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Foreword






I waited until the book was finished
before writing this foreword. Now I find it difficult to
encapsulate the book in a short summary, but I felt the need to
forewarn you, The Reader. Many of you have probably read my
previous series, Mageborn, which is set two millennia after the
events in this book, so you may have some misconceptions about what
you’ll find here.

Unlike Mageborn, this story encounters
more adult issues. The main character does not always do the
‘right’ thing, and in fact, cannot be called a hero. Events
conspire to darken his future and twist his morality, but his
choices are his own. Most importantly, the story delves into some
topics of a sensitive nature, particularly sexual abuse and
violence, though there is nothing graphic in the
telling.

I didn’t set out to write a book about
those things, but they came up as part of the course of this tale,
and I couldn’t avoid them. Before allowing some of the situations
in this book, before writing them, I sought advice from a number of
friends; people who have confided in me over the years. Several of
them have been through experiences that correlate to a surprising
degree with some of the darker elements within this
tale.

Fortunately, they had much better
outcomes, and in fact, I doubt any of them would condone the
choices that the main character in this story makes. My main
purpose in writing this foreword is to make sure that my audience
understands that I don’t take the subject matter
lightly.







Chapter 1






Daniel chewed a long stem he had
pulled from the ground beside him.  The sun warmed his face
even as a cold wind chilled his hands.  Spring had arrived,
but winter hadn’t given up completely yet, and the two of them had
at least another month of fighting before Mother Nature would
declare a winner; in the meantime Daniel enjoyed the dichotomy of
warm and cold.

He lay on a gently sloping hillside,
watching his father’s sheep grazing.  Since he had turned
twelve last year, he had been deemed old enough to contribute to
the family’s livelihood by taking on chores more suited to a
man.  He had been a little nervous the first time his father
had sent him out to watch the flock alone, but his pride at being
given such an important task had kept him from admitting to his
fear.

That was a year gone now, and tending
the flock seemed a much less daunting task now.  At thirteen
he was just beginning to grow into a larger frame, and he felt much
more mature.  In fact, on days like today it was practically a
vacation.

A flash of blue caught his eye, and he
spotted Catherine Sayer heading down toward the riverbank. 
Her dress was a light green, but the blue came from a bright
kerchief her father had bought her a few years back, before he had
disappeared.  Kate wore it regularly now, and Daniel thought
it looked exceptionally nice tying back her vivid red
hair.

He waved at her from his place on the
hillside, but of course she didn’t see him.  He was over a
half a mile distant from where she walked, hauling two large wooden
buckets.  More than likely her mother had sent her to fill
them before doing the wash.  The river ran directly behind
their house, less than a couple hundred yards from their back
door.  Her parents had never had a well dug, but being this
far back in the mountains the river water was safe enough to
drink.

Turning his eye back to the sheep,
Daniel considered his options.  This time of day things were
quiet, and it was unlikely that anything would spook them, plus he
had Blue with him.  Stretching out his hand, he rubbed the
wiry sheep dog’s head before giving him a more serious bit of
instruction, “Keep the flock close, Blue.  Don’t let them
wander far.  I’ll be back in a little while.”

Blue’s eyes stared straight into his
own for a long minute before the tricolored dog looked away. 
It almost seemed as if he nodded, indicating his perfect
comprehension of the boy’s words.  He very well might have,
for the herding dog was uncommonly smart and had been doing the job
for more years than Daniel had.  Blue was a large part of the
reason Daniel’s father had felt comfortable sending him out alone
with the flock at such an early age.

Daniel began picking his way down the
hillside.  While much of it was smooth, there were large rocks
scattered about and the slope was steep enough to make a fall
potentially dangerous.  He sped up as he got into the small
trees closer to the bottom, if he hurried he could talk to Kate and
help her with the water buckets.  He gave no thought to why he
wanted to help.  The two of them had been friends for most of
their lives and tending the flock wasn’t exactly an exciting
job.  Seeing Kate would probably be the most interesting
moment of a long day.

He was close to the bottom
when he heard a voice.  He had been expecting hers, but this
was a male voice, young by the sound of it, but already over the
cusp of boyhood and its higher pitches.  Who is that? he wondered. 
Another voice answered it, and this one he recognized, Billy
Hedger, another of his neighbors.

Billy was about his own age, but the
two of them didn’t get along well.  The other boy tended to
hang out with Ronnie Banks and some of the other ‘townies’ as they
referred to the people who lived in the nearby community of
Colne.

Daniel froze in place,
listening.  If Billy was with a group of friends, it would
probably be a bad idea to make his presence known.  They would
tease him unmercifully.  Unlike them, most of the farm
children had to work by Daniel’s age, and for some reason the
townies found that amusing.

“Hey it’s pumpkin-head Kate!” came the
deeper voice again.  This time Daniel recognized it.  It
was Ronnie Banks, although he sounded much older than the last time
Daniel had met him.

“Hello,” responded Kate, but her
answer was unenthusiastic.

“Ain’t you happy to see old friends?”
said a third voice.  That would be Aston Hayes, unless Daniel
missed his guess.

Kate didn’t reply, but Daniel could
hear the sound of her buckets in the water.  She was probably
trying to fill them, so she could leave as quickly as
possible.

“She’s probably embarrassed ‘cause it
looks like a dog dropped a pile of bloody shit on her head,”
suggested Billy, referring to Kate’s obvious fiery hair.

Daniel’s heart was beating faster
now.  He could hear the ugly tone in the townies’
voices.  They were looking for someone to torment, and Kate
was an easy target.  He had been on the receiving end of their
taunts before and knew well how cruel they could be.  Last
year they had held him down while Ronnie pissed on him, and the
time before that they had forced him to eat dirt.

Kate hadn’t replied to Billy’s insult,
but the sound of her buckets dropping alerted Daniel that they had
approached her.  Easing further down, Daniel made his way to
the shallow ford so that he could cross over to her side of the
river.  Stepping out of the underbrush exposed him, but the
three townies were too engrossed in their sport to notice him
moving on the bank.

“Let go of me!” yelled Kate angrily,
and then Daniel heard a thump.  Looking over he saw she had
fallen after Aston had kicked her legs out from under her. 
Billy stood over her sneering down.

Daniel was fully in the grip of terror
now, experiencing the sort of world wrenching fear that few besides
children fully experience.  Ronnie Banks was at least two
years older and much taller and heavier than Daniel.  Billy
and Aston were his own size, but three on one was bad odds, even if
it weren’t for Ronnie’s larger frame.

He knew that the minute they noticed
him, he’d be in trouble.  At best he’d come home with bruises,
at worst—he had no idea what that would be, but he doubted he
wanted to find out.  He crossed the river without them
spotting him. Every instinct told him to run and hide, and for a
moment he started to turn away.

Then he heard Kate again, “Leave me
alone, Billy!”  Looking up, he saw her kick upward with one
leg, trying to catch her tormentor in his more tender
regions.

