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The Prophecy of the Witch Stone


 


From the line of power twice born


To the power born twice


Shall arise the seekers of the Stone.


 


Look for the sign of the witch in two joined


For they shall be the saviors


Who shall grasp the power from darkness


And bring it into the light


For when the flower blossoms


Then will be the time


 


For their powers shall be twined within a single aspect


And stand balanced on the sword’s edge of good and evil.


False guidance shall lead to the path of doom


And will spell destruction of all


That they were brought about to save.


 


 





Prologue


 


The boy stood in the middle of the room staring blankly at the wall.

Choose well was all he remembered.

The room was about sixty paces long and probably half as wide.  It was two stories’ high with numerous oil lamps set along the upper walls that provided more than adequate lighting for the entire room.  A balcony ran along three of the four walls and provided a means to observe any event happening below.  There was one door leading in and out of the room, but it was blocked by a large, well-muscled man dressed completely in black.  His eyes were deadpan, like those of a cold-blooded killer.  

The air was relatively cool, but the young boy felt a drip of sweat run down his back.  He tried to hide his nervousness beneath a façade of serenity while staring at the wall, but he could feel the butterflies roiling in his stomach, threatening to unman him.

The wall the boy stared at contained all conceivable manner of weapons, from short throwing knives to elegantly curved swords to long-handled halberds with wickedly curved barbs and spikes.  The boy had to choose something soon or forfeit his chance to test again for another year.  He would not let this opportunity pass, because this was the day he had trained long and hard for, the day he had anticipated for the last three years, and the day when he would finally prove himself worthy.  Today he would test to become an apprentice in the guild of assassins.

The rules of the test were simple: choose your weapon and fight.  Any novice who aspired to test for apprenticeship had twenty short minutes to fight and draw blood from their opponent.  Whatever weapon a novice chose to test with would be the school in which they would be apprenticed if they passed.  There were five schools: Sword, Knife, Axe, Staff, and Bow.  The tests were short, brutal, and bloody, designed to ensure that no one advanced who did not rightly deserve to.  Their opponents were fully trained brothers of the guild who gave no quarter or latitude to the would-be contenders.  Many tested for the honor, but few passed their first time, and some even lost their lives in the attempt.  

Jeda had decided many months ago to choose a pair of fighting knives as his weapon of choice.  He was good with knives, both in hand-to-hand combat and throwing, and liked the way they felt perfectly balanced in his hands.  He had been steadfast in his weapon of choice until the moment he entered the room and saw Brother Mave waiting for him.  A slight grimace passed over his face, but he quickly composed himself.  The last thing he wanted was for Mave to see he was scared.  Mave was dressed in the traditional, assassin color of black, but also wore a distinguishable symbol of red, crossed swords on the bandana holding back his hair.  That symbol marked him as a preeminent sword expert within the guild, second only to the masters in the School of Swords.  Knives were excellent, close-in fighting weapons, but Jeda was not good enough with them to draw blood from a sword expert like Mave.  Now he stood immobilized, staring at the weapons wall, furiously trying to think of what he should do next.  He knew he would have to choose wisely if he was to survive this day.  

Damn, of all the brothers in this guild, how could I be so lucky as to get Mave? Jeda thought sarcastically.  He stepped forward and reached for the weapon he thought he would have the most luck with.

No sense in changing now.


***


Mave saw the boy look his way and inwardly smiled.  He knew the boy was scared, and rightly so.  It was not chance that brought him here today, but a carefully orchestrated scheme to make sure he tested the boy.  He felt Jeda was no more than a third-year upstart who did not deserve the opportunity to test for apprenticeship.  Most novices trained for five or six years before petitioning to test.  Mave was going to make sure that the boy did not pass.  That was as it should be, for it was Mave who had brought Jeda to the guild in the first place.  He should be the one to put the boy in his place and teach him humility.

Jeda finally reached up and took a pair of fighting knives off the wall.

Mave shook his head at the boy’s choice.  I knew it.  The boy may know how to fight, but he knows nothing of winning.


“Begin,” said the dispassionate voice of the master-in-attendance judging the test.

Mave strode forward, closing the distance and eliminating the only advantage knives would give the boy.  Without the distance to throw them, they were completely useless against swords.  

The boy stood stock-still, visibly trembling as Mave approached.  His frozen fear was pathetic and almost embarrassing.  Mave would cut him slightly with his first blade and knock him out with the handle of his second, putting a quick end to this charade of a test.  Twirling his swords in a deadly dance, Mave felt no sympathy for the boy.  Today’s failure would set Jeda back at least a year and give him more time to learn proper respect and modesty, traits Mave felt he was sorely lacking.  

The young fool doesn’t know what he’s in for.    


As Mave swung the first blade to catch the boy across the cheek, something unexpected happened.  Jeda dove forward, under the first blade, and whipped one of his knives at Mave’s exposed side.  Mave deflected the throw with his second sword.  If he had not been such an excellent swordsman, the throw would have a scored a hit. 

Maybe not quite the fool I took him for.  Mave spun around swinging the sword in a deadly arc to face the boy as Jeda jumped to his feet.  The swing cut the boy high on the arm and he cried out in shock and pain.  The cut was deep and bleeding heavily, rendering the arm useless.  The boy went down on one knee, but Mave moved cautiously forward.  He would not be caught off-guard a second time by the boy’s cleverness.  When Mave came within a sword’s reach of him, the boy jumped forward into a diving roll and threw his second, remaining knife.  Mave anticipated the move and easily deflected the throw, shaking his head at the boy’s stupidity in throwing away his last means of defense.  As he turned to face Jeda, he realized his mistake.  He felt a blade slice through his trousers, burning and drawing a bright-crimson line along his leg.  Jeda had used the second throw to distract Mave from his true objective: the first blade that Mave had deflected.  The boy had used his diving roll to reach that first blade, left forgotten on the floor.   


How did he get that knife so quickly and throw it so precisely? Mave wondered, looking down at his bleeding leg.      

“Enough.  Blood has been drawn by Novice Jeda,” said the master’s voice from the balcony.  “He is elevated to the rank of apprentice.”

Mave studied Jeda with a smoldering anger.  He was a good fifteen feet away and was wobbling on his feet from loss of blood.  It didn’t seem possible that he could have thrown that knife in his condition.  Mave knew the boy must have somehow cheated.  

This is not over; no one makes a fool of me.




