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To you, the reader, thank you for the time you have set aside for this adventure.
Now! Let the journey begin!
Enjoy.
The cool autumn night sings a natural lullaby with crickets chirping, frogs croaking, and night birds calling softly to each other, and then slowly the sounds fade as the clouds in the overcast sky move in their lazy flight until they part, and the soft light from the large round moon shines down upon the lands. Bathing the lands and buildings, the moonlight falls on one of the larger dwellings. The open window is inviting, and the light enters and beams down onto a small table and the basket sitting there.
A gentle breeze slows and then stills, as if Mother Nature herself is holding her breath in anticipation of the night's events. The face of the man in the moon seems to be smiling as if something wonderful is going to be happening this night, for in truth something wonderful is taking place, the joyful pain of life about to start its journey on a long road. In the large manor-house, shadowed by the ever-present Dragon Back Mountains, none can sleep this night.
The silence of the night is broken then by the sounds of a woman in pain -- a pain that she is willing to endure, for the reward is a new life. Her cries tug at the hearts and souls of those not present, but who wait in the adjoining room. Through the sturdy, closed door, the sound easily passes, and voices are muted, yet there is no denying the drama on the other side. Her mate stands as if he is made of stone, his face unreadable as he stares at the door, feeling as if he were dying with each wail that issues forth.
For those within and without, the night seems to be longer than they can bear. Shortly after the night's zenith, all sounds seemed to fade after one final wailing announcement to the world. The woman to whom all attention has been centered on this night brings forth a newborn girl into the world.
The midwife accepts the child and releases its physical connection to the mother. She wraps the baby in soft infant clothing and places her in the basket before turning back to the mother to help with the final parts of the birthing.
From the shadows cast by the flickering candles, one shadow moves forth with a purpose. Detaching from the others, it slithers along the floor unnoticed, making its way to the life that has just entered this world. The clouds slowly cover the moon's light, and the man in the moon looks sad as they block his sight. The slithering shadow then moves up and over the windowsill as it departs the room, and once outside, it moves quickly away from the manor-house.
The nursemaid glances only momentarily at the newborn as she assists the midwife, and then as the midwife leaves to dispose of the afterbirth, she turns back to attend to the infant. The midwife returns, and since she does not see the infant at the mother's bosom, turns with a stern reprimand ready for the nursemaid, but then she sees her staring at the basket, and an unwelcome chill runs down the midwife's spine. The mother calls out for her child and the midwife turns to her slowly with downcast eyes. "Milady ..." she says softly, painfully.
The resulting wail, unlike those previously, brings the men running into the room, he who is the lord, husband, and father, along with the family guards, with their weapons ready for trouble. Far away from the manor-house, a shadow forms into a figure that looks to the East. "It is done, master. The chains have been broken." The shadowy figure turns and heads off in the direction of the nearest settlement. A short time later, a sphere forms where the creature had stood and then zooms off in the opposite direction.
Skimming up and over the top of the mountain, a pointed, reptilian head turns and watches the sphere pass by. A sneer pulls the leathery lips back as the sphere drops down the other side of the mountain and into the hidden valley, zipping down through the trees to skip over the ground, over low walls and between fence rails, and skimming over flowers sleeping for the night. It rises and aims for a window, and as the window opens slowly as if on its own, the sphere floats through. Inside, it moves slowly up towards the ceiling and comes to rest above the couple sleeping below.
The man lying there had grown and become a force to be reckoned with, but his precautions and wards do not detect the approach or invasion of the sphere, yet in his sleep, even with a sleep enhanced from the sphere, his brows knit slightly and he stirs somewhat but does not wake. The woman next to him senses her mate's discomfort and stirs slightly, and then her hand slides out until it reaches his arm. The glow increases ever so slightly, amazed that it is being sensed, and unspoken words float above the sleeping humans.
Though thee have become more than hoped, as with those that have come before, some of thee will go to the next, if not by thy doing, then by another.
A glow slowly forms around the man and the woman, then the glow forms into two small spheres that rise up towards the larger sphere. The two smaller ones move closer to each other and then slowly merge into one. Out through the window, it travels with the other sphere as the two of them float upwards. The window slowly closes behind them, and the knitted brows slowly relax on the man's face.
The spheres zip away and over the mountain. The dragon watches from a pointed peak and growls low, raising its head and roaring its displeasure to the night. The spheres continue on their journey across the lands until their destination comes into sight -- a small estate and to the estate-house where, within its walls a couple weeps softly, for off to one side lies a small bundle in a basket that does not move. The spheres float down and through the ceiling of the estate-house, unseen by the mourning couple, and come to hover near the basket. The smaller sphere slowly descends and covers the still form, and the larger sphere rises to the ceiling and waits. The newborn glows slightly, and then the glow slowly sinks into the cold flesh.
The others had all gone, leaving the couple with their pain. He was a strong man from life's hard work and character, but this night, he is helpless to ease the woman's pain, and he just holds her tightly and rocks her slowly as she weeps.
Something catches his attention, and he turns to stare at the bundle in the basket and sees the glow forming. His eyes see but do not comprehend, for his mind is numb. Then he sees a small rise and fall from the bundle. Beyond the woman's sobs, his ears pick up another sound that has intruded into the somber room. The sound continues and makes its way past the sobbing, and then she hears it and her head slowly comes up from his chest. Sounds that she thought she would never hear again, sounds that should not be possible this night. She must be imagining them! She listens and then feels that which only a mother could know. She looks slowly to where the sounds could only be coming from, and disbelief fills her face as movement and sounds confirm that she is not going crazy.
"Oh, Jonathan!" she cries as she pushes away from him and rushes to the basket, scooping up the bundle and holding it close to her with near-crushing force. "She lives!" Then with a ragged breath, she whispers as she uncovers the baby's face and wide amber eyes look back at her. "She lives."
Reasoning returns to the man and he gets up and comes over to his new family, placing an arm about his wife and looking down at the newborn face that looks back at him with her wide amber eyes, eyes that have life and a face that lights up with a cooing, happy expression. A tear slides down his cheek. Neither parent notices the child is more alert than a newborn ought to be.
The woman turns her head to her husband with no more tears and says softly, "It is a miracle Jonathan, she lives." Then as she closes her eyes and turns her face to the ceiling, she breathes a silent thank you to the night.
Slowly, reason returns to him once again, his mind in a whirl of gratitude and puzzlement. "Yes, Lily," he says softly, "it is a miracle, and I am grateful for it ..." His voice trails off and Lily opens her eyes looking deeply into his.
"What is it, Jonathan?" she asks in a barely heard whisper.
"I feel that she must be destined for something greater, for such miracles are not for ordinary people like us." He takes a deep breath. "We will raise her as best as we can, but I fear forces beyond our understanding will guide her more. Yet we are blessed, for the Kilbray line has another, and it is a girl, so perhaps she is the one meant for his lordship."
Hope glimmers in her eyes and then fades. "Oh, Jonathan, she cannot be meant for his lordship, for he has already taken a mate," she says with a quiver in her voice.
