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Chapter One – Ultimatum

Morning- Day 1

The dim light of early morning was seeping through the drapes giving the room a fairytale quality. It had been designed with great care for a much-loved child. The stars on the wall sparkled in the new dawn light and the array of stuffed animals gathered on the window seat appeared to be waking as the light moved over them chasing away the shadows. In the centre of the room stood a tall oak crib over which hung a mobile of colourful stuffed animals. 

The slightest of sounds came from the hallway door. Gradually it opened enough to let someone slip inside to become just another shadow in the room. The door was pushed almost closed again. After waiting a moment to be sure that no sound came from the crib, the intruder moved quietly toward it. He stood silently looking down at the sleeping baby. Even in the dim light from the curtained window, it was easy to see that this was a beautiful child with raven black curls. He was lying on his back with his fists up beside his head. The blankets had been kicked down to reveal him dressed in a sleeper decorated with a lion holding balloons. Lying beside one upraised arm was a cuddly stuffed black bear. The shadowy figure stood unmoving over the child and minutes passed before a hand reached down to rest on the baby’s head. Quiet words could be heard if one listened very closely and then the hand was withdrawn. The baby’s sleep continued undisturbed.

Now silent, he bent down over the rail and attached a paper to the headboard of the crib. Long, slender hands reached down curling under the sleeping infant and lifted the child, blankets and all, leaving the bear behind. Tucking the baby into the crook of his arm, he crossed to the door and opened it a crack to check that no one was about. When satisfied that all was quiet, the man carried the child from the nursery and rapidly disappeared into the darkness at the end of the hallway.

​

__________
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The birds singing sweetly in the trees roused the couple in the poster bed. The room was bathed in sunlight and a warm-scented breeze drifted in the window. Rose sat up and looked out at the new day. She stretched her slender arms and smiled. Looking over at her husband, she leaned down to press a quick kiss to his forehead.

‘‘Good morning, love.” 

Alair smiled a greeting and reached to pull her back into the warm covers.

‘‘You can do better than that,” he said as Rose struggled to push herself upright again.

‘‘Not until you shave those whiskers off.” She giggled as he reached for her again. She managed to evade his arms and sprang from the bed. She reached for her robe and shrugged into it. Belting it to her slender waist, she stepped into her slippers, raised her arms and ran her fingers through her hair to tame the tangled mass. 

‘‘Besides, Alex will soon be making his demands heard. I’ll just go in and get him. We can enjoy a few minutes of play before we have to begin our day.”

Rose moved to the bedroom door and opened it then turned towards Alex’s bedroom. Alair threw back the covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed. He searched for his slippers and pulled on his robe. He had just risen to his feet when he heard Rose scream. He flew to the bedroom door and ran down the hallway to the nursery. Rose stood over the crib hysterically crying and saying over and over again,

‘‘No! No! Not my baby! Not my baby!”

Alair rushed to her side and saw the crib was empty. He turned to Rose and she shakily thrust a paper into his hands. Alair looked into her eyes then looked down at the paper. Written in bold letters across the white surface were the words,

‘‘I have your child. If you want to see him alive again, you will do what I want. I want the stone. Then you will give up the throne and your right to rule and turn the power over to me. You and your family will leave this country.

You have no choice but to do as I demand. You do not have much time to make your decision. I will be in touch. 

Balik  

Alair cursed and reached for Rose who had stopped her violent crying but he could hear the quiet sobs racking her. She reached into the crib and lifted out Alex’s stuffed black bear. She pressed it to her chest and looked up at her husband.

‘‘This is his favourite toy. How will he be able to sleep without his bear?”

Alair cursed again and held Rose close in the comfort of his arms. He was as devastated as Rose was but knew he had to be strong if they were to get their baby back.

Rose’s cries had roused the guard and several men rushed into the room with weapons drawn. They stopped just inside the room. Keeping Rose in his arms, Alair spoke over her head to the guards.

‘‘Balik has stolen our child. We don’t know how long he has been gone. Send out men around the city and try to find out if anyone has seen him or any man, for that matter, who was carrying a baby.”

Just as he finished speaking, another guard entered the room looking stricken.

‘‘My lord, I just found the guard dead at the back entrance.”

Alair shuddered at the ruthlessness of his cousin. He stepped away from Rose and ushered his men out into the hall.

‘‘I want you to rouse the house and talk to everyone. Send the men out into the city to find out whatever you can. Get me the name of the guard and that of his family so that I can offer my condolences.”

He turned and looked over at Rose. She hadn’t moved but continued to hug the stuffed bear in her arms.