Billy was ready for it though, and
bending one leg inward, he caught her kick on his thigh instead of
what she had been aiming for.  Clearing his throat, he brought
up a disgusting lump of phlegm and spat on her.  “Now you look
even more like someone’s loose bowels,” he leered.

Without thinking, Daniel spoke, “Leave
her alone.”  It was the sort of thing that he should have
shouted, like a hero in some of his daytime fantasies. 
Instead the words came out quietly, barely loud enough to be heard,
his boyish voice pitching even higher than normal.

It was enough to get their attention,
though.  Ronnie, the closest to him, spun around, and the
other two looked back in his direction.

“Look who came to visit!” said Ronnie
gleefully.  “If it isn’t old piss-boy!  Did you get
bored?  Looking to have some fun with the big
boys?”

“N-n-no,” stammered Daniel. 
“J-just leave Kate alone.  Sh-she didn’t do nothin’ to
you.”

“Are you trying to protect her,
Daniel?” asked Billy.  “Do you think you can be a hero?” 
Aston and Ronnie both laughed at that.

“You messed up bad today, Danny,”
pronounced the blond-headed Aston, moving toward him.

Over Aston’s shoulder Daniel could see
Kate had scooted back and was standing now.  Billy’s attention
had been diverted long enough for her to get away.  Slipping
sideways he dodged Aston’s first wild roundhouse swing and stepped
even closer, hoping to hold their interest long enough for her to
escape.  Billy was watching him carefully now, failing to see
that the girl he had been taunting was now more than fifteen feet
away.

Kate’s a fast
runner, thought Daniel. 
If she gets a decent head start, I doubt he can
catch her.  Jumping backward, he
avoided Aston’s second swing, but Ronnie was moving around now,
trying to get behind him to make sure he couldn’t escape. 
Once he moved in, the fight would be over.

Billy glanced around to see that his
quarry had slipped away.

“Run Kate!” shouted Daniel, his voice
at full volume now, “He’s too slow to catch y…”

Ronnie had closed faster than Daniel
expected, and something hard struck him in the side of the head,
cutting off his words.  Daniel’s vision blurred a bit as he
fell, but he could see Kate running back up the trail toward her
home.  Billy was standing indecisively, unsure whether to give
chase or join the battle.  His hesitation made the choice for
him; it was far too late to catch the girl now.

A second blow arrived, this one
striking Daniel in the midsection.  Bereft of air now, he
found himself on all fours, struggling to breathe.  The other
boys moved to surround him and took their time, kicking him
whenever he seemed close to recovering.  Some of the attacks
were mild, using their feet to shove him back down, or blows to his
legs and buttocks, but occasionally one of them would deliver a
brutal blow to his midsection or lower back.  Soon he had
given up any hope of escape and curled into a ball, shifting now
and then to try and avoid the most painful strikes.

“You better leave!  I’m going to
tell!  You’ll get in trouble if you don’t let him
alone!”  Kate’s voice rang out.  She hadn’t run far and
was now shouting down at them from a short distance up the trail,
hoping her threat might persuade the boys to give up their
sport.

“You think she’s serious?” asked
Aston.  “Maybe we should go.”

Billy spoke up then, “Nah, she ain’t
got nobody.”  Raising his voice he shouted back, “Who you
gonna tell?  Your daddy?!  He’s dead!  Run tell your
momma, little girl!  She ain’t gonna come down here!”  To
punctuate his remark, he broke with tradition and kicked Daniel
hard in the side of the head, causing his ear to bleed.  It
was the first time any of them had attacked him there.

“Careful, Billy,” said Ronnie. 
“That sort of thing can get dangerous.”

“You scared he might die?” said the
younger boy.

“I don’t give a damn about that,”
replied the older boy, stomping on Daniel’s lower leg to emphasize
the point.  “But if we hurt him too bad it’s bound to cause
trouble.”

He never got a chance to say more, as
a flash of brown, grey and black leapt from the brush and knocked
him sideways.  Blue had arrived in a snarling fury of teeth,
biting down savagely on Ronnie’s arm even as he fell.

“Shit! It’s his damn dog!” shouted
Aston, backing away and looking for a weapon to use. 
Recalling a heavy limb he had spotted in the grass a few minutes
ago, he looked that way just in time to see Kate lifting it from
the ground.  Her swing might have knocked him silly if he
hadn’t brought his arm up to guard his head, even so the weight of
the blow sent pain shivering through his body and left his arm
numb.

Blue’s ferocity and Kate’s club broke
their morale and the bullies withdrew quickly, leaving Daniel
bloody but still conscious on the ground.

“Daniel?  Are you alright?” asked
Kate, leaning over him.  His vision was blurred, but he could
hear the tears in her voice, even if his eyes refused to focus on
her properly.

“Yeah,” he answered awkwardly. 
Shame burned through him more powerfully than even the pain of his
injuries.  He had tried to protect her but had only wound up
being beaten in front of his friend.

She bent down and tried to help him
up, but he pushed her away.  “We need to clean you up,” said
Kate.  “Let me help you to the house.”

“I’ll just go home.”

“Your house is over a mile from here,”
she replied, with disapproval in her voice.

Standing on his own now he
could feel his body swaying.  His balance was off, and he felt
as if he were on the rolling deck of a ship.  Nausea passed
over him in waves, and he fought to keep from
retching.  The last thing I want is
for her to see me throwing up.  It’s already bad
enough, he thought silently.

An arm slid around his waist as she
steadied him.  Looking over, he saw her thick red hair as she
got her head and shoulder under his arm.  There was no denying
her strength as she began pulling him along, using her body to
force him up the trail toward her house.  She smelled faintly
of grass and the earth, but it was a good smell, an honest
one.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled as she helped
him sit on the porch of her home.  Everything was beginning to
hurt more as his bruises matured.

“Don’t apologize to me.  It’s my
fault this happened to you.  What you did was brave,” she
replied seriously giving him a steady look with soft green
eyes.  “Hold still while I fetch Momma.”

She left him, but returned a moment
later, trailing her mother, Brenda Sayer.  The older woman was
similar to her daughter in appearance, she was barely past thirty
and she still had the healthy figure of a much younger woman. 
A stranger might have thought she was merely Kate’s older
sister.

“Oh!  Gods!  What happened
to Danny?” she exclaimed, leaning in to examine him.  With one
hand she lifted his chin and turned his head so she could examine
his still bleeding ear.

Daniel was too embarrassed to respond,
but Kate filled her mother in without reservation, detailing the
other boys’ hostility and her friend’s gallant attempt to intervene
on her behalf.  It sounded much better the way she described
it.

“There’ll be hell to pay once your dad
hears about this,” said Brenda.  “He’ll be down in Colne
talking to their fathers.”

“Please,” begged Daniel, “I don’t want
to stir anything up.  Don’t tell my dad.”  It was already
embarrassing enough without announcing to the entire town that he
had been thoroughly whipped.

“And how do you think you’d hide
this?” asked Kate’s mother.  “Just look at you!  You’re
bleeding from the ear, one eye is swelling shut, and unless I miss
my guess, the rest of you is covered in bruises.  Let’s get
this shirt off of you.”