He leans down and kisses her forehead softly as his mind continues to whirl. Then he straightens as an idea comes to him. "She may still be meant for his lordship, the heir to the valley if they birth a male child."
Hope glimmers in her eyes once more. "Oh, that would be a great day for all. The two estates once more as one." Lily beams as she looks down at the baby looking up at her. "Aithera, you are meant to be, my child, for you are going to do great things."
The glow watching from above is satisfied, and it rises slowly through the ceiling and out into the night. That which will always be will continue as well, for now there is another.
Chapter One
The tall rider makes his way out of the western pass in the mountains. He travels with a small guard, although he would tell anyone around him that he was a simple man. He is not a large man, and his lean features and loose clothes mask the strength gained from handling horses all his life. He could have an easy life, being the head of the estates he now approaches. Yet he prefers to be hands on, helping where he can. The strong horse he rides maneuvers out of the pass and starts down the slight grade and they soon come out onto the flats, leaving the jagged peaks and winding trail to their backs. The sparse mountain brush slowly gives way to waving green grasses, summer lilies, and young trees that are on the edge of expanding woods. Off in the distance, light smoke rises above the tops of the trees. He knows that he is drawing near and would be home soon. He looks about as he rides, surveying all the lands cared for by his family. A small herd of horses leaves the trees and runs along an open area, and he smiles. Their wild, carefree spirits fill him with wonder every time. He nudged the dappled stallion he is riding and the horse breaks into a canter, for there are other spirits he wishes to see.
The horse and rider come to the edge of the trees. Before him is a fenced area off to the side and a wall around the estate-house. Some pens and smaller shelters stand outside the wall with the main barn set for access from the estate-house and to the pasture. The manor is a fair-sized dwelling of stone and wood with several chimneys and smoke rising from the building.
Jonathan Kilbray returns home, and as he dismounts, his wife Lily greets him with a radiant smile. As she comes out to greet him, her shoulder-length blonde hair moves and bobs as she walks out to her husband. She is carrying their daughter, and the child is batting playfully at her mother's hair. Lily is nearly as tall as he is and the weight from bearing two children has not done her harm. On the contrary, she has filled out and become womanly. Jonathan smiles as he sees her coming. She could have had a pampered life, but like him, she enjoys handling the care of the estate-house, her children, and her husband. In her arms is a pudgy little child, their daughter of but one summer. Her black hair is growing and her smile is infectious. When she sets those amber eyes on someone, even the toughest men on the estates soften. The child could charm everyone. Although she has gained weight, there is a hint that she will not stay that way. Her parents' ancestry precludes that she will have to worry about it, and she is destined to be a willowy female that will gain attention.
"Welcome home, love, and how was your trip?" Lily asks as he dismounts from his horse. A stable boy comes out to take charge of the horse.
"Very good, Lily, very good indeed," he replies as he grabs the bulging saddlebags and slings them over his shoulder. He puts an arm around her waist and gives her a quick kiss, and then he leans down and rubs his nose with his daughter's nose. The child giggles and pats his cheeks with her long fingers.
"Did you get a chance to meet with his lordship?"
"Yes, I did, but let us go inside and I will tell you all about it," he says, giving her a hug and then leading her towards the manor.
Inside she moves away from him, sets the child down on the floor, and then sits on the couch near the tea tray and pours out a cup of tea for him.
"So tell me, how do we fare with his lordship taking a mate of his choosing? Is our Aithera to be cast aside as if she were nothing? What of the longstanding agreement between the estates?" She leans forward to set the tea down before him, her eyes looking at him seriously. The child remains sitting where she has been placed, busy playing with her hands. He watches her for a moment and smiles before turning his attention back to Lily.
"After I got the horse to his lordship's stables, I found out that there was to be a small informal gathering at the manor the next day. I took the time for the rest of my first day there to make some more mating deals with the stable master. They really like our stock. The next day I visited the outer village and picked up the few items you requested and then visited with one of the village heads that was staying at the lodge. Near evening, the gathering started. I do not think his lordship knows what little means," he chuckles, remembering the large gathering in the main room of the manor. "I have not been there since Percival died, so there have been some changes. We should have attended the wedding, but I would not risk you in that pass after what happened to Percival, especially when you were with child." He spares a moment, as his grin fades, to think of Devon's father's last visit to the estate. Then the picture of the recent gathering comes back into Jonathan's mind and his grin returns.
She slaps his shoulder and smiles at him. "Well, do not sit there grinning like a fool. When did you get to talk to Lord Pellinore?"
"Ouch ... sorry, dear." He rubs his shoulder in mock pain and grins at her. "The Lord and Lady of the valley did appear finally and mingle in the crowd. Do try to remember, Devon was already a young lad when you and I wed. I must say, he has turned out to be quite a handsome ..."
"Lady, my chicken droppings. She has to be nothing more than a street girl looking to get more than her station would allow. I bet she is soft and pampered and hasn't done a day's work in her life. If it wasn't for these," she cups her breasts, "she would not have gotten anywhere," Lily says bitterly, and she sinks back into the couch and crosses her arms and frowns.
"Now, my sweets, easy there. I did get to meet with them," he says and rests a hand on her knee. "I too was a bit miffed when we heard that he was taking her to be his own and was wondering about the agreement. Now patience, my love, let me finish." He reaches with both hands and fills them with the soft mounds of his wife's breasts. "She does indeed have those."
"Jonathan!" she squeaks as she uncrosses her arms and bats his hands away, but a smile comes to her face. She looks around the room to assure herself that they are still alone.
He sits back grinning and rests a hand on her knee. "But it is her face that everyone looks at, not her bodice."
The sour look is gone and she places a hand on top of his and smiles at him. "Yes, dear, please continue. I will be good."
"That's my girl. Now where was I? Oh, yes. I was talking to some elders when they stepped slowly back from me. I thought I had said something to offend them when I noticed they were looking behind me, so I turned and coming through the crowd was the Lord and Lady. At first, my ire was raised, but after looking at her," he sighs, "all I can say is that she is lovely. No, she is beautiful. If that was all he saw in her, one could only be jealous."
Lily scoffs but says nothing.
"Like I said, my hackles were raised when I saw her, but she released her hand from his lordship, and she laid that hand on my arm. That delicate hand hides a strength I would not like to test. No, Lily, she is not soft, she only looks it." His eyes get a faraway look. "She called me by name. It seemed that she knew everyone's name and something about them. She is amazing. His lordship said that we had some business to attend to and excused me from my conversation companions. They led me out to that grand balcony they have and slightly away from the noise. Lily, she apologized to me and to you for being the one who caused him to break the agreement, and that our services to the valley and to those of the manor must never be neglected. She even knew about Aithera." He looks at the girl child swaying and cooing on the floor and smiles proudly.
"Okay, Jonathan, so she seemed to be a likable sort. Then what?"
"My dear, if anyone deserves the title of grand lady of anywhere, she is the one for that title. Just wait 'til you meet her. They will be here in two days to pick out some horses."
Lily's eyes widen. "His lordship and lady coming here? To my little cottage! Jonathan, however did you do it?"