‘‘I want you to search everywhere. If he went out the back way, start in that direction and work your way around. Tell the men who they are looking for although it could be one of his henchmen who did the deed. You all know what they look like so pass the word. Now go.”

Alair returned to Rose’s side and again wrapped her in his arms.

‘‘We will find him, Rose. We will find him and bring him back safely. I promise you that I will do everything in my power to bring him back safely.”

Despite his assurances, both Alair and Rose knew that no one could guarantee safety of their baby. The agony of that knowledge kept them together in a tight embrace.

______________

Midmorning saw them gathered in the library. From time to time, Alair looked over to the window seat at his silent wife. Rose had been sitting there with her legs curled under her holding the stuffed black bear while he conferred with various soldiers and guards. She looked lost and had since they discovered the abduction of their baby. She didn’t cry now or act hysterically as one could expect in this kind of situation. She looked lost. 

Rose was wandering through her memories. She was thinking of the first time that she saw her new baby boy. He was so beautiful! His damp black hair curled over his tiny head and angry squalls subsided to a contented sleep. His clenched fists opened to wrap tightly around her finger when she pressed it into his palm. Alair had stayed close beside them with a silly grin on his face. He was so proud.

She remembered her Mother holding out her arms to receive her new grandchild and how she touched his forehead lightly and smiled. She remembered Amey’s face lit up when she looked at the tiny bundle cuddled in her arms. She relived the last few months when Alex had become more aware of his surroundings and the people around him, how his laughter rang throughout the castle and how he had charmed everyone- even the surliest of castle guards. He had made everyone whole again after the terrors of previous times.

Alair sent the last of the men away and walked over to Rose. He reached out his hand and lifted the one stroking the toy bear.

‘‘Rose, come with me and we will have something to eat. You have to take care of yourself. You need to keep up your strength.”

Rose looked up at Alair expressionlessly and, not uttering a word, swung her legs down. She went quietly with her husband to the parlour where tea was laid out on the table. Alair poured her a cup and seated her near a plate of tempting sweets and savoury treats. He took one for himself and sat beside her to make sure she ate something.

They both looked up as her mother Angeline came into the room followed by Lirin. 

‘‘Is there any news?” Angeline asked Alair but her gaze never wavered from her daughter’s stricken face. She noticed that there were no tears visible on her face but her eyes were haunted.

‘‘We have sent out soldiers to search the town and the outlying villages to see if they spotted anyone travelling early this morning. We haven’t heard back from them as yet.”

‘‘I don’t expect that they will have seen anything. I would guess that the Magician had other means of travel.” 

Angeline crossed to the table and poured out a cup of tea. She held up the teapot and looked at Lirin. At his nod, she filled one for him also. He accepted the cup and withdrew to stand by the door again.

‘‘We need to find out where the Magician is hiding. It won’t be close to the city but in a more remote area. Do we know where his portal to the other dimension is?” 

When there was no response to her question, Angeline continued. 

‘‘That was short-sighted of me not to find out that information. We knew that he had access of his own to our other world. Do we know if any of the men who followed him before are still around?”

Alair shook his head no. Angeline was too agitated to sit so she paced as she spoke. She looked at Alair when he responded.

‘‘None that we have found. After he was defeated, they all disappeared or were imprisoned. We released them on the promise that they never return. We didn’t question them, as it seemed pretty conclusive that they were part of his mercenaries but we didn’t try to find out anything further about their setup. We didn’t bother to keep track of their whereabouts once they were released. We should have been more prepared as we didn’t know whether Balik was dead or not. I was just so happy that he was gone that I underestimated his need for power and revenge. What do you know of the ‘‘stone” that he is asking us to give him?” 

‘‘I’m not sure. I will speak to Jasper. I remember him mentioning that the men who tried to capture Rose at the farm last year searched the house for something. He might have more information.”

Alair rose from the table as the tension in his body forced him to do something. He walked over to the window and looked out without seeing. They continued drinking their tea in silence. Each had their own thoughts racing through their mind. Rose had been listening closely to what everyone was saying. Her hand stopped in mid-stroke on her son’s bear and she leapt up with a look of horror on her face. With eyes wide, she looked at her husband.

‘‘He took our son, Alair. What’s to stop him from trying to take Amey also? She’s finished school and will be coming here without knowing she could be in danger!”

She went to Alair and grasped his hands tightly. She was deeply distressed.

‘‘She will be alone at the farm for a few days and that is the perfect opportunity for him to kidnap her also. The timing fits. Why kidnap Alex just at the same time? He expects us to be so rattled that we neglect to consider the possibility of him trying to gain a second hostage. The plans for Amey’s return weren’t kept a secret and he would have made sure to know what was happening here.” 

