roads safe without making them so costly.”
Tim felt satisfied that the king really cared about his people.
 
Ch. 9 – Restoring and Healing
 
“I thought you liked me,” Tanya said that evening, when she was left alone with the king, as the count and the countess went to tuck the children in.
“I really like you. I find you interesting to talk to and nice to look at. Your experience and your insight are a treasure I enjoy each time we meet.”
“Then why don’t you try to get any closer to me. I’m not just a person – I’m also a woman, one who likes men and enjoys being with them.”
Bertie smiled. “Yes, I’ve noticed the way some men look at you. I’m sure you’ve given a few of them a very good time in bed.”
“But you keep your distance. The most you allowed yourself was to caress my tits. I hoped you’d do some more.”
Bertie turned serious. “I see that the count and the countess can really keep a secret. I’ll tell you, if you insist, but you should know that it’s a royal secret and should not be told to anyone without my explicit agreement.”
Tanya nodded. “I understand. Neither Timmy nor Anna had told me anything. I’d like to understand, though. You say that you like me but you never act on that. Why?”
The king grimaced. It wasn’t a pleasant memory, but he thought that Tanya had gained the right to know it. “Well, I had an accident about nine months before Albert was born. When drunk, I wasn’t attentive enough with my sword and cut my manhood badly. Nobody managed to heal it. By the time I heard of Tim the Healer and managed to ask for his help, he was already with Anna and Albert. Healer Tim helped me. He couldn’t give me back what was missing, but he could make it heal and stop hurting, which is much more than all the other healers I’ve seen. This was the first deed that made me consider promoting them to knighthood.”
Tanya seemed to notice a certain fact most. “It was nine months before Albert was born – how do you know that? You weren’t present, if I understand correctly.”
Bertie smiled again. “You’re quite observant, I see. No, I wasn’t present when he was born, but I was at his conception.”
Tanya had already known that he was Albert’s father, but she still seemed to try and put all the pieces of that mental puzzle together. “Al has red hair, only a bit darker than yours. He actually looks like he was your child… He IS your child, I see. You’re the one who raped Anna. Aren’t you?”
He sighed. “I’m ashamed to admit that it was me. It looks like I punished myself that evening, when she was still sobbing her hurt and humiliation in her parents’ cabin. Anna looked a bit familiar when I first saw her with Tim, but it was a year later, when they came to help my father at the palace, when I found out about Albert. I made him my heir soon after I found out.”
“But why? I mean, it’s certainly a good idea, but don’t you have other children? You were known as a prince with a huge appetite for young women. I’m sure that some more bore you children, not only Anna.”
He shrugged. “That may be true, but I don’t know of any other children, and it wouldn’t be wise to look for any. Besides, most of those women were married, and any children they bore were legally their husbands’. I can’t claim them.”
Tanya nodded her understanding and was silent for another moment. “Didn’t they try to use some magic to help regrow what you cut off?”
The king shook his head. “They were unable to openly use any magic at that time. They worked along with a third person, a young maid who showed some talent for healing. I also didn’t know then that they had any magic. They didn’t dare use it. Do you think that Magic can restore my organ?”
Tanya sighed. “It may, but I’m not sure. I don’t have enough magic in me even for much simpler tasks, but maybe Tim and Anna together can do it. They may not be aware of the fact, but they are very powerful magically. Their powers seem to still grow, as they learn new things.” She hesitated for a moment. “May I see it, so I can form an opinion about your chances, based on actual facts.”
The king looked around. The dining hall was empty, but the used plates and utensils were still scattered on the table. Some servants were sure to come soon to clear them. It wasn’t wise to expose himself there.
Tanya seemed to understand. “Why don’t you come to my room. If we’re lucky, we may turn this into something more enjoyable than a medical check.”
Bertie laughed. He really liked Tanya and he felt sure that he could make her enjoy being with him even without his manly organ. He wondered what she could do for him, though.
Tanya kept her word. Despite the initial embarrassment of exposing his mutilated organ, Bertie enjoyed being with Tanya much more than he thought possible. She let him touch her body as intimately as he wanted, eventually bringing her to several peaks. Although he couldn’t do the normal male part, she still gave him a very good time in bed, making him climax for the first time since his injury. He wasn’t sure if she used some magic for that.
Tanya seemed much more serious when she joined Tim and Anna in the morning. “Bertie let me see his manhood. You did a fine job of saving it. Now it looks like you should try and restore it.”
“How can we? I was not even sure I could salvage it, at the time,” Tim protested.
“I’ve seen you use your magic to urge healing. You didn’t make anything grow or heal by magic; you just urged it to do so. Can’t you urge his penis to grow back into its intended form?”
Tim and Anna exchanged glances. Anna answered this time. “We’ve been wondering about it ourselves. At the time, none of us was knowledgeable enough to even try it. We may still not know enough, but if we’re careful, we may try something without risking any additional harm. We just don’t want to raise his hopes and then fail to achieve the expected results.”
“Don’t tell him, then. If you succeed, it will look like a miracle, and he may suspect you had a hand in it, yet if you fail, nobody will suffer. You don’t need him to get naked for that, do you?”
Anna smiled. “Not at all. We’re going to think some more of it before trying anything, though.”
“Don’t take too long, please. He gave me a wonderful night, and I’d really like to make him enjoy it just the same.”
“You love him, don’t you?”
Tanya blushed. “Isn’t it weird? I grew up so far from nobility, and certainly from royalty, and now… And it’s all due to Timmy. But I have no illusions. Bertie will not marry me. It could create too many problems, especially considering my origins, and I shouldn’t give him a child, once he’s able to beget one, as that can cause havoc in all your lives. I’ll be quite content to be his mistress, his close confidante, and his helper. I really love him dearly.”
“We shall try it soon enough, but don’t get your hopes too high, please,” Tim said.
“I won’t, although I asked to see the injury in order to see if something could be done by magic. We got otherwise occupied and he didn’t ask me what I thought, but I’m sure he’ll mention it soon enough.”
Tanya left them a short while later. Anna turned silent, evidently deep in thought. Tim could sense her agitation. She seemed to be replaying her rape in her mind. She then calmed down visibly, turned her eyes to Tim, and smiled lovingly. “Want to try it now?” she asked.
“Are you sure about it?”
“Yes. I’m no longer that frightened young virgin. I’m a countess, a close friend of the king, and I can finally forgive him, especially since he gave me Albert. I will never love him, but if I could treat his injury about a year after the rape, I can certainly help him now.” She took Tim’s hand in hers. They didn’t need to talk, as they both directed their magic at Bertie, urging the remains of his penis to regrow and reach the original size and function. Even if successful, and they weren’t too sure about their chances, it would take several months until it would make a visible difference, and much longer until it regained its full functionality.
It took them some time to urge each kind of tissue to regrow correctly. Once finished, they looked at each other and burst laughing. “Now, my dear husband, I think this made me quite horny. Mind taking care of that?”
 
Both Richard and Bianca seemed distracted for a few days. Tim didn’t think much of it, at first, knowing that people may be distracted for various reasons, most of which cannot be helped by others. He was starting to worry when that situation lasted almost a week. “You both look distracted. Is there anything we can do to help you?” he asked Richard at breakfast.
Richard seemed relieved, although he tried to play it down. “It might be nothing, you know, but our son is not sleeping well for more than a week. Our healer could find nothing wrong with him, and he seems fine during the day, but he wakes up crying several times each night and takes very long to go back to sleep.”
“Does he feel hot during those times?”
“Come to think of it – he does, although I thought he was just getting hot due to crying so much.”
“I think it wouldn’t hurt to examine him. May Anna and I see the child after breakfast?”
Richard smiled. “Sure! He may be a bit shy when he first sees you, as he was too small to remember the last time you saw him, but he enjoys meeting new people despite not yet being able to talk with them. He’s a good listener, though.”
“Is he magical?” Anna asked.
Richard frowned. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I can identify magic in toddlers. Sometimes I think he is and other times I feel like he isn’t. Maybe you could tell me.”
They all went to Richard’s apartment as soon as breakfast was over. Little Robert was walking cautiously, holding the wall for safety, with his nanny hovering nearby, ready to catch him if he fell. Seeing his parents, the boy let go of the wall and started crawling quickly, climbing on his father’s legs, clearly asking to be taken in his arms. Richard smiled and picked the toddler up, holding him securely in his arms.
“Robert, these are our friends Tim and Anna whom you’re going to see around much more as you grow up. They are excellent healers and they want to check you, to find out why you wake up in the night. Mom and I will also stay with you.”
Robert seemed to listen and then smile, although it was impossible to know if he really understood anything of what he’d been told. It could have been just that he enjoyed being in his father’s arms and getting his attention.
Tim started scanning the boy magically as soon as he saw him. Robert had some magic. It was less than Richard’s but it could still change and was quite strong. He could also notice that the boy’s magic was strained, as if it had been in use for quite some time, although there didn’t seem to be anything magical happening near him.
Anna was also paying attention to the toddler. As they stepped inside the apartment, she opened her arms invitingly. The boy looked at her, then turned a questioning gaze at his father, who nodded approvingly. This was enough for the child to lean in Anna’s direction, clearly expecting to move into her arms.
Anna kissed his brow and looked into his eyes. She lightly tickled him. As he laughed, she had a glimpse into his mouth. They then moved to the bedroom, where she undressed him and put her ear to his chest, trying to listen to his heart and his lungs before moving her ear down, to listen to his stomach and intestines. She then removed the boy’s remaining clothes, leaving him completely naked. Robert tried to squirm away, but Anna held him firmly and then released him, making it a kind of game in which he was crawling away and she was catching him and moving him back. The boy giggled, but Anna frowned as she found a small mark on his back.
She turned to Tim and pointed silently at the mark. He nodded gravely. She then smiled at the restless toddler and called the nanny to put his clothes back on. They moved back to the sitting room.
“It looks like you found something,” Richard noted.
“We did. It’s not something that can turn life-threatening, but it affects the boy quite a bit,” Anna explained. “This is something we’ve only read about in a book. That mark on his back was left by the sting of a magical insect. Just like bees, that insect left the whole sting in there, including the venom sac. The venom is what puts his magic under strain, as it tries fighting back. He’s distracted enough when awake to not notice it, but when he sleeps, that drain on his magic awakens him.”
“What can we do to stop that?” Bianca asked.
“First, we’ll need to take out the sting with the venom. We have a good magnifying glass that we use in other cases of insect stings. We can make a small cut, to free the sting and take it out without forcing the remaining venom into the wound. We shall then give you some herbs, to be made into tea. Add some sugar or honey so Robert would be willing to drink it. The tea should handle the venom that’s already in him. Some ointment on the mark should make it fade and heal within a few days.”
Richard frowned. “I thought our healer is one of the best. How come he couldn’t find this?”
Tim shook his head. “This is a very rare condition, only mentioned once in a book written a few hundred years ago. He might have not ever heard about it. Besides, the mark that you and I saw so clearly is a magical mark. If he’s not magical, he could see nothing.”
“I saw nothing,” Bianca confirmed.
“Without treatment, he could have probably overcome it in time, but it might have cost him some of his magic. Once we treat him, his magic would stay intact,” Tim explained.
With the problem identified and the treatment agreed upon, it only took a few minutes to extract the sting. Anna used a bit of magic to help heal the small cut needed and to make it painless, so the toddler wouldn’t rub that place before completely healed. While she was doing that, Bianca prepared the sweetened tea. Robert seemed to prefer Anna to feed him that tea and she sat him on her knees and gave him a full cup while playing with him.
“Give him another cup of tea at dinner time and tomorrow, morning and evening. No need for more. Use the ointment for a week, although he should feel well much sooner,” Anna instructed.
Indeed, both Bianca and Richard seemed better rested and much calmer the next morning. “He only woke up once, needing a change of diaper,” Bianca informed Anna. “Thank you for helping us.”
“That’s what friends are for. No need for thanks,” Anna said, feeling good for her friends.
 
Tim and Anna were unable to know if the magical effort at regrowing the king’s manhood was successful. They were at least content that it caused no damage, as they could sense magically, and as Tanya made sure to check physically.
They all returned to the Hillborough castle for the winter, still traveling as Tim the Healer and his family and friends. Tanya’s children felt natural in this way of living, and that also helped the other children feel comfortable, at least for the duration.
They resumed their normal schedule at the castle. Tim and Anna were spending most mornings as healers, with Tanya joining them occasionally. Tim and Anna would regularly join the older children for some lessons. Tanya joined them for many more, as she felt that she needed to learn much more, especially as she felt that Bertie was counting on her as well. She couldn’t accept the idea of giving wrong advice due to a lack of some basic knowledge.
While at the palace, Bertie had insisted that Tim learned to use encoded messages. Tim hadn’t felt like he needed that, but obliged, like a loyal citizen. He was surprised to get an encoded message in the middle of the winter. After giving the messenger a hot meal and a warm room, he sat with Anna to decode the message. Both were surprised and delighted to read it, once decoded.
“Dear Tim and Anna
During your summer visit, I had some conversations with Tanya about the part of my body that you salvaged. She suggested that magic might be used to restore it completely, but she couldn’t do it and wasn’t sure if you could. We didn’t discuss it any further and I didn’t discuss it with you. Yet I believe she did, urging you to act. I started feeling some changes even while you were still at the palace, but I thought it was just my imagination. As time passed, it was becoming clear that there were some changes in progress. I dared not hope, though, although I’d really like to give Tanya what a man should give to the woman he loves.
Lately, I was waking up with stiff manhood. Last night, an old friend of mine suggested spending the night in my bed. I dared not refuse her, and it turned out to be the best night I had for many years. I could easily give her what she wanted for several times, until we became too exhausted to continue, and we had some fun in the morning too, before she had to leave and join her husband and children.
I’m sure it’s your magic that made this possible. I thank you with all my heart and am looking forward to the spring, when I can thank Tanya personally.
Now, do you have any advice for me, as healers? I’d like to keep this precious gift you’ve given me in perfect condition, to keep it ready for Tanya, when we meet again. Do you think I should refrain from using it until then, or should I exercise it, and if so – how often?
Awaiting your reply,
Bertie.”
 
 
Part 4 – Princes
 
Ch. 1 – Spilled Tea
 
Count Hillborough had spent another summer at the palace and was making his way back as Healer Tim with family and friends. They had just stopped at another village, noticing the queue forming almost at once, when a young woman passed the line, walking straight to Tim. “You!” she said, pointing accusingly at Tim.
“Is there something I can do for you?” Tim asked politely, noticing the guard taking a position at his side.
“There’s a lot you should have done long ago!” she said.
“Sorry?” he tried to make her speak more clearly.
“Yes, I’m sorry I was such a fool, and you should be sorry too!”
Tim looked at the people waiting for his services. He didn’t like to discuss whatever that woman wanted in front of an audience, and he didn’t think it was right to let these people wait due to what seemed to be some personal problem to be resolved. “Why don’t you wait with my friend until I finish treating these people who need my help and then I can give your story the attention you probably want?” he suggested.
She looked at the young man at his side, as if trying to assess his worth. “Alright. I don’t mind spending some time with this young man, but don’t you think you can ignore me!”
“I wouldn’t dare,” he said.
The guard invited her into the other wagon. Tim waited for them to go in before he turned to the waiting people. “I’m sorry you had to wait and witness this, although I really don’t know what she might want of me.”
“What could she want? For you to make her honorable, or her son, at least. She’s been saying you were the father of her child since before he was born, although nobody seemed to believe her. You’ve been with many girls at that time and none got pregnant, but her.”
Tim let his mind absorb the information while he started treating his patients. There was really nothing serious to treat. Most complaints were the kind nobody would bother with if there was no healer nearby. He still helped settle some stomach aches and muscle pains and minor scratches that needed cleansing. Two hours later, the last patient left. He turned to Anna. “Wouldn’t you like to join me with that woman?”
Anna smiled mischievously. “Are you sure you’d like me to hear that?”
He shrugged. “I’ve already told you about how I used to be before I met you. It doesn’t matter now.”
Anna nodded and put her hand on his arm. Unlike her husband, she thought she had a very good idea of what that woman wanted.
The woman seemed in a much better mood when they entered the other wagon, but she frowned at seeing Anna join. “Why did you bring her in?”
“I have no secrets from my wife,” he said firmly.
The woman seemed momentarily surprised and annoyed, but then shrugged. “I should have expected you to be already married. Another woman got you before me, I see.”
Tim didn’t answer. “What did you want to see me for?” he asked.
She took a deep breath. “Some years ago you passed here, staying for a few days. Many girls wanted to be with you and you generously accepted as many as you could. You gave each a cup of tea to drink before doing anything else, ‘to prevent complications,’ as you said. I assume you meant to prevent pregnancy, but I didn’t understand it at that time. The tea was quite bitter and I only took a small sip. You weren’t paying attention as you were moving some things around, making room for the intended activity, so I just poured the tea on the ground and you didn’t notice. I came to you two more times, but didn’t drink the tea those times either. None of the other girls was affected, but I had your son nine months later.”
“Are you sure about it?” Anna asked. “I mean, couldn’t it be somebody else?”
“I had my period about two weeks earlier and I had nobody else until Healer Tim came, nor later, until I found I was pregnant. He was actually my first.”
Although it wasn’t really his fault, Tim thought he should try to help. “What do you expect from me, then?”
The woman looked at him and sighed. “Had you not been married, I would have wanted you to marry me. That doesn’t seem an option now, does it? At least, you could take the child and teach him to be a healer and make something of his life. Right now, the only prospect he has is to be a farm-hand, work hard, and earn little. I wish him a better future.”
Tim didn’t need to think of his answer. “I can teach him, if he’s willing. I can take him with me, if he agrees, but are you willing to let your child go away and not know if he’ll ever return?”
She sighed. “I only wish the best for him, although I know I’ll miss him enormously, if he goes. And yet, without a child, I may find some man who’d want me as his mate.”
He could sense Anna’s thoughts and they fitted his own. “Well, I first need to see the boy and talk to him. If he’s willing, I’ll be ready to take him along. In that case, you may also join us. I may need your help when we reach home.”
She seemed to gain some energy at hearing his words. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she said as she rushed out. The guard looked pensively at her retreating form.
“She seems to be a good mother and could make a good wife,” he said.
“You like her?” Anna asked.
The guard turned to her and blushed. “We talked while she was waiting. She told me a bit about her life as a single mother. Without her family’s support, she needed to find a living for her and her child. She does all kinds of odd jobs to that end, mending clothes, preparing food, helping with young children, tending the ill. She seems to have learned a bit of healing too. She loves her son dearly and tries to teach him all she can, but the boy needs much more than she can give him. If you take him in, he may really flourish.”
He then blushed some more, as if fearing he’d said too much. Anna patted his arm. “It’s alright to like such a woman, and if she likes you too, you may eventually become a nice couple. You may even have your own children.”
Luckily for the young man, the woman returned, pushing in front of her a child who looked about as old as Al. “This is OUR son, Fabio. He’s clearly yours, as you can see.”
Indeed, Fabio looked the same as Tim remembered looking at that age. He was slim, but strong, with the same facial features and the same hair color. Only his eyes were more like his mother’s. “Hello, Fabio. I’d like us to get to know each other,” Tim said tenderly.
The boy lifted his eyes. “Why? Nobody else seems to care about me, except for my mother.”
Tim smiled, trying to seem as friendly as he could. Somehow, this child seemed very important, although he didn’t yet know in what way. “Your mother has just told me of you and that you are my son. Don’t you think it natural for a father to want to know his son?”
Fabio didn’t even think of it. “Most fathers I know care nothing about their children, except when they want them to do something. What do you want from me?”
Tim tried a change of pace. “Well, let’s see… I want you to come with us and learn a lot of new things; I want you to get some good new clothes; I want you to eat well; I want you to gain new friends and I hope my other children would be among them. Is that alright with you?”
Fabio didn’t hurry to answer. He seemed to consider the offer very carefully before uttering a word. He then asked, “Will my mother join me?”
Tim looked at the woman. “That’s her choice to make.”
“Of course I’ll come along. There’s nothing to hold me back here, you know.” She spoke fiercely, directing her words to her son.
Fabio finally smiled. “If Mom can come along, I think that should be alright.” He still looked at his mother as if to get her approval.
Tim bent to the child’s level. “For the duration of the voyage, you and your mother will share this wagon with that young man, whom I trust to be good to you, as the other wagon is already crowded. You may still approach me whenever you want to talk with me or just stay by my side, unless I’m busy treating a patient, when that may be unwise. Is that alright with you?”
Fabio nodded vigorously, looking as if he was too excited to talk.
Tim straightened up and turned to the woman. “I suggest you go pack. Take everything you deem of value and enough clothes to keep you cleanly dressed for about two weeks, until we reach home. Maybe Fabio should help you too, as he may like to take along a few things you’re not aware of. We’ll be waiting here for you to return.”
She looked overwhelmed. “Thank you, Healer Tim. It won’t take long, as we have very little. What should I do with other stuff, like kitchenware and bedsheets?”
“Leave them, or give them to whoever you like. You’ll get new ones where we’re heading to and it’s not worth the burden. Is the house yours?”
“I wish… No, the local lord allowed me to live there in return for helping keep the church clean.” She turned to Fabio. “You heard what the man said, now let’s go pack quickly so we won’t keep him waiting.”
Fabio smiled and grabbed his mother’s hand as they both went to pack. The guard went out too, noticing that his employers needed to talk. Anna looked at Tim who seemed to be thinking.
“He’s about Al’s age,” he noted.
“And just as magical, although he keeps it under strict control,” she added.
“He seems to be bright and fierce. I hope he and Al can become good friends.”
“They’re brothers.”
He smiled sadly. “Not quite brothers, yet that doesn’t guarantee anything, as we both know.” He seemed to shake himself out of that mood. “Well, we need to find the children and tell them about the new company they’ll have.”
Tim didn’t elaborate on the new child’s relations. “Fabio’s mother asked us to help teach her son and both of them are going to join us. They’ll stay in the other wagon until we reach home and they only know me as Healer Tim, so don’t mention anything else to them until then. Fabio seems to be a nice kid. Be nice to him and he may become a very close friend.”
“How old is he?” Al asked.
“He seems to be about your age, give or take a few months. I’ll try to teach him some when we reach home, so he can join your classes as soon as possible. I don’t believe he had any schooling until now.”
“Will he play with me?” Celia asked.
Tim smiled. “I don’t know. Boys his age don’t usually play with smaller girls. He’ll probably act more like Al with you.”
The little girl huffed and Anna took her in her arms to soothe her. The boys ran away to play some more with the local children.
Fabio came running a short while later. “Mom asked if you could move the wagons closer to where we live, as she can’t lift the heavy box alone and I’m not strong enough to help her.”
Tim smiled at the boy. “Alright. Hop up and lead us to that house. We’ll help your mother and get on the road again.”
When they reached that house, only a short distance down the road, at the end of the village, Tim saw a very small house, not larger than his forest cabin, devoid of any furniture except for a very small table and two chairs. The two straw mattresses were set on the bare dirt floor. A large wooden box was evident in the middle of the single-room house and some eating and cooking utensils were visible near the fireplace.
“I’ve put all we have in here, but I can’t carry it to the wagons. I’m sorry,” the woman said.
“That’s no problem,” Tim said. He motioned for the guard to lift one side while he lifted the other. They swiftly carried the box and set it into the guard’s wagon. Tim thought of taking the smaller mattress for the child, but it was in such a bad condition that he reconsidered. He would use some magic to make a better mattress for his child.
With nothing left to do, he turned to Fabio and asked, “Do you want to ride with your mother in this wagon or with my family in the other?”
Fabio seemed torn. He considered the question and then, quite hesitantly, answered, “I think I should stay here today, so I can get to know this man with whom I need to spend the nights until we reach our destination. I’d like to join you tomorrow.”
Tim patted his shoulder. “Good thinking, boy. Stay here today, then, and join me tomorrow. Now, hop on, so we may start moving.”
 
Ch. 2 – Father and Sons
 
When they moved off the road for the night, Tim noticed that Fabio and the guard were laughing together. His mother was looking at them with a kind smile. Things seemed to be going well.
As they were sitting by the fire, after having enjoyed a good supper, Tim turned to the woman. “You haven’t told us your name yet. Well, we had no actual introductions of any kind.”
She blushed, looking quite lovely at that. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have expected you to remember me. At least four other girls were wanting your attention each day. You couldn’t possibly remember them all, although you asked each for her name. I’m Ella. And I was about fifteen when we first met. I assume you were a bit older, closer to eighteen, I think.”
Tim answered very politely, although with just a spark of amusement. “Well, Ella, it’s nice to meet you again. We already know Fabio, of course. My other companions are my wife Anna, who’s also a talented healer, our children Al, Berny and Celia, and this young man – Charles, who’s normally employed by the Count of Hillborough as a guard, but joined us on this journey as the Count wants us safely back.”
He then thought for another moment. “Would you like me to give you some of that special tea to drink while on the road?”
Ella blushed at the implication. “Yes, I think I can finally appreciate it.”
Both Ella and Charles looked somewhat tired in the morning, although quite happy. From the glances they shot each other and the way they sneaked some caresses when they thought nobody was looking, it was evident that they were developing some very close relationship. Fabio, though, didn’t seem happy. “They spent half the night copulating like rabbits. I don’t mind Mom doing this from time to time. She seems to need it. But they were so noisy I could hardly sleep,” he complained to Tim. “Maybe I should join you at night?”
Tim smiled at the boy. “That may not solve your problem, though. I’m sure Al can tell you that my wife and I are just as active many nights. It’s your choice, though, although you may feel more cramped in our wagon.”
Fabio reddened as he heard Tim talk. “I’ll think of that,” he finally said. He still came to sit with Tim when they started on the road again.
Fabio joined Al for some chatting and playing wherever they stopped, but stayed by Tim’s side as long as Tim was helping patients, mostly observing attentively, and only helping when asked for. He was evidently interested in healing.
“Your mother said that she tried to teach you all she knew, but you need more. What would you like to learn?” he asked Fabio as they were on the move once again.
The boy blushed. “Everything, really. I find healing fascinating, as you can probably tell just by seeing how I acted during our last stop. That’s helping people in the way they need most. There are probably other ways too. Our local lord helped Mom by giving us that small house for free. She helped at the church occasionally, but mainly for the show. He also visited a few times a year to copulate with her, and she seemed to like it more than he did.”
“They were doing it in your presence?” Tim asked.
“Not really. They either sent me to play outside or waited for me to fall asleep, but I still knew. Mom was always happier after being with a man.”
“Do you think she may like staying with the man in the other wagon?”
Fabio gave it a moment of consideration. “She might. She seems much happier since joining this group, but it may be just getting some new hopes.”
“You’re very observant for your age,” Tim remarked.
“That’s what the vicar told me. He also warned me not to speak about it with strangers. I only know you for a day, but you’re my father, so you’re no stranger.”
Tim smiled and thought a slight change of subject was right. “How do you get along with Al?”
“Oh, Al’s fine. We seem to think similarly on many subjects, but I still need to get to know him better. I think he should sit here with us.”
Tim nodded. “Yes, and he’ll join us after the next stop. I just thought it would be easier if we get to know each other with nobody else present.”
“I thought so too, but we now know each other well enough for others to join us.”
Albert seemed very pensive a day later. “Is something bothering you, son?” Tim asked him.
Al only nodded.
“Care to tell me about it?”
Al shook his head. “Not now. We shall talk at home, Dad.”
He tried to act as usual after that short conversation, although Tim saw him looking pensive whenever left alone. Still, he seemed to be on the way to forge a tight friendship with Fabio. Tim even noticed Al looking at Fabio as if trying to solve a puzzle. He still felt unsure about what could cause Al to act that way.
 
By the time they reached their destination, Fabio had become a very close friend of Al and Berny. Only Celia still frowned at him not playing with her.
As they dismounted the wagons in front of Healer Tim’s house, Tim turned to Charles. “I suggest you take the wagon to its winter shelter and then, after you all rest a bit and wash yourselves from the dirt of the road, I suggest you present Ella to the Count. He’ll probably accept her at once.”
Charles smiled. “That’s a very good suggestion. I’m sure to follow it.”
Tim turned to Fabio. “Go with your mother. I’ll see you at the Count’s court. Just remember that you’re my son and stay proud, but say nothing unless specifically asked.”
Fabio nodded. “Sure, Dad.”
As the others went forward, Tim and Anna led the horse to the stable after having moved the wagon under its winter protection. They then took their belongings out of the wagon and into the house. A few servants were already waiting inside to handle everything.
The whole family moved quickly through the tunnel and back to the castle. They washed well, changed into their noble clothes, and moved into the reception room, where they normally held an audience for the populace.
Charles arrived only a few minutes later, having probably waited for a word from Tim before coming. He was holding both Ella’s and Fabio’s hands. “Count Hillborough, I’d like to present young Fabio and Ella, his mother, whom Healer Tim let join us on our voyage.”
Tim smiled. “Any friend of Healer Tim is a friend of ours. Come closer, please.”
Ella seemed too overwhelmed to be in the presence of a lord to notice much, but Fabio didn’t need more than a glance. As they approached the lord’s throne, Fabio asked quietly, “Dad?”
Tim smiled. “Yes, Fabio. I’ve been very lucky to be promoted by the late king and then by the new one, but I’m still the same person.”
He patted the boy on his shoulder, not willing to show more affection in public, and then sent the three to wait for him in a side room, while he handled a few more official businesses that had been waiting for his return.
He joined the three a bit later. By then Charles had evidently filled the others in. “I could hardly believe it, even after seeing you up close and hearing your voice,” Ella said. “You said you were only a peasant boy, back then.”
“That’s what I was, but then the prince and the king asked for my healing services and promoted me, giving me this county to handle. I still like healing people, as you could plainly see, and the house in the village is in use almost daily, when we’re at home. In a way, it relaxes me after having to handle the responsibilities of my new position.”
Tim then turned to Charles. “May I ask what your intentions are for this young woman?”
Charles smiled. “I fell in love with her while on the road and I’d like to officially marry her, with your permission, as I know she would also like. I don’t know what the lodging arrangements would be in that case.”
Tim let his smile show. “You have my blessing to marry this fine young woman, who’s already proven herself as a dedicated mother and a resourceful person. As for the lodging, I believe we already have a few married guards. You’ll get similar arrangements.”
“Will you like to live with your mother and her new husband?” he asked Fabio.
The boy considered it for a moment. “Will I need to share a room with them?”
Tim tried not to show his amusement. “No. You and whatever new siblings your mother may bring will have your own bedroom.”
“Then I’d like to stay with my mother, at least for now. Will you allow me to change my mind after a while?”
“Sure, and you could always join the other children for studies and for play. Actually, I’d like to spend some time teaching you quite a bit, so you can catch up with Al, when he resumes his studies in a few weeks.”
Fabio’s eyes sparkled with delight. “I’d like that a lot.”
 
Tim started teaching Fabio in earnest the next day, spending many hours with him. He also invited Al and Berny to help him, although they were more interested in playing than in studies. Fabio proved to be a very talented student. He couldn’t catch up to Al in all matters in the few weeks before they resumed classes, but he quickly surpassed Berny. Tim felt sure that with some additional help, the boy would reach Al’s level even before the winter settled on them. He felt really proud of Fabio.
 