He chuckles at his wife and then continues, "I had nothing to do with it. We were talking about the agreement, and yes, it still stands but it has changed slightly. If they have a son within the next five summers, then Aithera is to be his. If they have a girl, then she will be for Tobin. If no child comes during that period, then she will be an official ward of the manor and he will see that she meets the right man. Lady Pellinore likes having arrangements, but she says that the heart will choose for itself and the arrangements must take that into account."
"Silly notion," Lily says, looking at him softly, for it was her heart that had made her choice. "Maybe she is not all that bad. Aithera is to become a ward of the manor if they have no heir. We would lose her then?"
"Not at all. She can school and learn with those of the valley and when she is not learning, she will be with us. Just short visits for learning is all."
"Well, that is a good thing. Now what did you mean about it not being you that convinced them?"
"Ah yes," he replies, "our business was done when two dragons glided overhead, a large dark-colored one and a smaller light-colored one. You could have heard a pin drop as all the conversations stopped. His lordship did not seem surprised or upset about their arrival. The dragons glided down and just before they would have to fly away or risk getting a foothold on the balcony railing, they changed. Right before my eyes, they changed into humans and lightly set down on the balcony. The large dragon became a sour-looking young man, and the smaller dragon became an elegant, older-looking lady. They came right up to his lordship and lady."
Her eyes again went wide. "I did not know they could take human form, will wonders never cease. What did you do?"
"I made a polite excuse and stepped back slightly, but stayed just close enough to catch their greeting. It was that young Garinith and the lady was the clan Matriarch. When I heard this, I decided that I needed to be somewhere else. I made my way towards the stairs that lead down from the balcony to that lovely garden they have, figuring I have had enough excitement for one day and would head out from there."
"Oh my, that is more than you wanted to do while you were there."
He nods and then continues. "Yes, well I didn't make it very far before her voice called me up short. I turned and there she was. The clan Matriarch was addressing me!"
Lily interrupts him again. "What did she want with you?"
"I am getting to that, patience, love," he chuckles. "Anyway, as she came near, she looked down to that garden of theirs and started asking questions about us and Aithera. She knew we had a girl child, and she seemed to know a lot about her without the need to ask." He is interrupted again, but this time it is by the clattering of something on the floor. The child is sitting there, fumbling with a box in her lap. The saddlebags straps are undone and open.
"Now how did she do that?" he asks, watching the little girl.
"Oh, Jonathan, she has been getting into everything that is not tied closed. The better question is, what does she have there and where did you get it?" Lily looks at what Aithera is holding.
Jonathan turns to his wife. "It seems our little Aithera is full of surprises. That box is what I was getting to." He gets up and moves to pick up the child and the box, cooing to his daughter as he takes her to her mother. Then he takes his seat as the child fidgets and squirms in her mother's lap, reaching towards her father and the box.
"The Matriarch said that she had a gift for our little one, but I was not to give it to her until the time was right and that I would know when that time comes. I was only to give it to her then, not sooner, and that it would aid her in her time of greatest need."
"I don't think I like the sound of that," Lily says, frowning.
"No, her statement does not bode well," Jonathan says and he frowns slightly. "She also said something strange. There were great things in store and that the valley would need our Aithera, and that we had the charge to protect her. She spoke softly but there was no denying that she was very serious." He sighs. "She also said that her time was upon her, and that she had to pass on to the next, that which is part of the whole. Beats me what that means."
"Well, that is a bit cryptic of her," Lily comments.
"Yes, she was that," Jonathan says, fingering the box. "She gave me the words to open it." He thinks for a moment and then whispers some strange words. The symbol on the box glows and then the lid on the box opens, and he pulls out a jeweled pendant attached to a chain. "It is a pretty thing. I guess Aithera will like it when the time is right."
"Jonathan, look at Aithera," Lily whispers, as the squirming child in her lap has gone suddenly still and stares wide-eyed at the pendant. "She seems to be mesmerized by it. Put it away. I don't know if I like this gift."
He puts the jewel back in the box and closes it. The symbol on the top pulses and then goes dark. He shakes his head. "I don't think the clan Matriarch would give a child something that would hurt her. It has to be for a good purpose. A charm maybe."
"Maybe you are right. I just don't know. We will have to see and keep our ears open for clues as to what it is. Yet, if the Matriarch said we must protect the child, it might not be too bad." Lily sighs and then her smile returns. "Now, was that all that happened?"
"Let me see. Garinith was talking with his lordship and not looking at all pleased, but he did brighten when a young woman with red hair made her way to him, and they talked for a bit. The Matriarch joined them for a while before they moved to the edge of the balcony. Then Garinith and the Matriarch floated up and transformed back into dragons. Garinith headed to the southern mountains and the Matriarch just kept going up and up until we could see her no more."
"Is that it then, and you headed for home?"
"No dear. After they left, his lordship came over to me and said that they would like to visit and pick out some horses, and he asked if a few days would be enough time for us to be ready."
"I hope you assured them that it would be fine," she says, getting up and walking over to the nanny that had just entered, and she hands Aithera to her. She gives her instructions to the nanny before she returns to her husband. "When Gretta returns, please have her bring Tobin in to see his father."
"Yes, Milady," The nanny replies, and then she leaves the room with the child.
"Speaking of Tobin, where is our young lord?"
"Oh, I didn't tell Gretta when you were going to be back." She turns back to him with a warm smile and a gleam in her eyes. "I wanted a moment with you for myself, and Aithera has been moody lately. I thought just a moment with her father would be a pleasant surprise."
"I will always have time for the ladies in my life." He smiles as he reaches for her and takes her hand, pulling her onto his lap. "And, yes, I did say that anytime the Pellinores wanted to visit would be a good time, and that is how and why they are coming here," he says, sitting back and eyeing the box, as she leans against him and his arms go about her waist.
Lily looks from her husband to the door that her child was carried through. "She is only a summer old and already she has men vying for her attention. What are we going to do with her?" she says as she turns back to look at him. "As for our little rascal, I believe Gretta took him out to the garden to run. He has been very active of late. He needs his father's hand, I believe." Her eyes twinkle as she looks at him from her perch. "He is four summers now and is curious about everything. I believe he already wishes to learn to ride, but I think he is yet too young," she says, looking into his eyes. "Welcome home, Milord," she says as she leans against him. "Now, is there anything else that I can do for you?"
"Why, Lady Kilbray. Are you getting soft these days?" His hand gently wanders over her back.
She leans up, and her lips nearly touch his ear. "Want to find out how soft?" she says, nibbling on his ear.
**********
A few days later, the lord of Kilbray is at the main barn and has his hands full in assisting the estate's handlers and healers. He is a gentleman, but he takes great pride in his stock, especially when there is a newborn in his stables. His horses have been specially bred for generations.
True to his word, Jonathan is seeing to a new foal in the barn when the foreman comes rushing in, excited. "Milord, there is a party approaching, we have guests. It is he, the Lord Pellinore, and that lovely lady of his. His lord and ladyship are here! Are we in trouble?"
Jonathan chuckles at the man and replies, "No Seth, we are fine. They wish to get a horse and pick it out themselves."
Seth's look of concern turns to surprise. "How strange. Has his lordship fired that stable master of his? Why would he bother, when he has others to do that for them?"