Alair freed his hands and wrapped Rose in his arms to comfort her. Rose struggled to get control of herself. Her back stiffened and she eased away from Alair’s comforting arms. She was not going to sit quietly wringing her hands while the Magician attacked her family again. A decision made, she turned to Lirin.

‘‘Lirin, can you go and see her safely here? Go to meet her at the school and tell her what has happened. If she is put on her guard, she will be able to notice signs of his presence. Bring her here safely but be very careful that you be watchful at all times He would not hesitate to harm you.”

Alair and Angeline were taken by surprise by Rose’s assumption but Alair was the first to react.

‘‘Of course, I should’ve thought of that! Can you leave immediately, Lirin? Amey is due to get back to the farm tomorrow afternoon and I don’t want her to be alone. We were going to meet her in a couple of days to spend some time at the Lodge. She wanted to stay at the farm before coming here but that leaves her an open target.”

Lirin moved quickly to the table and set his cup down. When Rose came to him, he took her hands and said,

‘‘I can go right away. I will get the information I need from Uncle Jasper to get to the school and, unless we run into any trouble, we should be here later today or, at the very least, at the Lodge. Try not to worry. We will be very careful.”

When he turned to leave, Angeline returned her cup to the table as well and proceeded to follow him.

‘‘I will go with him to talk to Jasper. We will make plans to have some support there when they arrive back in the glade. That would be one of the obvious places to make an attempt.”

When she had left the room, Rose was still galvanized for action. Her body tingled with energy and her mind organized the things that needed to be done.

‘‘Alair, we need to search the maps and try to figure out where the Magician might be hiding. Have them brought in here while I go and get us more food and drink. Bring in someone who knows the countryside to help us. I need to feel as if I am doing something. I am not going to sit back and let things happen around me anymore!”

Although Alair was surprised by the transformation, he was also very proud of his wife. He placed his hands on her shoulders and squeezed gently. Placing a kiss on her forehead, he said,

‘‘You are superb! I will get the maps and we will find his lair and, when we do, we will get our son back.” His eyes darkened and his voice was edged with ice. ‘‘He will never get the chance to hurt us again! This I promise you.”

The strength she derived from that hug and kiss filled her with renewed hope. She gave him a quick kiss in return and a small smile and swung away to hurry to the kitchen.

‘‘Oh, yes, we will! We certainly will!”

Chapter Two – The Warning

Day 1- Early Morning

It was a beautiful day! The sun shone brightly and a fragrant, gentle breeze drifted through the open window. Amey smiled as the air lightly touched her face.

‘‘That’s it for another school year,” thought Amey as she tried to push down on the lid of her suitcase. One more effort to get the latch to close. When she heard the ‘‘click”, she let out a relieved sigh. She lifted the heavy bag off the bed and sat it beside her pack on the floor by the door. She looked around the room to make sure she’d forgotten nothing. Everything was ready to go. She looked at her watch and saw she still had a while to wait. She pulled a chair over to the window and sat down in the sun to wait for her ride. Resting her arm on the windowsill, Amey looked out at the sun-drenched courtyard. Other students were preparing to leave and were waiting for rides. Seeing her in the window, they waved and she waved back. Cars were coming and going regularly. People called their ‘‘goodbyes” and ‘‘we’ll keep in touch” amid the slamming of doors and the engine sounds of cars starting.

Another year of school was over and it had been a year of momentous changes. In the space of a little over a year, Amey had discovered a whole new identity and found out that she possessed a strong and disturbing power. She had a Father after being told for her whole life that he had died before she was born and then rescued him from the Magician. They defeated the Magician and she now had a new baby brother! It was a lot to adjust to in such a short time. 

Amey thought back to her last summer and all the wonderful things that had happened. When she arrived home, she found her whole family at the farm. Jasper and Lirin were there also. 
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The Previous Year- Early Summer

The cab that had picked her up from the train with all her gear drove her up close to the farmhouse to unload her baggage and gear. They all yelled ‘surprise’ when Amey came into the house. With a dazzling smile on her face, she hugged her mom and dad and then her grandmother. Behind them, Jasper was carrying in her baggage followed by Lirin who grinned at her.

“This is wonderful! I didn’t think that I’d see you for another few days!” she said excitedly.

Her father looked a little sheepish and grinned as he said,

‘Well, I couldn’t wait that long. It was all they could do to keep me from going to pick you up from the train. Besides, now that I am here, you can show me around the farm and all the special things that you love here,” and wrapped his arm around her shoulder holding her close.

