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Prologue

We had just returned to Seattle from another fruitless encounter in our endless hunt for the greater demon, Styche the Trickster, in Romania.  He was sighted there and had awakened some ancient evils that my Ella Marie and the other Avatars had to dispatch back to hell.

Things were touch and go for a bit when we found out that the hides of goblins he had brought forth in hordes from the depths were virtually invulnerable.  Until Rachel figured out, they could be harmed by cold iron when she pistol whipped one after she emptied the magazine of her automatic ineffectually at it.

Rose corralled them with impenetrable walls of her thorny black, living vines, then Ella Marie and Snow called great iron spikes up from the earth, to send the creatures back to whatever hell they had spawned from.  Styche, of course, was nowhere to be found, just like the last few hotbeds of demonic and black magic activity across the globe.  We are starting to believe he is just keeping us busy as he plans something on a larger scale.

It is still odd to just drive through the open gates of the great walled city without being tested for the lycan contagion, not to mention the fact that we had two of the last one hundred and four werewolves left in the world, where billions used to roam, with us.

These remaining wolves are all tracked and monitored so they don't spread the curse that plagued humanity for centuries, all over again.  If any of them went feral, they would be put down immediately.  I personally don't think that a threat is the way to create harmony between them and the rest of the human race.  Especially since I know and love two of them personally.

Nicole and I take it upon ourselves to make sure that our group gets a chance to rest and relax between our hunts.  We are sort of the Avatars' guides to humanity, we remind them what it is to be human and not just warriors.  We show them how to be human.  I sometimes feel like the den mother of a bunch of unruly children.  I love them all.

So we always make sure to have ladies nights, where we band together as a makeshift family to watch movies and scarf junk food, or some other normal and fun activity.

When the Scales had left the city after the great battle against the Alpha werewolves in Seattle, we found a satchel that one of the brothers Grimm had accidentally left behind.  In it, we found some diaries and journals from other Avatars of the past.

We decided that once a month we would sit down and read from the journals of the more notable heroes of legends and fairy tales.  It was exciting to hear the real stories in their own words and compare them to the warped and exaggerated tales that the Grimm brothers always told.  Fuckin' Grimm brothers.

After we arrived home, at my small walk-up apartment in Seattle; we really needed to get a bigger place with ten of us packed in; we ordered pizza and drinks as everyone gathered around me to read the journal of Rapunzel.  Nicole was inordinately excited at my choice of journals for some reason.

I was sitting cross-legged on my bed, surrounded by all these other amazing women who were straight out of the pages of fairy tales themselves, and refused to start the reading.

I slapped away one of Rose's vines, which was trying to sneak the last slice of pizza from my plate. Then I said to Red with a grin on my face, “Nope, not starting until you say it.”

She exhaled in exasperation as she laid back into Daria's fur where they laid on the floor near the bed. “Fine, but this is blackmail.” She rolled her eyes and said, “What big eyes you have.”

The room exploded into giggles. Snow had to cover her mouth with her hand to hide her amused smile. Red looked back to where Ella Marie was sitting behind me on the bed, french braiding my hair, and said, “Your girl is evil.”

Ella chuckled and said, “It was bloody funny. Now shush and let her read.”  Her English Cockney accent changed to French. “Oui.  It was funny mon amie, now do as my Ella says.” 

Everyone settled in and looked at me expectantly. I smirked as I looked at them, and said, “Once upon a time...”





  
 

Chapter 1 – Chase

My black silken cloak billowed out behind me as the steed I had procured thundered through the forest on the faint path.  His great lungs heaved and sinuous muscles worked to take great strides in the lengthening shadows of the eve.  I glanced back over my shoulder to see the sun dipping low over the mountains, like an orange and red fire consuming the sky.

I hadn't much time before the full moon brought the lycans out, but I was so close, I could just deal with the feral werewolves if need be, I would not cut off my pursuit.  Just a few minutes more.

I could see them like fleeting specters in the shadows of the ever thickening trees, I was gaining and would finally bring an end to this group of vrajitoare... witches.  They have plagued the nearby villages for too long.  Killing their men and taking their women and children for their dark rituals.

A trap spell hurtled toward me as we passed through its dark ward trigger activating it.  Black energies slammed into me and dissipated with a familiar stinging sensation rippling across my skin.  I sneered and it became a snarl as I steadily gained on my prey.

It was a final lesson for them to learn that I was immune to dark magics though I was no witch nor possessed any charms nor wards.  I am merely an average, mortal woman.  It was through happenstance at birth that finds me impervious to magical assault.

I heard the whupping sound of a knife slicing through the air and I leaned to the side and grabbed the tumbling knife by its bone handle as it passed by my head.

Well, alright, I will make the concession that maybe I'm not your average maiden.

My snarl turned into an ironic grin, knives... blades were my weapon of choice.  I weighed it in my hand, fairly well balanced.  I flicked the knife smoothly with all the force I could muster.  Starting the release just above my target and to the left leading him.  The knife whupped through the air as it tumbled and I was rewarded by a wet thunk and a gurgled cry as one of the vrajitoare's henchmen fell.

I urged my steed to a fork in the trail, to try to cut off their escape.  I felt the horse's powerful muscles bunch up and with a great leap we cleared the trunk of a tree which had fallen in years past.  The smooth landing as we continued pursuit had me looking down at my mount.  The stableman I borrowed him from knew his horses, I was impressed.  What had he called this midnight black stallion?  Shadow?

I thumped his flank with a hand and encouraged him. “Good job Shadow.  Not much longer and then you can rest.”  As if he could understand me he huffed white foam and steam, his hot breath in the chill autumn, clouding the air in our wake.

We had to be close to where they were hiding out, with the sun setting, the witches needed to be somewhere safe.  The full moon was the domain of those cursed with the lycan contagion.  Yes... the moon belonged to the wolves.  These witches would have to have a protected location or they would have to deal with any ferals just as I would.

Just as I finished the thought, I came upon a clearing at a rock face.  Where two ridges seemingly came together, there was the opening to a cave.  The three vrajitoares stopped in the opening and turned to face me as they started chanting.

I looked around, the four remaining henchmen were nowhere to be seen.  I glanced at the sun again, there were maybe sixty seconds before the sun was swallowed by the peaks.  I was not about to lose my prize now that I had finally located the witches.  I would have to brave the peril of any ferals that came upon me.

I dismounted and slapped Shadow's flanks.  Sending him galloping into the dense forest.  He would stand a better chance on his own than if I brought him into this battle.  Just as he disappeared into the wood, I heard movement all around me.  The henchmen stepped into the clearing, wielding knives, clubs and one with a slim sword.  They had me surrounded.

I huffed and then looked over at the witches, studying their smug faces.  I was again disappointed that Dame Gothel was not among their numbers.  My lifelong hunt for her has yet to bear fruit.  I called out to them, “Eight versus one.  Those odds are acceptable to me, but if you wish to call more to assist you to make it a fair fight, I can wait.”

The eldest crone of the lot cackled and smirked. “Your bravado is wasted on us, the sun is extinguished.”

I narrowed my eyes, what did she mean by... the last rays of the sun trickled out, leaving the forest in a twilight lit only by the bluish glow of the full moon.  Their men began to change.  They were feral werewolves!  But they would attack the witches too, wolves do not discriminate, they have no intelligence like the men they spawn from, they are just mindless killing machines.

My skin felt like a thousand bees were buzzing along it, as the witches lashed out with one arcane spell after the next.  Wasting the putrid energies against me.  I could see their frustration as the spells melted away in a fury of crackling light against me.

I understood, though, they were stalling, giving time for their men to finish their change.  I calmly reached up and pulled the tie of my cloak at my neck and let the black silk drop to the ground at my feet.

I clenched my fists and twisted slightly side to side and my leather armor creaked and loosened up as the loops of metal covering it, shining white in the moonlight clinked gently.  I shook my long dark hair down, and it chimed in the night air as the seeming net of decorative silver feathers that adorned it rustled and tinkled at my waist.

The crone smiled cruelly with rotted teeth as deep growling started all around me.  She said in the old tongue, “A storm is coming you arrogant cur, you should have sought shelter.”

As the werewolves stood, shaking off the last of the energies from their transformations, I smiled coolly at the woman and said, “I do not fear the storm...”  The first wolf leapt at me and my hands blurred to my sides, pulling two blades out of the dozens of pockets sewn into my leather armor, by the rings on their grips, and flicked them.

They buried themselves into the wolf's skull, burning, sizzling, and foaming white as the silver plating on the blades killed the beast.  It barely yelped before its body fell at my feet.  It started transforming back to its human form in death.

I narrowed my eyes at the old witch and hissed, “...I am the storm!”  Just as all hell broke loose.  I took three pivoting steps as I snatched more blades from my armor.  The pirouette allowed me to take in the battlefield and keep track of all my opponents.  Then the dance began.

The wolves all rushed me, ignoring the witches.  What sorcery was that?  Why did they not go after them as well?  Were they somehow commanding the beasts?

I spun under the leap of the largest wolf, his recurved claws and snapping fangs just missing me, and I dragged two razor sharp silvered blades along his belly as he passed.  He landed with a yelp and tumbled to the ground, his entrails spilling out behind him.  The acrid smell of foaming and burning flesh of silver burns filled the air.

It took a lot to kill a werewolf.  They could take insane amounts of damage that would kill any other mortal creature.  But in recent times, as the lycan curse spread throughout the realms, it was discovered that they cannot abide the touch of silver.  The different churches say it is the purity of the metal.  I didn't care about that, all I cared was that silver was anathema to wolves and could kill them as surely as if they were mortal creatures.

I slammed the back of my arm against one that tried to come in under my guard, and it yelped and backed away for a moment when its face and fur were singed by the loops of silver on the blades that covered my entire form like chain-mail.

I had to drop into a three-point stance and then spun, kicking him in the temple with a silver tipped boot.  There was a satisfying crunch as the sharpened tip penetrated his skull.  I tumbled on the ground, out of the reach of the others as my latest kill started his change back in death.

The final two circled me, and I readjusted the grip on one of my blades for a backhanded strike.  I just pivoted with them, leaving them a tempting target with my arms stretched out to my sides, leaving my body open.

I took in a deep breath and held it, listening.  I could hear their breathing, their claws on the gravely ground, then the slight intake of air as both launched themselves through the air at me.  I windmilled as I ducked and bobbed.  Blades glinting in the light of the moon as they slashed in each direction.

One wolf fell dead with a blade buried in his eye socket the other landed in a graceless scrabbling thump, limping with a gash along his flank and the tendons in its left front leg severed.  It snarled and snapped at me, saliva dripping from its fangs.

It tried to circle, but I instead was circling to his weak side.  It frustrated the animal and it made a limping charge.  I dove over the beast and it snapped at me as I arced through the air above it.  I landed behind it and dropped my blade as I grabbed its tail with both hands and leaned back as I twisted and yanked with all the strength I could muster.

It growled in protest as I sent it head over paw through the air and tumbling into the witches who were trying to avoid the enraged wolf.  It got instantly to its three good feet and charged me, not caring that its mistresses were in its way.  He grabbed one of the vrajitoares in his jaws and threw her aside to get to me.  His fangs punctured her thigh.

I smirked at her high pitched screams, her knowing that she had been infected by the lycan infection and was now one of the cursed.  Fitting.  I slid out two fresh blades and just stood my ground waiting for the wolf.  As it reached me, it snapped, wasting its bite on the loops of silver which put him in the perfect position.  I struck down with all my might, with both blades cracking and sizzling through bone.

For two heartbeats the wolf stood there, motionless before it fell in a heap at my feet.

The other witches backed up, as their companion started her change into a ravening beast under the influence of the cursed moon.  I walked slowly but purposely toward them, they seemed to be distracted by their companion's fate.

I started unwrapping the slender rope looped over my shoulder that was woven from my own hair and slender strands of silver.  It possessed the same properties as I did, since it came from me.  It was immune to dark magics and was inexplicably many times stronger than any other rope.  I let the two heavy weighted blades tied at either end dangle almost to the ground as I held loops of the rope in my right hand.

The cursed witch made an old scraggly and mangy looking wolf, on the small and sickly side of the scale.  She immediately lunged at the other two when her change was complete.  But the crone held up something that looked like a tangled mass of dark fur and blood on a leather string around her wrist, and yelled, “Stop!”

I blinked.  The wolf obeyed her and stood looking at them, growling.  That is why they traveled with wolves and were not afraid of ferals finding them in the wood on a full moon.  Some sort of cursed talisman let them control the wolves.

The crone smiled evilly and turned to me and pointed.  She started to order the wolf to attack me but I spun, letting out rope as the weighted blades whirled around on the rope, whistling as they split the air.  I let loose one end and the blade launched at the crone, slamming through her wrist.  She screamed as I yanked back and coiled the rope smoothly, keeping tension on the blade as it sailed back to me and I caught it under my arm.

I smiled as I pulled the talisman off my blade and crumbled it in my hand.  The crone's eyes went wide in terror as she snapped her head over to the side to see the wolf attack her companion.  The screaming of the vrajitoare made me show her mercy as she was being disemboweled.

I swung my blades around slinging them behind me then into a high arc and with a yelp and a thud, a blades buried deep into the wolf and the witch.  Giving them both a mercy they never showed their victims.

I stepped slowly up to the crone as I coiled the rope and slung it back over my shoulder.  She feebly pulled a small bone knife from her cloak, blood freely flowing from her wrist.

I shook my head and just slapped the knife from her hand and lifted her off the ground and pinned her to the stones at the entrance to the cave.  She weighed no more than a dried corpse.  The price they paid to use the corrupting magics as it withered their body and soul.

I hissed at her, “Where are the women and children you took last night?  Are they dead?”  I hooked a ring with the thumb of my other hand and drew out a blade which I held to her throat.

She looked terrified but then started cackling.  “Do you hear it, child?  It makes no difference if I tell you or not.”

I listened to the night, I could hear dozens of howls.  Feral wolves had heard the battle and were coming to join the hunt.  She grinned through rotted teeth. “The sacrifices are in the cave, but they will die along with you.  No matter how formidable you are against four wolves, even you cannot take on dozens and still protect the sheep in the cave.”

I looked around at the dark forest on three sides of us then at her.  “Then you die with us, at the fangs of the cursed.  I can grant you a swift death if you answer one question.”

The howls were getting closer and I could see her eyes futility searching the clearing as her fear grew.  She licked her cracked lips. “Ask your question.”

I leaned in and locked eyes with her.  “Where can I find Dame Gothel?”  A new fear flooded her eyes, as the Dame could find her in death.  She shook her head and another howl split the air, much closer.  I started to release her with a smile on my face.

She quickly panicked. “No.  She has spoke of running to the Land of Kings, to Britain.  She knows you hunt her.  That is all I know, I swear.”  No sooner had the last word passed her lips, then I granted her the swift mercy I had promised.  The blade traveled up under her jaw into her brain.

I said as I lowered her to the ground, “If there be a God, may he show mercy upon your fetid soul.”

Then I entered the cave.  I had only a couple minutes.  I started jamming blades in fractures and crevices in the stones at the entrance.  Then I unshouldered my rope and untied one blade then went about threading the rope through the loops on the blades.  Creating a spiderweb of silvered rope across the opening.  I strained with all my might to tighten the web as much as possible then tied it off.  I dipped my hand into another pouch and came out with a handful of silver dust.  I blew on it at the base of the cave opening, and it billowed out, covering the ground below my makeshift web with a fine coat of shimmering silver.  This would stop the wolves until morning.

Just as I finished, a wolf dove out of the forest and into the clearing.  His nose was working and he snapped his head toward me as three others appeared in the clearing.  The lead wolf sprang at me and struck the web of my silvered hair.  With a sizzle and the smell of burning fur and flesh, the wolf yelped and tumbled to the ground where it landed on it's feet.  It yelped again as the silvered ground burned its paws.  It skittered back from the opening.

Two of the other wolves, seeing this approached more cautiously until their paws started to sizzle.  They bared their fangs and growled menacingly.  The third tried to leap at me, only to meet the same fate as the first.  I could hear more wolves howling in the distance.  I just hoped my improvised barrier would hold.

I turned from the entrance, I could hear growling and snarling from deeper in the cave and sighed.  More of the vrajitoare's henchmen no doubt had succumbed to the lunar cycle.  It made sense that they would have guards for their sacrifices.  I hung my head, knowing this most likely meant the prisoners were probably dead by now.

I sighed in resignation.  I would have to clear the cave so that I could settle in for the night.  I looked down to grab some blades, but I had only one left, I used the bulk of them at the cave entrance.  So I reached to my hair and slid a razor sharp feather blade from my silver network of them.  I held the three-inch blade between my palms, in a manner that resembled praying, then I twisted my palms.

The blade separated into two and I took one in each hand.  And I was startled by the screaming of a child.  They yet lived?  I pulled a flint and steel from a pouch on my belt and struck it on a torch near the entrance.  Then I charged down the tunnel toward the screaming.





  
 

Chapter 2 - Rescue

There was a flickering ahead, in a large chamber that was lit by torches.  I dropped my torch and bolted into the cavern as I heard the child screaming again.  I glanced around quickly, taking in the situation.  There was a circular shaped forty foot wide chasm in the middle of the cavern, which encircled a great stone platform.  On that platform were two iron cages and a sacrificial altar which was covered with blood, there were three torches in stanchions there and one empty stanchion.

The first cage was torn asunder and two of the three maiden sacrifices that were taken from the village, lay still, in a macabre mess of entrails and blood.  Wolves had ravened them and... ate their innards.  Their faces were frozen in death-masks of pure terror.

The second cage contained the two children, the young brother and sister who were taken by the vrajitoares.  They couldn't have been more than five or six.  The two were huddled in the center of the cage, the little boy holding the girl protectively as she let out shrill screams as two wolves, who had somehow made the impossible leap to the platform, snarled and snapped at them.

But what held my gaze was a petite maiden, dressed as a housemaid, who was standing on top of the cage, wielding the missing, burning torch.  She was almost growling in defiance as she thrust the torch in the faces of the wolves, and held them back with great flaming sweeps of the torch as she protected the children.

By the gods she was spectacular.  Her long red locks whipped around as she screamed her defiance at the beasts.  She could not kill them, but she could certainly hurt them with the fire.  That was all that was keeping the three alive.  Her eyes almost glowed in the torchlight which cast stark shadows that played across the sharp angles and curves of her lovely face.

On the near side, fifty feet from me were about ten wolves on the edge of the chasm, growling and snapping.  I could hear howls from far below, some must have tried making the leap like the other two, and failed.

They were all so intent on their prey that none had noticed my arrival.  That woman wouldn't be able to hold the werewolves off long, I could already see her tiring.  I had to make this fast. I slid the two thin blades into my belt and reached into a pouch, I'd have to do this the quick and messy way.  I just hoped Gilbert was as good a smith as he incessantly professed to be.  The old coot was narcissistic, but he was perhaps the most brilliant silversmith in all of Europe.

I looked at the little apple shaped silver orb as I padded closer to the wolves.  I removed the clip from the center band that allowed it to move freely about its axis and recounted his instructions in my head.  If this worked, I'd have to reluctantly let the man know how brilliant he was. I looked at the markings and twisted the two hemispheres of the clockwork device until I heard three clicks.  Each click would give me one second.  I looked at the surface of the orb, it looked like a tea diffuser to me with the thousands of little holes in its polished silver surface.

I took a slow deep breath then rolled the ball toward the pack of wolves.  It tumbled across the ground and came to a halt as it bumped into the front leg of one of the wolves.  It had time to glance down as I mentally finished my three count, then the ball seemed to explode in a shower of silver needles.

The two closest wolves collapsed into piles of bloody meat, foaming white with silver burns.  Others were yelping and screeching and trying to get away from this new threat.  Some were blinded by the spikes and charged right over the edge of the chasm.

I took five long strides as I drew my thin silver blades, then dove in a high arc in the air and landed between two of the four remaining wounded wolves, which were scrabbling across the ground toward me.  I spun with the blades extended and took out the throats of the two in one move.

A third got to its paws and clumsily leapt at me.  I spun back as it passed and stomped down on its muzzle with my heavy boot.  I heard the satisfying crunch of bone and I slammed one hand back with a blade, embedding it into its temple.  There was a sizzling sound as the silver did its thing and the wolf went limp as it started its transformation back to its human form in death.

I was careless, and it almost caught me.  If the remaining wolf, which wasn't as injured as his brethren, hadn't snarled as it leapt at me from behind, it might have got me.  I rolled to the ground and came up on my back as his momentum took him over me.  I struck up with all my might with both feet and the beast yelped as it went tumbling into the abyss of the chasm.

I exhaled a shaky breath, I needed to work on my focus.  I needed some sparring time to keep my reflexes sharper.  I turned my attention to the valiant young maiden who was still keeping the wolves at bay with the flames.

I was merely human and would never be able to make the jump to the platform.  I looked around, the vrajitoares had to be able to get to to their altar.  I saw a large iron hand crank and rope holding a narrow wooden drawbridge up, and I ran to it.

I called out, “Just hold on a few more moments miss, I'll rescue you.”  I started turning the iron crank and the clink clink clink of the ratcheting brake signaled the bridge was in downward motion.

I almost snorted at the woman's annoyed soprano, “And what makes you think I am in need of rescue?  I'm not some tawdry damsel in distress, my Lady.”

I grinned as I doubled my efforts in lowering the bridge.  “My apologies miss, and I am no Lady.  Most people just call me Rapunzel.  I know not my true name.”

I glanced over to see her start to smile as she kept her eyes on the wolves as she swept the torch past them again.  Never losing sight of the enemy.

“I'd have dispatched these two already had the damned witches not taken my blade when they used their infernal magic to put me to sleep in my kitchen.”  Her smile turned into a smirk, as she said, “Evelyn.  And what kind of person doesn't know their name... Rapunzel?  Isn't that a plant?”

I said in amusement to this maiden who had no fear of the cursed lycans below her, “It is a long story... Evelyn.”  The bridge landed on the floor of the cavern with a thud that echoed off the walls, and the middle swayed.  It was a great span for such a flimsy walkway.

I charged across the creaking and bouncing walkway.  One of the two wolves turned from her and headed my way as I pulled another feather from my hair and split it.  I spun away from its charge, blades shooting out to cut its face and flank.

It just enraged the beast as it charged me again, fangs snapping, claws slashing. I barely had enough presence of mind to backhand a claw just before it struck.  I continued my turn and came down on the wolf's head with an elbow as I slammed all my weight into its shoulder, before rolling away and back to my feet.

It wasn't pretty but it did the job and dislocated the wolf's shoulder.  It yelped and snarled, then came at me again, limping.  Robbed of its wolf speed I had an easy target.  I shifted and half lunged at its weak side and it twisted its body to intercept.  I pulled back from my feign and the wolf twisted past, almost tripping on its bad leg, leaving its entire side open for... I drove both blades deep into it's exposed sides at its belly and tore down.

The cursed beast yelped and fell to the ground, trying to pull itself toward me.  I showed it a mercy and drove one of the feather blades through its eye, and it let out a sighing breath as the light went out from its other eye.

I looked up to where the woman had jumped down off the cage and interposed herself between it and the last wolf.  She was wielding the torch almost like a pike now.  Twisting and thrusting and slashing at the snapping werewolf.  I grinned as I watched her slowly backing the unholy beast away from the children.

I crossed my arms and leaned back a bit, it was quite a sight, this house maid had no fear.  Like a mother bear protecting her young.  The enraged lycan had eyes only for her, the one who had hurt it. Otherwise, it would have turned on me in an instant.  The redhead started glancing between her opponent and me.  She finally spoke to me over the snarling and growling monster, “Are you going to assist or not?”

She had things well in hand though I was prepared to jump in if the situation changed, and I chuckled.  “I thought you didn't need any help.”

She exhaled almost violently and I asked, “Can you wield a knife, Evelyn?”

She nodded at me keeping one eye on her opponent and slashing a flaming trail in the air between them.  I looked down at my mostly barren leathers and pulled the ring on my last silver dagger and then tossed the knife to her, underhand in a high arc.

She looked up and caught it but her inattention almost cost her, I was about to dive in as the wolf leapt at her over the torch.  She stumbled back with a terrified squeak and fell to the ground and the wolf landed on her.  I was there in and instant, slamming my entire weight against the wolf before it could bite her and pass along the curse to her.

I needn't have bothered, as the lifeless form of the wolf started transforming back to human with the blade that Evelyn had wielded, buried to the hilt under its chin and into its skull.  The little girl's screams died off.

I turned to the woman whose face was now covered in wolf 's blood and I offered a hand.  She grasped my forearm and I pulled her easily to her feet.  She didn't weigh much.  Then I saw stars as she delivered a solid right cross to my jaw before she released my other arm.

I staggered back and glared at her.  “What the hell woman?”

She chastised me as she ran to the children's cage.  “That was a reckless stunt.  If I had fallen, there was nothing between the wolf and the children.  You could have easily had dispatched the beast while I kept it busy.”

What?  I... but... I blurted out,  “But you said you didn't need my assistance.”

She rolled her eyes. “And you believed me?  I was trying to keep the children from panicking like I was inside, you dolt.”

“But you...”

She cut me off as she hit the padlock on the chain binding the cage door shut.  “Stop being so contrary, make yourself useful and open this cage.”

I started to speak again, “I...”

She gave me a look like a cross nanny would, pointed at the cage, then crossed her arms sternly.

I stepped up and she moved aside as I looked at the lock, then the cage.  I had nothing that could break the chains or lock.  Then I looked at the base of the cage and laughed.  She uncrossed her arms and cocked an eyebrow at me in curiosity as she looked between me and the cage.

I grinned at the woman and said, “Right then, give us a hand.”  I grabbed the upper edge of the cage and pushed up with all my might and the bottom of the cage came off the cavern floor an inch.  They relied on the sheer weight of the cage to keep the women and children trapped.  I could see the flanges with unused holes, meant to bolt the cage to the ground.  She looked almost stunned then shook her head and assisted.  We were able to tilt the cage up enough that there were about eight inches of clearance between it and the ground.

She called out in a strained voice, “Ok, children hurry, get out.”

The little boy got his sister out before shimmying out himself.  When they were clear, Evelyn let go of the cage without warning and went to them, scooping them into a protective hug.  It caused me to slam face first into the cage when I found myself suddenly supporting all the weight.  It made a metallic clang when it hit the ground followed a moment later my the metallic clang of my face hitting the bars.

I let go of the bars and murmured more to myself than anyone, “Ow.”

The woman looked up at me from the crying children who were clinging desperately to her. “Oh shush you, big baby.  We need to finish things here and get these children back to their father.”

I shook my head. “Nay, there are dozens of ferals at the cave entrance.  We will travel at first light.”  The echoing howls coming down the tunnel from the entrance punctuated my statement.  And the growling and scrabbling of werewolf claws against stone, circling around deep in the pit around us, added to it.

She looked at me and nodded once. Then she asked in an almost frightened tone, “The vrajitoares?”

I looked between her and the children and said softly, “Dispatched.”

She seemed to exhale and deflate in relief as her confidence came back to her.

She looked around at the carnage and the mangled human bodies all around.  She lifted a child in each arm, them riding her hips.  She hustled over to a pile of burlap sacks near the altar, fashioned a bed from some of them, and laid the children down.  She stroked their hair.  “Close your eyes, go to sleep.  We need to give the dead some dignity, it is not for young eyes to witness.”

She looked at the boy, who I felt had been extremely brave through the whole ordeal.  “Take care of Gretel for me until we are done, will you do that for me, Hansel?”

The boy got a serious look on his face and nodded firmly to her. “Yes, Miss.”

She gave him a  big grin. “There's a good boy.”  She kissed each one on the forehead and covered them with another sack.  Then she stood with the other bags in hand.  She looked down at the two, Hansel putting a protective arm around his sister and the two started nodding off to sleep after all the excitement.

Then she looked up at me.  “Right then, let's get to work.  She pushed the sacks into my stomach as she passed by.  I took them from her.

Who was she to be ordering me around?  Who did she think she was.  I was about to give her a piece of my mind as I found myself following her to the other cage.  She snapped her fingers at me.  It cut off my retort.

She said, “Sack please.”  She covered her mouth, I could see her stomach heaving as she tried to stop from throwing up at the sight of the mangled woman with their entrails hanging out.

I handed her a sack and she carefully, almost tenderly arranged the women, closed their dead, staring eyes, and laid a bag over one concealing the damage and her face.  I could see tears welling in her eyes as she held her hand out and I handed her another sack.  She did the same with her.

She seemed stricken, and I swallowed.  Had I become so desensitized to human suffering that this carnage didn't affect me as deeply?  I mean I was appalled and more angry about it than anything, but it didn't seem to bring me to helpless blubbering tears like it did back in the beginning.  I saw these poor women laying at our feet more as casualties of war than the vibrant human beings they once were.

She stood closer to me and said, “We should say words.”  She nudged her eyes at them.

I was at a loss.  I looked at the small redhead.  “But, I do not believe in God.  He could not have possibly put monsters on the Earth to terrorize his creation if he were real.”

She gazed up at me like she was trying to figure me out.  She shook her head.  “He is testing our resolve.  It does not matter anyway, you believe in something, and whatever it is, these women deserve dignity in their senseless deaths.”

She lowered her head and closed her eyes, then elbowed me hard in the gut.  I made a strangled noise then lowered my head and closed my eyes.

She said, “Lord, please take these women into your embrace, forgive them of their sins and lead them into the garden of Heaven.”

There was silence, I realized she was waiting for me.  I sighed, opened my eyes, and said, “May whatever gods you worship, have mercy on your souls.”

She opened one eye and looked up at me, then closed it again and said, “Amen.”

I parroted her.

Then she grabbed another sack and started walking to the wolf she had killed.  I followed in curiosity.  She pulled the knife from the man's chin and wiped it on the sack, then absently handed me the knife, which I slid into my armor.  Then this woman went about straightening the man up, closing his eyes and covering his naked form.

I looked at her as she took yet another sack from the stack I was holding and started walking over tho the next body.  I blinked. “What are you doing?”

She looked back at me and paused as she studied my face.  “Giving them dignity in death.  They did not choose to be monsters.”

I narrowed my eyes.  “These ferals did.  They did not lock themselves away on the full moon, and they worked with the dark witches that were killing women and children to amass more power.  You were almost their victim just this night.”

She shook her head. “Be that as it may, they are human and deserve dignity in death.  The Lord will judge them.”

I watched her with great interest.  She had compassion for those who would see her dead?  I was feeling something between fascination and shame.  I would have left them where they fell.  Did that make me a monster?  Was I no better than those I hunted?

She must have seen something in my eyes.  She paused and rested a hand on my arm until I met her gaze.  Good lord, this annoying, overbearing woman's glittering emerald eyes almost held a power all their own.

She whispered, “Come, Rapunzel, let us finish our task, then we can attend the children.”

I numbly nodded and we went about giving dignity to all the fallen on the other side of the bridge, and collecting my weapons.  She held the silver needle grenade up and examined it then smiled and shook her head in bemusement and then handed it to me.

I had just one more in my pouches.  I'd have to get Gilbert to rearm this one.  I almost cringed at that.  The praise for it would make his head that much bigger, maybe I could just tell him it went off prematurely and wasted itself upon empty air.

Evelyn followed me to the cave entrance so I could check the stability of the makeshift rope webbing.  The wolves were pacing, snarling, and growling at us, many had silver burns.  They had learned the perils of getting too close.  I blew some more silver onto the ground, giving it more of a sheen.  Then we turned and headed back to the children.

As she walked beside me, she murmured, “Thank you, Rapunzel.”

And I smiled.





  
 

Chapter 3 – Kleindorf

After she had cleaned her face of the wolf's blood, we took turns on watch as the other slept.  I looked at how innocent the children looked.  I had a twinge of pain.  I had never known a family or a brother to protect me as little Gretel had.  I absently wondered what it would be like to have a mother, father and siblings to care for me.  Instead of that devil spawn that was Dame Gothel.

Morning arrived as I watched over Evelyn as she held the children to her to share her warmth with them.  I marveled at her strong maternal instinct.  I wondered absently if she had children.  I wondered again if I was less human than I should be.

I didn't have that mothering instinct, but I did still have that primal instinct that all humans share to protect the young and innocent.  To shield them from the evils of the world.  To bring down unspeakable violence upon those that would do them harm.  Or was it the same thing?  I did not know.

And I had to admit, it was a damn adorable sight to see her with the children.  I could feel my protective instincts folding over them like a blanket.

I could hear the men below talking with each other and calling up to their dispatched allies in vain.

This woke Evelyn.  Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled at me for a moment before she fully awoke and put on her disapproving mask, but I had witnessed the smile.  It warmed a part of me I had shut off from the world.

She asked quietly, “Why are you staring at us and not the bridge?  Isn't that what you are supposed to do on watch?”

“But... I... you...”  I sputtered as she stood and stretched while she ignored me.  I was a warrior, a witch assassin, but that fact didn't seem to give her any pause.

She went about shaking the children awake.  “Come, children, the nightmare is over, let us get you back home to your father.”

They woke and stood, each grabbing one of her hands as they looked nervously at the chasm where the voices of the men below could be heard.

When their eyes started to water again at the sight of the covered bodies, she said to them, “Look at me, not at the dead, until we get out of the caves.”

Then she looked up at me and nodded once.  I nodded back and checked my gear quickly and then grabbed a fresh torch and lit it with the last one I had put in the stanchions during the night.  Then I led the way through the cavern.

We had to go single file across the rickety bridge.  Once we reached the other end, she looked down the into the black abyss and then at me.  You have got to be kidding me.  I sighed in resignation and looked around.  There was nothing useful around the cavern in the dim light of the torch.