"Seth, it is not strange for allies to visit one another. See to this new one and I will greet his lordship." He gets up and brushes some stray hay from his trousers, and as he passes his foreman, pats him on the shoulder before he goes out to greet the guests. Seth watches the lord of Kilbray leave, still shaking his head. "My word, guests from the valley … they have not come for many a season," he mutters as he turns to see to the new foal.
As Jonathan walks to the front of the estate-house, followed by a couple of stable hands, Lily comes out the front door fussing with her hair and gown. She comes up next to him looking slightly nervous and whispers to him, "How do I look, will I pass her inspection? I did not have much time to get ready. Will this gown meet with her approval? I remember Percival was a likable sort, but I have not met any of the other family members."
"You look fine dear, and stop fussing," he says, turning to the approaching party. The Lord and Lady are in front, and directly behind the two horses is a lone rider. Behind him are four riders in a row behind and slightly to the outside. As they enter the large walled-off courtyard, each rider moves off to the side when they clear the gate and form a line along the inner wall. The lone rider stops, just inside the gate, and waits as the Lord and Lady continue up to the waiting couple. When the Lord and Lady start to dismount, he also dismounts and turns to the man standing next to his horse. The captain of the Kilbray guards waits for the captain of the guards to dismount and then the two converse, as the Lord and Lady approach the waiting Kilbrays.
Jonathan notes the guard's actions, but his attention is soon drawn back to the magnificent animal his lordship is riding ... a big black stallion, a horse that Jonathan would give almost anything for, if he could only breed him to a few of his mares. The Lady is riding a small roan, and it appears that the Lord and Lady are chatting happily as they approach. The stable boys move forward as the riders come to a stop, attaching lead ropes to the halters as the riders dismount. They start to lead the horses off, as the couple approach, but then a startled exclamation is heard. Looking at the stable boys, one is dangling in the air, holding onto the lead as the stallion has raised its head, pulling the stable boy off his feet.
Devon chuckles. "Lightning, behave yourself and stop playing with the lad." The horse lowers its head and the boy's feet touch the ground. "Son, just lead the way. Lightning will follow you and as you can see, he does what he wants to. You will be fine," he says while turning back to the Kilbrays.
The boy stammers, "Yes, yes, Milord, as ... as you wish, Milord." He turns and walks away slowly, turning his head back nervously to see the horse following, and then the boy gets nudged in the back by the beast and he walks faster.
Jonathan and Lily step forward and he greets their guests. "Milord, Milady. Welcome to the Kilbray estates. We are honored by your visit."
Lily is standing slightly to his side and curtsies as she greets them. "Milord, Lady Pellinore. Welcome indeed to our simple home. I hope your journey was pleasant."
He steps up and extends his hand. "Lord Kilbray, Jonathan. Devon, if you please. It has been some time since I have been in these parts. Not since I was a boy, really. You have done good things from what I saw on our way in, and from the looks of that herd, you are doing very well indeed."
Jonathan takes the offered hand and they shake. Then Devon turns to Lily as Jonathan introduces his wife. Lily steps forward to offer her hand, and Devon takes her hand and places a delicate kiss to the knuckle and releases it. "Lady Kilbray." He looks at Jonathan, then back to the lady. "Milady, I think I see your hand in the taming of this spirited stud. You have been good for Jonathan, and by the glow of your beauty, he for you as well," he says with a big grin.
Lily's cheeks began to redden as she blushes from the compliment. "Lord Pellinore, you jest," Lily chuckles softly.
The lady comes up next to Devon. "Lord Kilbray, I think we need to watch this one, he just might try to sneak off with thy lady."
"Lord and Lady Kilbray, the ever lovely Lady Arianna Pellinore," Devon says with a slight bow.
She curtsies to Jonathan. "Lord Kilbray, tis a pleasure again." Then with a friendly smile, she turns to Lily. "Lady Kilbray, it is an honor to finally meet you. How are you? I have also heard that you have a pair of little ones that are a handful now."
Devon chuckles softly and then turns to Jonathan. "Let us find something useful to do while the ladies do what ladies do … gossip. Shall we?"
Jonathan chuckles too. "I think that is a very good idea. If you will come with me to the main barn, we can discuss what you have in mind." He turns to the women. "Ladies, if you will excuse us." He nods his head to them and then turns to lead the way.
"Yes, please do run along, we ladies want to have an intelligent conversation," Lady Pellinore says with a smile and twinkle in her eyes. "Do try to stay out of trouble, dear." Taking Lily's arm, she turns and heads for the main building. "Now Lady Kilbray, how is that young lord of yours doing these days, and this girl of yours, I hear she is as lovely as her mother ..." she says as they head for the front door.
Inside the manor and after dealing with travel garments and arrangements for refreshments, they find themselves seated in the parlor.
"Lady Pellinore, you are everything that Jonathan said you were. I am truly sorry that I spoke ill of you."
"Lily, please, it is just us here. Arianna, if you please. I am truly sorry if Devon upset the plans of the two great estates. I could say it was none of my doing, but that would not be exactly true." She sighs and then continues, "I did not seek him out, and was not my intentions to catch his or any other's eye. I believe he was the one that did the seeking. I know not why, but I am not sorry that he continued his pursuit."
"You are right. I was miffed, no, more than miffed. The Kilbrays and Pellinores have a history together and the arrangements have made both into strong estates. Then he has to go and upset a longstanding tradition." Lily takes a sip of her tea and sighs, looking down. "But you said that the heart will do its own choosing, as mine did as well." Looking up, she smiles. "I am not sorry it did either," she chuckles softly. "And you are not the demon that I pictured you to be."
"Thank you, my dear, I was so worried that I had put you off. I do know how important the Kilbrays are to the valley," Arianna says and then a bright smile crosses her face. "You have not told him yet? Or ... are you yourself not fully convinced?"
Lily looks up and her eyes go wide. "Convinced? What do you mean, Milady?"
Arianna chuckles. "Ah, so you suspect it to be so. No need to be worried. I will not spoil the surprise, but yes, you are, my dear. I can sense that the Kilbray lands are going to increase its population once again, and I suspect that is what Devon meant in his earlier comment about your glowing beauty. He is not as dimwitted as most men are, but I will deny ever having said it," and she laughs lightly.
Lily laughs with her and places a protective hand on her belly. "Jonathan was right. You two seem to know things well before others do."
Chapter Two
There are many visits over the next few summers, and it is Lady Pellinore that oversees the birth of Lily Kilbray's second son as visits and exchanges once again become commonplace between the two estates. Tobin spends his seventh and eighth summers on the Pellinore estate, learning from those who attend the great manor there and advancing his few talents.
Upon his return at the end of his eighth summer, much is made of Tobin's return. A small celebration is planned. Tobin arrives home with a few guards that Lord Pellinore had requested to accompany him and with one other. If one were to pass him at the market, they would not take any particular notice of him if he had been dressed like everyone else, but he is not dressed like everyone else. His distinctive attire of form-fitting black trousers, a red long-sleeved tunic with a high collar, gold vest, and a gray, almost silver cloak marks him as someone of importance.