Her grandmother brought everyone’s attention to the table.

“Now that you’re here, Amey, we can dig into all the goodies we’ve prepared and had to wait to eat. Everyone, get a plate and help yourself.”

The table was filled with so much delicious-looking food that it made Amey’s mouth water- salads and meat platters, golden baked potato halves, the first tomatoes from the greenhouse, light golden buns with softened butter and so much more. From the look of the people surrounding the table, it wouldn’t last long. They ate in companionable silence until they had to sit back in their chairs fully satisfied.

Lirin stood and went to the kitchen to bring in the coffee and tea tray and set about serving. Once everyone had their choice, the conversation started again. They brought each other up to date on everything that had happened since the spring although they had been in communication throughout that time. Amey looked at all the happy faces and her mother caught her eye and looked out to the patio. She rose and moved in that direction and Amey got up and followed her. No one was paying any attention to them as they left. Rose sat on the bench on the patio and patted the seat beside her as Amey came up. 

“Sit, Amey,” she said.

Amey sat and looked at the sky turning to night.

“I’ve got some news for you, Amey”, Rose said slowly. “I waited until you came home so that I could tell you in person. It’s why your father couldn’t wait to come here.”

She turned on the bench and faced her daughter grasping her hands. She smiled as she looked into her daughter’s eyes. 

“You’re going to be a big sister. Your father and I are going to have a baby!”

Rose watched her daughter’s face for her reaction and saw her eyes widen and her mouth drop open in amazement. Amey was slow to shake off her shock and then reached out and hugged her mother fiercely.

“Oh, Mother! You’re going to have a baby!”

A voice behind her said, 

“We’re going to have a baby and you’re going to be the best big sister ever!”

Her father sat down on Amey’s other side and hugged her close. They were huddled together for a few minutes before Amey spoke softly.

“I’m going to be a big sister.” And smiled an expanding smile at both her parents as the news sunk in. “Are you feeling alright Mother? When are you due? Are you having a boy or a girl? Oh, my, but this is so exciting!”

Rose laughed at her bubbling daughter and said,

“I’m feeling fine and I am due just before Christmas and, no, we don’t know whether the baby is a boy or a girl. Any preference?”

Amey laughed, “Not that I’d be able to choose but I have no preference.” She looked at her mother and saw the peace and happiness on her face and the same reflected in her father’s. He looked with pride on his ladies and was happily content. 
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They stayed on the farm for three days and Amey showed her father all her favourite places. They explored the mountain and camped overnight in the cave. She took him through the woods to the place by the creek where the beavers dammed up the side channel and they watched as they worked on reinforcing the lodge. Her mother drove them around the Valley to show him all the sights that meant so much to them.

In the evenings, they explored the computer and her father had quite a file to take back to Freo. He was interested in everything that could improve the life of his people but he also had her explore the sites where alternative energy and environmental possibilities were shown.

Amey and Lirin were able to spend some time together also and she took him up to the cave to see for himself just how much the one on Freo was alike to the one in the valley. Lirin also marveled at the world she grew up in and asked almost as many questions as her father.

Before they were to head on to Freo, her grandmother and parents sat down with her and told her that, true to their word, they found the master they were looking for and he agreed to help her control and develop her talent. The power she possessed made her feel that she no longer knew who she was. It was too strong- seemed too violent and Amey didn’t know what to do about it. She had been so afraid., He was a wise man steeped in the power of the stones and he would guide her in the use of her gift. 

That summer, Amey embarked on a fantastic journey of learning. At the start of her summer vacation, it had been arranged that she would visit the wise man. Amey would go to meet him where he lived in a wood and stone hut at the foot of Bear Claw Mt. Her Grandmother Angeline came with her but set up a camp a short distance from the sage’s home. After introducing them, her Grandmother left them alone to get acquainted. 

He certainly hadn’t looked anything like Amey expected. He was a small, slight man of much the same height as Amey. He dressed similarly to the other men Amey had seen in Altidio and Freo in brown pants and shirt with a long, green wool jacket. Other than his pure, white hair, he didn’t even look old. He had a smooth, golden complexion and peaceful, grey eyes. His direct gaze seemed able to read Amey’s heart and any fear she had felt evaporated in his calming presence. His name was Sardon.

Amey’s lessons didn’t begin immediately. Sardon gave her time to adjust and for them to get to know each other. He led her through the trails and paths at the foot of the mountain. She relaxed in the familiar surroundings and shared her attachment to this particular place.

‘‘Back in the world where I was raised, I call this mountain Bear Claw Mountain. I have always felt at home walking and climbing on it. It is
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