I looked at the bridge then the winch.  I kicked hard and disabled the brake, cut the rope off the bridge, then tied the end to a shredded boot from one of the men, discarded during their transformation into a wolf.  I tossed the boot over the edge and watched the spool unravel.  I glared at the woman.

She gave me a smile. “Better.  At least they have a chance at survival now.”

I shook my head at her and asked incredulously, “You do realize, they were going to help the witches bleed you dry last night don't you?  Yet you show mercy?”

She looked at the children then at me.  “Killing and violence have a place and time, like everything else, but this is not that time, they are no threat to us now.  To leave them to starve to death in the pit makes us no better than them.”

I closed my eyes tightly at that and took in a breath.  She was a better human being than I was.  I opened my eyes and nodded.  With a thud, the rope spool shook when it came to the end of the line and we heard grunting and the sound of the rope straining as the men started their climb.

I said, “It will take them a good twenty minutes to climb out of the pit.  We best be gone before they arrive in the cavern.”

She nodded and I led the way quickly through the tunnel to the surface.  When there was enough illumination from the daylight streaming into the cave, I tossed the torch and we made the entrance.

I looked through my silvered webbing and saw the last of the ferals, in naked, human form, disappearing into the forest beyond.  Then I went about taking down my improvised barrier and retrieving all my knives and sliding them into their places on my armor.  When I once again looked to be wearing chain mail, I coiled my rope and slung it over my shoulder.

My three companions were watching the whole display in fascination.  Evelyn had a smirking, appreciative smile on her face which warmed me up inside.  I made an ushering motion and led them out into the clearing.  I tried to ignore the bones of the witches and ferals I had killed, knowing the other ferals had stripped the flesh from them.

I bent and picked up my black, satin cloak, and shook the dirt and leaves off of it then in a sweeping motion donned it and tied it at my throat.  I raised the hood and looked to the others.  Evelyn had that appreciative look on her face again.  By the gods, she had me blushing and smiling.  Motion caught my attention and I looked down.

There was the little girl, dirty and tear-stained from her ordeal.  She stood there with her arms outstretched.  I blinked at her then looked back at her other woman.  She nudged her eyes down.  I looked back at the adorable little girl, what was her name again?  Gretel?  I bent and hoisted her up on a hip.  She grabbed onto me and buried her head in my shoulder.

I swallowed and exhaled then said, “Let's get you home now shall we?”

The maid nodded once in approval, and that approval made me feel almost proud of myself for some reason I couldn't explain.  Did I really want the approval of this contrary, bullheaded woman?

Yes... I did.

She walked beside me with Hansel dragging her along by her hand.  He obviously knew the way.  I kept most of my attention on the forest around us, looking and listening fro any threat.  The rest of my attention was on this little girl clinging to me and the headstrong woman, who defended them against werewolves with nothing more than a torch.

I kept glancing at the woman, feeling an odd fluttering in my belly.  She started to get that little smirk on her face as we walked, her attention on the path.

Without looking she said, “You're going to give me a complex, staring at me like that.”

I blushed and looked away, then denied it. “You certainly are full of yourself.  I'm surprised that swollen head of yours can fit between the trees on the path.”

She chuckled then glanced over at me.  “Now keep a civil tongue and be an adult about it.  Set an example for the children.”

What?  That... she... she was so frustrating.  At least, I'd be rid of her soon.  I reached out suddenly and pulled her behind me, handing Gretel back to her when I heard a rustling in the brush.  I put a finger to my lips and hooked two rings under my cloak and pulled a silvered blade in each hand, placing myself between the noise and my three charges.

Then a large black horse stepped out into the path.  It was Shadow!  I knew he'd be ok.  He was faster than even a werewolf.  I smiled back to Evelyn and the children and I sheathed the blades.  Then I stepped up to the stallion.

I patted his neck as I took the reins.  “Good boy Shadow.  You are a cunning one aren't you?”  I gained a new appreciation for the steed that I already admired.

I checked his saddle and then looked back and put a hand out.  “This will make things a little easier on your feet.”

The fiery haired woman just ignored my offered hand and stepped past me and easily mounted Shadow.  Even now she wouldn't take aid.  I caught a glance at her smooth, shapely legs as she mounted.

She gave me an imperious look when she caught me looking, which made me chuckle at her bullheadedness.  She put an arm down and I sighed and handed first Gretel then Hansel up to her.  She held them close to her then finally grinned at me.

I found myself shaking my head and smiling back.  She had me beguiled and I couldn't figure out how.  I took the reins in hand and then started leading the horse down the trail as I walked.  I asked questions to pass the time.

 “They needed innocents to fuel their dark rites.  How did the black witches capture you?”

She looked at the children, the motion of the horse had lulled Gretel to sleep in her arms.  Hansel was alert and sitting tall in the saddle in front of her, his eyes intent on the forest.  I had to smile, he yet protected his sister, he would grow into a fine man one day.

Then she gave me a wicked half smile. “Innocents?  I dare say I may have fouled their plans on that count then.”

I couldn't stop the surprised bark of laughter that escaped from me.  This woman could joke even now about her ordeal.  I shook my head. “I said innocent... not virgin.”

She gave me a crossways look and tried to hold back the smile twitching at the corner of her lips.  I continued.  “Innocent is a concept.  If you do good in your life and have not done wicked deeds to harm your fellow man... if you strive to do good and not evil, then your soul is untainted.  It is that innocence that has a power, which when corrupted by black magic workings, can be drawn upon by a vrajitoare to magnify their own dark powers for a time.”

She gave me a hurt glance and asked, “So you are saying you don't believe me to be a virgin?”

By the Gods, I had stepped in it this time hadn't I.  I tried to backpedal and recover. “I... you... I just thought...”

She started chuckling, the evil vixen had just been teasing.  She shrugged sheepishly at the glare I shot her, then she said, “I was preparing lunch for my lord and lady.  I heard a great crashing in the front room and my Lady Eileen started screaming.  I took up my largest butcher's knife to run to her aid when two men and a crone stepped into my kitchen.”

She looked enraged as she almost snarled, “The closest man lunged at me, he was taught the folly of his ways when he yelped and pulled back with a long gash across his face.  The other man was about to pounce when the crone hissed and pointed at me as she said something in a tongue I was not familiar with.  Then everything just went black.  The next thing I knew, I was in the cavern in the cage with two of the village's young maidens.  Margret and Sofia.”

Her head drooped a bit ad I could see sorrow in her eyes.  I swallowed.  They were the two bodies we left back in the cavern.  I saw a glint of the guilt in her eyes that I always felt when I could not rescue someone.  I assured her gently, “There is nothing you could have done for them.  Take solace in the fact you were able to save the children.”

She snapped at me, “I know there is nothing I could have done.”  Then she softened and tilted her head in apology. “But I should have been able to.”  She shook her head sharply then straightened in the saddle and admitted, “I don't like feeling helpless.”

My mind shot back to my youth.  I understood her frustration, that feeling of helplessness that threatened to swallow you whole.  It ate at you.  When I finally broke free of Dame Gothel's clutches, I swore to myself that I would never be helpless again.

I nodded in understanding and an awkward silence fell between us.  I took a deep breath then exhaled and looked up to the ever vigilant boy.  “What about you Hansel?  How did you come to be in the hands of the dark witches?”

When I arrived in the village, they had said that two maidens had been taken.  They didn't know about the maid... Evelyn, which made me a little mad for some reason.  There were also the two young children of the woodsman of the community.  I guess he was frantic and enraged and charged off into the forest with his sharpest axe to look for them.

Hansel blushed and looked down shyly and said something softly that I couldn't hear.  Evelyn prompted gently, “What was that?”

He looked up at us and said sharply like he was being accused of something.  “The old ladies offered us sweets if we could walk them home, where they promised they had all the sweets we could eat.  They lied to us!”

I know it wasn't funny but I had to suppress a smile.  The boy was mad because he let down his protective streak for his sister for a handful of sweets.  It embarrassed the boy who was too young to have such guilt on his conscience, so I glanced at the maid and then the boy and offered, “I'm sure the sweets were spelled to make you let down your guard.”

His eyes glittered.  “You think?”

Evelyn smiled thanks to me then hugged him to her on the saddle. “Of course.  They had to have known how grown up you were and how protective you are about little Gretel.”

The boy lifted his chin in a proud manner and said matter of factly, “Yes.  The sweets were cursed.”  Evelyn was grinning like a loon behind the boy and I had to look away lest my smile give me away.

Before long we entered the little hollow that the village of Kleindorf was nestled in, alongside the stream that ran through the valley.  Moments after we left the deer trail we were following and onto the dirt road that ran down the hill to the village, the bell in the little-steepled church started peeling.  People poured out of their cottages, pushing aside the silver bars at their doors that stopped the ferals on a full moon.

There was cheering as we approached the crowd of people in the street.  It had to have been the entire town, there were almost fifty people.  A huge bear of a man with a huge, double-bladed axe strapped to his back, pushed through the crowd and ran up to us. He was drenched in blood that still smelled fairly fresh and his axe was coated in blood that smelled slightly of sulfur.  Werewolf blood!

Hansel almost screamed in excitement, “Papa!”  This woke Gretel and she squealed in delight and put her arms out.  The big man was crying as he pulled his children down and into a tight embrace.

His deep bass voice boomed out, “Gretel, Hansel, I thought I had lost you.  I searched all night.”

I just blinked.  The man had braved the woods on a full moon for his children.  The fierce love in his eyes for them told me why.

He had no silver, he had gone out there with nothing but his axe, in a forest filled with wandering feral wolves... and lived.  He obviously battled them, with all the blood present.  It was almost impossible to kill a wolf without silver, they were so tough and could take a lot of damage.  You would have to disembowel them or; I stopped myself from smiling as I looked at the massive axe on his back; or behead them.  This man, I liked.

He looked down at me with steel grey eyes as he hoisted his children to his hips.  “Thank you for bringing my children back to me.  I hear you are the fabled witch assassin, Umbra a Mortii?  Does this mean the witch coven who have been terrorizing the area are dead?”

Evelyn squinted at me and asked, “Umbra a Mortii?  Shadow of Death?”

I mumbled to her, “Shut up woman.”  I looked at the man and nodded. “I have dispatched the coven though some of their followers survived.”  I shot the redheaded woman an accusing look as she dismounted.  She seemed undaunted by my silent accusation.

He hugged his children to him again and said, “How can I ever repay you?  What is mine is yours.”

I shook my head. “The witches were dead anyway once I learned of them, it was just a happy coincidence that I was able to bring your children back.  It is truly Evelyn here you owe your thanks to.  She held off some of the witch's feral wolves from devouring the children until I arrived.”

Two couples stepped up and one woman asked with hope tinging her voice, “What of our Sofia?”

The other woman chimed in, “And Margret?”  Her face was haunted, they knew the truth of it already.

I exhaled slowly and before I could respond, my red-haired companion was in front of them, grasping their hands as she shook her head sadly.  She simply said in a soft tone, “It was quick.  They didn't feel a thing.”

I had witnessed the carnage, I knew her lie.  They would have died in pain, seeing themselves being fed upon.  She was showing mercy to the parents of the maidens.

The men consoled their wives.  One of which started to collapse on the ground just to be caught by her man.  Then the crowd closed in on us, shouting questions.  It was chaos.  Then an ear-splitting,  shrill whistle split through the din.  Evelyn dropped her fingers from her lips as the crowd quieted down.

She looked around at the faces surrounding us.  “My Lord and Lady?”

Everyone looked around and the woodsman said, “We did not know you were taken, Evelyn.”  He looked at a younger man.  “Samuel, have you seen your aunt and uncle?”  The man shook his head and Evelyn was suddenly running through the crowd, flanked by the woodsman and Samuel.  I gave pursuit.

We arrived at one of the largest cottages, it had two stories unlike the bulk of them.  Villagers were trailing behind us.  The heavy iron-bound wood door was closed, but the silver bars had not been pulled across it.  Evelyn tried the door but it was locked.

Samuel pounded on it.  “Uncle Arthur?  Aunt Eileen?”  There was no response so the young man slammed his shoulder repeatedly against the door to no avail.  The woodsman handed his children off to an older woman and laid a hand on Samuel's shoulder.

The younger man stepped back and the huge woodsman drew the axe off his back and with three mighty swings that shook the cottage, broke through the door and we streamed inside.  Eve made a distressed sound and ran up to the lifeless bodies of an elderly couple who were laying on the floor of the great room.

She was crying as Samuel pushed her aside to look after his deceased relatives.  I found the redhead clinging to me, her head buried in my shoulder as she cried.  I didn't know what to do.  I awkwardly wrapped an arm around her shoulders and patted her back with my other hand.  Trying to console her.

What had started as a victorious day had quickly turned to one of mourning, as men were sent to the cave to retrieve the bodies of the two fallen women.





  
 

Chapter 4 – Nothing To Be Done For It

The next morning, after all the silvered bars were pushed away from the doors and windows in the village, a service was held in the little cemetery behind the church for the last victims of the coven I had dispatched.  I stood in the shadow of an oak just above the cemetery and observed the people mourn the passing of their friends, their family, and their loved ones.  How many lives, how many families, must the darkness tear apart before it's thirst for power is sated?

I felt helpless as I looked on and my heart ached.  If I had got here one day sooner, I could have saved the latest victims in this village.  I needed to get faster, stronger, more focused on the hunt.

I was knocked out of my thoughts when someone quietly stepped up to me.  Evelyn took my hand and laid her head on my shoulder.  She must have known my internal conflict.

“There is nothing more you could have done.  You saved the children.”

Then we just silently watched the proceedings from our vantage point.

She left me when it was over to go console the parents of the dead women.  I had to smile at her compassion, I feel at times that mine had left me long ago and I marveled at people who could see and live through the horrors of the world and still care so much.

I walked back to the little town hall building to retrieve my travel pack and organized my things.  I smiled a little at her words.  I had saved the children hadn't I... well, we had.  Me and a house maid.  That was a small victory and yet another group of black magic users no longer walked the Earth to bring harm to others.

I slung the pack over one shoulder and attempted a discreet retreat from the village, back to my home to prepare for travel across the Europe, where another, older sighting of Dame Gothel was reported by my well-paid network of lookouts.  Maybe this time, I could glean a clue as to where the witch was hiding.

I stepped out of the stone structure and pulled up short.  The village elder and the stableman were there.  Old man Potter smiled sadly and spoke in a faraway voice that seemed so typical of someone who have lived long lives unnaturally. I heard whispers that he was to turn seventy next harvest season.  That was unheard of.  But I have also heard that it was getting more and more common for people to live almost sixty years or more in these modern times.

“She said you would try to leave without proper thanks.”

I sighed in defeat.  I had attempted to get out before anyone noticed.  The man held out a pouch to me that made the distinctive sound of coins.

“Please accept this as thanks for ridding us of the evil that terrorized the area, and returning our people to us.”

I held up a hand and inclined my head.  “Thank you, but I have no need of coin.  Use it to help your village.  It is my calling to stop the evils of this world from harming the good people who cannot defend themselves against such unnatural powers.”

He stood there a moment with his hand still outstretched with the pouch, then finally exhaled and lowered his hand.  I added, “It will be thanks enough for Hansel, Gretel, and the rest of your children to grow up happy and safe.”

The stableman stepped forward with Shadow on a lead.  “Take Shadow, to make your travels swifter.  He is yours now.”

I cocked an eyebrow.  It was true that I had no need of coin.  I had access to more silver than I could possibly use in a dozen lifetimes, which I could trade for all the copper and gold coins I needed.  However, I had often contemplated owning a horse, I just had no clue where I would keep it, due to my... unique living arrangements.

I smiled and inclined my head at the man and accepted the reins.  I said with true appreciation, “Thank you.  He is a strong and intelligent horse, I could ask for no better.”

He straightened in pride at this.

I looked back at Elder Potter.  “I must take my leave now.  There are far worse evils in this world I must hunt down.  The more I tarry, the more people are harmed by my delay.”

He just smiled and gave a slight bow.  “Kleindorf is forever in your debt Umbra a Mortii.  You always have a bed and a meal here.  May I ask your name?”

I paused.  He really wanted my name?  Most just call me by that ridiculous Romanian name.  Well, I guess it is fitting since that is where I am told I hail from.  Most communities wanted me gone as soon as possible.  They thought that my presence would draw even more evil to them.

I tilted my head and said in embarrassment, “The only name I have known is Rapunzel.  My friends call me Raz.”

He inclined his head and seemed to taste the name as it rolled off his tongue, “Raz... fair weather and good travels.”

I smiled at the man.

I led Shadow just past the men and prepared to mount the great black steed when I heard a door slam across the courtyard.  I couldn't take my eyes off the woman who strode out of the now empty cottage.  I felt a twinge I had never felt before.  It took a moment to realize that I would miss her.  I have only ever missed one other in my life.  I was all that I needed.

She had given up her maid's apron and skirt for some trousers and a blouse. She had a dark brown travel cape over it, and a large leather bag, as large as a saddle bag, which she carried by its straps.

I paused when I realized she was heading toward me.  I took my foot out of the stirrup as she came walking up.  I assumed to say goodbye.  To my shock she pushed in front of me and stepped into the stirrup and easily mounted Shadow, pushing herself to the front of the saddle.  She just stared straight ahead, not making eye contact.

I furrowed my brow.  “Just what do you think you are doing Evelyn?”

She corrected me. “Eve.”

The corner of my mouth quirked and I asked again, “What are you are doing Eve?”

She looked down at me like a nanny chastising an errant child again, and said as if it were simply common sense, “My Lord and Lady have passed.  I find myself in need of employment.”  She shrugged. “There's nothing to be done for it, I'll just have to work for you now.”

I sputtered, “I... you... what?”

She tsked. “And I'll have to teach you to speak properly as well it seems.”

I opened and closed my mouth a few times like a fish out of water, at a loss for words.  She prompted, “Come now, you are just burning daylight gawking like that.”

I blinked as Potter chuckled. “She's headstrong, that one.”

The grinning stableman was nodding his agreement.

I was about to argue, to tell her to dismount this instant, when she said in an impatient tone,  “Are we leaving or not?”  She handed the reins down to me.

I dumbly took them then mounted up behind her.  Wait!  What just happened?

She pushed her warm body back into mine and I almost sighed.  Why could I not assert myself around this maiden?  I took a deep breath and caught the slight scent of lilac on her.  I tried to push away the warmth spreading through me and looked down at the men.  I gave a semi-salute and then urged Shadow toward the edge of town.

I finally cleared my head a bit and said to her as we neared the forest, “I have no need of a maid.”

I could hear the smirk in her voice as she replied, “I don't remember asking you.  I can't imagine you not needing one.  Your leather armor and cloak are in disrepair, I imagine your cottage is in just as much disarray.  And if not a maid then an assistant.  It's already done, no need belaboring the point.”

She wasn't going to take no for an answer was she?  Then she whispered, her tone wavering with emotion, “And I can't stay here anymore, being reminded of the fate of my Lord and Lady every day.”  I blinked, then tentatively wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her back into a hug, giving a reassuring squeeze.  She laid her chin on my arm and took a deep, calming breath, and reined in her emotions.

I tried to lighten the mood and grinned to myself as I said, “I don't exactly live in a cottage...”

We both looked up suddenly when we heard the squealing of a little girl.  At the treeline was a tiny stone hovel.  The woodsman paused from splitting some wood and Hansel and Gretel were running through he tall meadow grasses toward us.  The man rested the axe lazily on a shoulder and started walking toward us. With barely a twitch of the reins, Shadow halted.

I grinned at the giggle Eve had at the sight of the laughing children approaching.  I marveled at how innocent children were.  They laughed as they approached like they hadn't just been at the doorway of death just the night before.  Eve slid down off the horse under my arm and caught Hansel in a big spinning hug.

Gretel just silently stood below me and put her arms out toward me and just looked up at me with big blue eyes.  I melted.  I can stand against demons, witches, and wolves without blinking.  Yet I was defenseless against a child.  I added... and apparently an infuriating maid as well.

I slid off Shadow and bent and hoisted the little one onto my hip and she hugged me.  The woodsman joined us.  He was actually quite striking now that he was cleaned up instead of covered with blood and dirt.

He tilted his head and regarded my redheaded companion.  “You are leaving us, Evelyn?”

She nodded and grasped his hand, giving it a little squeeze.  “I'm afraid so Hans, I go where my new Lady goes.”  She released his hand.

He looked between us as Gretel slid to the ground to chase after her brother.  The man had mirth twinkling around in his eyes as he rested his axe on the ground and crossed his arms lazily to lean on the handle.  I could almost hear the chuckle in his voice as he said to me, “Good luck with that.  This one is a little headstrong.”

I shrugged and said in a flat voice, “So I have heard... and I didn't really get a choice in the matter.”

He tilted his head back and had a real good belly laugh.  I blushed and backhanded the man in the gut.  He composed himself, glanced at his children, then said seriously, “Again, thank you for saving my children.  They are my life.  My blade is yours if you ever find yourself in need.”  He inclined his head in a pseudo-bow.

I just nodded and turned to Shadow.  “We must be going if we are to reach a safe location to weather the final night of the full moon.”

I offered a hand to Eve, who smiled like an imp and ducked under my hand and mounted the black stallion.  I rolled my eyes at the woman and mounted up behind her.  Again she pushed back into me and seemed to settle into a comfortable spot.  I did not recognize the heat she was causing in me, but I also didn't want her to pull away.

I nodded at the man and he returned it as we started back down the road with the children chasing after us.  I called back, “Hansel, take good care of your sister, and don't accept sweets from any old crones, lest she eat you all up.”

As they fell back when we entered the forest, he called out, “Yes ma'am.”

I felt Eve take a deep breath and exhale.  She was leaving her home, it had to have been so very difficult for her.  I never had a place I called home, not even where I lived when I was not out hunting.  I often wondered what a home would feel like.  You can't miss something you never had could you?  She leaned her head back onto my shoulder and we rode in silence until I felt her muscles finally loosen a bit.

I had to find a way to dissuade her of her delusions of coming with me.  When we hit Grensstad to weather the full moon.  I could leave her with my pouch of silver dust.  She could make a good life for herself with that.  My life was far too dangerous for someone as... she wasn't exactly breakable... she wasn't sweet in the least... someone so, compassionate?  As her.

Then I finally broke the silence and asked, “How long did you work for your Lord and Lady?”

She said like it was commonplace, which maybe it was, “My family had been beholden to them for generations.  They were all I knew.  My only family after my mum died.  They begot no children so my service ended with their deaths.”  I could hear the tears of sorrow in her voice.  She had truly loved them.

She swiftly changed the subject.  “Tell me Rapunzel...”

I interjected, “Raz.”

She smirked back at me with a sparkle in her eye that had me fighting off a smile.  “Tell me Rapunzel, how did you learn to fight like that?”

I debated whether or not to tell the contrary woman.  I had just met her and knew nothing about her.  Except that she was brave, compassionate, had a strong moral core, and loved the people she worked for... and she just pushed back a bit to snuggle in for a story.  Dear lords above, I had no defenses against this befuddling maiden.  I could smell her faint lilac scent again and it made me tingle inside.

I smiled at the memory as I thought back and started the tale.





  
 

Chapter 5 – Nicole of Arad

I had just turned sixteen when I found myself in the outside world for the first time in my life.  Hunting for Dame Gothel to rid the world of her evil once and for all.  I had nothing but my rage to sustain me.

Unfortunately, I had no knowledge of the other evils in the world, like the plague of werewolves that have terrorized the world on every full moon of my life.  My prison shielded me from the reality.

So I found myself one night on the border of Romania, heading toward the lands of Great Britain since Gothel had spoken many times about trying to secure a base of power there.  It was my only lead as to where she might have fled to avoid my wrath.

I was feasting on roasted rabbit I had caught as night fell.  My campfire casting flickering shadows into the night.  A contrast to the dim silver light of the full moon.  Then I heard the howls that I had heard from my prison every month.  I often wondered what animal made them.  From the books I read, I was guessing something like grey wolves or golden jackals.

The howling got closer and closer, coming from multiple directions.  I did not worry for a time, all the books I had read had indicated that animals, even predators, were afraid of fire.  It was a primal survival instinct.  When forests burned, nothing survived, so running from it was the best way to ensure they would live another day.

I was getting nervous and sat a little closer to my fire.  That is when I saw my first werewolf.  I didn't know what I was looking at of course, but it looked like the drawings of wolves in the books.  It came running out of the darkness, almost faster than I could follow.  The first thing I saw was the light of the fire reflecting in its eyes as it burst into the clearing.

Then it took a single powerful leap as it snarled.  It covered an impossible distance and cleared the fire.   The heat must have been unbearable.  I could smell its singed fur as it hit me like a raging bull.  We tumbled across the ground and I was just able to interpose my small knife, which I had been eating my rabbit meat off of, between me and its snapping jaws.

The beast yelped and skittered back half a length as it had driven my knife through the roof of its own mouth with the power of the snap.  I pulled my hand back quickly, its razor sharp teeth tearing long bloody trails across my skin.

I saw the black sparkling and hissing of dark magics sliding off of my injured hand.   No dark magics can harm me.  That is when I knew the beast was tainted by some sort of black magic, cursed in some way, and it had tried to pass whatever sick and twisted magics that had created it to me. I watched as the last of it bleed away from my hand.  It was different somehow than Dame Gothel's magics that she tried on me so many times.  It stung like needle pricks and it had a sulfurous smell to it.

I rolled back to the fire, grabbed a burning log from it, and rolled to my feet, brandishing the log between us.  It clawed the knife out of its mouth, taking chunks of its own flesh to dig it out.  I blinked as I saw the flesh start to knit itself back together as I watched.  The wolf jerked its head back at me then lunged and snapped.  I jammed the burning log in its face.  It yelped and roared like nothing I have ever heard.

It seemed more cautious after that and started circling me, looking for a weakness.  My heart sank as two other wolves entered the clearing at a dead run toward me, their lips pulled back to reveal their glistening fangs.

I started swinging the torch in wide arcs to keep them all back.  That is when I was struck from behind by a fourth.  Its weight bore me to the ground and I felt razor sharp fangs sink into my shoulder.  I knew at that moment, without any doubt as I screamed in agony, that I was a dead woman... not even a woman, but a girl and this world outside of my prison had killed me.

I gritted my teeth and prepared for the wolf to shred me, but nothing happened. Then the wolf's body fell aside, it's head rolling from my shoulder the other way.  I stared at the head in horror as it started to change to that of a woman.

The other wolves prepared to pounce.  I looked up as a woman's strong ringing voice snarled out, “Nay!  You shall face my blades first!”

I blinked in disbelief.  Above me was what I read about in the Christian Bible which was among the books in the library where the Dame had held me.  Armor, shining a silvery white in the moonlight, with the reds and oranges of campfire reflected in her eyes, was an avenging angel.

She had the same rage as was depicted in that book, and her bloodied blades glistened in the light of the full moon.  The one thing I didn't see on her face was the terror I had been feeling just moments before, not even fear.  But there was a determination and confidence there that said she did not fear these unnaturally strong and fast creatures that were apparently human inside.

Her silver armor gleamed in the conflicting lights of the fire and the moon, causing an eerie glow on her sharp face.  While not beautiful like the drawings, she was attractive in a way I still cannot describe correctly, but she made me feel... safe, as she faced off against three wolves.

She held one blade out at the charging wolves and I froze as the other blade dropped to my neck.  She murmured, “You have not begun the change.”  She absently swung her other blade to deflect the first wolf's leap.  I heard it yelp and it had a sizzling cut on its neck that was foaming white.

Her other blade slid my tunic to the side to expose my bleeding shoulder.  I whimpered in pain as she prodded my wound with the tip of her blade.  “Your blood does not react with silver.  Impossible.”

Just when I thought the angel of the Christian God was going to strike me down just as surely as the wolves, she moved further in front of me and said,  “I will protect young one, stay behind me.”

Then I witnessed poetry in violence as this woman kept herself between the wolves and me, even when two more arrived in the clearing.  She made it seem like a graceful dance as she pirouetted ducked, jumped and twisted. Her two blades seemingly everywhere at once, gracefully slicing through both air and wolf with the ease of a master of the art of death.  She was never where the slashing claws and snapping fangs were.

Before I knew it, there was silence in the clearing as she smoothly sheathed her swords over her back.  The only noise was the wood snapping in the fire.  She cocked her head, listening intently for a moment.  Then she turned to me with concern etched on her face.  “Let's see to your wound.  What were you doing out in the open on a full moon?  This was stupid and reckless of you girl!”

I whimpered as she cleaned my wounds and dressed them.  I watched the impossible woman as she tied off the last bandage she had pulled from a pouch on her belt.  She paused and looked at me, tilting her head, “Can you not speak girl?  Are you mute?”

I whispered, “Are you going to kill me? That is what avenging angels do right?”

She froze for a second then her mouth curled up into an amused smile as she tilted her head back and laughed whole heartedly.  I was feeling foolish for reasons unknown to me.  She stopped laughing and said with mirth, “I am no avenging angel girl.  I am Nicole, of Arad.”

I stammered, “But... your armor.  The way you fight.”  I looked around at the now human bodies and parts of bodies around us and covered my mouth to prevent throwing up as bile raised in my throat.

She tilted her head. “I am just a Wolf Hunter.  My silver armor protects me from the curse.”  Then she squinted her eyes as she stared at my shoulder.  “How is it the curse does not affect you?  That is impossible.”

I looked at my shoulder then her.  “Most magic does not work on me, especially black magic, it cannot take hold and just slides off.  It is why I had been hidden away from the world for so long.”

She smiled a crooked smile and her cheek dimpled as she mused, “Truly?  That is amazing.”  Then she asked, “What is your name?  I can't just keep calling you girl.  And why were you out on a full moon?  Were you trying to be eaten by the werewolves?”

I blushed at the questions.  “I really don't know my name, only what the Dame had called me while I was in captivity.  She said I didn't deserve a name, I was like the weeds she found me in, so she would address me as such, Rapunzel.  I have only been free of my prison for a few days now.  I didn't know that such damned creatures as these existed, they were not in any of the books I read.  I am following Dame Gothel, to fulfill my promise to her.  That I will kill her and all who wield the black magics that destroy so many lives.”

Her eyes widened when I said my name, and she listened to the rest as her apparent excitement grew.  She said my name as she tasted it in the air, “Rapunzel.”  She smiled softly at me as she led me to the campfire to sit.  Her sharp eyes were continually flicking to the shadows all around us, ever vigilant.

She almost whispered into the night,  “The lost child of Lucian Damaschin?  You're just full of surprises aren't you?”

The lost child of... I blurted out questions, hope in my heart, “You know who I am?  My parents yet live?  What is my name?”

She shook her head sadly. “They do not, and you were never given a name.  All but Lucian thought you dead.”  She paused and listened to a howl in the night.  She muttered to herself, “Headed away.”

Then she looked at me as I shivered in the chill of the night and the knowledge that I was truly alone in this world, my parents were not out there.  She laid my threadbare blanket over my shoulders then pulled me in against her bloodied silver armor which was heated by the fire.  “I will tell you what I know.”

She stared into the dwindling fire and tossed another chunk of wood into it.  “Sixteen years hence, the Romanian land baron Lucian Damaschin and his wife, Amelia, were expecting their first child.  The entire town was excited for the arrival of the child, as the Damaschins have always been a generous and loved clan.”

She paused to listen to another distant howl.  “At the time, the lands were terrorized by the ancient vrajitoare, Dame Gothel.  She had prolonged her unnatural life to almost a hundred years by stealing the youth of the maidens of the realm.  The younger and more innocent the victim, the longer her life was expanded.”

She made a bitter face.  “The benefits she gained from her unholy sacrifices were starting to diminish, and she was killing more and more frequently.  One day, the Dame decided that to gain the most benefit, she needed to take the youngest and most innocent lives she could.”

She glanced at me then away to the woods. “She learned of Amelia's pregnancy and with her dark magics, put the town into a deep slumber then spirited Amelia away into the night.  It is said that in their travel to Gothel's hideaway, Amelia went into labor.”

She took a deep breath and continued, “They stopped in a clearing filled with the purple flowers of the rapunzel plant.”

She stopped and looked down at me as I listened in rapt fascination.  “Now the legend of the rapunzel plant is that it fed the injured queen of the fairies in times before man after she was injured in battle against the trolls.  The leaves and the radish-like roots sustained her until her fairy brethren found her and saved her on the dark night of a new moon.  So she blessed the rapunzel plants with a single tear.  Fairy tears are the strongest and most potent magic of all, good and giving.  Even today, the rapunzel thrives in harsh conditions when crops are lean.  The roots and leaves of the rapunzel have sated famines in Romania, not once but twice in its history.”

She tilted her head and looked back at the fire, immersing herself in the tale again.  “It is said that the night that Gothel had stolen Amelia away was a new moon as well, and the bond between the moon and the rapunzel were at its strongest, fairy magic surging through the plants.”

Then her voice hardened, “A passing trapper took pause hen he heard screaming in the night and moved through the trees until he saw Dame Gothel, and he hid in the shadows in fear.  Amelia gave birth on that bed of purple flowers that night, to a daughter with hair of gold that sparkled in the light of the torch that Gothel held.”

She almost hissed the next, “When Amelia held the child in her arms and smiled down at her, Gothel started cackling and chanting.  It was her intent to take the child's life then and there.  She struck out with her putrid and unnatural magics and Amelia screamed her defiance and protected her daughter with her own body.”

Then her voice softened.  “She fell dead, still shielding the child.  Blood dripping from her mouth onto her baby and onto the purple flowers of the rapunzel below her.”

“What the trapper said happened next was always questioned because of the impossibility of it.  But the man swears that Gothel, who looked years younger then, pulled Amelia off the child who lay covered in her mother's blood.  Then she chanted the unholy curse again.”