The guard escorts do not surprise Lord Kilbray, but the other perplexes him. As the man approaches him, his smile seems to be disarming as he follows Tobin.
"Father," Tobin greets him as he steps up and gives and receives a hug. Then he turns to the man next to him. "Father ... um, Lord Kilbray, this is Tutelar Brittle. One of the many teachers Dev ... um, Lord Pellinore has me studying with."
Lord Kilbray nods with a smile at his son's attempt in protocol and acknowledges the Tutelar's presence. "Tutelar Brittle. His lordship had mentioned he wished to form the Tutelars. I was not aware he had done so."
"We are few ... those that have passed his and the Lady Pellinore's scrutiny, but this is not the time for discussions about us." Brittle looks over to the boy and smiles. "Your son has done well, and this is young master Tobin's time. I can tell that he is bursting to regale his parents of his adventures. Perhaps later we can talk. If you will excuse me a moment, I would like to have a word with the escort."
"Certainly, Tutelar. You are correct, it is Tobin's time," Jonathan replies and turns to his son with pride. "So tell me, how was your trip? Don't you think we should go find your mother?"
"Lord Kilbray, Master Tobin," Brittle says as he nods his head to the lord and heir before turning to the escort, and then a slight frown forms as he approaches the waiting men.
The extra guard Lord Pellinore had sent with Tobin is invited to stay, but the invitation is declined and they wish to return to the Valley. They appear to be unsettled, but Lord Kilbray is happy to have his son back home, even after the short summer visit, and small signs of trouble are missed as father and son turn to enter the manor to find the Lady of the estates.
Lady Kilbray is standing at the base of the stairs. She waits for her daughter and the head nanny to join her there, but the nanny is taking her time helping the little girl down the stairs. They reach the bottom step just as the men are coming in through the front door. Lily's excitement finally breaks decorum and she hurries to her eldest son and steps around her husband's side. She greets her son with a big hug and then directs everyone into the main room, taking her husband's arm as they walk and chat.
Aithera tugs until the nanny releases her hand and, freed from the restraint, runs to her adored, older brother the minute the nanny lets go. "Toby, my Toby," she tugs on him.
He bends to give her a hug. "Tera, you little mouse, wait 'til I tell you about the valley."
"Tera is a not mouse, Tera is a lady," Aithera gives her best five-summers-old imitation of haughtiness as she twirls in her new dress and then laughs.
The evening passes peacefully with Tobin regaling everyone with his tales of adventures and of his studies in the valley. Soon the nanny appears and both children know that look, so with pleasant good nights to everyone, and hugs and kisses from the parents, the children are sent off to the nursery, leaving the adults to mingle and chat amongst themselves.
Jonathan and Tutelar Brittle retire to the library to finally have their discussion. "So, Lord Pellinore has done it, he has established the Tutelars," Jonathan says as he fills a glass. "Brandy?"
"Thank you, Lord Kilbray, but I must decline. I am not much for spirits," the Tutelar replies. "His lordship is building the Tutelars slowly, and the requirements to gain access and training is not for most."
"So how many does he have now of these Tutelars?"
"We are few and the numbers are not important. We are not an army, and not meant to be one. Though we are trained to fight, that is not our purpose. Teachers, historians, arbitrators, and confidants -- that is our mandate."
"I see," Jonathan responds. "Well, I feel honored that his lordship has deemed me worthy, no, deemed my son worthy of one of his new Tutelars. You are most welcome here, sir. Young Tobin had plenty to say about your teachings as well as his other adventures."
"Thank you, Lord Kilbray, and I ..." the Tutelar stiffens and turns, looking at the door. "There is trouble," he says quietly just as a guard bursts through the door.
"Milord, we are under attack and cannot stop them! Our mages are falling and the grounds have been breached!"
"We will see about that." Lord Kilbray moves quickly to his desk and clears away some papers, and then moves his hands in a complicated pattern over the top; a symbol glows and then fades.
"The estate barriers are going up and a message has been sent to Pellinore. The arms are now appearing. Now we ..." His words are cut off as his chief mage enters in a huff.
"Milord, there are powerful and strange forces rallied against us of a nature that I have never encountered before. The barrier will not hold them back!"
Jonathan snorts as he heads for the door, exhibiting all the strength of being the Lord of the estate and a mage in his own right. Weapons appear next to the door, and then he stops and whirls on the Tutelar. "What know you of this?"
The Tutelar meets his gaze. "Of this attack I know nothing. Of this magic ..." His voice trails off and his eyes turn milky white. "It is old. As old as the ancient barrier we sustain. If the barrier is weakening ..." he whispers and then his voice trails off.
Jonathan does not wait for the rest of the man's answer and spins back to command his men. "We must get to the grounds. We must protect our own and strengthen the barrier, and it must not come down." He growls as he starts for the door, and an ornate staff flies to his hands from a corner. The guards run ahead and the mage is right behind the guards. Before Jonathan can reach the door, the Tutelars enhanced voice cuts him off, and he stops and looks back at the man, speechless.
"Lord Kilbray, you must get your family out of here. NOW. You have little time I believe, this ..." He is interrupted as dark-clad men suddenly enter the room. The Tutelar does not hesitate, and he moves swiftly with a fluid grace as he closes the distance to the door. He grabs the first attacker, spins, and hurls him into the other, knocking them both into the wall and unconscious. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a rod that grows into a staff. He briefly touches the unconscious man next to the door, then his head snaps up to look at Jonathan.
"Milord!" His voice is commanding, firm, and full. "You must get your family out of here! It is imperative that you do so now!"
"I will not let my hard work be destroyed," Jonathan raged. "It is my duty to defend this side of the mountain, and we have never shirked from that duty."
The Tutelar is suddenly next to him. "Milord, you must get your family to safety. It is your daughter they want."
Jonathan Kilbray, a man of decision and action, steps back as if punched in the stomach, dreading what surely must come from the man's mouth.
"Your daughter must survive. The Matriarch has seen this," Brittle says quietly. "I will see to the immediate defenses and give you time. Then I will do what I can for your family."
Jonathan stands stunned for a moment, then nods and heads for the door with the Tutelar following. They reach the main hall to see that the guards have been pushed back through the front door with several dark-clad men attacking them. His anger for the invasion and his fear for his family empower him and he wades into the fight, the Tutelar right behind him with his staff, spinning and sounding like angry bees. Dealing with horses all his life has made the Kilbray lord tough. The Tutelar closes the heavy entrance doors with magic, locking them. With the two guards, the Tutelar, and his lordship, the few attackers are soon dealt with, but not without some damaged inflicted on the defenders.
"The doors will not hold for long, Milord," one of the guards huffs as he catches his breath.
"I will stay with the guards, Lord Kilbray," urges Brittle. "You must get your daughter out of here."
He nods to the Tutelar and then turns to the guards. "Do what you can, for we must protect the lady and children. I will get them to safety."
The guards snap to attention and in unison, "For Milady." Then they turn back to the door and get ready.
Jonathan nods and says quietly, "For Milady." He then turns and runs up the stairs first to awaken his wife then up another flight to the nursery. He finds Tobin's room empty and Tobin missing, and tells the head of the nursery to go find him and then asks before she runs off, "Where is Gretta?"