Chapter 1 - Fate


 


In the darkness of night, a shadow moved furtively through the back alleys of the city.  The air was cold, and tendrils of misty fog rolled off the waterfront, creeping through empty streets, searching with incorporeal fingers for the foolish and fearless alike.  The few lanterns that hung along the major avenues shone bleakly through the fog, but did little to dispel the murkiness of the night.  The city of Constantine, in the kingdom of Tavia, was a large, bustling capital, boasting many taverns and inns for travelers and locals alike.  The revelers had long since gone home to their loved ones or lonely hovels, leaving the streets empty for more nefarious late-night activities.  The occasional patrol of city guards could be heard moving through the empty streets, giving the good and honest citizens huddled in their beds a fleeting sense of security.  

Skirting the lighted sections of the city streets, the shadow moved wraith-like, gliding along on its journey, full of purpose and intent.  It finally stopped at the mouth of an alleyway and leaned into the darkened walls, staring at its destination—a small hut nestled amongst its neighbors.  The faint hue of candlelight cast through the veiled window of the hut stood in stark contrast to the surrounding blackness.  It was a shining beacon, drawing the skulking shadow forward like a moth to a flame.  Closing on the hut, the figure leaned up against the window’s glass and peered into the room.  Through the seam of the window curtains, the shadow spied its quarry: a young mother and father playing and laughing with their two infant daughters.  

The mother turned and moved to the window, parting the curtains slightly to stare into the pitch-black night.  Her brow was furrowed as she looked out the window, but the shadow had moved, melting into the gloomy blackness, leaving the mother a view of the street, empty and dark like her worries.    

***

Miriam DeLongo was startled when she saw a ghostly shadow outside the window of her small hut.  She had been jumpy and nervous all night, but there was something outside that she definitely saw.  She glanced over to Tomas, but he was playing with the children.  He saw no shadows.  The girls had captured his full attention as they laughed and played together.  Miriam moved to the window and crouched slightly to look out the glass.  She saw nothing but her own reflection staring back.  She had a beautiful face that was nearly perfect in its symmetry, but tonight her reflection showed a face fraught with worry.  She stood up and pushed her blonde hair out of her face, revealing a pair of eyes that were beautiful for a totally different reason.  She had the light-golden eyes that marked her as a worker of magic and witchery. 

A subtle brightness filled the window and she glanced out again, watching as the moon poked through a thin layer of clouds.  It was full and beautiful, one the locals called a witching moon.  Miriam was a powerful witch and this moon should have been a fitting portent to the beginning of her new life.  She had made the painful decision to leave the coven of her sisters and live instead with her beloved fiancé and their newborn twins.  She wanted to raise their girls in a peaceful environment with Tomas, the man she was to marry next week.  Magic was fraught with intrigue and inherent dangers and she wanted no part of that for her girls.      

But with all the portents pointing to joy and happiness, why did she feel a foreboding sense of danger?   

That damned prophecy, she thought to herself.  

She turned from the window at the peals of laughter, watching Tomas as he held the two girls and twirled them in a tight circle.  The babies screamed with joy at the ride and Tomas laughed along with them.  Miriam couldn’t tell who was having more fun, her soon-to-be husband or her children.  The innocence of their laughter tore at her heart.  The scene was perfect and she wanted to freeze it in time: the happily ever after, right out of the fairytales her mother had told her when she was a child.  She tried to shake off her black mood, but her sense of dread stuck with her and she worried all the more.  

Tomas looked over and saw the grimace on her face. “What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she replied, smiling and shifting the subject.  “They love it when you play with them.  I can feel the happiness gushing from them.”  

“Of course they do,” he said teasingly.  “They know who their daddy is.  I don’t need any special powers to feel how happy they are when we play together.”

Tomas held the girls until they calmed down before moving over to their crib and gently putting them down.  A small moue of protest was all he got for their abandonment.  He caressed their brows, comforting them with his touch.  He tucked their blankets around them, fastening each one tightly with the two pins he had brought this evening.  The pins displayed the crest of the noble Berkshire family, as was fitting for the newest heirs to the Berkshire house.  He smiled down at them once more before turning his attention back to their mother.  He looked closely at her and saw tension in her furrowed brow and the set of her shoulders.  She was trying to hold something inside, but it was radiating from her like a fountain of anxiety.  He could only guess that the impending move to his family estates was at the root of her stress.  The initial meeting that Tomas and Miriam had undergone with his mother did not exactly go as he had hoped.  In fact, it probably could not have gone any worse.  

Tomas was the heir to his family’s seat and would be appointed next year as the Count of Berkshire.  His mother had aspirations for a woman of noble birth, one equal to his status, to be her son’s wife, not some “witch of low, undignified birth.”  Miriam had been mortified at his mother’s callous words and had fled the house in tears.  Unfortunately, living anywhere but on ancestral lands would not be appropriate for the future count.  As much as he wanted to grant Miriam’s every wish and desire, this was one thing he could not compromise on.  

“Turn around and let me get rid of some of that tension,” Tomas said, kneading Miriam’s neck and shoulders.  “Still worried about the move, Love?”  

Miriam didn’t answer immediately, instead enjoying the feel of Tomas’s strong fingers as he worked his own brand of magic.  The knots in her shoulders slowly eased and she relaxed back into his embrace.

“It’s hard right now,” she said.  “First, I left the coven with barely a word.  There were quite a few of my sisters there that will be disappointed when they find I’ve taken a husband and will not be returning.  And then there is your mother.  You know she doesn’t particularly like me.  For the gods’ sakes Tomas, she said I would be the ruin of you.  How do you think that makes me feel?”

“My beloved Miriam,” Tomas said softly, nuzzling her ear.  “It doesn’t matter what she says.  Next week, we will be married and you will be the future Countess of Berkshire.  Together we will raise the girls in the style you all deserve.  Trust me; we will be the envy of the nobility.  As for the coven, you will be visiting your sisters whenever you want, or invite them to visit the estates.  Either way, you won’t be leaving anyone or anything behind.” 

Miriam turned and gazed lovingly at the wonderful man holding her in his arms.

“I love you so…”

The sound like the crack of lightning pierced the night as the hut’s front door came crashing inward.  They both jumped and stared at the menacing specter standing in the doorway.  The figure threw back her cowl and glared at the young couple.  Miriam gasped as she recognized Elizabeth, one of the elder witches of the Constantine Coven, standing before them.  Apparently, leaving the coven had done more than disappoint some of her sister witches.  Elizabeth stood in the doorway full of righteous anger, and she was an intimidating sight to behold.    