She smirked a little as she relayed the next part of the story. “But when the roiling blackness of the spell hit the child and her mother's blood, the entire field of rapunzel plants lit up and the new moon flared to the brightness of a full moon for just an instant.  The magic seemed to snap and bubble around the child and just slid off of her, leaving her unharmed.”

She pulled a silver gauntlet off one hand and ran her fingers through my long ebony hair.  “Funny thing, but the trapper swears that the only effect the black magic had was that the child's golden hair had turned as black as coal.”

She stopped for a long count of ten, again listening to the howls in the night, then started up again.  “He stayed long enough to watch Gothel try a couple different spells on the child with no success.  The witch had hissed out 'You are immune to magic, child.  I must learn your secrets, then no other vrajitoare would be my equal, I could rule over all.'  Then she grabbed the child by a leg and wandered off into the dark night with the child dangling in tow.”

She stopped playing with my hair and looked down at me and smiled. “He said the child did not cry.  That it was as if her innocence was a defiance all its own and refused to give the witch the satisfaction of it.”

Then a shadow passed over her expression.  “When word reached Lucian, he found the field where his beloved's remains lay, and buried her in that field of rapunzel.  There was no sign of his child.  He searched for ten years, spending much of his fortune on hiring men to search all the realms for the child of ebony hair.  He had a reward of a thousand gold pieces for the head of Gothel and ten thousand for the return of his daughter.”

She gauged me for a moment, studying me, and made a decision.  She exhaled and said, “It is said that in his last years, he had lost his mind.  His brothers begged him to give up the pursuit as they could see it was an obsession that was killing him.  That his daughter was dead.”

She shrugged to herself. “He insisted that she yet lived, but gave up his pursuit.  He instead retired to the shores of the Burgundian Netherlands, and spent years in seclusion, building a tower in the waters of the North Sea, across from Britain.  He swore that the secrets the tower held would see to it that his daughter would want for nothing when she returned.”

She pulled me back against her with the arm she had wrapped around my shoulders.  “He died just last year, days after he laid the final stone.  His brothers and their family will allow none to the tower and appointed a caretaker as Lucian made them promise.  A silversmith named Gilbert.”

I swallowed.  I hadn't realized I had been crying until she went silent and just held me.  I sniffled and wiped my nose and sat up straighter when I realized that from her tale, I still had family, somewhere out there I had uncles and they had families.  I was of the Damaschin clan.

I whispered, “Thank you.”

She just nodded and stroked my hair.  “I've been called down to southern Europe, if you travel with me, I can bring you to the tower, it is on my way.”

I inhaled sharply and looked around the clearing.  At the violence, she wrought upon one of the evils of this world with such grace it didn't even give her pause.  I whispered as I nodded, “Teach me to fight?”

And she did.  She called me Raz, and I traveled with her, and fought by her side for six months on each full moon, gaining skill, speed, and strength.

She often shared her dreams with me, of a tortured woman, shrouded in black vines, calling out to her.  The woman reaching to her but she could never touch her, never take her outstretched hand before she awoke.  She longed for this woman of her dreams that seemed to be so apart from this world.

We found ourselves at the North Sea and located the small tower that rose eerily from the crashing waves of the frigid sea.  There I bid farewell to the woman whom I saw as my big sister, my teacher, and my protector.





  
 

Chapter 6 – Brigands

Eve looked back at me with wide eyes and asked, “Tell me, did she ever find that woman in her dreams?”

I nodded sadly.  “Yes, she wound up being Thsalias... Death's Lady herself.  Rose of Deva.  Nicole showed her how to be human again.”

She inhaled sharply, everyone had heard the stories of the cursed woman who's touch was death, and the black and twisted, thorny vines which were at her command.

I kept the waver out of my voice when I said, “Nicole lays in Britain now, in an endless sleep, guarded by an impenetrable briar patch of black magic vines and thorns.  It is said the black magics that sustain the barrier are from a piece of Thsalias' dark heart which she tore from herself, a love never ending.”

Eve blinked at that. “Your Nicole is the Lady Who Sleeps?  In the Black Crypt?”

I nodded.  Word had spread through all the realms, about the woman I see as my sister.  Men come from half a world away to try to best the barrier, thinking that they can claim Nicole for their own.  Hundreds have died upon the poison thorns.  Rose's love for Nicole will prevail as long as her curse prolongs her own tortured existence.

We moved into a clearing near a stream. Shadow needed some rest and to graze and drink so I said, “We should stop here for lunch, and give the steed a break.”  I looked at the sun in the sky. “We are only a couple hours from Grensstad across the border to the Burgundian Netherlands, we can find shelter from the last full moon there.”  And it would be a good place to part ways with the woman as there were plenty of opportunities for work in the growing and thriving town.

She looked back with a smile and nodded.  I brought us off the road to the edge of the water and dismounted.  I put my arms up to help Eve down and she just slid off the horse with a sly grin.  With a single motion, she deftly pulled our packs off of Shadow and gave him a gentle slap on the hindquarter, sending him off to drink. I just watched dumbly.  Then she turned, gave me a crooked smile and ducked under my still raised arms.

She called back, “Right now, I'm not a helpless woman.”

She sat on a log from a tree which must have fallen to a storm years back and started going through my supplies.  What the hell?  I moved quickly over.  I opened my mouth to protest and she just tsked and said, “You are so disorganized, I honestly don't know how you have survived without me.”  She was pulling out some of my rations then started going through her own bag.

She looked up at me as I gawked at the woman.  She wiggled her fingers in a dismissing motion. “Off you go now.  We need meat if I'm going to prepare a proper meal.”

I sputtered, “I... you... but...”

She gave me the cutest pursed mouth smile, her eyes widening just a bit.  I'm glad at least one of us was finding humor in the situation.

The expectant look on her face had me sagging in defeat and heading toward the forest to scare up some game.  I grumbled as I walked away, “I bet she ran the household back in  Kleindorf too, her Lord and Lady not getting a word in edgewise.”  I will not admit to the huge smile that played on my face as I heard her laughing mirthfully at my indignity behind me.  I don't know why I liked the overbearing maiden so much.

I hadn't been gone fifteen minutes when I returned to the clearing with two rabbits in hand.  She had a tidy little camp set up with a fire going.  There was a tin pot on the fire with some divine smelling vegetable based broth simmering. She stood quickly when I arrived and took the rabbits.  She sighed. “A little much for lunch.  I guess tonight we can have a hare encore or I can smoke strips for jerky for the road.”

I sighed back, but then smiled at the crooked smile she was shooting me.  The minx was teasing.  I shoved her shoulder playfully and went to sit taking my cloak off.  She looked at her pack, then at me, and the corner of her mouth twitched as she reached over and snagged a random loop on my armor and smoothly pulled a blade.

I was about to protest again when she said, “Go wash up, it won't take a minute to skin this and get the stew going.”

I glared at her ineffectually then turned and walked to the stream.  I wouldn't give her the satisfaction of me stomping to it like I felt like doing.

I washed my hands and drank a bit.  I noted my boots had some blood on them from the other night that I had missed when I cleaned my gear so I sat on a rock on the shore and took the time to wash away the offending stains, noting that I would have to oil the leather soon.

She already had the rabbit butchered and cubed, with the other one hung over the saddle of the grazing Shadow when I returned to the little fire.  She was buzzing around like a woman on a mission.  She pulled out a pan that she put the meat and some dry spices in, then went about browning the meat over the fire.

I was fascinated to watch her at work.  I would have just ate dried berries and cooked the rabbit whole over the fire on a spit.  She was actually preparing a meal. I would have explained to her how that was excessive on the trail if it hadn't smelled so damn mouth watering.

Once the meat was prepared, she slid it into the stew pot leaving the grease from the meat in the pan.  She poured some powder, which looked like flour, from a little pouch in her pack, added some water from my waterskin, and stirred it up with one hand as she handed me my blade back without looking at me.  I realized she was making flatbread.  I cocked an eyebrow at her.

She moved the pan over to some coals in the fire, away from the flames, then she sat and exhaled.  She seemed proud of herself and then exhaled to relax next to me on the log, wiping sweat from her brow with her cloak.  “Lunch will be served in five minutes.  It is the best I could do with the rudimentary supplies we have.  We'll have to get proper supplies when we reach Grensstad then.”

She grinned and explained, “I thought you'd have more supplies. Otherwise, I would have packed more.”

It was my turn to grin. “Traveling alone, I don't need much, I generally live off the land.”

She nodded and said primly, “We'll just have to cure you of that.  How can you maintain proper nutrition that way?”

I almost opened my mouth to defend myself when I noted that the look she was giving me was rueful.  The redhead was baiting me.  She gave a pursed-lipped smile when she realized I was on to her game.

She winked and turned to the food and started dishing it out into little tin bowls she pulled from her pack... did she have an entire pantry in there?  She pulled the bread from the pan with a hand cloth, and split it, wrapping half in a parchment and stuffing it into her pack, then splitting the rest in two.  She passed me the food and I smiled as I started salivating, the fresh smell of bread and the savory aroma of the stew just about had me drooling.

I went to dip my bread into the stew when she slapped my hand gently, then took my food from me and placed it on the log beside me.  She gave me an accusing look and clasped her hands and lowered her head, still looking at me, prompting with her eyes.

What?  You have got to be kidding me.  I reminded her, “I do not believe in your Christian God.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Well I do, humor me.  Besides, as I pointed out before, you do believe in something.  So let us give thanks.”

She closed her eyes then opened one to look at me.  The little smile she gave almost made me melt on the spot.  I schooled my face lest I smile back, closed my eyes, and hung my head.  She said softly, “Lord, thank you for this bounty.”

I heard a shuffling and then the scrape of tin on tin and opened my eyes.  She was already eating with a smug look on her face, her eyes twinkling at me.  I asked, “That was it?”

She shrugged. “It was short but proper, and I am hungry.”  She gave an embarrassed grin.

I chuckled at her then took up my bowl and took a bite of stew.  Stars above!  I needed to learn how to cook.  It was head and shoulders above the dried fruits and charred rabbit or pheasant I was used to.

She tilted her head at me and her brow furrowed slightly.  She reached out with a hand and I froze.  She gently closed my mouth.  I blushed in embarrassment, I had been eating like a rabid animal hadn't I?  I wasn't used to being around people.  I swallowed my food then dipped my head slightly.  She removed her hand, she looked pained.  I took another bite and made a show of chewing with my mouth closed.

I was making a fool of myself.  I felt I was no better than an unruly child.  I needed to remember manners.  I read a few books on etiquette in Gothel's library on the subject, and I have learned a lot in the past ten years by observing others since I freed myself of her.

I swallowed and said, “Sorry.  This is just so good, I forget myself sometimes.”  I dipped the bread into the stew and took a bite.  It was just as good as it's delectable aroma advertised.  She gave me a thoughtful smile then went back to eating.

When we finished, she took the bowls and pans down to the stream to wash them up while I donned my cloak, tracked down Shadow, and attached our packs to his saddle.  I spun toward the stream at a quick, startled sound from Eve.  A man's voice ground out, “You and your Lady have plenty missus, just give us what you have and we'll be on our way.”

Three men surrounded her with blades drawn.  I had to blink, the little redhead had no fear, she was brandishing her pan like a blade, slapping at the blade of the nearest man.  I narrowed my eyes at them and started walking toward them with purpose.

One of the men turned away from Eve to point his blade my way, just to get a solid hit on his arse a solid thunk from the scrappy maid.  He jumped and the other two laughed and shifted to protect the man's back.  The man said to me,  “We don't want any trouble now miss.  Like we told your handmaiden here.  We're just trying to feed out families.  You look well to do.  So if you just hand over your packs and any coin you might be havin' nobody will get hurt.”

I didn't slow my stride while I approached, and replied as I took in the way the brigands held their blades.  “Oh, I disagree...”

The man furrowed his brow in confusion and I explained as I stepped right into his guard and slapped the blade away forcefully and it tumbled from his sloppy, loose grasp, onto the ground.  “Someone is definitely going to get hurt.”

His moment of shocked distraction when he looked to his fallen blade was all I needed and I spun, in a high arcing kick as I reached into my cloak.  My heel landed solidly on the end of the man's chin and he went spinning to the ground, his eyes rolling to the back of his head.

As I landed, I continued to spin, releasing the blade I had retrieved from armor. I flicked it and it whistled through the air as I crossed my arms under my cloak.  The blade buried itself in the fleshy forearm of the man closest to Eve.  He dropped his blade and bit back a scream.  He didn't even see the frying pan as it walloped him in the back of the head.  He staggered and fell to a knee.

I finished my spin and came up inside the third man's guard, two blades crossed at his throat. I tensed to make a powerful scissoring motion, to send the robber to his maker, when I froze at Eve's voice yelling, “Rapunzel, don't!”

I stood there almost shaking with the adrenaline and excitement of a fight, of the blood-lust I could feel rising in my chest.  I was breathing the smell of the man's terror deeply into my lungs as my companion said slowly, like she was trying to calm a wild beast,  “Raz, please don't kill them.  They are just starving men, attempting to feed their families.  It can make otherwise peaceful people do things they wouldn't normally do.”

I think it was the fact she used my nickname for the first time, that cut through my blood-lust.  I took a shuddering breath as I looked into the wide brown eyes of the man I had dead to rights. I hissed, “They are highwaymen. They... could have hurt you.”  Oddly, I cared for her safety more than mine.

She walked past the second man who was starting to get back up, and absently hit him with her pan as she approached me, sending him back down to the ground.  She reached up and laid a shaking hand on mine, the heat from the contact seeping into me. Then she whispered, “But they didn't.”

I looked away from her pleading eyes and then to the man who was paralyzed in fear as blood started dripping from the contact of my blades with his throat.  I growled harshly and dropped my hands, and slapped the dangling sword from his hand.

I snagged his shirt and growled again as I tugged him harshly toward the second man who was trying to regain his feet again.  They both wound up sprawled on the ground as they collided.  I replaced my blades and bent to pick up the fallen sword and ran a hand down my face, regaining my center and pushing off the effects of the adrenaline.

I pulled Eve behind me protectively as I growled out at the men as I pointed the sword at them.  “Take your friend and begone lest I change my mind.”

They hustled to their moaning cohort and helped him to his feet.  Evelyn hustled past me before I could stop her.  As she stepped up to Shadow, she called out, “Wait.”

Then she scolded the men as she unfastened the twine lashing the second rabbit to the saddle and retrieved the bread from her pack, “All you had to do was ask and we would have shared our bounty with those less fortunate.”  She handed the closest man the rabbit and parchment covered bread, then pulled out the pelt from the first rabbit.  “This pelt should fetch you a pfennig or two for food for your families.  It isn't much, but it is what we have.”

What was she doing?  She was giving them what they wanted anyway?  She retrieved a little pull-string purse from her pack and gave them each a pfennig from it.  By the sound of it, that only left her with a couple of her own.  Then her voice grew colder and her eyes narrowed as she warned, “Remember this before you lose your lives the next time.  Others would be less compassionate and it may very well cost you your lives, then how would your families fare without you?  And our Lord will judge your actions.”

She deftly yanked my blade out of the injured man's arm and absently tossed it to me as she pressed what looked like her maid's apron against the wound.  The man gave an anguished groan.

The men all looked positively shamed by her words and mumbled out, “Yes missus.” or “Sorry missus.”

I shook my head in amazement.  They looked utterly beaten by her compassion more than the actual beating that had taken at our hands.  There was so much depth to this young maid, I felt some shame of my own.  They were robbers, freebooters, I would have killed them all and left them where they fell as the law of the land demanded, and not lost a wink of sleep over it.

The men looked back at me and I tossed the sword back to the man I had taken it from.  He caught it awkwardly and I took a single, menacing step toward them, and all three took off running into the forest.

I smiled at the woman who was now studying my face.  She never broke eye contact as she packed away her pan.  She looked down and I followed her gaze to my tightly clenched fists.  I closed my eyes a moment and relaxed.

I opened them again and she was grinning as she teased, “You care about my well being.”  She scrunched her nose then almost skipped off toward the stream to retrieve the bowls and the pot.  I... she...gods above!  Grrrrrr.

I made light of it.  “It wouldn't do getting you killed just hours from your home.”

She paused, a shadow crossing her eyes. “My home is not back there anymore.”

I looked to the forest where the men retreated to and then to her as she took Shadow's reins and stepped up beside me.  I nodded approval that she was going to let Shadow rest a bit like I was going to suggest, and we started walking down the road again.

I said into space as she seemed to be scrutinizing me, not meeting her gaze, “They will rob again, you know.”

She nodded sadly and said, “Most likely, but it is our responsibility to show compassion to those less fortunate than ourselves.  Hopefully, it can make a difference in their lives and they would pass it along.  And maybe it opened their eyes and they will pursue a different avenue to feed their families now.”

I glanced down to see the hope in her eyes.  I smiled and said, “Maybe.” Though I doubted it.

I sighed and smiled at this confusing woman who seemed to see the good in every situation.  Then she started humming a travelers tune as we made our way to Grensstad.





  
 

Chapter 7 – The Lame Goose

After a bit, we remounted Shadow and rode into Grensstad a couple of hours sooner than we could have on foot.  The sun was still hanging midway through its decline.  I smiled, wondering why I had never owned a horse before this.

The town of Grensstad was huge compared to Kleindorf, though not a city.  It was in a huge meadow surrounded by a thirty-foot high iron fence that surrounded the town.  Not many townships outside of the great walled cities could afford such defenses against the wandering feral werewolves.  They even had silver plating on the cast iron bars on the lower four or five feet.

I did not like the new patterns of bigotry that were sweeping through all the lands lately.  Towns like this and the walled cities were starting to disallow any with the lupine curse to live within their walls, even if they locked themselves away during the full moon.  Even going so far as to not allow any visitors inside the gates which were of the cursed.

Intellectually I understood, but that didn't stop the fact that not a single soul chose to be cursed.  It was almost as if their humanity was being taken away from them bit by but, though the curse only affected them three nights of the month.  Until the world was rid of the infection altogether, I could not see this as changing.

I think that part of my disapproval was the fact that I knew many of the cursed in all the lands I traveled.  They were all more human and compassionate than I viewed myself as being.  The only cursed who I had no compassion for were the ones who chose to be ferals, thinking that if they had to suffer the curse, then everyone should.  They made their decisions to harm the innocent, and that made them no better that the monsters they became, or the black magic users that I hunted.

We dismounted at the gates that were blocked by four guards, and one stepped forward with a silver dagger, smaller than a paring knife.  I sighed and offered my hand.  The man didn't even make eye contact as he pricked my finger with the blade.  When my blood did not foam on the blade, he moved to Eve, who whimpered when he pricked her finger.  She stuck her finger in her mouth after her blood didn't foam.

He stepped aside and said, “Clean.”  The other men moved aside and let us pass into the town proper.  The term had morphed over recent months, and I have heard other communities calling people who did not suffer the curse, Clean-Bloods.  There was that differentiation again, pushing yet another wedge between people.  Almost making those who suffered from the lycan contagion no better than third class citizens.

We made our way over to the livery.  I generally slept in the stables wherever I went, the stablemen were always willing to allow me to sleep in any open stalls.  I sometimes had to make a trade for a trinket.  I smiled at the thought that I had a horse to board there overnight for the full moon.

I paid the two pfennig fee.  I huffed at the cost, on any normal night it would have been a pfennig, they were taking advantage of the full moon.  I paid the man with a pinch of silver dust and he was suddenly more amenable to us.  That pinch would fetch him five pfennig or more, as silver was the most valuable resource on earth in this age of the wolf.

I almost asked if we could use a stall for the night to sleep, but I remembered I was with Eve.  She deserved better than to sleep out with the animals.  I always felt it comforting knowing other living things were close to me.

Evelyn looked up at me, her green eyes questing.  Then she asked like she knew what I was thinking, “Shall we find and inn?”

I nodded as we led Shadow back to a stall between an old sway-backed mare and a huge draft horse.  I nodded in silent approval, the floor of the stone structure was of proper stone as well, to prevent any wolves from digging under the walls to get at the horses if they got past the iron fence surrounding the town.

I unfastened our packs and set them down then took off the tack and saddle and hung them over the half door of the stall.  The stableman would feed him, brush him out, and clean his hooves for us.  I absently wondered if I shouldn't get Shadow shod, he was my first horse so I didn't know all the benefits or drawbacks.

I turned to find Eve waiting with our packs slung over each shoulder.  I shook my head at her and plucked my pack from her.  She tried to hold onto it and I almost lifted her off the ground before she grudgingly released it.  She chastised me as I chuckled at her as we left Shadow. “It isn't proper for my Lady to carry her own things.  It is a servant's task.”

I shook my head at her.  “Eve, I am not your Lady.  I never even hired you.  You just sort of pushed your way into my life back in Kleindorf.  I am not in need of a maid.”

She just grinned. “By the state of your pack and disrepair of your armor and garments, I would judge that to be a false statement.  There is nothing for it except for me to take up the duties myself.”

Though I was amused by the woman, I saw this disagreement the ideal vessel in which to affect a parting of the ways.  As we approached the Inn, I stated plainly, “You are not my maid, Eve.”

She shrugged. “Traveling assistant it is then.”  She upped the pace.  “Come along then, no need to tarry, Raz.”

I sputtered. “I... you... wait up woman!”  I hustled after her.  A part of me was warmed that she was using my nickname and that she seemed to want to be around me.  I grinned at how cute and compact she was as I caught up.

I narrowed my eyes in suspicion at her, then asked, “Do you always get your way?”

She looked up at me, her eyes so big and innocent, she must practice it frequently. “Mostly.  I had to train my last Lord and Lady that there was nothing to be done about it.”

I rolled my eyes, grinned, and teased. “It sounds as if they worked for you and not the other way around.”

She smiled as I held the door open for her on the two-story stone structure that bore the sign, 'Lame Goose Inn, Spirits and Lodging' proudly above the entry.

“I suppose you are right, a maid is nothing without a Lord or Lady after all.  So they fit the job for me.  It worked out well, being as my family was beholden to them anyway.”  The cheesy grin she offered at that showed me she didn't feel like it was a bad thing, being an indentured servant.

Then she shrugged as we made our way through the noisy tavern, and loudly said, “Now I find myself in need of an employer again, and you'll do.  Better than a poke with a sharp stick I guess.”

I almost protested until I saw the slight rise of one of her brows and the look of barely contained mirth on her pale features.  The woman was baiting me again.  I just smiled at her and shook my head, not raising to it.  “You, Miss Evelyn, are a wicked woman.”

She made a cute curtsy to me in capitulation as we arrived at the bar.  I looked at the barman, he was impeccably dressed, and the white shirt he wore had none of the stains or wrinkles you would expect for a man doing his job.  The oddest thing about the man was that he had a thick black, neatly trimmed goatee, but no mustache, it gave him a unique look on his semi-handsome face.

I said to him, “We've been traveling all day, do you have a room to let for the night?”

He stopped wiping a tankard clean with a clean white cloth and grinned a crooked grin, I saw why he had no mustache now, as the white scar of a long cut from his nose to his cheek was apparent on his olive complexion.  This man had seen battle.  He said in an accent that was vaguely English, maybe the brogue of the land of Ire? “Well, of course, you been travelin' all day.  Ain't nothin' in either direction a days walk but Kleindorf on one side and Lanakin on the other.  Tisn't smart for a Lady to be traveling when the moon is full.”

Then he set the mug down and eyeballed me then Eve.  He narrowed an eye in question. “Three  pfennig.  One for each room and I'll feed you with the other.”

It was my turn to narrow my eyes.  He thought I was a lady because of my silken cloak, so he was going to rob us blind.  I reached up and fanned my face as if the heat from the huge fireplace to the side and the stuffy atmosphere with so many people packed into the place was bothering me.  I untied my cloak at my throat and let it slide down to the crook of my arm so he could see my armor.

The murmuring of voices stopped in our general vicinity.  They had most likely never seen a woman, not in a dress, let alone armor before, or covered in silver.  And well armed at that.

Before I could give a counter offer, Eve took my cloak from me and draped it over one of her arms and said to the man in a chastising manner, “Shame on you.  Just because you thought her rich, you try to fleece us?  We'll be needing just one room.  And you will take one pfennig two bits and be happy for it.  This is the Umbra a Mortii, she just last night, saved me and some children from black magic practitioners.”

The man cocked an eyebrow and reexamined me with appreciation this time, as I blushed in embarrassment, what was Eve trying to do to me?  He looked away from me and extended a hand to Eve.  “I like you little one, you have spunk.  Deal.”

They shook and she looked at me expectantly. “Pay the man then.”

I grinned at the presumptions woman and shook my head with a smile on my face as I reached for my silver dust.  She rested a hand on mine to stop me.  “Do you not have sense enough to carry coin?  You'd be paying his asking if you use that.”

She shook her head and made an exasperated sound as she pulled out her coin purse and gave the man one pfennig five bits.  I noted the lack of sound when she dropped her change back in her purse.  It was all the coin she had.

She said offhandedly, “You'll have to reimburse me with an increased household budget when we arrive at your cottage.”

This woman was going to be the death of me.

She looked back at the barman. “You'll send up fare to eat?  We're exhausted and would prefer the privacy of the room...”  She left it hanging.

The man replied, “Sean”

She certainly knew how to be in charge of any situation.  He chuckled and nodded, “Aye.  Room B, second on the left.”

She said in an overly cute and manner, drawing out the first word as she looped an arm in mine, “Excellent, Sean.”  Then she was dragging me to the stone stairs next to the huge fireplace.

Once we were in the room, she was instantly hanging our cloaks and unpacking our packs into the carved wood wardrobe cabinet and bureau. I protested. “I can attend my own things.”

She shook her head and smiled in defiance. “Apparently you cannot.”  She started folding the clothing I had jammed in the bottom of my pack.  She folded them neatly and tsked at some of the holes in some.  “You are just lucky I came along.”

What? Lucky she...  I muttered, “No, you're lucky I came along.”

She giggled. “Potato, Pototo.”

She started a small fire under a tub of water along the outer wall, and the smoke neatly vented through a small stone chimney.

And before I knew it I was backing away from her reaching hands as she moved to start taking off my armor.  “I can do it myself thank you very much.”

She shook her head. “I'll need to know how myself, so just be still.”

I crossed my arms across my chest, suddenly feeling incredibly self-conscious.  She stepped up to me and gave me an understanding smile, and I just stood there as she ran her hands along every seam of my armor, finding all the buckles and clasps.  She started with my arms, removing a single piece at a time. Then examining the condition of each one and the padding beneath, then laying each piece on the bureau, stacked neatly.

She softly said as she started on the shin guards, “We'll have to properly oil and repair the leather when we get you home.  Some of the padding needs to be restitched.”  She stood and ran her hands along my arms, I'm sure she was just checking the condition of the garments I wore under the armor, but it was causing gooseflesh to race across my arms and down my spine.

She didn't make eye contact but she smiled almost wistfully before raising my left arm to examine the buckles running down my side, running her fingers along them.  The whole experience felt almost... intimate?  To me.

She unbuckled me slowly and removed the articulated chest piece, and then the back, examining them carefully before placing them on the stack.  Before long I stood in front of her in nothing more than the thin cotton tunic and trousers, I wore beneath my gear, fidgeting.

She reached a hand out slowly as if not to startle me and she brought me to the tub of warmed water.  She tested it with a hand and nodded to herself.  Then she reached for my tunic and I pulled back, crossing my arms over my chest again.  She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes and I dropped my arms.

I didn't know why I was so self-conscious around her, she was a woman as well.  It wasn't as if I were disrobing in front of a man.  Though I admitted to myself what I had been feeling all along, I felt no small amount of attraction for this woman who would stand against armed men with a frying pan or wolves with a torch.

She paused as she played with the net of silver feathers that adorned my long ebony hair.  I said quickly, “Be careful the feathers are...”

“Ouch.”

I sighed and finished, “...very sharp.  They are weapons.”

I heard a rustling as if she were nodding then she asked, “How does it... nevermind I see.”  She released the clasp of the silver hairband and slid the net away and laid it gently beside my other gear.

She stepped behind me and lifted my tunic over my head.  I crossed my arms over my modesty again and she gasped in shock.  She ran her fingers idly through my hair, pulling it back and spreading it out, just to have it drift from her fingers to rest on my hips.  She asked, “How do the feathers not damage your hair?  They are razor sharp.”

I shrugged and said, “Whatever caused it to turn black when the magic of the night of my birth was through with me, it left my hair multiple times stronger than normal hair.  It is almost as hard to break as iron strands.  You have to work at it to cut it.”  Then I admitted, “It has saved me in battle on multiple occasions.”

I could almost feel the smile on her face.  Then she grabbed my hair onto a bunch and moved it over my right shoulder as she mused to herself, “It is so soft...”

Then I froze when I felt her fingers tracing the multitude of scars on my back and shoulders.

She whispered as she traced a long scar that traversed from my right shoulder to my left hip, “How did you get this one?”

I shrugged. “The blade of a slaver who was working with a group of dark druids in Spain.  He was a master swordsman and my skills with a blade were not up to par yet.”  She paused and I assured her, “Have no fear, I sent him and the druids to meet judgment from whatever gods they may worship, and freed their captives.”

She rested a hot palm on the lower left of my abdomen.  “These are werewolf bites.”

I nodded and she continued to whisper as she ran her fingers along the huge scars.  “Their jaws are so large.”

Then in a meek voice, as she did the same on my shoulders and arms, she said, “There are... so many.”

I shrugged. “I have been fighting for a long time, it has taken years to gain the skills I have now.”  I felt I needed to defend my fighting prowess to her, “Very few of them are recent.”  I heard her cut a chuckle short.

She did not move in front of me to see the other scars and burns that marked my body as that of a warrior, and witch assassin.   Instead, she slid her hands down my back, leaving a trail of fire in their wake.  She reached around when she got to my hips and untied my breeches then pulled them gently down, pausing to touch the scars on my legs.

I stepped out of them and quickly stepped into the tub, away from the hands that were causing me to think impure thoughts about another woman.  I almost exploded when I felt a sponge on my back, I was not expecting it.  I blurted out as I twisted and grabbed the sponge from her with one hand as I covered my chest with my other arm, “I'm capable of washing myself woman!”

Her eyes sparkled as she gave me a huge smile and she giggled.  Then the minx winked at me and stepped off and sighed as if I were missing out on something and said, “Alright if you insist.”  Then she added ruefully, “It doesn't look like you have in a while.”

I grinned, she was baiting me again.  I'm more refined than to respond to jibes such as that.  Well maybe not, I threw one of the wet sponges at her back and it hit with a satisfying splat, which elicited a squeal and a giggle from her.  I had to smile at how playful she suddenly was.

I washed in the hot water, it felt sinfully luxurious.  I mostly just swam in the rivers and ponds along my way to keep the stink of battle and the road off me, and back home I just swam in the frigid sea.  This was almost morbidly relaxing, the heat sank into my bones and I could feel the aches and pains of my body melting away.  I slid back, allowing my head to dip under the surface of the water, I looked up to see the light from the oil lanterns shimmering on the water's surface with my hair creating a smoky looking veil across the entire surface of it.

I surfaced and scrubbed my face and pulled my hair down into the water.  I sat back and closed my eyes, just to enjoy the heat.  When I opened them again, I realized I had fallen asleep.  The sunlight streaming in the slitted windows, which were too narrow for a wolf to squeeze through, was a reddish orange.  Sunset was upon us.  I had been in the tub almost two hours.

I realized that Eve must have been stoking the little fire below it, as the water was still hot.  I glanced over to her on the bed, she was in a nightgown, deftly sewing up some of the holes in my clothing.  I kept meaning to do it myself, but I never seemed to have the time.

She bit the thread off, smiled at her work, and noted my attention on her.  She gave a smile with twinkling eyes.  “I thought the mermaids had taken you.  Supper is cold, I can rewarm it for you.”

I smiled at her.  “No, it will be fine.”  I looked at my hand. “Neptune's bane!  I'm a shriveled prune.”

She giggled, stood and stepped up to me with a towel.  I turned slightly and out of the tub and she wrapped the towel around me.

I smiled at her as I tucked in the towel then wrung out my hair into the tub.  She said, “I put out one of my nightgowns for you on the bed, I saw you didn't pack one.  Food is on the bureau. “

Then she stepped beside me and without any modesty at all, dropped her gown from her shoulders and stepped into the tub.  I swallowed as I caught her lithe form slipping into the tub in my peripheral vision.  Was it wrong I wanted to reach out and touch her?

I hustled to the bed as I dried myself off, then put on the waiting gown, trying hard not to notice her gaze upon me.  I smiled at the fact that it smelled like her.  I pulled my damp hair up and out to rest on my back, then took the tray with a stew, bread, and mead, to the bed to eat.  Again, trying hard not to look back at the lovely creature who was bathing just a few feet away.

I was busy checking the silver plating on all of my blades to determine which needed to be looked after by Gilbert and re-plated.  I wished that silver wasn't so malleable, so that the blades could be made of them instead of plated, then I'd need only sharpen them like a normal blade.

I heard her rise from the tub and kept my focus on my weapons until she joined me at my side on the bed, in her nightgown.  She absently played with my hair and I closed my eyes and reveled in the sensation.  Nicole had played with my hair too, I think it is something women do for each other.  But Nicole never brought up these feelings I got when this strong-willed redhead did it.  I sighed.

She paused as she looked closely at my hair.  “It really isn't black is it?  It is almost prismatic.”

Huh?  “Huh?”  Oh!  I snapped out of the trance she had put me in with her attention.  “It has an almost opalescent sheen to it, I think it is the dark magics dueling with the fairy magics that preserved my life when Dame Gothel tried to kill me.  Nicole postulated that it was absorbing light instead of reflecting it like everything else in our world.  She thinks it may still be hair of gold beneath the magic.”  I shrugged, not knowing why I was babbling about hair.