“No!” protested Daniel, but there was
no help for it.  Brenda unfastened the buttons on his shirt
while her daughter went back to the river to fetch the buckets and
some fresh water.  When she returned, the two of them cleaned
his cuts and scrapes, rinsing them gently to remove the dirt that
seemed to cover him.  By the end of it he was shivering in the
cold air, and the water had soaked into his trousers as
well.

The two of them moved him into the
house and gave him a thick blanket to use while his clothes
dried.  Daniel felt both grateful and humiliated
simultaneously, but neither emotion kept him from using the
opportunity to sneak looks at Kate.

He hadn’t seen her much in the last
couple of years, since he had begun tending the sheep, and she had
grown considerably in that time.  Her body was noticeably
different now, curving in ways that it hadn’t before.  Kate’s
hips were fuller, and there was a hint of something under her
shirt.  A glance at her mother gave him a good guess what that
might be, and Daniel found himself blushing.  Kate’s mother
was amply endowed.

Fool!  She’ll never
think of you that way now!  He was
certain that seeing him so thoroughly stomped by the other boys
would permanently ruin his chances with Kate.

After a couple of hours his clothes
were sufficiently dry, and Brenda decided that he seemed well
enough to make the modest walk home.  Blue was waiting for him
outside their front door, tail swishing expectantly.

The sheep! 
“Forget about me, Blue!  Go check on the
flock.  Go!” commanded Daniel. For some reason he had thought
the dog had returned to the sheep as soon as his fight had
ended.  “I have to check on them before I head home,” he
informed his hosts.

Kate’s mother drew him close, into a
crushing hug.  She squeezed him until it was almost painful,
but he was more embarrassed than hurt.  “Be careful,
Danny.  Kate, you’ll go with him, won’t you?”

“Of course, Momma,” said her daughter
in a tone that conveyed a sense of exasperation that her mother had
even felt the need to ask such a question.

She stayed with him while he checked
on the sheep and most of the way back to his home, only letting him
convince her to go back when his house was in sight.

“Thank you, Daniel,” she said once
again.

“For what?  They beat the crap
out of me.”

“You didn’t have to come down the
hill,” she reminded him, and then she ducked forward, leaving a
kiss on his cheek before he realized what she was doing.  She
turned and ran back the way they had come before he could say
anything else.

Daniel watched her run, unsure how to
react.  Lifting one hand, he touched his cheek.  Had he
imagined it?  Shaking his head, he faced back towards his
home, bracing himself for the questions and concern that were bound
to follow once his parents got a look at him.


Chapter 2

 

“You said you were going to tell me
about Tyrion,” noted Lynarralla clinically.

“Yes, I did,” I said stretching. 
I had been sitting at the table for far too long.  “But to
understand him, you need to hear about Daniel first.”

“Why?” asked Lynarralla.  My own
children nodded in agreement.

I stood and loosened my
shoulders.  “Let’s move into the other room and get
comfortable.  This story is going to take a while.”

“Just tell us why you’re talking about
this ‘Daniel’ person, Father,” said my daughter Moira.

“Don’t be so impatient,” I told her,
easing into my favorite rocker by the fireplace in our den. 
“If I jump straight to Tyrion and all the great events of his day,
none of it will make sense.  You’d think he was simply a
butcher.”

“Does it really matter what we think
of him?” wondered Matthew.  “He’s been a tree for over
two-thousand years.  We just want to know why.”

“It matters to me,” I replied. 
“Plus, I don’t really understand all of it myself.  I’ve never
gone through everything that happened to him, so I just jump in
where the memories begin and let them lead me along.”

“Why do the memories start with
someone else?” asked my son insistently.

“That part will become clear later
on,” I told him.  “Now back to where we left off. 
Actually, we can skip forward a bit.  Daniel’s father was a
man named Alan Tennick, and he and his wife, Helen, were both
pretty upset when they saw the state their son was in when he
returned that day.  Alan went into the town and spoke with all
three of the other boys’ fathers.  Each of them promised that
they would talk to their sons, but none of them really did
anything.

“Alan knew they wouldn’t do much more
than that, so he spent some of his own time teaching Daniel to
fight better.  His son was still small at age thirteen, in
fact he was still shorter than Catherine Sayer, but he was growing,
and Alan Tennick was a big man.  He had every expectation that
his son would possess a hefty frame when he was fully grown. 
So, he set up a heavy sack of old grain, tying it to the rafters in
their barn, and began teaching his son how to deliver a solid
punch.

“Over the course of the next year,
Daniel got a lot taller, finally passing Catherine in height. 
He began to fill out, as young men generally do, and he became even
more aware of other changes in himself.  Specifically
regarding his opinions on women, particularly
Catherine…”

 

***






Daniel’s hands ran smoothly across the
strings of his cittern, evoking a simple melody as he watched the
sheep graze.  He had learned to play from his mother, but she
hadn’t trusted him to carry the prized instrument out of the house
until after he had turned fourteen.

It was built much like a mandolin, but
it had ten strings and a flatter body.  He only took it with
him on days when the weather was good, as the instrument was worth
too much to risk outdoors otherwise.  Anytime the weather
threatened to turn, he took it home immediately.

On good days, though, he enjoyed
playing.  Being alone on the hill all day with little to do
most of the time, it was his entertainment and his friend. 
His mother had only taught him a few songs, so he improvised new
ones, plucking them from the empty air and his imagination, one
note at a time, until he had crafted his own tunes.  The sheep
seemed to appreciate his efforts; at least they never strayed far
when he was playing.

In fact, these days Blue had even less
work to do.  The sheep had learned to mark Daniel’s location
from the sound of his music, and when he had the instrument with
him, they always returned to where he was, saving both the boy and
his dog a lot of searching.

Today was a particularly good
day.  It was early summer and the weather was warm.  The
sky was empty of clouds, and the sun’s bright rays assured him that
there would be no rain.  Daniel played a light melody with no
name, one he had constructed over the course of many endless summer
days.  He had no words for it, but when he played it, he
thought of the sun lighting on the deep orange of Catherine’s
hair.

He hadn’t had the opportunity to see
her in several weeks, but he always looked forward to their
occasional meetings.  Once in a while his mother would send
him to the Sayer house to deliver wool or sometimes gifts of
vegetables.  The farmers who lived in the valley were a
close-knit community, and while they were often separated by miles,
they shared their surpluses with one another.

Daniel’s parents were especially
careful to send extras to Brenda Sayer, since her husband was
gone.  The widow supported herself and her daughter by carding
wool and spinning it into yarn.  With so many sheep herders in
the valley it was a valuable skill.  They sold the bulk of
their shearing every year, but some locals, like Brenda, bought a
small portion and turned it into yarn and wool to make their
living.

A flash of auburn flame warned Daniel
that he was no longer alone, but he hid his surprise and kept
playing.  Kate was approaching, working her way carefully up
the gentle incline, while stepping in time to his
rhythm.