“What a touching scene, the two of you holding each other so lovingly,” the old witch sneered.  She pointed her finger at the young mother.  “Miriam, you should know better.  This little love affair is over.  It was doomed the moment you gave birth to those twins.  I should have never let you out of my sight once those babies were born.”

“Elizabeth,” Miriam cried, alarmed at seeing the elder and hearing the twins begin to fuss.  “What are you doing here?”

“What do you think I’m doing here?  I’ve come to get you and the babies and return you to your rightful home.  Do you think the coven would let you waste the gift of these twins on some flight of fancy like him?”

“Wait, please,” Miriam pleaded, grabbing Tomas’ hand.  “You don’t understand.  We love each other.  We are to be married and want to raise our children together.”

The elder witch’s sneer turned to contempt.

“You gave your pledge to the coven, girl.  You and the babies will not abandon your fellow sisters.  You’re returning with me.  This boy may be the heir to the Berkshire throne, but he shall do so without you.”

“Please, Elizabeth,” Miriam replied, stepping toward the twins’ crib, hearing them crying within.  “I don’t want to return to the coven. I want to stay with Tomas.”

“That is truly pathetic.  I certainly had higher hopes for you.  Did you know that his family has a disturbing and angry history when it comes to our kind?  Did he bother to tell you all the dark, ugly secrets his family hides?  Would you endanger the safety of your children to the likes of them?  I think not.  Gather your things; we are leaving.”

Miriam stared helplessly at Elizabeth.

“Oh, you are one to talk, Aunt Liz,” Tomas said, stepping between her and Miriam.  He recognized Elizabeth, his mother’s older sister: the older sister who had abandoned the family years ago and pledged her life to the coven.  

“You’re right in the middle of those dark, ugly secrets,” Tomas continued.  “You talk about pledges and abandonment with such righteous indignation, but it was you who was supposed to be the Countess of Berkshire, not my mother.  You’re the one who disavowed your title and family rights when you joined that coven.  You may be the most powerful witch there, but you’re still my mother’s elder sister, the one who ran away and left us.  So, do not preach to me about abandonment.”

Tomas’s revelation of Elizabeth’s past momentarily stunned Miriam.  It had been many years since anyone had stood up to the witch elder, and even longer than that since anyone had brought up her ancient past.    

“You have no idea what you are talking about,” Elizabeth said.  “They are coming with me.  Now get out of my way before you get hurt.” 

“They are not going anywhere,” Tomas said, rushing to a small table and picking up his scabbard.  He pulled his sword from its sheath and repositioned himself in front of Miriam and the crib, sheltering them both from the wrath of the old witch.  

“Boy, I am warning you.  You have no idea how important those two little girls are to the world.”

“I know how important they are to me and that’s all I need to know.”

Miriam stepped up beside Tomas and took his arm.

“Tommy, please do not threaten her,” she implored.  “She’s a very dangerous witch.”

“Enough of this,” Elizabeth commanded, looking at Miriam.  “Gather your things.  You and the children are coming with me now.”

“You’ll take them over my dead body,” Tomas declared, pointing his sword at Elizabeth’s chest.  It was probably a foolish gesture, a sword against a witch, but he would not stand by while this woman--related or not--threatened his family.  Besides, he didn’t really think his own aunt would cause him any physical harm.  

“As you wish,” the old witch replied.  With a swirl of her arms, her cloak fell back.  She focused on Tomas and pointed her hands at him.

“Noooo!” Miriam screamed, realizing immediately what Elizabeth intended.

Miriam jumped in front of Tomas, and conjured a wall of air to shield them both from the elemental blast Elizabeth threw at him.  Without a thought, Miriam threw her own hands forward and launched a counterattack.  Elizabeth was so surprised by Miriam’s actions that she barely had time to deflect the attack.  As it was, part of the blast caught her and slammed her back against the open door.  She slumped down, hurt and barely moving, but she was able to throw another feeble blast.  Miriam deflected that one as well, or so she thought.  While Miriam gathered her strength for another attack, she heard a moan behind her.  Looking back, she saw Tomas slumped on the floor, holding his chest.  The deflected blast had found its mark despite her best efforts.  

“Tommy,” she screamed, running to his side, momentarily forgetting Elizabeth.

It was the distraction the elder witch needed.  She was too hurt to do anything more tonight.  She grabbed the doorknob, pulled herself to her feet, and slipped through the wrecked door to safety.

“This is not over, girl,” came the weak, disembodied voice floating through the doorway.  “I’ll be back, and next time I won’t come alone.”

Without looking, Miriam threw another blast at the doorway, shattering more of the wooden frame.  She heard Elizabeth curse and scurry away into the night. 

“Tommy, can you hear me?” she cried, bending over and probing his wound.  

His hands were locked tightly over his chest, and the smell of burnt flesh filled the air.  She pried his fists aside and saw the gaping wound.  She inhaled sharply and tears sprang to her eyes.  There was no spell or magic that could heal a wound of this magnitude.  Her eyes traveled to his face and he tried to smile through the pain.  

“I can see it in your eyes,” he whispered breathlessly.  “We would have been the envy of the nobility.  Take care of our babies.  Promise me you won’t let the coven take them away.  I love you so much.”

“Oh Tommy, I love you too and I’ll never let anything happen to them.”  

She gathered Tomas in her arms and cradled his head against her chest.  She gently stroked his face and watched the light die in his eyes.  Her fairy-tale life was slipping away like the tears streaming down her face.  Miriam was drowning in grief as she rocked the still-warm body of Tomas in her arms.  How could she live without him?  Everything had gone so terribly wrong in a matter of minutes.

A soft cry brought her back to reality and the shock of Tommy’s death.  At some point during the fight the twins had stopped crying, and now stood with their chubby, little hands clutching the side of their crib and staring at her with their big, gold-tinted eyes.  In a moment of startling clarity, Miriam knew they would have to run.  Run from the prejudices of the people, the designs of the witches, and from anyone else that would try to take her babies from her.  With unbearable sorrow, she laid Tomas’s head gently down on the floor and went to gather the girls.  There was no thought of her seeking sanctuary with his mother.  With her son dead by witch fire, and the lies she was sure Elizabeth would tell, she would not be welcome at the Berkshire estate, granddaughters or not.