She hmmed like it was interesting, and started to loosely braid the hair.  “It won't do for you to sleep on it, it will just mat and snarl as it dries at night.  We'll put it up and brush it out in the morning.”

I sighed. “As I have said, I do not need a maid.  And my hair never mats or snarls.”

She didn't miss a beat and said, “Yes you do, and that is entirely unfair to the rest of us.”

She pushed a couple small sticks into my hair to hold the loose braid in a bun. Then she turned her back to me.  “Now do me.”

I hesitated then said in defeat, “I... don't know how.”

She just shrugged and reached into her pack and pulled out a hairbrush, oblivious to my embarrassment.  “A good brushing will dry it well enough then.”  She glanced almost demurely over her shoulder.  I realized just how much bigger I was than her at that moment.  Her slight build and diminutive stature were a contrast to my height and musculature.  It made me feel sort of protective of her.

I took the brush from her and ran my fingers through her silky hair, the red caught the last rays of the sun and the flickering lamplight like fire flowing across her head.  I smiled and started brushing as she moaned in apparent pleasure.

She asked offhandedly, “Didn't Dame Gothel teach you when she raised you?”

I stopped and hissed with venom, “Gothel did not raise me!  She kept me like an animal, so she could glean the secret of my resistance to magic from me.  No more, no less.  She told me my mother had discarded me, that nobody wanted me.  She never touched me unless it was to beat me for being disobedient.  You don't understand.”

She pulled back from me a bit to turn, a calm look on her face as she softly said, “Then tell me.  Tell me of it and how you escaped from her after so long.”  She turned back and reached back to grab my hand holding the brush and she put me back to work.

She seemed to sigh again as I shook my head with a half smile at her antics and resumed the task of  brushing out her flaming mane.  I exhaled and nodded more to myself than her.  I decided I wanted to share my story with her.  A story I have only shared two other times in my life.

I quietly said as I got lost in the memory, “Ok, I will tell you my story.”  She readjusted us so she was sitting with her back to me on the bed, between my legs, leaning slightly forward. I brushed and recounted the living nightmare of my first sixteen years of my life, just as we heard the first werewolf howls of the night, far off in the distance.





  
 

Chapter 8 – Dame Gothel

My very first memories were of living within the walls of the old monastery which the Dame had commandeered for her own after divesting the prior occupants of it... and their lives.

There were no windows, and the only door was sealed by the stones of the walls by magic.  There was a staircase that went into the bell-tower.  It was my only view of the outside world, with a forty foot drop to the granite of the mountains the monastery was built on.

She fed me her table scraps like an animal.  Sometimes she would be gone for days at a time and I would feel like I was starving to death.  I had to keep her work areas clean, and I slept chained in the corner of her room at night, lest I attempt to murder her in her sleep.

The Dame would daily subject me to curses and spells, trying to harm me and divine how I was protected from her dark magics.  Though the spells did not kill me, it still stung as the decrepit and twisted magics bubbled and seethed, trying to gain purchase before they slid off.

She would cut me and attempt spells on my blood.  She would use a sharpened axe on my hair to cut some off to fashion dolls with my likeness to try to effect me with thalmaturgy.  But even apart from my body, they were immune to her power.

I remember the day she brought a white witch of the forest, an elementalist who used the magics of life and goodness instead of the putrid and destructive black magic of Dame Gothel.  The woman was barely alive and had burns on her entire body.

The Dame forced her to cast a weaving on me, and to our mutual shock, she had limited success.  While most of the magic could not gain purchase and rolled off, part of it stuck with me and healed a minor cut on my hand when she was trying to heal a long gash from one of the dark witches experiments on me.  Magics that were true and good, had a partial effect on me whereas any of malicious intent were vexed by me.

I remember that is when my fear of her had doubled.  This white witch was the first human I had seen in my life besides the Dame.  I remember clearly when the woman, beaten and burned, tried to... save me... to protect me from the black witch by throwing all her power at my captor.  It wasn't enough, the Dame was so much stronger than her and she struck the woman down with barely a thought.  She had killed her right in front of me.

I think she left here there as a lesson to me because she made no attempt to move her for days until the smell of decay was too great, then she incinerated the lifeless corpse with her dark power.

When I was old enough, she decided that I should take an active role in my own torture.  So she taught me to read and write.  German, Romanian, English, and Latin, using the huge library in the monastery which she added dozens of books of black magic theory and things so dark and evil that they seemed to cast a shadow that stank of death.

She would have me read the books of spells and assemble the ingredients she would need for her next round of experiments on me.  She even went as far as using two sharpened reeds and a rabbit's intestine to transfer some of my blood into her body.  It did not work, she did not gain my immunity, but she did get terribly sick for a few days and I had hoped she would die.  To my chagrin, she recovered.

She went out daily for a week after that, sealing the door behind her, and she would come back younger and more beautiful.  I knew she was killing many women to overcompensate for her sickness.  I saw that spell in her own books.

I had read in a medical compendium, the risks of what they called a blood transfusion, which is what my tormentor had attempted before she got sick.  It seemed that it worked in about half the cases, and in the other half, the patient would get sick and sometimes die.  They didn't appear to know why it worked in some cases and some not, so the doctors postulated that some were blessed by the heavens and some not.

Whenever the Dame was away, I had the freedom to read any of the books in the monastery.  I often went to the bell tower, where the sunlight was bright and I could see and hear the life in the green canopy of trees below me.  I learned of the world.  Captivity was all I knew and I learned that it was not how all children lived.  I learned of families and parents.

The Dame almost beat me to death when I thought I would try to make her happy and called her mother in hopes that she would show me mercy.  She had screamed and hissed that she was not my mother.  That my parents hadn't wanted and abomination like me and threw me out to be eaten by wolves as a baby.  That she had found me in a bed of rapunzel and took pity on me.

In the weeks it took to recover, I had asked what my name was, it couldn't possibly be 'beast' or 'creature' like she addressed me.  She had slapped me and hissed out that I didn't deserve a name.  That  I was like the weeds she found me in so she would address me as such, Rapunzel, from that moment on.  And she did.

As I grew, I had to repeatedly cut my hair with the axe when she was out, whenever it got so long I tripped over it.  I collected the hair and started braiding it.  I found that I could grow my hair from mid-back to my ankles in about two months.  This was much faster than the books said it should grow.  I would have to repeatedly sharpen the axe as I cut.

In my teenage years, I had grown to be taller than the Dame, and I had good muscle tone from doing all the chores.  I started realizing that I was stronger than the woman as she would have me haul things around for her after attempting it herself.

My only fear of the Dame was her physical attacks and the beatings she gave me.  I reasoned then, that if I were stronger than her, did I truly need to fear her since her magic did not work on me?

Some tiny part of me was telling me that I didn't need to be a victim anymore.  That I had a choice.  I decided then that I would escape.  I had never thought of it before then, as I lived in perpetual fear of punishment.  I looked at the long coils of rope I had weaved with my hair over the years, it was almost long enough to do what I had in mind.  I remember smiling at the rope in the realization that maybe escape wasn't a recent thought.  Had I been planning this since I was young?

It was my sixteenth birthday when Dame Gothel was out on the hunt because she was looking like a crone more quickly between murders.  I measured the rope as I finished adding to its length.  I paced off heel to toe seventy paces.  That was my best guess as to the height to the bell tower.  I would lose a couple feet when I tied a loop in it to slide over the beam that the bell hung from, which I would use as an anchor.

I tied the loop and then ran up the stairs and ladders to the tower, taking the axe and the small knife I used to cut up ingredients for Dame Gothel's spells, with me.  They were the only things in the monastery that could be used as a weapon more dangerous than a club.  I tucked them into the strip of fabric I used to tie my makeshift dress at my waist, then donned the black silken cape the Dame says she found me wrapped in; I often imagined it had belonged to my real mother though she did not want me.

I slid the loop of my rope over the beam and let it drop.  I looked down over the edge and was both terrified and relieved that it dangled just four or five feet off the ground below.  I just stared at it, then at the world below.  I was having second thoughts.  How would I survive?  How did I think I could do it when all I knew was being a servant to my captor?  Nobody wanted me, even my parents threw me away like rubbish.

Just as soon as those thoughts passed through my head.  I felt something stirring deep down inside me.  Something I have never known.  Something that felt like a fire building.  It was rage.  With my freedom moments away, I was enraged that Dame Gothel had made me feel this way.  My life was a living hell and I had actually thought about staying?

I hated that she still had influence over me, I hated that she was so evil.  I hated that she killed the only person to have tried to help me.  I hated that she was killing virtually every day with her sick and corrupt magic.  Nobody had any defense against her... except me.  The vrajitoare could not harm me.  And I was physically superior to her.

I made a vow to myself that I would end her.  I would send her to the hell which she had clawed her way out of.  I would defend these people against the dark magics of the world so that none would have to suffer my fate or worse.  That was the moment I decide that I would kill.  I almost growled out my defiance as I grasped the rope and made my way down the wall of my prison, the only home I had ever known.  I was too mad to be scared anymore.

I reached the ground and I just looked around at this huge new world I found myself in.  It looked so much larger and more intimidating than from my bell tower.  It seemed to go on forever, unlike the familiar walls and rooms of the monastery.  I swallowed and looked up at the tower then grasped my rope.  I whipped it out a few times until the loop made its way off of the beam.  Then I actually chuckled at myself as it fell down upon me.  “Smooth Rapunzel.”

I coiled my rope and threw it over my shoulder then froze when a figure came out of the woods into the clearing.  Dame Gothel froze too.  Then her wide eyes narrowed and I swear I could see the fires of hell burning in them as she screamed at me.  “Rapunzel!  What do you think you are doing?  Get back inside this instant and I won't beat you to death you good for nothing, disgusting creature!”

I almost did as she said, she scared me so, her word had been my law for my entire life.  I always did as she said in fear of punishment.  I was saved by my rage, though.  I said in a calm voice that seemed a million miles away to my own ears, “No.  You will never tell me what to do again.  You will never harm another soul or me again.”

My voice rose and a cold fury colored it as I growled out, “I make this vow now, I will be your death Gothel.”  That was the first time I had used her name alone, instead of Dame or Dame Gothel, and I don't know why it had terrified me to ever try before.

She had gone white at the threat and threw a bolt of pure dark energy at me with such fury and such destructive force that it blew a hole in the wall behind me, the stone itself rotting away in its wake.  The deafening roar of it echoing through the land, startling birds into the sky.  It felt like a thousand bee stings on my skin as it just dripped off of me.

I don't think she expected the axe that I had in my hand in the wake of the destruction.  I made no preamble as I threw it at her with all the force I could muster.  I remember how it seemed like time had slowed down just then.  I could see the terror on her face as the axe bore down on her, tumbling smoothly end over end as if it were guided by the hands of all those she had done harm to.

She barely got her hands up in time to take the brunt of the blow.  Her right hand was severed and the blade struck her face.  Her hand had slowed it down sufficiently that it did not break the bones of her skull, but it left a bone-deep gash across her right eye and cheek with its diminished momentum.

She let out a bone-curdling shriek of, pain, anger, and fear as she cradled the stump of her arm with her other hand and ran, hissing like a beast, into the forest.  I pulled my tiny knife and pursued her.  She knew the forest and I didn't so she was able to elude me.

I yelled out to the woods, knowing she could hear me as I gave up the pursuit, “Know this Gothel, I will hunt you to the ends of this world and I will be your death.  You will terrorize no more.  There is nowhere you can hide.  This is my vow!”





  
 

Chapter 9 - Inima de Argint

I shrugged and paused as I listened to the howling of werewolves in the distance.  “I have been hunting her ever since.  I go wherever I hear rumors of sightings of a one-handed woman with a scar across one cheek, or where I hear of others using the black arts to terrorize the innocent, like in Kleindorf.  One of them must know the Dame's whereabouts.  She has sent witches, assassins, and other unsavories after me whenever I got close so that she could escape.”

I sighed.  “I fear that time may succeed where I cannot.  Her attempts to prolong her own life are getting less and less effective.  The rate of decay is accelerating.  But that just means she is killing more frequently and now in groups as she moves around the realms.  The longer she walks this earth, the more people suffer at her hands.”

I looked at Evelyn where she now lay on the bed, listening to my tale.  I studied her face.  I could not place the emotions there or in her eyes.  She nodded finally and said, “Thank you for sharing your story with me.”  She reached over and grasped my hand.

I smiled at her then went to stand to sleep in the chair beside the bed, but she didn't release my hand.  “Where are you going?”

I nudged my chin toward the chair. “To sleep.  I have a long trek in front of me the next few days.”

She narrowed her eyes. “No, WE have a long trek in front of us.  Don't get any silly aspirations of leaving me behind here, I know you have been entertaining the thought, but it isn't your choice.  As my employer, that would be in bad form.”

But I never...

She pulled me back down to sit on the bed then nudged her chin down. “Don't be chivalrous and sacrifice your back on that unforgiving chair there, we can share the bed, I do not bite.”

I started to relax and then she added after a heartbeat, “Much.”

I froze and looked at her mirthful smile.

I took her challenge.  “You take great pleasure in teasing me, Eve.”  I turned my back to her and slid under the covers.  She chuckled and wriggled and made her way under the covers too.  I noted how chill the air was getting without the fire of the tub going.  We were too far away from the chimney of the great fireplace below to benefit from any radiating off of it.

I bit back a scream when she placed ice cold feet on my leg.  I tried to be cross but her giggling at my reaction was far too cute to get angry at.  I just said, “You are a wicked, wicked woman.”

I felt her nodding agreement.  I shook my head and reached out to dim the oil lamp on the side table.  I whispered, “Tell me something about Eve.”

She said, “I like yellow.”

I smiled to myself.  She certainly was a cocky one.  I could imagine the crooked, teasing smile on her face behind me.  When I didn't rise to it, she changed her tone to a more somber one.

“There really isn't much to tell.  After my parents passed, I took on their responsibilities for my Lord and Lady.  Our family had worked for them for generations.  We were beholden to them for a great kindnesses they had bestowed upon my great grandmother.”

I turned at the sad tone of her voice until I was looking at her,  she was curled up with her knees to her chest.  She continued, “My Lord and Lady were the kindest, most generous employers you could imagine.  They educated me and made sure I wanted for nothing as I ran their household for them.  They were almost surrogate parents for me.”

I saw even in the darkness, her expressive eyes narrowed in pain.  “They begot no children of their own, and with their deaths, my ties to their family were dissolved as that was the end of the Heldfein bloodline.”

I furrowed my brow and asked, “But wasn't that man,  Samuel, their nephew?”

She nodded. “Yes, on my Lady Eileen's side.  Samuel's parents will inherit their estate.”

She smiled at me. “Now I have a new Lady.  A little rough around the edges, but has promise. I think I can work out the tarnish.”  Her smile became a toothy grin as she crinkled her nose.

I couldn't help it, I tried not to, but I smiled back then rolled my eyes.  “May the gods have mercy on my soul.”

This got her to chuckle and I was glad I had helped push away the darkness in her eyes when she spoke of her late employers.  It was obvious she had loved them deeply.

Then I asked, “Tell me about a day in the life of Kleindorf's most pushy maid.”

She smirked at that and then seemed to relax a bit, pushing her legs down in the bed and got comfortable and started talking about her life before I came along.  I listened in rapt fascination.  I found myself wanting to know everything there was to know about this fearless maiden.

I don't know when we fell asleep, but the silence when the endless howls of the night ceased as the sun rose, woke me.  At some point in the night, she had curled into me, perhaps seeking warmth to battle the chill air of the room, and I had an arm over her shoulder.

I realized her body was slightly shaking... Evelyn was crying.  I looked down at her and shushed and consoled her. “Shhh... it's going to be alright Eve.”

She nodded into my chest then looked up.  Her voice was small and had none of the strength and surety I had come to associate with her.  “They're dead.”

I nodded and she continued, “And I knew, just knew, that night would see me dead as well.”

I shook my head. “But it didn't.”

She smiled and sniffed then wiped her eyes and runny nose on her sleeve.  Evelyn may be extremely attractive to me, but she was an ugly crier.  Her eyes were red and puffy, her pale complexion was mottled red where she rubbed her cheeks, and there were wet tears and snot everywhere.  Even with all that, I swear I found it endearing and I had a strong desire to protect her.

She snuggled in and repeated, “But it didn't.”

Then she took a deep breath and the strong, overbearing woman was back.  “Right then.  Let's get packed, and break our fast, then get some proper traveling supplies.”

She looked over at the wardrobe.  “Honestly Raz, I don't know how you have survived so long on the road with what you carry.”

She climbed over me in the bed to stand since the other side was blocked by the wall.  I had to suppress a giggle at her antics.  She was a whirlwind as she started laying out my under clothes and then dressed herself.  I was mesmerized when she turned her back to me and let her gown drop so she could dress.  Her graceful curves had more than my full attention as I felt a warm stirring inside.  I again felt an urge to touch her smooth, pale skin.

I looked away and swallowed.  Why did she have such an effect on me?  Was this attraction?  Like I read about in some of the books in the monastery?

I almost jumped at her voice. “What are you thinking about so intently my Lady?”

This dumped cold water on me and I said, maybe too harshly, “Don't call me that.”  I don't even know why it bothered me.

She said more carefully, “Alright, Raz.”  Then she cheered up again. “Come now, time waits for no woman.  Let's be about it.”  She held up my tunic.

I snatched it from her. “I'm perfectly capable of dressing myself.”

As she went about efficiently organizing our packs she teased, “That is a point which is up for debate.” 

I made mock grumbling noises that just seemed to please her as I dressed.  I reached for my armor and she slapped my hands away and gave me a serious look.  Then she silently, with an almost reverent manner, went about putting my armor onto me.  Carefully checking each piece and assuring a snug fit that wasn't too restricting.

It had a feeling of ceremony to it, and it made me pay attention to my gear for the first time in a long while.  She would stop and place a hand on each piece when she was satisfied.  I felt... naked... in front of her as she saw me for what I was.  A warrior, an assassin, a freak of nature and magic.  And she seemed to revel in it instead of pulling away.  I swallowed and looked away from her gaze.

She paused when she went to put my coiled rope over my shoulder.  Then she pulled it back and looked at it carefully, and at the weighted blades on the end of it.  Then she asked in a hushed tone, “This is it isn't it?”

I went still, knowing what she was asking.

She smiled and reasoned, “It is about forty feet... this is the rope of your hair that you used to escape from Gothel.”

I placed a hand on hers and took the rope from her and put it over my shoulder.  I nodded and said in a hoarse voice, “It is. With a few improvements.”  Meaning the silver strands and the blades.

She looked as pleased as a chipmunk at that as she stared at it.  Almost as if she hadn't fully believed my story until she saw it.

Then we were headed down to the main level.  We stopped at the empty bar where Sean was wiping it down.  He just grunted an acknowledgment and went back into the kitchen and brought out some plates of eggs and bacon for us to eat.  We chatted as he joined us for the meal, he was surprisingly well traveled for the owner of an Inn.

He was a Waller before this, so was able to see many exotic places as he helped the stonemasons build the great walls of silver ore around the major cities of the realms.  He never did clear up how he wound up in Grensstad, owning an inn.

He says he dreams of the day that the world is free of the werewolf plague that threatens all but the Norse.  The Vikings have a savage method to ensure that their New World of Iceland remains free of the contagion.  They kill any even suspected of being a werewolf.

We all paused.  That was everyone's dream, but we couldn't be as savage as the Vikings.  That would make us no better than the wolves.  Those who suffer the curse are no less human than the rest of us.  They never chose their curse and deserve to be treated like any other man or woman.  A wholesale slaughter of them all would strip our own humanity away.

I subscribe to Nicole's view.  The only wolves that need be culled are the ferals, as they made the decision to throw away their humanity and terrorize, kill, or infect others on the full moon.  I see them as no better than any other black magic user.

We parted ways, and Eve pestered me about getting proper supplies before we continued our trek to my home.  This was my chance.  I pulled out my pouch of silver dust and held it out to her.  “You see to the supplies, I'll prepare Shadow for our journey.”

She gave me a sly smile and reached out and closed my hand around the pouch.  “You think me daft woman?  You would abandon me here, where I could not fulfill my duties to you.  You do not need to protect me, I am my own woman and can make my own decisions.”

I almost growled, mostly because she was right. “But you are not my maid.”

She chuckled. “Says you.  But you will learn the folly of your opinion.”

“It is dangerous to be around me.”

She sighed like it was an old argument.  “Again, not your choice.  Now let's be about it, we are wasting daylight.”  Then she eyeballed her hands on mine around the pouch.  “And you need to use more sense with that.  You need coin.  Let us hit the treasurer first.”  Then she stomped off mumbling something about me not having the sense of a child.  I... but... she...  I hurried after her when she looked back over her shoulder.

I just started muttering to her giggling pleasure, “Bullheaded, overbearing, pushy, demanding wench.”  My scowl was replaced by a smile when she looped her arm in mine.

I must say, I was quite impressed at her negotiating.  I am never in need of silver so I sometimes forget it is the most precious element in this world of ours, so I underestimate its value.  She had traded a couple ounces of silver dust for two hundred pfennig.  Up from the original offer of fifty.

I had to grin as she replenished the coins she had spent in her own purse then put the rest, save five in a pull string pouch in my belt packs.  She shook her hand and the five coins clinked.  She looked quite proud of herself as she announced, “Right then, this is our budget.  Shall we hit the markets?”

I cocked an eyebrow in amusement. “Isn't it my coin?  Shouldn't I set the budget?”

She shook her head. “Don't be silly, this is just part of the household budget we'll set when I evaluate your cottage.  If it were left to you, we'd wind up with stale jerky and dried prunes for the trip.”

True enough.  I almost sighed in resignation realizing that it seemed inevitable, somehow, I had a maid for my tower and I don't have a clue how it happened.  I still said weakly, “I'm not that bad.”

She scrunched her nose, in an overly cute manner that had me grinning at her as she said, “Yes you are.  You have to realize that you do not need to do yourself that sort of disservice.  You will do more good if you are well fed.”

I sighed and we went to market.  My canvas pack was replaced with a more durable and slightly larger, leather one like hers.  She was in her element and I just sat back and watched in amazement as she dickered prices on supplies and bartered trades to upgrade some gear.  As we headed for the livery to collect Shadow, she asked, “What has that smile on your face?”

I chuckled and shared, “Grensstad didn't stand a chance.”  She blushed then lifted her chin regally as we entered the stable.

As I saddled Shadow, she said plainly, “You'll have to teach me to fight.”

I paused. That reminded me so much of my request to Nicole.  I found myself nodding to her before I could stop myself.

***

I must say that over the next week on the road, I have never been so well fed.  I felt like she was trying to fatten me up.  I had to admit, I did feel more energetic in our travels.

I kept my word and took an hour every night after making camp, and taught her the basics of defending herself.  I gave her one of the shorter and thinner weavings of my hair, it was essentially an extremely thin rope that was only five feet long.  I used it to tie supplies from time to time.  I taught her the Aparare Voal, or veil defense, that was taught to Middle Eastern harem girls, adapted to western styles.  It is a purely defensive art with no offensive moves.  It made it more effective than if you had to divide your focus between attack and defense.  That made it ideal for beginners and could be readily adapted to bola combat if I ever felt she could first defend herself adequately.

Aparare Voal was a graceful dance that was the basis of the deadly style that Nicole had developed.  Distract with the motion of your arms as you move, so that you are never quite where your opponent thinks you are.

Each night Eve would take the small spool of whisper thin silver wire that Gilbert had made for me, to weave in some silver into her rope, mimicking my main weapon.

As I slashed a blade toward her at quarter speed, she spun, holding the rope taut, just as the blade felt resistance and the metal began sparking on the hair instead of cutting it. She relaxed the rope to allow part of my swing to go through the space she was standing as she completed her spin, wrapping the rope around the blade.  She tumbled gracefully into a somersault and came to her feet, pulling the ensnared blade free from my grasp.

I smiled, she was a quick learner, but then she rolled again and came up with my blade.  I sighed and dropped my head.  She had a cocky grin on her face.  I shook my head and she soured.  “What?”

I said plainly, “You are not ready for a weapon yet.  You have to master the Aparare Voal before you are ready.  You just lost the fight.  If you had continued to elude and defend to give me time to finish my opponent before coming to your aid, then you would have come out unharmed.”

She furrowed her brow and almost growled, “But I disarmed you.”

I sighed again and said, “One, we are practicing at quarter speed until I can get a wooden blade to spar with you that won't kill you.  And two...”

I spun in a blur as I dropped to the ground, kicking one leg up with a portion of my strength, striking the underside of the blade in her hand.  It flew out of her grip and spun up into the air, end over end.  I came up under her guard as she was distracted by the blade she had lost hold on.

I whispered hotly in her ear, so close I could smell her lilac scent that seemed to enthrall me, a small silver blade at her throat with my finger imposed between the razor sharp edge and her supple neck as not to hurt her, “I am never disarmed.  Never assume any opponent is.”  To punctuate it, the sword had reached its apogee and then tumbled back down and I caught it smoothly and brought the flat of the blade to her other cheek.

She looked afraid of me at that moment.  Though it pained me more than I thought it would, it was a good thing.  She needed to know how real it was.  I sheathed the knife and the sword in one motion.  She swallowed and then grinned through gritted teeth.  “Umm... I'll keep practicing.”

I don't know what had emboldened me, but I stepped in and gave her a hug, resting my chin on the top of her head and closing my eyes as I whispered, “Good.  I could not bear to see you hurt.”  She hugged back for a second and we stepped apart.  Was she blushing?

She pushed an errant lock of hair behind her ear and then pulled her rope taut between her hands and started gracefully moving through second form as she made her way to the campfire.  She had a different smile on her face than I had seen before, almost... bashful?  She said as she smoothly spun and wrapped herself in the rope, leaving it tied at her waist like a belt, “I'll have supper ready in a few minutes.  See to Shadow.”

I grinned for two reasons.  One, she was learning at far greater speed than I had, I could see her mastering it in a month or two.  And two, she seemed to always be ordering me around and I found it quite humorous, isn't a maid supposed to take orders?  Not give them?  I grabbed a waterproofed canvas bucket and headed down to the nearby stream to get Shadow something to drink.

I enjoyed the nights between towns when we were forced to camp like that, it felt like the whole world was made just for her and me.  With no wolves to worry about for another month, it gave us time apart from civilization just to... be.  The sounds of the forest always made her jumpy, so she would always share my bedroll.  Is it a bad thing that I enjoyed that immensely?

Gods above, was I developing a crush on my... maid?  Assistant?  Companion?  No... friend.

After we had eaten, we sat back and she did what I had come to find mesmerizing to me.  She described growing up in a village with people who cared for her and playing with the other children of the village.  It brought a sort of happiness in me every time she did.  It showed me the good in the world, that not everyone had suffered as a child like me, and it sort of restored my faith in humanity.  Not to mention I got to learn more about Eve.

I'm pretty sure she knew the effect it had on me since she seemed to do it each night as we got situated under the thick blanket she had me purchase at the beginning of our trek.  Then she laid her head on my chest, to listen to my heart beating she says.  Then she closed her eyes to drift off to sleep.

I stayed awake as long as I could as always listening to the forest and any threats that may be out there.  With my free hand, I tossed more wood onto the fire.  I smiled down at the overbearing woman who looked so innocent in sleep, knowing I had a little surprise for her when we rose, for tomorrow we would reach Silver Heart, Inima de Argint... my home.

That morning I felt the twinge of excitement I always felt when returning to the only place I felt slightly at home, here in the Burgundian Netherlands.  Even now, miles from the great North Sea, I could smell the salt water carried on the wind as we rode.

That wind increased in intensity the closer we got to the coast.  We dismounted and continued on foot.  I smiled when we crested a rise and stood at the top of a cliff, to behold the turbulent waters of the North Sea below, stretching from horizon to horizon as the wind whipped my hood back off my head.  I looked down at Eve who's hood had similarly been blown back.  She squinted against the wind and sea spray as her red locks blew back in the wind as if fighting a daunting and irresistible current.

There was a look of awe on her face and I followed her gaze, trying to see what she was seeing.  There was nothing but ocean and waves crashing upon the rocks of the shore with such violence it caused the chilly waters to roil, boil, and foam in a chaotic dance along the craggy stone walls of the coast.

She looked up at me, squinting into the wind, and loudly spoke over the crashing of the surf, “I've never witnessed the ocean before.  I have only read about it in books.  It's amazing... and a little frightening.”

Oh... I looked around again, trying to remember the awe in which I had first looked upon the sea in what felt like another lifetime.  I felt a smile creeping across my face.  The North Sea reminded me of myself.  The violence and roiling surface with the calm energy hiding just below the surface, ready to release all of that raw power upon the world.

I shrugged. “It's not so frightening if you understand it.”  She hugged my arm and looked out across the waves again with reverence and a smile.  I asked, “Are you ready to see my home?  Inima de Argint?”

She squinted her eyes. “Inima de Argint?  Silver Heart?”  She looked both excited and thoughtful, “It has a name?  Not a cottage then?  A grand manor?”  She was looking suddenly less confident.

I gave her a sly smirk and said as I moved back a half step and pulled her hood back up to protect her from the salt spray, “Not exactly.”  I paused and added, “You may change your mind and go back to Kleindorf when you see my home.”

She cocked her eyebrow in challenge, took Shadow's lead and marched off imperiously down the coast.  I chuckled and called out, “Where are you going Eve, Silver Heart is this way.”

I started walking up the coast, pulling the hood of my mother's cloak back over my head.  I glanced back, smiling in the shadows of the hood as she looked at me then turned around and then stalked past me with the horse.  I had to grin at her back, it was not often I could actually get her hackles raised like that.

Minutes later we were weaving along a path with rock formations all around, as we rounded the Rotsachtig Cape or Rocky Cape.  We stepped out onto an outcropping twenty feet above the crashing waves to behold an impossible sight.  A tower of mortared, rough-hewn stone, rising sixty feet from the sea itself, a hundred feet from the shore.  It stood sentinel on rocks that were just barely above the high tide line.

It defied all reason, just sitting out in the waters, a monolith of calm in the crashing waves.  It always filled me with a sense of being.  It was a safe haven built by the father I never knew, the father who swore I still lived.  Each stone cut from a quarry and placed by his hand on that island of rock.

Some say that he built Silver Heart in the surf like that to protect those in the tower from the threat of werewolves since they cannot swim.  Their muscles are too dense with virtually no fatty tissues, and they sink rather than float.  But I knew the true secret that Inima de Argint held deep inside her.  Why my father swore to his brothers that when I returned, I would want for nothing.

I still didn't understand his blind love for a daughter he had never seen.  Who, to the rest of the world, had died long ago at the hands of the evil Dame Gothel.  Whatever it was, I felt that I had to make this man, whom I had never met but in my dreams, proud.

When Nicole had first brought me here, I had the same look of awe and amazement on my face that Eve now had.  She spoke with the caretaker of the tower, Gilbert for days and convinced him of my heritage.  It took over a month for word to get to my uncles back in Romania, and another for them to arrive at the tower to shame the waif who dared pretend to be the lost child of Lucian Damaschin.

Upon arrival, the Damaschin brothers had stood in stunned silence as they looked upon a girl they swore was the exact likeness of Lucian's dead wife, Amelia.  They were convinced as easy as that and after Nicole had parted ways with me, they spent time telling me of my heritage and gave me access to the tower they say is my birthright.  They all thought their brother mad, but here I was, showing them his faith was not unwarranted.

They visit from time to time, and their wives dote over me when they visit for Winter Solstice.  Though lately, they seem to be getting further into the One God's religion of the Christians.

I have heard rumors that our line is cursed back in Romania, that more black magic happens around the Damaschin clan and stains us than any other.  I look upon myself as an abject lesson in that view.  But that does not affect their generous spirit, as the Damaschins are also said to be the most giving of the upper-class Roma families.

I watched Evelyn process what she was seeing, then she turned an accusing gaze at me.  I couldn't help but grin at her as I defended, “I told you I didn't exactly live in a cottage.”  I stepped to the edge of the overhang to where a timber frame held five ropes that hung over the waters to the tower.  I grabbed the little hammer beside a bell that hung from the framework and struck it soundly three times.

The deep thrum of the peals cutting through the howling wind and the crashing of the waves.  Then I turned and took the saddle and tack off of Shadow and shooed him down the path to a small, wind-whipped, grassy field a few hundred yards down a gently sloping trail. It bordered the sea where a small freshwater stream met it.

Eve still had not said a word.  I sat on a little bench as a white-haired man appeared on the rocks at the base of the tower waved at me, and started cranking a large handle.  The fifth rope was around a pulley on this end, and a bridge of wood slats slowly made its way across the gap to us.

My companion just watched for a minute then sat down next to me, pushing me to the side so she had more room as she grumbled accusingly at me, “Not a cottage indeed.  Just when did you plan on telling me?”

I chuckled. “About five minutes ago.”

She looked at me then the tower again and shook her head.  “You really live there?”

I nodded and said sadly, “My father built it for me.”

Concern flashed in her eyes and she sort of hugged my arm and laid her head on my shoulder as she said wistfully, “It is impressive.  I'll have the household in tip-top shape in no time.  I'm sure you've made a right mess in there.”  But I... she... arrrgh!  The thunk of the planks hitting stone on this side saved me from my frustration.

I started grumbling incoherent things under my breath as I stood and kicked the iron hooks down that held the planks securely on this end.  The man on the other side did the same then he went back into the tower.

I stood and grinned as I hoisted the saddle over one shoulder and my pack over the other and stepped up onto the swaying rope bridge.  Eve's eyes went big as she stood and looked down the cliff to the crashing waves below then the swaying bridge.  She swallowed and asked, “You don't expect me to walk across that deathtrap do you?”