It was two days after returning to the castle when Al asked to privately talk with his parents. Once alone with them in a closed room, he looked accusingly at them. “You didn’t tell me the truth,” he said in a controlled tone.
Tim thought he knew what Al was talking about, yet Anna asked, “What do you mean by that?”
Al sighed. “You said that Count Timothy is my father. I no longer think that’s true. I think somebody else is my father.”
“Why do you think so?” Tim asked, really interested in understanding the child’s logic.
Al sighed. “I always knew that Berny and I look very different, while most brothers look more similar to each other. I didn’t think much of it. Then we met Fabio. He’s your son, that’s very evident. He looks like Berny will probably look when he grows up a little or like you looked at his age, except for his eyes that are like his mother’s. That made me think.”
Anna looked sternly at him. “Tim is your father in more ways than one. Had he not taken me in, you would have not been born. He loves you and he cared for you even before you were born and he raised you with love and care, teaching you, setting an example for you, and being a much better father than most. Indeed, he didn’t impregnate me with you, but that’s insignificant, compared to what he did for you.”
Al shook his head. “I didn’t say that he didn’t love me, and I know I love him more than I could ever love the man who impregnated you, yet that man is my real father. Tim, Dad, is my adoptive father. As much as I love him and admire him, I need to know who my father is.”
Tim glanced at Anna, who seemed to be torn between her need to protect her son and her will to let him know. He then turned back to Al. “Son, you should know that I love you just as much as I love Berny. For all I care, you are my son just as much as he is.”
Al smiled at him. “I know, Dad. It’s only that you should have told me the truth earlier.”
“What made you even think of this?” Tim asked.
Al thought for a moment. “I’m not sure. Ever since the king started showing some interest in me, which seemed to grow stronger each time we met him, I found it suspicious. Then you were also disguising me when going to the palace or even when meeting other nobility. I know I look a lot like the king. Isn’t he my father?”
Tim wasn’t sure what was the right way to handle this. Anna had finally come to a decision. “Al, you already know about how children are born, don’t you?”
Al blushed. “I do.”
“Care to tell us? It is important that you understand this before I go into further explanations that you want.”
Al’s face turned even redder. “A man and a woman copulate and then the woman is impregnated. The baby grows inside her until he’s ready to be born.”
She smiled at her son. “That’s right. Now, do you know what copulation means?”
Al looked at the floor. “The man puts his organ into the opening that the woman has and leaves his seed there.”
“Exactly. Now, when the man and the woman do it of their own free will, it may be quite nice. Many do it just because they like it, even if they don’t plan on having more children.”
“You do it all the time,” Al mumbled, almost inaudibly.
“That’s right, and we’re not ashamed of it. We love each other and we love giving pleasure to each other. Besides, as Dad will certainly teach you before you become ready to do the same, there’s a kind of tea that can prevent the woman from getting pregnant, so that she can copulate for pleasure only, if she so chooses.”
“Is that what you did to get me?” Al asked, his face still red.
“Not exactly. When one forces the other to copulate with him, that’s rape. It is a despicable act, turning what God made for procreation and pleasure into an act of humiliation and suffering. Unfortunately, it happens way too often.”
Al looked furious now. “So, he raped you?”
Anna took the hand of her ten-year-old son in hers and made him sit at her side. “I didn’t know the man who forced me. Only later I found out he was our crown prince, and now our king. When he found out who I was, he apologized and I could tell he was sincere in his apology. We’re on friendly terms now, and knowing what he did, he made sure that we give you the best education, so you won’t do things you’d later regret. Besides, after you were born, I couldn’t even contemplate life without you, my child.”
Al cuddled closer to his mother and turned his gaze to Tim. “Why did you take me as your own, knowing you were not my father?”
Tim smiled at the memories. “At first, I only wanted to give your mother a shelter for the winter, to give her pregnancy a chance. I then fell in love with her, making her child just as welcome. I never thought back on that decision.”
Al hugged Tim with his other arm. “So, the king is my father.” He grimaced at the thought. “He shouldn’t have raped you. I’m sure it would have been better if he asked you nicely.”
“He now understands it this way,” Anna said.
Al was still thinking loudly. “If the king is my father, doesn’t that make me a prince?”
Anna caressed his head. “You are our prince, dear. The king recognized you as his son and is planning for you to become his heir, when the time comes. That’s why he’s so interested in your studies and your education. He also admitted that he could never be as good a father to you as your Dad is.”
“The king has no magic,” Al stated.
“But you have. Once you grow up and take your rightful position, this ability may prove quite helpful, and we shall teach you how to best use it,” Tim promised.
“You’ve already taught me quite a lot,” Al smiled at him.
“And there’s much more you should learn before taking your position.”
Al left the room even more thoughtful than before, but there was a certain new confidence in him and a new spring in his steps.
 
Ch. 3 – Burning Matters
 
That summer had been quite dry. Most of the Hillborough County had never been blessed with a lot of rain, nor with much snow, as the taller mountains between it and the northern sea blocked most of the precipitation from reaching it. Still, that particular summer was drier than usual, and the autumn didn’t bring much rain either. Luckily, most of the area was unoccupied, and the few settlements were set near the rivers that flowed from the mountains. These supplied ample water for the people and for some agriculture, without having to rely on natural irrigation.
Tim woke up as the slight breeze brought a distinct smell in, the scent of burning wood. He silently disentangled himself from Anna and went to the window. The sky was still dark, as expected, since they had only gone to bed not too long before, but there was some flickering light penetrating between the forest trees. The fire was not yet too big, but given the dry weather and the wind, it could quickly become a major problem, endangering some villages and even the castle itself.
Tim wasted no time. He awakened Anna with a kiss. “There’s a forest fire. We must stop it before it gets out of hand.”
Anna didn’t need any more explanations. While he got dressed in clothing suitable for leading the soldiers in this kind of fight, she also got quickly dressed. “I’ll wake up Al and Berny. They can use their magic to protect the castle. I’ll then join you.”
Tim nodded. “I’ll have Fabio join them. He may also be able to help almost as much.”
Shortly after, Tim and Anna were riding in front of a large group of soldiers, all equipped with whatever means they could find in a hurry to fight the fire. They rode as quickly as they could, hampered by the branches and the lack of a proper road to that area. Actually, before going out, Tim had studied the map and found some roads coming quite close, only they would have made his riding at least twice as long, and he didn’t dare delay their arrival.
The fire had already gained some more power, and its front seemed to become much wider than he’d estimated at first. They had carried some water pumps and some hoses that could direct the water, but there was no nearby water source. The dry under-bush seemed to catch fire first, drying the lower branches and then setting them on fire. Tim wondered what he could do. He had never encountered such a situation before.
Anna had evidently had some memory to serve her at this time. “Clear the ground of all dry debris and then cut the trees down, forming a clear area, where a fire has nothing to hold to,” she ordered. The soldiers were quick to act on her command. They made a row and each cleared the ground around him, moving the dry vegetation as far from the fire as they could, and they then started cutting down the trees.
Tim understood Anna’s intention and admired her quick thinking, yet it only took a few minutes to realize that they lacked enough men to do the job properly. The soldiers barely managed to stop about a third of the fire-front, yet the rest passed forward, quickly growing in size. With no stream or river close enough to supply water, their efforts seemed futile.
“We must help them in our own way,” Tim said, stopping his work and turning to Anna, who was working at his side, just as the soldiers were doing.
“We can’t create a river fast enough,” she said.
“No, but we can summon some rain clouds and we can petrify some trees, so they won’t burn. We can also make some wind blow in the other direction, I think.”
Anna smiled. “You tackle the trees. I’ll handle the wind.”
Both took the wooden sticks that they had found helpful in concentrating their magic. With all the burning wood, fire, and smoke, nobody was expected to pay them much attention. Tim waved his hand towards the trees in the first line facing the fire. Some branches were already smoldering at their edges. As soon as he directed his magic, though, they stopped smoldering. There was still some fire under the trees, though. He waved his hand again, pushing all that dry debris into the fire, leaving the ground clear. He managed to cover quite a distance, but farther away, this didn’t seem to have much effect.
“I’m going to check the extent of the fire,” he told Anna. He rushed to the horses, that were left some distance away. He rode along the fire front, repeating what he had done before for as many timed as needed. He was about halfway through his job when he noticed the wind change direction, starting to blow the fire back into the direction it had come from. There was not much for it to consume there, as everything was already crumbling into ashes. ‘I need you now to help me bring some clouds, he felt Anna in his mind.
He stopped and concentrated. It didn’t go as fast as the change in the direction of the wind, but after some time he could feel some little droplets falling. Some more concentration made them turn into big drops, cooling the burning ashes and finally putting the fire away.
By the time he rejoined his soldiers, everybody was soaked to the bone. Most faces were blackened by the soot and some even had minor burns, but all grinned in satisfaction. He led them all back to the castle, leaving only a few sentries to make sure that the fire would not restart.
“Thank you all. You’ve done a wonderful job tonight. We must also thank The Lord for changing the direction of the wind and sending us some rain, just in time. Without His help, the results would have been much graver. In a few days, once we all recuperate and can learn the extent of the damage done by the fire, I intend to have some trees planted to renew the forest in that area.”
The soldiers cheered and he dismissed them.
They found the three children standing near the window, each with the stick found most appropriate for their magic. Tim had found the fitting for Anna’s children the previous spring, and he did the same for Fabio soon after they reached the castle.
He smiled at the children. “The fire is all out. You may stop guarding the castle against it. Did you have anything to do?”
Al answered for them all. “The wind blew some burning leaves in this direction. We used our magic to extinguish all of them, until the wind changed direction. Nothing caught fire near the castle.”
Tim was pleased with the mature way they acted. “You did well. Even a small fire, if not stopped on time, may become a real danger. You prevented that from happening. I’m proud of the three of you! Now, I suggest you all return to bed.”
Fabio seemed hesitant. “May I stay in Al’s spare room? He already agreed.”
Tim smiled reassuringly. “That’s alright with me. Then, if you want to sleep here more often, let me know and I’ll make sure to get you your own set of rooms, like Al’s and Berny’s.”
 
Anna woke up before sunrise. Tim was also awakened as she sat up in bed. “What is it, dear?”
Anna looked a bit frightened. It took her a moment to calm down and reply. “I had a dream, or maybe a vision. I saw a great fire starting near the palace, threatening to consume it too.” She took another breath. “Maybe it’s just my reaction to the fire we fought earlier in the night, though.”
Tim didn’t say anything for a while. He concentrated, the way Father Thomas had taught him so many years before, trying to sense the future. It had never been easy, but if he tried really hard, he could usually get a good enough glimpse at what he was looking for. This time, he tried to concentrate on the capital. Concentrating on a diffuse object was even harder, but he had gotten to know quite a few people there, He could now concentrate on their future, as an indication to what the future of the city might be.
“Yes, I can see a fire there. A big one. It will also touch the palace, but not too badly. Yet most of the damage can be prevented if appropriate measures are taken.” His voice became more lively. “We must warn the king and urge him to act to prevent fires.”
Anna yawned. “Sure, dear. We shall tell the king, but I think we first need to sleep some more. We can discuss this after we slept our fill.”
Tim smiled at her. “Of course, darling. I love the way you’re always so level-headed.” He opened his arms invitingly and Anna moved into his hug. A moment later they were both asleep.
They composed the letter to the king after breakfast. “Unless some preventive measures are taken, the capital is due to suffer severe fire damage, including parts of the palace. We suggest preparing several fire-fighting centers, each equipped well enough to fight fires in its neighborhood, as well as help at other parts of the city, if the need arises. These centers should have trained people for the job and help train the populace to fight the fire effectively. A few towers for fire watchers should also be erected, so that any fire can be spotted as soon as it starts and stopped before it can do too much damage. Please make it a high priority, as we estimate that the chance for a large fire erupting before next summer is quite high.”
A messenger was sent to the palace with this letter. He returned a few days later, carrying the king’s response.
“Anna and Tim,
Time and again you prove how right my father was in choosing to trust you. I’ve sent a few men to check the city for fire hazards and their report made it very clear that we’re in great danger. Most houses have thatched roofs, that can easily catch fire and turn the houses into a deadly trap. Many houses are also built mainly of wood, which is also easy to burn. We’ve been lucky not to have any great fires since my father became the king.
We can’t trust that luck, though. Many houses were added since, some quite close to the palace’s external walls, and even some of the buildings inside the wall are not well protected against fire. I ordered some officers to start organizing a fire-fighting force in a military-like manner. I believe this kind of organization may prove more suitable in case of an emergency. They’re due to finish their work within a month.
I’m also going to remove all objects of value from the palace and store them somewhere else, pretending to be preparing for some renovation work, so that nothing of importance would be damaged, if that fire still erupts.
Wouldn’t it be wise if I also leave the palace for a while? I can easily make it into a Royal vacation or visit the counties, honoring the nobility with my visits as well as assuring that they care for their counties as they should.”
It did not take them long to formulate an answer. “You can take advantage of the evacuation of the palace from valuables to really do some renovations, and especially to check that there is no hiding mold behind the wall hangings in bedrooms and other rooms that are in constant use. As for a royal tour – it sounds like a good idea, although a vacation can be helpful as well, even though it’s hard to think of a fun winter vacation.”
Before the winter began, they received another letter. “I wanted to start renovating as you suggested. We found moss in many more places than I had originally believed. It seems that the renovation and the cleaning work will also continue for a long time. In addition, four observation towers have already been erected. Only two of them are built of stone, due to schedule constraints, and the rest will be replaced by stone towers as soon as possible. I also ordered to place fire-watchers on the watchtowers in the walls. At the same time, I made sure that several wagons with water pumps and enough pipes to reach the river from any point in the capital. They will be dispersed to the various quarters next week.
As part of the evacuation of the palace, several more bookstores were found that we did not know of. Richard sorts them out at this point and will be happy to show them to you this summer. Some of the books I could not read, so they probably were just for you.”
 
After the dry summer the winter came late, but at full force. The castle and the village at its foot were cut off from the rest of the kingdom for most of the winter. Tim did not know whether it was winter that had prevented messengers from coming, or that the king had not sent any more letters, considering the difficulties. However, the harsh winter did not interfere with life in the castle, which continued as usual, protected from the weather by thick walls and the lit fireplaces. The children continued to learn and develop both in general knowledge and in magic. They also enjoyed close friendships with their peers, who had studied only general studies with them. Tim and Anna were sure some of these friendships would last a lifetime.
A messenger carrying a thick letter arrived at the first interlude between the storms, just after midwinter.
“It turns out that the warning you sent was very helpful. A few days ago, on the coldest day, a fire broke out that could have ended in disaster. The fire in the fireplace in one of the houses produced sparks that lit the straw roof. Fortunately, the occupants of the house were awake and managed to escape and extract some of their property before the burning roof collapsed. The watchers discovered the fire almost immediately and sent several fire wagons in its direction. It did not save that house and some nearby houses from total destruction, but prevented the fire from spreading to the rest of the city. Besides, since that house was near the palace walls, the fire managed to spread beyond the wall, but not much - also thanks to the preparations. An empty warehouse was burned down and some of the palace shutters and a forgotten curtain that was left hanging during the fall clearing. Most of the damage has already been repaired and the rest will be repaired before spring. I ordered the army to find temporary lodging for citizens whose homes had been burned down and to help rebuild them from stone, brick and tile roofs, so that the danger of fire would be greatly reduced. I hope I did it right, because neither you nor Richard were there to advise me.”
The renovation works took most of the summer. According to Tim’s advice, all bedrooms were equipped with wooden floors and all carpets and tapestry removed. The drapes of all canopy beds were redesigned to be easily removed for washing and put back again. The palace, when it was finally reopened, looked more elegant and no longer felt stuffy.
The king visited the Hillborough castle during early autumn. “Your concerns about the fire saved many lives and prevented great losses,” he told the couple. “The renovation work on the palace was also proven valuable, finding hidden treasures and making the palace a much better place to live and work in while also making it more elegant. I can’t promote you any further, but I can give you medals for special services for the crown. You’ll be awarded with them during the summer and I expect you to wear them proudly.”
 
Ch. 4 – Wanderer
 
The rumors started arriving during the previous summer. A great sorcerer seemed to be on his way to the kingdom, with some armed guards and a multitude of followers. Nobody knew anything precise about him or his group, and he was supposed to be still very far away. The winter seemed to put an end to these rumors.
Tim and his family went to the royal palace soon after the spring melting, as the king was eager to see his heir and spend some time with him.
As summer stepped in, the rumors about that sorcerer returned and seemed to be more than just rumors. The king was informed of the weird group that crossed the eastern border. “There’s the sorcerer in the lead, although he says he’s just a lowly servant of God. He’s a tall and slim person. He always wears a hooded robe, rarely taking the hood off. He wears a sword on his belt and holds a long staff. Some say it is a spear that lost its tip. There are a few armed guards, although their uniforms are so tattered that it’s hard to notice that they are uniforms. The border guards counted four, but they may have missed some due to the state of their clothes. Then there are a few tens of followers. These are mainly peasants and a few townsfolk, all claiming to have seen the man perform miracles, healing people who were practically dead, or helping in other ways.”
Tim became highly interested. Anybody doing healing, with magic or without it, was somebody he’d like to meet and learn from. Anna didn’t share his enthusiasm, though. “Anybody traveling with armed guards is a bit suspicious. The only times we had armed guards were when we were summoned to tend to the king or the prince, and we still didn’t like it.”
“He may be on a long mission and need those guards. We may not know until we meet him,” Tim insisted.
The sorcerer seemed to travel on foot, moving quite slowly, although his group of followers seemed to grow as he approached the capital.
“The sorcerer was spotted about two days travel away from here, and he seems to have more than a hundred followers. This can become a threat,” the head guard informed the king.
“Is there any information about his intentions?” Tim asked.
“Not quite. Some pretend to hear him say that he longs to be back home. When asked where it is, he said – at the palace. That doesn’t sound good.”
Bertie gave it a thought. “Stay alert, but let him pass. His followers may be allowed into the outer walls, but no nearer.”
It took the group three days to reach the capital’s gates. The sorcerer asked his followers to make camp just outside the city walls and to stay out of trouble. He only took his five guards with him, as he stepped through the gates and made his way to the palace. Both Tim and Bertie were too curious to stay inside and wait. They mounted the inner wall and watched from the highest turret.
“He looks familiar,” Bertie said, as the sorcerer came into view, walking briskly, the guards barely able to keep in pace with their heavier equipment. They stopped at the inner gate, where the guards sat down on the floor. The sorcerer also left his staff with them. He then removed his hood, letting his red mane shine in the sun. Tim didn’t know the man, but the king seemed to recognize him. He quickly descended. Tim followed, trying not to get too far behind.
The palace’s guards stood in front of the king, forming a protection line, as the sorcerer came nearer, hastening his pace until he was practically running. Bertie pushed the guards aside and started running just the same, both opening their arms. They seemed to fall into each other’s arms and hug each other. Timothy was surprised to notice a few tears in the king’s eyes.
It took them some time to calm down. The king then took a step backward and said loud and clear. “We welcome you back, prince Cedric. You’ve been away so long that we’ve almost lost hope to see you again, but you kept your word and came back, as I always knew you would.”
Tim didn’t know why Bertie slipped from “Royal We” to “I”. It could have been the excitement.
While the brothers were catching up with each other, Tim tried to scan the new man and determine if he was trustworthy. Cedric was certainly magical, and quite powerful at that – close to Tim’s level. He also seemed to only have good intentions. This made Tim relax a bit, although he stayed alert. Anybody as powerful as this person could easily become a threat, and he intended to keep an eye on Cedric until his intentions became clear enough.
Bertie had no doubts, though. He led Cedric back to the palace, to the room that had been Cedric’s since adolescence, chatting all the way, as both brothers tried to catch up. Just before entering his old room, Cedric turned to Tim. “I’m not sure you’re the right person to request that from, but I’d be very thankful if you send my guards some food and find them lodging. My father assigned a dozen guards to keep me safe on my journey. Only these five survived, and I believe they deserve some honor, if only for doing their job so diligently.”
He thought a little bit more, adding, “I think that sending some food and drinks to the group outside the gate, courtesy of the king, would work well. Later, after some rest, I’ll see how to send them back peacefully.”
Tim was a bit reluctant to leave the king alone with this man, who was a stranger to him. Bertie had no reservations. “Go handle this. I’ll be safe enough with my brother, I’m sure.”
Before handling this task, Tim made sure that Anna stayed close enough to the king to be able to help, if needed. He then gave the appropriate orders to the staff and went to the gate to personally check the guards.
He found them resting at the gate. Somebody had evidently given them some water, and one of the older soldiers at the gate seemed to have recognized one of these guards, starting a conversation. Tim stayed hidden for a short while, listening as the traveler was telling the other about defending their prince and losing several of their comrades.
He then approached them. “The prince asked me to make sure you are served food and drinks and are offered appropriate lodging. Would you like to stay in the guards’ barracks?”
One of the newcomers, probably the oldest, by the way he looked, answered for them all. “We’ve been guards before going with the prince on his adventures and we stayed his guards since. That’s natural for us to return to the barracks.”
“Don’t you have any families you’d like to spend some time with?”
The old guard moved his hand dismissively. “Once we left, we were as good as dead. Nobody expected to ever see us again. We didn’t expect to ever come back either, yet here we are.”
Tim smiled at him. “You did your prince and your country a great honor and I’m sure it will be recognized in some way. Until then, let me lead you to your temporary lodging, in case you don’t remember where it is.”
The five men stood up. One of them took the prince’s staff and Tim noticed that it was just as long as the spears carried by some of the guards, but he wasn’t sure if this had really been a spear before. He also noticed that the veteran guards would probably need new uniforms, at least. He was glad that all seemed to be in good health. They also seemed to know their way well enough, although being escorted by a nobleman made them feel quite honored.
Once he let the guards settle, he made sure to send some of the servants with food and light beverages to the camp outside the walls. “Tell them these are from the king and the prince, to celebrate his return home.”
He then hurried back. Bertie and Cedric were still in that room, both looking content. “Count Hillborough, come join us!” the king said as he saw him through the open door. “I’ve just started telling my brother about you and your wife, and he expressed his wish to get to know you.”
Tim nodded and sat on one of the unused chairs. The king turned to his brother. “Dad knighted him and his wife and gave him control over the hilly region in the north. He then escorted me to my coronation, along with Richard, and I promoted them both. Yet you may have heard of him as Tim the Healer. He’s a very talented person, and so is his wife, and both are highly magical, according to what I know. I believe you’ll find a lot of common interests to talk about.”
Cedric looked pensively at the younger man. “Tim the healer… Timmy, the healer child? I think I’ve heard of you even before I left for my journey. I thought it would be interesting to meet you, but I had other priorities at the time.”
Tim smiled. “Yes, I started doing some healing when I was twelve, yet I’ve never had any formal training. I feel like I still have a lot to learn.”
Cedric nodded approvingly. “Just as I always feel. There’s always something more to learn, something that may help me save the next person that needs my help. Did you also use magic in healing?”
“Not much,” Tim admitted. “Knowing how some people dread any magic, considering it witchcraft, I only used it very subtly when I had no better way to achieve the same result.”
“You must be a very talented healer, then. Whenever I had to heal injuries, I could usually not do it well enough without some magic. That may have gained me a certain reputation. I don’t like it, but it seems to have helped me come back in one piece,” Cedric commented.
Bertie didn’t let the conversation derail to healing lore, as much as the other two seemed interested in that. “You’ll have time enough to compare your experiences and your methods. You should also know that Tim is raising my heir. I didn’t know at the time, but the last young woman that I raped became pregnant. She was exiled from her community and eventually found Tim the healer, seeking help to get rid of it. He accepted her into his home and accepted the child as his. I later recognized mother and child. She married Tim, and both raise the child with love, along with the children she bore to him.”
Cedric looked surprised. “I’ve heard rumors that you had some problems with the ladies, or that you lost all interest in them. I thought I could help you with that.”
Bertie smiled. “I really had some problems. After that rape, I happened to injure myself badly while drunk. I then asked Healer Tim to help me. He did a very good job and it looks like I’ll soon be able to show the ladies some interest, although I’m mostly interested only in one woman and she can’t possibly become my wife.”
Cedric frowned. “Why?”
Bertie smiled. “I first met her at the Castle of Hillborough. She was the count’s guest, a young widow, and a mother of two. She intrigued me, and I then found out she was a gopsy. She didn’t encourage me, but I found that I was no longer interested in any other woman but her.”
“What will you do, then?”
“Nothing. She’s content being my close friend, my adviser, and my mistress. She doesn’t seek power or recognition and is content to only spend some time with me.”
Cedric still seemed confused. “I think I need to get re-acquainted with the palace and its customs before I can even form an opinion about that. Now, do you think that the royal tailor can adjust some of my old clothes to fit? I was still very young when I started my voyage and I’ve grown taller and much thinner since then, but I’d like to get out of these clothes, get a good bath and wear something clean before I go address the ones who followed me here.”
Tim felt like he had millions of questions to ask, but he stayed silent. The king only said, “I’ll send some servants to set your bath and find some suitable clothes, and the tailor. He may need to sew a new wardrobe for you, but I think he can also make some quick fixes, good enough until that wardrobe is ready. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some other stuff to do. Let me know when you’re ready, so we can talk about the next few days. Tim, I need you with me.”
They walked silently until they reached the king’s study. He sat on a chair and motioned for Tim to sit on another. It took a while before he spoke.
“Cedric and I used to be very close when we were children. He’s only two years younger than me. We lost that closeness when I started my military training. He didn’t want it and even the little he had to learn for self-defense bored him. He started showing interest in healing soon after, but was too young to attend the healers’ academy. He learned from books, instead, just like you did, I assume, but he didn’t have many opportunities to practice due to his position. He asked to go on a pilgrimage to the holy land on his twentieth birthday. Father wasn’t happy with that. Very few who went there ever came back, you know. Cedric wouldn’t accept no for an answer, though. He persuaded father, pointing the fact that he actually had no role, once I became the king, and even if I couldn’t become a king, there was another prince ready for the task, while he didn’t feel like leading a country. Father relented, sending him with several guards, yet he was almost sure that Cedric won’t return. He was sure he won’t ever see him again.”
Bertie let himself enjoy some memories before he continued. “Now Cedric is back. I’m really happy he returned and that he’s in good health, but I’m worried about his future role. I suppose you’ll be spending some time together. I’d like you to find what he expects and see what role he can take, without causing any significant changes in the royal hierarchy. I want him happy, but I don’t want to endanger the future of my son.”
Tim nodded understandingly. This was a delicate task. He wondered if he was really up to it. He would consult with Anna, of that he was sure.
“I’m going to have a festive dinner in his honor, tomorrow or the day after, but he’s going to join us for dinner starting today. I want you and Anna to pay great attention to him and report anything that you may find out of order. After being away for so many years, losing most of his guards, I’m not sure if he’s still in his right mind. He may need some treatment, in that case. I want you to make sure we have all the relevant facts before we need to decide,” Bertie continued.
“We’ll do that. Do you want Al to join us, as usual?”
Bertie had no hesitations. “Yes. He’s smart enough to understand and his presence will also put to test Cedric’s intentions. I’m sure he won’t do anything haste so soon, even if he has some unworthy plans. I doubt that. I believe he’s still the trustworthy brother I’ve known before, but I can’t take risks.”
Tim wasn’t present there, but he was informed that after a long bath, Prince Cedric put on some clean clothes and then walked to the gates, where he spoke to his followers urging them to celebrate his reunion with his family and to return home the next day.
When Tim, Anna, and Al joined the dinner table, Cedric was already there. He stood up when he saw them coming, kissed Anna’s hand, and complimented her beauty, shook hands with Tim, and then turned to Al and gasped.
“Why are you disguising him?”
“He’d better not attract too much attention until he is officially announced as the heir,” Tim explained.
“I thought…”
Bertie, who just came in, joined the conversation. “I’ve signed all the relevant documents as soon as I reached the throne, and I let a few loyal officials know about it, but I wanted him to have as normal a childhood as possible and not expose him to court conspiracies. I’ll make the official announcement when he’s a bit older.”
Cedric nodded understandingly and sat at the table. He seemed a bit confused by the cutlery, as if trying to recall a long-forgotten memory. He then smiled, picked the right fork, and started eating.
It was a pleasant meal. They talked about various subjects, joking occasionally. Al stayed silent, being the only child at the table. He still listened attentively, trying to understand all that was said.
It became evident within a few days that prince Cedric had no ambitions to replace his brother, nor any interest in court life in general. When not forced to attend to some official duties, as Bertie thought his brother’s position should be acknowledged in more than one way, he used to spend his time either chatting with Tim or Anna, usually about healing, or at the library, studying tomes of ancient healing lore as well as some Magic. Since Tim was also spending quite a lot of time at the library, this seemed to bring them even closer.
 
Ch. 5 – A New Healer
 
As autumn approached, Tim noticed Cedric becoming more restless. They were in the library when Cedric decided to talk.
“I no longer feel that living at the palace is the right life for me,” he confessed.
“Where do you want to live, then?”
Cedric shrugged. “No place in particular. While traveling, I found out that I enjoyed helping people, healing as much as I could. I was sorry I didn’t know more healing, although I learned quite a bit from others and from my own experience. Now it looks like healing is my real call, despite my origins.”
“How would you like to act on it?” Tim asked cautiously.
Cedric sighed. “I wish I knew. Despite what others may say, I have no real knowledge of healing. Had it not been for my magical abilities, I doubt I would have had any success, and yet, I shouldn’t rely on Magic for healing. Bertie told me that you are a very good healer. Can you teach me?”
Tim was surprised by this request. Although he had talked with Cedric for quite a bit about healing, he had failed to see this coming.
“I’m not sure. We must leave the palace in a week or two, at most, and go back to our castle. Bertie likes us here, but he’s still reluctant about exposing Al to court intrigues.”
“Can I come with you? It may give me an opportunity to learn both healing and magic and not be bothered with court duties.”
Tim was still reluctant. “I’ll have to consult with my wife first. Besides, are you sure that the king would approve?”
Cedric smiled and waved his hand dismissively. “I’m quite sure that my brother will support my decision, especially since I feel like I’m more of a burden here. He’d like to see me finding my place and becoming happy. I don’t think Countess Anna would oppose either.”
Tim felt that he needed to clarify another point. “When we leave, we’re not going to travel like nobles. My carriage will leave empty, as we intend to return home the same way we came here, as Tim the Healer and his family, riding in a simple wagon.”
“Timmy the Healer Child – that was you, I remember!” He got as excited as if he had discovered it only then.
Tim nodded, blushing a bit.
“I’ve heard of you before I left on my pilgrimage. Now I’m even more interested in traveling with you.” Cedric stopped to give it another thought. “What will you do about the guards? Bertie will not allow any of us to wander alone, I’m sure.”
Tim smiled, glad that he had already tackled this problem. “Two of my guards are brothers. They travel in another wagon, along with us. They learned how to sharpen knives and other tools and it gives them some additional income whenever we stop. Another guard or two could act similarly, only they need a different trade.”
Cedric smiled with relief. “I’ll have this arranged before you leave, so that we can form a small caravan.”
When presented with the idea, Bertie seemed actually relieved. “I’ll choose the guards for you and let them have some merchandise for sale, just the way I’ve seen in other caravans.”
 