It took her several minutes to reach
him, but he didn’t stop playing when she arrived, instead he kept
going, only his smile giving away that he was aware of her
presence.  She stood in front of him for a minute, waiting for
him to pause, but when that failed, she set her basket on the
ground and began a jig.

Her movements were graceful, but as
each minute passed and he failed to pay heed to her presence, the
motions became more exaggerated.  In response, he began
gradually increasing his tempo, until her dancing became ragged and
unpredictable.

Blue watched curiously, unsure what
the two-legs were doing but infected by their enthusiasm.  He
began circling them, wagging his tail and giving short
barks.

Eventually Kate tripped and Daniel
stopped, the two of them laughing.  “What are you doing up
here, Cat?” he asked her, using one of the old nicknames he had
given her when they were children.

“I came to see you,” she replied, as
if that were the most reasonable answer in the world.

Daniel liked the sound of that,
although he still didn’t understand her motivations.  “What’s
in the basket?”

“Cheese, bread, pickled eggs and a jar
of the finest river water,” she answered, ending her statement with
a dramatic flourish.

“You didn’t have to bring me food,” he
told her, confused.  “Mother packed me a lunch.”  He
pointed at the small bundle he had left home with that
morning.

“Did I bring you food yesterday?” she
asked, giving him a smile that one might bestow upon a particularly
slow child.

“Well, no…”

“The day before?” she
continued.

He shook his head.  This was the
first time she had ever paid him a visit while he was watching the
flock.

“Then I doubt your mother knew to pack
enough in there for the two of us,” she concluded.

Daniel studied her carefully, but she
remained a complete mystery to him.  “You want to eat up here,
with me?” he said finally.  “Don’t you have chores?  Your
mom will be hunting for you before long.”

“Mother went to town today, and I
already finished what needed doing.  Besides, at our age,
sometimes there are more important things to take care
of…”

That made no sense to him.  If
there were any tasks that were more important than the ones he was
already taking care of, his father would have told him. 
That’s why they were ‘chores’, because you had to do them.  He
voiced his question with his usual eloquence, “Important
things?”

“Seth stopped by the house to say
hello yesterday,” she informed him, seeming to change the
subject.

Seth was his one, and only, other
friend.  He had known him almost as long as Kate, since his
farm was just a few miles from theirs.  A strange pang of
jealousy ran through him when she told him that the other boy had
come to see her.  He hadn’t visited Daniel, and it had been
over half a year since they had had a chance to catch up.  “Oh
really?” he said, suppressing the faint resentment her
pronouncement had created.  “Did he have any news?”

She looked at him with wide eyes,
studying his expressions as he responded.  After a moment she
sighed mysteriously and then looked at her basket, “Are you
hungry?”

Actually he was, but he usually waited
until slightly later in the day before he ate.  Otherwise his
appetite was apt to return before he got back home.  Something
told him that he should keep his answer simple, “Sure.”

“The song you were playing was
beautiful, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard it before,” she noted
once they had gotten past the first mouthfuls of bread and
cheese.  “Did your mother teach you that one?”

“I just made it up,” he told her
honestly.  “It got boring playing the same songs over and
over.”

“You do play a lot,” she agreed. 
“I hear you sometimes, when I’m out in the garden.  Not every
day, but almost every day.”

“There isn’t much else to do up here,
except when something goes wrong,” said Daniel.

“I really enjoy it,” she
confessed.  “Sometimes I pretend you’re playing for me,
sending me a secret message hidden in the melody.”

Her words sent a sudden warmth through
him, and he knew his face must be turning red.  He looked
toward the ground, letting his hair hide his features while he
picked at a long piece of grass.  Daniel had often wondered if
they could hear his music from the Sayer house, and Kate’s words
were close to the truth.  “M-maybe I was,” he admitted,
suddenly unsure of himself.

Kate’s green eyes focused on his, and
for a moment the world froze.  Daniel’s mind was blank, and he
felt as though he was falling.  He watched her face intently
as her lips moved and the faint dusting of freckles across her nose
shifted with her smile.  After a moment her smile changed to a
frown, and he became aware that she had been talking.  “I’m
sorry,” he told her.  “I think I’m addled.  What did you
say?”

Her expression was one of mild
exasperation, but the crinkle around her eyes made it seem as if
she was still smiling at him; perhaps she was—he hoped so.  “I
asked what message you were sending to me, with your
music.”

She was leaning slightly closer now,
and Daniel seemed to be having trouble catching his breath. 
His mind raced as he tried to find an appropriate response. 
Glancing down, his gaze lit upon the jar of pickled eggs she had
brought.  On impulse he plucked one from the jar and popped it
into his mouth before smiling at her with a mouthful of egg. 
“The message was, ‘Bring me some of those delicious pickled eggs!’”
he blurted out.

Kate’s face went through a variety of
expressions, from disbelief, to anger, before finally settling on
amusement.  She laughed and then knocked the arm he had been
leaning on out from under him.  “You say the dumbest things
sometimes, Daniel Tennick,” she stated matter-of-factly.  “If
that’s all your message was, I don’t know if I should have brought
you those eggs.”  Her tone was teasing, but Daniel could
detect a more serious undercurrent to it.

“Why did Seth come to visit you?” he
asked suddenly.

Her body language changed, and
something told him that he’d finally asked a more sensible
question. “He was wondering whether I would be going to the Harvest
Festival this year,” she replied.

That was a stupid question for Seth to
ask.  He should have known she’d be there, everyone was
there.  Nobody missed the biggest social event of the
year.  “That should have been obvious,” said
Daniel.

She muttered something under her
breath.  It sounded as if she had said, “You’re one to talk,”
but her voice was pitched too low for him to hear
clearly.

“What?”

A fire lit in her eyes, “He was asking
if I had an escort to the dance.”

“Oh,” said Daniel, somewhat
shocked.

He shouldn’t have been.  They
were getting to the age where some of their peers were starting to
take such things seriously.  Hell, some of them got married as
early as sixteen.  He was already pretty sure that Seth had a
thing for Kate.  Still, he had somehow hoped that things
wouldn’t progress so soon.  Secretly he had always
hoped…

Getting beaten half to
death in front of her last year probably didn’t help.

“Hey!”  She snapped her fingers
to get his attention, “Is that your only comment?”

“Well, Seth’s a good fellow.  If
you want to go to the dance with him, I can’t complain.  He’s
my best friend after all,” answered Daniel in a rush.

Kate growled in exasperation, “I told
him I couldn’t go with him.”

“Why?” said Daniel,
puzzled.

“I told him I had already been asked
to the dance,” she explained, staring hard at him.

“Really?!”  He couldn’t imagine
who might have asked.  There were probably a number who might
want to ask her, but Daniel didn’t think she would have chosen any
of them over Seth.

She glared at him helplessly, “No,
Daniel, no one else asked me.  I lied.  Are you that
dense, or are you just trying to be a jerk?”

He gave her his best vacant stare
while she began packing up her basket.  He could tell she was
angry, but his mind was too busy processing the past few minutes of
their conversation for him to speak.  His brow furrowed, and
his thoughts were awhirl as she stood to leave.  She gave him
one last look before turning away.