I shrugged and hid my smile, it was good not to be on the receiving end of the teasing all the time.  I said like it was no big deal.  “The tower can only be reached by the bridge, the little skiff down at the shore or swimming the cold waters of the North Sea.  If you'd rather...”

She growled at me and then pushed past me to take to the bridge first.  It was about as threatening a growl as a kitten or a squirrel and I let out a bark of laughter.  She backhanded my but then said, “Ow!” As she hit the loops of silver.  She checked her pack then timidly grabbed the guide ropes on either side and tested a step on the swaying bridge.

I patiently watched, I actually understood.  I was just as reticent the first time I stepped out onto it.  I got used to it quickly.  It was much quicker and dryer then taking the skiff back and forth to shore.  When I first commissioned it, Gilbert thought me daft, but even he agrees it is so much easier.  We retract the walkway during the full moons and the tower is unreachable by the wolves.

Eve took small steps, she actually tested each and every plank before putting her weight on it.  I hid my smile under my hood as I followed her with one hand on a guide rope and the other holding the saddle on my shoulder.  It took an entire ten minutes for us to cross the hundred foot gap.  She had stood in fear, her knuckles white as she grasped the ropes at the midway point as the winds rocked the bridge a foot in either direction.

I leaned forward and said with my mouth right next to her ear, “It's ok Eve, I've got you.  The sooner you move forward, the sooner the bridge will stop swaying.  The middle is the worst.”

She chuckled nervously and her voice was a little strained as she tried to be flippant, “Where was that skiff?”

I smiled with pride as I heard her inhale deeply then start moving again.  She took the last ten feet quickly as she jumped onto the rocks that surrounded the base of the tower.  The bored look she gave me that just dared me to comment, had me chuckling at her as I passed by and took the three steps up to the huge iron bound oak entry.

I grinned back at her as I slid the heavy bolt with a thud and pushed the large door inward, creaking under its own weight. “Come along oh brave one.”

She narrowed her eyes, huffed, then straightened her pack and pushed past me into Inima de Argint.  I followed then whispered to her as I shut the door and slid the bolt into place with a resounding thunk, “Welcome home, Eve.”





  
 

Chapter 10 – The Heart of Silver

I tried to keep the smug smile off my face as Evelyn calmed herself from the anxiety of crossing the bridge and took a moment to look at the wonder of my tower.  The stone stairs that rose and spiraled up in the center of the twenty-five foot diameter tower, a chimney rising up at its center to warm all the levels from the huge, hooded fire pit at its center.

The first level of the four-story tower was split in two, a large open entry area and a kitchen and equipment rooms.  There were two huge arched windows on every other level to let in natural light.  The finest glass panes from all the realms covered the openings.  An ingenious band of steel spiraled around the central chimney where light oils dripped and burned, gently illuminating the rooms it passed through, the shape of the underside of the trough caught the smoke from each lower strip, funneling it away and into the chimney.

The shock on her face was worth the wait.  But then her shock turned to into a smirk as she started, really looking around.  She ran her finger across the heavy oak timber table and bench by the entry which I used to gear up.  She picked up her feet and looked at the mess on the floor brought in on our boots.  “Just as I thought, I truly don’t know how you survived without me.”

What!?  I looked around.  What was she talking about?  The place was amazing.  Well sure there were piles of gear here and there which I meant to get them stowed.  And there were a few tin plates from past meals before that I left sitting by the kitchen door.  I had gotten them that far hadn't I?  Gods above... I looked around.  It really was a mess wasn't it?

Well, I could be a bit of a slob now that Gothel wasn't forcing me to clean everything.  I... wait, this darn red headed sneak has me feeling like this.  The manipulative wench.  I turned my glare at her to see she had been watching my face the entire time.

She disarmed me by crinkling her nose at me with a cute smile then bumping my hip with hers.  “It's amazing Raz.”

I found myself smiling back as I undid my cloak.  I was about to throw it on the entry table when she cocked an eyebrow at me.  Neptune's bane! She was going to be a worse taskmaster than Gothel ever was, wasn't she?  I draped the cloak over my arm and she looked entirely too pleased with herself.

I shook my head at her, bumped her hip hard enough to cause her to stumble and started marching toward the back rooms.  “A tour then?”

She chuckled and caught up with me.  I looked down at her then slowed to a stop.  It was quite toasty in the tower, especially the upper floors.  I smiled at her and felt almost timid as I reached for her cloak's tie at her throat.  I couldn't read the look on her face as I untied it.  Then she laid a hand, which felt as hot as a burning coal, on mine and removed her cloak herself.

We stepped into the kitchen and I felt a little self-conscious as I looked around.  To me, it was just the kitchen, but looking at it through her eyes, maybe we could have been a little more organized rather than just stacking stuff anywhere there was a horizontal surface.

I looked in the corner where I had a tiny table with four chairs.  There sat a gangly, wispy-haired old man. His white hair sticking out in all directions.  He was slurping down some sort of soup in a bowl.  I could smell more in a pot on the counter next to the wood fired stove.

The man stopped mid-sip, a little soup dribbling down his chin onto his leather apron he wore when tinkering in his workshop on the next level.  His eyes went wide as he saw Eve and he stood quickly, setting the bowl down and quickly running his hands through his hair to try to make some order of the chaos.

I smiled warmly and reached out and pulled the old man into a hug.  He hugged back and I released him and held him at arm's length.  He said with a crooked smile on his face, “Welcome home Punzy.”

I cringed at the nickname and at Eve's explosive giggle at it.  Then he let our clasped arms go and turned to the evil Eve.

I said to him, “Gilbert, this is Evelyn.  She'll be staying with us until I convince her we don't need a maid.  Gilbert is a mad tinkerer and the caretaker of Inima de Argint while I am away.”

The old coot did a flourish with his hand like he was wearing a hat then grasped Eve's hand gently and kissed the back of it.  “Young miss.  It will be good to have a lady in the tower for a change.”

I blurted out, “Hey!”  Then thought about it.  “Well, fine.  But watch it old man or I'll put salt in your wine.”

He made a dismissive sound as he waved me off.  Though the mischievous grin on his face told the story.  Then he said in his usual gruff manner, “I take it by the fact that you are standing here and breathing and such, that the mission was a success?”

I felt a shadow of regret pass over my eyes as I shook my head, “Not entirely.  I was too late for two of the maidens of Kleindorf.”

Eve narrowed her eyes and then took on a defensive tone.  “She dispatched the witches so none would face such a fate again.”  She was trying to make me feel better about my failure?  If I had arrived a few minutes sooner, before nightfall, and the cursed had become wolves, the women would still be alive.

Gilbert was watching us, then he nodded sadly.  “She always does.”

I sighed, needing to change the topic.  I unfastened a pouch and pulled out the spent silver needle grenade.  “That'll need to be re-armed.”

His eyes widened in excitement, “You used one?  How did it perform?”

I shrugged it off and fought off a smile as I said in a bored tone, “It was adequate to the task.  The timer could use some work.”

His shoulders slumped.  Ha, that took some of the wind out of his sails.  But then Eve backhanded me in the gut and said, “Ow.”  Forgetting my armor.  Then she pushed herself between Gilbert and me.  “Oh pish, don't listen to her.  You're the silversmith who devised those?  It worked spectacularly.”

He beamed at her and she shot me a look.  I rolled my eyes. “Fine.  It worked just like you said it would in a pack.”  Then I chastised Eve, “Now his head won't fit through the doors.  His ego can't get much bigger Eve.”

He hefted the ball in his hand a couple times with a grin, then took his bowl to the pot and just left it there as he wandered toward the door.  He paused at the door and looked back at the surly maid. “Thank you.  And it is nice meeting you, you are the first outsider she has ever let inside the tower.”

She gave him a little wave as he exited toward the stairs.  “Nice meeting you too Gilbert.”  Then she spun on me so fast I almost slipped into a defensive stance.  Her smile was huge as she asked with a tease in her voice, “Punzy?”

I sighed and looked at my feet, shaking my head. “Gods above.”

She just chuckled and looped her arm in mine as her eyes scanned the kitchen critically.  “Show me the rest?”  The excitement and wonder on her face urged me on.  I nodded at her and placed a hand on her arm in mine and led her to the equipment storage room.

I admit I was looking at everything in the tower with a more critical eye now, realizing that maybe Gilbert and I could be a little better organized.  After that, I led her to the staircase landing to show her the upper levels.  We started up and she paused and looked at the old, iron bound, oak door a few steps down.

She furrowed her brow. “There is a lower chamber, isn't that below the tides?”  I nodded carefully and she asked, “What is down there?”

I reached above the door frame and pulled down an iron key, I looked at it in my hands then at her and whispered, “My father's promise.”  Why was I feeling so nervous?  And why was I about to show her the secret of the tower so readily.  Only two people knew its secret, Gilbert and I.  Not even my father's family knew why he built the tower here, in the sea.  They assumed it was for werewolf defense.

I paused, too afraid to unlock the door to show her myself, so I passed her the key.  She looked at me for a few heartbeats, then turned and unlocked the door and handed the key back, which I put back in its hiding spot.  I prompted her with my eyes and she opened the door easily on its well-oiled and maintained hinges.  I could smell the damp musty air coming up from below. She hesitated then headed down the stairs, lit only by the oil raceway.

I followed her and explained as we went down thirty feet until the stairs opened into a large natural chamber.  Water from the North Sea that had infiltrated the stones and mortar that sealed the entrance dripped down into the cavern, causing it to be a damp, moist atmosphere.

I explained as I took one of the torches in a holder at the base of the stairway and lit it in the raceway.  “Apparently, at some point in time, my father found that the rock formation that was just barely exposed in the waters of Rotsachtig Cape was a lava tube from a long extinct underwater volcano.  And he learned the secret it held.”

I clasped hands with the woman and led her across the cavern floor.  “Lucian built the tower to protect his find and stop the waters of the sea from flooding the tunnel after he drained it.”  Then I released her and placed my hand almost lovingly on one of the white veins that were as thick as my chest which spidered out in all directions on the cavern walls.

I smiled at her as the light flickered along the veins causing them to glint and sparkle as I spoke in hushed tones, “Lucian had promised that if his daughter ever walked back into the light, that she would want for nothing.”

I handed her the torch and hefted a pickaxe that was sitting in a bit of rubble at the base of the wall.  Her eyes started getting wider and wider as she realized what she was looking at.  I swung the pickaxe at the wall and sparks flew.  Another strike and I broke off a chunk of the white material larger than my fist.  The metallic sheen of the freshly exposed material was unmistakable as I whispered, “This is the tower's heart of silver that gives it her name.”

I handed her the chunk of raw silver and she just stared at it in shock in the flickering light of the torch.  Just that amount would have made any person set for life.  And Gilbert had shared that there was, at least, two tons of it in the exposed, pure veins in the cavern alone, without further excavating, which he didn't recommend.  Since one wrong move could flood the entire cavern.

I took the torch from the stunned redhead.  I chuckled out, “It is a miracle, I never thought you would be at a loss for words.”

She shook her head as if to clear it, and she looked away from the silver in her hand.  “Now there's no call for teasing.”

I winked at her, feeling confident for some reason and nudged my head back toward the stairs.  “Bring that.  Let's continue the tour shall we?”  She looped a hand in my offered arm and just hefted the chunk of the most valuable metal on earth in her other hand, shaking her head in amazement.

I snuffed the torch and placed it back in the holder and we went back up.  The moment we went through the door, she handed me the silver ore and quickly retrieved the key and locked the door then leaned her back against it, her arms protectively against the door.

She finally exhaled and said, “My lord woman.”  She shakily replaced the key and snatched the clump of metal from my hand and examined it.

Then her normal sarcastic and overbearing self returned as she said with a little smirk as she tested the weight of the metal, “A tour you said?”

We dropped the ore off with Gilbert in his workshop which covered half of the second floor.  I dropped my pouch of silver dust by the ore.  “I'll need to be replenished.  I'm thinking of hunting the south lands on the next outing.”

He just nodded and waved me off as he worked on the clockwork gears inside the silver needle grenade.

Then I showed Eve my workout room which took up the other half of the second floor.  I had paused before we left it.  “If you are truly going to stay with us and are serious about learning to defend yourself, I expect we will be spending a lot of time in here.  I usually practice at least four hours a day when I am not on the hunt.”

She paused and narrowed her eyes. “Are you always training and hunting?  Do you not take any time for yourself?  To rest?  To enjoy the simple pleasures of life?”

I blinked as I looked at her.  “I cannot rest until Gothel is dead.  I made a vow, and I will not break my word, I am my father's daughter.”  Was that a flash of sadness in her eyes?

I showed her to the third floor where the three bedrooms and the ingenious washroom Gilbert had devised during the time he spent here waiting for Lucian's lost daughter to return.  There was a large metal tub that had water fed to it from a brass pipe connected to a large group of rain barrels on the roof of the tower.

By raising a small gate on the sluice at the tub, you could fill the tub instead of lugging buckets of fresh water from the meadow.  You didn't have to bail out the tub when the water went sour, there was a plug at the bottom of it and it drained through a pipe that went out the side wall and the water drained into the sea below.  The tub had a combustion chamber under it, and the smoke was diverted to the oil raceway that spiraled up the tower chimney.

In the room was also a raised seat of an outhouse.  It also had a sluice gate to open after you had done your business to wash the waste out into the sea.  It was an odd thing to have indoors but it was infinitely convenient compared to chamber pots or crossing the bridge to use an outhouse on the shore.

I brought her to the third room, adjoining mine.  “This would be your room as long as you wish to stay with us.  My room is just there, and Gilbert's on the other side.”

I looked into the room that had crates and junk stacked up everywhere in it except on the straw mattress bed.  I blushed and said, “I'll clear some of this out and bring it up to the attic before you retire.”

She looked back in the hallway to the stairs and the wooden door leading up.  “Attic is up there then?”

I nodded.  “And the roof.  There is a gorgeous view of the coast up there and it is a wonderful place to go and think.”

She nodded and shooed me into my room, stepping in behind me.  She almost smirked when she whistled, how is that even possible?  I sighed as she teased, “I certainly have my work cut out for me.”

But... I... she... calm down Rapunzel, she is only teasing.  I looked around at my mess, and added, “mostly.”

She started reaching for my armor.  “Let's get you out of this and into more comfortable clothes while I go about assessing what needs to be done to bring the household into order.”

I slapped her hands away playfully and almost whined, “I can undress myself woman.  Now shoo.”

She sighed and said with a tone of patience, “I'll need those at your earliest convenience so I can oil the leather and make repairs, your underclothes too.  I've enough thread in my pack to mend the lot.”

I waffled before I could come up with a coherent argument, “Who put you in charge?”

She rolled her eyes, cocked an eyebrow, and said with a cute little smile that I admit I found sexy, “I did.  The household is my domain, you just tend to your business... Punzy.  Is there a problem with that?”

Why did this frustrating woman have to be so humorous?  I cringed at the nickname and then mock saluted. “No ma'am.  Now get out so I can change.”

Her eyebrow remained cocked as she tilted her head like she saw right through my clothing, then she said with a little appreciative smile as she turned to leave the room.  “I'll start a flame under the tub to warm the water for you to bathe.  You're positively rank from our travels.”

I called out in frustration to her retreating, chuckling form.  “You're no spring flower yourself you evil, evil woman!”

She continued as if she hadn't heard me, “I'll wash your clothing after we have both bathed properly.”

I shook my head at her antics.  I wasn't going to survive the invasion of the headstrong maid was I?  The tower was going to fall.  I chuckled to myself and caught myself absently smiling as I thought of her.  I paused before I shut my door and asked in a serious tone, “Why are you doing this?”

She paused at her own door and turned to face me.  She took a breath and closed her eyes and responded almost under her breath, in a serious tone that matched mine,  “This... I can do.  It is what I know, and I do it well.  Without it, I don't know who I am...”  She hesitated and added, “And you saved me...”  She stepped quickly into her room and closed her door.





  
 

Chapter 11 – Assassins

The tower was indeed conquered by the little redheaded whirlwind.  Within months, she had the place sparkling like new.  Our wardrobes were all in top shape and the larder stocked like had never been before.  If we were in the tower, we ate three meals a day, no exceptions, no excuses, because, “There are no excuses for poor nutrition.”  I'll admit she was an amazing cook, but not to her face.

By the next year, her training was progressing at a rapid pace.  She was developing her own forms with the Aparare Voal.  She added silver weights on the end of her lengthened rope and she mimicked my techniques.  She constructed her own bola using another length of rope she had braided from lengths of my hair that she saved every time she cut it for me.

That first cutting was quite humorous when my hair had reached my ankles a couple weeks after she took over my tower.

After I had come back up to the training room after stoking the great fire on the main level, she had come at me with the little dagger which she had started keeping in her boot.  I told her that it wouldn't be up to the task.  She was as bullheaded as usual and had to try for herself.  So I just grinned at her as her little knife sparked and dulled against my hair as she sawed at it.

She said she'd be right back and disappeared into Gilbert's workshop and came back into the training room with a sharpened hatchet and a wild look of glee on her face.  I intercepted the little dynamo and extricated the weapon from her before she hurt herself, or more importantly, me.

I said, “Why not use the tin snips that are in the drawer below the shurikens just there?  That's what I use.”  I pointed and she went to the drawer mumbling something about me not being any fun as she retrieved the shears.

She stepped up to me and ran her fingers through my hair.  She loved how deceptively silky it was and I had to fight off a moan.  I secretly loved when she doted over my hair like that.  I had already started craving her innocent touches.  I knew I was getting quite infatuated and I also knew it was something most people would frown upon.

Then Eve grabbed a handful of hair and moved the tin snips toward my waist.  I placed a hand on hers to stop her.  She inhaled a little as she looked at our hands, then smiled and looked up at me.  I was lost in her eyes for a moment, then shook my head gently and moved her hand up to my shoulder blades.

She paused and furrowed her brow. “But your feather armament...”

I explained, “It is segmented, I can have as many or few rows as I need to turn the entire length of my hair into a weapon.  If you cut it at my waist, we will just have to cut it again in less than a month when it reaches my ankles again.  Up here is better, it gives me about ninety days between cuts.”

She looked shocked then nodded and went to work cutting about twenty strands at a time, as that was all the snips could handle.

She seemed to horde my hair and went about weaving her own ropes for bolas, and an oddly weighted net which she wove together with Gilbert's silver thread.  She even wove strands of my hair and the silver thread through the tunic and cloak she wore when she accompanied me on my missions.  I couldn't ever talk her out of accompanying me, she insisted that her place was by my side.  “Where my Lady goes, I go.”  I secretly longed for her to be there though I found myself overly protective of her.

As her combat skill continued to grow, so did the chances she took.  My heart couldn't stand it if she were ever to come to harm.

We followed every lead that made its way to the tower, and would travel to other kingdoms to battle dark druids, vrajitoare covens, even a town besieged by werewolves every full moon who were rumored to be lead by a black magic user with one hand.  That turned out to be a fabrication to get me to take care of their wolf problem since the next Wolf Hunter wouldn't be through the realm for a few months.  Eve took them to task over it.

I could never win an argument with her, she knew that just a smile from her and I was helpless.  Wolves and witches can't stand against my fury, but this little maid was my weakness.  How pathetic was I?

She had night terrors, reliving her capture and the werewolves killing her friends right in front of her and would awaken screaming in tears.  More nights than not, she would sleep in my bed with me than in her own room.  I think we were both getting used to it.  I preferred to have her with me where I could protect her.  Just before she would snuggle in farther and sigh, belying her bravado, she would always get a cute little smirk on her face and say, “I'm not a damsel in distress who needs saving, Raz.”  

The people of the nearby village of Leke were getting to know her well as she shopped the marketplaces to make sure the tower was always well supplied.  They were starting to playfully nickname her the Fire of the Silver Heart as they realized how ruthless she was at striking a bargain.

Once, I overheard a vendor asking her what the tower was like inside, and I gained more respect for her than I already had for her with her simple response, “I do not speak of things that are the business of my Lady.”

One night we were sitting on the roof under the stars, she had a chill so was under my cloak, pressed against me as we looked over a map of the realms.  We had marked all the credible sightings of the Dame throughout the years I had been hunting her, and the locations of the covens which I had dispatched, who were known to associate with Gothel.

Then the other hotbeds of black magic that may or may not have been linked, which I handled.  There was no pattern I could discern, and I voiced that.  But then I felt Eve cock her head and I looked down at her and she was looking at the map intently.  “What is it Rosu Mea?”  When she wasn't overbearing, stubborn, or downright evil, I had taken to calling her My Red like that.  I smiled warmly when she snuggled back into me and looked up into my eyes, her's glittering in the candlelight.

She sighed happily and looked back at the map.  I tightened my grip on her with the arm I had around her waist in an impromptu hug.  She asked with question filling her voice, “What if that's the point?”

I cocked my head as she sort of moved her hand all around the map, palm down.  She continued like she was speaking to herself, letting her idea congeal, “The sightings and probable sightings have no pattern to them like they are random.  We know that you are the only thing that Gothel fears, so what if this randomness is just another layer of her hiding?  To keep you guessing?  She travels to different locations to do her killing, then returns to her home.”

She smiled up at me as realization was dawning on me.  She finished, “So what we should really be looking for is where she is not, where there is a lack of black magic activity.”

We looked at the map, there was a growing spiral of dead zones centering on Romania.  I touched it with my hand and said absently, “These are the Red Hood's hunting grounds so it wouldn't be there.”  She nodded her agreement.

And she touched the land of Ire, the whole island seemed devoid of virtually any black magic activity, any evils in that land were hiding, and hiding deep.  Eve looked up at me with a wry smile, “And Gothel isn't stupid enough to be in Thsalias'... what did you call her?  Rose of Deva?  She wouldn't be stupid enough to be anywhere near Death's Lady's hunting ground.”

Then she touched the map in an area between the land of Ire and Essex, then down to France.  “What about this area?”

It was my turn to give her a wry smile and shook my head.  “No, that is the path followed by the Crystal Princess, Ella Deathbringer.  Much like me, it is said she was born of dark magics and now hunts those who would harm the innocents with it.  With brute force, she leaves a path of blood and death in her wake, killing anything that would do harm to others. Those who have seen her, say she has lost her mind and speaks with herself.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “You tease me.  She's naught but a fairy tale.  The noble woman who enthralled a prince, to be chased out of the lands of Britain when he fought off her enchantment.  She left behind a crystal shoe as a warning to all.  Parents use the story as a warning to their young boys, not to let a woman's charms steer them astray.  Just a bedtime story.”

I chuckled. “But it is true, Ella Deathbringer lives, and my uncles have shared a different tale, as their grandfather was in attendance at that ball.  Ella did not wish to be wed to the prince, and so ran instead of marrying a man she did not love, leaving behind the shoe as she fled.  She used her power to flee and harmed no one.  The prince did not wish to lose face, so he made up the ridiculous tale.”

She blinked at me in astonishment then shook her head once to get back on task.  We both stared at the map, the only other exclusionary zone was also the most dangerous place on the face of the planet, since the Alpha Wolves wished to have it as their prize.  Thousands of ferals wandered around it and attacked every full moon.

She asked in a quizzical tone, “The great walled city of London?  Surely she wouldn't hide there.  Would she?”

I wasn't sure myself, but then I examined the map intently.  I placed my hand on the map with my thumb on London. Then turned it slowly.  “I don't know, but see here?  How all the sightings, kidnappings, or coven locations, all seem to be radiating from there like the spokes of a wheel.”

She squinted and nodded.  I said absently, “I'll have Gilbert send word to Britain to get a network of men on the lookout for a crone with one hand.  That crone with the black vrajitoare on the night I met you said that the Dame spoke of the Land of Kings.  Perhaps it was truth.”

I stared at the map one last time then tensed.  I felt Eve react and I casually reached up to my hair and pulled the single decorative silver feather I wore, from a hook around my ear.  I looked at the hatch to the stairway below, my armor and weapons were in my room, this would have to do.  I placed my palms together in front of me, my arms encircling Eve as I twisted my hands, separating the feather into two blades.  I felt her hands move to her rope belt.

I looked around slowly at the ropes which were now over the roof crenellations of the tower.  There was a bare whisper of a sound when they came flying up to find purchase, but it was enough for me to hear.  If we had still been talking when they were secured, I would not have heard them.

I spun away from Eve to impose myself between her and an incoming blade, my mother's cloak billowing.  I slashed the air as I spun and knocked the incoming projectile to the roof. I ended my spin flicking a feather blade back the way it came.

It whizzed past Evelyn's ear and struck the man, who was coming over the parapet behind her, in the neck.  He made a strangled sound and tripped backward to fall off the tower to the unforgiving sea and rocks below.  I caught the scent of sulfur and burning flesh on the wind as he fell.  I hissed to Eve, “Cursed!”

Whoever they were, they would be stronger and faster than normal humans since they had the lycan contagion.  She nodded as she started moving slowly in a circle, weaving her rope with her arms and elbows, like a net in front of her.

I rolled over the knife I had deflected, coming up with it in my empty right hand, my back against Eve's. I took stock of the seven other men who had leapt up onto the roof from the ropes they were climbing.  Such strength indicated that all of them were wolf... ferals.

They all drew various weapons and didn't hesitate.  The men were so sure-footed and moved with the deftness of hunters, trained killers.  These were no ordinary ferals.  I caught the sword of the first man between my knives, it's thin blade just wider than a rapier and just twisted, letting his momentum do all the work for me.

When it was deflected enough, I suddenly pulled back, making it slash through the air just to my side as I punched the man with a right cross.  I don't care how tough a wolf is, when you punch someone with a hunk of metal wrapped in your fist, it is going to do damage and inflict pain.  Blood exploded from his nose.

I spun away from a second man's slashing blade.  It left a trail of sparks as it slowed, caught in a loop of thin silvered rope between Eve's hands she held behind her head.  I had to admire the gracefulness she had developed over the last year as she kept in motion, avoiding a thrusting blade in front of her and spinning with her hands still raised.

This had the effect of leaving the thrusting man exposed beside us while simultaneously wrapping the blade, meant for me, in the rope.  I slashed the overextended man's unprotected side and throat with two slashes of my silver feather.  He went down to a knee dropping his sword, grasping his foaming throat with shock on his face, knowing his healing would not work on a mortal wound delivered by silver.

Eve bent over as I kicked my original opponent in the gut to gain some space.  His blade slipped from his grip in Eve's rope as he stumbled back.  I pressed the attack and we exchanged a fury of blows.  It felt like he had fists of stone.

Eve was still in motion and spun and dropped so she was back to back with the dying feral, her rope whipped back behind her and around his throat as she continued to spin, forcing herself up and dragging him up with her.  Imposing his body between her and an oncoming swordsman who impaled his fellow rogue.

I dropped and spun, but my opponent leapt over my leg sweep with his enhanced agility.  I grinned at him as his eyes went wide, realizing that was what I wanted him to do.  I swept up, embedding his comrade's knife up to the hilt in his gut before he could get his footing.  He made a strangled, growling cry, as he hit the roof solidly.

That wouldn't be nearly enough to kill him, but I had to help Eve.  I rolled across the rapier and came up beside the scrappy redhead as she let the man drop and she spun off in the dance of her modified veil defense.  The weighted rope creating a graceful, whipping shield around herself as she let the weights strike out at our foes, the silver keeping them back.

I danced away, keeping her to my back and giving her room to do her thing.  I really wished I had my own weapons.  It would be over by now.  We couldn't let these men get their hands on us, their superior strength would be our end if they could pull us into a grapple.

I vaulted the man who was violently tearing the dagger from his chest, and as I flipped over him, I brought his rapier along in a powerful sweep using my momentum and my body weight to sever his head from his body.  I landed on the roof to engage two men with wickedly curved knives that had blades both above and below the hilts, forming a deadly S shape.  Some sort of specialized blades and they moved with the sure footing of Eastern style martial training.

I glanced back at Eve, who was holding her own, keeping two of them at a distance, then at my silver feather and the sword.  Beggars can't be choosers.  I shrugged to myself and smiled at the men in a menacing manner as I just dove at them.

It was all I could do to defend against their fighting style.  It was quickly apparent they had been using it for years, maybe even decades since wolves didn't age.  Every strike was adapted to a parry, and every parry a strike, with those wicked blades of theirs.

I had made mistakes in the flurry of traded blows that cost me.  They had delivered a few good strikes that left blood flowing from my arms and legs.  They planned to bleed me until I was too weak to fight.  But I had landed a few good blows myself, which they didn't seem too concerned about.  Then I got it, they were relying on their wolf healing, my first strikes were already healed on their arms.

I exhaled violently, I couldn't play their game.  I dropped the sword and grabbed a handful of hair from my waist and flung it so it wrapped my throat then I dove on one of them, wielding my feather blade in one hand.  He grinned through a wolf like snarl and slashed at my throat as I came down on him.

I don't know if the shock in his right eye was because of his blade just sparking along the hair on my neck and being deflected, or my silvered blade I jammed through his left eye.  I watched the life drain out of his right eye as I rolled away from a strike to the back, pulling my only silver weapon with me, out of the foaming eye socket.

I moved back from the other man as a third closed in.  I placed a hand on my aching throat.  My hair may have stopped the blade, but I still had to take the blow, and it was done with wolf strength.  That was going to bruise.  I almost laughed at myself as I bled all over the roof, worried about a bruise.

I noted one of Eve's opponents was on the roof screaming and writhing in pain.  That little-silvered net she kept hanging from her belt was wrapped around his head and neck.  The sizzling of flesh could be heard over his screams as he thrashed.  He couldn't grab the net, as it burned his hands every time he tried to grasp it.

I had to grin at the woman.  I was so worried about her but she seemed to be faring better than I was.  I stumbled but caught myself.  I shook my head to clear it then started dancing and spinning in a practiced form.  Keeping my opponents guessing where the silvered blade might slash next.  I smirked, it was almost too easy.  As one watched the blade as I pirouetted, I lashed out with my foot and caught the other with the curved blade full in the gut.  I followed through with an up sweeping arc of the feather blade when the other was distracted at by the pained gasp of his companion.  I'm sure that man didn't realize his guts were falling out of the huge foaming slash across his abdomen before he smelled the burning and frothing flesh.

He howled in pain as I jammed the feather into the base of the blade man's skull, severing his spinal cord.  Both men fell simultaneously and I stumbled but regained my footing.  I swept my hand back as forcefully as I could and released my feather blade to sail through the air.  It sliced through wolf flesh easily and embedded deeply, into Eve's opponent's kidneys.  The other man was now laying unmoving on the ground as her other opponent fell to a knee grasping back at the blade.

The last man started moving toward Eve as she somersaulted over her opponent and landed on the ground, kicking out and embedding the feather blade deeper into the man with a solid blow of her boot.  He slumped, his mouth open in a silent scream.  I have heard it said, that a blade to the kidney is the most excruciating pain anyone could endure.

The trap door flopped open between the final wolf, Eve, and myself.  Gilbert stepped up onto the roof in his nightshirt and the silly cap he always wore to bed.  He was holding a candle in one hand and something else in his other.  “What is all the ruckus up...”  His eyes went wide when the cursed man growled like the wolf he became every month and grabbed the old man by the throat and lifted him off the ground with one hand.  The candle falling to the roof and extinguishing.

Eve screamed out in panic, “Gilbert!”

There was nothing I could do.  The wolf would snap his neck before I could reach them.  I felt rage and hopelessness welling up inside.  I had never felt so helpless in my life.  Someone I loved was going to die and there was nothing I could do to stop it.  How I wished I had my armor and blades on me.

But the old man let out a choked laugh and mumbled something breathlessly as his face was turning blue.  The man growled at him and brought him face to face, feet still dangling off the ground, “What was that old man?”  Gilbert gave a weak smile and looked down.  The wolf followed his gaze as Gilbert dropped a silver needle grenade into the man's trousers.  It went off and the man screamed in agony as he dropped Gilbert, then fell to the ground while grasping his bloody and foaming crotch until he fell silent, staring off into space with lifeless, unfocused eyes.

Gilbert was rubbing his throat and croaked out in a wheeze, “I said 'fuck off werewolf.'”  He glanced over at us and added, “Pardon the language ladies.”  Both Eve and I were sobbing and hugging the man a moment later.

I whispered to him, “I was so scared that you were lost to us.”

He chuckled and it turned into a pained wheezing cough as he rubbed his throat.  “It'll take more than a stupid feral robber to make me lay down my last...”  He trailed off as he looked at the carnage on the roof.

Eve said with an apologetic smile, “He wasn't a robber.  They appear to have been assassins.”

His eyes went wide. “Assassins?!”  He looked at me accusingly. “Dear lord woman, and you let me come up here?  I could have been killed.”  I chuckled at the old fart as my vision started to blur.  I heard the thud as my body must have hit the roof and everything went dark.





  
 

Chapter 12 – Messenger

I don't know how long it was before I opened my eyes again.  A sweet voice, tinged with a worry that belied the flippant bravado said, “There you are.  It's about time woman.”  I turned my head to see Eve sitting on my bed as she placed a wet cloth on my forehead, then stroked my hair in a possessive manner.  “You lost a lot of blood, almost too much.  Those assassins were pretty cunning with the locations of the cuts.”

I started to sit quickly at the word assassins.  She placed a hand forcefully on my chest and eased me back down onto the bed.  “They are gone.  Everyone is safe.”

Then she used another cloth she had dipped into a basin and started wiping the sweat from my body, it felt like I was burning up.  “Gilbert... questioned the one I had netted... violently... before the man expired.”  She cast a glare over to the door, giving me a good idea as to how the assassin had... expired.

I heard the old man's gruff voice near the door, and I looked over to see him sitting on a stool next to it.  “Hey, I don't tell you how to do your job, Eve.”  Then he grinned at her before looking at me and saying, “It seems that Gothel fears you are getting close and had put a price on your head.  Assholes like these mercenaries are going to be coming out of the woodwork now.”