Cedric really looked more vivacious and more in peace after they started the journey. That evening, when they stopped at the side of the road and were getting ready for the night, he even seemed eager to tell some stories about the years he’d spent away. He told only about some funny incidents, while the children were still awake. He elaborated about some less pleasant incidents after the children fell asleep. Just before retiring for the night, Cedric glanced at the wagons and chuckled. “I wonder why I’ve never thought of traveling this way before. It could have made my pilgrimage easier and probably safer too.”
They reached the first village the next morning. People seemed to recognize the red wagon from a distance, as the queue formed even before the caravan stopped. Tim and Anna were soon busy with patients. Cedric joined them. Soon enough, he was handling the easier cases. Tim and Anna had to refrain from chuckling, seeing a line of mostly young women form, all wanting Cedric to treat them. It reminded Tim of his early years. Although Cedric was a few years older than Tim, he was handsome and quite taller. His years on the wild gained him a muscular but wiry frame that many women found attractive.
Yet Cedric seemed relieved when they left that village, during the late afternoon. That evening, around the fire, they discussed their day. “It reminded me of my pilgrimage,” Cedric told them. “I needed to use my meager healing knowledge soon after we left the kingdom. One of my guards got ill, far from any inhabited area. I recognized some herbs that proved useful, and what I couldn’t find a herb for, I tried treating with Magic. Somehow, word spread out. It wasn’t too bad on our way there, but it became too much on the way back, with people treating me like I was a grand sorcerer. Young women were seeking my company, hoping I’d give them a sorcerer child.”
“Didn’t you like it?” Anna teased him.
Cedric didn’t mind the teasing. “At first, I did. It was much nicer falling asleep with a young woman at my side than sleeping alone. It was also warmer when the nights got cold. After a while, it became too much. None of them really cared about me. I was only a means to an end, an instrument. It was unpleasant and frustrating. I no longer enjoyed them, and I started evading them.”
Tim chuckled. “I don’t think this is the same. They don’t know who you are, except that you are a healer. They are attracted to you and think they might enjoy being with you. Give them some good time and you’re sure to enjoy it just as much.”
“But what if I get one pregnant?”
“Give them this tea, before or after being with them. It prevents conception. I learned it from a Gopsy healer when I was quite young.”
“How does it work?”
“She didn’t tell me. She probably didn’t know, but Anna and I tried to study it. We now think it makes the woman’s internals unsuitable for the male sperm, preventing it from impregnating her.”
Cedric gave it a thought and then smiled. “I like it. Using this tea, both parties may enjoy sex without further implications. I won’t feel like I’m being used.”
 
They reached a fork in the road a few days later. Tim was going to take the left road, as he’d done more than once. “Why don’t we take the other one?” Anna asked. “They both pass through parallel valleys, as far as I can see, and it would be nice to try a different road.”
Tim shrugged. As long as he was spending his time with his wife and his children, he didn’t mind the rest too much.
It was a narrow and shallow valley, very similar to the other, that they had passed on the way to the palace, with only a few villages scattered along it, surrounded by fields and groves. Somewhere along the way, they expected to see a small castle, where the local nobility dwell.
They had very little occupation in the first village, as only two children were a bit sick, needing no more than some rest. Anna was delighted to see them in general good health, unlike some children they’d encountered before.
As they approached the second village, Tim’s excitement became evident.
“What is it, dear?” Anna asked him.
“I think I know this place,” he said, his eyes searching for any landmark that would give him precise identification.
“We’ve never passed through here. Have you visited this place before we met?”
“Not exactly.” His eyes stopped on a tree, whose lower branches were twisted in a peculiar way. “You see that? It’s the farthest south I went from the village when I was a small child. I grew up in this region!”
As they moved forward, Tim started identifying some more landmarks even before they reached the village proper. He wasn’t really sure what he felt. He had left that village as barely more than a child. Now, more than a decade later, he was a man, an accomplished healer, a close adviser of the king, and a Count. He wasn’t sure if the village had changed so much or his own point of view made it look different. Most houses, though, were still the same. Some had gained a new paint cover, others had a new roof or an additional room, while most looked worse than he had last seen them, showing years of neglect.
The church in the center of the village looked almost the same, except for a small cabin that had been attached to its back. Looking around, Tim noticed a building that seemed much newer than the rest. Judging by its size and its form, it seemed to be a small inn. He couldn’t find the house he’d lived in as a child, though.
Somebody came out of the inn, shading his eyes as he looked around. It was a man that looked a few years older than Tim, with very similar features, except that his face was lined with deep creases. Tim dismounted the wagon, attracting the man’s attention. It took him a moment to scan the newcomer. He then opened his eyes with evident surprise. “Timmy! Is that really you?”
Tim approached the man. “Yes, John, it’s really me. How are you? How is everybody?”
The two men hugged for a moment. Tim then walked closer to Anna. “This is John, my brother. John, the lovely lady in the wagon is my wife Anna, and the children peeking behind her are Al, Berny, and Celia.”
John seemed to be very impressed by the beautiful young woman. He invited the whole group into the inn. After serving some refreshing drinks, he sat with Tim and Anna.
“So, you really made it. You became a renowned healer! I’ve been hearing for years of Tim the Healer, but I never imagined it was my own brother.”
“Yes, I was lucky. I already knew a bit when I left, and I learned a lot since. I’m doing quite well now. How about you?”
John seemed content to answer. “I’m not sure you knew I had a girlfriend before you left. We moved together soon after. There was no land we could claim, but we managed to enlarge our house and turn it into this inn. I’m doing quite well now.”
Tim noticed that the inn looked clean and well kept, yet very spartan. The inn that Bianca had owned before her marriage, despite being quite simple, was much more elegant. He then noticed that his brother didn’t mention his mate, nor any children. “What about the rest of the family?”
John sighed. “Dad fell ill about two years after you left and died before any healer could be found. Mom found another man and moved to live with him. She seems to be happy, caring for his children and hers. James moved to another village, and we seldom hear from him. Joan is still with Mom, helping her with her smaller children and refusing all advances of young men. I’m afraid she’d stay an old spinster. Bill took your example. He left the village when he reached fourteen and we lost contact with him.”
As they continued talking, Tim found out that John had lost his mate when she died during childbirth. The child could not be saved either. He felt a pang of guilt at not being there for his brother, but he knew that was practically impossible.
Tim refrained from speaking about his knighting and his current position, but told his brother about his adventures before becoming “Healer Tim of the Hills.”
A young woman arrived when they were just finishing their conversation. She only needed a single glance at the newcomer. “Timmy! I knew you would come one day, and I intended to join you.”
Tim could barely recognize the young woman. When he had left the village, Joan was a child of only eight. Since then, she turned into an attractive woman, despite showing some signs of hard work. “Why would you want to join me?” he asked, somewhat confused.
“Timmy, I know you’re doing much better than you seem to do, yet I don’t intend to live on your charity. I also learned some healing and I’m sure you can teach me much more. Besides, I may have a bit of the talent that made you leave this place.”
Tim noticed that Anna had already scanned Joan and was nodding approvingly. He still didn’t want to commit. “We shall discuss this later, if you don’t mind. I’d like you to meet my wife Anna and the friends who are traveling with us.”
He introduced her to the soldiers, who looked and acted just as expected from them, and then to Healer Cedric.
Joan looked at Cedric and bowed her head. “Your Highness, it’s an honor to meet you.”
“I’m honored to meet you as well. How do you know who I am?”
Joan smiled. “You have a kind of aura, just like that child, Al. I’m sure I can learn a lot from you, if you allow.”
Cedric didn’t seem to hear. His eyes scanned the woman in front of him. Although older than what was considered marrying age, she attracted him more than any woman or girl he’d seen before. He took her hand in his. She smiled and followed him out, going into his wagon.
John looked bewildered. He missed some of the conversations, as he’d been busy clearing the table, but it was evident that his sister and the stranger found each other very attractive.
 
Some time later, Joan led the whole group to meet her mother. “Mom, you certainly remember Timothy, who had to leave us the winter after he reached twelve. He managed to make a living as a healer and is now quite famous, as Healer Tim of the Hills. He’s now married to Anna and they have a few children. The others are going with them, doing some business along the way.”
The older woman seemed shocked for a moment, and then ran to Tim, hugged him tightly and started crying, “My little Timmy, how I missed you! How often I wondered if you even survived that first winter!”
Tim returned the hug, somewhat reluctantly. He could barely recognize his mother, who now looked like a middle-aged woman, a far cry from the slim, young mother he remembered. He still had some tears in his eyes when his mother finally calmed down and let go of him. He then introduced his wife. “Anna came to me for some healing and we became a couple. We’re now raising our own family. We have a nice house, where we spend the winters, and we travel during the summers, healing people wherever we’re needed.”
His mother frowned. “That doesn’t sound like it gives you enough to live on. Don’t you do anything else?”
He smiled. “I’ve spent some time as a court healer for various noblemen and I keep a place where I accept patients throughout the year. I have no problem supporting my family.”
She looked at the others. “And why are you traveling with them?”
“It’s safer to travel in larger groups, and they sell some needed tools or services. It’s also more fun, especially for the children.”
 
Neither Cedric nor Joan minded making their relationship official, although it became known almost at once. Cedric was happy to help Joan pack her belongings and she also presented him to her mother. “Cedric is a talented healer, although not as knowledgeable as our Timmy. I intend to join him and learn from Timmy as much as I can, so that Cedric and I can become a successful team, just like Timmy and his mate.”
Her mother seemed to be glad for her, although she wasn’t very good at expressing her feelings. Only when they finished packing, she finally remembered that her daughter was actually moving out to live with this impressive stranger. She then rummaged through her things, brought out a small package and gave it to Joan. “Your father bought this for you shortly after you were born, so that you’d have a nice dress to get married in. I’m not sure you’re going to ever marry this man, but it’s yours nevertheless.”
Joan looked pensively at the package. She then shrugged and opened it, pulling out a thin white cloth. “It’s silk! Where did he find the money for this?”
The dress wasn’t really elegant, but it was all silk and seemed way beyond the means of a simple peasant. His mother’s response proved his suspicions. “Father Thomas thought you would need a nice dress when you find your mate. He asked your father to do some work for him and paid him nicely, making sure he won’t use the money for getting drunk, although your father rarely drank at all.”
It fit. Father Thomas had probably seen the future and did what he could to help it happen. Tim silently thanked the old man, whose help meant so much.
 
They spent the night at the inn, enjoying a kind of family reunion, without letting anybody know about the high position of the guests. Come morning, they all said their goodbyes and mounted the wagons.
Al came to sit at Tim’s side after they moved some distance from the village. “It’s nice that your sister is now the prince’s mate and they’re both going to learn from you. Aren’t you happy for them?”
Tim smiled and hugged the child. “I’m happy for them. I just wish I could be there to save my brother’s mate and his child. He’s such a good man. He deserves to have his happiness.”
Al concentrated for a moment, seeming as if day-dreaming. “I think he’ll get his happiness, but only two or three years from now. I think he’ll have three children and many grandchildren before he dies.”
Tim was surprised. “You didn’t tell me you could see the future!”
Al shrugged. “It’s not very useful, as I can’t see my own future or that of those I care for. Your brother, although he’s my uncle, is practically a stranger to me, so I had no problem, after giving it some attention.”
“Can you see Cedric’s future?” Tim asked. He had already tried, but as Cedric’s future was now intertwined with Joan’s he couldn’t see it.
Al concentrated a bit longer and then sighed. “I can only see that they’ll join us in the castle and grow closer, but I could tell only by looking at them. I can’t see any more, and that means we’ll become quite close.”
Tim smiled. “Well, that’s good for you. Cedric is also your uncle and Joan is your aunt. You’re gaining a family, and I, at least, am content.”
Al smiled too. “I heard that uncles and aunts are fun. Now I can see if it’s true.”
 
Joan’s presence moderated the lines of women who sought Cedric’s favors, but didn’t completely abolish them. Cedric was forced to send away several stubborn suitors. He hinted to them that the young men in the other carriages were not mated. At the end of the journey, as they approached the castle, these guards thanked him for making the journey very enjoyable for them.
It was only as they approached their destination when Tim noticed that he had forgotten to tell Joan about his true status. He felt so comfortable as Healer Tim that he almost forgot about Count Hillborough. Now there was no choice.
 
Ch. 6 – Birthday
 
As the small caravan took its last nightly stop before reaching the Hillborough castle, Tim thought it was time to let his sister know the whole truth. It was after dinner, after the children were sent to their beds and only the adults stayed near the fire, when Tim sat on the log near Joan, not quite sure how to tell her.
“There’s something on your mind,” she said. “Spill it!”
He sighed. “What do you know about me?”
She smiled at her older brother who seemed fidgety like a small boy. “I’ve heard a lot about you and I deduced quite a bit more, and then I used my magic to find the rest. I may not be as accomplished as you are, but I have some talents, you know.”
He smiled back, acknowledging the teasing in her voice.
“Let’s start with known facts. You left home at twelve and turned into a successful healer almost overnight. Well, it probably took you a year or two, but that’s how it seemed when I started collecting information. You then acquired a red wagon that has since become your sign. I’m not sure if it’s this one, as it looks too new, but that may only mean it’s well kept.”
“It’s the same wagon,” he confirmed.
“Anyway, you’ve become so famous as a healer, that the prince wanted you to treat him, and later, the late king asked for your services. He was so impressed with you that he made you a Baron.”
“How have you found out? It wasn’t supposed to be public knowledge.”
She shrugged. “Neither your wedding, with the king and the crown prince present, nor your knighting were secret. People talk and I’m good at finding interesting stuff and making all parts of a puzzle fit. Anyhow, after that wedding, Tim the Healer seemed to disappear for a few years, until the new count of Hillborough invited him to live near the castle, the same castle that the Baron of Hillborough started building. Isn’t it an interesting coincidence?”
Her smile widened as she saw his surprise.
“Of course, I could tell nobody. I didn’t think you wanted people to know and nobody I knew would even believe such a story. Then Healer Tim stops in the village, accompanied by Prince Cedric. Even had I not known already, just recognizing the prince and seeing him in your company would have made me suspect you were more than met the eye.”
Tim shook his head as if finding it all hard to believe. “But how could you recognize the prince? You’ve never met any of the royal family before, have you?”
She sighed. “It’s hard to explain. I saw his aura, just as I saw yours, but it has something different in it. I can’t really describe it, but let’s call it ‘the royal signature’. Albert has it too. He’s not your child, although he’s Anna’s and he adores you just as much as you adore him.”
It was too much. Tim wasn’t sure how to respond. Instead, he chose a different track. “So, you won’t be surprised when we leave the wagons and go into the castle as its owners. Cedric wants to keep being recognized only as a healer, though.”
She smiled. “Yes, we’ve had some talks about that. Do you think we could get married there?”
Now he smiled widely. “The local priest would be enchanted to do that service for you, and he’s smart enough and magical enough not to let anybody know who this healer really is.”
It went just as expected. Tim the Healer parked the wagon at his house and then used the hidden tunnel to reach the castle, while healer Cedric and his mate asked for an audience with the Count and were granted residence in the castle for the winter.
A week later, healer Cedric married his beloved Joan in a private ceremony at the castle’s chapel. Joan wore the dress her father had bought for her many years before, with some modifications made to it by the castle’s tailors that turned it really elegant, although quite modest.
As winter approached, they all settled into a routine of studies, healing, and enjoying the company and the love of family. Anna took upon herself to teach her sister-in-law all she could, while Tim spent much time teaching Cedric. Fabio liked to join them at these times, eager to learn some more healing and also interested in magic. Tim found it interesting that both Al and Berny showed much less interest. Their future roles really needed different talents.
 
Albert’s twelfth birthday was celebrated by the whole castle. Unlike his parents, who weren’t even sure of the season in which they were born, Albert had a verified date and his parents made sure to celebrate it since he turned five. As he reached twelve, he already had many friends among the children, as well as two brothers and two sisters. Although he was known as the next count, after Tim, he never made his social position play any role when among other children. That, along with his likable character, helped him make more friends than most children of noblemen had.
Most children were not aware of who “Uncle Bertie,” who also visited the castle for the occasion, taking advantage of the early spring, really was. “I’d like to stay incognito,” Bertie told his hosts, after arriving alone on the back of a horse, two days earlier. A bit of magic made sure that his facial features looked more similar to Tim’s and his hair turned much darker, becoming similar to Anna’s. Tanya arrived a day later.
Both visitors stayed in what had become “Tanya’s apartment” at the castle. They joined the family at the meals and they visited the children during their lessons. Bertie was deeply impressed by the amounts of knowledge all children showed, and especially Al. “He easily answered questions that would have taken me hours to check in various books, and the other children did almost as well. I’m sure he can be a better king than I am even if I pass the throne to him today,” Bertie told his hosts.
“Please don’t hurry with that,” Anna pleaded.
He smiled. “I have no plans to abduct nor to die in the foreseeable future. He’ll have time to farther surpass me by the time he needs to take the crown. I noticed Al is very close to Shandor, which is natural, but also to another boy I haven’t noticed before. I think his name is Fabio. What can you tell me about him?”
Tim smiled. “Fabio is my son, from one of the girls I slept with before I met Anna. He’s about the same age as Al, although I’m not sure about his exact age. Not being my legitimate child, he has no rights to the title – that would go to Berny – but he doesn’t seem to care. He’s more concerned about being Al’s best friend and most loyal adviser. He’s also highly motivated to help people in any way he can. They’ll make a great team when the time comes, including Shandor.”
Bertie smiled. “I may like to ask for their services to the crown much earlier. I’d like to start passing some of the royal duties to Albert soon after he reaches twenty, and gradually pass more and more as I grow older. That way, he’ll not be overwhelmed when the burden finally falls on him. Dad tried to do the same with me, but he was murdered before he could finish. I may also have been less than understanding at the time.”
“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Tim said. “I think I may do something similar with Berny. I may even let him handle everything, once he’s old enough, and resume wandering each summer as Healer Tim. Ced seems to like this way of life.”
Bertie chuckled. “I sometimes wish I could leave it all behind and travel like you. This visit is the most relaxing time I’ve had since my father died. Alas, I can’t leave the country king-less for more than a few days.”
“Who’s keeping a tab on things in your absence?”
“Richard was willing enough, as his county is doing very well and needs no close supervision. Yours does even better, but it’s too far from the capital to just call you whenever I like.”
“Is he going to stay for the summer?”
“Probably only some parts of it, but I’m sure you’ll meet. He enjoys your letters, but he’d rather have your company.”
 
Bertie only stayed for a few days, leaving on his horse, just the way he had arrived. Tanya stayed much longer, intending to go to the palace with the Hillborough family.
They celebrated Fabio’s birthday a few days later. Although his mother didn’t know the exact date, Tim had tried to reconstruct his route that last summer of celibacy and found that Fabio was probably conceived about a week after Al, so that he decided to make Fabio’s official birthday a week after Al’s. Although he had no official position, Fabio got just as much attention and love as the other children of the family.
By that time, Fabio was already able to identify magical auras. It was no surprise to Tim that Fabio asked him one day, “Why is Al’s aura so different than Berny’s or mine? Ours are similar to yours, although Berny’s has some similarities with Lady Anna’s, as does Celia’s, yet Al’s seems very different.”
Tim smiled reassuringly at his son. “What causes can you think of?”
Fabio seemed to try to recall all that he had read about auras. “Well, one’s aura is influenced both by one’s internal magic as by his environment and the way he grows up, while his internal magic usually shows signs of both his parents. I don’t think your children grew up very differently from each other, so that…” His expression changed. “You’re not really Al’s father! Now that I think of it, his aura is much closer to Healer’s Cedric, but he’s not his father either. It must be someone whom I’ve not seen or… it could be someone without magic.”
Tim patted the boy’s shoulder. “Excellent observation. Indeed, the man who begot Al is not magical. He didn’t even know about Al until Al was more than three years old. By then, Anna was already with me and we had Berny. He recognized Al as his son and heir but let him grow with us, believing that the love and care he was getting here was much better for a growing child than what he could give. Actually, I believe he will officially declare Al as his heir very soon.”
Fabio gave it some consideration. “That man is probably noble, or else this ‘heir’ thing wouldn’t matter much. He must also be important… ‘Uncle’ Bertie – that’s Al’s father, isn’t it?”
“And what does that mean?” Tim prompted him.
“Uncle Bertie is really the king. I could recognize the disguise, just like the ones you do with Al when going to the palace or having noble guests. That means…” He turned quiet for a moment, as if not daring to say the thought that crept into his mind. “The king is Al’s father, which makes Al a prince, probably the crown prince, as there’s no other I know of.”
The boy straightened as if responding to an unheard command. “He’ll need all the help he could get when he becomes king, and I’ll help him to the best of my ability. I must study more seriously to know all I need to know by that time. Shandor will do the same, I’m sure. We three are closer than brothers!”
Tim embraced the boy. “I’m glad to hear you say that. I’d like you and Shandor to come to the palace with us, this time. I think Al will appreciate having his closest friends nearby.”
Fabio nodded seriously and then turned more childish. “Will we ride in the red wagon again?”
“Probably, although I’m not sure how many wagons we may need. Cedric is sure to come along, and Tanya will have her own wagon and we shall need at least one guard, probably more. I’ll have to see where you could fit best for the nights.”
“Not with girls!” Fabio’s face had the “Yuck!” expression, so often seen on younger boys when talking about girls. Tim was sure it would soon change, once the boy reached puberty.
“Maybe you and Shandor will like to join the guards? There will be no girls there, at least not at night, I can assure you.”
Fabio smiled with relief. “That can be nice, Dad.”
And so it was. The caravan that formed in front of Healer Tim’s house included only his red wagon, Cedric’s yellow wagon, and the one his two guards were using, although they were now known as traders, selling high-quality utensils at affordable prices. They also seemed to get renown for giving pleasure to many young ladies.
Later that day, another small caravan left the castle, with only two wagons. One housed Tanya and her children. The other served two other guards and was loaded with various tools for sale. It joined the other caravan some distance along the way, where the forest hid both from observers.
The three older boys spent most of their time together. When on the road, with all dressed as peasant children, nobody could suspect they each had a very different status as they all acted the same. The main difference that could be seen was that Fabio and Al sat occasionally at Tim’s side while driving the wagon, whereas Shandor sat at those times with his mother.
It was somewhat different for the girls. While many peasant girls wore almost nothing during the summer, both Celia, now eight, and Nadya, who was almost ten, stayed mostly clothed, stripping only when bathing in a river, like the other women. They weren’t as close as the boys, if only due to the age difference. Actually, Nadya was found more with Berny, who was only slightly older, than with anybody else.
 
Ch. 7 – Silvia
 
The small caravan moved slowly along the road. When they reached a small stream, they stopped to let the horses drink their fill. Tanya moved to talk with Tim. “We should camp at the next junction for the night.”
Tim looked at the sky, noticing that the sun was still close to the zenith. “The next junction is quite close. Why should we stop there when we can go forward for a few more hours, at least, maybe even reach another village?”
Tanya’s expression turned apologetic. “I’m not sure about the details, but I know it’s very important for us to wait there for whoever might join us.”
Tim sighed. “The king wouldn’t like us to delay our arrival, you know. We could benefit from a leisurely afternoon, though. I only hope we won’t regret it.”
“You won’t,” Tanya assured him.
They reached the next junction in less than an hour. Tim and the guards used some poles and a large cloth to make a shade where the children could play. Tim then joined the women and Cedric, as they started discussing various healing techniques.
The sun was already reaching the horizon when another caravan approached. This one was evidently a Gopsy caravan, identifiable by the form of its wagons and the clothing of its people. The guards seemed to tense, their hands moving closer to the short swords they were wearing on their belts, but Tim and Tanya made some calming motions in their direction. Indeed, when the lead wagon reached them, the wagoner jumped down and greeted Tim. “Healer Tim, we’ve heard a lot of you and it’s an honor to finally meet you. We were also looking for you for some time. You see, one of the younger women insists that she has to join your caravan as her future lies with someone close to you. We would be honored if you let us join your camp for the night.”
Tim could sense his sincerity. “You’re welcome to join our camp and I’m really interested to meet that young woman.”
The gopsies moved their wagons to form a loose circle, including the wagons already there. They then let the horses graze and lighted a fire in the center to cook a communal meal before joining the others for a chat.
“Silvia, come here!” the leader called, and then a young woman came out from one of the wagons. Tanya gasped at her sight, yet Silvia didn’t seem to notice. Her eyes locked on Tim’s and she walked towards him and bowed deeply. “Healer Tim, I’m honored to meet you. I’ve recently had some reoccurring visions about meeting you and joining with your… group.” She glanced around, noticing there were many people nearby, although none seemed to pay them attention. “I believe it would be more prudent to talk about this when we have some privacy.”
Tim nodded understandingly. If Silvia could see the future, it meant that she had some magic, and that subject was unsafe to discuss in public. Instead, he started the introductions. “I’d like you to meet my wife, Anna, and my good friend Tanya.”
As Silvia moved her eyes to Tanya, she gasped audibly. “Aunt Tanya, I didn’t see you being with them. Oh, it’s so confusing!” She rushed to Tanya and hugged her, some suspect moisture appearing in her eyes. Tanya patted the younger woman’s back in a reassuring manner and then invited her to sit down, explaining to Tim and Anna. “You’ve met Silvia some years ago, when you joined the caravan where you met me. She’s Balin’s daughter, who was just three years old at the time. As you can guess, she was called after her grandmother. When her parents parted, she stayed with her mother.”
Silvia was glad to find Tanya there although saddened when learning about Silva’s and Balin’s death. Tanya told her that Count Hillborough made sure to punish the criminals and give the dead adequate burial. Silvia glanced at Tim but said nothing.
Much later, after the children were put to sleep and most adults were also retiring to bed, Tim invited Silvia to the red wagon, where Anna and Tanya joined him.
Silvia looked at them with piercing black eyes and then smiled. “I’m so glad to finally meet not only Healer Tim, but also Count Timothy of Hillborough and his countess, and also the king’s escort. You three are already making the kingdom a much better place to live in and I’m honored to be accepted into your company.”
She then turned more serious. “As you can understand, I have the gift of seeing the future, and even my own future, to a certain degree. That’s what brought me here. I know I need to stay with you for a while to meet my mate. Unfortunately, I can’t tell you for how long or who my mate may be.”
“Couldn’t you warn Silva and your father on time?” Tim asked.
She shook her head sadly. “There are two kinds of future one can see. One is only a possibility, like I know about me. I could see that if I join you, I’ll meet my mate soon enough, but if I don’t, then I might never have a good mate. That kind of vision leaves me or others some choice. The other kind is fixed, like I saw the late king die. No matter what he tried to do, he could not avoid that fate at roughly the same time – the difference between the different visions was a matter of hours at most, and in all, he died the same way.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “I was merely a girl at the time. My parents were separated, but still in the same caravan, quarreling constantly. I knew what was going to happen and I knew that warning them would make no difference at all, that Dad would still go that way and Tanya would follow. At least I was spared seeing the details at the time.”
“Can you see my future?” Anna asked.
Silvia smiled gladly. “I’ve already checked it. You’re both going to live long and healthy lives. There will be a few dangers, but none that you can’t easily cope with. Your children will also grow to fulfill their destinies and enjoy long lives. As far into the future as I can see, your family is going to prosper in all possible ways. Since you’re both very powerful magically, I believe that’s no news for you.”
Tim smiled. “Unlike you, we can’t see our own future, but your predictions agree with ours. What can you do magically?”
Silvia shrugged. “Not much. I know I have raw power, but I had nobody to teach me and it was too dangerous to try on my own. I’ll be glad to learn some, if you can help me with that.”
Anna turned more practical. “As you want to join us, I’m not sure that we have room for you while on the road. This wagon barely has room enough for our growing family and I’m not sure you can stay with Tanya, as there’s no spare bed there. Do you have any suggestions?”
Silvia smiled. “That’s easy. My brother and his mate have their own wagon now. My mother died the winter before the last, leaving me her wagon, because she’s been living with another mate for her last few years. I can just drive my own wagon”
“Can you help us with the healing when we stop in a village?” Tim asked.
She shook her head sadly. “I know very little healing, as I was too young to learn when Silva left us and I had no other healer to learn from. I can help you when you just need me to do something simple. On the other hand, I can sew and mend clothes. I can offer these services when we stop.” She then smiled. “I can also sing and dance, but I don’t think that may turn too useful in this case.”
Tim smiled back, accepting her words. He then checked her clothes. “We may need to find some new clothes for you, ones that look more peasant and less gopsy, if we want you to fit in. We may need to do some changes to your wagon too, but I’ll check that in the morning.”
They parted a short while later, retiring to their own beds.
The gopsies reformed their caravan soon after sunrise. Silvia said her goodbyes to family and friends and then joined Tim and his family for breakfast. Tim had already inspected her wagon and had some ideas about the changes needed. “I think we should paint it some light color. That should be enough to make it unrecognizable as a gopsy wagon. We can do some more changes later. Can you have at least one set of peasant clothes ready before we reach the next village down that road?”
Silvia nodded. “I’ve changed one already. I can go and put it on now, if you like.”
“Do it. I’ll see if we can make some paint before we go. I have an idea of where to find it,” Tim said.
He took a large bucket and walked into the nearest forest – more like a copse of trees, really. When he was sure nobody could see him, he used his magic to fill the bucket with greenish-white paint. It would not hold for more than a few weeks, but he was sure it would be enough for this leg of their trip.
By the time he was back, Silvia was wearing a dress similar to Anna’s. She also combed her hair and collected it in the style many young peasant women did. Except for her slightly darker skin, nothing in her appearance suggested that she was a gopsy.
With the help of the guards (and a bit of undetectable magic), he painted Silvia’s wagon while the women removed some of the other marks of gopsy wagons from the outside. When they all finished, it would have blended nicely in any of the caravans passing throughout the country.
Just for safety, Tim made sure that her wagon stayed in the middle, with his at the front and Tanya’s at the back, followed by Cedric and the guards that watched all of them.
A few days later, after stopping at several villages and treating the locals, Healer Tim and his friends reached the capital. Silvia was not surprised when the traveling group turned into nobles and their entourage. She was actually ready for that with some clothes fitting the palace.
They were all welcome there. Richard, and then Bertie, hugged Tim and Anna and treated Tanya as if she was royalty. Cedric went first to his old room to settle and then presented his wife to the king, getting his blessing. “I’m glad you found somebody to make you happy and an occupation that really fits your wishes. Still, you can always treat the palace as your home, especially when you get some children.”
“Thank you, Bertie, but we currently feel more at home at the Hillborough castle, where we’re just a pair of healers for almost everybody.”
Bertie laughed. “I would have gone to live there myself, if I could, despite the much harsher winters.”
Cedric smiled. “I hardly noticed the weather, studying with Joan in the castle. You should try that with your chosen mate.” His eyes flicked approvingly to Tanya.
Bertie just laughed.
 