She bundled the girls into a double papoose, covered their heads, and gathered what few supplies she had in the hut.  She could disguise and hide them for a time, but there was no doubt that they would be hunted.  Her twins were the ones spoken of in the ancient prophecy and, after tonight, she realized the coven would stop at nothing to get them back.  With a sigh, she gave a last look around the room and her eyes settled on the still form of her beloved.  He deserved better than to die like this.

“I’m so sorry Tommy.  I never meant for this to happen.  I will love you forever.”

She gave him one last, longing look before turning and running into the night.  

***

Elizabeth hid the burns on the side of her face and neck with her cowl as she limped back to her room at the coven house.  The coven was located in the city of Constantine, the jewel of the Tavia Kingdom.  The city was world-renowned, an epicenter of trade and commerce, sophisticated in both its beauty and grandeur.  The Constantine Coven was the largest in the kingdom, boasting both a major center for the healing arts and a magical school of academia.  It was in this brightest light of the kingdom that evil hid in plain sight.  A secret society of magic users lived within the walls of the Constantine Coven, planning and plotting their evil alongside the witches and wizards who used their skills for good.  These evil ones were hell-bent on domination and control of all those weaker than themselves.  They called themselves the Black Coven, and their leaders the High Council of the Black.

Elizabeth’s mission tonight had been at the behest of that High Council, but had been secret and unknown to any outside the Black.  She hid her injuries upon her return to prevent any more harm to herself arising from her failure.  Too many wagging tongues and rumors could spell doom to her and her compatriots.  If she had been successful, then the Black would have covertly controlled the twins of the Witch Prophecy and raised them to perform their one true purpose in life: finding the Witching Stone.  The stone was an amulet of ultimate power, the same stone that had started the ancient war of the witches and nearly decimated the witch and wizard population.  The stone had gone missing at the end of that war, but it was foretold in prophecy that identical twins would be able to find its secret location.  At present, the Black Coven was not powerful enough to come into the open, but with the stone they would be an unstoppable force and could rightly subjugate the masses beneath the heel of their superiority.  They just needed to find it first.  

Elizabeth slumped down upon her bed and stifled a groan. She did not relish the thought of reporting her results to the High Council.  Miriam was stronger than she had expected: but time was on her side, for she knew a secret about the twins that even their mother had not figured out.   

I can take my time getting my hands on those twins.  They’re no use to me until they blossom into womanhood.  Then we will search for the Witch Stone.


 


***

Catherine Berkshire was the reigning countess of the noble house of Berkshire, one of the most powerful families in the kingdom.  She stood stock-still in the middle of her private study, staring off into nothing.  This day had begun like most others.  She always took her morning meal in private to enjoy the beauty and tranquility of her manicured gardens before the duties of the day swept her away.  The sun was shining through the tall windows and it looked to be another perfect day, but how things can change at a moment’s notice.  The news her morning visitor bore was unbelievable and threatened to overwhelm her.  She began to waver, feeling sick to her stomach, and seeing stars in front of her eyes.   

“Are you sure it was him?” Catherine replied hoarsely, grabbing the side of her desk to steady herself.

“Yes, I saw him myself.  He was killed by witch fire.  A shot right to his chest.  I came as soon as I was certain.”

“Who did this to my boy?  Why would anyone hurt him?”

Elizabeth moved to stand beside her younger sister to give what little comfort she could.  Though Elizabeth rarely visited, maintaining her residence at the Constantine Coven, she was always welcomed at the family estates.  Today she knew her visit would not be received well; the bearer of ill tidings was seldom welcome.  She lightly touched her sister’s arm and, with a look of feigned sorrow, told Catherine the gruesome tale; a tale she had created to prey on her younger sister’s emotions and insecurities.

“It seemed that Miriam was having trouble accepting the role she would play as Tomas’s wife.  She had sent me a cryptic message earlier in the day requesting I come to her aid that very night.  When I received her message, I didn’t understand what exactly she meant, but I went to meet her nonetheless.  I found them together, Tomas and Miriam, in a little hut at the edge of the city, yelling and fighting with each other.  I tried to intercede and calm them both.”

“Fighting?  Fighting about what?”

“From what I could gather, Miriam refused to accept the responsibilities that would be laid upon her as a newly raised countess.  Tomas told her that, as his wife, she would be the future Countess of Berkshire and would be required to live here on the family estates.  She told him that she didn’t want a noble title or to live on any lands where his family resided.”

Catherine’s eyes became stony as she listened.  She knew Miriam was of low birth and could not appreciate the luxury and grandeur a noble’s life would bring her.  She also remembered, with a slight touch of guilt, the words that had sent Miriam crying and fleeing from their first meeting.  

Elizabeth continued.  “I tried to convince her that her life would be a joyous one, but she would not listen.  She adamantly refused to live on the estates and told Tomas she and the girls would live at the coven if he refused her wishes.  I tried to calm her, telling her that her duty was with her husband, not with the coven.  Tomas told her he had no choice where to live and said the girls would live with him and be raised by his family.  I assumed he meant you when he told her that.”

A single tear trailed down Catherine’s cheek.  “What happened next?”

“Miriam became crazed when Tomas said he would raise the girls here.  She refused to be separated from them and when Tomas asked what recourse there was, she answered him with witch fire.  He took most of the blow full in the chest.  I tried to block her attack, but it was so sudden and I was too slow.  As it was, her attack burnt me from my neck down and took off some of my hair.  She is a very powerful elemental witch and I barely escaped with my life.  I went immediately for help, but when I returned I found Tomas dead and alone in the hut.  Miriam and the girls were nowhere to be found.”

Elizabeth’s part in Tomas’s death was easily pulled off.  Miriam’s elemental blast had taken her quite suddenly and forcibly, resulting in burns that covered a good portion of her body and had turned her hair into a disheveled mess.  They were easy to explain away with her lies.

Catherine walked to the door leading out to the veranda overlooking the estate grounds outside of the city of Constantine, away from the noise and the bustle of the city.  She opened the door and stepped out to an exquisite scene of beautifully manicured gardens and rolling hills of green grass.  The smells from the many intricate flower arrangements were intoxicating.  Today, however, she noticed nothing of the beauty around her, but simply walked to the terrace wall and laid her hands upon it.  Her head fell to her chest as she softly cried.  