"Milord, she has been given the night off to accompany her husband into the village." She bobs a quick curtsy and runs to look for young Tobin in the few hiding places she knows about.
Lady Kilbray follows her husband upstairs and she goes directly to the youngest son's room and picks him up, and then following her husband's instructions, she heads down the back stairs, accompanied by a maid.
From Tobin's window, Jonathan can see that the Kilbray home and its surrounding farms are ablaze. Dark raiders are searching, killing, and searching more. What they seek is nearby.
Jonathan Kilbray is frightened for his family. He turns for the smaller room off the larger one, hearing his little girl cry out.
"Papa! Mama! PAPA! MAMA!" yells the little girl. A nightmare has frightened her awake, then the yelling, cursing, crying, and screaming scare her even more. Her nightmare is real!
She is scooted back on her bed into the corner, tightly clutching her pillow in front of her. She cringes and shakes, listening, as flashes of light streak by the window and she sees the flickering glow of fires.
Her father enters the room and with a cry of relief, she launches into his arms, tears flowing freely. "Hush, my little one, hush." Lord Kilbray carries the frightened child down into the storm cellar, and he sits her down on the table, and then starts hunting around the floor until he finds what he wants and pulls up a loose board there. Through a blur of tears, she watches him. He pulls a box from the floor and returns to her. She looks at the fancy box with the funny symbol on the top as he says something that she cannot make out, and then the symbol glows and the top opens. He takes from it a chain with a jewel attached and carefully slips the chain over her head. Sniffling, she looks down at the red jewel.
"Aithera." She looks up at his face and his voice softens. "Aithera, promise me, never remove this, promise me you will keep this with you always … please promise me this."
She looks down at the jewel and it seems to flicker in the dim light, then she looks back up at him, nods, and with a sniffled whisper, "Promise, papa. Why?"
He smiles at her, then turns and snatches a cloak from a nearby hook. "Just remember what I said, Aithera, you promised. Let no one take it from you. In time, you will understand." He drapes the small cloak over her and then picks her up again, telling her to hush, for now she must be silent. He listens for any sound of discovery before they leave the storm shelter, out the back door and he runs to the barn. The nightmare is all about them and now she can see the fires and strangers running about. They make it to the barn, but a yell catches her father's attention. He takes her to the back corner of the barn, sets her down, and pulls on one of the sideboards until it comes loose. He turns to her and hugs her close. "Aithera, my sweet Aithera, listen carefully. You must flee, run. Run as fast as you can into the woods and far away. Keep running, never stop, and never look back. You must be strong, my little one, for I fear all has been lost. You must live on my child. You MUST go on. Now promise me, you will run. Promise me you will survive. I don't know where Tobin is, so you have to go alone."
"Papa?" she says with tears in her eyes.
"Aithera, please promise me," he says softly.
She nods slowly and in a quiet voice, "Promise, papa."
"That's my girl, I am so proud of you, Aithera, so very proud." With a strong hug, he all but throws her through the opening and then closes the loose board to block her view of him. The wood muffles his voice as he tells her from the other side, "I love you, Aithera. Now RUN!"
She is about to cry out and wail when she feels a warm spot and looks down as the jewel is glowing softly and his words echo in the air. You must flee, run. She turns and runs with tears streaming. Such a tender age of but five summers is not an age to be left alone and told to run away from home in the middle of the night. She stops, hearing a cry that she knows is her father as he is cut down. With a wailed "PAPA!" she turns and starts back for the barn, but it is as if the air in front of her has thickened and she cannot push against it. "PAPA!" she cries out. "PAPA!" Then as if he were standing right in front of her, his warmth wraps around her and spreads through her, and his voice is soft and comforting. Aithera, my sweet Aithera. You must flee. You must survive. You promised now. With a whimpered, "Yes, papa," she turns and runs.
She is almost to the wall when she hears crunching and cursing behind her. Never look back, echoes in her mind. Weeping, she finds the hole her brother had shown her so that they could sneak out, a hole for her to escape. The opening is just large enough for her to fit through, yet too small for a grown man. She has grown since he showed her, and her clothing is snagged on a jutting piece of stone. Squirming and tugging, she frees herself from the wall, the little one runs for the forest as her papa had told her. The words echo in her mind. You must flee, run as fast as you can into the woods and far away. Keep running, never stop, and never look back. The jewel on the chain bounces as she runs and a soft red glow surrounds her.
She runs as far as her little legs can carry her until she is so worn out and hungry that she stumbles, and then she cannot get up as exhaustion finally overcomes her and she passes out. A light breeze springs up and leaves flutter along the ground, then the breeze stops and the leaves settle, covering the little one as if Mother Nature is laying a soft blanket over her.
Chapter Three
A tall middle-aged, dark-haired man with a hint of gray at the temples stands quietly tending his rig before he leaves the village of Haulden. He leads the horse and cart away from the Inn stable, taking note of an eerie silence in the town even at such an early hour. He is known as Galien, and he is there because of a special auction. Normally, he would time his visit to Haulden to visit the family he knows in the area, but he knows that at this time, she will be at her post on the nearby estate. So there is no reason for him to stay around any longer, for he has won the fine black stallion at the auction and wants to take him home quickly. Something about this stallion has pulled him from his home, far from the other side of the mountains. The horse seems to be familiar, but the animal does not have anything in common with another large black horse that he knew so well, last seen many summers ago.
The village seems nice enough, although the inhabitants are a bit nervous. He has an uneasy feeling when he leaves the Inn stables. He secures his belongings in the cart and makes sure the stallion is tied tight before he jumps up into the cart himself, picks up the reins to the old mare pulling the cart, and leaves the village. As he enters the main road headed north, Galien notices smoke on the horizon to the east and starts to head in that direction. His horse shies and prances and Galien tries to settle the animal, but then he sees a group of men off in the distance, headed in the direction of the village and away from the smoke, and he decides to heed the horse's warning and turns back north, cutting through the trees and heading back to the road.
After being on the road awhile, the stallion begins to tug at the tie-down and he tries to rear up, snorting loudly. Galien turns in the seat, frowns, and pulls the wagon to a stop. "What is it, boy?" Hopping down, he goes back towards the horse to check on him. The knot comes undone and the stallion backs up a few steps and then he turns and trots back along the road. "What the ...!" he exclaims, letting the exasperation in his words trail off as he chases the horse to reclaim him.
The stallion stops just down the road. His head bends down as if he is sniffing something. Galien walks up and approaches carefully, taking hold of the stallion's lead, and looks to the spot the horse has been sniffing at. The stallion snorts and nods its head. A small child lays half covered in leaves, just off the road. Galien lets go of the lead to check on the child and finds that she is breathing the slow breaths of one sleeping deeply. The closer you get to her, to one sensitive, the fear and terror emanating from the unconscious child is nearly a physical thing. He stands up and looks around and then back down to the child. Thinking to him self that something is not right. He lifts the small one as he concentrates and softly speaking to her, to ensure that she remains asleep and the emanations slowly fade. Thinking that this is no place for one so young. As they get closer to the cart, he looks over his shoulder at the sound of riders coming in his direction. Now he is suspicious as he places the child in the cart and mumbling softly, the air over the child waivers momentarily, she whimpers but does not wake and then he covers her with the tarp. The stallion stands quietly, and Galien returns to the horse and takes the lead rope, examining it closely. "Seems fine." He leads the horse back to the cart and just as he gets ready to tie the horse to the rig again, some men on horseback come around the tree-blocked bend in the road and pull up next to him.