I gave a weak grin, why did I feel so tired? “Then I'll just have to kill her first.”

My redheaded nursemaid corrected me. “We.  We will just have to kill her first.”

I smiled fondly at the woman who's inner fire burned so brightly.  “I thought you were against killing.”

She cupped my cheek then playfully slapped it.  “When it is unnecessary.  But the Dame needs to be stopped.”

I started to sit again.  “We need to search their bodies before we dispose of them, maybe they have something on their persons that would help pin down where Gothel is hiding in London.”

She pushed me back down, more forcefully, then handed me a glass of water and forced me to drink as the Tower's grumpy old caretaker growled out from where he sat, “They had nothing on them or the little rowboat they had docked on the far side of the tower.  Little Miss Proper here wouldn't allow me to just push their bodies over the edge to let the sea take them.  I had to drag them down the tower and to shore and bury them proper.”

I chuckled at that, I imagine she had him say words over them as well.  Then I blinked, he had time to bury seven bodies?  “How long have I been out?”

Eve tucked the blankets tightly around me as she met my eyes, then softly said, “The better part of a day.  The sun is low on the horizon again.”

Then my eyes went wide and I grasped Eve's hand. “Are you alright Rosu Mea?  Are you unharmed?”  She smiled and nodded and I felt a tension inside me relax in relief.

Gilbert said offhandedly into the air.  “No, I'm fine, thanks for asking Punzy,  Really.”

I snorted and teased, “Of course you're ok you old fart.”  Then I chuckled. “Did you really put a silver needle grenade down that man's trousers?”

He looked at me and nodded with a grin, then his hand went up to his throat to rub at the dark bruises around it.  I had a pang of guilt that he was put in danger because of me.  He was a tough old geezer, but I loved him and didn't like seeing him injured.  He shrugged and said, “That's what you do to an aggressive dog, you neuter it.”

Eve slapped a hand over her mouth but I could see the smile dancing around in her eyes.

Gilbert stood and said, “I have work to do.  Good to see you up girl.”

I nodded and watched the man go, then turned to the woman who was stroking my hair again.  I started to get up again and she pushed me down with a cross look on her face.  I scrunched up my face in distress, “I have to relieve myself.”

She gave me an evaluating look then exhaled audibly and said, “Fine, but right back to bed.  You need to recover your strength.  I have a soup simmering in the kitchen, I'll bring it up when we get you situated back in bed.”

Then to my protestations, she took my arm and led me to the washroom and stood by the door to walk me back to bed and tuck me in.  She was mothering me and it made me feel a warmth inside, knowing she worried about me.  I told her, “You were amazing on the roof.  Your fighting skill has come a long way this past year.”  Then I added with an embarrassed smile, “You came out of it unscathed and I am laid up in bed.”

She smiled at the praise then sobered up. “It is only because I always have most of my weapons at my hips.  You fought them with nothing but a silver feather my Lady.”

She was upset.  Was it with me?  She only called me my Lady if she were mad at me or teasing me, this didn't seem like a tease.  Before I could ask she was leaning down and placed her forehead against mine and I could see tears welling. “You gave me a fright when you collapsed.”

I was held immobile by her eyes, they contained a magic that had no problem working on me.  I gave her a shy smile and said, “I'm ok, Rosu Mea.”

She smiled and nodded and turned her head to hide a tear that rolled down a cheek.

Then she wiped her eyes on her sleeve and turned back to me as she stood.  “Right then, I'll be back with soup.  You are confined to bed for the next couple days.  You need to recover your strength if we are to end this nightmare in London.”

Before I could argue the fact that I wasn't going to risk her when I faced the black witch, she was gone... and I found I missed her by my side.

True to her word, she had to almost sit on my chest to keep me in bed the next two days.  She chastised me for fretting over a bruise I saw on her arm from the fight.  She read to me each night at my bedside then reversed our roles and slept behind me with her arm protectively around my waist.

When she finally allowed me out of bed, I had hopped around singing, “Free at last!”

She rolled her eyes at my antics as she slapped a dress into my belly and I let out an “Oof!”  Then I stared at it.  A dress?  I preferred to wear trousers and a tunic.  They were more practical.  What if I needed to, I don't know.  Fight off some werewolves?  It was close to a full moon again right?

She explained, “You aren't leaving this tower until you have rested up a few days.  You were just laid up in bed for three days and you need to stretch your muscles first.  Maybe a light workout later.”

She... but... I... I opened my mouth to protest and explain who ran the household when she added with a bright blush on her cheeks, “Besides, you look so beautiful in a dress, Raz.”

Oh.  Ok.  I smiled at her and went to get dressed.  I paused and sighed as I realized she had done it again.  I chuckled at myself for being so easy.

We were all in the kitchen eating sandwiches on fresh baked bread that made the tower smell wonderful when something strange happened.  We heard three loud knocks at the tower door.  I almost snorted when Eve looked between Gilbert and I counting and then pointed at herself as she mouthed three.

I scrunched my nose at her and stepped into the equipment room, I came out a moment later with my weighted rope over my shoulder and a long silvered dagger in each hand.  She had her hand on her rope belt and Gilbert had taken a meat cleaver from the counter.  This time, I did snort at our reaction to someone knocking at our door.

Again there were three loud knocks.

The only other time it has happened was when members of the Damaschin clan came to visit, but we always knew in advance when they were coming.  I dealt with all my contacts and retrieved any letters sent to me at the tavern which also doubled as a livery and constable in the village.

I approached the door, my... family, slightly behind, in a flanking position to give the most cover and room for each of us to act.  I expected that of Eve since I had been training her, but not of Gilbert.  Little things like that, and how calmly he dispatched a wolf with five times his strength the other night, made me wonder about his past, but he would never speak of it.  Actions like this told me he had some sort of combat training, odd for a tinker.  Perhaps my father knew things about him when he chose him as caretaker.

There were three loud knocks again, and I could hear a man's voice, muffled by the door, saying to himself.  “Thrice did he knock, then three times thrice, then did the warrior maiden reveal herself to him.”

I furrowed my brow and glanced back then slid the bolt, and it disengaged in a thud.  I swung the door open and swiftly crossed my blades at the throat of the man standing there writing in a book with a quill.  He paused and swallowed, looking slowly up from the book, which had the words he had just spoken, written in fresh ink.

He swallowed again as his eyes followed my blades to my hand then he looked up at me and shot me an embarrassed smile, then said with a pronounced English accent, “Hello.  Rapunzel I presume?”

I looked him over, a handsome sort with dark, curly hair and a neatly trimmed goatee.  He had a large leather pack slung over one shoulder.  The sleeves of his finely pressed white tunic were rolled up and he had no weapons on his belt.  He continued grinning in a silly manner until I lowered one blade and pulled the other one back but still pointed at him.

Before I could ask who he was his eyes seemed to sparkle with humor as he said, “You, shouldn't be possible.”  He seemed to sniff. “Ahh... magics long forgotten, fairy magics.  That explains a lot, they never worried about the balance the Scales must maintain.”

Then he glanced over at Eve and said, “And you are delightfully unexpected.”

What was the fool babbling about?  If he were another assassin, he was a poor one.  I asked, “Who are you, and why are you at my front door?”

He blinked at the question, then smiled crookedly as he put his book and quill into his pack then moved his hand around.  I thrust my blade close to his throat again and he came out with an envelope. I relaxed and pulled back as he gave a courtly bow.  “Oh, forgive me, where are my manners.  I am a messenger from London, I bring word to the Umbra a Mortii.”  He held the envelope out as he continued to bow.

I narrowed my eyes.  He lost his English accented German when he said Umbra a Mortii in perfect Romanian.  There was something off about this messenger, besides being too well dressed and too well groomed.

I accepted the envelope and he bowed lower and turned without a word to march back across the plank bridge with confidence and surety of foot as if he had traversed it a thousand times.  He moved like a predator, which belied his aloof act.  I cataloged this mysterious messenger as a very dangerous man.

We waited until he reached the other side then disappeared into the rocks before I backed in and shut and bolted the door.

Eve and Gilbert huddled around me and Eve asked, “What does it say?”

I smiled at her wide eyes and then looked at the plain wax seal on the envelope, no family crest or magistrate arms.  On the back was written in flowery script, Rapunzel.  The ink smeared a little on my thumb.  It had just recently been penned; I looked back at the door; the calligraphy was just like in the book the messenger had been writing in.

I narrowed my eyes then broke the seal and pulled out a folded parchment.  It had a thin blotter sheet in it and the ink that had transferred to it smelled fresh too.

Gilbert asked, “What is it Punzy?  You look wary.”

I shrugged and I handed Eve the blotter paper and envelope as I explained, “This message did not come from London, and that man was no mere messenger.”  I pointed at the smeared ink on the envelope and the blotter paper.  “This message was written no more than ten minutes ago.”

Eve prompted, “What does it say?”

English was my weakest language so I took a moment to look at it before reading, “A one-handed woman, with but one seeing eye and a scar upon her right cheek has been observed in London proper.  The woman in question matches your recent inquiries, except she has a youthful exuberance, not that of a crone.  She has been seen frequenting the apothecary shops in back alleys of the Buckingham district.  I do not require your finders fee, I send word as only a concerned citizen.  Sincerely, Jack Sprat.”

We all looked at the note for a minute then the blank back side.  This was a confirmation of our belief that the Dame was hiding in London.  But...

“This smells like a trap,” Eve said.

I smiled at her as I folded the note and handed it to her.  “Especially due to its dubious origins.”  I paused. “Do you think the messenger was this... Jack Sprat?”

They shrugged and I exhaled heavily and said, “Well trap or not, maybe I can get some answers, and I have put off visiting Nicole for far too long.”  I noted the sorrow in my own voice at my mention of my friend's fate.

Eve nodded and corrected, “We. We can get some answers.”

I shook my head. “Oh no you don't Eve, you are not coming with me.  Especially since we believe it a trap!”

She almost growled. “And you think you can stop me?  We can begin the journey next week after you have sufficiently recovered.”

I grabbed her arm as she tried to turn to walk off.  Gilbert had the look of a man escaping a fight between women as he walked rapidly to the stairs to disappear into his workshop.  I quietly said, “No.  I... can't bear the thought of you getting hurt.”  I tried to tell her with my eyes what she truly meant to me though I knew she didn't feel the same.

She turned her head so our faces were almost touching, there was something unreadable in her eyes.  She whispered almost breathlessly, her hot breath on my face and her eyes glancing down to my lips.  “Why?”

I couldn't have lied to her if I wanted.  I just shook my head slowly glancing at her lips, hovering so close to mine.  “I... just can't.”

She locked eyes with me and asked more firmly as she looked up at me, “Why?  Tell me the truth Rapunzel.  Then maybe I'll consider staying behind.”

I couldn't find my words, I finally just said as I shrugged, “Because you are Rosu Mea...”

She exhaled in exasperation and said, “And here I thought you were the brave one.  Do I have to do everything?”  Then she leaned up and our lips connected.  I froze as a heat rushed through me.  She saw my wide eyes, smiled seductively into the kiss, then she gently pulled away, stepped away and walked toward the kitchen.

She said absently as she walked away, “I've been in love with you since you descended into that cave, like an avenging angel, to save the children and me.”

I mumbled in happy shock, “I love you too Eve.”  Then I shook some sense into my brain and asked, “So you will stay here while I hunt?”

She paused at the door and looked over her shoulder demurely and replied, “I only said I would consider it.  I did, and I decided not to stay.”  Then she stepped through the doorway calling back, “Come finish your meal, you need your strength love.”

But... she... I... grrrrrrr!  I touched my lips, still feeling the tingle of her lips on mine and I smiled and went to join her.





  
 

Chapter 13 – Ferry

The next week shot by in a blur.  When I wasn't training and regaining my strength, Eve was finding new and interesting places to demonstrate our growing love.  She was insatiable and I was pretty much putty in her hands.  I ignored the stigma associated with a woman laying with another woman as it was demonstrated to me again and again that it was only the love that mattered, and love always wins.  Just don't tell Gilbert we had christened his workshop when he was out gathering supplies.

Unlike the iron grip she had on the control of the household, she tended to let me take control in the bedroom, and I did my best to show her what she meant to me.

Gilbert hadn't batted an eyebrow when we stood hand in hand and informed him that Eve and I  were a couple now.  I had hoped he would understand because I saw him as family.  I found I desperately wanted his approval.  He had just rolled his eyes and went back to work with a new clockwork wonder he was working on as he grumped out, “It's about damn time.  All the googly eyes and shy shit was getting old.”

Have I told you how much I loved the old coot?

When word arrived in Leke, that our contacts had secured our passage on a ferry across the channel to Britain from France, we broke fast with Gilbert then retired to my... to 'our' quarters.  Well, she has certainly brought a feminine element to my old room that I hadn't had in it.  She has a thing for lace that just makes me smile at the look of wonder on her face when she finds some new lace fabrics in the markets.

It was odd, this felt more foreboding, more... important?  Than all of our other missions.  We believed that we would finally confront Gothel this time, and it set a somber tone as we prepared.  Wordlessly she undressed me, almost like it were some sacred ritual.

I just stood there bared to the world as she brought the new padded undergarments she had sewn up for me and she dressed me.  Then one piece at a time, she secured my freshly oiled leather armor to me.  Then one blade at a time, she slid the ringed knives into their sheaths, forming my pseudo chainmail.

Then she hesitated and stood on her toes and kissed me cutely before she reached for my feather net for my hair.  She held it up like a silver cloak and looked at me.  I turned around and she reached up and fastened the net to my hair.  She hooked her hands under the net and ran her fingers through my hair, all the way down to the back of my knees, sending shivers of excitement through me.

Then she stood in front of me with a smile of pride sparkling in her eyes.  She murmured, “I guess you'll do.”

I couldn't stop my smile as I shoved her shoulder playfully as her cheeks dimpled.  “You are simply evil, Rosu Mea.”

She shrugged cutely as she let her dress drop to the floor, exposing her creamy skin to me.  I swallowed to stop myself from drooling.  As she geared herself up, she shrugged and said with a wry grin, “I mean, I suppose you're ready for battle.  If you like that whole, deadly femme fatale look.” She bit her lower lip.

I chuckled. “You do know that it will be two days travel before we meet the ferry, then two more days travel to London after the twenty-mile boat ride? There is no battle to be had.”

She shrugged again as she pulled on her heavy soled boots, then she winked and said, “Says you.  I'm battling my self-control now, to not tear that armor off of you and have my way.”

I sucked in a quick breath as my body responded to the teasing redhead.  I whispered, “I am yours for the taking Evelyn.”

She looked up with a longing that matched mine.  We were hopeless.  I smiled at her then made a display with two long bladed daggers, about the length of parrying blades, and slid them into the scabbards on my back then slung my weighted blade rope over my shoulder. 

I winked and grabbed my pack which she had had packed, organized, and ready, days ago.  Then I headed for the door.  I grinned to myself at her little squeak as she hurried to finish gearing up, grabbing her pack, and scurrying after me.

Gilbert was throwing some logs on the great central fire when we got to the main level.  He seemed off a bit too, like there was an anticipation buzzing at his surface.  I think he was feeling the same as us, that just maybe, this time, I would finally confront the Dame after all these years and put an end to the suffering she has inflicted on so many lands.

He joined us at the main door where we took our cloaks off the wooden pegs which Eve had installed to keep our cloaks and coats organized.  We donned our cloaks then Gilbert hugged Eve and gave her a kiss on the cheek.  Then he held me at arm's length and took me in, hugged me and said into my ear, “Godspeed girl.”  Then he held me at arm's length again and glanced at Eve.  “And take care of the bullheaded one.”

Eve got a crooked smile. “Hey, now old man.”

They shared a smile then I slid the bolt over with a resounding thud, swung the door open, and we stepped out into a biting wind.  She called back as Gilbert shut the door, “Love you, see you soon.”

He stopped with the door open a crack and gave her a warm smile then he shut the door.

I had to smile to myself as Eve marched right across the swaying suspension bridge with a surefootedness she hadn't possessed a year ago.  I remembered the fist time she crossed the bridge in terror.  She was so much more confident now.  Which did... and did not... bode well for me.  I chuckled at myself.

Fine, I was watching her hips sway as she went along.  I shook my head and then hustled after her.  Just as we set foot on the other side, she brought her fingers to her lips and whistled shrilly.  I had to grin at her confidence lately as I retrieved the saddle and tack from the small shed she had commissioned by the bridge.

Shadow came trotting up the trail a minute later and I went about saddling him as Eve doted over him, telling him what a good boy he was and feeding him some apple slices she just happened to have conveniently in her pocket.

I secured our packs on him and checked the bedroll ties.  Then with a squeak and a giggle, I hoisted Eve up onto the saddle by her waist.  She crinkled her nose at me as her eyes sparkled and I swung myself up behind her.  I loved how she snuggled back into me as I draped my mother's cloak over her, wrapping one arm around her waist, then urged Shadow down the trail.

I said to her as she seemed to sigh, “The first half day south is rough, but after we stop for lunch it will become easy going until we pitch camp.”  Then I added, “Unless you want to overnight in Dunkirk.”

She glanced up at me with a patient look.  “You don't need to coddle me.  I'm not breakable Punz.”  Then she bit her lower lip to hide her smile. “But I guess it wouldn't kill us to overnight in Dunkirk.”

I just shook my head in humor then kissed the top of her head and headed a little inland, away from the bulk of the rocky shoreline trails for a little relief on softer ground of the meadows that lined the beginnings of the forest.

The following day an hour before sunset, we rounded a dale at the shoreline and saw the ferry station at Calais.  I smiled, our journey was half over.  One of these flat-bottomed ferries would see us to Dover, in the Land of Kings.  I marveled at the channel, it was the southern gateway to the North Sea, but it lacked the chaotic turmoil of the rough sea.

I had taken a sailing barge once across the channel, but these ferries were so much smaller.  They could only carry the crew of three and twelve people.  Or two people and two horses.  There was a small sail on them, but it was mostly the crew powered long oars that aided the crossing.  I heard that it took around four hours, rather than the two it took a proper sailing vessel, to make the crossing.

Calais was a fairly large settlement and they could afford a partial wall and cast iron fence with silver strands embedding it to defend them.  Like Grensstad, it would provide merely adequate protection against the cursed, but not as good as the great walled cities.  The ferry port was outside the gates and a few hundred yards down the coastline, in a tangle of buildings of the portion of the settlement that was outside the fence.

I noted that and told Eve so that she wouldn't get stressed, “They may be of the cursed since they are outside the protection of the gates.  But most who suffer the lupus curse are good people.”

She cocked an eyebrow at me.  “I'm well aware of that, I lived in Kleindorf, outside the protection of a wall.  Almost a third of the people in our village were wolf.  All decent people.”  Oh, yeah, I forgot about that.  I gave her a toothy grin of apology.  She shook her head with a smirk.  “I swear, you treat me like a fragile doll.”

I hugged her to me with one arm and whispered in her ear hotly, “Yes, but you are my fragile doll.”  She snuggled back in retaliation.

I slowed as we approached the dock.  There were four ferries docked, wasn't the whole fleet?  And nobody around at the small stone structure marked as the ticketing master.  I stopped Shadow and then craned around in the saddle, suddenly wary.

There were buildings everywhere, and a small outdoor marketplace shutting down for the evening.  There were plenty of places to hide, but there was a large open area between the buildings and the dock, so it would be inconvenient as an ambush location.  I felt Eve's hand reaching back to my side, her fingers resting on the loop of one of my blades.  She had caught my sudden alertness.

I urged Shadow forward to the ticket master, and slid out of the saddle, the blade Eve had been touching, sliding out of its sheath as she palmed it.  I put a hand on her leg to let her know I wanted her to stay on our horse.

I rapped on the wooden ticket master sign loudly, “Hello in the shack?”  There was silence but I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and I turned.  A man had poked his head out of the farthest barge and hopped up onto the dock.  He was unarmed except a small steel hook with a wooden handle hanging from his waist that would pose no threat.  He moved smoothly, and that kept me on alert.

He called out in French as he made his way down the dock.  “We're closed.”  I watched his approach, he didn't make any threatening moves.

I narrowed my eyes and said in my broken French, “We've booked passage for today.”

He paused just out of arm's length and squinted then changed to English when he saw my trouble with French. “And who might you be?”

I replied as I assessed the man.  He was dressed in typical sailor gear and looked comfortable in it.  Then I replied, “We paid passage for two women and a horse.  And who are you?”

He said quickly, “I'm Francois Captain of the Water Horse ferry, and ticket master.  Don’t play games woman, who are you?”

I looked around again assessing things, maybe I was too jumpy, too on guard since the assassination attempt.  It was more the fact that all four ferries were docked and there were no customers around that set me off.  But if they were closed for some reason, as he said, that would explain it.

I exhaled and then said, “I am Rapunzel Damaschin.  We paid in advance.  When will you be reopening?  We are on a timeline.”

His exhale matched mine and he nodded.  “We can make the trip.  It will be well dark before we arrive in Dover.”  Then added as he dipped his head a little, “Are you sure you want to go tonight?”

I looked back at Eve, who was scanning around then to the man and nodded. “Yes, please, time is of the essence.”

This seemed to disappoint the man.  He seemed to be assessing me then Eve then shook his head slightly and said with resignation in his voice.  “Alright then, this way ladies.”

I waited for him to take a few steps before putting my arms up and Eve slipped off the saddle into them, and I lowered her to the ground.  I nodded approval as she slipped my blade into her rope belt.  We led Shadow after the Captain.

There was a wide plank ramp at the bow of the ship that rested on the dock.  When we arrived, I saw two burly men sitting on either side of the small mast, in seats by the huge long oars.  They had hard looks on their faces as they made a point of not looking at us.

Shadow cantered nervously under the bobbing of the ferry.  The captain picked up a rail from beside the small mast and walked over and slammed the two legs into matching holes in the deck, he slid in some wooden pins in to hold it in place then he held out a black hood to me.  “It is best to cover his head so he doesn't spook.”

I refused it as I lashed the reins to the rail. “Shadow does not spook.”

He stood there holding the hood out then sighed and tucked it into the back of his belt, pulled the ramp back and it swung up on large iron pins and slammed into the deck with a whump.  He grabbed a pole with a point and hook on it that was about ten feet long and I saw the muscles of his back bulge under his tunic as he pushed the vessel back away from the dock at an angle, slowly rotating us.  He was stronger than he looked, and that told me he was most likely wolf.

He put the pole down and nodded at the men and they started rowing as he unfurled the sail. It seemed like we weren't moving at first, but after the third stroke, the men powered through the drag and the ferry started creaking as we began our journey across the channel.  When the wind caught the sail, the whole vessel rocked, and I had Eve sit down on one of the benches lining the perimeter of the flat-bottomed boat.

We were moving painstakingly slow, but after a few minutes, the dock was far behind.  The captain looked tense, and that kept me on guard.  The sun set about a half hour into the trip. And the only light was the receding lights of  Calais on the horizon, the stars above, and the oil lantern the captain hung on the bow.

When he walked back past me, he glanced at my armament then flicked his eyes to his men.  I turned to watch him.  He was getting more and more nervous as we approached the half way point after two hours on the water.  He kept catching my eyes and nudging his toward his men.

I finally took my attention off of the erratic behavior of the man and looked at the two huge men at the oars, they had to be wolf too since they hadn't taken a single break from the strenuous chore of moving the vessel.  I studied them, one looked green around the gills, odd for a ferryman.  Then I noted the stark difference between how they were dressed compared to Francois, he looked every inch of the sea, they did not.  They were dressed more like me, inappropriate for working a boat.

Then I looked back at the captain, he seemed relieved I had noticed and he was shuffling a foot a bit by the smaller lantern on the mast where he stood.  I moved my gaze to his feet as he seemed to stare off into the dark horizon.  There were dark stains on the otherwise spotless deck, and it had a copperish hue in the light of the lantern.  Blood?

I moved slowly, casually to sit beside Eve.  I was glad she had what she called her battle cloak on, it had my hair and small silver strands woven into it like her tunic.  I said as I rubbed her arms, “You look positively chilled.”  Then whispered, “Rouges have taken over the Captain's ferry.”

She nodded and said in a shaky voice, “Yes.”  Indicating she understood what I was telling her, and she added more loudly, “It is positively freezing.”  She palmed the blade again and I placed my hands inside my cloak and slid all my fingers into blade loops.

I stood and the Captain reached for a little bell which was hanging from the mast above the lantern and rang it solidly once.  The peal echoed out across the water as he announced, “Halfway point, entering the domain of the Brits.”  Then he nodded almost imperceptibly to me as the men stopped rowing.

They stood as Eve and I separated and moved around Shadow.  They made no preamble, they just charged us at wolf speeds, drawing short, stout blades as they came.  The one who fell at my feet with eight blades sizzling in his chest had a look of surprise at my outstretched hands, fingers splayed, as he took his last breath.

I spun, dropping my cloak to the ground and pulling more blades as the other man cried out.  His blade was tied up in Eve's silvered rope and the man was tumbling back, holding a sizzling and foaming hand.  The folly of grabbing Evelyn's silvered cape.  I started a backhand motion to throw my readied knives when Shadow reared up and kicked the man soundly in the chest.

I don't care how tough someone is, being kicked by a horse Shadow's size is like being hit by a falling tree.  The man went flying back and impacted the Captain, who was sneaking up behind him with his little hook tool.  Both men went tumbling over the railing and fell toward the unforgiving waters below.

I dove to the rail and was just able to grab Francois' leg.  The man would sink like a stone if I had let go.  Wolves could not swim because of their body mass and lack of fatty tissue.  His head and body were submerged.  He thrashed as I started sliding closer to the rail, his greater weight pulling me toward the lapping waves.  I scrambled for a handhold with my free hand, but then felt something on my leg and looked back. Eve had looped her rope around my leg and was tying it off to the mast.

Then she was beside me, grabbing hold of the Captain's leg and giving me a moment to reposition my grip, and grab the man with both hands.  Then we heaved and pulled the gasping and sputtering sailor to the desk.  We all laid back a moment and shook our heads and laughed nervously.  A moment later I was on top of him, straddling him as I pressed a silver blade against his neck, his flesh sizzling at the contact.

Eve gasped, “Raz!”

And I ignored her surprise and growled at the man, “What the hell is going on here?”  I was enraged at yet another assassination aftermath.

He started to growl like a wolf but then his tense body just seemed to relax and the man closed his eyes and said with a voice full of emotional turmoil, “They have my wife, my mate.”

I blinked at him, then pulled my blade from his throat a little, to avoid more silver burn.  He opened his eyes and then he said in a calmer voice.  “They have her on the Dover side.  The three of them killed all my workers and crews on all the ferries.  They said they had word that their target was going to use our services.  One stayed in Dover with Genevieve, they would kill her unless I helped them kill this witch hunter, Rapunzel.”

There was an apology in his eyes.  “They were going to do it in the middle of the channel so you had no place to escape to.  I did not know you were a woman, I would not aid them in harming a maiden.”

Eve was beside me, prying my blade from my fingers as she told the man, “We will help you free your Genevieve.”

I narrowed my eyes at her and she narrowed hers right back.

I smiled, knowing I wasn't going to win, so I just relaxed and stood up, offering a hand down to the man.  He took it and I pulled him to his feet, and said before I released his arm, “You smell like wet dog.”

This got a chuckle from the man and he countered with, “And you are no ordinary maiden.”

I hid a smile with a slight bow of acknowledgment.

Three hours later, with  Francois and I rowing to assist the sail, and me taking multiple breaks; I was no wolf; we saw the lights of Dover growing on the horizon.  By the time, we could see the dock, Eve and I laid down as he smeared blood from the remaining assassin's body across our throats and we waited as he guided the ferry to the dock using the sail and the tide.

Another burly man met the boat at the dock as Francois threw him dock lines.  The man tied them to the large cast iron cleats along the dock.  The Captain pushed the large gangplank up and let it flop down onto the dock as the third assassin jumped into the boat.

Eve and I tried hard not to even breathe as he drew a scimitar style blade from a back scabbard when he saw his dead comrade.  The man pointed his blade at Francois and barked out, “What happened here?!”

To his credit, the Captain said in a dispassionate voice, “The witch assassin was too much for them.  One went overboard, the other was diced by her blades.  I took the opportunity of their distraction to cut their throats from behind.”

The big man stepped to me and knelt as he nudged my body with his blade, I tried not to gag at his unwashed smell.  He said, “Gothel wants her head as proof of death.  I won't have to split the bounty three ways now.”  I could hear the cruel smile in his voice.

Francois asked, “I have done as you asked, where is my wife.”

The man turned to him and growled, “You did good.  She is in the ticket master shack, unharmed, as agreed.”

That was all I needed to know as I quickly and violently thrust up, burying two blades deep into the man's gut, rolling up on top of him as he fell to the deck.  The mercenary gasped in surprise and pain as I locked eyes with him, while the Captain ran down the dock toward the shack.

I asked in a menacing, hushed tone, “Now you piece of shit, where is Gothel?”  The smell of putrefied, burning flesh, sizzling on my blades almost made me wretch.

He said in a pained voice, “I don't...”

I twisted the blades in his gut.

He howled in pain then gasped and said, “We were just supposed to deliver your head to the Hangman's Noose and collect our bounty.”

I twisted again and he screamed.  I hissed, “Hangman's Noose?  Don't speak in riddles.  What is the price on my head?”

He cried out, “It is a Tavern, in London!  Cheap End!  The price is five hundred gold crowns.  Eight hundred if we delivered the whore you travel with alive, for the Dame to steal the youth from.”

I thrust the knives deeper at that, rage beyond any I had known fueling me.  I would never allow that evil, black hearted vrajitoare harm my Rosu Mea! I pulled one dagger out of his gut and started swinging it toward his throat.  It was all I could do to stop myself when I heard Eve softly say, “Rapunzel.”  The blade stopped just an inch from the man's throat.

I looked at her then the man.  She said, “You are not a monster like them.”

I closed my eyes and slowed my breathing, then turned my gaze to hers.  Her emerald eyes were creased with pain, and hope and... love.  I moved off the man, eliciting a pained gasp as I pulled the other blade free.  I said in a hoarse voice to her, “He'll be dead anyway in a minute or two, those wounds won't heal.”

She nodded, a tear in her eye for me as she spoke softly, “I know, but let him use what time is left to make peace with his maker.”

I looked down at the man who had rolled to his knees.  I made a primal sound as his hand moved toward his blade.  He froze then pulled his hand back and staggered to his feet, crossing his arms over his injured midsection and staggered up the gangplank and down the dock, leaving a trail of blood behind.

We watched the man go until he swayed and stumbled into a back alley between buildings on the shore.  Then Eve said, “Five hundred?  That would set the mercenaries up for life if they lived to fulfill the contract.  It isn't silver, but gold is the second most valuable metal in the world.”

I nodded.

She stepped up to me and pried the two long daggers from my fingers.  She wiped them on the tunic of the other dead assassin and then slid them into the sheaths on my back.  Then she knelt and picked up my mother's cloak and wrapped it around me, tying it at my throat.  I tilted my head at her and she smiled.  “There, good as new.”  She stood on her tiptoes and kissed my nose cutely then turned to retrieve Shadow.

I finally found the will to move and said to her with humor tinging my voice, “You're trying to make me a better person.”  I felt I was a better person around her, but I wasn't about to let the little sneak know that.

She nodded, seeming quite pleased with herself, and then handed me Shadow's reins.  We led him up the ramp and then down the dock to the shack, where we could hear a woman sobbing and the Captain shushing her in a soothing voice in French, “Everything is ok now my love.  I'm here.  Those men are dead now.  I'm here...”

I smiled and exhaled, not fully understanding the sense of peace it gave me to hear the tone in there.  I looked down to an equally smiley redhead.  She scrunched her nose at me and then eeped as I grabbed her waist and lifted her up to sit in the saddle.

I joined her and was about to urge Shadow forward when  Francois emerged from the shack, his wife enfolded protectively in his arms.  “Rapunzel wait.”

Shadow was excited to go after so many hours of standing on the ferry, and he cantered a bit.  I looked down at the man and his diminutive wife.  He offered his arm up to me and we clasped forearms.  He said, “My ship and my blade are at your service if you are ever in need.  You saved my Genevieve, I am in your debt.  I don't know how I can ever repay you, both of you.”

Evelyn said to him, “It is what decent human beings do for one another Captain.  You can repay us by showing kindness to those in need and living a happy life with your wife.”

He smiled up at her, nodded, then released my arm and used it to wrap it protectively around his woman.

He said, “Fair Winds.”  Then added quickly before we could leave, “Go to the Red Otter here in Dover.  It is my cousin's inn, he will put you up for the night, just tell him I said so.”

I inclined my head in thanks and Eve snuggled back into me as I urged Shadow into a trot on the cobblestone courtyard and into the settlement of Dover.  She sat up and looked back. “What of the body on the boat?  The man deserves some dignity in death.”

I shook my head at her as I smiled at her compassion.  “I'm sure the Captain will give him a burial at sea.”  I added in my head, 'or let his body rot at the side of the road.'  I knew her heart, but I also knew the cruel realities of the world.

True to his word, when we located the Red Otter, the owner was quick to put us up for the night and have Shadow fed and stabled.  I fretted over the bruise on Evelyn's shoulder from where the mercenary had grabbed her before pulling back with silver burns.  She allowed me to dote and we fell asleep in each others arms.

In the morning, Cale, Francois cousin, had arranged for a guide, a trusted family friend of his, to see us to London.  The man was quiet, and a good enough sort though it was obvious that he disapproved of my obvious romantic involvement with Eve.