After giving her a moment of privacy to absorb the news of her son’s death, Elizabeth followed her outside.  “I’m so sorry, Catherine.  Please know that the coven will not rest until we find her.”

Catherine did not answer her immediately.  After a few moments, she looked up at her older sister.  There was a smoldering anger in her eyes and the vehemence with which Catherine spoke her next words caught Elizabeth by surprise.

“And just how will you do that?  You’ve proven yourself so competent this far.  What would you propose to do next?”

“Catherine, you make it sound as if I am the cause of this sorrow.  Nothing can be further from the truth.  I tried to help Tomas and nearly lost my life in doing so.  If I could give my life in exchange for his, I would.  I loved him like the son I never had.”

“Oh, I don’t blame you personally for his death, Elizabeth, but I do blame your coven and the teachings you all profess to follow.  I blame the arrogance of those privileged few who hold the power of life and death with nothing more than a thought and a wave of their hands.  But most of all, I blame that witch who my son loved unto his death.  I don’t care that you are an elder of the coven; nothing good has ever come from the power.  First it was Cassandra, now it is Tomas.  If not for that unholy power, our sister and my son would still be alive.”

“Miriam, you know Cassandra died in childbirth and you can’t blame the coven for Tomas’s death.”

“I want that witch dead,” Catherine replied, “but I know your coven will never harm her.  If you catch Miriam, you’ll only cloister her away from the justice she deserves.  I swear that will not happen.”

“What will you do?”

“Something you and your kind will not,” Catherine replied, turning her back on Elizabeth and staring out over the gorgeous vista.  “I will hire the assassin’s guild to take care of her and bring my grandchildren to me, just as Tomas wanted.”

Elizabeth stood quietly, mulling over her sister’s proposal.  In one way, the situation could not have worked out better.  Catherine would hire the guild to silence Miriam forever and bring the twins back.  With Miriam’s death, no one would ever know of her part in Tomas’s death.  Once the twins were safely secured at the estates under Catherine’s care, they would be within easy reach of Elizabeth’s influence.  Of course, if she wanted to properly influence them, she would have to become a regular visitor here, but that should not be too difficult because, after all, she was family. 

“Catherine, take care that you don’t set things in motion that you will regret later.” 

Catherine whirled on Elizabeth with a vengeance.  “My son was brutally murdered by that witch; a woman who professed to love him.  You said yourself that she killed him and nearly killed you in the process.  I will regret nothing except the time it takes to find and take her life like she did my son’s.”

“But the children will need a mother,” Elizabeth replied.  “They’re so young and innocent.”

“Yes, they are innocent,” Catherine replied thoughtfully, “but I am a mother too. Two little girls will be no difficulty.  They are all I have left of my beloved Tomas and I want them here.  I will raise them as they should be raised, as scions of the House of Berkshire.  I’ll be damned if I let that witch take them from me like she took Tomas.  It’s the least I can do for my son’s memory.”

As Catherine continued her rant, Elizabeth held herself still and attentive.

Yes, you do that little sister.  It will save me the trouble of killing that witch myself.


“I will contact the guild and contract them to kill that bitch.  I will tell them to bring my granddaughters here to me, unharmed, and I will give them a king’s ransom as payment.  They will not fail me.”

“Catherine, I will support you in anything you do,” Elizabeth said.  “I feel the same as you do about the twins.  I will gladly sacrifice my time to help you raise them in the manner in which they deserve.”

“Thank you, Elizabeth,” Catherine replied.  “You are a good sister.”



Chapter 2 – The Silent Killer


 


Jeda leaned against the wall with his beggar’s cup in hand.  He was barefoot and dressed in rags that barely covered his rangy frame.  The mud, dirt, and blood smeared on his face and hair were stark reminders of the harshness of slum life.  Though the blood was not his own, no one would get close enough to see through his ruse because of the stinking odor emanating from him.  The stink was so bad that one of the city guards came his way after receiving complaints from the local merchants.  It seems Jeda might have overdone his disguise a tad.  Anyone downwind from him quickly vacated the area and the merchants were beginning to fear a loss of customers.

“Damn man, you stink,” the guard yelled at him, “enough to make the strongest stomach heave.  Clean yourself up in the bay before coming to beg here again or you’ll enjoy the inside of the lockup.  Then you’ll get a bath you’ll never forget, whether you like it or not.”     

The guard did not stay around any longer than he had to.  Jeda had chosen his disguise because he was not from around here and it afforded him the best opportunity to stay in one place without arousing suspicion.  There were about half a dozen beggars on the fringes of the marketplace, some looking worse than Jeda, but definitely none that smelled as sweet.  They all recognized him as a newcomer, but they kept their distance as long as Jeda stayed well away from their potential marks.  It was interesting that those least able to afford handouts were the most generous in their charitable contributions, while the rich seemed to hold onto their coins tighter than a drowning man would a lifesaver.  There would always be a divide between the haves and the have-nots, but everyone had to eat and the food market was the one place where everyone eventually came.     

Though Jeda’s position was further away from the market and closer to the slums, it still afforded him a clear view of the buyers and gawkers.  He waited patiently, watching as the rich and poor alike came and went about their daily trips to buy food, knowing that if she were still in the city, she would eventually come here.  

Constantine was a beautiful city, full of cobbled streets lined with trimmed trees and bushes that surrounded the city parks.  The parks were open to all of the city’s weary citizens for rest and relaxation, as long as one did not have the look of a beggar or a thief.  Those of that ilk were kept strictly to the poorer streets and marketplaces by the city guard.  The parks had many winding paths throughout them, showing off the wonderfully decorated gardens full of colorful and aromatic flowers, meticulously maintained and cultivated by an army of caretakers.  In the spring, the smells of windflower and apple blossoms graced the air, while the fall brought on its own fare of exotic orchids and carnations.  

Constantine was a marvel of engineering, its streets built in concentric rings, with the innermost rings devoted to official buildings and the mansions of powerful, noble families.  Each intersection was marked with a great fountain or the statue of a great hero, mostly forgotten now, while the outermost ring was a thirty-foot-high wall designed to protect the city and its inhabitants from both land and sea incursions.  It was truly one of the gems of the kingdom, but like all great cities, Constantine had its darker underbelly.  