"You there, old man. Have you seen anyone on the road today?" One of the men calls out to him. He has seen their type before as he turns from the cart to face them.
"I have been on this road since before daylight, and I can say that I have not seen anyone on the road until just now," Galien replies, looking at the three on horseback.
"What you got in your cart, old man?" the supposed leader asks.
"Grain and supplies," he answers. "Are you looking for something?"
"What if we wanted to look in your cart for ourselves, old man?"
"Go right ahead, but I would be careful around the stallion. I just got him at auction and do not know his temperament. He might be skittish around strangers. He has already tugged loose his lead once today."
One of the riders gets down and comes over to the cart, taking a wide path around the black horse. Reaching in, he grabs the tarp and flips it back, and the horse startles and tugs but not hard enough to get loose. The rider looks from the horse to the cart.
"Nothing here but grain sacks," the rider calls back to his companions.
The men look at the large, powerful-looking horse, and the leader knows he is short on time. "Never mind, old man, be on your way." The leader turns his horse back the way they have come. "Come on, she could not have gotten this far." As he heads off, the others turn and follow. The rider reclaims his horse and follows his companions.
Galien climbs up into his seat, picks up the reins, and sets the old mare to pulling the cart again. He had planned to stop at the next village and rest there for the night, then home the next day. He takes a moment to look down at the sleeping child and smiles at the fact that she is still asleep. He looks behind him to see that the stallion is still attached to the back of the cart and is trotting along peacefully. I will take the little one home with me. I think she needs some protection, for something is just not right. But what am I going to do with a child? Well, Tess will know what she'll need. Tess is good, and between the two of us, we will come up with something. He continues down the road as his thoughts contemplate the day's events.
Going on, he takes the left track into Remdon. The cart moves over the rough track, and a bounce wakes the little girl and she screams and begins to cry. Galien stops the cart, ties off the reins, and reaches for the child, pulling her into his lap to hug her, and she clings to him with the strength of desperation.
"You are safe, little one, and soon we will get a bite to eat." With her still on his lap, he asks, "Now what is your name?"
The little girl whimpers out "Tera" as best she can. Then Galien asks why she was on the side of the road.
She blinks her large amber eyes at him and starts to cry again, and in between her sobs, she is able to get out, "Papa gone, papa gone, all gone, bad men ... bad," she sniffles and then whimpers again. Galien's chest tightens and his heart melts and he holds her close, whispering that he will protect her. Leaving her in his lap, he leans over to pick up the reins and continues into the village. Looking back over his shoulder once and whispers, "Bad men? Hmm.” Then he turns back towards the road. Once he locates the Inn, he pulls the cart into the small stable yard. A boy comes out, wiping his hand on his apron before he takes hold of the cart horse, steadying it as Galien steps down from the cart holding the little girl, not an easy thing to do, for the little one is holding tight to his neck by this time.
"She has trotted a long way, son," Galien motions to the mare. "She will need a good brushing if you would please."
The boy nods his head, "Yes, sir." As Galien pulls his travel pack from the cart, the stable boy leads the old mare into the stable to see to her and the stallion. "Be careful around that stallion. I don't know his temperament yet." Again, the reply comes out of the stable, "Yes, sir."
Galien carries his burdens into the small Inn. Late in the afternoon and closer to evening, the Inn starts to fill with the locals. Finding an empty table, he sits the child in a chair of her own. The Innkeeper approaches, asking how he can serve. "If you have a room available, I would like to rent it for the night and a bite to eat for myself and my niece, please. Would you by chance have fresh milk for her?" A large smile appears on the man's face as he glances at the little girl. "Yes sir, the missus milks the cow every day. Would the good sir be wanting a mug of ale with his supper?" Galien nods his assent and the Innkeeper moves away to fill his order and tell his wife that a room is wanted. When the Innkeeper returns with food for the two of them, Galien inquires, "Anything going on these days in Remdon? Any excitement?"
"No sir, just another quiet day for sleepy old Remdon, although the smithy wife just gave birth to twins and the miller boys were caught snooping at the ladies' bath-house.”
Galien just nods and then starts in on his dinner as the Innkeeper wanders off to see to his other customers. Galien and the child spend a quiet night and are back on the road at first light.
Arriving home with a child would be an unusual package for him to present his wife, but Galien is sure that she will rise to the occasion. He arrives at his farm near Earwens Landing and his wife Tess greets him at the door.
"Galien, welcome home, love," she greets him. He sets the cute, round bundle of a child at her feet and she clings to his leg.
"Well now, what have you brought home, beside the horse?" Tess asks as she looks down at the child with wide eyes. Tera's long black hair falls across her face, and she looks through the hair at the woman in the doorway.
"I believe raiders have taken the Kilbray lands, for I saw smoke rising into the sky from that direction. I was going to see if I could render aid, when the stallion got loose and led me to this little one. She was lying in some leaves near a tree. Tess, I think she needs our protection. There was a strange feel from that area and I was too far away to get a good feel for it, and there were men on the road looking for a she."
"A good thing that horse has more common sense than you. The old ways are not your ways anymore, Galien -- you promised me -- and I like you coming home in one piece. Now what or who do you have here?"
Smiling, Tess hunches down to speak to the little girl. She speaks softly, not wanting to frighten her. "What is your name, dear? It's okay, I am Tess, and you're safe here." At first, the little girl does not seem to understand her as she gazes up at Tess. Then in a little voice, she finally answers, "Tera," using the name her brother always called her. Tess looks up at Galien with a knowing eye and then straightens up and offers her hand to the child. "I think food is in order for you both. Are you hungry, Tera?" The girl nods her head but continues to cling to Galien's leg. Tess smiles and turns, heading back into the cottage, and Galien leads the child, following his wife. During the meal, once the child is settled and eating, Tess asks about the wondrous, red many faceted jewel around the child's neck. Galien simply shrugs, saying he had not taken a close look at it yet, muttering, "Leave it to a woman to notice what appears to be an expensive bauble." During the meal, the girl seems exhausted, so Tess carefully picks her up and settles her in the spare room for the night.
The next day at breakfast, Tess asks to see the jewel around her neck. The chain is thicker than usual for something on a child's neck, and it is so long that the jewel is more around her waist. Tera just holds it in her hands, looking at it.
"Tera, can I see it?" Tess asks, reaching for it and Tera just nods. Tess takes the jewel, looking at it and decides she needs to see it in a better light. "Let me just take this to see it in the light from the window," she asks. When Tess starts to take it off Tera's neck, she gets more than she bargains for when the high-pitched screech from Tera catches her by surprise.