They turned more serious after dinner. Bertie turned to Al. “Are you ready to be officially recognized as my heir? While that may give you some minor benefits, especially after you grow another year or two, it may attract a lot of attention, not all of it positive. I talked about this with your parents many times and they said it would be up to you to decide. I’d like to know what you think about this.”
It was no surprise for Al. The king didn’t notice, but neither Fabio nor Shandor seemed surprised at hearing that. None of the other children either. The topic had been discussed for almost a year and was now old news for most. Nobody knew what Al would eventually decide, though.
Al took his time forming an answer. He then looked Bertie straight in the eyes. “I can’t say that I was proud to hear that I was born as a result of a rape. In a way, I was even ashamed of the man who did this. But if my mother could forgive you, then I can forgive you too. By letting me grow with Dad you gave me an unprecedented privilege, and I appreciate it. I’m not yet ready to take the crown, so you need to stay healthy for at least a few more years.” This was evidently a tease and the king chuckled at hearing it.
“Don’t worry, I plan to die a really old man,” he said.
“Good to hear that, as I feel that I need to learn very much before I can even help you carry the burden. I trust my two closest friends to always help me with it, and other friends to come to my call as needed. With that said, I believe I am as ready as I can ever be for the task ahead. I’m ready to be officially recognized as your heir and face the hardships that announcement may bring.” Al was as serious as a boy his age could, looking very impressive.
Bertie smiled, some relief evident on his face. “I’ve already had all the documents ready. We’ll make the announcement during the mid-summer royal ball. I’ve been neglecting my duty to host it and it’s time to renew that tradition.” he then looked worried for a moment. “You can dance, can’t you?”
Al smiled. “Dad made sure that we all know how to dance properly, even Celia. We have a few balls each year in the castle, and we’re all supposed to dance perfectly.”
The king nodded approvingly. “Excellent! You’ll probably have to dance with quite a few of the daughters of the nobles, but that’s part of being noble yourself. In time, you may grow to like holding them in your arms.”
Al looked a bit skeptical, but he knew how much his parents liked hugging each other. That was probably something he needed to grow up to really understand.
 
Ch. 8 – Heir
 
Preparations for the ball started the next morning, with invitations sent to all noble families. Even Al understood that most would come, if only due to the novelty of having the balls renewed, as the scheduled announcement was still kept secret.
This helped him enjoy the week before the ball, playing with old friends, and making new friendships, as did the other children. Fabio, despite this being his first visit to the palace, acted very similarly, as if he’d been a constant guest there.
Silvia didn’t take part in all that. She preferred to be treated like one of the Count’s servants. She helped the other servants, of course, but nobody thought she was anything but a young maid who still had a lot to learn.
When the time came, the count and countess of Hillborough led only Bernard and Celia to the ball. Al arrived at the side of the king, wearing clothes reserved for the crown prince. At the king’s insistence, he was also wearing a mail coat under his outer garments, making him look more robust. The king sat on the throne and directed Albert to stand at his side, before announcing loud and clear. “We are welcoming Prince Albert, our son, and resume the annual mid-summer ball in his honor. Prince Albert will inherit the throne after I join my ancestors. Welcome him as he deserves!”
All present applauded, although some looked quite confused by the announcement. Very few seemed to notice that Albert had previously been with Count Hillborough and fewer still knew the truth. Tim scanned the faces of the others, finding no hostility in any, although some seemed slightly disappointed.
Eventually, the ball was a success. Both Tim and Anna had to dance with many other partners, some whom they had barely met, but that was as expected. Al was the most sought-after male in the hall, as expected, but Fabio and Shandor were also there as special guests of the king, getting their share of attention from younger girls. None of the three boys seemed to like it but they all shouldered it like loyal soldiers.
 
“I thought it would never end!” a tired Albert told his parents. “I think I danced with hundreds of girls between six and sixteen, and I didn’t like even one!”
“Didn’t you like dancing with me?” Celia asked in mock offense.
“You were alright, I guess, but with so many dance partners I could barely notice who was dancing with me,” Albert apologized. “I think I need to let my feet rest for a week now.”
Tim chuckled. “Too bad you feel that way, as you’re scheduled to watch a military parade in mid-morning, and then attend lunch with some of the lower-level nobles and later dinner with the more prominent nobles, including us.”
Al made a face. “Why have I agreed to this? I could wait a few more years, I’m sure.”
Anna put a consoling hand on his shoulder. “It was your decision, but it was also clearly what the king wanted you to decide. You probably felt this.”
Al nodded. “I did.” He then yawned. “Well, goodnight. Don’t wake me before you must.”
Celia looked after his retreating form. “I danced just as much and I don’t complain like him. A few of the boys were even tolerable, if not really nice.”
“Whom did you dance with?” Anna asked.
Celia chuckled. “Most didn’t even say their names, only their positions. Except for Shandor, who rescued me from someone who smelled really bad, I danced with the heirs of most counties and some future Barons. Oh, and the future king too.”
Anna smiled at her. “This may change as you grow up. You may find some boys really nice to dance with, or more, and they may find other girls more interesting, despite you being the sister of the crown prince. We’ll make sure to teach you all you need before the time comes.”
“Thank you, Mom. Well, I’m also tired. Goodnight.” Anna kissed her seven-year daughter as did Tim. They felt quite proud of the way their children handled the new burden.
Before returning home at the end of summer, Prince Albert had to sit for the official portrait, in addition to attending innumerable meetings where he barely kept himself awake. At least the concerts were pleasant. Luckily, he had his best friends with him, to vent his frustrations and to get some advice that no grown-up could give.
Only Bernard seemed to enjoy their stay there. Most were not yet aware of his new position as heir to one of the largest counties, and he was too young to be of interest to girls or show interest in them. Well, all except Nadya. The two of them explored the palace, enjoying the attention of the servants, who found the two quite funny at times, and having a good time. Both were also able to use some magic to hide them when they wanted not to be found, which came in handy.
 
As the summer reached its end, the Hillborough family and its entourage left the palace, and Tim the healer, along with Healer Cedric and their closest friends started their way northward. Tanya stayed at the palace, but her children wanted back to the castle, to be with their friends. They felt almost as close to Tim and Anna as they felt to their mother. She reluctantly agreed to let them go.
It took Tim a day to relax and be ready to do some healing. It took Al much longer, but he also seemed to find relaxation in helping his parents treat the locals wherever they stopped. Fabio joined Cedric and Joan in those cases, teaching as much as learning. The older couple could only admire the young boy, who seemed to be truly his father’s son, concerning healing.
They were approaching a junction, about an hour after breaking camp that morning, when Silvia came to Tim. “Please take the left road,” she asked.
“Why? It doesn’t lead in the direction of our home and may prolong our trip by days.”
“I feel we need to go that way. It’s important,” she insisted.
Tim shrugged. They weren’t in a hurry, as there was enough time for them to reach the castle before winter-fall. A short delay wouldn’t change much. “Alright, I suppose, but if it takes us too far away we may need to turn back.”
“Oh, it won’t be far, I’m sure.”
He smiled at the younger woman, hoping her magic would direct them right. A few minutes later he turned left at the junction, as requested.
The road seemed vaguely familiar, like practically every road he’d taken for many years. He’d traveled so much when younger that he thought he visited every place, except for the far north and the far south, at least once. They were approaching a nondescript village, like hundreds of others, with a small wooded hill nearby. They also seemed vaguely familiar but were so common that he couldn’t really remember for sure.
It was not yet midday when they reached the center of that village, where some locals were already queuing, expecting to get the services of Tim the healer. Even before checking them over, Tim had the impression that they were all in good health with only minor complaints. Indeed, when he started accepting patients, all their complaints were minor.
“Why are you even bothering to come to me when a simple home treatment could work just as well?” he asked after the fourth patient who needed nothing more than a few words of common advice.
The man smiled in discomfort. “Our healer has spoken well of you, considering Tim the Healer to be the best there is. We’re all curious to get to know you.”
“Who is that healer that normally treats you?” Tim asked.
“His name is Carlono. He usually travels during the summer, but he stayed home this time, expecting some visitors.” The man looked around and added, “I think he’s approaching now.”
Tim turned to look in the same direction. Although he didn’t meet Carlono for quite some time, the man seemed unchanged. Carlono walked briskly and stopped in front of Tim, opening his arms wide. “Welcome, Healer Tim of the Hills! I hoped you’d pass here. May I invite you and your friends to lunch at my humble home? I may not be as famous, but I’m still able to feed a few travelers.”
Tim stepped into his hug and hugged him back. “I’m glad to find you in such a good mood. I’m sure we shall all enjoy a short visit with you.”
The potential patients seemed more interested in the meeting of the two healers than in getting any treatment. Tim invited Carlono to join him in driving the wagon to its destination and lead the other wagons. They stopped a few minutes later in front of the same house Tim could remember, only it seemed to have been enlarged, gaining a large side room that, so Tim guessed, was used for treating patients.
As everybody dismounted their wagons, Carlono became aware of all the people in the caravan. He already knew Anna and her children, although Celia had only been a small baby then. Tim was glad to introduce the others. “This is my son Fabio, brought to me by one who didn’t like the tea I was offering to all the girls that visited my bed. If he chooses so, he may turn out to be a great healer, I’m sure. You’ve not met yet Healer Cedric and his wife Joan, who is also my sister. These four young men are guards, assigned their roles by Count Hillborough who wants to see us safely at his castle. And last – our surprise guest – Silvia, who still needs a lot of training both in healing and the other talent we share.”
Carlono didn’t seem to notice anybody else after Silvia was introduced. Their eyes seemed to lock on each other in a silent conversation. Silvia was the first to get out of that trance-like state and say, “I think I found what I needed to.”
This made Carlono return to reality as well, saying, “I also think I no longer need to search.” He offered his arm to Silvia, who took it, and they both went into the house with the others following.
Unlike the previous time, Carlono had somebody tending a few boiling cauldrons at the fireplace. Tim was thankful for that, as the guards were not aware of magic and could panic had they seen it in action. Carlono waved his guests to sit along the table, which was much larger than the one Tim remembered, not letting go of Silvia.
Although nobody dictated any specific seating, it was interesting to see how people positioned themselves. The head of the table was Carlono’s place, of course, as the host. As he kept holding Silvia’s arm, she took the seat at his right, followed by Cedric and Joan. Tim and Anna, who was holding baby Daria in her arms, sat on the other side of the long table, followed by Al, Berny, and Celia. Fabio sat next to Joan, followed bythe smaller children and then two guards, with the other two sitting on the other side of the table.
Carlono’s employee served them all and then sat near the soldiers. It was a simple mid-day broth that was rich with vegetables and some meat, yet didn’t feel heavy. Some glasses of cold water helped clear the mouths of any aftertaste and then some fruits were served. It was a simple yet delicious meal.
“I suggest the children go out to play before having to sit in the wagons again,” Carlono said. Two guards followed the children.
“I think you should also guard the children,” Tim said to the other guards. They moved swiftly out as well. Carlono seemed relieved.
“I believe we can finally speak freely,” he said.
“What about your employee?” Tim asked.
“I have none. It was only an illusion, to keep the magic hidden. I’m quite proud of being able to do that. It took me many trials and quite a few failures to achieve such a believable illusion.”
“You’ll have to show us how you do it before we leave,” Tim informed him with a wide smile.
“I’d be delighted,” was the reply.
He then turned more serious. “I’ve heard of Al becoming the crown prince. This made some of my previous observations make more sense. Now, healer Cedric seems to have a similar aura. Can it be Prince Cedric, by any chance?”
Cedric nodded. “I never liked being a prince, and one who has no specific role in life at that. I found I like healing people and Count Hillborough proved a very good teacher in healing and in Magic.”
“Yes, he’s an excellent teacher. When I first met him, as Tim, the child healer, I thought I would teach him a bit. I may have taught him a few facts, but I learned tenfold from him. He’s only got better since.”
Tim wanted the focus to move elsewhere. “I’ve noticed you’re doing quite well here, keeping the village healthy.”
Carlono shrugged. “I try my best, but it’s mostly things I’ve learned from you, mainly about cleanliness, that seem to make the most difference. And then, once people saw that my advice gave the expected results, they tried to adhere more closely to them. They still get enough injuries and other problems to keep me busy and well-off, especially during the winter, and I started traveling during summers, following your example.”
“We can now travel in a wagon,” Silvia said.
“What do you mean?” Carlono asked.
“We were both looking for the right mate and we now found each other. I own a wagon. It’s ours now. You only need to renew the paint after the winter and oil the wheel bearings.”
“And feed the horse,” he added.
She smiled. “Yes, that too.”
Carlono turned to his guests. “I believe I need to get to know my mate. Please come to visit us whenever you can, any of you. I promise to keep your secrets and to always welcome you with a good meal and some place to rest. If you have the time, I’m always willing to discuss healing and magic.”
“You still need to show us how you made that illusion,” Tim reminded him.
“Oh, sure. You see…” It took him about half an hour to make Tim and Anna produce similar illusions. Cedric and Joan didn’t even try, knowing that once Tim got the hang of it, he would teach them much better.
As they were parting, Tim waved his hands, creating the illusion of a man standing guard at the bedroom’s door. “You may enjoy the rest of the day with no interruptions. We shall find our way back on our own, Goodbye.”
 
That night, Cedric seemed pensive. “I wonder how it works,” he said softly.
“What do you mean?” Tim asked him.
“Pairing, mating. Magic brought you and Anna together; magic brought me and Joan together; now it looks like magic brought Carlono and Silvia together. Isn’t that curious?”
Tim thought of it for a bit. “Not really,” he finally said. “Our magic only does what we ask it to do, although we may sometimes be unaware of asking it. I was no longer enjoying the multitude of women asking for my ‘special healing’ and I already had a cabin and was thinking of a mate, even though I had nobody in mind. Anna needed someone to help her, although not the kind of help she thought she wanted. She didn’t really want to lose her child, no matter how he was started; she only wanted to be able to live her life. Our magic interacted to bring us together, so that each would give the other what was lacking. I suppose it could be the same for every magical couple.”
“The count of Northbridge had a prearranged marriage,” Cedric commented.
“True, but he may have changed his intended unknowingly to be good for him.”
Cedric yawned. “Well, whatever it may be, we can discuss it during the winter. We need to rest now, as we still have a long way ahead of us.”
 
Ch. 9 – Couples
 
Time passed quickly. Tim and his family came to the King’s Palace for a while every summer. They made their way there and back as healer Tim and his wife in a caravan with friends. Cedric chose to wander in other roads with his close guards, if only to help more people become healthy, but he also spent a part of every summer in the palace.
The children grew, learned, and improved their abilities, as children do. Cedric and Joan had two children three years apart, both magical. Tim and Anna also had another daughter. They called her Daria. Both couples enjoyed watching their children grow up in the pleasant and supportive environment of Hillborough Castle.
 
Once again they were on the road, going back to Hillborough after the summer visit to the palace. Tim had caught a cold and, despite the use of medicines and some magic, still felt a bit out. After almost falling asleep while driving the wagon, Anna sent him to bed and drove the wagon by herself. The road was straight and the horses had nothing to attract them, so she let her mind roam, paying only minimal attention to the road.
She thought about her children, like most mothers do. Unlike some, she thought of all the children in the extended family as hers, even those who weren’t truly hers.
She felt proud of Al. Despite having him as a result of rape, she loved her son unconditionally. In a way, he’d been the key to all that followed. Had she not got pregnant, she wouldn’t have looked for a healer and wouldn’t have met Tim, wouldn’t become his mate and wouldn’t have the life she now had. But Al was more than that. He was becoming a very handsome young man, with a lot of knowledge, both regular and magical. Well, he needed to have a rounded education for his future role. As the next king of Gandolia he needed to know as much as possible if he wanted to be a good king. Yet he was humble and friendly. When on the road as Healer Tim’s son, he mingled with all levels of society and easily made friends with peasants, merchants and nobles close to his age. Many girls found him interesting enough to visit his bed although none was aware of his true identity. Like all young men, he enjoyed these visits. He also made sure each drank of the special tea that prevented pregnancy, as taught by his father. She wondered when he would find the one who would become special to him, the one with whom he’d make a family.
Al’s best friends were Fabio and Shandor. Well, Fabio was kind of his half brother. Although Anna hadn’t given birth to Fabio, she felt like he was also her son. It helped that he also looked like a younger version of her husband, now that Fabio was only slightly younger than when she first met Tim.
 
Although Fabio was known as Tim’s illegitimate son, this only seemed to make him more desirable, once he reached adolescence. Many of the nobles’ daughters considered him a catch, if only due to his connections with the future king. The facts that he was tall, handsome, and very well behaved only made him more desirable, and not only to nobility. While wandering with Healer Tim, Fabio got quite a bit of experience with the fairer sex, just like Al.
It all changed as they reached the palace this summer, when Fabio was seventeen. As always, he took part in several Balls, but this time, he seemed to dance mostly with one girl, who looked a bit younger than him. This didn’t go unnoticed. Some of the nobles even complained to Tim (and some even to Anna, despite Fabio not being her son,) that their daughters hadn’t had a chance to dance with his son.
“Who is that girl that seems to get all of your attention?” Tim asked Fabio.
The boy blushed only slightly. “She’s Rozalind, the youngest daughter of the Baron of Northport. I find her really smart and quite knowledgeable. I think she’s also magical, although none of her parents has magic.”
“And the fact that she’s very beautiful didn’t play any role?” Tim teased his son.
“Of course it did. I first noticed her looks, but once I got to know her, it became irrelevant. Besides, there are quite a few girls close to her age that are just about as beautiful.”
Tim smiled. “Are you planning to get closer? Her parents may not be too happy about it, as you know.” Some of the nobles didn’t approve of Fabio’s status nor of his mother.
Fabio shrugged. “Her older brother will inherit the Barony, and she also has an older sister, who’s already engaged. Since I’m a close friend of the future king, I believe they would consider me quite appropriate for their youngest daughter.”
“Does it matter to her?”
Fabio paused to think. “I don’t think so. I’ve seen some future counts trying to make her interested, but she said they were boring. Well, they really seem to be boring.”
Tim spoke with Rozalind’s father a few days later. The man was quite disappointed with her. “Such a beautiful girl should be able to get the best, and is indeed courted by some future counts and barons, but she only says they’re boring her. I noticed that your son is a good person, but he has no real status, despite his closeness to the future king. I heard he intends to become a healer. What kind of life can she expect as his mate?”
Tim tried not to feel offended by way of Fabio. The Baron didn’t know and couldn’t know that he was speaking with Healer Tim. Instead, he tried another approach. “Maybe she doesn’t feel she’s good enough to marry a Count or a Baron. Have you taught her anything of value?”
The man waved his hand dismissively. “Why should she bother with learning? She knows how to keep a household and how to control the staff and the etiquette is ingrained in her. What else could she want? That’s all a noble wife would need.”
Tim was astounded at the narrow-minded man. “Well, Baron, she might want to learn some arts, or maybe something more useful, so she won’t feel like she’s just a decoration or a baby maker, once married. I let my daughters learn the same as the boys. They proved to learn just as well. I even let all the children of the staff learn as much as they can, both boys and girls.”
The man huffed. “Well, your county seems to be rich, so you can afford that. My barony is smaller and I can’t afford to spend the money on teachers, unless I need to.”
Tim knew this to be untrue. Since Northport was the only port to the North Sea, it had a lot of commerce and traffic, all paying taxes. Either the baron wasn’t very competent or he had other priorities. Still, that gave him an idea. “Since I keep a few teachers all year round, I won’t mind if your daughter joins the lessons. It won’t even cost me any more. You only need to take care of her clothes and give her some money for small personal expenses, as you probably do anyway. We have room enough in the castle and she could stay for as long as she likes. You can also come and see the conditions we can give her, to make sure they’re to your satisfaction.”
The baron nodded pensively. “I’ll visit your castle on my way back. If I find everything satisfactory, she can stay.”
 
When Tim told his son, Fabio was so glad to hear it that he practically danced before he ran away, to tell Rosy the news.
 
Anna was glad that they had left the palace early. Despite going slower while traveling in wagons, she was sure that they would be home by the time the baron would arrive. That man seemed to linger at the palace for as long as possible, hoping to advance his position. She wondered how Rosy would fit in, once she came to stay with the family.
 
Her thoughts moved to Berny. That meant thinking about Nadia as well. Practically since the day Nadia came to the castle, these two were almost inseparable.
Nadya, Tanya’s daughter, had lived in castles and palaces since before she could remember. She was acutely aware of her Gopsy origins, as some of the nastier children kept reminding her, but she grew up with nobles and royalty, and had the education and manners to match. She was also spending a lot of time in the Hillborough castle since Bertie considered it much safer for her, once she started puberty.
Berny was her closest friend. He was less than a year older than her and much more magical, yet her intelligence was on par with his, if not higher. The two were practically always together, when not forced apart. As they grew older, nobody seemed surprised that they turned into a very close couple.
This didn’t mean that they had no other love interests. As Nadya spent some of the winters at the palace, while Berny went home to the castle, it was natural. Both seemed to lose their virginity during the winter after they reached fourteen, despite being hundreds of miles away from each other. Berny courted a few girls, some even a bit older, and bedded most of them, as far as Anna could tell. Berny already knew about the contraceptive tea and made sure his bed partners used it. Nadya was also using that tea regularly as she was seducing many of the young men in the palace, learning all she could about what young men liked or disliked and how to make them enjoy her while enjoying them.
And yet, when they met again, there was no doubt that all other partners meant nothing, as far as the relation between these two was considered.
Being so close, the transition from just close friends to lovers was not evident at all. The two used to share a bed as toddlers and then as children and didn’t stop doing this occasionally even after puberty hit them both, yet Anna noticed a certain change during Berny’s fifteenth summer. He no longer treated Nadya as ‘one of the guys’, like before. He was treating her like a young lady. He was opening the doors for her, holding chairs for her, walking arm-in-arm with her. There was suddenly a lot of blushing and many furtive glances. She wasn’t sure if they stopped sharing a bed for a while or only did it less frequently, but at the end of that summer, Nadya was openly using the contraceptive tea each day and Berny was never found in his bed at night.
It was no surprise that Nadya chose to join Tim’s caravan at the end of the summer. She didn’t even hide her intentions to share a bed with Berny. “We’re already mates. He may or may not wed me in the future, but that doesn’t really matter,” she explained.
For Bernie it didn’t matter at all. “Nadia and I have known for a long time that we will be a couple for life. From now on we will not part again. She has learned all the customs of the nobility like me and she knows how to fit into a palace even better than me. After we get married, she will be an asset to the county, more than Tania is an asset to the kingdom.”
“And are you sure you will get married?” Anna asked.
“Of course. After all, no one else would agree to marry me if I continued to spend the nights in Nadia’s bed and also every spare moment. Even if one is found to agree, it just wouldn’t be fair to her.”
Anna remembered Tim telling her that he thought this was a bit early for such a commitment, despite the fact that many young women married even at younger ages. He thought he really should talk with Bertie to not allow marriages for people younger than fifteen. Although he took Anna as his mate when she was a bit younger, it hadn’t been completely his choice. Had she not been pregnant, he would have probably waited for her to grow a bit older, so he said. Anna chuckled at the thought. Well, had she not been pregnant, they would have probably not met at all.
She heard some noise behind her. Turning her head, she saw Tim coming out. “How do you feel?” she asked.
Tim smiled. “Much better. I’m even a bit hungry. Maybe we should stop for a quick lunch and we can then go to bed for a nap?” The way he said it, she was sure he had very different plans for bed. Well, her last pregnancy had already been almost forgotten, and she didn’t mind having another child.
She smiled teasingly back. “I’ll make sure to give you a large enough portion to assure your stamina.”
Tim smiled and hugged her closer. Anna felt really content.
 
When the Baron of Northport arrived, the Hillborough castle was ready, with a suit of rooms reserved for Rosy. The baron seemed very impressed. “This is much larger than what she has at home,” he noted.
Tim shrugged. “All my children got similar suits, once they reached puberty. The castle was designed with comfortable lodging for all. Even the servants’ lodging is quite spacious.”
The baron sighed. “I wish my ancestors had thought of this. My castle is quite cramped, with only small rooms, despite having enough land to build it larger. I consulted with some engineers about enlarging it, but they said it’s not built in a way that allows enlarging. I may need to build a new one, but that’s a lengthy and costly affair. Maybe my descendants would like to tackle it, as I don’t. I grew up there and it’s my home, despite its shortcomings.”
Tim wasn’t surprised to hear that. The man was quite old-fashioned, although not much older than Tim. He didn’t mind that too much. The main point was that Rosy and Fabio were good for each other. The rest was irrelevant.
The baron and his entourage enjoyed a day at the castle before resuming their travel back home. Rosy stayed, looking quite happy.
“I’m sure I’ll get homesick more than once,” she told Tim, “but staying with Fabio and learning all that he already knows and even more would not let that feeling prevail.”
 
Ch.10 – Eighteen
 
The king decided to celebrate Al’s eighteenth birthday. Although it would be a bit late, as Al was born at the end of winter, and the celebration could only take place during the spring, and not too early in the spring, this didn’t seem to bother him. Once Albert was publicly declared as the heir to the throne, Bertie felt like he wanted to celebrate everything concerning his son.
It was still late spring when the official ball was thrown, after having invited all the nobility to the event.
Al had already met many of the noble children during his visits to the palace. He had also made some tentative friendships, although they couldn’t be tightened due to distance. He even remembered meeting the Count and Countess of Valna. He was surprised, though, when he met their elder children.
“Prince Albert, may I present my son, Henrik, the future Count, and my daughter, Helen.” Countess Caroline, a nicely plump lady, seemed proud to present her children.
Al, who had already learned quite a lot of magic, could easily tell that the count was not the father of both children. Actually, Henrik was already a young man, about five years older than Al. He also had no magic. Helen, almost three years younger than Al, seemed nice looking but just as uninteresting, until he noticed her magic. It was very different than his own, yet it was very similar to…
He couldn’t believe it! Had his dad cheated on his mother? That seemed the only explanation, and yet…
Countess Caroline noticed his confusion, although she had no idea of its immediate cause. Her children bore a distinct resemblance to the Count of Hillborough, and the young man might have noticed it. She moved closer and spoke to him quietly, making sure that nobody else could hear. “Your mother was kind enough to let her husband give me this child, and I’m forever indebted to her.”
This made some sense, at least. “What about your son?”
Her smile widened. “Timmy, the child healer, gave me this son when he was only twelve.”
Al chatted a bit with both. Henrik soon excused himself, finding some young women more interesting. Helen stayed. Although a bit young, Al found her really nice. She was quite slim and much prettier than her mother. He could also sense that she was really powerful magically. She intrigued him.
“Can you tell me about your talents?” he asked.
She shrugged. “I’m not too talented. I can’t cook as well as Mom, although she rarely cooks. My grandfather tells that she was quite a good cook before her marriage. I’m not too good in any other field, really, except for dancing. I really like dancing and do it very well.”
He smiled at her. “I believe you have another talent, of which you refrain from talking. Have you learned to use it?”
She frowned. “What do you mean, Your Highness?
Al knew that using his honorific meant that she felt threatened. “I have a similar talent, you know. Count Hillborough, along with others, trained me and taught me to use it well, and I’m still learning.”
She sighed. “I know that Count Hillborough is my father. I probably inherited this from him. I wish he could train me, though.”
That gave Al an idea. “Maybe, if you ask your parents, he could train both of us?”
“You think he’ll agree?” She couldn’t hide a spark of hope.
“I’m sure of it!”
 
They stayed together as much as Albert’s new position allowed. He still had to dance with other women at the various balls, but when mingling with the royal guests, Helen was always at his side.
Within a few days, Helen had become Albert’s regular companion and was on his side everywhere and on every occasion. While neither stated any long-term intentions, both Tim and Anna felt that the two were going to become a real couple.
 
At the end of that summer, Helen joined the Hillborough on their way home, learning not only Magic, but also some healing and even a bit of cooking. Still, what she learned the quickest was the special tea that prevented pregnancy. She started using it each day soon after starting the voyage to the castle.
 
This time, it was a small caravan, as Cedric chose to go in a different direction, so they could heal more people. Tanya was rarely joining their travels, staying mostly at the palace. Her children, though, joined the caravan. With so many children and youngsters, Tim had to add another wagon for Al and Berny to drive, leaving only the smaller children with him and Anna. It was no surprise that Helen chose to sleep in the other wagon, although Tim made sure she had a separate partition where her privacy was assured.
 
Like every summer, this time, too, they made their way in Healer Tim’s convoy and, as usual, occasionally encountered rainy days. They were lucky to find a nice inn that evening, after traveling in rain and mud all day long. Tim and Anna took one room for them and three more rooms for the children, allowing the family some luxury while on the road. Their two guards shared another room.
After moving the horses into the stable and locking the wagons with a bit of additional magic to repel would-be thieves, they went to their rooms for some relaxation before dinner. When they came back to the inn’s main room, they saw a man bend down to a young woman and roughly grab her tit.
Tim wasn’t surprised when the young woman moved her hand quickly and slapped the man hard on his face, making him stumble back. When noticing who this very young woman was, he felt proud of the way she’d handled that man and much angrier at that man, as this was Helen, his fifteen years old daughter.
The man seemed to recover from the shock and turned furious. “How dare you?!” he shouted at the girl.
Tim stepped forward. “Is there any problem?” he asked as calmly as he could.
The man turned to him. “It’s none of your business!”
Tim kept his calm. “Since this young woman is traveling with me, I’d say it’s certainly my business to make sure she’s safe and well behaved until I deliver her to her parents.”
The man didn’t seem to like this, but he kept his ground. “She slapped me!” he said accusingly.
“And you did nothing to deserve it?” Tim asked, still keeping that calm mask. He also noticed his soldiers taking positions on both sides of the man, half a step behind him.
“Nothing at all! Why should a woman even be allowed to slap a man?” The man was quite young, Tim noticed, probably not older than twenty, although wide and tall and quite muscular.
“Well, you may not consider your deeds worthy of punishments, but you certainly did something to offend her. Can you tell me what you did?” Tim noticed Anna whispering to Helen, who nodded and took out the dagger she had been keeping hidden in her clothes since she joined the caravan and turn it over, as if inspecting it.
“I only grabbed her tit, as I usually do. Most women seem to love it,” the man said.
“Have you asked for her permission?” The man seemed quite thick, Tim noticed. He really didn’t understand what he’d done wrong.
“Why should I?” It sounded like he was really confused.
“Well, would you have liked her to roughly grab your package in public?”
“No, of course not. It’s offending!”
“Then why do you think that doing something similar to a woman is right?”
“Well… She’s a woman.” Reasoning didn’t seem to be the man’s greatest talent.
“So is your mother. Would you like any man to grab her tit that way?”
“No! But…”
Tim didn’t wait for the man’s mind to catch up. “What you did was wrong on several levels. Women, just like men, are free to decide whom they allow to touch them and whom to deny. By acting the way you did, you showed disrespect to all women, including your mother and any other woman in your family. You also took a risk.” He smirked menacingly at the man, who still didn’t seem to fully understand. “As you can see, this woman has a dagger, and I can assure you that she’d been trained to use it for protecting herself. Had she felt really threatened by you and not merely annoyed, she would have stabbed your chest or cut your throat, and nobody would have blamed her for that.”
The man paled, finally starting to understand, at least a bit.
“How can I show her I’m interested, then?” His question sounded genuine.
Tim felt a bit of relief. This man was certainly not one for his daughter, if only due to his lack of intelligence, but he wasn’t beyond hope. “Try and think about how you would like another man to show interest in your sister. Wouldn’t you like him to consider her feelings, to be nice to her, to talk with her, and eventually, if all goes well, ask her permission to touch her? If one acts that way with a woman, he has much better chances to gain her as his partner for a night or for much longer, if they so wish.”
The man seemed to think deeply for a few moments, an effort he probably wasn’t used to do too often. He then sighed. “I’ve been doing it all wrong, I see. Now that you pointed at that, it’s no wonder I could get no woman to stay with me. None even seemed willing to talk with me, although I could tell some actually liked my hands on their bodies.”
He then looked up at Tim. “You know, you sound almost like a preacher. Our priest sometimes says that we should honor everybody, man or woman, as we’re all God’s creation. I’ve never really understood that.”
Tim finally smiled. “As a child, I used to help our local priest, and you should really listen to yours. Most priests really want to help people be better and live better. Treating your fellow people nicely makes your own life nicer and better. I suggest you try it. You may even like it.”
The man stood there thinking for quite a bit longer, until he seemed to decide on something. He turned and walked closer to Helen, who was still holding her dagger. The soldiers moved along, staying very close to him, although he didn’t seem to notice. He stopped two paces from Helen, watching the dagger nervously, and then manned up and talked. “Excuse me, miss. I acted wrongly with you and I can now understand it. I hope you can forgive me, as I really didn’t mean to offend you. All I really had in mind was to let you know I think you have nice tits that I would love to touch. I guess I won’t have a chance now, but I hope I’ve learned my lesson and that would give me a much better chance with someone else.”
Helen looked at him, noticing the red hand mark still showing on his face. “I forgive you, and I hope you offend no other woman from now on. If you want to eventually find yourself a mate, you should treat women nicely. Besides, some may carry daggers too.”
The man bowed slightly. “Thank you, miss. I’ll try to remember that. I’ll probably also remember that dagger. It should help me behave.”
Helen chuckled and waved him away, hiding her dagger a moment later.
 