Actually, Constantine had four.  The city had two major avenues running through it, neatly bisecting the city into equal-sized quadrants.  Each quadrant was referred to by its compass point and the residents often referred to themselves by that as well.  It was not uncommon for people to call themselves a northwesterner or a southeasterner and each area had its share of communal pride.  Each quadrant had its share of nobility, merchant class, working class and, of course, slums.  Walls were constructed around each quadrant slum in an effort to stem the tide of filth encroaching on the better parts of the city.  This worked better than anyone could have imagined, giving the poor and destitute, thieves and murderers, prostitutes and the lost a place they could call home. 

Each quadrant of the city also boasted a different market, where all manner of goods and services could be bought.  The busiest of all was the farmer’s market located in the southeastern quad.  At most times of the day and night, one could find farmers and hawkers of all sorts selling every conceivable type of food one could imagine.  It was the one place where Jeda knew he would have his best chance at discovering if the witch was still here within the city.

It wasn’t long before his patience paid off.   

***

Miriam froze for a split second while examining a piece of fruit.  The feeling of being watched assaulted her witch senses.  She hesitated but a moment before putting the fruit back down and smiled at the farmer.  “I don’t think the babies will eat this,” she said.

The old farmer nodded as Miriam walked slowly toward the next stall.  Today wasn’t the first time she had felt the presence of a watcher, but the other times had turned out to be part of the normal perversion of the streets she lived on.  Those times had never felt like this.  This was something different, something sinister that seemed to be hunting her specifically.  This felt like a violation, and Miriam had to exert all her strength and self-control to tamp down the anxiety and fear growing inside her.  

Oh gods, she cried silently to herself, they’ve found us.

Her heart was racing and her breath quickened as she realized the danger she and the twins were facing.  The babies, finely attuned to her feelings, felt her distress and began to fuss.  Miriam stopped and swiveled the rear papoose around so that both infants rested on her chest.

“Shhh, hush now, no need to fuss, we’ll be home soon,” she said in soothing tones while rubbing their small backs.  

Listening to her calming voice, the babies soon settled down and Miriam continued on as if nothing had happened.  The last thing she wanted was to alert her watcher that he had been spotted.  She was scared and she clasped her hands together to keep them from shaking.  She had prepared herself for this moment and knew what she must do next.  After a few more stops for her daily rations, she headed back to her small room.

Although she had no clue who had found her, it didn’t really matter.  Her discovery had been inevitable, especially with the number of groups hunting for her and the twins.  She chided herself for not leaving the city immediately, but it was too late now.  She breathed in the scent of impending rain as she made her way home, and glanced up at a darkening sky before entering her run-down building.  It would be a foul night, one unfit for man or beast, but one that Miriam hoped she had sufficiently prepared for.  

***

Jeda leaned further back into the shadows of his wall when he saw Miriam momentarily freeze.  He thought she had spotted him, but when she calmly continued her shopping, he relaxed and continued his surveillance.  His disguise was nearly perfect, but there was always a chance of discovery and he could not afford to take any chances.  After all, she was a witch and no stranger to the dangers of the hunt or killing.  Her dead fiancé was testament to that.  Now that he had located her, he would not lose her.  He watched from the shadows as she bought her food and made her way into the walled areas of the slums.

It was easy to follow her after that.  The ebb and flow of traffic around the market made tracking her a simple chore.  It was her movement into the slums that surprised him most.  At first, he thought that she would have sought more appealing shelter in the inner city, but after a moment’s reflection, he saw the cunning in her choice.  No one would think to search for her in the destitute and dangerous streets of the slums.  Jeda took care to move with the crowds, ensuring he would remain invisible to anyone watching.  He followed her back to the tenement where she had a room and waited across the street, spying for any movement or unusual activities.  

After watching the streets around her building for some time, Jeda approached an old woman sitting on the stoop of the tenement.  At first, the old woman spat and yelled at him to get away.  He was disgusting looking and smelled like the pits of hell, but after he flourished a copper coin in front of her, she decided she could bear his smell for a few short questions.     

“Yeah, I know who you’re talkin’ about,” the old woman answered Jeda’s question, greedily eyeing the coin he held up before her.  “She lives by herself, got no man or anybody except them babies of hers.  Cry all time them babies do, keeps me awake ‘til all hours of the night.  Yeah, I know ‘em.  Room’s on the second floor, in the far back corner.”

Jeda tossed her the coin and she deftly snatched it out of the air, pocketing it with practiced ease.  The old woman squinted at Jeda.  Why would a beggar care about the woman and her brats?  Where did he get the money he paid her?  There was wrongness about him and she quickly ambled down the road, but unfortunately, the attentiveness that kept her alive in many sticky situations would be her undoing today.  

Jeda followed her into an alleyway and made short work of her miserable life.  He was a ranked member of the guild of assassins, elite killers with the skills to find and eliminate anyone they were contracted to execute.  Though the guild occasionally left a few purposeful witnesses alive to spread tales of their prowess and bolster their reputation, today’s work would bear no witness.  He left her body to rot in the alleyway with the rest of the garbage, but he did take her money.  He had no real need for it, but took it back from the greedy, old crone as a matter of principle.  When the city watch found her the next day, they would chalk her death up as yet another victim of a senseless robbery gone wrong, all too common in the slums.

“You should know it’s not healthy to be nosey around here,” Jeda spoke to the old woman’s corpse as he wiped his blade on her tattered shawl.  

He left the alleyway and made his way to the tenement house opposite his target’s residence to continue his surveillance.  As he neared the front door of the ramshackle building, the familiar feeling of danger crept up his back and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up.  

Interesting, he thought, the hunter is now the hunted.    

He wondered briefly if the witch had somehow turned the tables on him, but soon dismissed the thought when he realized that he had come to the attention of some local thugs.  He wasn’t all that surprised that they had spotted him.  After all, anyone could dress like a local, but those that lived here would always know better.  Climbing the stairs to the roof, Jeda leaned against the rooftop wall and waited for the gang to confront him.  It took only moments before four toughs came through the door.

“There he is,” the first one said, looking back at his companions.  “I told you he wouldn’t run very far.  Too bad for him he didn’t.”

The rest of the gang, scarred and hard-looking men, snickered at the veiled threat.  They quickly spread out in front of Jeda, forming a semi-circle that would prevent his escape.  What they did not realize was they were providing Jeda with easier targets.