She looks like she’s about
to cry.

Finally his emotions overruled his
mind which was stuck trying to figure out things it really wasn’t
well equipped to handle.  Jumping up he called out to her,
“Wait!  Kate, w-would you like to accompany me?”

She stopped in her tracks.

“T-to the dance, I mean,” he
clarified.

She had pulled her blue scarf out of
her hair and rubbed her face with it before she faced him
again.  Her wild red hair kicked up in the wind without the
scarf to hold it in place.  Green eyes flashed at him as she
answered, “I think I would like that very much.”

His heart was pounding, and his mouth
had gone dry.  She stood there for a minute before he
eventually found a reply, “Thank you.”  He got the feeling he
had missed an opportunity.

She smiled and resumed her trip down
the hillside, “Play me a song while I walk, Daniel
Tennick.”

“I’ll play you to your door,” he
called back, scrambling to recover his cittern from the
grass.  He strummed a friendly tune while she walked away, and
he kept playing long after he lost sight of her in the heavy brush
and small trees near the river.  He continued until after she
emerged on the other side, climbing the hill toward her
house.  He played until he was far past certain that she had
already reached home.


Chapter 3

 

Helen Tennick watched her son as he
came in the house that evening.  Normally the first thing he
did was to bother her in the kitchen, hungry and curious as to what
she had been cooking.  Daniel and his father were much alike
in that regard, always looking for food.  Today was different,
though; Daniel gave her a simple greeting and drifted by, holding
the cittern idly in his hands.  He seemed distracted, but
there was a smile on his face.

“Go put that away before you come to
the table, boy,” remonstrated his father as Daniel started to sit
down.

“Whups!  Sorry, Dad,” replied the
younger Tennick, taking the instrument to the hook where it usually
hung on the wall.

“Did something happen today, Daniel?”
asked Helen as she ladled soup into three wooden bowls.

Daniel flashed a brilliant smile at
her before sitting down energetically, “Maybe.”

“And…?” she asked.

His father was curious as well now,
but he kept his silence.

“It isn’t really
anything too exciting,” hinted Daniel in obvious contradiction to his
barely suppressed enthusiasm.

“Just spit it out!” growled his
father.

“I saw Cat today.”

His mother frowned, “Her name is
Catherine, and it’s a waste not to use such a pretty name.” 
Helen had always been fond of Catherine Sayer.

“She prefers Kate,” said
Daniel.

“So instead you call her ‘Cat’?”
observed Helen.

Daniel couldn’t see any way forward
from that, so he went ahead with his news, “I asked her to the
Harvest Dance.”

Alan Tennick’s bushy eyebrows seemed
to rise several inches above his eyes, and he glanced at his wife,
wondering if he had misheard.  Helen patted him on the arm to
reassure him.

“That’s wonderful news Daniel!” she
told her son.

“I didn’t think your balls had dropped
yet, boy!” crowed his father.  “Guess I was wrong about
that!”

Daniel turned red, and his mother
turned on Alan.  “Really?  You couldn’t wait five minutes
before saying something crude?”

Daniel’s father smiled broadly, “If
he’s courting a girl, then he’s old enough to handle rough
humor.”

Helen shook her head at him, but
Daniel could sense his mother’s hidden amusement.  They talked
a bit more, and after dinner she surprised him by taking the
cittern back down and handing it to his father.

“What’s this for?” asked
Alan.

“Our son needs to learn to dance if he
isn’t going to embarrass himself,” she explained, “I can’t dance
and play at the same time.”

“You know I can’t play half as well as
you,” argued her husband.

“Would you rather teach him to dance?”
she asked with one brow raised.

Daniel’s father accepted the
instrument without further complaint.

“Just a simple melody, something like
‘Rover’s Pride’ maybe.  We just need a moderate tempo,” she
told him.

“I can manage that,” answered her
husband.

“Come here, Daniel,” ordered his
mother.

He reluctantly obeyed, embarrassed
even before they began.  Helen pulled him closer and showed
him how to place his hands, one high to receive hers and the other
low, resting on her waist.  He got even redder whenever his
father offered additional advice.

“The left hand is your game hand,
son,” called the senior Tennick.  “If you’re confident in the
dance, you use it to guide her around the room.  The more
confident you are, the more they’ll like you.  When you’re
really sure of yourself, move it further around to the small of her
back.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean—dearest,”
said his wife with some emphasis.

“I’ll be happy to show you,” said
Daniel’s father.  Setting the instrument aside he took his
son’s place, putting his hands in the positions she had shown their
son.

They began dancing, moving smoothly to
an imaginary song while Alan kept his left hand modestly where he
had originally placed it.  Midway through he began humming, to
convey a sense of the tempo, and as he did he slipped his arm
further around, placing his hand snugly at the middle of her
back.  Pulling lightly he drew her a bit closer and began to
move her more purposefully around the room.  Helen acquired a
slight flush to her cheeks as he stared into her eyes.

“Your father may have a point,” she
told her son, staring boldly back at her husband.

“Of course I do,” he replied,
grinning. He glanced at Daniel, “How do you think I caught your
mother?”

Daniel watched his parents with
undisguised admiration, wondering if he could really replicate
their graceful ease on the dance floor.

“When you’re really sure of yourself,”
added his father, “you can slide that left hand farther
down.”  By way of demonstration, he squeezed Helen in a rather
familiar way.

“What do you think you’re trying to
teach him?” she exclaimed, moving back and giving him a look of
mock outrage.

“You want grandchildren someday don’t
you?” her husband replied with a perfectly serious face.

His response sent them both into gales
of laughter, while Daniel buried his face in his hands.  It
took a lot of cajoling from both of them to convince him to begin
his lessons in dancing again after that.

“You can’t die of embarrassment
Daniel,” advised his mother, “but if you don’t practice, you might
step all over her feet, and then I guarantee that you’ll never get
another dance with her.”

Daniel wasn’t so sure about
embarrassment, but he believed her about the practice.

 

***

 

A few days later his father gave him a
reprieve from shepherding and sent him on an errand to pick up some
dried beans from Seth’s house.  Apparently they had happened
upon an excellent bargain while trading a week or two prior, and
Seth’s father, Owen, had bartered for far more than they would ever
need.  He had agreed to trade a large portion with Alan
Tennick in exchange for extra help at the next shearing.

Daniel didn’t mind though. 
Anything was better than another day of monotony in the
hills.  With the family wagon hitched to their only oxen, he
made it to Seth’s house after several hours.  It would have
only taken him half that time on foot, but the wagon would come in
handy when it came to transporting several fifty pound bags of
beans.

After arriving, Daniel and Seth wasted
no time loading the wagon—so they could spend the rest of their
time catching up with one another.

“Did you hear about the rider?” asked
Seth as soon as they had finished.

“Rider?”

“You know, one of the forest gods,”
clarified Seth.

“No.”