The more he knew her, the more fascinated Tim was with Helen. Despite not being taught how to control her magic, she had very tight control of it. She didn’t know how to use it for various purposes, but she never let her control slip, not even when highly emotional. She also accepted him as her father with no hesitation and seemed to form the same kind of bond with him that he had with Anna’s children.
“How come you accepted me so easily as your father?” he asked her, a few days after reaching the castle.
She shrugged. “Mom told me that the Count of Valna was not really the father of any of her children. The count loves her children, just the way you love Albert, yet he’s not as warm and not as involved as you are. When I met you, I felt natural to be close to you, especially since I knew you were my real father.”
“You also took quite naturally to traveling in the wagon and living like the common folks.”
She smiled. “Mom has never kept her origins a secret, and her parents still speak highly of ‘Tim the child healer.’ I was quite eager to try living that way and I kind of like it now. I doubt I’ll be able to enjoy that way of life often, as my future seems to lead in a different direction.”
“How do you know?”
“I can see my own future. I knew since I was very small that I’ll wed a nobleman. When I grew up I found it will be the crown prince, which made me wonder, as there was no crown prince that I knew of. Then, when Albert was publicly recognized, it all turned very clear. Besides, now that I’ve got to know Al, I’d marry him even if he was a pauper. He’s kind and powerful and knowledgeable, and I know he’d make a very good father, just like you. I’m simply in love with him, and I’m grateful that you’re not his real father, or I wouldn’t have been able to be his.”
Tim turned serious. “Does Al love you?”
She smiled coquettishly. “He’s never said he loves me, but he acts lovingly. He didn’t look at any other girl since we’re together.” She turned serious. “I can also sense that he considers me his life mate. We’re going to be together for the rest of our lives, I’m sure.”
Helen was also proving to be an exceptional student. Her thirst for knowledge greater than Tim’s, when he’d been her age, and she was quicker to understand new ideas than any of the other children. When speaking with her of serious matters, Tim found her to be a very responsible person whose opinions were based on knowledge and understanding. “I think Helen will make a very good queen, when the time comes,” he told Anna.
She smiled knowingly. “And she’s going to be a very good wife and mother before becoming a queen. The love she shares with Al is almost palpable.”
Tim hugged her tightly. “If she proves to be even half as good as you are, they’ll both be fine.”
 
Part 5 – Royalty
 
Ch. 1 – Royal Wedding
 
Al and Helen decided to wait until she was eighteen before getting married, but announce their engagement a year earlier, so all other young women who had their eyes on the crown prince would know he was taken. They didn’t want to make it official earlier, though, so Helen wouldn’t suffer the kind of attention this could bring before she was ready.
Tim found the two very good together, complementing each other and enhancing each other’s talents. They were evidently deeply in love and their magic seemed to merge, just like his and Anna’s. He was glad that his adopted son and his biological daughter were finding happiness together.
He also considered it from the political point of view, finding it beneficial for the kingdom. While Valna wasn’t a big county and its count wasn’t very influential, it was still one of the oldest counties and was very distantly related to the royal dynasty. The Count of Valna was also traditionally neutral in most political debates, thus his influence on the crown through his daughter, as Helen was considered, would not benefit any of the political factions.
Bertie was also content. He was just as aware of the political aspects, but he was more concerned about how Al was feeling and what Al wanted. Despite not having raised Al and not being the father figure for him, he still wanted what was best for his child, regardless of politics and duties.
Bertie invited Helen to his office and spent some time just getting to know her, before pronouncing her good enough for his heir.
The official engagement surprised nobody. For the last two summers, Al had been constantly seen with Helen at his side, except when attending to some of his official duties. Most of those young women who had initially planned on catching the prince had been smart enough to understand that this was not going to happen and to look for other potential husbands. The few who still kept hoping had a rude awakening.
Indeed, Helen looked magnificent at the engagement ball. Caroline, who stood beside Tim and Anna, wiped a few tears of joy, seeing her daughter that way.
 
Shortly after Bernie reached sixteen, he and Nadia became a couple, even if not a fully official one. They spent all the nights together and even during the day they parted only for short periods. Bernie had already explicitly said he would marry Nadia. Only the date has not been set.
“Dad, I think the right time for my wedding with Nadia will be about a week after Al’s wedding,” Bernie told Tim that winter.
“Why hurry? You are both still very young and the special tea prevents unplanned pregnancies.”
Bernie smiled. “You were not much older when you married my mother, and you were an official couple way before then, even before Al was born.”
Tim sighed. “True, but under the conditions we had then, we saw no better way. Your conditions are different.”
Bernie shook his head. “Nadia and I are already a couple, but I want Nadia to have an official status as my partner, as my wife. This will prevent a large part of the harassment she experiences in the palace.”
“Is anyone trying to hurt her?” Tim was not willing to put up with the idea.
“Not really,” Bernie tried to reassure him. “Everyone knows she is of gopsy descent, it is no secret, and there are those who don’t like the idea. As my wife, the future Countess of Hillborough, people will be more careful with their words. Nadia doesn’t care about the talk, at least that’s what she says, but as my wife, people will be more careful about proper behavior around her.”
Tim sighed. “So you want to get married a week after Al?” He thought for a moment, then asked, “Who will we leave to take care of the county, then?”
Bernie smiled as if expecting the question. “Who did you leave it with when we were little kids?”
Tim thought for a moment and then smiled too. “Yes, the staff will be able to take care of almost everything even without our presence. With that said, some senior staff members should come to the wedding. We will have to discuss it with them and decide who will be left to take care of the county and who will be able to come to the weddings. Of course, we will also hold a big ball for all those who will not be able to come, after we return.”
After another thought, Tim asked, “Have you talked to Al yet? I’m sure he would like to be present. But if they planned to go on a honeymoon…”
Bernie smiled and his answer was ready. “Al plans to go on a honeymoon a week later. He is also trying to persuade us to go on a joint honeymoon. Nadia is still hesitant, because of her background. I’m sure that if everyone knew about the shared honeymoon, Nadia’s status would improve.”
 
The next summer, Tim gave up traveling as a healer, opting for faster travel by carriages, as the preparations for a royal wedding needed a lot of attention. They set on the road as soon as the snow in the high passes melted, reaching the palace only a day after the Count and Countess of Valna, whose county was much closer, arrived there.
 
 
The tailors took Helen’s measurements almost as soon as she came down from the carriage. They then spent close to two months creating the perfect wedding dress for their future queen, one that was not only magnificent by itself but also had elements to show the traditions of the royal family and the county of Valna, to display the beauty of the bride to its best and to enhance her feminine assets, as if to hint at her being perfect to bring the next generation of royalty. Tim was surprised to find that the coat of arms of the county of Hillborough was also embroidered on the dress, albeit in a smaller size and at a side location. He wasn’t sure if it was meant to indicate his part in the groom’s education or the bride’s conception.
 
The archbishop invited the intended couple and the families for a meeting. This was no news to the Hillborough family, with whom he used to meet at least once each summer they came to the palace. The Valna family had never met him, except when officiating some important ceremonies. Helen felt highly honored by the invitation, making Al chuckle. “I’ve known him since I was a little child. You shouldn’t be intimidated by his position. You’ll find him a very likable person and very easy to talk to. Dad appreciates him tremendously. Has he told you that it was Father Thomas who realized his talents and trained him since age five?”
Helen gasped. “You mean that the Archbishop and Father Thomas are the same person?” She didn’t wait for his reply. She only concentrated a bit and then smiled. “Tim has told me a bit about this but I failed to notice. Now I’m even more eager to meet him!”
 
Lady Caroline was also surprised. “You didn’t tell me that Father Thomas trained you as a child. He used to pass through our village almost every summer on his way to the clergy conference and always told me that I had a great future ahead of me. I was happy to hear that, of course, but I didn’t really believe it. Now I understand that he was right,” she told Tim.
The archbishop welcomed them, but the conversation was quite formal in the presence of both families. The Count of Valna and his wife rushed to another meeting, and this allowed the others to move on to a more relaxed conversation.
“How do you feel about the relationship between the two, Timmy?” Father Thomas asked.
“I’m happy for them but I also have a little… strange feeling. I mean, the son I raised even before he was born, even though he wasn’t created from my seed, and the daughter I created but didn’t raise, although I completed her education in the last two years… My son and my daughter are getting married, but they are not siblings. It’s a very strange situation.”
“Of course, Timmy, and I don’t believe that such a situation could have happened to anyone else. You and your family have an interesting uniqueness. It seems to me that it brings only good to you and the kingdom.”
“I really hope so,” said Tim.
The archbishop addressed the young couple. “No one can doubt your love. I am also aware of your talents and believe that they will help you both as a couple and when you reach the throne, although that will be many years from now.”
Helen looked at the old man and smiled. “I am happy to know the man who helped my father develop his talents and thereby helped me as well. By the time Dad took me to Hillborough, all I could do was look forward to the future to a limited extent and make sure nothing unexpected happened because of me. Now I can use this talent much better.”
“It seems to me that it will help you both in raising your family and, even before that, in supporting the tasks that will be assigned to Al. Of course, you can contact me any time you need advice. I won’t always be able to help, but sometimes just talking about a problem can already help in finding the solution.”
The archbishop also spoke with Bernie and Nadia. “Are you sure that the people are ready to accept the message that the Gopsies are people like others, even if most of them lead a different lifestyle than usual?”
Bernie didn’t hesitate. “The king’s companion is a gopsy, and this is no secret. Maybe it’s a little too early for the people to accept a queen of gopsy origins, but why not a countess? And if her mother deserves to be a consort to the king, then Nadia can certainly be my wife.”
The archbishop smiled. It was clear that he still feared the impact of such a move, but he trusted Bernie. “I heard that you will also go on a joint honeymoon with the Crown Prince and his wife.”
Bernie smiled. “Al and I are half-siblings, you know, and Helen is my half-sister too. Why won’t we be together, especially since Al has known Nadia since she was really little? Of course, the joint honeymoon will also further establish Nadia’s position in society, but that was not the main consideration.”
Celia was also present. At almost sixteen, she was already seen as a young and attractive woman, uniting in her appearance the good qualities of both her parents. She also resembled both in other aspects. During her studies, she proved herself to be a quick learner, with excellent understanding and inexhaustible curiosity. She used to spend many days in the library and research every topic that interested her until she knew it inside out. She also did well socially, regardless of her parents’ status. Due to her height, Celia looked a bit mature for her age and attracted the attention of many young men at the palace and also during her travels as the daughter of Tim the Healer. Unfortunately, most of the young men who were attracted to her seemed boring to her. Most of them didn’t attract her even in their looks.
This didn’t mean that Celia deprived herself of the pleasures of life. She loved physical activity even as a child. With puberty, she discovered another type of enjoyable physical activity and engaged in it at least once a week, although she felt nothing but a physical attraction to any of her partners.
The archbishop looked at her with an understanding smile. “It seems to me that the little girl has grown up to be a very impressive young woman. I think you will also break conventions and achieve greatness that no one could expect. Don’t compromise on men. You will find the right man for you, but only in a few years.”
Celia didn’t seem surprised. “Yes, I also have a feeling that I will have to wait longer, but I will have enough to do until then.”
Even Tim was surprised by her words. Celia hadn’t told him about any clairvoyance. Maybe it wasn’t even a prophetic talent but only a sharp discernment and a deep analysis that brought her to this conclusion.
Daria, his little girl, was also present. Like her brother and sister, she was also magical, but at the age of ten, she could not contribute much to the conversation. The archbishop stroked her head. “It seems that you will follow in your father’s footsteps in more than one respect. You will also be at least as successful.”
The girl smiled at him, though she didn’t seem to know how to take his words.
 
Unlike the neighboring kingdoms, the kingdom of Gandolia was not known for spectacular ceremonies. On the contrary, Gandolia was known for simple and short ceremonies, even if equally beautiful and meaningful. While royal weddings in the other kingdoms lasted an entire day, and sometimes longer, the wedding of Gandolia’s crown prince to his heart’s choice was scheduled to last less than two hours—not much longer than any mass-attended ceremony in the capital’s grand cathedral.
But even such a short ceremony attracted guests from all over the kingdom and some from outside it, as had been the case with the current king’s coronation.
The guests from the aristocracy started arriving about a week before the wedding. Tim anticipated this and made sure to reserve a few selected places for members of the royal families and senior aristocracy from other kingdoms – those who had announced their intention to participate. Following his advice, the royal court also encouraged the citizens of the capital to prepare rooms in their houses to host as many of the expected guests as possible. All the different hostels and guest houses were also opened and some resourceful owners even built some new buildings for accommodation. “Despite all the efforts, I’m afraid we will also have to increase the number of guests staying at the palace,” said Tim. “The number of guests is expected to be much greater than the capacity of the other buildings in the capital.”
“How can this be done? You know the palace fills with the nobility every summer,” Bertie asked.
“Maybe we can crowd it a bit? The guest apartments are quite large. You can easily house two families in each one, sometimes even three. We will have to make sure that only families with good relations live together, of course.”
Bertie smiled in understanding. “Yes. For example, your family and Richard’s family can share the same apartment. And I do not envy anyone who would share with the baron of Northport.”
 
In the end, a reasonable lodging was found for all the guests, although some of the commoners had to make do with fancy tents set up outside the walls. At least these were free.
Hillborough Castle staff leaders also arrived for the wedding. Tim made sure to save them modest lodgings in the staff quarters in the palace, which were better than could be had in the city, though not as good as those in the castle.
 
Despite its size, places in the cathedral were reserved only for the nobility and foreign guests, and still, some of the nobles of the lower ranks had to stay outside. The streets between the palace and the cathedral were already filled with people the day before. Many spent the night sleeping on the street so they could watch the wedding procession.
By mid-morning the cathedral was already full. The groom’s carriage left the main gate of the palace, accompanied by mounted guards. The bridal carriage left a side gate shortly thereafter, also accompanied by a mounted guard. From another side gate, several carriages came out with the families involved: Valna, Hillborough, and the king’s relatives, including Prince Cedric and his wife. The three convoys merged into one convoy in the square in front of the palace gate and then passed through the streets, among cheering crowds, towards the cathedral. The route was guarded by hundreds of uniformed guards and a larger number of undercover guards.
The convoy arrived at the cathedral just in time. The groom walked in, accompanied by a dignified entourage, and waited near the triangle that marked the center of the building and the place of the ceremony. The various family members followed him and took their places in the hall. The king entered after they were seated. All present rose in his honor and bowed slightly as he passed them, taking his place at the front. Last came the bride with her bridesmaids. She walked towards the place where the groom was waiting for her, but he did not wait patiently. Instead, he walked towards her and gathered her in his arms, leading her the rest of the way.
The religious ceremony was the same as the other weddings that Tim had witnessed, except for the names, and of course - the outfits. The archbishop read the oaths and the bride and groom repeated them and finally signed the book of marriages before turning to the audience. The king was the first to hug them both in greeting and Tanya joined in the hug. After that, the family members hugged them and then they walked together slowly towards the exit, waving their hands to the many well-wishers. At the door, the bridal carriage was already waiting for them to return them together to the palace, accompanied by the cheers of the crowds on the sides of the road.
 
“It seems that the people were very impressed by the wedding and even more by the attention of the heir to the throne,” Barty noted with satisfaction.
“I was also impressed that way. I’m glad there were no disturbances and only a few got drunk, but no one did it on the street,” agreed Tim.
“And all the women I could hear marveled at the appearance of the bride and her magnificent dress. I’m just glad that Helen was able to strip it right away when she got back,” Anna noted.
“What does it matter?” Tim wondered.
“Did you try to pick it up? I think the dress is almost as heavy as the knights’ armor, and by the king’s orders, she also had to wear fitted mail underneath. Both together weighed more than her, I think.”
Tim smiled. “Helen is a strong and determined young woman. No one suspected that she was carrying such a heavy load. She looked light as if she was only wearing a simple fabric dress. I can understand why she rushed to their room right after they returned, although I’m sure she wasn’t thinking only of heavy clothes.”
Anna tapped his arm in warning. He already knew she didn’t want him talking about what the young couple had probably done right back at the palace, though no one had any doubt about that.
 
Most of the guests left the city immediately after the royal wedding or the day after. Only a few knew about the wedding of the heir to the County of Hillborough which was planned for a week after the royal wedding. Those who knew expected a wedding almost as grand.
Nadia’s dress was not so heavy but no less luxurious. The tailors did not ignore her gopsy origins and combined designs typical of gopsies together with designs typical of the northern regions of the kingdom, including Hillborough, as well as some of the signs that Tim and Anna adopted as the family symbol. At the command of the king, a design reminiscent of the royal family’s coat of arms was also embedded in several points on the dress, emphasizing its connection to the current and future king.
On the day of the wedding, the streets were not more crowded than usual, and the simple chariots in which the entourages of the bride and groom traveled did not receive more glances than any passing chariot.
The cathedral wasn’t that full either, although there weren’t many seats left. The king also came to the wedding, together with Tanya, of course, but in clothes that did not stand out, and sat down next to Tanya in the places reserved for the family.
The ceremony itself was very similar to the other ceremonies, as expected, after which Tim, Anna, and Tanya rushed to hug the young couple. The king waited for them to finish and then approached and fatherly embraced the couple, just as if he were a close family member. The loving embrace did not go unnoticed by those present and sent a clear and unequivocal message: Gopsy origin is no less respectable than any other origin. Not everyone present liked this message but no one dared to oppose it.
 
“It’s interesting that this bride also rushed to the room to take off her dress. Is her dress so heavy too?” Bertie asked with a hint of amusement in his voice.
Tanya and Anna laughed. “She’s my daughter,” Tanya reminded. “How do you think she will show her new husband how happy she is with the wedding?”
“And the dress is not really light either, although not as heavy as Helen’s dress. However, I saw several women scrutinizing it. I wouldn’t be surprised to see influences from its design in the dresses of the women of nobility in the coming months,” Anna noted.
 
Two days later, the two young couples left for a two-week honeymoon in a place chosen in advance and kept a secret even from the king. The crown prince led the simple carriage in which they traveled without revealing even to the accompanying soldiers where they were expected to go.
When they returned after two weeks, the four young people looked very happy, but the soldiers did not tell anyone where they had been all that time. They seemed pleased though.
 
Ch. 2 – Schools
 
With the weddings over, life started returning to normal. Tim sent his staff members back as soon as the weddings were over. With both him and Berny away, somebody had to take care of the county for them.
Al and Helen moved to a larger apartment in the royal palace. “With Helen at my side, I’m able to better concentrate on my tasks and better understand my current and future roles,” he told Tim.
“That’s one of the effects of a good wife,” Tim answered with a smile. Al only chuckled.
Berny and Nadya returned in Healer Tim’s convoy to the castle, enjoying some more time together, free of the burdens of the castle. Both also tried to help with the simpler cases.
“We will not become as good healers as you,” Berny said, “but I believe we should be able to treat the simpler cases on our own, not relying on healers whom we may not find when needed.”
Tim believed that both were already better than most healers in the kingdom, but he said nothing.
 
Despite wasting no time on the road, they barely made it to the castle before the first snow, mainly due to the lengthy stay at the palace. It didn’t change much, as Tim soon found out. His loyal staff took care of the county as well as usual, leaving only a few problems for him to solve on his return, none of them urgent.
 
That night, just before retiring to bed, Tim expressed his impressions. “You know, the county has changed quite a bit since I first saw it. The village near the castle turned into a large town and three more were built near some junctions of main roads and one on the largest river. All seem to do well and prosper. It looked mostly like a wasteland when I first saw it.”
Anna smiled. “It’s all your doing. You didn’t make the change, but you let others do it, directing and encouraging as needed. That’s the way a good ruler should act.”
He smiled back. “And I couldn’t have done even half of it without your constant help. We did it all together. And our family, of course.”
 
Since the time he started teaching his children, Tim had some changes made in the schooling of his children and the other children in and near the castle. What had started as a single class taught by one teacher (or two, but still a single class) turned into a small school where children were divided into age groups and each age group had its own teacher. All the children, regardless of their parents’ status were taught the same, although some learned better or faster than others. He and Anna had taught the magical children about magic and how to control it. Surprisingly, they found two more children with magic, although much younger than any of the boys. Daria, though, was glad to share her studies with two more children, especially since one of them was a girl.
“I think we should open such a school wherever we can find enough children to teach,” Tim told his wife.
“Are you sure, dear? We’ve already thought of that and found it too expensive to tackle. What changed?” she asked.
“Well, our county is well established. We no longer need to build many new roads or bridges and we have enough income to divert some of it for the education of all the children under our rule. I believe that would help them more than doing some chores at home or helping in the fields. Don’t you agree?”
She sighed. “I fully agree, but we can’t do it all at once. We have to find or build places suitable for schools and we need to find more teachers. There aren’t many, you know. We’ll have to first build a school in Hillborough town. Once it gets going well enough, we can move to the next. Eventually, even the larger villages should have schools, I believe.”
“Yes, that’s what I thought. Maybe we should also consider a school for teachers, so we can eventually have enough teachers for the schools?”
She smiled. “That will be the next step, but we first need to start one school for children before expanding.”
For that winter, the school in the castle would serve, since building was impossible during the harsh winter and the children in the castle were already used to their studies. The ones in the town would need to wait for the next year.
 
They were once again on their way. The road stretched straight in front of them and there was no greenery in sight anywhere near the road. Tim was almost dozing, only occasionally making sure that the horse was still going in the right direction. His mind wandered to the children. Not all of them were his, for sure, but he felt responsible for them all.
Al and Berny were already well on their way to reaching their destined positions. He didn’t need to worry about any of them or their wives. Celia was a bit of an enigma. He knew it would take a few more years for her to find her mate, based on Father Thomas’s predictions, but he knew no more. That worried him a bit. Daria was still too young to even think about mates, but he could already see that she was a lot like her older sister, whom she adored.
His thoughts wandered to his oldest son of his loins. Fabio had Rosi. They were not married yet, but that was just a formality they intended to tackle before having children. Both proved to be quite talented, although Fabio’s talent seemed to be at healing, mainly, while Rosi’s talents didn’t have a specific focus yet.
Then, there was Shandor.
As a small boy, Shandor was a bit of an outsider, when visiting the palace. The noble children were quick to find his origins and to ignore him as someone way below their class. This changed after Al became known as the future king. As a close friend of Al, Shandor started becoming much more accepted, although still considered an outsider.
Then he reached adolescence, becoming a very impressive young man with dark hair, dark eyes, and slightly darker skin than most. While his male age-mates didn’t change the way they treated him, the girls certainly did. Shandor started being courted by many of the girls, especially those who had not been promised to other nobles and had no future position of their own. His somewhat exotic look attracted the girls and his closeness to the crown prince was an additional incentive. Some even thought that becoming intimate with him could be beneficial in the future, regardless of who their future husbands might be.
Shandor enjoyed the female attention just like any horny teen boy would. He also gave each of the girls who wanted to get intimate a cup of the special tea. Unlike the original tea, which wasn’t very tasty, the version that Shandor used (as did the other youngsters in the Hillborough entourage) was sweet and tasty, assuring that the girls would drink it willingly.
He was less sought after when traveling with Healer Tim. Most peasants were wary of the Gopsies, and the peasant girls were no exception. He still had more than enough fun on the road.
Shandor was quite content and didn’t look for a more meaningful relationship even when Al and Fabio seemed to be happy with their chosen life partners. Tim was becoming a bit worried about him, but Tania didn’t worry. “Although he grew up as a noble, he’s still aware of gopsy traditions and customs. Gopsy men don’t normally settle down before passing twenty-five. Some even wait until thirty before looking for a partner. I don’t think he’ll wait much longer, though. It’s just a matter of finding the right woman.”
Indeed, while Shandor wasn’t sought out much for personal fun, he was quite popular as a dance partner during the balls. He enjoyed holding the young women in his arms. He didn’t usually enjoy talking to them, since most proved quite shallow, but he had to cooperate when they initiated the conversation during the dances.
With his mother becoming the king’s escort and his closest friend becoming the crown prince, Shandor was well acquainted with the whole royal family. He knew the king’s brothers and their children. He was even friendly with the few who were close to his age. Two boys were roughly his age and a younger girl. As a young boy, he used to play with the boys but didn’t pay much attention to the little girl. This didn’t seem to change as they all grew up. He had a lot in common with the boys, but the girl stayed distant and even aloof. For some time he hadn’t even seen her, when she visited her mother’s family and got educated in some of that family’s traditions.
Tim shook his head as if to dispel some nagging thought. He wondered if the vision he’d just had was actually a true prediction. They would soon see, once they reached the palace.
 
He later found out that when the girl, Katia, returned home, she stayed more secluded, not taking part in many of the court’s events. Then, during the spring ball, four years after Al’s marriage, she asked Shandor to dance with her, as did many others. Shandor didn’t mind. Katia was prettier than most of the other young women and was a bit unknown to him. He wondered if she would turn out just as shallow as the rest.
Shandor was surprised. The young woman in his arms was more than pretty. She didn’t say much, but what she said was witty and funny, while not belittling any of the other women. Katia intrigued him. He couldn’t dance with her only, having promised some dances to others, but he tried to spend with her any free moment. By the time the last dance ended, she was still in his arms.
“I think I found my mate,” he told his family the next day.
“I’ve not noticed with whom you danced last night,” Tim noted.
“Mostly with Katia, the king’s niece.”
Tim sighed. “Are you sure she’s the one for you? Her family may pose quite a few problems, you know.”
Shandor shrugged. “I’ve been friends with the boys since I can remember. I don’t think they would greatly oppose, if at all. I also think that their parents would like to stay on good terms with the king, and since my mother is his consort…”
“I really hope it will go well for you both. Are you sure she also agrees?” Anna asked.
“Not yet. We didn’t get too personal, but my gut feeling says she also agrees with me,” Shandor insisted.
Indeed, a bit later that morning, a messenger came to invite Shandor for dinner with Katia and her parents. He wasn’t surprised to get that invitation.
 
Shandor looked more pensive the next morning.
“How did it go?” Tim asked him.
“Both better and worse than expected,” Shandor answered.
“Care to explain?” It was Bertie who asked this time.
The young man smiled. “Katia had made it clear to her parents that she would accept nobody but me. They also don’t seem to mind my origin, but they first want to be sure I can give their daughter the life she deserves. That’s a bit confusing, so it seems. You see, from their point of view, she deserves to live like a pampered noble and do nothing. Katia wants a different life, though. She wants to be able to do something useful and make a difference in the long run. She also wants to eventually become a wife and a mother and raise her children to be good people, but not in the near future.”
Bertie chuckled. “You may not see it this way, but you’re already doing a great job at advising me and Al on many subjects. I should have really paid for your services until now. I’ll make sure to correct that oversight. Then, I also expect you to do quite a bit more when needed. I’m sure that whatever we’ll need your help with, you’d do it flawlessly.”
“Then, may I tell them that the king and the prince are employing me as a close advisor?”
“Yes, you may. I’d also suggest that you use a bit of the money you’ll get to upgrade your wardrobe to be fit for nobility. You’d be surprised how that can change the way people look at you.”
Tim almost gasped. The king seemed to have hinted quite clearly about his intentions concerning Shandor, although there was nothing immediate. The young man didn’t notice, though.
 
Later, the king told him, “Next year, I want you to stay at the palace for more than just the mid-summer. I want you and Richard to revise our whole tax system and see if we can ease the burden on those who have problems with the current taxes. I expect it to take at least the whole winter, maybe even two.”
“I’m not sure I should leave the county alone for so long,” Tim said.
“Oh, it won’t be left alone. Berny is turning into a fine young man and he should be able to shoulder most of it. And I’d like Al to help him and learn how to lead a county before he tackles leading the whole kingdom. I already know you have very good people in all the key positions, people you really trust. I’m sure they’ll do their best to keep the county going just as well as if you were still in the castle.”
Tim sighed. “I hope you’re right about them all. I’d hate to come back only to have to rebuild the county.”
Bertie smiled reassuringly. “Tim, you’ve done a formidable job there and have the best men leading your teams. They won’t let you down. Besides, you’ve been trusting them each summer, leaving your county for three or four months, traveling as Tim the Healer, and spending some time at the palace as Count Hillborough. They handled everything during your absence. You can trust them for longer periods now.”
Tim finally nodded. “I know you’re right, but I still find it difficult to stay away from the county for so long. I really need to let go a bit. Berny is already doing a fine job there and I shouldn’t worry so much. After all, it will be his county after I die.”
Bertie smiled. “I thought you were the wiser among us.”
Tim smiled back. “I may have been, when you were much younger. You also learned and matured. Your knowledge is different than mine, as expected, but you’re much wiser now than you were when we first met.”
“And that also shows how good a job you and Richard have done. You not only advised me but also taught me how to think and how to become wiser. I could have never succeeded without you two. Well, Tanya also helped quite a bit, I believe.”
“Yes, she did. Tanya proved a very worthy mate for you. It’s a pity you can’t marry her.”
 