Near the end of the following day, when we came over a rise to see the awe-inspiring sight of the largest metropolis I had ever laid eyes on.  London stretched out before us, horizon to horizon.  Huge,  imposing walls rose forty feet high, glinting in the afternoon sun from the veins of silver in the ore used to construct them.  The walls surrounded the larger part of the city, north of the Thames River.

I looked down to see an awestruck Eve, gawking at the spectacle of it.  I whispered, “Behold, the great walled city of London.”

Our guide said, “I take my leave of you here.  Godspeed.”

We murmured a goodbye then turned back to the city that had no equal in all the realms, except maybe Paris or Genoa.  I could feel eyes upon us as we dismounted then descended into the city.  There were so many people, horses, and carriages moving about.

My stalwart companion softly said, “I have read that over forty thousand people call London their home, and any given day, fifty thousand people or more walk its streets.”

That number was mind boggling, for one city to have so many stretched the limits of the imagination.  I said with surety, “It can't possibly get any bigger, it is said that there are no more than a ninety million people in all the realms, and for so many to be concentrated in one location... The infrastructure alone to support this many people peacefully must be taxing on the kingdom's resources.”

She nodded her agreement and we both kept our eyes peeled for any possible dangers as we were continually distracted by one wonder or another.  I kept glancing away from the bridges as we approached until my Rosu Mea pulled my to a halt by our looped arms.

She pulled me around and I looked down into her entrancing emerald eyes, below her furrowed brow.  She chastised, “Gothel can wait, right now you have something more important to do.”  She pulled me over to a gas light post that had a map of the city on it.  She prompted, “Where is Nicole?”





  
 

Chapter 14 – The Black Crypt

We dismounted Shadow at the gates of the massive cemetery in the middle of Outer London, the famed bridge of London was viable with the unbreachable gates of London on the far side of it.  I wrapped his reins loosely over a hitching post at a water trough.  I could see from the huge arched, wrought iron gates into the sacred ground, rising above it all, in the back, was a crypt that seemed overrun and encased by unnatural black briars and thorny vines.

I swallowed, knowing the woman I see as my sister, my teacher, lay encased in that tomb, in an endless sleep.  She would be so until Thsalias... Death's Lady could end her own existence, thus freeing Nicole from her mortal bonds and allowing her to pass on to the next plane.

I couldn't move my feet, I was rooted to the ground until I felt a familiar hand in mine, as the reason my heart beats, laced our fingers.  She was a dynamo of strength and surety and she shot me a reassuring smile.  I took a deep breath and then started forward with her, the rusted hinges on the cemetery gate screeching in protest.

As we approached the crypt, we saw two men dressed as undertakers with a wheelbarrow, picking up the lifeless form of a man in armor who was laying at the base of the black thorns.  They unceremoniously dumped him into the cart and started wheeling him off.

We stayed back from the deadly vines.  It is said that the merest touch of them is instant death.

I looked around, and there were dozens, if not hundreds of bird, rat, and mouse corpses strewn around the base of the vines.  And hundreds of rusted and broken swords, shields and axes, from the foolish men who thought to claim the Lady Who Sleeps for their own.  Thinking so much of themselves as to think they could do what no other could and break the black magic that cursed my friend.

I twisted to the side with blades ready as I heard a disjointed laugh.  There was a small girl in a tattered black dress sitting on a tombstone, kicking her bare feet in the chill air.  I glanced around.  Where were her parents?  Why was she uncovered in the fall weather?

I stepped to her as she tilted her head to regard us, I started to remove my cloak to wrap around her but Eve laid a hand on my arm.  I looked at her and she had a questioning look on her face.

“What is it, Raz?” I looked back at the girl and she was gone.

I spun to a giggle behind me.  The girl was twenty yards away sitting crouched on another tombstone with a twig, tracing circles on the stained stone.  I blinked and she was gone.  I almost jumped out of my skin when a little voice right in front of me asked, “Are you here to see the sleeping princess?”

How had she moved so fast in the blink of an eye?

Eve said, “What is it, Raz?  You are scaring me.”

I pointed down at the dirty, starved looking waif.  “The child.”

She looked to where I pointed then back at me and worry creased her brow.  “What child?”

I looked between the two and the giggle came from the girl without her lips moving.  Then she said, “She cannot see me, I'm surprised that you can, I sense you are not witch nor one of nature.”  Her voice was out of sync with her lips, like it was coming just before and just after she spoke at the same time.

I swallowed and looked at Eve. “She says that you cannot perceive her.”

Evelyn tightened her grip on my arm.  I knelt and looked at the girl, she was so pale and sickly.  I reached for my cloak again and said, “Take my cloak, you must be freezing.”  Then I added, “You look hungry too.  Let me get you something to eat.”

The girl tilted her head then looked at my cloak longingly.  “You are kind my Lady, but there is no need.  I died long before this great metropolis came to be.  I am a specter, a watcher.  I must watch those still tied to the world by the mortal coil, to keep a record for all time for the higher powers who oppose the Scales.  They wait for them to step too far from the line so the Scales can be destroyed and the others can come in to impose their own will on the human race.”

She didn't look too happy about that.  I had heard about these Scales before and everyone who had had dealings with them seemed to be left with a bitter taste in their mouth.  Others were waiting for the Scales to fail to keep the balance between good and evil?

She asked in that eerie echo of a voice, “So are you?  Here to see the sleeping princess?”  She had the excitement of the youth she appeared to be.  To have died at such a young age was tragic.

I nodded. “Yes, she is my friend, my family.  She is no princess, she is a warrior.”

The little one smiled at that and then shook her head sadly. “The magics that protect her as so dark, and the curse so vile that it is impossible for you to actually see her.  The black magics would consume your life before you knew you were dead.  I like you, you wanted to help me, feed me, so I help you with that warning.”

I knew of the briar patch that guarded Nicole, I smiled at the little girl.  “What is your name?  I am Rapunzel, and this is my love, Evelyn.”  I held out my hand.  Eve was staring at me then the empty space which the girl occupied with great fascination.

She looked at my hand then hers, then at Eve and smiled. “I am Isla.”

I blinked in shock, the story of the poor waif Isla was a bedtime story in one of the books I read in the monastery.  She died begging on the streets of her village of Hypoc in winter, it took three days before the townsfolk realized she had frozen to death.  Those who ignored her plight as she begged for scraps showed false sorrow for her passing.  Bad fortune fell upon them and their families.  All knew the cautionary tale of the Hypocrites.

She reached slowly for my hand and I took her cold, tiny hand in mine, then she inhaled sharply and stared at our hands. “I... I can feel you.  You are so warm.”  She giggled and laid her frigid cheek on my hand.  Then she moved back and let go of my hand with longing in her eyes.  “Thank you for this gift my Lady.”

She looked about to say something else, but her eyes snapped to the Black Crypt and she whispered, “The Scales come.  I must hide.  I leave you and your woman a blessing of luck for your kindness...  Lady Rapunzel.”  The last of her words echoed out after she seemed to dissipate into mist.

I blinked and realized I was crying.  I stood and smiled at Eve.  “She gave us a blessing.”  She started to smile but instead we quickly separated, two blades appeared in my hands and her weighted rope belt was out as we looked at the crypt at the sound of men speaking in fluent Latin.

A moment later two men impossibly stepped out of the vines, sort of winding their way out and avoiding every vine, thorn, and branch with their twisting bodies.  A familiar face blinked at us as he froze with my blades at his neck.

He asked in perfect Romanian, “Oh my. Must you always greet me with a blade?”

I was looking into the eyes of the messenger at my tower.

The other man was just as handsome and roguish looking, their dark hair and eyes showed a family resemblance, they had to be brothers.  He had stopped by the messenger's shoulder with an amused looking grin on his face that I had an urge to smack off of him.

He said to his brother, “You're right Jacob, she tastes like the old magic of the fairies, something from before man walked the earth.”  He turned a dazzling smile on me. “Hello, impossible girl.”

I moved one blade from his brother's throat to his.  His grin doubled as he held his hands up, there was a leather bound book in one.

The one called Jacob scrunched up his face, cocking an eyebrow and raised a single finger to place on the tip of my dagger and he moved it aside.  I rolled my eyes at the man and moved it back to his throat, leaving a thin line of red where it was starting to cut the skin.

Eve moved slightly to get a batter angle at the men on case violence ensued.  I tried hard not to smile at the fierce look on her face.  I'm sure a baby ground squirrel could look more menacing.  I said, “Who are you and what games are you playing?”  I glanced at the tomb. “Why were you in there?”  I shoved the knives tighter to their throats and drops of blood welled up at my blades as my voice took on a dangerous, icy tone. “If you have harmed Nicole, I will end you right now.”

Jacob turned to his brother slightly, leaving a thin cut along his neck from the motion.  “Oh heavens Wilhelm, not ended.”

The other man said in a similar tone, “Indeed, being ended would be most inconvenient.”

I almost sighed, just what we needed, two smartasses who might be assassins.

I pulled back my hands and delivered simultaneous blows to their guts.  Both men gasped for breath and Wilhelm dropped to a knee, pain etched on his face, but his smile widened.  What were these guys?  Masochists or something?  The man said in a pained voice filled with humor, “She certainly is everything you said, brother.”

I sighed and backhanded him and demanded,  “Answer my questions.”

He looked at me ingeniously. “Must you be so violent?  It puts unflattering wrinkles on your face.”  I raised my hand to backhand him and he grinned and put his hands up defensively.  “Alright, alright...”  He looked at the other man who seemed genuinely amused at his brother's discomfort, “Jacob?”

The messenger lost his smile suddenly and seriously said, “Please, lower your weapons Rapunzel and Evelyn, we mean you nor Nicole no harm.”  He straightened and said as if it meant something, “We are the Scales.”

He made a glurking sound as a thin rope whipped around his neck and started tightening.  Eve growled, “Stop speaking in riddles and talk plainly or I'll turn my back and let Raz have her way.”

I had to almost strain to stop the smile twitching at my lips.  That was almost threatening, but I knew what she was up to when I followed her gaze to the hair rope on his neck, there was no reaction to the silver strands.  She was checking to see if they were wolf, like I had when I slightly cut them.  She was quick and intelligent, that was more deadly than her fighting skills.

Jacob stared at her and studied her. “Yes, you are an unexpected surprise.”  He glanced at his brother then said to us, “We are an ancient power that helps maintain the fragile balance of good and evil in this world.  We cannot interfere, but we can move pieces on the board to must likely affect balance.  Forces have been working from the outside, and our hold on the balance has been slipping.  If we fail, then the world will descend into chaos.”

Wilhelm added as if he were the one speaking, “But something happened that was unexpected, a little girl lived when she should not have.  It caused that imbalance to fray, and this girl grabbed at the strings of that unholy imbalance and started to unravel it as she grew into a force against evil.  You were the balance we sought as the Scales, but your time has to end soon or the balance will be skewed the other way.”

Eve twisted her rope to tighten it at the perceived threat. “So you are here to take my girl from me?”

He shook his head and Jacob said in a choked voice, “No, we cannot do it directly.  But once the threat of Gothel is removed from this world, we may have to move pieces around to address the new imbalance.”

I growled out in my confusion, “So are you allied with the light or the darkness?”

Wilhelm answered for him.  It was disconcerting.  Almost like I was speaking to one person between the two.

“Depending on the balance needed, we would be what you call good, and at times evil.  It is more complicated than that, but that is it in the most simplistic way.  Most of the time we work for the forces of light, as mankind is easily corrupted, they crave power, and greed is ever present, continually pushing the scales toward the side of evil.”

Jacob finished the thought. “So most times we are an ally to those who strive to do right in the world.”

He choked out, “We were in there reading books, recent news, and poems to Nicole of Arad.  We do that when Rose cannot visit.”  Wilhelm held up the book in his hand as if to show us.

I blinked and relaxed, but still kept on guard.  Eve loosened her rope.  I asked, “She can... hear you?”

Wilhelm answered for him, “Of course.  It is an unnatural sleep that has cursed the woman.  The world still spins and she is aware of all, she just cannot respond nor wake until Rose of Deva realizes who she is and what she was meant to do.  Until she rejoins the human race.  Her heart can break the curse of the black heart of evil that keeps her love confined.”

I stared at them in horror.  Nicole was aware of her plight?  And Death's Lady could break the curse?  I snapped out in anger, “Does Rose know this?”

Jacob said, “Heavens no.  She would never be able to heal herself and free Nicole if she knew it was her that was keeping her love in a state between life and death.  She needs to realize it herself or Nicole will sleep forever.”

I stared at the men.  I wanted to hate them, but they seemed to have no malice toward the woman I saw as my sister.  I narrowed my eyes. “If you are as powerful as you say, can you not revive her?”

Wilhelm nodded. “Of course, we have the power to, but we cannot.  We cannot interfere in mortal affairs.  I fear we toe the line just speaking with you on the subject.”

Then Jacob looked back at the crypt, then at me, his expression softened.  “Would you like to see her?  I'm sure she would enjoy the visit.”

I blinked and Eve put a hand over her mouth.  I almost whispered, “We can go speak to her?”

Wilhelm shook his head. “Maybe you can, black magics and demon magics seem to melt off you.”  He turned and looked apologetically to Evelyn, “But you would perish in an instant.”

I looked at Eve and she smiled and nodded.  I asked, “Are you sure I would be immune to Thsalias' poisons?”

Jacob said, “Pretty sure, let us test it.”  His hand was a blur as he grabbed my wrist and yanked me past him.  I collided with the thorny vines.  Some thorns pricked the exposed skin on my neck and it felt like I was on fire for a moment then I felt a familiar buzzing as the dark magics powering the toxins bubble off of me and the poison boiled out of my skin.

He nodded as I came at him swinging.  He deftly dodged my blows and said, “Yup.”  Then added, “Would you like to see your friend now?”

I stopped trying to strike the man and exhaled in frustration, but I did want to see Nicole.

Eve was instantly by my side, looking at the scratches on me.  She kissed the small punctures then whispered, “Go.  I'll be right here.”

I exhaled again then smiled down at her, kissed her on the top of the head and turned to the solid wall of vines and thorns.  “Alright, but you do another asinine thing like that and I will see you dead.”  I squinted at where they had come out of the briar patch but couldn't see how they had done it.

Almost as if he knew what I was thinking, Wilhelm said as he produced a silk handkerchief, “You cannot trust your senses.  The path is too complex.”  He held the rolled the fabric and held it out.

They meant to blindfold me.  I narrowed my eyes and nodded and he tied the blindfold on me.  I smiled at the “Ouch!” when his fingers brushed the silver feather net in my hair and must have cut his finger.  Serves the bastard right.

Then one man took my right hand, the other the left.  Now that I was touching the men I could feel magics I couldn't understand, they were not like the black magics of Gothel, nor that of the wolves, not even the white magics that had healed me partially all those years back.  It seemed a powerful combination of them all.

They started walking a confusing route that seemed to double back upon itself more often than not.  It took over five minutes to walk the ten feet through the briars.  Then they took the blindfold off and I was standing inside the crypt.  There was a raised dais in the center of it on which Nicole lay in her gleaming silver armor, her blades in hand, crossed over her chest. I inhaled a choked exclamation at the sight.

She looked so peaceful lying there like she would awaken at any moment.  I looked at the men who smiled and nudged their chins to Nicole.  I ran to her and my hands trembled as I started to sob.  She was my family, and here she was.  I reached out and stroked her silky hair as I whispered in her ear.  “Hello, sister.  It's Raz, it has been a long time.  I'm sorry I haven't visited sooner. I was... afraid.”

The two men moved to the far end of the crypt, to give me space and privacy as I spoke to the first female Wolf Hunter, the spectacular warrior woman who taught me about the world, taught me to fight.  I told her of the years since she last saw me and of the impossible love I have found in a scrappy redheaded maid.

Then I told her that I may finally have tracked down Dame Gothel.  Then my fear that if successful, I didn't know who I would be.  Every day since I found freedom had been spent to fulfill my vow to rid the world of the evil of Gothel.  Once the dark witch was gone, what purpose did I serve?

I smiled a little when I reasoned that my life would be for making Eve happy after that.  I told her that my hiraeth for a home I never had, that I could never return to, had faded since meeting Evelyn.  I finally had a home, and it was not the tower built for me by a father I never knew.  Eve was my home now.  I knew it with every part of my being.  Wherever she was, wherever we traveled, I only had to look into the endless green pools in her eyes to feel I had finally found where I belong.

Jacob cleared his throat softly and I looked at the men who had rejoined us.  He softly spoke to me, “Time is turning, the maiden of ebon hair must make haste, events are in motion and the window is closing.”

More riddles.  I got the hint, it was time to go.

I nodded, gave Nicole a quick kiss on the forehead and said, “I'll visit again if I am able.  I love you, sister.”

Then the blindfold returned to my eyes and ten minutes later I was with my Rosu Mea again.  She hugged me and wiped the tears from my cheeks.

Wilhelm said, “We cannot aid you in your hunt for Gothel, more than we have.  But I hear that the Wayward Pelican has a really good ale.”

Jacob nodded. “Yes, I hear all sorts of characters can be found around there.”

There was the ghostly giggle of Isla behind us, the Scales looked past us and we turned to see.  There was nothing there.  When we turned back to the brothers, there was nothing but empty air, as if they had never been there.  I actually snorted loudly and covered my mouth in surprise when Eve snarled out, “Fucking Scales.”

I looked back at the Black Crypt one last time then to my worried looking companion.  I smiled at her, gave her a quick peck on the lips, then grasped her hand and dragged her toward the cemetery gates.  “I'll tell you about it on the way.  We must make haste to this Wayward Pelican tavern.  Apparently, a game is afoot.”

She nodded and I lifted her to the saddle when we reached Shadow.  I grabbed the reins and joined her.  Our steed cantered to the side, full of nervous energy he was picking up from us while I determined how to find this tavern.  I urged Shadow into a trot and headed to a nearby inn to ask directions.





  
 

Chapter 15 – End Game

We had been sitting at a table in the back alley tavern for hours, night was falling.  The Wayward Pelican was full of boisterous men and women from the brothel in the back.  It was located in the Buckingham district near a concentration of alchemy and apothecary shops.  It was rank with the stench of stale ale and sweat.  From our vantage point in a dark corner on a raised platform, which was probably used by bards or musicians in the past, we could see the entire place.

I had to discourage the patrons from mistaking Eve and me as part of the entertainment supplied by the working girls.  After breaking one man's arm for daring to touch my Evelyn, they got the message and everyone left us alone.

I couldn't fathom Gothel ever coming here, this den of debauchery was not her style.  She liked to trap women who were alone somewhere secluded, where she could weave her rancid spells away from prying eyes.

I think I understood the brother's concerns about time.  The Dame seemed to use a lot of feral wolves as muscle.  She even sent them with the covens she sent out.  Tomorrow night would be a full moon, and that would make the men twice as dangerous.  She seemed terrified of me, so I assumed the numbers would be overwhelming.

I sighed heavily, it was almost the witching hour and there was no sign of the woman.  I was about to tell Eve that we should retire for the night and try again in the morning.  But I froze as the hair on the back of my neck stood on end when I got a familiar feeling of dread.  It was the same feeling I got whenever Gothel would return to the monastery from her hunts.  She would always be in a cross mood and feel the need to take it out on me.

Eve noticed my alertness and she started looking through the crowd too.  My eyes were drawn to the front windows and I saw a woman moving quickly past.  The glass was dirty and smudged and I couldn't make out much detail except for the arm she had a basket hanging from.  She had no hand.

Evelyn had seen it too as she rose from her seat as quickly as I had.  We pushed through the crowd, getting a few unwanted gropes as we moved along.  The bartender saw us moving along and started toward us.

“Hey, you two owe...”  He shut up as Eve slapped her coin purse in his bulging gut.  There must have been a hundred pfenning in there.

We exited into the alley and looked the direction the woman had gone.  We saw a billowing cloak disappear down another cobblestone alley.  We gave chase.

When we reached the corner, we saw an empty alleyway lit dimly by the burning street lamps at the lane beyond.  I heard a subtle click and looked over at a dark apothecary shop.  The shade drawn over the window in the door was swaying.  I pulled Eve with me. “This way.”

We pushed the door open as an elderly man was attempting to lock it.  I looked at the nervous man who kept looking behind him and I hissed, “Where is she?”

He looked terrified, but not of me as he whispered, “I can't, she'll kill me... or worse.”  He kept nudging his eyes to the sales counter that had a variety of herbs, and potions displayed about it.

I nodded at the man and we ran past to the counter with our weapons at the ready.  There was nobody there.  Eve looked at the floor, a corner of the throw rug there was tucked between boards.  She pointed and I nodded and pulled rug aside, revealing a trap door.

I swung it open and looked down into the darkness.  I worried it may be a trap but the lamp light below, which was rapidly dimming made my decision, she was running.  It had to be Gothel.  The shopkeeper had joined us and I looked at him and the lantern he carried.  I sheathed one blade, then snatched the lantern from him.

A moment later I was jumping down into the tunnel below, Eve landing beside me.  I glanced back in worry for a moment as I heard the trap door being shut above us.  I inhaled deeply and we raced down the tunnel toward the receding light.  If it was the Dame, she must have drained some women recently since she was moving faster than the crone should be able to.  She moved like a young woman.

As we took off after her, I noted the brick walls and stone channel in the middle of the tunnel.  These must be the famed sewage and rainwater tunnels of London.  It was all we could do to keep up with the retreating woman through the twists and turns.  Then we took another turn and I cursed.  We had lost her.

But we heard the creaking of metal and a clank from a side tunnel and ran that way.  I caught sight of the woman's cloak as she jumped from the other side of a silvered grate.  When we got to it, we could see the Thames a few feet below and the woman pushing a small boat across the water with a long pole.

The silver plated, heavy iron grating was locked and I shook the bars in frustration.  Eve narrowed her eyes and held my hand up which had the lantern.  There was a loose stone above the grating, sticking out farther than all the rest.  I pulled it out and there was a heavy iron key behind it.

I tried it in the lock and with a clank, the bolt retracted.  We stepped through and paused at the thought we may not survive and the grating was open near a full moon.  Wolves couldn't swim the Thames but if they jumped from the bridge above us, they could get into the city.  I relocked it then reached through the bars and fumbled until I got the key back into its hiding spot then replaced the stone.

We turned on the narrow platform and looked around.  A few yards down I spotted an old rowboat tied to a bridge support pylon.  We sprinted to it and untied it.  I lowered Eve gently into the boat and jumped in after her.

She asked, “Is it her?”

I shrugged as I started rowing, it was so much easier than trying to move the ferry. “I do not know, I haven't been able to see her face.  But she runs from us, so I believe we have found the dark vrajitoare.  We were only half way across the river when the woman arrived on the opposite shore.

She tossed aside the pole then turned to us and lowered her hood.  My blood ran cold.  There, with a repugnant smile on a face as young as mine, which would have been beautiful if not for the clouded over right eye and the jagged scar on her right cheek, was Dame Gothel!

She raised her one good hand and started chanting.  I threw myself in front of Eve as dark energies shot across the river, but I realized that the attack was not directed at us, Gothel knew the futility of using her magic against me.  Instead, the surface of the water started turning to a slush that thickened quickly until the boat was bound in solid ice that seemed to suck the lights of the city down into its darkness.

I hissed, “Damn it!”  Then slapped the ice solidly with an oar.  Then I smirked when it rebounded off the surface without cracking it.  I grabbed Evelyn's hand, “It's her, Rosu Mea.  Follow me.”  And I stepped out onto the ice, testing it with my weight.  There wasn't so much as a crackle of strain on it.  I gave Gothel a sneer and started running across the river's frozen surface with my girl on my heels.

I slung one of my blades at the witch who was frustrated that her attempt to slow us had backfired.  She was just able to deflect it with a ward, then she turned and ran up the bank toward the buildings of Outer London.

By the time we made it up the bank, I had almost given up hope of catching her, but I caught sight of a shadow turning down the end of an alley filled with rubbish.  “This way!”  I glanced back at Eve and her brow was furrowed.  Something was wrong.

I let my blood lust and the thrill of the hunt fade a bit and started thinking.  Gothel could have eluded us at two or three points in our pursuit.  Yet we caught fleeting glances at just the right time.  I slowed my charge.  Then voiced Eve's concern. “She's leading us.”  I had been seeing blood and letting my hate and rage drive me blindly.

She nodded and asked, “A trap?”

I agreed. “Most likely.  You stay back and I'll... oof.”  She had backhanded my gut solidly for even suggesting it.  My love had a fire of her own.  I exhaled in defeat then continued our pursuit, but at a more cautious rate, taking in all of our surroundings.

Sure enough, even at our more sedate pace, we were still able to catch fleeting glimpses at our quarry.  A quarry that has had over a decade to plan for this.  We turned down another alley and saw her crossing a large cobbled lane near a street lamp, the greasy fats burning in it sending black curls of smoke into the sky.

She took a look behind her and stepped into some heavy wooden doors of... I swallowed as my blood went cold, a reptilian response to the monastery she had disappeared into.  All my childhood memories came rushing to the surface, and it almost paralyzed me in remembered fear.

I murmured, “Of course it would be a monastery.  She is a creature of habit.”  I knew that the men who had originally occupied the building were either long dead or thralls to the black witch.

Then a warmth cut through the debilitating fear.

I looked down to the hand on my arm and I looked up into Evelyn's eyes.  She gave me a reassuring smile and I nodded and took a deep breath, pushing away the irrational fear of a young girl who could not fight.  I was no helpless girl now, this ended tonight, one way or another.  I patted her hand and gave her a grateful smile.  I was centered now.

I kept the presence of mind to take in our surroundings again as we headed down the alley to the imposing five story high monastery building, which had bell towers on each corner, vaguely reminiscent of the monastery I had grown up in.  I caught the shadows moving along the roofs above us on the smaller buildings on either side of us.

I pushed Eve behind some barrels and just got the wooden lid of a refuge lid up in time when the first of the arrows came whistling down at us.  Dozens of them struck all around us as I lay on top of Eve.  They embedded in the wall beside us, the barrels and bins and the lid I held up.  I gasped as one buried deeply into my leg, just below my rear.

This was no trap, this was a gauntlet.  She knew only physical attacks would work, so she was going to have men positioned along the entire route to her.  She wanted to punish me every inch of the way.  Which told me the most dangerous segments of the trap were closer to her, these cowards were just the opening act of her macabre play.

Another arrow broke through the flimsy wood of the lid to jab into my forearm.  I grunted again then looked around.  There was no telling how many arrows the archers had.  There was a back door into a shop across the alley.  I whispered, “When I get up, run to the door across from us, stay to the side.”

She nodded.

When another volley finished, I stood, yelling, “Now.”  I covered her with the lid and my body until we got to the other side, but I did not slow and threw my entire weight against the door, right above the bolt.  With a cracking, crashing sound, I burst through the door, dragging Eve with me.

She was breathing hard as I looked at my bleeding arm, it wasn't a deep wound.  She exclaimed, “You're hit!” As she looked at the arrow in the back of my upper leg.

I nodded and grabbed the arrow and tried to pull on it. The pain was immense, they were barbed arrowheads.  I muttered as I dropped my cloak to the floor, “It's going to have to go through.”

She paled and I broke the shaft of the arrow off and placed it in my teeth and bit down as I slammed the end of the broken shaft with the hilt of a dagger.  I inhaled sharply and grunted at the pain as the arrowhead burst through the flesh and my leather armor in the front.  I took two deep breaths, fighting away the dizziness then grasped the head and yanked the shaft through my leg.

I staggered and threw it aside.  There wasn't much blood, it had gone cleanly through muscle and missed everything important.  She was quickly wrapping a strip of cloth she tore off of a curtain tightly around my leg to stem what little blood there was, she tied it off with one of her bolas.

She looked between the door and me frantically then asked. “What do we do now?”

I gave her the grin of a predator as I took my rope with its weighted blades off my shoulder. “Now we even things up.”  I'm sure the wicked gleam in her eyes matched mine, as she gave a toothy smile.  “Make some noise down here, keep them interested.”

She nodded as I looked around for the stairs.  She tossed a small chair out into the alley and dozens of arrows struck around it.  I darted up the back stairs and made my way up toward the roof.  I heard Evelyn yelling and throwing more things into the alley as I made it into the attic and I slipped through a dormer window onto the roof.  I had to grin, all eyes were looking down into the alley.  Fourteen men stood on this roof and fourteen more on the opposing roof.

I moved to the flat of the roof where the men were standing and I started to dance and spin, slinging my rope from side to side and arcing it around me, gathering momentum.  I let out more rope and continued until the blades slicing through the air started making sound as they and the rope whistled through the air.

The closest man turned at the sound, he didn't even see the blade, it was traveling so fast when it severed his jugular.  His gurgling gasp as he grasped at his foaming throat and fell off the roof caused the others to turn.  Now a bow is a wonderful standoff weapon, killing targets at a distance, but they are terrible for close combat.  Things move too swiftly and an opponent can deliver multiple blows before they can take aim.  Then there is the problem that once you loose your arrow, you are vulnerable until you can nock another arrow.

The men on the opposite roof were my only real worry, so I made sure to keep their own men on this side between us.  I ignored the pain in my leg as I dodged and spun and let my blades whip out, time after time, drawing blood and leaving mortal wounds behind.  They were all wolf.

That was almost a fatal mistake on my part, thinking the men on the other side would hold their fire lest they harm their comrades.  As they all suffered the curse, they knew better than I did, how much damage it actually took to kill one of their kind.  Apparently a hell of a lot of arrows, as we were sprayed from the other side.  They were taking down any man I hid behind as I pressed my own attack.  I knew that they would most likely survive unless they had any silver damage from me.

I slung my rope with all my might and let all the coils loose, the blade shot across the distance and embedded in one man's chest.  He grasped at the rope but it burned his hands and he released it as he howled in pain.  Another tried to pull him back, to get the blade free from him but I gave some slack.

I flung two silver knives at the last man standing on this side, he was dead where he fell as I dove off the roof at an angle.  It was nice of the guy's buddy to hold him back for me.  The rope went taunt and I began to swing at the bottom of my arc.  The man stumbled forward as I swung myself up onto the other roof.  Releasing my rope and diving at the closest men with my long daggers drawn.

My footing was a little off because of my injured leg and my leap went a little wide, but I was able to rake the blades across the man's belly instead of embedding them into him.  By a stroke of luck, that worked out better as his guts spilled out of him, a look of terror on his face as he tried to hold the white foaming mass inside himself.  I whipped my hair at a man who was diving at my back, and hundreds of razor sharp feather blades made a white burning mincemeat of his face and arms.

I adjusted my stance for my injury and started the dance of death and carnage with these men who chose to follow someone with a heart of the purest evil.  I had no sorrow in my heart for them as I dispatched each and every one of them to whatever gods they may worship.  It didn't take long, these cowardly men, who attacked at a distance, had poor hand to hand training.

In no time, I made my way back to the alley and back to my girl, leaving the scene of the carnage I had wrought above, dripping down in red streaks along the alley walls.  I asked quickly, “Are you ok?”

She was checking me over furiously, “I'm fine, are you alright Punz? There's so much blood!”

I stayed her hand and looked down, suddenly ashamed as I told her, “It isn't mine.  It is safe now.”  She met my eyes then nodded once as she refastened my cloak on me, and we were on the move again, weapons at the ready.

When we emerged into the lane, there were a few people sprinkled here and there, blissfully unaware of what had happened just yards away.  Some were staggering merrily along their way.  But three men stepped out under the lamplight.  Two were dressed in black while the third man, in the middle, wore a brown cloak.  Without preamble, he held up a withered, twisted, and blackened branch toward us and uttered a word of power.  A dark druid!

Before I could step in front of Eve, black magic lightning lanced out faster than I could follow and it slammed into Evelyn, myself, and the building behind us.  The deafening roar that accompanied it as the wooden front of the building and the windows exploded into a flaming shrapnel.  I was glad the shops were closed.

I heard myself yelling Eve's name as the magic sizzled along my flesh but couldn't find purchase.  I paused in my step to my girl when I saw her holding up her cloak like a shield.  She was knocked unceremoniously onto her butt, and I heard her gasp in pain, but the magic bubbled off of her cloak and dissipated.

Then I got it, I finally knew why she had woven my hair into it, her tunic, and trousers.  It worked against magic like the silver strands worked against wolves.  She was a dangerously intelligent woman.  Suddenly I feared that Gothel might see and find out that Rosu Mea had figured out how to do what Gothel had wanted all along.

A woman screamed and I saw a couple running away from the fight.

I twisted away from Eve as she smiled up at me and started to stand again.  I released a blade to slice through the air as I finished my twist.  The druid was already chanting for another attack as the blade buried itself in his mouth, broken teeth flying as it severed his spinal cord.  

It took the man a few seconds to realize that he was dead as a look of confusion spread across his face before he fell where he stood.  The other two were in motion, I was silently relieved that they were not magic users as well.

They each pulled two black bullwhips from their backs and started swinging them in synchronized motions.  Expertly snapping the ends experimentally as the advance toward us.  Evelyn had no fear, she was already dancing in one of her defense forms, her weighted rope weaving complicated and graceful shapes in the space around her.  “I have these two Raz.  Get Gothel.”

I was about to protest but I saw the steely resolve in her eyes and the slight smile on the side of her mouth as she kept her eyes focused on the whips as the men approached.  So I nodded once, pride swelling in my chest for the woman who thought she was not brave when I first met her.  She did not see that even in her fear back then, she was much braver than I was.

I started off at an angle and when one man slashed a whip down at me, it was intercepted mid-flight by the silver weight at the end of Eve's rope.  She stepped between the two when one wanted to follow me and they suddenly found themselves fending off a relentless attack from Eve that had me mesmerized in its fluid gracefulness which would have been beautiful if it were not so deadly.

I reached the door and kicked it open, then looked back to see what appeared to be five serpents battling in the air around the three combatants before I ducked inside.