“My dad heard about it from Mr. Brown
when he went to town last week,” explained Seth, pointing at the
beans they had just loaded.

Daniel frowned, “Was it actually one
of the forest gods, or just one of their wardens?”

“Does it matter?  Both are bad
news,” said Seth.

Daniel glanced around quickly, “Your
mom will wash your mouth out if she hears you talking like
that!”

“I don’t care.  People are crazy
if they think the gods care what we think about them,” replied
Daniel’s friend, rebelliously.

“You’ll care if one of them takes you
away,” said Daniel uneasily.  While it hadn’t happened in his
lifetime, the old-timers said that once or twice in every
generation the forest gods would come and claim a hapless young man
or woman, usually because of their sinful thoughts.

“If they do, it won’t be because of
the kind of things I’ve been thinking, trust me.  I think a
bucketful of bad things every morning before breakfast and they
still haven’t come for me,” Seth assured him.

“Like what?”

“Most of ‘em involve Cat taking a
bath,” said his friend slyly.

Daniel fought down a torrent of varied
emotions; anger, jealousy, and a small amount of guilt, since he
would be escorting Kate to the dance that fall.  He pushed
those thoughts aside, “Back to the rider…”

“Yeah,” said Seth, nodding, “Mr. Brown
said he saw one crossing the river at the end of the valley, where
the deep woods start.”

The ‘deep woods’ was what the people
of Colne said when referring to the true forest.  The shallow
hills where they lived were mainly populated because the larger
trees of the ‘deep woods’ wouldn’t grow there.  Some said that
there had once been extensive plains nearby, but over time the deep
woods had spread to cover most of the gentler, more temperate parts
of the world.  It went without saying that no one entered
them; if they did, they never returned, much like Kate’s
father.

“Could he tell if it was one of the
gods?” asked Daniel again.

“He couldn’t be sure at that distance,
but he didn’t think the hair was silver,” said Seth, obviously
reluctant to reduce the importance of his information by allowing
that it was just one of the wardens.

The forest gods were silver-haired,
which was about as much as anyone knew about them.  It was
said that they had blue eyes and slender, tapering ears, but Daniel
had never heard of anyone who had gotten close enough to honestly
claim to know the truth of it.  There were also legends about
other forest gods, with different colorations, like black skin or
red eyes, but no one living in the hills near Colne or Dereham had
ever seen them.

The wardens were thought to be human
for they had a variety of common hair colors and facial
features.  They could also speak and understand the common
tongue, which had never happened with one of the forest gods. 
They were still dangerous, though.  When one of them appeared
in a town it usually preceded the loss of one of the younger men or
women of the community.

No one knew for certain what the
wardens’ relationship to the forest gods was, though most assumed
them to be some sort of servants.  Some thought that they
originated from the children whom the wardens had taken over the
years, but it was all speculation.

“You think they might be about to take
someone?” wondered Daniel.

“Who knows?” answered Seth. 
“Maybe not, it hasn’t happened in our lifetimes.”

Daniel hoped his friend was
right.


Chapter 4

 

A week later, Daniel’s mother sent him
on an errand to the Sayer house.  She wanted him to see if
Kate’s mother had any yellow yarn to sell them; at least that was
the reason she claimed.

“I’d be happy to run over, Mom,”
Daniel told her.

“Don’t run, sweetheart.  Take
your time, your father can tend the flock today,” she told
him.

Alan’s ears pricked up at this
pronouncement, “Their house is less than an hour’s walk from
here.  If he doesn’t waste time, he can be back soon enough to
handle the sheep.”  He sounded mildly annoyed.

Helen gave him an emphatic look, as if
to impress some important information upon him without using
words.  “Let him take his time, Dear.  We need to keep up
good relations with the neighbors.”

That finally got through to him, and
he nodded, but he couldn’t resist a joke, “Oh!  Of course
you’re right, though I can’t help but remember that the last time
you spoke to me on the topic, you told me you’d best not catch me
making trips to console the Widow Sayer.”

Helen glared at him while Daniel
laughed.

As he started out the door his father
stopped him, “Take the cittern with you, Daniel.”

“To buy yarn?”

“Everyone loves music, Daniel, and you
have a fine hand with it,” Alan winked at his son.  “You’ll
thank me someday.”

 

***

 

Brenda Sayer opened the door to their
home and welcomed him in.  Green eyes and thick auburn hair
reminded Daniel immediately of Kate, and as he followed her, he
couldn’t help but think of one of his father’s old pieces of
advice, ‘If you want to know what a woman will look like, look at
her mother.’

Judging by Brenda Sayer, Kate had a
wonderful future ahead of her.  Her mother’s hips were full
but healthy, much like her bosom, hinting that her daughter would
have a magnificent figure someday.  She glanced back at him
over one shoulder, “Kate should be back in a moment.  Would
you like some tea?”

Daniel quickly raised his eyes from
where they had been, meeting her gaze awkwardly, “Actually, Mother
sent me over to see if you have any yellow yarn.”

“Oh,” replied Brenda with a faint
smile of amusement.  “I thought perhaps since you had your
mandolin with you, you might play a little for us.”

“Well, sure…,” he answered.  He
didn’t bother to correct her about the instrument’s name.  The
two were similar enough that it hardly mattered.

“The air is cooler outside if you want
to sit on the bench,” she offered.  “I already have some tea
made.  I’ll be there in a second.”

He took her advice and stepped back
out onto the porch.  The cittern he put within easy reach, and
then he took a seat on the long oak bench that Kate’s father had
built years ago, before he vanished into the deep
forest.

Brenda appeared a moment later and sat
down beside him.  Her hair carried a pleasant scent of heather
and lavender.  “The tea is cool, I’m afraid,” she told
him.  “I actually prefer it that way in this hot
weather.  You don’t mind do you?”

“No ma’am,” he answered
respectfully.

“You’ve gotten awfully tall these
days,” she continued, reaching over to tousle his hair. 
“You’re even taller than me when you’re sitting.”

Daniel was only a month away from
turning fifteen now, and he had grown considerably over the past
year.  His shoulders had broadened, and unlike some of his
gangly peers, he had gained muscle to match his frame.  He
found himself slightly uncomfortable under Brenda’s appraising
eye.

“Mom says I might be even bigger than
Dad by the time I’ve finished,” he told her.

“Mother!” said Kate in obvious
dismay.  She had just appeared from the side of the house
carrying a load of freshly picked greens from their garden. 
Her hands were covered with black soil, and her hair was tied back
in a severe braid.  She was flushed from the sun, and her skin
had a faint sheen of sweat.

Daniel thought she positively
glowed.  He stood to greet her, “Hi Cat.”

Brenda spoke before her daughter could
reply, “There you are.”

“Why didn’t you tell me!?  I’m a
complete mess,” said Kate.

“Well, I was just about to go let you
know…” said her mother somewhat helplessly.  She sounded more
amused than apologetic.

“I’ll be right back Daniel,” said
Kate, after shooting her mother a blistering glance.  She put
the load of greens on the edge of the porch and went back to use
the washbasin they kept near the back entrance of their
home.