When he returned to their apartment, Tim recalled a conversation he had during one of his meetings with Michael, one that Tim had found quite interesting, although it didn’t involve either healing or Magic.
“How could you leave your county for more than a year when the king asked you to handle the kingdom’s finances? Didn’t it fall into disorder or worse?” Tim asked Michael.
“I had to make some arrangements, of course, but it wasn’t too difficult. I left my son there, more for the show than to really do anything, and I had my loyal staff to handle the rest,” Michael explained.
“So, you practically let your head of staff act as your replacement for the duration?”
Michael shrugged. “Not exactly. I let him do his job as usual, with slightly more responsibility for the duration. In my absence, he had to decide on problems he would have normally brought to me. He could also consult with my son, but it couldn’t help him much at the time, as my son was still too young to understand most of these.”
“You’ve put a lot of faith in your staff.”
Michael smiled. “Isn’t that what you also do? You let your staff tackle all the day-to-day problems leaving you only to decide on major problems and set the policies. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be able to spend most of your time healing, teaching, and talking with your guests.”
Tim gave it a thought. “I can now see it. I really trust my people to act according to the guidelines I set for them. At first, they had a lot of questions and I had to advise and even do some of the things myself, but once they learned what and how I wanted things done, they seldom bothered me, letting me do whatever I like.”
Michael smiled. “This only shows me that you were good at choosing the people you trust and at guiding them. That’s how I see our official roles, as setting guidelines and policies, leading the rest of the county in the best way we can see.”
 
Tim could understand it better now. Still, he would be unable not to worry a bit until he finished that task and returned home, he was sure.
 
Ch. 3 – Wagons
 
While researching the tax structure was a lengthy task, it didn’t consume much time each day. Tim only had to ask for information and have others collect the information and structure it, eventually producing reports that would prompt some discussions that would lead to the next research phase. With so much free time, Tim thought he could finally gain some official healer training.
There were three schools for healers in Gandolia, yet the largest and most prestigious was in the capital. Attending it was quite costly, and this meant that most of the students there were not very young, having worked to earn enough money for their studies. The first time Tim visited there, he found that most students were roughly his age, and practically everyone had already gained some healing experience. He wasn’t sure of the best way to introduce himself. “Tim of the Hill” was too famous and may attract unwanted attention. Even using “Tim” as his first name could cause that.
“We’ve worked at Valborrough for a few years,” Anna said. “We can present ourselves as Timothy and Annabelle from Valborrough. It’s a relatively small town, so it won’t attract much attention, I think.”
It proved good enough. While a few of their colleagues may have suspected something, most didn’t care, especially since both Anna and Tim were eager to hear about any kind of treatment and discuss its merits and its hazards. Tim really enjoyed talking with these people, learning from them, and passing his own methods to them.
The formal studies proved less enjoyable. While Tim felt he lacked in theory, the lessons he expected to help with this proved less than useful. He even found a few completely wrong, yet none of the professors would accept any criticism.
Tim mentioned his frustration with the professors to Bertie during dinner. “It seems like they never even treated a patient, and certainly didn’t do any operations, or they would have known better.”
Bertie gave it some consideration and then smiled with evident mischief. “Leave that to me. When do you go there next time?”
Tim thought that he had some idea what the king had in mind. He still answered truthfully. “There’s an important lesson tomorrow, just after lunch, assuming it will really stand up to our expectations.”
Bertie just smiled.
The next day, Timothy and Annabelle made sure to sit close to the front, although that was quite usual for them. Some of the other students were even joking about their eagerness to learn.
Unfortunately, the lesson was not good enough. The professor recited information that was obviously wrong, as evidenced by some other experienced students who groaned at hearing that. One even dared ask if the professor was sure about that, since his experience contradicted the lesson.
“If you think you know better, feel free to leave school, but don’t expect to be welcomed back,” the professor told him.
Nobody noticed another person who was sitting at the back, looking inconspicuous while wearing a gray hood that made him almost invisible. That man stood up and let the hood and the cloak fall back, revealing his royal clothes. “I find your attitude very arrogant, professor. Can you tell me when was the last time you actually treated a patient?”
The surprised professor seemed unable to reply for a moment. The king waited for the man to regain his power of speech. “Your Majesty! I’m humbled by your presence here, but I fail to see why that should be of any concern.”
Bertie stayed calm. “If you want to teach healing, you must first know healing well enough to treat patients, don’t you? I would also expect a good healer to keep training and learning from experience and from others. Now, will you please answer my question?”
The professor looked pale and quite reluctant to answer. “The last time I treated a patient was about twenty years ago,” he said, looking like he was doing it against his better judgment.
The king turned to the students. “Let me see. Who treated a patient during the last month? Just raise your hands, please.”
Several hands were raised.
“Who treated a patient less than a year ago?”
Most of the remaining students raised their hands.
“Less than two years?”
All the remaining students raised their hands.
The king turned to the professor. “The way I see it, these people are more qualified to teach here than you are. While you may have studied books, they studied real life. I suggest you take very seriously every comment they have and then check it on your own to make sure it is correct. You should adjust your lessons accordingly, of course. I also suggest you start working with patients again. I’m sure it would help you become a better teacher.”
The professor seemed offended by the king’s comments, barely keeping his calm to not bring royal wrath on himself. Bertie noticed it. “Some of your students are my agents. They will report to me how well you and your colleagues keep to my suggestion. Make sure not to fail me!” The warning in the king’s voice was unmistakable.
The lesson didn’t resume after the king left. The professor just assigned some reading and left, probably to tell the others of the king’s visit and commands.
The healer academy was on hold for two weeks, although its staff was very busy finding appropriate patients and treating them. Unfortunately, this intensive attention proved lethal for a few of the patients, proving the methods taught at the academy to be at least partly wrong. By the time the academy reopened, the professors seemed much less arrogant and very willing to accept advice and knowledge from others. Tim wasn’t sure if that change was deep enough, but he felt it was a step in the right direction.
Still, after attending that school for most of the year, Tim didn’t feel like it helped him any. His knowledge was much larger than that of the Professors there as was his experience. He also didn’t need the certificate to prove his worth. He would only miss the meetings with so many experienced healers, but that was no reason to waste any more of his time there.
 
As time passed, Berny took more and more of the burden of leading the county on himself. At first, it was just during the mid-summer, when Tim needed to attend the Royal Court. Then, when Tim felt that he could trust his son with more demanding tasks, Tim let Berny handle the county for most of the summer, while he traveled as a healer, trying to make the whole kingdom healthier.
Since Tim liked spending a lot of time on healing, Berny was required to handle some of the duties of a Count even at times Tim didn’t travel. Berny seemed to accept his role naturally, taking his responsibilities seriously, and showing the right combination of forcefulness, consideration, and compassion. Although he hadn’t shown much interest in healing, Berny still had enough knowledge to give appropriate first aid in case of injury, which also made others appreciate the future Count.
Tim wasn’t surprised to also find Berny spending a lot of time in the library, despite having finished all his “official” studies. “What are you looking for?” he asked his son.
Berny shrugged. “Everything and nothing in particular. Almost every book I look at seems to enhance my knowledge in one area or another. I’m most interested in books that can help me lead the county as well as you do, along with whatever would make me a better adviser for Al, whenever he’ll take the throne.” He then smiled. “Nadya is also interested in whatever will help with the household and with raising children. She likes having help but would never rely on her servants to do everything for her. She doesn’t have a good opinion of those noblemen who only rely on their staff, not able to do anything by themselves. Neither do I, really.”
Tim felt proud of his heir. Although he’d been raised in a castle and knew he was noble, he didn’t forget his origins. Tim felt like he’d done something right with his children.
Still, with Berny taking responsibility for most of the administrative tasks of a Count, Tim felt free to pursue other interests. He allowed himself to spend most of his time studying magic and healing, trusting Berny to handle whatever needed to be handled and do it just as well as he would, or maybe even better.
In summers, he allowed himself to spend more time traveling as Tim the Healer, reaching back home just in time, before the heavy snows started.
By the time Berny reached thirty, Tim was mainly handling the ceremonial part of heading a county, while Berny handled most of the rest, with minimal intervention from Tim. Occasionally, though, Berny joined his parents when traveling to the royal palace riding with Nadia in another wagon and handling the easiest health problems wherever they stopped. Where possible, he tried to mingle with the locals and learn about their problems, offering advice or physical help, as much as he could.
“I can’t go incognito in our county,” he explained, “but the strangers have no idea who I am and when dressed appropriately and talking like them, I gain their trust and can learn a lot about the problems such folk may encounter in normal life. I can then use this knowledge to better lead the county and avoid or minimize such problems.”
Tim smiled. “That’s another reason I like traveling as just a regular healer. It helps me feel the simple folk and understand them, so I can better advise Bertie in leading the kingdom and so I can handle Hillborough much better. We must always remember that the safety and happiness of the people in our county are largely influenced by what we do. If we act wiser, they’ll be safer and happier than if we act poorly. A bad leader, and we are leaders due to our positions, will lose the people’s trust and they’ll move elsewhere if they can, or they may be less cooperative, further eroding the position of their leader.”
Berny smiled and nodded. “Luckily, Nadia would never let me act without fully considering all the implications. We spend hours discussing various decisions we need to make and she always tries to find any aspect we may have overlooked.”
Tim also smiled. “Your mother wasn’t too involved, in the beginning, but she always tried to help me, eventually leading to very similar discussions. She always let me decide, but once we discussed a problem that way, there was usually only one possible decision to make.”
Berny chuckled. “I always thought Mom was very smart. Maybe most women are.”
 
Throughout the years, Tim’s wagon had been changed several times. It originally started as a mobile storage for merchandise, with only room enough left for a single bed. Then, when Tim started using it for healing, the storage area grew much smaller, used mostly for medical supplies, and two partitions were added, separating the private “bedroom” and the storage area from the central, largest area, that was used for treating patients. When Anna and the children joined him, Tim moved the partitions, enlarging the private area, where he needed to add some more beds, and minimizing the storage area and the healing area. Whenever possible, Tim and Anna preferred to treat the patients outside, where they usually had much better light to examine them, unless the weather was too bad.
Then, first Al and later Berny stopped sharing the wagon with them, followed by Celia. With only Daria and little Ethan still traveling with them, Tim changed the wagon’s interior again, making it more like a small apartment. Magic certainly came in handy in that.
Daria was only nine years old when Celia wanted her own wagon. Two years later, she insisted on sleeping in her sister’s wagon when on the road. It didn’t even bother her when Celia was entertaining a male guest in bed. Well, she’d seen and heard her parents do the same almost every night. That was also the reason that she had her own way of dealing with the disturbing noises. She simply waved her hand around her bed, stopping all noises from reaching her.
 
Due to the age difference, Daria had always looked up to Celia as her idol, making her the largest influence on her life. Anna and Tim thought it would change when she grew up. It only changed a little. They became even closer. It was no surprise that Daria confided to Celia secrets she wouldn’t tell even her mother. It was much more of a surprise that Celia did the same, despite becoming already a young woman while Daria stayed a little girl for a few more years.
Both girls were extremely talented and had strong magic. Tim thought that Daria was even stronger, but not having any reliable way to measure magical power, he couldn’t be completely sure.
Just like Celia, Daria started enjoying sex as soon as her body was suitable for that, but only after learning to make the special tea to prevent pregnancy. Just like Celia, she wasn’t discreet about her activity and was very popular with the boys.
It started changing after she reached eighteen. She became more selective about her sex partners. She tried to find ones that were interesting for more than just sex. She had very little success in that.
Her beauty, her readiness for sex, and her proximity to the future king made her very attractive to many young nobles, but as time passed, most of those of suitable ages were getting married, leaving her with very little choice.
“Aren’t you worried about finding a mate?” Anna asked her.
Daria shrugged. “I don’t expect to find my mate for a few more years. It’s becoming a bit difficult to find a sex partner, though.”
“Do you want to follow Celia in that, too?” Anna wanted to understand.
Daria smiled. “It may look that way, but no. Celia will find her mate a bit late, but not too late. I’ll find mine earlier. I’ve already seen that in my future and hers. It’s only a pity I couldn’t see who the men will be.”
Anna hugged her daughter. “You’re a very powerful magic user and also talented in many other ways. Even without being able to see your future, I’m quite sure it’s going to be impressive.”
 
Neither mother nor daughter thought much about this conversation. They had similar ones many times, and this one didn’t seem different.
 
That summer, they took the easternmost road for a change. Tim’s caravan consisted of four wagons. In the first, he and Anna were staying. The second was shared by Celia and Daria, who usually had a male visitor each for the night whenever they stopped at or near some inhabited location. The third was driven by Ethan, his youngest son, who insisted that at fifteen, he was old enough for that. Tim had to admit that the boy really was. He had driven his parents’ wagon many times when younger, and he was also attracting some female company.
The last wagon was shared by two of his guards, selected by the girls. Whenever they found no other partners for the night, the two guards could supply (and get) the kind of intimate fun they liked.
The road passed near one of the border crossing stations. Since most of the border was defined by a river and some high cliffs, there were only a few places where one could safely cross the border, and all had border control stations on both sides.
Tim wasn’t surprised to see a wagon and a carriage coming onto the road from the border crossing, only a short distance in front of them. He was slightly annoyed when both stopped a few minutes later. The road was a bit too narrow to safely bypass the others and their intentions were unclear. He signed to the guards to be more alert. Glancing at them, he saw they already were.
A young man came down from the carriage and walked back to Tim. He didn’t look armed and was wearing good clothes, although not quite elegant. Tim thought that he was probably a well-off traveler who didn’t want to advertise his wealth. In a way, it was no different than what the Hillborough family was doing.
The man stopped a few paces in front of Tim and bowed politely, but not the way people normally bowed to nobility. It was only a gesture of respect for the older couple, so it seemed.
“Am I correct in assuming that you are Healer Tim from the hills?” the man asked with a slight accent.
Tim nodded. “I am. And who are you?”
The man smiled. “I’m called Charley while traveling. Just like you, my true identity needs not be known yet.”
“What do you mean by that?” Tim asked, his suspicion rising.
“It’s well known in some circles that Tim the Healer was promoted to nobility by the late king and then became a count. I’d rather not speak more without enough privacy, though.”
Tim nodded again. He had quickly scanned the man with his magic while talking and found him trustworthy, at least initially. “What do you want, then?”
The man smiled, some nervousness showing. “I’m on my way to the capital, and I suspect you are too. I wonder if we can join your caravan for better protection and for company too, I hope.”
“How many are you?”
“I travel in the carriage with one of my… employees and two more ride in the wagon. We all have our supplies and enough money to not need your help with that.”
Tim enlarged his perception to check the other three, noticing Anna doing the same. It only took seconds to come to the conclusion, but he glanced at Anna to make sure she agreed. “You may join us. I suggest you ride behind our wagon since we know the way better. Your employees can join us at the end.”
The man frowned for a moment and then smiled. “Yes, that can be just fine. Do you mind if I also join you in the driver’s seat for part of the road? My employee is not very good company most of the time.”
Tim had to smile. “That should be alright. Still, right now, I suggest you resume moving forward. We may rearrange the caravan when we reach a wider stretch of the road.”
The man smiled and nodded his agreement before going back to his carriage.
“He has some magic,” Anna said when they started moving.
“And he’s of noble origins, although I couldn’t find the details,” Tim added.
“And his ‘employees’ are actually his guards. He must be quite important in his country. We should find before reaching the capital,” Anna insisted.
“Of course, dear, although he doesn’t seem to have any nefarious intentions. I believe he’ll tell us all we need before long anyway.”
 
Ch. 4 – Tourist
 
They reached a wider stretch of the road sometime later. The carriage and the wagon stopped and waited. Tim came down from his wagon and directed the others to form the new caravan as agreed. He noticed both girls watching the stranger attentively, but they stayed in their wagon.
“May I join you now? I may be able to satisfy some of your curiosity even before we stop for the day,” the young man queried.
Tim waved him to mount. “You’re welcome. Won’t your employees get worried, though?”
He smiled. “I’ve already told them. It’s no problem at all.”
Quite a few people were living at the side of the road so close to the border crossing, finding a living by selling various needed items to travelers, making that region unsuitable for any confidential conversation. There were still some things that Charlie could tell them.
“I’m my father’s oldest living son. I had two older brothers but both died before reaching maturity. I suppose a good healer could have saved one or both, but there was none available at the time. We live in the capital, but my family also has a summer house near our southern border. Unfortunately, we don’t have access to the sea from there, since there’s another kingdom on the way and it’s not very friendly to ours.”
“How old are you?” Anna asked.
“Oh, I thought I already told you. I’m twenty-one. Dad thought I could benefit from a bit of traveling, and this kingdom is quite friendly, he told me. He even has some fond memories from the times he visited here, so he said.”
“And what do you do for a living?” Anna asked.
He smiled hesitantly. “A bit of this and a bit of that… I think it would be safer to talk about it in private if you don’t mind.”
“What do you carry in that wagon, then?” Tim asked.
He smiled. “Dad thought that if I could pose as a merchant, it would be better. The wagon is loaded with various goods that are common in my country but not as common here, so I was told, so they can be sold for good prices or given as presents when one is called for.”
Tim got pensive. “You know, I learned a lot about healing and a bit about other stuff I may need, but I know next to nothing about the neighboring kingdoms. Can you tell me a bit?”
Charlie looked surprised. He then smiled and resumed talking. “I suppose you know at least the names of the countries. I come from Ortuga. It looks like a long horizontal rectangle, on the map. It runs for thousands of miles to the east but is only slightly more than half Gandolia in the south-north dimension. It’s mostly colder than Gandolia, especially in the winter, and that makes many animals grow very thick furs. These are Ortuga’s main export goods, so I learned. We also have a large wool production and many people spend the cold winter just making various items of wool, some with unique designs, so I was told. Some people make virtual works of art with the wool. I can show you a few when we stop.”
“Do you have other siblings?” Anna asked, not wanting to go into too much detail about the country. She already had her suspicions about the man.
“Oh, I have one sister, two half-sisters, and a younger half-brother. You see, my mother died when I was very young and Dad took another wife. She turned into a very good mother for me and my sister. Maybe because we’re much older than her children.”
“You think she would have acted differently, had you been closer in age?” Anna asked.
He smiled apologetically. “I don’t know. I hope she wouldn’t, but I also heard many stories about stepmothers. It turned out alright, though.”
 
They stopped for a quick lunch at some point. Tim lit a small fire without using magic and Daria took over to boil some water for tea for the whole group. Charlie told the others what he had already told Tim and Anna, only less detailed. He seemed to watch Daria very attentively, though, and she was watching him just the same. Tim felt quite sure they’d spend the night together if nothing else.
Charlie stayed in his carriage for the afternoon. This allowed Tim and Anna to talk more freely.
“Do you remember anything about Ortuga? My memories seem to be a bit vague,” Tim asked.
“He told us the main points. It’s a kingdom, similar to Gandolia. Its area is much larger, but large parts of it are mountainous and very cold, making them unattractive for living. The rest are mainly large prairies, quite wind-swept, with very few hills and no mountains to break the winds. The land is fertile and they usually have large crops, enough to sell quite a bit and buy what they may like. They also grow some meat animals and also sheep for wool, which is probably their largest export, after furs.” Anna’s memory was very good.
“What do you remember about their royal family?”
Anna needed a moment to recall the information. “The king there is older than Bertie. He lost his first wife about twenty years ago and remarried a few years later, after losing two children to a disease.” She looked at Tim, a bit surprised. “Do you think…?”
He nodded. “I have a feeling he’s the crown prince of Ortuga. No wonder he travels with disguised guards and keeps a very low profile. Even without having any known enemies, some may just grab the chance, if they knew.” He then smiled. “I believe he’ll tell us after dinner.”
 
They passed through a small village way before dinner time. As usual, a queue was formed even before they stopped, practically forcing Tim to treat the waiting people. As usual, his children were eager to help too.
Tim, with Ethan’s help, brought out an examination table/bed where he could better check whatever problems the patients were complaining of. The two girls… young women, really, tried to find any small children to treat. Since Celia was about the same age as many young mothers, the children felt better under her care, just as it had happened with Anna, many years previously.
Charlie stepped out of the carriage and only watched attentively, not trying to help or intervene in any way.
Daria noticed a limping boy and called him closer. She checked him along with Celia and didn’t like her finds. “Who treated him after he broke his leg?” she asked.
“We had an old woman who knew some healing. She was already on her deathbed but still instructed her neighbors how to help him. She could barely see by then, so she may have missed something,” the mother told her.
“I want my parents to have a look at him. They’re much better than me at such things,” Daria told the woman.
Anna checked him next and frowned. “He’s quite healthy, as I can see, but his leg is not healing well. Without additional treatment, he won’t get much use of it when he grows up. I’m only not sure how much we can help. Let me check, first.”
She quickly approached Tim, who was treating a sore throat at the moment. She explained the problem and then motioned the mother and child to come with her into the wagon, where another examination bed was ready. Nobody needed to know that she had made it by magic while walking.
Daria came along with the child. After another, more thorough examination, it became clearer. The broken bone was now mending wrongly. They would need to re-break it without causing any additional damage and then put it in a proper cast. Hopefully, that would make the leg heal correctly. The only problem was that it would take several weeks until the boy could be freed from the cast and Tim couldn’t stay there that long, and neither could the others.
Daria called her mother to the back. “We should use magic to heal him.”
“But how? We’ve done nothing of that sort before.” Anna sounded alarmed.
“I’ll do it. Just make some calming tea. Make it thick and dark, so we can claim it is laced with medicines. Maybe slightly bitter, too, but not too much.” Daria seemed to have her plan ready.
Anna did as requested, trusting her talented daughter. She failed to notice Charlie standing near the door, blocking others from seeing into the wagon but able to see everything clearly enough.
The boy grimaced at the tea but drank it obediently, as expected. Daria made him fall asleep a moment later.
“I suggest you wait outside,” she told the mother. “The treatment may look unpleasant, although your child will feel nothing, I promise.”
The woman left the wagon quite reluctantly. Charlie blocked the door again, still unnoticed.
Using magic, Daria softened the place where the bone was mending and then made the two parts slide into the right position. Once she was satisfied with their alignment, she made the bone connection harden back. The child kept sleeping peacefully.
“We now need to bandage it, to make it more believable,” she told Anna.
They rummaged through their supplies and found two wide sticks, large enough to hold the broken leg firmly. Daria bandaged the leg tightly, but not too tightly, with a stick on each side. She then used some magic to make the bandage firmer, almost like a cast.
As she turned to the door to call the mother back, she noticed Charlie there. She looked him in the eyes for a long moment and then smiled and moved her hand dismissively. He moved aside, letting her call the woman back.
The child woke up a few minutes later, after Daria removed the sleeping charm with nobody noticing. “He needs to refrain from running and even from walking much for a week,” Daria told the mother. “The bandage can be removed after another week. It may feel scratchy while healing, but that’s normal.”
“Will he be alright?” his mother asked worriedly.
“He’s already alright, but his bone needs time to regain its strength, or it may break again. Keep him safe and he’ll be just fine,” Daria told her, gaining a warm smile and many thanks.
 
Later, when they stopped at a small forest for the night, Charlie talked to her. “You were very tender with that child and very attentive too. Others have probably not noticed what you did. You were also very subtle in using your powers to heal him.”
She looked him in the eyes again and then courtesied slightly. “Thank you, your highness.”
He looked surprised, at first, and then smiled. “Will you stay at my side this evening?” he asked.
“I prefer the whole night,” she answered teasingly.
“And your parents…”
“They know and approve, as long as I make sure not to get pregnant. You don’t want to impregnate me already, do you?”
He blushed. “No, not yet, for sure.”
“Good!” she said, grabbing his arm.
They joined the others around the fire. As soon as they finished their meal, the two guards excused themselves and retired to their wagon. A subtle gesture from Charlie made his “employees” also retire. He waited until he was sure that nobody but Tim’s family could listen and then started talking.
“As Daria has already noticed, I’m from a very noble family. I’m actually the crown prince of Ortuga. Judging by my father’s health, I expect to hold this position for many years.”
He wasn’t sure why Daria nodded but kept talking.
“I’ve been under pressure to marry one of the daughters of the nobles in my country since I was sixteen, if not earlier. Knowing how important it is to have the right wife at my side, I also did my best to find the right woman for me. Unfortunately, I didn’t find her. With some, I could happily spend a night, a week, or even a month, but I couldn’t see myself raising a family with any of them or just living together for the rest of my life. And none of them made me feel… I don’t exactly know how to say it. I expected to feel something different to the woman I eventually marry, but they all felt about the same to me.”
He took a deep breath, not quite noticing how he was holding Daria’s hand, before continuing. “Dad thought that marrying a foreign noble would help politically if nothing else, but that’s not very easy either, regardless of how I didn’t like the idea. You see, there’s no unmarried princess of the right age in any of the kingdoms around us. In all of Ariope, actually. I was somewhat relieved to find out about it, but it didn’t solve my problem. Then, Dad suggested I visit some of the courts of our neighbors and try to find my special woman. I intended to use the title I inherited from my mother’s side, as the Count of Grendo. The other possible heir is still a young boy. He’ll get it after reaching maturity since I need no additional titles.”
He smiled as if to accentuate the last sentence.
“And your name is not really Charlie,” Daria commented.
“Indeed, my official name is Carlos, but I didn’t want to use it on my voyage. You may understand why.”
He got some nods and smiles for a reply.
“I chose to come to Gandolia, first. It’s closest to our capital, for one. Then, Dad also heard a lot about Count Hillborough. Our ambassador was very meticulous in reporting whatever he could learn about you since you first arrived at the palace, gaining your nobility. He later had some chances to speak with you and was impressed very much. Dad thought that I could also learn a few things from you. Dad has no magic, like your current king, but he knows I have. He’d like me to learn from you so I can use it for the benefit of the kingdom. I’ve now noticed that your wife and your children are also magical, further intriguing me.”
Tim considered all he’d heard and then asked, “What are your plans now?”
Charlie smiled. “Originally, I intended to reach the capital as quickly as possible and try to get an audience with the king. Now it looks like staying with you would be more beneficial and I also believe you’re planning on going to the palace, only at a slower pace. It may do me good to learn some healing and some magic, if nothing else. Will you agree to that?”
Tim didn’t need to check the rest of the family. The young man seemed to impress them all. “You may stay with us until we reach the capital. We shall discuss the details later. Is there anything you can do while with us?”
Charlie shrugged. “I can try to sell some of the cheaper stuff, as expected of a traveling merchant. Most are too expensive for villagers, and I even doubt if they’ll see any use for it. In the larger cities, though, we may find some clients, at least if your cities are similar to ours.”
“And what can your guards do? One can be your aid, I suppose, but you have three.”
Charlie thought for a bit. “I’m not sure. I think that one of them is good at making things out of leather. I’ll have to ask him. The other may be his helper, unless he has something else to offer.”
Tim smiled. He wasn’t yet sure how it would all shape up, but he was optimistic.
 
 
Ch. 5 – Couple
 
Daria spent the night with Charlie, and not only on sex. They talked quite a bit before and after and enjoyed hugging and kissing. It was very different than all her previous experiences and she wasn’t sure what it meant. Well, she didn’t need to decide yet.
Charlie enjoyed the night even more. He was no stranger to physical pleasures, of course, and even had some interesting conversations with some women, but Daria… She evoked something different in him. He wasn’t yet sure what it meant, but he didn’t feel in a hurry to find out.
Celia had to make do with one of the new guards. It was alright, though, and slightly different than with one of the guards who came from Hillborough. She already knew that none of the new men would become her mate, but she could still enjoy some fun with them.
 
“Will you join me in my carriage?” Charlie asked Daria in the morning.
“Yes, for as long as you want me to.”
“For life?”
Daria could barely hold her smile. “Yes, for life, but I think our parents need to also approve of this. Maybe the king too.”
Tim wasn’t surprised to see them coming hand-in-hand to talk to him.
Charlie, now very serious and acting more in line with his position, talked as formally as the conditions allowed. “Count Timothy of Hillborough, as Crown Prince of Ortuga, Prince Carlos, I hereby ask for your permission to wed your daughter Daria. I intend to do it as soon as the kings of both our countries approve of it.”
Tim looked at Daria who nodded her approval, and at Anna, who acted the same. “Prince Carlos, I’m honored by your request and grant you my permission.” He then turned less formal. “Isn’t it a bit too soon to decide?”
Daria answered this time. “We found out that we’re very compatible and we’d like to live as a married couple for the rest of our lives and raise a family together. As for how quickly it went… We both already have experienced intimacy, but this time it was very special. I think our magics are also connected. I’d hate to be separated from him for more than a short while.”
“And I feel the same,” Charlie added.
Tim already knew. “Well, all I can say is that I agree and I see no reason for any of the kings to oppose your decision. Do you still want to learn some healing?”
Charlie smiled. “I can’t let my wife be so much better than me in that field, can I? I’ll just try to learn as much as I can and I’m sure Daria would help me. After all, I won’t become a healer, you know, but knowing some healing can come in handy at times.”
 
Indeed, for the remaining time on the road, Charlie did his best to learn as much as he could by watching Tim and his family and by asking quite a bit more whenever they stopped for a rest. He let his guards handle the selling of a few items that seemed to interest some of the wealthiest citizens in the larger towns and the cities they passed. Tim was very impressed by the diligence he put into these studies.
By the time they approached the capital, Charlie could already handle a few of the easier cases, almost as well as Timmy could when he started wandering.
 
When they reached the capital, Tim’s caravan went to the house that Tim had reserved for them almost since the start. Charlie, after getting the explanations, decided to join them.
Somewhat later, several carriages left the house. One was carrying Carlos and Daria. The other had Tim, Anna, Celia, and Ethan. It was a new experience for Carlos, who had never visited there, and a slightly different than usual experience for Daria, due to coming with him.
As expected, Tim and his family were lodging in the apartment normally reserved for them. Carlos and Daria needed to wait for the king to decide on the proper accommodation.
They didn’t have to wait for long. Since Gandolia was not strict on protocol, Bertie accepted the visitor in his office. A formal welcome for the visiting dignitary could wait for later.
The guard at the door announced their arrival, “His Royal Highness, Prince Carlos of Ortuga, escorted by Lady Daria of Hillborough.”
Bertie tried not to show his surprise. He had been informed of the high-level guest, but nobody said anything about his escort. Well, she’d practically grown at the palace, so nobody thought much of that, so it seemed. He still acted as expected. He turned to the foreign visitor first. “Welcome, Prince Carlos. I was not informed ahead of your visit, and I think your ambassador may also be surprised to see you here.”
Carlos smiled. “Indeed, Your Majesty, I came here incognito, although I met Count Hillborough and his family almost as soon as I reached your kingdom.”
“And you seem to have liked at least one of them,” Bertie said teasingly.
Carlos smiled. “That’s true. One of the reasons for my voyage was the need to find a mate since I didn’t find one in my country. If both you and my father approve, I’d like to marry Lady Daria.”
Bertie chuckled. “Had I been your age, I would have probably liked to marry her myself. Aside from being beautiful, she’s also very smart and very talented. I’m sure she could become an excellent wife for you and just as good a queen when the time comes. You have my complete approval.”
“Do you have any means to send a quick message to my father?” Carlos asked.
“We have no control of what happens out of our borders,” Bertie said, “but we can send your message to one of the border towns, where it can be passed to your official messengers. It may reach that town before nightfall if you like. Do you want it coded?”
It was a simple matter to handle and the message was sent as soon as they decided on the wording. They all hoped to receive a positive reply within a few days. They chatted some more, quite informally, and then the king passed the orders to assign an appropriate lodging before they were escorted there.
“You know, I visited here each summer since before I can remember. I can give you the tour and even show you some things that I’m not sure even the king knows about the palace. Nothing secret, of course,” Daria suggested.
“It will be politer to first ask the king,” Carlos said. “Then, as the future queen of the neighboring country, you should also refrain from acting too impulsively. Not where others can notice, at least.”
Daria mock pouted. She then grabbed his hand and led him to the bedroom. “Nobody will see us here,” she noted.”
 