I could hear the Dame's muffled voice above me, barking out orders as I made my way through the dark halls, looking for a stairway.  I paused as I checked an intersection.  There were two men with six creatures that seemed to be made of clay or stone, coming down a large staircase.  Golems?  They were real?  If so, those men were Druids as well.

I sighed.  The legends told of the immense strength of the golems, but they could not think for themselves, they were directed by their creator.  So if I could get to the men and avoid being crushed like a bug, I should be able to get past the walking piles of rubble.  I was starting to worry that Gothel had too many defenses for us to succeed this night.

I started running down the hall, hoping to use surprise, but the men turned their heads toward me, and the golems eerily mimicked the motion.  I launched myself at a golem that stepped in front of the rest.  Call it kismet, luck, or something else guiding me, but my foot landed on its shoulder just below a sweeping blow of its arm that would have killed me easily.  My momentum was enough that by pushing off as I continued forward, I was able to spring over the other golems.

I watched in fascination as the golem I had used as a springboard seemed to crumble into a pile of rocks and mud.  I almost laughed, they were held together with black magics!  I don't think any of them anticipated that result since they were such solid creatures.  But I disrupted the strings of black magic that held them together.  An ultimate defense had just turned useless.

I slashed a knife as the two druids turned to me.  I blinded one and he clawed at his eyes as three of the golems started going crazy, swinging at everything and mimicking the druid by clawing at their own faces.  I pirouetted away from another charging mass of stone, just avoiding a stomp that shook the building and cracked the marble floors.  I simply touched the leg as I spun past.

It crumbled into a pile. No longer able to hold itself together, I crossed my hands on my chest then splayed my fingers through loops of silver on my armor and whipped my hands out.  The second druid stumbled and grasped uselessly at one of the eight knives sticking out of his chest.  He stumbled again and his last golem stumbled too before the two of them fell motionless to the ground.

I turned to the other man and he was now flinging his arms through the air in great sweeps.  I almost felt bad as I drew a long dagger.  But I hadn't understood, it was almost my undoing.  A huge stone fist connected with my side and it sent me flying through the air and my dropped blade skittering across the floor.

He had been commanding his creations with his blind strikes and by happenstance, he was able to connect.  I heard ribs snap when the fist connected before it crumbled to slag.  And again when I hit one of the marble columns at the side of the sweeping staircase.  I gasped as I tumbled to the ground, trying to get air into my lungs.

I spat up a little blood and rolled to my knees.  I gasped in pain as I dragged myself to my feet and limped over to the other druid as his last golem continued to swing blindly.  I stepped behind them and pulled his hair back and laid a blade on his throat.  He and his evil creation both froze as I whispered menacingly into his ear, “Where is Gothel?”

He shook his head even though he turned unseeing eyes toward the stairs.  I knew that much.  I was about to tell him to be more specific when he had his remaining Golem charge at both of us.  I sighed and slit the man's throat and let him drop as his unholy creation fell apart.

I stumbled then gasped and moved back to sit on the steps to catch my breath.  Eve came into the room with her rope whipping around gracefully.  She had a wicked cut on her left cheek from a whip and her cloak had a tear in it, but she looked to be unharmed other than that.  She took in the scene then caught the weights under her arm, stopping the rope from whipping around but at the ready.

She stepped up to me quickly, concern on her face.  “Are you ok?  What happened in here?”

I chuckled and winced at the pain in my chest.  I said, “Golems.  Her ultimate defense.  They had a bad day.”

She gasped and looked around at the debris piles again, “Golems?  Truly?”

I nodded with a smile then winced as I tried to stand. She went to support me but I shook my head and stretched to find my range of motion.  I started pulling myself up the stairs.

And she stepped beside me and inhaled deeply, centering herself and said, “Let's finish this.”

I smiled at her as I took one painful stair at a time.

When we got to the second floor, we saw three bodies of women who looked to be desiccated corpses.  I knew that look, Gothel had fed off of their youth.  She was getting ready to fight us.  I paused when I heard a wheeze.  I glanced down and one of the women was yet breathing!  I knelt by her and lifted her to a sitting position.  She seemed confused.

“What happened?  She promised me eternal youth.”

I exhaled at the realization that these women were here by choice.  Lured by the evils of youth never ending, like Gothel had.  Not realizing they were just contingency power for her if this exact situation ever occurred, they were nothing but a way for Gothel to recharge in an emergency.

Still I had compassion for them, I know not why.  I whispered, “Where is the Dame now?”

The woman pointed weakly at the stairs. “The roof.  She has a rope ladder on the far end, by Surrey Street.”  Then she let out a wheeze as the air left her lungs.  Eve reached over and closed the woman's now unseeing eyes as I lowered her back to the floor.

My girl helped me up and without pausing we both started for the stairs.  Each level was excruciating for me to reach, and as we passed the fifth floor, toward a little door at the top of the roof, I realized how monumentally stupid I was to be facing the dark witch at the height of her power, when I could barely stand.  But I have not been this close since the day I won my freedom.  I couldn't do this another ten years, as she was free to kill as she pleased.  This had to end.

I straightened and ignored the pain as we stepped out onto the roof.  I saw her on the far end of the block-long roof, unfastening a bundle a hundred yards away.  I called out loudly, “Gothel!  Your time has come!”  I staggered and coughed up more blood.  Eve steadied me.

Gothel paused and cackled at me as we tried closing the gap, it sounded strange coming from such a young face.  “You can barely stand, creature, how can you hope to best me?”

I gently pushed Evelyn away separating us a bit.  It took all my will but I ignored all the pain in my body, telling myself it was only phantom pain.  I started moving faster and broke into a jog as I yelled, “You were never a match for me.  You are a coward who ruled over a child, who did not know better, by fear.  I am no child now you evil bitch!  Face me!”

Eve was matching my pace as we moved farther apart.

I could see the same panic starting to spread on her face that I saw that day she lost her hand to me.  I used that.  “I took your hand, now I will take your head!”

She spun and yanked the rope ladder free from its binding with her one hand and tossed it over the parapet.

I drew my last long dagger and spun as quickly as I could to get all the momentum I could get out of it.  I screamed in agony as I let the dagger fly, but it was dropping too fast, I didn't have the strength left in me to strike her down from the remaining twenty yards between us.  But then, again, it was as if a guiding hand of fate brought my blade down on one of the two ropes of the ladder, slicing cleanly through it.

Gothel screamed in fear and frustration, she could not climb down using the remaining rope with just one hand. Eve had almost reached her as I stumbled along.  As Eve started swinging her weighted rope from side to side in a sweeping motion to gather momentum Gothel looked between the two of us and gave me a sickening grin.  She spat out to me, “Watch your little whore die, and make me stronger!”

I shouted Eve's name as Gothel chanted the words of the spell that I associated with the worst evil I had ever witnessed, and sent the energy bolting out toward Eve, who had dropped her rope as she dove at the vrajitoare, raising her cloak up in front of her.

I felt so helpless as the dark tendrils of power lanced at and around the woman I loved.  It slammed her to the ground, skidding to a stop at Gothel's feet.  I heard myself screaming Eve's name again as I stumbled toward them.

My heart started beating again when I heard a moan as the roiling and bubbling magic seemed to boil off of Eve's cloak and her arm dropped to show her sweet young face.  She seemed dazed but unharmed.  Then I froze as Gothel screamed a litany of curse words as she accused me of sharing my secret with a common whore and not her.  She grabbed my discarded dagger on the roof next to her and pulled Eve to her feet, blade to her throat from behind, her stump across her chest, pulling her close.

She hissed at me as I slowly reached a hand back onto my hood and pulled it back out.  I placed my hands together in front of me as if pleading to the witch.  She grinned as I swayed and almost stumbled again.  “Watch the woman you love die, before I kill you, creature.”

I growled a guttural, animalistic sound as I twisted my hands together and hissed out, “My name, is Rapunzel!” As I flicked my hands and the two feather blades shot our from my hands, one sinking deep into the flesh between her fingers and thumb, the other in her one good eye.

She stumbled back a step as the dagger fell from her grasp.  As she started to fall backward over the edge of the roof, I said in a rough voice. “Fuck you.”  

It was over... after all these years... I had killed her.  My elation turned to pure horror as Gothel's grasping hand snagged Eve's cloak.  I saw my love's eyes go wide as she grasped the air toward me as she was pulled over the edge to her death on the cobblestones far below.  That fucking black vrajitoare had scored one last victory over me in her death.  She had killed my heart, my home, my Rosu Mea.

I collapsed on the roof as my legs gave out and I sobbed, ignoring the searing pain in my chest from the violence of the sobs.  But then I froze when I heard a muffled voice calling out, “Rapunzel?  Rapunzel?”

I scrambled to the edge of the roof and looked over the parapet.  My heart was threatening to beat out of my chest when I saw a smiling, redheaded, headstrong young maid looking up at me from a narrow ledge maybe ten feet below.  She crinkled her nose. “I seem to be in need of a way back up.”  Then her eyes brightened. “Rapunzel, let down your hair.”

I wiped away tears and nodded.  I was still nodding as I tied the rope made of my hair, which had won my freedom in another life, to a stovepipe, then tossed it over the edge.  It was now saving the life of the most important person in my life.

When she pulled herself over the edge of the parapet and into my arms, I was sobbing again.  I just wanted to hold her, to feel her next to me.  She kissed me full on the lips, calming me.  I whispered, “I thought you were dead.”

She nodded and cupped my cheeks, “So did I, but in a huge stroke of luck my cloak snagged on a crack in the ledge and I pulled myself up to it.”

I nodded, there had been a lot of extraordinary luck this night.  Then I furrowed my brow at a thought, “Isla?  A blessing of luck?”

I smiled and just told Eve, “I love you so much.”

She nodded.  “And I love you my Punzy.”





  
 

Chapter 16 – Fairy Tears

After a few weeks of recovery in London, and endless questioning by the local constabulary, we finally made our way back home to Inima de Argint.  I didn't know what I was going to do with my life now that my nemesis was but a bad memory, but I knew that whatever it was, I would be doing it with my bullheaded maid of a lover.  Even then she confined me to bed rest until my ribs had fully healed.

Gilbert was amused until she put him to work, aiding her with cleaning up “her” tower to her specifications after we returned to a mess.  It was almost as bad as when I first brought her to Silver Heart, so I had the last laugh.  He tried to explain to her that I was in charge there, not her.  He prompted me as I was laughing in bed, “Tell her Punzy.”

I nodded at him and he mimicked my nod until I turned it to a shake,  I giggled out, “When was I ever in charge of my own tower once the Fire of the Silver Heart arrived here.  She stole my heart and the Inima de Argint.”

The old man scrunched up his face then surrendered into a huge smile as he said, “You're right.”

Eve poked him in the gut. “And don't you forget it.”  Then she kissed his cheek.

The old man grinned and wandered off to do her bidding.

I crooked my finger at her and she sat on the bedside and leaned in. “I'm on to you now, you control us with your kisses.”

She grinned seductively into a kiss that had me panting in want, but the minx just stood up and walked off looking demurely over her shoulder and saying, “Damn right.”

Ok, I was happy with that.

***

A month after I felt strong again, and spending as much time working out as I could to return the muscle tone I had lost as I convalesced, we were all in the kitchen eating breakfast one morning.  We were discussing the fact that there was still evil in this world that innocent people had no defense against.

Eve and I had just agreed that we would make it our calling, to help those in need, and battle evil wherever we found it, when there was a loud rapping at the tower door.  We froze at the three knocks.  I was filled with dread as they followed me out to the main hall.  I tossed a log into the fire pit as we passed.

There were three more knocks.  We stopped at the door and waited until the three knocks sounded again.  I swung the door open and said before Jacob could, “And thrice did he knock, and three times thrice.”

He just blinked and grinned at me, his brother at his shoulder.

I said, “You really need some new material.”

We wandered back into the tower and toward the kitchen, the men followed.  Eve spun on them and tsked and pointed at their feet.  “Leave those muddy things at the door, I'll not have you spreading filth all over my floors!”

Jacob opened his mouth to protest and she waggled her finger at him.  Then without looking she pointed up at Wilhelm, “And no lip from you pretty boy, off with your boots!”

I must have been grinning like a loon as Jacob sputtered out, “I... but... you....”  Then he slumped his shoulders and started taking his boots off, his brother was smarter and had already removed his.

I chuckled as I led my girl along, calling back, “It is best not to argue with the Lady of the Tower.  We'll be in the kitchen.”

I heard Wilhelm teasing his brother, “See?  I'm the pretty one.”

The men joined us and Eve pushed plates of food in front of them.  Wilhelm raised a hand in protest while Jacob just gave a nervous toothy grin and accepted the offered food.  Evelyn, cut off Wilhelm, “Be a good boy like your brother, and indulge me.”

Wilhelm smiled at us in a pleading manner, then dropped his head and started eating while Jacob whispered to him, “See?  I'm the good one.”

The two chuckled as Eve said, “I don’t care if you are the Scales, or God himself.  There is no excuse for bad manners.”

I cocked an eyebrow at her, she had never looked so sexy to me than just then.

When we had all finished, then Eve sat on my lap on my stool and said to the brothers, “What bad tidings do you bring into our home.”

The embarrassed looks on their faces proved out that our feelings that their presence did not bode well.  Jacob said, “We just wanted to tell you that there is an imbalance in this time.  One that we as the Scales feel compelled to address.”

Wilhelm explained, “You were never supposed to be dear Rapunzel.  The fairies are always causing chaos and turmoil with their magics, even all these eons later.  You tip the scales out of balance for the light for the first time in over a century, but there are much darker times in other eras that will need someone like you.  When the demons once again roam the lands.”

Jacob picked up the thought. “So we will be forced to move the pieces on the board to balance you out.  Your existence will introduce more evils to this world because you lived when you should not have when you were born.  You are something different, unique.  And we wanted to give you fair warning.”

I narrowed my eyes. “So you really don't care about right and wrong?  You'd create more evil in this world, bring suffering to innocent people because I'm what?  Inconvenient to you?”

Wilhelm held a hand up. “No we do not create good nor evil, it is just our purpose to move the pieces around to create balance.”

I closed my eyes.  As much as I wanted to blame these two, if it were my fault that others were about to suffer, I couldn't fault them for being who, no what they were.

“I...” I grabbed Eve's hand and started again, “We, can stop fighting.  To leave the balance as you say it should be.”

Jacob was shaking his head sadly. “You could no more watch an innocent suffer than you could stop breathing.  The same of your...”  He stuck his tongue out at Eve.  “Maid either.  It would tear you up inside and cause more damage than good.”

I narrowed my eyes, why were they telling us all of this if there was nothing we could do to help.  Unless... “What is the alternative?”

Jacob's mouth twitched into a smile and Wilhelm said, “Well, as we said, there are dark times ahead, where the dark far outweighs the light.  After the decline of the wolves.  What if we could have you sleep until such time as you are called back into the world?”

The brothers and I turned to a little girl's haunting voice.  “This crosses a line Scales.”

I smiled and knelt in front of the little spirit. I laid a hand on her cheek as I greeted her, “Isla!”

She closed her eyes and seemed to bask in the warmth of my hand on her cheek.

Jacob nervously wiggled his fingers together. “No watcher, just... moving the game pieces.”

The little girl opened her eyes and turned to them, her little hand reaching up and I absently took it.  She narrowed her eyes at Jacob. “You offer them assistance.  I will have to share this with the others.”

Wilhelm pushed both hands palm down in the air. “Don't be hasty, watcher.  Hear us out and decide.”

The little spirit nodded once and then her expression became that of a little girl again.

Jacob cleared his throat then asked her, “Can we both agree that Rapunzel's existence is a mistake.  A product of the fairies meddling around in things with their old magics?”

The little one tilted her head and said, “It was happenstance that a charm placed on a flower long ago, saved the life of an infant.”

Wilhelm held up a finger and clarified, “BUT, if they hadn't done so, so long ago, then the balance would not have been threatened.”

The girl nodded.  “Agreed.”

Jacob said quickly, “So if it were say, fairy magic, that allowed us to move our pieces in favor of future balance, then there is a harmony and balance achieved without the power of the Scales.”

The girl nodded again and countered, “That would be acceptable, but none has heard from the wee folk for centuries, and the fairy queens so not share their power with the mortals who chased them from their meadows.”

Wilhelm waffled his hand in the air then said as he held up a tiny vial of a clear liquid that cast rainbows all around the room as it reflected all the light around us.  “What If I were to tell you that we have acquired the last two tears of a fairy queen known to exist in the fairy realm?”

The little one let go of my hand and sort of materialized in front of Wilhelm.  She seemed to bask in the light from the vial.  Eve gasped and smiled and said, “Oh... hello there.”

Isla looked over at her and smiled, “Hello.”  Then she looked back at the vial.  “The old magics were so very powerful.”

Then she was back by my side, holding my hand and smiling up at me.  I couldn't help but smile down at the raggedy girl.  She said, “Rapunzel has showed me kindness.  So I agree to your terms, and I will not view this as interference, the others do not need to be called in.”

Jacob started to smile but paused when the girl pointed at him. “But I must insist on a condition.  One to balance the scales you pander to.  You offer them the chance to aid your cause in the future, so I suggest that a mechanism be put in place that may prevent exactly that.”

Wilhelm beamed at her. “Balance.  We like that.  We accept.”

Eve gave a shrill whistle and everyone turned to her.  She looked as perturbed as I was, they were all speaking of our fate as if it were decided.  She said, “Before all of you greater beings...”  She used finger quotes and a sneer when she said greater beings.  “Decide the fate of my love and I.  How about you tell us what the hell is going on so that we can decide for ourselves.  The last I heard, us mere mortals still had free will.”

I nodded and reached a hand over and took hers.

Isla was grinning past me to look at Evelyn.  She shook my hand a little and said, “I like this one.  She is scrappy.”

I nodded and agreed. “I do too.”

***

This will be my last entry in this journal that the Scales asked me to write this month as we prepared.

The Scales had suggested that they use the power of the fairy tears to put us into what they call a Druid Sleep.  It is similar to the sleep which holds Nicole in between the world of waking and dreams.  When the world is in need of us again, we can be called upon to rise to fight the denizens of evil that threaten the world.

This would return our modern times to that balanced equilibrium that the brothers require, and no additional innocents would suffer because of us.  After long talks with Eve, we both agreed, as long as we can be together, an endless sleep comforted only by the knowledge the woman I call home is by my side would be alright.  I was afraid that the fairy magic would have no effect on me but the brothers assured me that it would be the only magic that could fully affect me.

Isla's twist on this is our only fear.  They are crafting the magic so that we can only be released from our slumber by a harmonic key, a series of tones that will break the spell.  Only she would know the key, and she would hide it somewhere in the world.  That only with luck, would the people who can awaken us find it.

But my Rosu Mea and I are agreed, that we cannot be the reason for any in our time to come to harm.  So we conceded.

I am looking at the most amazing woman I have ever known as I write this, the woman who stole my heart, who I give my love to freely, and I count my blessings for every moment I have with her.  Gilbert and the family Damaschin have agreed to watch over our bodies as we lay down in the Silver Heart of the tower until we are needed.  Gilbert's family will use the silver in the cavern to fund the preservation of the tower.

So to whomever reads this journal, know that we sleep until the world needs us again, after the fall of the wolves.

 

Rapunzel Damaschin





  
 

Epilogue

I stopped reading and placed my fingers on her name.  I felt as if I knew her.  I looked below her name, and scrolled in what looked like a black sharpie were some musical notes.

It was silent in the room as everyone seemed to be deep in thought, absorbing the story.  I asked in a whisper, “Is this the harmonic key?”

Nicole and Snow were quickly by my side.  Gretta nodded and affirmed, “That is a harmonic key.”  Her eyes were glowing that foggy white that happened whenever she used the vision of her nature goddess form.

Nicole covered her mouth as a tear rolled down her face.  Rose was there in an instant, using her vines like long spider legs, to hug her girl as Nicole started to hum eight notes, just like the written notes.

She turned her glistening eyes and looked around at everyone.  She almost whispered, “When I slept, a little girl would often come to my side and sing me a lullaby.”  Then she almost laughed as Rose wiped away her tears with a vine.  “Isn't it just lucky that Isla liked to sing the harmonic key to another sleeper who just happened to be friends with Rapunzel in a different life?”

Nobody needed to speak, we were all in motion as I closed the journal, wondering if the pack full of writings was left behind by accident by the Grimm Brothers or not.  I shook my head, they meant for us to read these.  They are moving the pieces around on the board again.

I was tossed a phone and I grinned as I dialed our booking agency, to charter a ship across the ocean since some of our groups magics would knock airplane right out of the sky.  “Yes, this is Parker Devareau, I need to book passage for ten on a private vessel to...”  I paused and turned to the women, “Umm where are the  Burgundian Netherlands?  I don't remember that country on any of the maps.”

I got a chorus of “Belgium” back from the smartasses who were alive centuries ago.  Into the phone, I said, “Belgium,”

Ella Marie was saying, “I'm familiar with the Inima de Argint, they call it the Tower of the Sea now.”

Nicole was asking, “I am intimately familiar with it.  Do you really believe they yet sleep there?”

Snow's mate, Rachel, asked in confusion, “Would someone care to explain to me what's going on?”

The Red Hood, Maireni Damaschin, gave her a wolfish grin and said as everyone started to gear up, “Well, to go wake up my cousin of course.  Apparently, there is a game is afoot.”

 

The End
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Sample chapter from London Harmony: Squid Hugs...

Prologue

Mondays are always brilliant in my opinion.  After a couple days rest, relaxation, and recreation, I'm always ready for another exciting week at work.  I have to have the best job in the entire world as the receptionist for London Harmony, the elite, invitation-only music label in the entertainment industry.

You never know what interesting characters are going to walk through the door next.  With only a couple notable exceptions, the artists that June and Vanessa find to wow the music industry with, are nothing short of amazing.

And the people I work with are the quirkiest, most unique individuals I can call not just my co-workers, but my mates, my slightly bonkers family.  I don't think there is a single one of us who fits the template that the stuffed shirts would call 'normal.'

And the music!  I fell in love with music before I could even walk, and now I get to hear the world's most influential hits before anyone in the general public.

I feel as if I work in a wonderland.  And I get to wear all high-class business wear that makes me feel feminine and professional all at the same time.  I'm something of a clothes horse.  I'll never be sexy, so I wear what makes me feel good.  That is, except for the new Jimmy Choos I bought yesterday, they are already a pain in my foot, but they have to be broken in sometime.  I just loved the color and the tapered kitten heels on them are adorable, so what if they will be torture for a couple days?

I stepped up to the black door on the corner of the unassuming brick building that London Harmony was located in.  June owns the entire building, but she rents out the little shops on the lower level at discount rates so that she can cast her illusions to the outside world.  When people come to London Harmony, they are expecting exclusive, elite... well basically, they are expecting Oz.  But when they arrive, they see a little black door on a business block along with an old shoe repair business, film processor, and a Eurasian convenience store, to name a few.

It is almost masterful.  I think she stole a page from the Doctor Who Handbook on disguising something amazing as something mundane.

While London Harmony looks like nothing special on the outside; I ran my electronic key card across the hidden plate in the wall beside the door and walked in when I heard the buzz; it is as though you stepped through the wardrobe into Narnia once you are inside.

I smiled and knelt to pick up Saturday's mail which was stuffed through the mail slot beside the door.  Then I stood and walked across the dark space, my heels clicking and echoing in the lobby, my lobby, on the polished marble and wood floor.  I said into the air, “How about some lighting please?”  The system recognized my voice and the lights increased from the dim, almost imperceptible glow of night mode, to a brilliant glow, illuminating the grand space that would put even the poshest hotel lobbies to shame.

I felt like dancing this morning and twirling I don't know why I was just in a great mood.  I said, “No, let's try something a little warmer today.”  The lights softened from the stark white to a warmer orange tint.

It really made my black marble receptionist desk stand out.  I smiled at the optical illusions that June had built in even here.  The subtle things that just screamed at you that you had arrived, that you had made it.  The dark wood inlays in the floor angled in slightly, just a few centimeters from the entry to my desk and the stairs and elevator beyond.  Making it all look farther away, giving a larger feel to the place than it actually was.

My desk was purposefully higher than a normal level making it imposing like it was guarding the access to the upper levels.  I smiled at the old stairway that had been restored to the original grandeur of the building, which just played off of the original wood columns to spectacular result.  Giving rich character to the otherwise modern look of the lobby.

I lifted a hand to run my fingers along the brass lettering on the glass elevator on the other side, the studio's name, before twirling and sitting on my tall walnut and glass office chair behind the desk.  I had to sigh now that the new leather of my shoes weren't digging into the backs of my heels.  It was worth it, though, they were so pretty.  No pain, no gain.

I said as I put in my earpiece,  “How about we disarm the alarm before we get all sorts of bobbies raiding the place shall we?”  I saw the red indicators by the door and on the surface of my desk change to green.  I murmured, “Thank you.”

I know it's silly, it's just a computer but if I don't treat her like a lady, she gets testy.  I feel sort of spooked at how good the voice recognition system is, and how it trains itself as I vary my requests.  June wants only the best and most impressive.  She wants people to feel that way about the place.

I flipped up one of the leather desk mats to uncover one of the many monitors built in flush to the surface and looked at the security feeds from the different levels and the outdoor feed.  Then looked at my watch to make sure it was in sync with the computer's clock.  I loved my watch, it had a pearl band and was a gift from my mother when I landed this job.  Eight-forty five, people, would be arriving soon.

I started going through and sorting the mail.  We didn't get much here, most was delivered to a post office box just down the lane, and I picked that up twice a week after lunch along with any packages.  Then I straightened my skirt and checked my manicure.  I'd have to make an appointment this week.

I smiled at the monitor and stood.  As usual, the first person to arrive, and last person to leave was June.  Well besides me that is.  I open things and June closes down once she leaves for the night.  I have never seen a woman work as hard as she does.  There is a reason the label is successful, and it isn't because June's mother was famous.

The door opened and June stepped in, deep into a playful argument with Vannie.  The two only had eyes for each other.  I had to smirk a little at June's clothing.  If you didn't know what you were really looking at, you'd think she was just dressed to go to a concert or something.

But she had impeccable taste in clothes that rivaled mine.  Like everything else, what she wore was an illusion, made by the best designers in the entertainment clothing industry.  She had the air of a pop queen and the look.  Each piece was tailored and fitted to her.  When she wasn't at work, she wore high-end fashion clothes that just made me drool.

They both paused in their argument as they got up to my desk.  June shot me one of those smiles that you just know are reserved for a friend.  “Hi, Jen.  How are you d...  are those Jimmy Choos?”

I had to giggle a little at the fact that my shoes derailed her.

I crinkled my nose. “Yes, I saw them in Fenwick this weekend and just had to have them.”

June beamed. “You always have the best taste.  I may need to steal those.”  Then she teased, “After you've broken them in of course.”

Vanessa snorted at us. “You two and your clothes and shoes.”  She winked at me as she pushed past her wife, taking the proffered mail I held out to her, “They look nice Jen.”

June raced after her, taking her mail from me, as Vannie mounted the stairs. She protested, “Hey!  You say you like it when I dress up for you.”

I just chuckled at their banter as they made their way to their offices on the third floor.  Then I grinned when I saw someone approaching the door on the monitor.  I hustled to the door and waited until I heard the mechanical buzz of the door unlocking, and I swung the door open.

I had to hide my mischievous smile as Annette stood there with her hand poised to knock on the door.  She's a little obsessive compulsive and has to knock on every door she goes through, three times.  I love playing with her.  She is our office assistant extraordinaire who keeps everyone organized and the database more efficient than mere mortals deserve.

Not to mention the secret she kept from us here at London Harmony, the fact that she and her roommate slash girlfriend are two halves of the hot pop superstar, Minuette.  But she has to keep herself busy or go bonkers, so she still works here.  She says it is the best job she has ever had, and I understand completely.

The short woman looked up at me and scrunched her face and narrowed one eye.  Then she cutely reached past me and knocked on the door three times.  I smiled at her and she grinned back.

“You are an evil, evil woman Jen.”

I nodded my agreement and said, “And a good morning to you Nett.”

She blushed, she was always embarrassed when people were nice to her and it made her too cute.  She nodded and gave a tiny wave and started for the stairs just to make a glurking sound as she was pulled back to the door.

My heart started racing as I tried to remain calm as I saw two pale arms wrapped around her from behind, with slender hands, and graceful fingers tipped with highly glossy black nail polish, which was as expertly done as my manicure.

Annette was blushing profusely now as she was rocked side to side before she was released.  I tried to maintain my cool aloofness as she turned and said, “Morning Zil.”

Zirita Marx... sigh.  Our resident goth here at London Harmony had this hug fetish, nobody seemed to mind at all.  I mean why the heck would anyone mind a sexy goth woman giving you a hug?  She did more work than five others could as the general manager.  June couldn't have picked a better person than one of her best friends for the job.

She spoke in that tone that just set off a vibration in my core that spread through my veins like warm honey.  “Hiya Nett.”

She turned those dark eyes on me, they were so deep you could swim in them for years and never find their depth.  I tried hard not to look at her glossy black lips.  I don't know what it is or what she does to me, but I almost can't breathe around her.  Which freaked me out a little bit at first.  I mean, I've never thought I was gay or anything.  I love my men, and the more manly, the better.  But I've never reacted to someone as strongly as this woman.

She has this smile that you would march twenty miles through a storm just to see.  Which was odd for a goth to be so happy and smiling all the time like she did. It gave her youth and a... I don't know, vitality?  That gave a woman approaching thirty a cuteness belying her age.

I swallowed and watched Annette head toward the stairs, counting her steps carefully as she went.  Another one of her endearing quirks.  I turned to Zil and put on my best smile for her.  She looked at me with that expression she got when she looked at me.  I couldn't read it, but she always hesitated like this.

Then she asked, “Hugz?”  It always sounded like she used a z in the word, and it wasn't just her American accent.

I nodded and she gave me one of her patented squid hugs, you have to wonder just how many arms she has when you are captured in her warm grasp.  Like always, she held on just a little longer than she normally did with everyone else.

I had mixed feelings about it.  I didn't know why she hesitated around me or why the longer hugs.  My paranoia and insecurity have me thinking that she has problems with me because I am a trans-woman.  Maybe being born a biological male before I went through my transition to become physically the woman I have always been inside weirded her out.  Maybe she felt bad about those feeling so she had to prove to herself and others that she was ok with me?  So she held on just a little longer.

Bloody hell I was insecure.  Most likely I imagined it all because of how my body reacted whenever she was around.  I had to fight away the fantasies that ran through my mind every time she hugged me.

She released me and looked down and blushed.  It was easy to see on her pale face.  She tucked some of that raven black hair behind her ear in an adorable manner and said, “Morning Jen.”  She wouldn't meet my eyes.

I smiled at her. “Morning Zil.”

She hustled off toward the stairs and I just stood there like a muppet, watching her hips sway and her tight butt muscles work as she went upstairs.  Oh, dear Lord, it was hot in there, I'd have to check the environmental controls.  I bit my lower lip and willed my arousal away.  Bloody hell was she sexy.

I jumped in surprise and squeaked when someone poked me in the ribs from behind.  I spun to see a grinning Fran.  Small Fry was Vanessa's little sister and everyone here including me saw her as our little sister too.  Who cares if she is a full grown woman now, she wasn't when she started here.  We've watched her grow into the person she is through secondary and now college.  She graduates this year.

She crinkled her nose at me and said, “Yer blocking the door Jen.”  She cocked her head around me to see Zil disappear up the stairs. “You off in fantasy land again?”

I blushed, caught.  Everyone here seemed to know about my infatuation with Zil, except Zilrita herself.  “You're just a mean little pipsqueak, Small Fry.”

She placed a hand on my arm and gave it a little squeeze.  “You really need to say something to her woman.  With your refinement and sex appeal, and her Zillness, you'd make a sexy couple.”

I sighed and she gave me a crooked smile and headed to the stairs.  Right, as if I had sex appeal.  When I look in the mirror, all I see are my flaws glaring back at me.

I guess I was cute and feminine, but my eyes were too big and my cheeks too prominent to be classically pretty.  And I keep putting off the shaving of my larynx to get rid of the little Adam's apple that gives away what I am, of the boy people saw me as who I have been running from my entire life.  It would be my final surgery but it did run the risk of damaging my vocal cords.

I took a deep breath, recentered, then remembered that this was a spectacular Monday.  I smiled to myself and sat to watch the procession of workers as they arrived for the day.

I paused when I saw a tall black woman stepping up to the door.  I smiled in recognition, that would be the new talent, Kendra Tate.  June dropped a J-Card on the hip hop singer at a rave the other night.  I heard the scouting tapes of her and she has a phenomenal range and that 'something special' all the talent here at London Harmony seem to possess.

I grinned.  She had the same confused crease between her eyes as she looked at the door then down the lane, wondering if this was the right address.

I hopped back up and strode to the door.  Just as I arrived, I heard the hesitant knock.  I smoothed my skirt on my business suit, straightened my blouse and put on my greeting smile as I opened the door.

The woman stood there gawking at me and at the black plastic and gold card in her hands.  I asked, “Yes?  May I help you?”

She swallowed and held up the card to me, which I took from her.  She said nervously, “Hi.  Umm... I'm Kendra.  Kendra Tate.  June Harris West told me to come here today and bring that card.”

My smile grew, the bashful and nervous ones are always the cutest.  Now it was time for the shock and awe of the greeting program here.  I held out my hand and she shook it. “Of course Kendra, I'm Jennifer.  June is expecting you.  Please come in.”

I motioned for her to enter as I stepped to the side.  I never get tired of seeing the shocked expressions on their faces when they first see the lobby.  I said in a gracious manner as I motioned a hand toward the front desk.

 

“Welcome to London Harmony.”
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