"NO!" Tera yells as she snatches the jewel back and runs to a corner of the room. "Papa said no! Aithera promised papa. No take from Aithera! I promised papa, I promised." She slumps to the floor, pulling her knees up and hugging them, and then she whispers, "I promised," and begins to sob again.
Tess, with tears coming to her eyes, moves over slowly next to the girl, sits down close by, and speaks softly, "Easy now, okay you promised, so I will not take it from you. Tera, you said that Aithera promised. Is that your real name, Aithera?"
The little head nods slightly.
"Aithera is such a pretty name, why did you call yourself Tera?" The girl shrugs and snuffles, unwilling to answer.
"Well, Aithera, I won't make you do anything that your papa made you promise not to do. I only want to help you. Please forgive me for trying to take it from you. Can I have a hug?"
Aithera looks up with a tear-stained face, nods again, and scoots next to Tess and wraps her arms about her.
Tess gives the child a hug and then kisses the top of her head. She looks up at Galien and says softly, "She has a screech like one of those hawks downstream and has the lungs to back it up. Poor child, what did she go through?"
Galien looks at the pair, nods and adds, "Well, we are certainly not going to get it away from her, so we had better teach her to keep it out of sight. It might cause her trouble if she flashes it about. As to what she has gone through, we may never know. If you remember, I did say there was some strange business about the Kilbray fire." Galien gets a faraway look for a moment, and then looks back down at the child. "I think it might be better if she is known as Tera. Her real name might cause more questions than what we want to answer."
Tess looks down at the child and nods her head.
The next few days while Galien is out at the landing, rumors abound about an attack on an estate somewhere, that no one seemed to survive, and the following rampage through Haulden. The different tales of what happened make it confusing, but all of them seem to have something in common. The attackers were looking for something that they did not find.
After the evening meal and with Tera tucked into bed, Galien and Tess sit at the table talking.
"I think from the rumors that there is something at work here," Galien says quietly, "for there is no word from the valley and the Kilbrays are gone. We will have to be very careful with her. I am certain that Tera is the daughter of Lord Kilbray. Why anyone would be looking for her so intensely, I cannot tell."
Tess looks at him, worried. "Do you think that whoever is looking for her will make it here?"
"It depends on how badly they want her. Do not worry, my dear, we just have to be careful. Just be grateful your sisters breed like rabbits," Galien says with a smile, and Tess bats at his arm.
"Oh, you! But you're right, love."
To explain the girl's appearance in their home, they devise a story. Tera will be known as one of many daughters from Tess' sisters in the north. The story will also go along with Galien telling the Innkeeper that she was his niece. Orphaned during a rockslide upstream, so they have taken her in as their own. The rockslide story will go along with anything the little one might say to others, should she remember any details of the scary night that continues to haunt her dreams. Thus, they become her Uncle Galien and Aunt Tess, and the story of her life takes a new path.
Chapter Four
For the next few seasons, Tera is a withdrawn little girl. She sits in a chair unless asked to do something, and then she obeys and gets it done quietly and without complaint. At night, her sleep is restless and she whimpers most of the night unless the nightmares wake her fully. A night not long after they had taken the child in, Galien is awakened in the middle of the night with an uneasy feeling. Getting dressed he steps out onto the front porch looking around. As he is about to turn back and go inside, a glow lights up the night sky off in the distance. His eyes narrow as his senses are flooded, but the shrill, piercing cry, torn from a young throat has him moving inside quickly. He finds Tess trying to comfort the child, but her arms are flailing about wildly, her hands cupped into finger straining claws. Her head thrashes from side to side and the screech of pain, wails from the open mouth.
Tess looks at him with eyes wide with fear as she tries to capture the convulsing girl. "Galien what is going on?" She cries over the noise. "Make it stop, something is killing our Tera! Make it stop!"
Galien comes up next to the bed, mumbling as he raises his hand. His brow knits with concentration and then the girl suddenly stops thrashing about and lays still. He slumps slightly, takes a deep breath, and takes the child's wrist as Tess looks worriedly at him.
"She is still with us, my dear. I think she will be fine now."
"What was that?" Tess asks as she covers the still form.
"I don't know." Galien says as he turns and leaves the room with Tess following him.
Tess keeps the little one with her at all times, never out of her sight, as if she were her own child. The first order of the day, after Tera had arrived, was to fashion clothes for her. A trip to the village is needed for cloth and shoes. Galien and Tess are known in their local village, so Tera's appearance raises the curiosity of several people there as they go into the one shop that had the items necessary for making clothes. Tess chats with friends and, of course, Tera's sad tale is told, and Tess is gratified that she and Galien had devised the story before she had to go to the village. For the few friends that hear the story, they are satisfied with it.
A few days after the visit to the village, Tess is sewing new clothes for Tera when a visitor knocks on the front door. Tess sets her work aside and answers the door.
"Ah, Tess, you are home, good," the woman says as she brushes past her. "I have lots of news today, and I hear you have some as well."
"Um, good day, Mrs. Sannson," Tess replies as she rolls her eyes before closing the door and following her 'guest' into the sitting room.
"I just came by for a short visit, have so many folks to see today, and how have you been Tess, and where is that man of yours ... um, Gallon, is it?"
"Galien, Mrs. Sannson. Would you like some tea?"
"That would be nice. Have you heard, the whole town is abuzz with your tragedy, my dear. I am so terribly sorry for your loss and happy for your gain. Where is the dear child that you have taken in? Family is important, you know." Mrs. Sannson runs on as she takes a seat and removes her gloves.
"I will get the tea, be right back," Tess says as she leaves the room.
"Oh, I just have to tell you," Mrs. Sannson calls after her, "John just returned, he was at Remdon -- I bet it was to see that tavern girl -- anyways, I know that man of yours was just there a couple days ago. It would seem there was trouble of an evil kind south of Remdon. Did he mention anything to you?"
Tess returns to the room with a tea set and sets it on the small table. "No, I am afraid that he didn't mention anything unusual about his trip. Tea?"
"Yes, please. He didn't say anything? How odd," she responds, a puzzled and slightly disappointed look on her face.
"You said there was trouble, what sort of trouble?"
Mrs. Sannson takes a quick sip and then continues. "Well, dark raiders were all over Haulden, and what a mess they made of the place before most of them left. I hear some may still be there. It seems the Kilbray lands were taken over by some ... well, there is no polite way of putting it ... by some kind of monster it is said. All the adults were killed, and I can only guess that the children were taken. I cannot believe that even a monster would kill children. That is just not done, my dear, but that is what I hear, even the children were killed."
"That is terrible, Mrs. Sannson, why would anyone do such a thing?" Tess asks, knowing that it would get her a full blast of just what Mrs. Sannson thought about those unsavory types of folks. Just as she could see that Mrs. Sannson was getting ready to launch into another bit of news, the door opens and Galien enters with Tera right behind him.
Mrs. Sannson looks over at the door, and her sharp eyes target the child. "Ah, there you are, Gallon, and I see you have that dear sweet child with you."
Galien cringes inside but keeps his composure and bows slightly to their guest. "Good afternoon, Mrs. Sannson. I hope you are well?"
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