“You ain’t no beggar,” a second tough said, moving into position.  “What do you think you’re doin’ sneaking ‘round our territory?  No one comes in our area without our say-so and you sure didn’t ask any of us.” 

Jeda didn’t reply, but continued to lean against the wall.  None of the toughs saw him flex his wrists, nor did they notice the two throwing knives that had dropped from hidden sheaths into his hands.  They were confident of their superiority in numbers and were more intent on watching whether Jeda would try to run or not.  

“You’re quite the bastard, aren’t you?” the first thug continued, rolling his shoulder and flexing his muscles.  “You may think you look like one of us, but you never will be.  We spotted you down on the streets real quick and saw what you did to old Martha too, killin’ her for a few coppers.”

The thug was a large man and was used to intimidating his opponents with his size, but revealing they knew of the old woman’s death had sealed their doom.  Jeda would not leave any witnesses to tonight’s work, no matter how oblique they were to his role.  Jeda watched them closely under hooded eyes and, without uttering a sound, pushed off the wall and turned into a tight circle, releasing his knives as he spun around.  The knives found their mark as the two outside toughs went down, blood gushing from the gaping wounds in their throats.  

The other two stopped and stared for a split second, giving Jeda time to reorient on them.  The slums of Constantine were a hard place that bred hard men with little compassion.  On these mean streets the unspoken law was to kill or be killed, and the two remaining toughs quickly recovered to launch their own attack.  

Each man brandished a long, wicked-looking knife and they tried to attack Jeda simultaneously to take him off guard, but they were rushing head-on to their deaths.  Every assassin in the guild was trained in all manner of weapons and all were experts in hand-to-hand combat.  They were consummate killers and only one of their own could stand against them and live.

Jeda stepped toward the bigger man on his right, pivoting and ducking under the arc of his knife swing.  He continued to spin on his toes, and raised himself up to deliver a vicious elbow to the man’s face, breaking and splitting his nose open.  He continued his pivot and grabbed the man’s outstretched arm, using his momentum to throw him into the second.  The two men stumbled over each other for a moment before regaining their balance.  The second man, as yet unharmed, stepped toward Jeda and slashed his knife in a vicious reverse arc aimed at taking Jeda’s head off.  It was simple work for Jeda to duck under the swing and drive the stiffened fingers of his hands into both sides of the man’s throat.  The thug stumbled back, gasping and choking for air.

Jeda turned and faced the first man, now standing with blood streaming down his face.

“Real tough guy, huh?” the big man said.  “Well, your fancy dancing ain’t gonna help you no more.”  The big man feinted with a swing of his knife and then bull-charged Jeda to try to knock him over.  He intended to get his massive arms around Jeda to squeeze and crush the air out of his lungs.  

Jeda moved back as the man rushed, grabbed onto the front of his shirt, and fell back into a roll, using the man’s momentum to send him flying over his head.  The big man fell with a heavy thud, smashed his head against the rooftop, and lay still, momentarily dazed.  Jeda rose quickly and closed on the other thug, who was still gasping for air.  Picking up the thug’s discarded knife, he grabbed the man’s hair and yanked his body upward.  As the man’s wild eyes looked at Jeda, he plunged the knife into his heart, ending the last, miserable minutes of his life.  

The last man struggled to his feet, shaking off the cobwebs.  He looked around the rooftop and saw his companions lying in pools of blood.  Jeda was looking at him and it felt like death’s mistress was breathing down his neck.  He started edging toward the door, deciding he’d had enough of this silent killer, but Jeda shook his head as if chastising a wayward child.  The big man broke for the door and Jeda pulled another one of his throwing knives.  The knife took the last thug in the middle of his back and he went down in a heap.  

Jeda strode over to the downed man and turned him over, watching as the life faded from his eyes.  Just before the thug died, Jeda finally spoke.

“Yes, I am quite the bastard.”

He didn’t bother to move the bodies from where they lay.  No one would discover them until the crows started to feast and he would be long gone by then.  He retrieved and cleaned his knives before hunching down beneath a small alcove on the roof to begin his surveillance of the witch’s room. It was a good observation point to spy on the opposite building and especially so for “the room on the second floor, in the far back corner,” as the old woman had so willingly supplied.

By early evening it began to rain and Jeda tried to edge farther back into the alcove, but the slight overhang did little to protect him from the drizzle.  He leaned forward to get a better view with the coming darkness and a cold drop of rain hit his neck, slowly making its way down his back.  He sighed as he saw the candle still burning in the small window across the alley and leaned back into his cover.  

It was going to be a long night. 



Chapter 3 – The Touch of Fate


 


The candle continued to burn in the window, but the rain stopped shortly after midnight.  As the storm clouds cleared, the slums of Constantine became more distinct.  This place was definitely one of hell’s holes.  Jeda washed himself in a rainwater barrel he found on the rooftop and changed from the beggar’s clothes he had worn into his assassin’s dark clothing.  The air was filled with the stench of death and decay, but at least it was not coming from him any longer.  No amount of rain could wash away the smell from the dead bodies on the rooftop or the stench that came from the streets and alleyway below.    

These slums were overflowing with cramped buildings, stacked closely together, separated by narrow, twisting alleyways filled with refuse and garbage.  There were no clean-up details assigned to the slums, so what was thrown into the alleyways--what the rats or stray dogs did not eat--generally stayed there.  The only exception was the bodies of the dead.  As soon as a body was discovered, the local constabulary was notified and they made arrangements to dispose of it.  This was not done out of some sense of duty or justice.  It was much more basic to the self-survival instincts of the locals and constables alike.  Fear of plague and its excruciating death was the underlying motivation for body cleanup.  

Jeda surveyed the indistinct shadows of his handiwork on the rooftop and knew the constables and cleanup crews would earn their pay tomorrow.  He listened to the chitter and scampering of the slum rats as they found the feast he had left them, but aside from that, the night was quiet.  

His surveillance left him the time to ponder his target and her choices.  His first thought was why she was not staying at a coven with her sister witches.  They would have been able to provide her with a measure of security and a more comfortable, congenial environment to care for her babies.  Not that it would have stopped Jeda, but the added security of a coven would have made his assignment more interesting.  The only logical answer he could come up with was she was running from them as well as the Berkshire family.  The desperate and destitute lived in these slums and Jeda decided she must feel at home here.  Her reasons and choices did not really matter to him; it was just something to pass the time as he waited for her to go to sleep.  Once he killed her and delivered her children to the Countess of Berkshire, he would be done with the whole affair and on to his next assignment.