“Did she seem a bit flustered to you?”
asked Kate’s mother with a grin.

Daniel blushed, “I-I don’t see
why.”

She gave him a glance that
for a moment seemed almost predatory, “Oh, I’m pretty sure
I see why.”

Kate reappeared a moment later. 
Her hands were clean now, and her face had been freshly
washed.  She might have brushed her hair as well; it seemed
uncommonly smooth despite no longer being braided.  “Hello
Daniel,” she said, beginning fresh.

“Hello Kate,” he responded before
coming to a full stop.  His mind struggled to find something
to say.

“Mrs. Tennick sent him over to fetch
some yarn, but I think he might be convinced to stay and play some
music for us,” said Kate’s mother, giving her daughter a knowing
glance.

Kate smiled and the sun
came out, bathing Daniel in a warm glow.  “That sounds
wonderful, Mother,” she replied with a certain emphasis on the last word. 
“Perhaps I should keep Daniel company, while you look through what
you have?”

Brenda rose and headed back into the
house, “I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t hurry,” suggested Kate. 
“I know you have a lot to sort through.  I’m sure Daniel will
understand if you take a while.”

Brenda laughed as she closed the
door.  Daniel heard her say something that sounded like ‘good
luck’ after she shut it, but he wasn’t certain who the words were
meant for.

“How have you been?” asked Daniel
after his brain reawakened.

“I’ve been well, thank
you,” she answered as she stopped in front of the bench.  She
hesitated then, unsure where to sit.  He was standing now, and
she wanted to be close to him, but not too close.  Sitting in the
middle would assure her of proximity, but might also seem too
aggressive.

Daniel misunderstood her hesitation,
and on a sudden impulse pulled out his handkerchief and dusted one
end of the oak bench for her.  The wood was certainly not
dusty, and Kate’s mother had been sitting there only a minute
before, but he could think of nothing else to do.

That settled the question of where to
sit, though.  Kate settled down on the spot he had needlessly
cleaned, and he took a place at the opposite end.  Only three
feet separated them but it felt like an ocean.  He stared at
his hands for what seemed like an eternity before finally
apologizing, “I’m sorry.”

“Whatever for?”

He glanced up and was nearly
transfixed by those green eyes again.  Looking away, he saved
himself before his useless tongue seized up again.  “I’m just
not very good at conversation,” he admitted.

Kate laughed, relaxing now as she
realized he was just as nervous as she was.  “We never had any
problem talking before.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, “but that was
before the—before you—I mean…”

“Before you asked me to the dance?”
she suggested.

“Yes,” he said with some
relief.

“It isn’t really such a
big thing,” she said, hoping to reassure him.  “Lots of people
go to dances, it doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

That thought was something of a
reprieve for him, but it also made him feel somewhat
discontent.  “That’s true,” he admitted.

“So what have you been
doing?”

That helped.  “I saw Seth
yesterday,” he told her.  “Dad sent me over with the
wagon.”

“Did he mention asking me to the
dance?” she asked, curiously.

“No,” said Daniel.  “I felt
somewhat guilty about it, but I didn’t mention that you were going
with me either.”

She frowned, “Think it’ll hurt his
feelings?”

Daniel shrugged, uncertain.

“If the reverse had been true, would
it have hurt yours?” she wondered aloud.

“It would have stung pretty bad,” he
admitted.

“I wonder why?” she mused.

He turned a deep shade of red as he
realized that he had just given his feelings away.  “Seth said
Dalton Brown saw one of the wardens last week.”  It was the
only thing he could think of to cover his embarrassment.

Kate’s face blanched.  Mentioning
the wardens or the forest gods was a short hop from reminding her
of her father’s disappearance.  Daniel realized his mistake
immediately.

“Damn, I’m sorry.  I wasn’t
thinking,” he said in a rush.

She shook her head, “Don’t be, it’s
alright.  Life goes on, and it’s been years now.”

“Word of the sighting is probably all
over town by now.  I bet they’re all worrying,” opined
Daniel.

“Supposedly, they only take the
wicked,” said Kate, “so you should be safe.”

“I’m not so sure…”

She grinned, “You haven’t been
harboring sinful thoughts, have you?”

Daniel had already begun to adjust to
living in a nearly perpetual state of embarrassment, and so he
managed to get out a simple reply, “You’re the last person I could
tell about that.”

Now it was Kate’s cheeks that were
burning.  They both went silent then, and it was a relief when
he remembered the cittern.  “Music?”

“That would be perfect.”

He was a lot more comfortable now that
he had something to occupy his hands.  Drawing the cittern
from its case he ran his fingers over the strings a few times while
he checked to make sure that it was still in tune.  “What
would you like to hear?”

She thought carefully for a moment,
“Do you know ‘Dana’s Lament’?”

“I can play it,” he returned, “but I’m
not sure if I can sing it properly.”

“That’s fine; I just like the sound of
it.”

He nodded and began to play, one hand
on the neck of his instrument while the other strummed.  He
was confident of the tune, but nervous regarding the words. 
The song was a sad one, telling a story of lovers, separated by war
first and eventually by death.  It was lengthy, and while the
music wasn’t particularly difficult he wasn’t certain his voice
could reach all the notes.

He sang quietly, hoping that when he
reached the part his voice couldn’t ascend to, that it wouldn’t be
too obvious.  As the story progressed, he focused more on the
music and his self-consciousness began to melt away.  He
barely registered the fact that she was now sitting much
closer.

When his voice began to falter, unable
to reach the higher end of the scale, hers appeared, soaring higher
and fitting itself in with the song.  Surprised, he abandoned
his efforts to sing and gave himself over to his instrument. 
Despite knowing her for most of his life, Daniel had never realized
that Kate had such a lovely voice.  He had heard her singing
childhood ditties and rhymes, but that was a far cry from
this.

After the song was done he found
himself staring at her, sitting scant inches away.  “I didn’t
know you could sing,” he marveled.

She seemed to shine with vitality, and
as she replied Daniel realized that her face was barely a foot from
his own.  She was leaning toward him with excitement as she
replied, “There’s probably a lot you don’t know about
me.”

His eyes seemed to be memorizing her
face, studying the details as she spoke, the turn of her nose, the
red curl that had crept in front of her left cheek—the rosy pink of
her lips.  Without being aware of a conscious decision, he
leaned forward and kissed her quickly; as he did her eyes flew
wide, and he found himself startled by their emerald
flash.

He pulled away immediately, “Oh
gods!  I’m sorry Cat!  I don’t know what I
was…”

Catherine Sayer reached out with one
hand, and taking firm hold of his thick black hair she pulled his
head back in toward her own.

Time seemed to freeze, and
when Daniel became aware of it again it was merely as a byproduct
of the steady pounding in his ears.  His heart was beating so
strongly in his chest that it was drowning out all other
sounds.  A sudden flash of light encompassed his mind,
illuminating the world around him in a fashion he had never
experienced before.  For a moment he could sense
everything.  He saw
the tree branches swaying behind him in the wind, he felt the
squirrels running through their tops, he even saw the rabbit
sneaking quietly into the back garden to nibble at their prized
vegetables.  He also felt Brenda Sayer standing at the window,
watching them with obvious interest, and that snapped him from his
reverie.