Carlos was warmly accepted by practically everyone. He wasn’t sure if it was all due to him or some, at least, due to Daria, but he didn’t mind. As long as it could help the relations between the two countries, it was alright.
 
They received the Ortuga king’s reply within a few days. “Our son, if you feel that this young woman is the one with whom you’d like to share your life and raise a family, then you have our blessing. We expect to see you two here before the wedding and to get to know your chosen one. It looks like the best place for the wedding ceremony would be at one of the border towns, where guests from both countries will not stay too far from home. Give our regards to your host and to the Count. We hope to meet both soon.”
Carlos chuckled after reading it. “Dad is very cautious to always use the ‘royal we’ in everything he writes or says. He reverts to ‘I’ when with close family only.”
“And I hope to be one soon enough,” Daria added.
 
It couldn’t be that soon, though. Due to the time it would take to arrive from the distant parts of Ortuga, it was impractical to schedule the wedding for that summer. Instead, it was scheduled for the next, and not too early, to ensure that all the roads would be passable by then. Daria didn’t really mind the delay. She already considered them a couple. The wedding was just an official confirmation of that.
While at the palace, she was always at Carlos’s side, making her claim clear. It was also clear that he wanted her at his side just as much. It brought them some good-hearted teasing but nothing worse.
 
As summer approached its end, Daria joined Carlos on his way back home. They still traveled along with the Hillborough family a part of the way. They then parted with tears, promising to meet as soon as possible. It would be the first time Daria was away from her family for more than a few days.
 
Messengers were kept busy until the passes were completely blocked by snow and as soon as they became passable again, if only barely. Tim and his family, excluding Berny, Al, and their wives, traveled to the designated wedding town as soon as it became safe enough to travel. The others would only come for the wedding proper.
 
Although it was relatively big, the chosen town was still much smaller than the capital. It considered hosting a royal wedding as a great honor and its citizens worked tirelessly to provide lodging and food for the multitude of noble guests that were expected. The local Count, along with some from the neighboring counties, opened their castles for the noble guests, as did many of the better-off citizens – those who had rooms to spare.
A large tent town was erected nearby to accommodate the other guests. Unlike Gandolia, Ortuga was known for long and elaborate ceremonies. The guests expected to stay there for at least two nights.
The local castle was large enough to accommodate the families of the spouses, if just barely. The Hillborough family was given one of the largest apartments. The other was reserved for the royal family.
They didn’t stay there only. The royal palace was merely less than a day by carriage from that town, so they went there to help Daria with the preparations.
Just like Helen’s dress, Daria’s was a work of art that included elements representing both kingdoms and also her Hillborough ancestry. It also weighed about as much, but Daria didn’t mind. “I can use a bit of magic to make its weight negligible. I only wonder why Helen didn’t do the same,” she told her mother.
 
Both families stayed at the local castle the night before the wedding while the town was hosting almost as many guards as guests although no threat was known. The ceremony, conducted in tandem by the archbishops of both kingdoms, was very beautiful and quite lengthy. The local cathedral was not as big as the one at the capital and not as comfortable either, but Tim made sure to soften the chairs Anna and he were sitting on, making them as comfortable as they liked. He was almost sure that Daria conjured a stool under her magnificent dress to lean on while attending the lengthy ceremony.
As expected, Bertie was also present, as were Al and Berny, each with their spouses. They also took part in the formal reception that was held a few hours later but left to return home the next morning, as soon as the newlywed left for a secret location for their honeymoon.
 
Celia enjoyed the visit. “I found quite a few willing and able bed partners, and their attitude was different than the ones I’ve already met. Unfortunately, none of them will become my mate.”
“And why is that?” Anna asked.
Celia shrugged. “Not even one of them interested me for more than a night. Almost all were Counts and Barons, or will be, but they were duller than most peasants. I can’t see myself living with such a person by my side.”
“Do you even want to have a mate?” Anna asked her.
“Oh, sure! I want to have a family, at least a boy and a girl, hopefully, more, but I also need my mate to be someone I can live with. If I find nobody, I may consider becoming a mother even without a mate, but I’m not that desperate yet. Besides, the archbishop predicted I’d find my mate later than usual, didn’t he? I should be patient.”
Anna smiled. “Yes, you should, and so should I. In a way, I can barely wait to see your children. I never thought I’d feel that way, and I’m a bit young to become a grandmother…”
She only forgot she already was. Al and Berny already had a child each.
 
 
Ch. 6 – New Mission
 
While his years of wandering gave Tim some concept about the country, he had never studied its geography. As a child and later an adolescent, he had other interests in mind, and even later, this kept being a low interest for him.
It all changed when he became noble. He had to know the borders of his terrain, and he then found out that he needed to learn quite a bit more about the area under his control. The map he had first received after his promotion only showed the borders of his area and not much more, really. Tim had to search for better maps and got quite interested in the subject, although he’d been unable to really study it as he liked.
Then, as the king sent teachers for Albert, Tim thought he could finally learn some more. He really needed this knowledge to give the king good advice.
“I’d like to learn some more about the country and everything concerned with it,” he told the older teacher.
“I have some maps and books that can help you with this. I’d suggest you start by studying the map, seeing what’s where, following the rivers and the main roads, just to get a proper image of the country in your mind. I suggest you also have a look at the map of the continent. Ariope is a large continent with many countries and Gandolia is one of the smallest kingdoms in it. Unfortunately, its position in the middle of the northern half, at the narrowest part in it, makes our country a scene of many battles, most of them fought between other forces, yet affecting our citizens nevertheless.” The teacher gave Tim two rolled maps to study. “You don’t need to hurry, as I won’t need the maps before the end of winter, according to the lesson plan.”
Tim studied the continent’s map first. Ariope looked roughly like an east-west rectangle, cut in the middle by a long and narrow internal sea that curved like an asymmetrical roof, with the top forming the southern border of Gandolia. From what he had learned from Father Thomas, he knew that the western Pope had his court at the western end of the internal sea. The eastern Pope, though, set his throne on the adjacent continent from the east, which was separated from Ariope by a long and narrow strait. The holy land was on that larger continent, Sian, a very long way from the eastern border of Ariope, and much longer from Gandolia.
There were several kingdoms scattered along the internal sea on both sides, but only those near Gandolia were of any interest to him.
Then there was the northern sea. Due to being quite stormy and cold, partly freezing in the winter, the northern sea was not very useful for either fishing or commerce, although the single city on its shore, as well as several villages, lived mainly on that. Still, most of the northern shores were rocky and unwelcoming for ships of any size, despite the many fjords there.
Except near that city, Northport, the mountains of the north reached the sea, leaving no room for any human settlements. The main role these mountains played, their southern slopes only, was as the source of many rivers that merged, one by one, into the main river that passed through most of Gandolia, eventually reaching the middle sea with a large delta and a smaller river that marked most of the eastern border of the kingdom.
Still, even after a few more years, Tim felt that his knowledge in that area was severely lacking. He had no idea how to change that.
 
Tim was dreaming. Unlike the majority of his dreams, which dealt with the everyday matters that occupied him – the family, the county, his tasks as a healer or adviser to the king – this time it was a much stranger dream.
In his dream, he was still a child of about six. He stood on the edge of the cliff looking out into the sea. The sea was wavy. The waves broke on the narrow rocky shore at the bottom of the cliff. At some distance from him, he saw an opening in a cliff, through which a stream spilled into the sea. The sky looked as gray and somber as the sea which was covered by a thin fog that limited visibility. Timmy was already thinking of going somewhere else, where he might find something more interesting, when he suddenly noticed several large ships coming out of the fog and approaching the shore. The ships were painted black and red and looked threatening. Timmy lay down on the ground so he would not be discovered by people on the ships, but crawled forward to see better.
The ships approached the shore until they were stuck in it, their iron-reinforced bottoms squealing on the underwater rocks. As soon as they stopped, each ship put down a long, wide ramp on which soldiers began to descend with horses, wagons, and even catapults. Timmy tried to count, but stopped when he reached fifty. Even without counting, it was clear to him that the number of soldiers exceeded two hundred. He continued to watch them unload armor for knights and horses, spears, arrows, and large quantities of food, and organize a temporary camp where the coast widened slightly, near the mouth of the stream.
From his place, Timmy could not see the soldiers clearly, but it seemed to him that some of them were not human, though he did not know what they were. As if to confirm his observation, someone who seemed to command the organization turned to two of those whom Timmy thought were different. After a moment, the two of them moved away a little and then spread black wings and began to fly toward the cliff. Timmy was sure he would be discovered the moment they flew over the cliff. He looked around, trying to find a hiding place, but the cliff was bare, with no vegetation and no crevices where he could hide. He looked again at the two fliers and saw that it was too late – they had already spotted him and were flying towards him. Maybe if he ran he could escape them and find a hiding place? Before he could decide, one of them had already come up and raised a sharp spear in the air. Noticing the threat, Timmy tried to quickly roll aside and…
Tim woke up when he fell off the bed. Luckily, it wasn’t too high and the carpet stopped his fall without hurting too much. He could not remember having ever dreamed such a dream. Still, he had the feeling that it was not just a dream. Was the dream a kind of prophecy, or perhaps a warning?
He could not go back to sleep. His heart pounded vigorously as if he had really experienced the attack from the air, and he felt alert as if preparing to flee or fight. He moved quietly out of the bedroom, trying not to wake Anna, and found his way to the next room where his servants always made sure to leave a teapot next to the fireplace and some slices of cake, just in case he or Anna wanted some during the night or when waking up.
He warmed his tea and poured it into the cup, trying to decipher the message in the dream, assuming it contained a message. Where was the beach in the dream? As far as he knew, the southern shore was sandy and wide. He had visited only once and had seen only a small section of it, but from what he had heard there were no cliffs at all, even if in a few points the coast was a bit rocky. Tim had never visited the North Coast. The mountains between the hills and the North Sea were tall and almost impassable. Two roads crossed the mountains, but none of them fit carts or carriages, and there were parts of them that even horses had trouble crossing. The northern mountain chain was cut off only near the western border of the kingdom, where the peaks were lower and the only river flowing north cut its course between them, creating a narrow valley, where two roads passed – one on each side of the river.
Tim tried to remember the geography lessons he had studied with the children. The North Sea was very cold and stormy most of the time. The only port on its shores was at the mouth of the river. It was used primarily for furs, which were a particularly sought-after commodity in the northern regions. According to the same lessons, there was no other suitable place for the port due…
Suddenly he realized where the beach he had seen in his dream could be. Most of the north coast was steep. Except for the estuary, which was wide and deep enough for the merchant ships, and from which goods could be transported by land, there were only two or three streams that cut the cliff, but none of them provided satisfactory conditions for even a small port.
He finished his cup of tea and headed for his study, where he spread the map of the kingdom on the floor and studied the northern coast carefully, trying to discover the place that appeared in his dream. Two places seemed appropriate, but he could not choose between them. Yet he examined them both, trying to see in what way an invading army could advance from them into the heart of the kingdom.
He also tried to recall every detail of the dream. Thinking of the flying warrior that wanted to strike him, it became clear that it was a man. The wings were simply attached to his back, although Timmy couldn’t see how they were operated. On the other hand, this part felt more like a dream and less like a vision. Maybe it really wasn’t significant.
 
Anna found him still on the floor, carefully examining the map. “I understand that you had a vision,” she remarked.
He looked up at her and smiled, like every time he saw her after a separation, even for a few minutes. “Yes, I had a vision of an attempt to invade through the sea and the mountains. There were also some winged warriors, but they felt more like dream creatures than parts of a vision. I’m trying to see if such an invasion is really possible.”
“And what have you discovered so far?”
He sighed. “Not much. There are only two places where a ship can approach the shore, at least such ships as I saw in the vision. There is also no way to transfer significant military power beyond the mountains. The trails that exist are too narrow for such a purpose and very easy to protect even with only a few guards. But then, that area is not inhabited, and it has no guard force, not even a small one. I have to turn Barty’s attention to that.”
Anna looked at the map for a moment and then her eyes closed and she seemed to fall asleep for a few minutes. She opened her eyes again and smiled. “Yes, it’s a very good idea.”
As spring was already at their doorstep, it was useless to send a messenger, even if Healer Tim’s journey to the capital city took a little longer. Tim spent a few days drafting the vision’s story, describing his research, and drawing conclusions. By the time he finished this work, the caravan was ready to go.
 
Tim raised the issue at his first meeting with Bertie. “I found that the mountainous area north of Hillborough County is completely unprotected. Although it has no roads to pass a significant army, without guarding, even a largish army can infiltrate through the trails and along the streams by foot or riding horses. It seems to me that these roads must be guarded.”
Bertie took the possible threat from the north seriously. The map in the palace was more detailed and more accurate than the one Tim had checked, but he also came to the same conclusion. “It seems that we must place a guard force there. No great power is needed, but everything will need to be organized and perhaps some additional paths need also be added to connect the existing roads and allow the guards to get anywhere. I suggest that Al take part in the planning, and Fabio and Shandor can help too.”
Tim already understood the King’s intentions. The mountainous area was too large and fragmented to be one county, but it could be divided into two counties. Fabio and Shandor, as Al’s closest friends, could control this territory. Their loyalty to the current king and the next king was unquestionable and they had both proved themselves as intelligent and resourceful young men. There was no doubt that they would both become the noblemen of the counties as soon as they accepted the job. As significant as this was for Fabio, making Shandor a nobleman was much more significant, if only due to his Gopsy origin.
Bertie hadn’t finished talking. “Of course, I expect you to help both of them. Berny can already rule Hillborough without your help, but these two will need help, just as you needed it to set up Hillborough.”
 
Bertie didn’t tell either Fabio or Shandor about their future roles. For the time being, all they needed to know was that he wanted them to help Al plan the protection of the northern region and that he expected that region to be divided into two parts, each with a governor and a military force that would protect them.
Al was aware of the king’s plans for his two closest friends but knew better than to tell them. Tim also kept this secret, as expected. He only used all that he had learned when taking control of Hillborough to help the two young men. Well, they weren’t any younger than he had been when assigned this task.
The northern mountains extended along the northern shores, making them inaccessible for ships anywhere but at Northport, where the only river flowing north created a natural port, that needed very little effort to become a trading port. The official border was at the highest summit and the mountain range continued for quite some distance into the eastern neighboring kingdom, but the main part of the mountainous area was within Gandolia. It didn’t matter much, since there were almost no inhabitants there, no roads, and nothing of value. Still, it was quite a large area, and judging by Tim’s vision, an invading army could use it to infiltrate the country without being discovered. Moving some army there and some loyal commanders seemed to be the prudent thing to do.
They spent the whole summer studying the various maps, interviewing whoever could give them some more information about that area, and forming the initial guard force that would be needed to control the area.
“We need to visit there before we can make any further plans,” Tim advised them.
Al smiled at him. “I thought that we could all enjoy a winter at Hillborough castle and start moving towards the mountains as soon as the snow melts.”
Both Al and Helen loved visiting the castle. It had been Al’s home since childhood and Helen had lived there for more than two years before they married. Still, personal matters aside, it was a good idea to start the voyage from much closer to its destination. Without proper roads, their tour would be mostly by foot or on horseback. Nobody looked forward to that experience, as important as they deemed it.
Both Shandor and Fabio felt at home in the castle, having grown there and even Rosy, Fabio’s mate, had spent there a few winters. Katia, Shandor’s mate, who had never been there before, looked apprehensive. Tim was sure that she would like the place, once they arrived.
That winter was relatively mild, allowing the visiting troops to train some more and to also join the Hillborough forces, learning the subtler nuances of guarding roads and bridges. Still, everybody was eager to move as soon as most of the snow melted.
Although Tim was the most experienced, he let Al lead the expedition. Al made sure that they had enough horses to let everybody ride and even had two narrow wagons built for carrying as much of their luggage as possible up to where there was no more passage for them. This proved to be a good idea, allowing the expedition to move quicker and deeper into the mountains before the wagons needed to be left behind.
 
Ch. 7 – New Counties
 
It was quite a difficult hike. Some of the trails in that area were so narrow at certain places that they had to dismount and lead the horses by rope, yet most were easier than that.
“Are you sure the map is correct?” Al asked the second evening, after they made camp.
Tim shrugged. “These seem to be the best the king could find. They may still be inaccurate, though. I don’t think anybody had bothered to create an accurate, up-to-date map of this region, especially since it was nobody’s responsibility and not quite interesting.”
Al glanced at his map and put it aside with a huff. “It’s useless. We’ll need to have a much better map before we can really do anything of value in this region. I’ll try to set a mapping expedition after we return.”
“We can still do some preliminary work,” Fabio suggested. “We can measure the angles from each point of interest to all those in view. I believe it could help draw a better map.”
“I can draw an image of each point, to help find it again,” Shandor offered. Tim knew him to be quite talented at drawing.
“We’ll do both,” Al said.
Despite the map proving quite inaccurate, they managed to do a thorough enough tour of the area and return to Hillborough before the first snow. Al felt quite proud of what they had achieved. Tim knew that this pride was fully justified. Their measurements and their drawings were extremely useful in drawing new and better maps of the region. They were also lucky to find a few inhabited valleys that were previously unknown, where a much larger population than expected seemed to thrive.
They also managed to find a few possible places for erecting castles and some provisional routes for building new roads.
Tim thought of enlisting the help of the baronet of Valborrough in the initial planning, but very quickly changed his mind. The baronet was already a middle-aged man, if not older, and no longer able to ride and climb as he had done when he helped Tim. Besides, given his experience, Tim felt pretty confident that he could help with the planning at least to the same level.
Al returned to the palace and promised to find out during the winter which engineers should be chosen. Fabio and Shandor stayed in the castle and began to research in the library all the books related to the planning and construction of castles or large buildings. Their partners enthusiastically joined the study. Neither of them was satisfied with the role of the supporting wife only. Tim and Anna were also able to help from their experience in building Hillborough Castle.
“I’m beginning to understand that this is not a task for one or two years,” said Fabio, after another day of studies. “It seems to me that establishing a new county is a life mission. How did you manage to get your county in good shape so quickly, father?”
Tim smiled in understanding. “It didn’t seem quick at the time. About two years were required for the planning of the castle and the construction of the walls and a basic structure. It took another similar amount of time until the castle became fully ready for use, and we are still trying to improve it every time a problem is discovered. Besides the castle, the county already contained temporary roads and bridges. As part of accepting responsibility for it, I made sure to renovate and widen the roads and build stable and safe bridges for crossing at all times, and of course to guard the roads, bridges, and settlements against criminals to ensure the lives of the residents and their property. For this purpose, I recruited a guard force and the king took care of its training. Now, the main part of my role is in maintaining what’s already there and improving and adding roads and bridges as needed. Luckily I found good people I can trust.”
“I wonder whom the king will assign to rule these provinces.” Fabio was lost in thought for a moment and then, as if he had discovered something, opened his eyes in surprise. “Do you think he will let Shandor and me rule there, like what happened with you?”
Tim was not surprised that his son had come to this conclusion. “It is certainly possible and even expected to a large extent. Traditionally, the person who prepares the castle is the one who lives in it.”
Fabio’s expression showed hesitation. “Do you think he will give us titles of nobility? Mother is not noble and neither were you at the time, and Shandor is of gopsy origin, which many think is inferior.”
“The king has the right to grant nobility to those whom he considers to deserve the title, regardless of origin. Besides, with the close connection you have with the future king, it’s doubtful he could find anyone worthier.”
Tim was not surprised to learn that following this conversation, the young men began to invest even more time and effort into learning everything possible, not only about castle planning but also about controlling a province.
 
They didn’t need his help the next summer. Two engineering teams arrived at the castle right after the roads opened in the spring. Fabio and Shandor, together with their spouses, joined them in visiting all the points that were found to be suitable for a more in-depth examination and finally chose locations for two castles located close to the center of each area of responsibility. Immediately after that, they began to plan a road that would connect the castles and a road that would shorten the journey to the heart of the kingdom. Tim felt that they acted very wisely.
 
As expected, it took almost two years until the plans were ready and two more years for the building of the castles. Fabio led an expedition each spring, first to the potential sites and then to the selected one, and Shandor did the same on the other castle. Even before the work on the castles started, both made sure to have the narrowest roads widened and the dangerous passages made safer, if only to allow the building team easier access to the sites.
Bertie asked them to show him the plans before starting the building proper. He approved both. He later told Tim, “I had a look at the plans for your castle before it was built and I was very impressed by the detailed design and the effort put into every aspect of the castle, not just its military aspect. The plans these two brought to my approval are even more detailed and better thought of. They probably learned quite a bit just from living in your castle.”
Tim could only smile his thanks.
Surprisingly, Tanya was also involved, even if not in the same way. She spoke to the two wives and made sure they knew what they were going to face and also knew how to behave under the new circumstances. She was just as deeply impressed. “Both love and support their husbands unconditionally, but both are also looking forward to doing quite a bit there and to make a lasting impression on their new counties. They make excellent teams.”
With the plans approved, Bertie raised both Shandor and Fabio to Barons. Fabio became Baron of Eastmount and Shandor, Baron of Westmount. “Do as good a job as we expect you to do and you’ll become Counts when Al becomes a king,” Bertie told them.
“We hope to be Barons for many years,” both replied, making Bertie laugh.
 
Two years later, guards were already stationed in both castles and the planned roads were already being used even though their construction was not yet finished, even in this state it was already possible to cross the road with chariots or wagons and certainly on horseback. The provinces were no longer cut off.
 
Then, when the castles were good enough to move into, although not quite finished, both new Barons invited each other to visit their new castles and also invited Tim and Anna. Fabio even explained, “We all worked on the plans as one team, and your input, Dad, helped us a lot, preventing us from erring and pointing us at issues that needed some more thought, as did Lady Anna.”
“Are you sure? I mean, Anna has not ridden a horse for many years, and Many roads were too narrow for carriages.”
Fabio smiled. “All the roads from here to either of our castles and the ones connecting both had been widened and made safe for even the larger wagons. You could even voyage as Healer Tim and not worry about the roads.”
 
That summer, Healer Tim was joined by a large entourage, but nobody thought anything of it. Wherever the caravan stopped, both Healer Tim and his helpers (nobody needed to know that they were all nobility) found many patients, but nobody was seriously ill or hurt. Many were simply interested to see the famous healer. The merchants also did some good business. Nobody needed to know they were soldiers who guarded the nobility.
It was a long tour, lasting almost into the winter. Fabio and Shandor visited each other’s castles before each returned to his assigned one. Luckily, they were close enough to keep visiting whenever the roads were passable, Tim didn’t think it was mere luck. He was sure they had planned it this way.
Anna was also delighted to find that the new Baronesses were both expecting. Tim was a bit worried that they would give birth without a healer nearby.
“Fabio is already a very good healer, you know, and Shandor is almost as good. They will take good care of their wives, Besides, I asked around and they have a midwife in the nearest village, each. It will be alright,” Anna told him.
Her words calmed him down, but not completely.
 
Tim made sure to meet Father Thomas every time he came to the capital. As the Archbishop, Father Thomas led a protected life, unlike the times he served as a vicar at the village or when he stayed with the Prince. Still, nothing can protect one against the passing of time. Tim noticed when the man’s beard turned from dark brown to gray and then to white; when the man’s brow filled with creases and then started showing some spotting, as did his hands; when his confident gait turned into slow, hesitant steps. Father Thomas was clearly getting old. Well, so did everybody else.
Then, when they met, Father Thomas told Tim, “I’m going to retire soon. My health is no longer good enough to keep this position.”
“I can try to help you in any way I can,” Tim offered.
The old man smiled. “There’s nothing you can help me with, Timmy. My body is only informing me that my time to leave this life is approaching. I may live a few more years, I suppose, but I’m no longer able to do all that my position requires the way I believe I should. It’s time to let a younger person get this position.”
“Then, who will get this position?”
The old man smiled. “You remember the young vicar who came to Hillborough when you just started it? He proved himself quite nicely and has advanced since. I recommended him as my replacement and my recommendation was accepted.”
“But then – where will you stay?”
The tired smile didn’t leave the old face. “The Archbishop’s lodging has a wing for the retired. I can live there for whatever time I still have. I’ll still have more than enough to eat, books to read, and some company to keep me interested.”
Indeed, the next summer, Tim visited his mentor at the Archbishop’s palace, where Father Thomas had a modest apartment. “It’s actually larger than the official archbishop’s apartment, to account for any aches and stiffness and have room for healers, if needed.”
Two summers later, Tim got the news while on his way. “The retired archbishop is dying. It’s a matter of only a few days, the healers say.”
Luckily, he was already close enough and could take a shortcut and reach the capital a day later. He then rushed to see his mentor.
The old man was breathing heavily, but still lucid. He smiled at Tim with recognition. “I already took my leave from the king and the crown prince. I hoped you and Lady Anna would arrive on time.”
They didn’t stay for long. The old man tired quickly and the excitement of meeting his once protégé was not helping either. He still managed to bless Tim and Anna and their children through them. When they left that room, Tim knew he would never see Father Thomas again.
The next morning, the old man went into a coma. He died a day later, when his heart stopped beating for no discernible cause. Although it wasn’t customary to give the priesthood large funerals, Bertie insisted on one for the man who had had a large influence on many and brought about quite a bit of change.
It wasn’t as elaborate as the last king’s funeral but had almost as large attendance. Most of the nobility sent at least one representative per family to attend. The Hillborough clan attended in full, including all women and also Fabio and Shandor, of course. Most others had no idea why this family insisted on full attendance.
 
 
Ch. 8 – Attacked
 
The winter when Tim celebrated fifty was milder and shorter than usual, allowing Tim and Anna to try and reach some new places. This time, they tried to visit a part of the kingdom that was farther from their normal route than usual. It was a less populated area, and Tim thought that the cause was evident: Instead of some water source, be it a river or a stream, passing in the valley, it was a marshy area with very slow water flow in the center and practically standing water in the rest of that area. The main road was on higher land, as expected, about half the way to the top of the surrounding hills. Tim wasn’t even surprised to find that the road wasn’t well-traveled or well-maintained. In places, it almost disappeared under the bushes or some minor mudslides.
“I don’t like this valley,” Anna told him.
Tim also had an uneasy feeling about the place, but as much as he tried to magically get a glimpse of what might be awaiting them, he failed to get any information. Anna also tried, getting just as disappointing results. They would have changed to another road, but the valley was quite long and had no connecting roads or a bridge to the other side, which seemed even worse, not having any roads at all, just some animal traces.
They were very welcome at the only village they found on their way.
“Very few travelers pass through this valley,” the village’s elder told him.
“Why is that?”
“The roads are unsafe, and the swamp makes this place even less attractive.”
“Why do you stay here, then?” Tim asked.
“Where can we go? This is where our ancestors lived for many generations, where our Barons kept them safe. Now we have no Baron to protect us and barely enough usable land to support us.”
Tim frowned. Something didn’t sound right. “What happened to the baron?”
The man sighed. “Nobody knows for sure. I was just a small child when this happened. At that time, the river was flowing nicely and the fields near it were very productive. Then the baron left, taking all his people along, and locked the castle. Rumors say he either gave them to the king or tried to fight him. I tend to believe he passed the barony back to the king. You see, he was quite old, as far as I know, and had no heir. He’d lost his wife many years earlier and never remarried. Some rumors say he advised the king to send a new baron here. Somehow, that didn’t happen.
“A few years later, when I was still an adolescent, the river flooded. The water started rising a few days earlier, but only a few understood the danger and fled to higher land. Then, during the night, the water started rising in earnest, flooding the lower villages and the fields. Most of the people managed to flee with only their nightgowns. A few managed to salvage some more. Some didn’t wake on time and perished.”
The old man seemed to fight some tears and then continued talking. “Luckily, it happened during the spring and the weather was warm enough, or many more would have died. Still, most of the survivors didn’t want to stay. They moved away as soon as they could and never came back. Only a few stayed, my mother among them. She lost her mate to the flood, but she was still young enough and determined enough to rebuild her life. Along with some other similar-minded people, they built this village from scratch and cultivated new fields. A similar village was built on the other side of the valley, but we rarely meet those people.”
The man sighed. “We lived quite happily until a few years ago when a group of thieves came to the valley. They take whatever they want, and they hurt or kill whoever opposes them. Many of the younger people left because of them, but the old have nowhere else to go.”
Tim had to agree. The old couldn’t easily move to other places and nobody would be interested in hiring them when younger and more capable people could be found. “I’ll see what I can do. I have some connections, but I’m not sure how much and how soon they can help you.”
The old man shrugged. “We lived quite well until these thieves arrived. It didn’t matter that the king seemed to forget us, since so did the tax collectors. Now we wonder if he even cares.”
“I’m sure that our current king cares and I’ll do my best to have this situation brought to his attention,” Tim promised.
At least the villagers’ health was good. Except for some scratches and a minor cut, all easily treatable, they found no problem there. Well, most of the villagers seemed quite old and there was only one young couple, as far as they could see. That was also a problem but of a different nature.
That same elder approached them just before they resumed their travel. “I suggest you don’t go that way. It would be much safer to go back the way you came here and find a different way to where you want to go.”
“We can protect ourselves,” Tim told him, pointing at the sword and the cross-bow he was keeping nearby.
“It may still be too risky,” the old man said, shaking his head, “but it’s your life you’re risking. I warned you, as I felt I should, but it’s your decision to make.”
 