Pulling back again he felt the world
collapse around him, returning to its normal state.  Kate
watched him curiously, and she seemed to be breathing hard, as
though they had just been running.

For that matter, so was he.

I love you! 
The words almost jumped from his lips, but he
caught himself before they could escape.  “I—I think your
mother is watching us,” he said instead.  Idiot, she would think you’re crazy if you had said something
like that so soon.

A flash of annoyance passed over
Kate’s face, but it couldn’t last in the afterglow of youthful
excitement.  She laughed instead, “I should have known she’d
be spying on us.”

The ground seemed to shift underneath
Daniel, and his stomach twisted.  The world flashed with the
same odd sensations of being able to see things that his eyes
couldn’t possibly see.  A wave of nausea rose from his
stomach, threatening to make him lose his breakfast.

“I’d better go,” he told Kate
hurriedly.

She frowned, “You don’t have to go
yet.  I don’t think Mother will be mad, she’s just
nosy.”  She reached out to put her hand on his arm.

The ground rolled again as Daniel
stood, making the world swim.  “I forgot something.  I
need to get home.”  He pulled away and started down the porch
steps.

“Surely it can wait a few more
minutes?”

He was already jogging, “I’m
sorry.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

She watched him in confusion. 
Glancing back she realized the cittern was still sitting on the
bench where he had left it, the empty case on the ground
nearby.  She turned and shouted, “You forgot your instrument!”
but he was already out of sight.

Her mother stepped out onto the porch
a moment later.  “Where’s Daniel?” she asked.

“He just left,” said her daughter in a
puzzled voice.

“He forgot his mother’s yarn,” said
Brenda.

“And the cittern,” noted Kate
sadly.

Brenda Sayer patted her daughter’s
back comfortingly.  “Don’t worry, sweetie.  That just
means he’ll have good reason to come back soon.”


Chapter 5

 

Daniel made it almost a hundred yards
before he threw up in the bushes to one side of the trail. 
The world seemed to spin around him, and now and then he would
experience new flashes of hyperawareness.

What’s wrong with
me?

He had been sick before, but he’d
never felt anything like this.  Kneeling in the underbrush, he
retched until his stomach was utterly empty.  Once it finally
relaxed, he moved a few feet away before rolling over to lie in the
grass.  Things seemed normal now.  His heart was no
longer pounding, and the flashes, or hallucinations, or whatever it
had been, seemed to have stopped.

Daniel waited another five or ten
minutes before rising to his feet again.  He considered
returning for his cittern but he worried that he’d have to explain
his odd behavior.  Admitting that his first reaction after
kissing her had been to vomit—he couldn’t see any way in which that
could be construed positively.

Remembering the kiss made
his heart speed up again, but this time it was simple
excitement.  Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined the
result of his visiting the Sayers being something like
this.  She kissed me back!

The memory of her lips sent shivers
through him, and he had to force his thoughts back to more ordinary
paths.

When he got home, his mother wasted no
time interrogating him.  “You came back awfully
soon.”

“You only sent me to get yarn,” he
said defensively.

“And where is it?” she
asked.

“Uhh…”

“You left the cittern too, didn’t
you?” she commented.  “Were you in that big a hurry to get
back to your chores?”

“I think I’m coming down sick,” he
told her.  “I got nauseous shortly after I got there. 
That’s why I came back so suddenly.”

“Did you throw up?”

Daniel nodded.

Helen put her hand on his
forehead.  “You don’t feel feverish.  Did she make you
that nervous?”

“No!  Mom, I’ve known Kate since
we were kids,” protested Daniel somewhat dishonestly.

“Go lay down then,” she told
him.

“I already feel better,” he said
unsteadily.  “I promised Dad I’d clean out the barn when I got
home.”

“Lay down,” she commanded. 
“There’ll be time for that later.

 

***

 

Two days later and Daniel was still in
bed.  He had developed a fever not long after taking his
mother’s advice.  It had broken now, but he was left feeling
washed out and exhausted.  The only bright side to the whole
thing was that his mother always made chicken soup when he was
ill.

It’s a shame I have to be
sick to get it, though.  It would probably taste even better
if I was well, he thought.

Voices in the other room alerted him
to the presence of an extra person in the house.  Seconds
later his mother ducked her head in, giving him a knowing smile.
 “You have a visitor, Daniel.”

She was gone before he could ask who
it was, but shortly afterward the door opened again and Kate
entered, carrying a tray with more of his mother’s soup.  “I
came to bring back your cittern,” she announced, “but your mother
told me you haven’t been well.”

Daniel would rather not have had her
see him in his current condition.  He could well imagine what
his appearance must be like.  “It came on suddenly,” he said,
making a futile attempt to comb his hair with one hand.

“It isn’t your fault,” she reassured
him.  “Did you hear the news?”

He shook his head.

“The day you came to visit—that
afternoon a warden appeared in Colne,” she spoke in hushed tones,
as though the very topic might summon a warden to their
location.

“Appeared?”

“Well, he rode through the
village.  They say he stopped every so often and just stared
around him, like he was looking for something,” she
elaborated.

“Someone,” observed Daniel. 
“It’s always a ‘somebody’ they’re looking for.”

“He didn’t take anyone though,” she
added.  “According to Alice Hayes, he stayed for close to an
hour, riding up and down the streets, but then he just
left.”

“What did he look like?” asked
Daniel.  It had been years since one of the wardens had even
entered Colne and many of the younger people had never seen
one.

Kate handed him the soup and a spoon
while she warmed to her subject.  “I wasn’t there of course,
but Alice told Momma that he had brown hair and eyes.  He was
dressed in heavy leathers, sort of like hunting clothes, but they
were cut differently.”

She went on to describe the strange
designs tooled in the leather and the obvious craftsmanship that
had gone into its stitching.  “The seams were hard to spot,
she said, and what’s more his sword was brown.”

“Brown?”

“Alice’s husband, Tom, actually went
out to address the rider, but when he approached him the man drew
his sword.  That’s when she saw it,” explained Kate. 
“She said it didn’t even look metal; if anything, it appeared to be
a dark brown wood, polished and sanded to a blade-like
form.”

“Bizarre,” commented Daniel. 
“Was Mr. Hayes hurt?”

“No, he backed away immediately, and
the warden put his sword away.  The warden never said a word,”
she concluded.

Daniel wondered idly if they could
have been looking for him.  He was young after all, as most of
those they took were.  He had also definitely thought some
sinful thoughts that morning.  His cheeks flushed as he
remembered their kiss.  He looked away then, worried she might
somehow read his mind if he looked into those green eyes
again.

They talked some more before she
finally stood to leave.  “I’d better get home.”

He was sad to see her go, but he
couldn’t think of the right words to express himself. 
“Alright,” was his best
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