It was the afternoon of their second day inside that valley since they passed the village. They finally found a connecting road, but it didn’t look more promising than the one they were on and didn’t seem to lead to a different destination, only to take them higher, farther from the marsh. Tim tried to look into the two roads as far as he could but could see no difference, nor get a better feeling from one over the other.
“Let’s take the right road. It seems to take us a bit farther from the swamp, at least,” Anna suggested.
Tim shrugged. It was all the same for him. He didn’t ask the guards in the second wagon. They would go wherever he went.
They found a small natural clearing at the side of the road just before sunset. Tim’s uneasiness didn’t diminish, though. He positioned the wagons along the side of the road, ready to move, and tied the horses with quite short leashes, just long enough to allow them to graze. Still, he didn’t feel like that was enough. It was time to use some of the obscure magic he had learned from some books.
He cast a fire-repelling spell on both wagons. Even if a potential enemy would use fire-carrying arrows, they would not harm the wagons. He then recalled another type of magic that could prove useful. He drew a large circle around the clearing, encompassing the grazing horses, and then cast a shield charm, turning the drawn circle into an invisible wall, reaching higher than the branches of the trees surrounding the clearing, much higher than he could reach by stretching up. With that done, he felt secure enough for the night.
Much later, after they had dinner around the bonfire and had retired to their wagons for the night, he felt he could freely talk to Anna about his concerns. “The bandits are not very far, so I sense. They’re so sure of themselves that they don’t bother to use the cover of the night, so it seems. They probably consider us as a worthy target, since healers are paid quite well. I managed to give us very good protection for the night, but it’s tied to the ground. Do you remember any protection that we can tie to the wagons or to us?”
Anna tried to recall all she’d read about magical shields. Most were tied to static objects, getting their powers from the ground, just the way Tim had done. A few, though, could be powered differently. “It may tax our magic, but you can tie such shields to us,” she said. She then thought a bit longer. “I wonder if we can tie them to the wagons. Their wheels touch the earth, so they can transfer power to the shields, but are the wheels enough?”
Tim gave it some consideration. “I think it could work. We don’t need to cover as much area as this clearing, but I’d like the horses to be just as protected. I’ll give it some thought later.”
They cuddled to each other, giving comfort to their partners, and slipped into slumber.
Tim’s mind seemed to keep thinking about the implications even while asleep. When he woke up, he had his plan ready. “We’ll have some cloth tied to the wagon’s wood and covering the backs of the horses. It would extend the shield enough to keep them safe from any physical attack.”
The guards seemed a bit confused by the request, but they already knew that the Count would sometimes act weirdly. Tim considered an old bed sheet that they found in a corner of their wagon good enough for the task. They weren’t too bothered when he tied one corner to the wagon and wrapped the rest over the horse. He then did the same with his horse, using one of the spare blankets. Both Tim and Anna used their special sticks to aid in casting the shields. Each covered the whole wagon and the horse in the front, extending about a foot on all sides. When the two wagons came near, the shields merged, forming a long, well-protected area inside, without interfering with the free movement of the small caravan.
With that work finished, Tim removed the night shield and headed to the road, if that barely visible trace on the ground even merited that name.
About an hour later, Tim called to the guards, “Have your crossbows and arrows ready. I expect us to encounter the bandits shortly.”
He and Anna also made sure to have their swords within their grasp and their own crossbows and arrows too.
They advanced less than a mile before they saw a group of six burly men blocking the road. There was no possibility to go on without them letting one pass. Their leader, a tall and wide man with an unkempt beard, stepped forward. “Get down from your wagons and leave everything behind, if you want no harm to find you.”
Tim looked the man straight in the eye. “I don’t think so. I suggest you and your men move away if you want to escape harm.”
The big man laughed cruelly as if this was a joke. “You’ve got some spirit, I must say, but you and your lady are too old and frail to pose any threat to us. And then, even if you could turn back and ride away, I have some more men behind you. You should better surrender if you know what’s good for you.”
Despite his previous feelings, Tim felt very confident. The men in front of him had swords, axes, and bows, but seemed to rely mainly on their muscles to intimidate and harm others. It was time to teach them a lesson, maybe a final lesson. “I tend to disagree. Your six, or even twelve men are no match for us.”
He moved his hand, sending a fire spell at the man’s beard. The man was startled for a moment but then poured some water on it, extinguishing the fire before it did much damage. He then got a contemplative expression and then sneered. “So, you use witchcraft, don’t you? I could earn even more by taking you to the authorities. There are laws against witchcraft, you know.”
“There are laws against robbery and thieving too. You don’t seem to be bothered about them. Why are you so interested in other laws?” While talking, Tim also erected a temporary shield around that group. None of them could leave the place as long as that shield held. He also asked Anna to move to the back of the caravan and do the same for the other group.
One of the bandits didn’t like what he saw. He shot an arrow at Anna. He was surprised when the arrow bounced back as if hitting a solid wall, only a few feet in front of him. Tim looked at him and sounded an exaggerated sigh. “That was clearly unwise, lad. I suggest you lay down your bow and arrows and any other weapon you may carry before it can harm you.”
The younger man seemed confused, but a sharp shout from his leader stopped him from obeying. Tim looked at him with clear disappointment before addressing the leader and the whole group again. “I’m going in to make some tea. Any of you who will still be standing here by the time I had my tea will be considered an enemy and treated as such. Your only chance is to lay down your arms at the side of the road and lie down unarmed and on your bellies on the other side. You can’t go away if you thought to do that.”
Tim turned his back to them and went into the wagon, where he had his special stick ready, along with a book that he’d left open at the description of a spell that could cause one’s lungs to stop working. He made himself some tea and served Anna, who had returned by then, showing her the spell and telling her what he’d told the group. She smiled and went to the back of the caravan, instructing the other six bandits just the same.
Tim waited a bit longer before coming back to the driver’s seat. He wasn’t surprised to see all the men with their bows loaded and pointing at him. He shook his head as if he was disappointed by their behavior. In a way, he was. He found it difficult to accept that some people were purely evil, or mostly so. And yet, it was easier to deal with them once they acted that way. He won’t feel bad for terminating these people, based on how they acted.
“Are you ready to surrender?” their leader asked mockingly.
“No. Are you or any of your men ready to stand justice?” Tim asked. Although he hadn’t changed a thing, Tim suddenly looked like an authority figure, the way he looked as Count Timothy of Hillborough, not like Healer Tim. The bandits noticed a change but didn’t understand it.
Their leader started laughing, but not for long. Tim continued speaking in a tone of authority that soon sent shivers into the men. “As a knight of the realm, by the authority bestowed into me by the king, I, The Count of Hillborough, find the six of you in breach of several laws forbidding theft and robbery, as well as rape and murder. By that same authority, I weighed your deeds and the appropriate punishment and condemned you to death by suffocation.”
The bandits’ leader looked like this was a very funny joke, but not for long. Tim waved his stick and mumbled a few words. It only took a short while before the bandits started feeling like they lacked air, despite breathing as deeply as they could. It didn’t take long for them to drop their weapons and fall to their knees, looking desperate.
Tim didn’t want to watch the macabre scene. Besides, he needed to check the other end of the caravan. He didn’t reach it, though. He met Anna just at the back of their wagon. She fell into his arms and he directed her back into their wagon, where she could no longer keep her tears.
It took her some time to calm herself. “I didn’t want to do it. I scanned them, the way you’ve taught me, but found nobody worthy of any mercy. Even the youngest, barely sixteen, had already killed, raped, and stolen with no second thought. It’s so sad…”
Once she calmed down, Tim went out again. The bandits at both ends were dead by then. He levitated the ones blocking the road and dropped them a short distance away, where the scavengers would take care of them. He then moved their comrades there as well. He then renewed the shields over the wagons. Despite feeling quite confident that there was no other group of bandits in that area, he didn’t want to take any chances.
Late that afternoon, they approached the end of that valley. Looking at the swamp, it became evident that the river had been blocked, probably by a mudslide that also brought some trees. These caught some more flotsam and created a leaky dam, flooding the area behind it. With no proper irrigation, that area soon turned into a swamp. Had there been some local authority that could organize the works to prevent the blockage in the first place, or to remove it as soon as possible, the valley could have stayed prosperous for these many years. He made sure to write down all his observations and pass them to the king as soon as they arrived at the palace.
 
Bertie wasn’t pleased with this information. He ordered his staff to search the archives for any information about that valley and its noblemen. It would take several days to find everything and compile the information into a presentable document, but neither Tim nor Bertie were in a hurry.
Indeed, when they got the information, it first provoked some thought. As the king put it, “With all the talk about privileges and honors, people tend to forget that the original role of the nobility is to take care of the people under their authority. That Baron, once he thought he was too old to do a proper job, and not having an heir, returned the title and the assets to the king. Unfortunately, that king – my great-grandfather, was even older and less capable. His son was busy at the border, leading the army in protecting some of the lands that were under attack from our neighbors. By the time that war was over, that valley had been forgotten and the documents buried under other, more recent concerns.”
Tim noticed a trace of mischief creeping into the king’s voice as he continued. “Since the valley is almost deserted by now, this seems to be a project worthy of the Crown Prince. I’ll have him organize a task force to remove the unexpected dam and then dry out the land and make it good enough to attract new settlers. This may take a few years. By then, his second son may be old enough to accept the responsibility. If he’ll prove good enough and would be interested, it may even become a dukedom.”
 
Ch. 9 – Valley
 
Al took the mission as seriously as ever. He organized an expedition that included engineers and some experts in other fields, along with a military escort, to check the dam and the marsh and suggest ways to restore that valley to its previous condition, or even better, without adversely affecting the downstream areas. “Once the survey is done, some of the soldiers will stay there to protect the valley while the experts plan and later while the work proceeds. I also suspect we may need to temporarily evacuate the people who live close to the river downstream in case the blockage collapses at once. From your observations, it doesn’t seem very stable, and I wouldn’t like to risk the lives of those living downstream.”
“Are you sure about the danger?” Bertie asked him.
“I tried to look into the future. There are too many things that can go wrong. That dam is not solid. It’s mud, branches, and leaves, mainly. Even if dismantled very cautiously, there’s no guarantee it will all go as planned. We must be ready for something to go wrong despite the precautions.”
The king sighed. “The area downstream is mostly crown property, with no local authority to handle this. Whom can we charge with the responsibility?”
Al had already thought of it. “Celia, my younger sister, is very smart and is still unattached. None of the young heirs seem to attract her. I think she could take charge of that area and even enjoy it.”
The king frowned. “There’s no precedent of giving a woman such an authority position.”
Al smiled. “Then, it’s about time to make a precedent. I know my mother could easily handle a county, even without Dad helping her. I’m sure my sister can do it just as well, or maybe even better, since she had a better education and learned well from her parents.”
Tim, who was only listening until then, thought he could also contribute. “If she gets her own noble title, she wouldn’t feel obliged to marry a nobleman. She could find someone else to become her consort.”
Bertie sighed. “Alright, I’ll talk to her and test her a bit. If she proves worthy, she’ll get the responsibility first and the title later, assuming she does well enough. You shouldn’t tell her, though. She should do her best regardless of the expected reward.”
Al smiled. “I’m sure she’ll do more than well enough.”
 
Al turned to Celia soon after. “Celia, I need your help. Father discovered on his last trip a valley that was partially flooded and turned into a swamp. A mudslide and drift created a dam at the edge of the valley, which caused the valley to flood. The king asked me to take care of the valley, release the blockage, and restore the valley to normal condition. I have already checked what needs to be done, but any action could endanger the valley on the other side of the dam. Even without doing anything, it is not a stable dam, and any rain or storm could open big holes in it and cause the next valley to flood.”
Celia understood immediately. “So you want me to monitor one of the sides. Right? Which side?”
“Downstream. I have already recruited a team that is planning the dismantling of the blockade, but nothing can be done before we guarantee that the dismantling will not cause damage.”
Celia smiled. “Why don’t we start by building another dam, a real one, before we start dismantling the blockade? The new dam will be able to control the flow and will also allow the construction of a flour mill or an olive press powered by water.”
“I think you have a great idea. I will talk to the king, and he will give you a suitable team. And after the new dam is in place, you can help me break up the silt and restore the valley upstream.”
Celia’s smile widened. “How lucky you are to have a sister to help you. Right?”
Al smiled again. “Of course. The family is always first.”
 
Celia started advancing the subject even before she officially accepted the position. She checked with several counties where dams had been recently built to find who were the most successful planners on the subject and interested them in the project. At the same time, she also recruited skilled workers who would serve as team leaders during the actual work, and until then, they would train teams formed from the residents of the valley.
After accepting the position, she began to stay in the valley most of the time, riding her horse like one of the knights. To the locals, it seemed as if she was everywhere at once. She demanded efficiency and set an example herself, gaining quite a bit of admiration.
Until work on the dam began, she made sure to erect barriers along the river to prevent flooding even if the river’s water rose more than expected. When needed, she and her soldiers helped in the work just like anybody else.
Despite the hastened pace, the new dam could not be built that summer. There was simply too much to prepare before starting the building proper. Celia didn’t relent, though.
“We may build a temporary dam just to prevent immediate flooding if the blockade on the other side collapses. It won’t prevent flooding, but it may, along with the barriers, allow the locals enough time to save themselves and their belongings. I’ll also have some guards stationed near it so they can sound the alarm as soon as something goes wrong.”
The temporary dam – just a wooden wall anchored with several piles of stone – was quickly built. It still had an opening large enough to allow for the normal flow with a bit of spare. The engineers agreed that it could probably hold roughly half an hour, in case the blockade was removed, and much longer if it only leaked. With the alarm sounding as soon as trouble was spotted, it should be safe enough, certainly safer than it previously had been.
That winter proved mild enough in that region to cause no problems. The valley stayed safe, and the temporary dam stopped a few minor leaks, not even needing any alarm. By the end of that winter, the plans were ready.
“We need to wait until the spring thaw is over before we can start dismantling the temporary dam and build the new one,” Celia told the locals, “but we can still do quite a bit to get ready. We shall bring all the material needed for the dam close to its location. We shall build whatever we can ahead of time, and, of course, I’ll have a campsite ready for the workers, with large tents, protected from rain, and all that one expects to get in such a place.”
Indeed, the campsite was built slightly higher than the river, with a large tent used as a dining hall, adjacent to the kitchen tent, where she had some experienced cooks make the meals. She even surprised most of those who hadn’t known her by insisting on having a large partitioned tent with large wooden bowls to serve as baths and enough warm water to fill them all after a shift.
Due to the meticulous planning, once the work on the dam started, it went unexpectedly fast, at least for those not in the know. The temporary dam was left in place for a while, and then large beams of wood were brought in and made into a framework that was then covered with flat pieces of wood, making two slanted and interconnected walls. The space between the wooden walls was then filled with stones, while the upstream side was covered with tar, making the wall waterproof. Then, some concrete was poured in to fill all the gaps and make the inner part into a solid, impenetrable wall. Celia also used some magic to ascertain that no air holes remained and that it was all well-filled.
They needed to let the dam settle for a few days, but Celia was sure it would prove solid. “You have some talent to see the future. Can you check if the dam would do as expected?” she asked Al.
“You can do it just as well,” he teased her.
She shook her head. “No. I’m too involved in it, but you’re not.”
Al tried. He could see the dam fill to about half its capacity, yet the valley stayed safe from flooding. “I think it’ll do fine,” he said.
 
The next step was the removal of the blockage. While it was Al’s responsibility, he couldn’t supervise it as he liked due to his other obligations. Celia took it on herself instead. While this work was very different than the building of a dam, she trusted her teams to do it well nevertheless, along with the smaller team recruited by Al.
A day after starting that work, she had an idea. “Why don’t we put a strong mesh on the other side of the blockage? It won’t prevent it from disintegrating if something happens, but it will keep all the parts in place, limiting the water flow and allowing us to do the rest much easier.”
The experts consulted among themselves and finally agreed.
She slowed the dismantling process for two days, only removing what wasn’t prone to cause much change. She used the rest of the team to create a loose net of strings and branches, strong enough to keep even under swift water flow. She also used some magic to reinforce it, not trusting the raw materials to be strong enough.
With the net in place, the pace was hastened. It was still quite slow. The surplus water needed to flow out at a pace that wouldn’t cause problems on either side. Then, once the water level descended, the water became muddier, slowing the work some more.
It soon became evident that more work was needed to dry out the muddy area and turn it back into rich soil, as it had once been.
Since the work was now slowed by circumstances, Celia could easily send quite a few workers to dig some channels for drainage. They wouldn’t give immediate results, she felt sure, but they would help.
Once again, she used some magic to help the mud separate into water and soil, letting the water flow away and allowing the soil to reform. She knew it would take some time, since the dried mud would not turn into soil overnight. She would need to think of ways to hasten the process.
 
It was another evening at the camp. Celia had her own tent there, but she used the common bathing tent like everybody else. She had one of the soldiers fill her tub with warm water before undressing and soaking her tired body. ‘I wonder what my life is going to be,’ she thought leisurely. ‘I’ve found no man to interest me. Well, none to interest me for more than a quick interlude. I’m lucky Dad taught me that special tea, or I would have had quite a few children already.’ She chuckled to herself. She liked children, but she didn’t think she was ready to be a mother although some women her age already had several children. It didn’t feel right for her.
She was brought out of her musings by someone blurting, “Oh, sorry! I thought this partition was free.”
A man who looked about her age was moving the curtain back to hide her.
“Wait!” she called after him.
The man turned, blushing slightly. Well, she was completely naked, of course, and the bubbles that could have hidden her had already burst. She didn’t quite mind being seen that way. Since early childhood, she was bathing nude in the river every summer, when on the road with her parents. She’d also enjoyed some nude fun with some of her suitors at the palace and with other young men while on the road. She had nobody since starting working on the project and the man looked good enough for that.
“Who are you?” she asked, although she vaguely remembered seeing him before.
“I’m Marcus of Wellebee, the youngest son of the Baron Wellebee. I’m working as an engineer here. Well, mostly an apprentice, my lady.”
She smiled. “I’m not looking quite like a lady, right now, am I? And you probably know I’m Celia of Hillborough, but just a horny woman at the moment. Care to join me?”
Marcus looked surprised. “Are you sure it’s wise? People may talk, you know.”
She shrugged. “Let them talk. We’re both adults and we may do whatever we like as long as we don’t harm others. You’re not married or betrothed, are you?”
He shook his head. “All the noble young women look for wealthier men. My father’s barony is small and not rich. Then, as his third child, I’m not going to inherit much at all. That’s why I’ve studied engineering, but I’m not sure I’m good enough yet.”
She smiled. “Well, come join me. I need somebody to rub my back and I’ll return the favor if you like.”
They did much more than rub backs. After enjoying some physical fun, Celia found herself talking with the young man, exchanging ideas and plans for the future. Without even thinking, she dragged him to her tent, where they continued talking well into the night.
Celia woke up into a hug. She found herself cuddled naked to a naked man. ‘Marcus,’ she remembered. Thinking back, they only engaged in physical pleasures twice but spent most of the time talking, although some caresses were also mixed in.
Was this the right man for her? She’d been wondering about that each time she found herself sharing a bed with one. Well, they usually left as soon as they got what they wanted. Why had he stayed? Others didn’t talk much, except about themselves. Marcus wanted to hear what she thought about many subjects, barely mentioning his own ideas. Well, he was quite modest, very unlike her.
She felt his hug tighten and she turned her head towards him. He smiled at her. “Slept well?” he asked.
“Very well. And you?” She started caressing his body, letting her hand roam down to his crotch. She could see he liked it.
“I spent half the night watching you. I just couldn’t believe you were at my side and that you even let me…”
“Care for a ‘good morning’ round?” she lightly teased him moving her body invitingly.
He bent to kiss her lips and it then proceeded naturally. Some time later, after they calmed down, hugging again, he asked her softly, “Do you have the same talent as your parents and your brothers? I think I have it too.”
She lifted her head with surprise. “What do you mean?”
He smiled. “You don’t use it often, the way I see it, but you used it to make the dam more solid, to make the net stronger, and to drain the valley. I could recognize that, but I can’t do any of it.”
“What can you do, then? Except for making me scream your name, I mean.”
He smiled. “I’m not too sure that’s not part of that talent. I can lift small objects. I can change their colors or their forms. Not much else.”
Celia had already learned how to scan people for intentions and abilities. It only took her a second. “You have more power than that, but you’re untrained. You mostly tried to control your talent to not cause any problems. You need to retrain your talent to better use it.”
He shrugged dejectedly. “Who can teach me? Just mentioning this can cause trouble.”
She smiled. “Not necessarily. My father can teach, or my mother, and I may be also able to teach you if you like.”
“How can you? You’re so busy with this project…”
“Not for long. The dam on the other side is already standing and proving very useful at controlling the flow. The blockade on this side is about half dismantled and will be fully so before the end of summer. The rest needs no such intensive involvement of me and my teams.”
 
Ch.10 – The Next Generation
 
Marcus was hesitant about suggesting to marry Celia. He felt like he had nothing to offer her. Celia didn’t agree. She didn’t want to wait either. Now that she found her mate, she was eager to marry and have some children. “I think we can marry in the spring,” she told him. “The project here is almost finished and the rest doesn’t need my constant supervision, yet it’s too late in the summer to plan a wedding soon.”
“But I haven’t proposed yet!”
She smiled and moved her body teasingly. “Not in words, but you proposed in deeds and I accepted.”
Marcus sighed and then smiled. “I hope you know what you’re getting into, since I don’t. I’ll still do my best to help you and make you as happy as I can.”
Her smile widened. “I think that’s more than good enough for now.”
They couldn’t plan much. Celia was summoned to the palace at the end of the summer. She was worried that something was wrong, but Al reassured her. “Everything is as it should be. The king only wants to get your latest report and to thank you for your good work. Nothing to worry about.”
“Will Dad be there too?” she asked.
“I’m not sure. Autumn is almost upon us and he needs to return to the castle before winter falls, you know. He may still want to be present, though. We’ll only know when we arrive.” Al already knew that Tim was waiting for them, but it was better to keep it a surprise.
Marcus came along, of course. Celia made the introductions. “Mom, Dad, this is Marcus of Wellebee, my intended. We plan to wed early next summer. Marcus, these are my parents, Lord and Lady Hillborough. You already met my half-brother, Crown Prince Albert. You’ll meet his wife, Helen, who’s also my half-sister, and his father, King Bertram, later.”
Celia didn’t have the chance to introduce Marcus to the king before she was summoned to the reception hall, where the king asked her about the project, first, and then asked her to stand in front of him while he made her the Countess of the Downstream Valley.
Then, the first thing the new countess did was the introduction of her intended to the king, who smiled understandingly and invited the two to his office for a less formal meeting.
Celia and Marcus were wed by the Archbishop in the capital’s cathedral. The wedding attracted almost as many guests and spectators as Berny’s wedding. The novelty of her being the first woman assigned a nobility title was not lost on the crowd.
 
In a way, when Father Thomas had died, it was not surprising for Tim. Father Thomas had always been much older. For Timmy the child, he seemed old even when quite young.
But then, naturally, some of his friends and acquaintances reached old age. It was expected, but it was still a surprise.
The Baron of Valborrough fell ill the winter after Father Thomas died. He was still well enough to visit the palace shortly during that summer, but evidently died during the winter. His son came to the palace as the new Baron the next summer.
Tim felt a pang of pain at losing that man, although they had never been very close.
 
Bertie kept his promise to gradually pass the king’s duties to his successor. Al had taken an active role in the court since he reached eighteen. Then, after his marriage, Al took even more on his shoulders. By the time Al approached forty, he was already shouldering more than half the king’s duties. Bertie thought that Al was doing a much better job in them than he could ever do.
Then, shortly after Al’s fortieth birthday, Bertie started suffering various pains. It seemed like all his old injuries were reawakening. While there was no external sign and no medical test that Tim knew could indicate any cause for pain, the pains persisted and were gradually worsening.
“I feel like every injury I ever had is now aching,” Bertie told Tim. “They seem to even hurt much worse than they did at the time.”
Yet there was not much Tim could do to help. He tried several methods for reducing pains, but they had negligible effect on Bertie. Even magic could only help for half a day, at most. He still taught both Al and Helen the various pain-reducing spells and other methods to help the king when Tim could not be nearby.
That didn’t help much. The next summer, Bertie was mainly confined to his bed due to the pain while Al handled everything needed. Tim also had the impression that the king’s breathing was not as free as before, but Bertie dismissed that. “How can I breathe freely when lying in bed and covered with blankets? I wish I could still ride a horse and roam the fields. Then I could breathe normally again.”
This didn’t happen. Early the next summer, the king fell ill. It was just a common cold, but his body was already weakened by the persistent pains and was unable to fight the cold. When Count Hillborough arrived at the palace, as soon as the high passes were clear, he could no longer help much.
“Don’t bother,” Bertie told him between coughs, “I’ve already made all the arrangements to pass the position to Al. I’m sure he’ll become the king before the end of summer, despite your efforts.”
“Are you giving up?” Tim asked. It was not the way this tough soldier normally acted.
Bertie chuckled humorlessly, causing another bout of coughing. “A good soldier should know not only how to fight but also when to stop fighting. I don’t need any talent to see the future to know that even if I fight this, I’ll soon join my ancestors. All I can gain by fighting is a day or two of more pain. Is that worth fighting for?” He didn’t expect an answer.
Tim still made sure to help the king with the cold and ease the pain. He knew he couldn’t do more than that.
 
Bertie died in his sleep a few nights later. He seemed to die in peace, though.
Tim wasn’t surprised to hear some of the people who passed the coffin. “He was a great King. He cared for the people and did all he could to help the simple citizens.” Tim felt like some of this praise was due to his own involvement, yet it was Bertie who made the decisions.
Richard seemed to take the death of the king very hard. They had been close for so many years that he couldn’t contemplate life without the constant presence of Berty as either a friend or a ruler. Luckily, Bianca could help him a bit, and his children too.
A few days after the funeral, Al was made the king in the traditional ceremony at the cathedral. Fabio and Shandor stood at his side. Nobody was surprised when they were raised to Counts a day later.
Tanya joined Anna and Tim on their way back. “Without Berty, the palace is just another building for me. I’m sure I will feel better at Hillborough,” she told them.
Tim could only hope it would be that way.
 
The winter after Al’s coronation was quite harsh. The snow started early, only a few days after they returned to the castle, and kept falling almost until the spring equinox. It was also much colder than usual and stormier, too. Tim was glad that the castle was so well-built and equipped. Most of the rooms and corridors were well protected against the harsh weather, and they had enough fuel to keep warm throughout the whole winter.
Still, a winter that would have been no more than a nuisance in his youth turned out much more than that. The tunnel to Healer Tim’s house was way too cold for Tim now, after passing sixty. He tried a few times but ended up feeling bad for a few days each time. Well, Healer Tim was already old, too. He deserved to slow down some. He still had enough weather-related health problems to deal with in the castle.
Then, shortly before the weather started warming, he started coughing. It wasn’t severe, but it unnerved him, especially since he couldn’t find any medical cause for it, one he could treat. “I sound like an old man,” he complained to Anna.
She chuckled. “We’re not young, you know. You passed sixty, and I’m approaching it. Many would consider us old. Some probably considered us old even ten years ago.”
“But I don’t feel old. I may tire slightly quicker and no longer sleep as well as I used to, but I’m just fine otherwise.”
“And you pout like a small child,” she teased him.
“And I’m still horny like a teenager,” he teased back.
“Well, that’s something I might be able to help with…”
 
Count Richard died about three years after Berty. He suffered no discernible illness, but his body was deteriorating since that time. For Tim, it was also a hard blow, but Bianca got it much harder. She still lived two more years before dying in her sleep. Tim got to know about it only during the summer, long after the winter funeral had ended.
 
A year later, Tim’s joints started aching, especially when the weather changed or when it was cold. Tim had to shorten his summer voyages, to start them only after the weather got stable enough and return before it started changing again. He didn’t like this, but he couldn’t fight his body.
He also started finding his accommodation in the wagon lacking. His bed there, although much better than the one he had as a youngster, was no longer good enough for his aging body. He tried to find inns for the nights, but they were only marginally better. After all, most were not designed for the nobility.
When he returned to the castle, his back ached so much that he needed almost a month, during which Anna gave him attentive treatments, before he could feel normal again. “It looks like my time of wandering has come to an end,” he told Anna.
“Isn’t that natural? You’ve been doing that for more than fifty years. It’s time to let the newer generation take the burden.”
He smiled back. “I know, but I fear I may feel useless.”
Anna shook her head. “You should already enjoy your grandchildren. You almost missed the older ones. Soon enough, they may bring some children of their own.”
“Of course, Granny,” he said teasingly.
 
Cedric stopped traveling a few years earlier. He and Joan used to spend the summers either at the palace or at Hillborough but moved to a southern castle for the winter, where it wasn’t so cold. Cedric was surrounded with love there by his four children and his wife. He was becoming weaker with age but stayed healthy and active until the morning he would wake no more.
Joan joined them at Hillborough soon after the funeral. “Despite my loving children, I think I’ll feel better among people closer to my age,” she told Tim.
“We also have our children and grandchildren there, you know,” Anna commented.
“Oh, they don’t bother me. I like children and young people, but I have more to talk with older ones,” Joan explained.
 
Count Timothy of Hillborough died at age seventy-one in his sleep at the end of the summer. He was buried in the castle’s cemetery, not far from where Silva and her son were buried.
Anna wanted to do something to make people remember him. Oh, she was aware of the many schools in the county, making it the best educated in the whole kingdom. Only the new northern counties, inspired by Tim, would be able to compete, but it would take them many years to reach there.
Yet Tim had been mostly a healer, even as a Count. He made sure to try and heal as many people as he could and also heal the kingdom of any problems it had. Resuming the travels of Healer Tim would be the best way.
She spoke to her family about that. “The best way to commemorate your father, Tim the Healer, is by continuing to do as he did. Most of you are quite competent healers. You can also drive a wagon, maybe even better than he did when he was young. Whenever you can, take a red wagon and go on the road to heal whoever needs healing. Will you?”
Not all could help, of course. Al and Helen had their own missions in life, as did Daria and her husband. Shandor and Fabio, although quite good at healing, had their new counties to lead and young children to take care of, not that such trivialities ever stopped her. Well, she had been a peasant girl, not a noblewoman, at that time. Yet everybody promised to do as much as they could. She knew they would all keep the promise.
 
Countess Anna of Hillborough died in her sleep only a few weeks later, during the first heavy storm of the winter. Her children knew she wouldn’t last long after losing her life mate, so they were not surprised, only sad. Her funeral was delayed three days due to the storm, and Berny, the new Count, had to use some magic to help dig her grave adjacent to her husband’s.
 
Berny spent the rest of that winter reacquainting himself with as many healing practices as he could, along with Nadya. Ethan and his wife also joined the studies. They didn’t expect to reach Tim’s level or Anna’s, but they all knew they were more than adequate healers, probably much better than average.
 
Later that year, soon after the spring thaw, Berny had the red wagon renewed. He left his older son in charge of the county and then started his voyage to the royal palace with his wife, helping whoever needed medical help along the road. Healer Tim was riding again!
 
 
Ideas
 
Travel
 
The boys enjoyed the voyage. Seeing new places and meeting new people was fascinating for them. Tim thought that he had probably been the same, or he wouldn’t have dared to wander alone at twelve. Tanya, who joined them, was less content. The carriages were speedier than her old wagon but were small and cramped, and the ride was quite bumpy. She still looked forward to seeing the royal palace, a place she had never seen even from a distance, yet was now invited to stay along with Tim and his family. She and her children were explicitly mentioned in the royal invitation.
 
End
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