The moon finally broke through the dissipating rain clouds and its light afforded Jeda a better view of her building.  The lone window of her room had scant protection: a threadbare cloth covering that barely held out the elements.  The window would provide easy access for Jeda’s entry, but the rain had made everything a slick mess.  He studied the outside of the dilapidated building and memorized the handholds and ledges that he would use in his climb to reach her.  

As he surveyed the building, his sixth sense flared again and a disturbing feeling swept over him.  He had always thought of these feelings as his curse, his assassin’s curse: to be able to discern unknown danger before it happened.  It often left him second-guessing himself and the choices he made.  It was hard to trust these feeling when he did not understand where they came from.  Curse or blessing, he felt them strongly as he watched the window across the narrow alleyway and wondered what he would find when he went through it.  He looked around the rooftop and the surrounding area for anything unusual, but his only companions were the rats and the dead they feasted on.  

Something’s not right, I can feel it.  


Jeda had no real choice but to complete his mission tonight.  He had reported locating the target to his master in the guild earlier that morning, and he would expect another report of Jeda’s success tomorrow.  He thought through his orders again and especially considered his master’s accompanying warning.    

Do not hesitate.  She is a witch of extreme power.  Strike fast and strike true.  Hesitate and you die.  


Jeda had no intention of dying this night: a quick in and out and he would be on his way.  He would strike fast and true as only an accomplished assassin of the guild could do.  He could think of nothing he had missed and steeled himself with his reaffirmed resolve.  There was only one thing left to do.  Jeda sat back to wait for the right moment to strike.  

Moments later, the dim glow of the candle finally went dark and Jeda moved to the edge of the roof for a final check.  He took the stairs down into the alleyway.  After checking both ends of the alley for any wayward witnesses, he began to scale the outside of the building under his target’s window.  The ledges were slick and, after a few slips during the treacherous climb, he successfully reached the window.  He perched on the small ledge of the window and listened carefully for any telltale sounds from inside the room.  

Hearing nothing, Jeda moved the cloth shade aside and climbed through.  The room was pitch-dark and he crouched for a moment while his eyes adjusted to the darkness.  As his pupils dilated, he began to make out the silhouettes of a bed, a crib, and a chest of drawers.  There was little else in the room but a single door leading out to the hallway.  Jeda slid one of his throwing knives out of its sheath and crept forward toward the bed.  With the first step he took, the hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up and he instantly stopped in his tracks.  His senses screamed something was wrong.

“I see they finally sent someone,” a disembodied voice spoke from the direction of the bed.  “It’s too bad they didn’t send someone better equipped for the job.”

In a flash of pure instinct, Jeda ducked and rolled to his left as a flash of brilliant light exploded where he had been standing moments before.  The attack clipped him as he dove and he felt an intense flare of pain in his right side.  The elemental blast blinded him, but in one fluid motion he came out of his roll and threw his knife in the direction of the voice.  A slight grunt confirmed that he had hit something.  He tried to duck and roll again to avoid the next attack, but he found the most unimaginable thing had happened.  His body refused to obey and he crumpled down in a heap.  

Shit, this can’t be good, he thought as the darkness of unconsciousness enveloped him.

Miriam sat still on the edge of her bed.  She couldn’t imagine how the assassin had been able to throw the knife at her after being hit by her elemental blast.  She probed the wound and was shocked he had been able to hit her with such lethal accuracy.  She concentrated slightly to stem the flow of blood, but looking down at where the knife had entered her abdomen she knew that she couldn’t stop the bleeding for long.  That bastard had effectively killed her.  

Well, at least I killed him as well, she thought, looking at the heap on the floor in front of her.  

She had planned for this eventuality, knowing she would be hunted, but she had thought she would prevail against the initial attacks.  Now that this had happened, her plans would have to change.  She had to stay alive long enough to get the girls somewhere safe and she sadly realized where that one place would be.  The one place near enough that would afford the safety and guidance the girls needed.  The one place she promised Tommy that she would never send them; the witch’s coven at Constantine.  

I’m so sorry, Tommy.  I have no choice.


Miriam moaned in pain, pulling herself up from the bed.  She nearly fell when she reached for the crib where the two girls were sleeping.  She hung her head down for a moment, trying to gather her strength for her last task in this world.  

“Argh.”

Her head whipped around at the sound behind her and she readied herself for another attack.  She stood transfixed, ready to attack when she realized the moan came from the fallen assassin.  As she was about to strike, a shaft of moonlight pierced the window and shone down on the assassin’s face.  

Miriam inhaled sharply.  “Tommy,” she cried, “is that you?”

Frantic thoughts whirled through her mind as she stumbled over to the downed man.  She fell to his side and cupped his face in her hands.  “Tommy, oh gods, it is you.  What have I done?”

Jeda groaned again, shifting slightly on the floor.  His movement allowed Miriam the chance to notice the subtle differences in his face and body from that of her beloved Tomas.  

How can this be? she thought.  He looks just like him.


She released his face and struggled to catch her breath.  The floorboards echoed with a hollow thud as the look-alike’s head smacked against the wooden boards.  He groaned with pain as he regained consciousness.  

“Who are you?” Miriam demanded as soon as she saw him open an eye.  

Jeda tried to move and was shocked that his body still refused to respond.  The witch’s attack had effectively paralyzed him from the neck down.  All he could do was watch while she looked at him, studying him as if he were a cat’s trophy dragged in from the alley.  He said nothing to her, knowing his life was forfeit.  He would at least die with his honor intact, the silent honor of a guild assassin.

“I asked you a question,” she demanded, “and I won’t ask again.”

Jeda lay unmoving, staring at her, stoically waiting for the end.

“Your life is mine,” Miriam said, shaking her head, still amazed that he had survived her initial attack, “though you won’t remain alive for long unless you start talking.”

Jeda felt tingling in his fingers and realized the feeling was slowly returning to the rest of his body.  It should not be long before he could move again.  He simply had to play along with the crazy witch and wait for another opportunity to finish what he came here to do.  

“My name is Jeda.”

“Jeda,” Miriam said thoughtfully, something in the name sparking an old memory.

She searched back through the years of her memory, trying desperately to put the pieces of the puzzle together through her pain.  Why did this killer look like Tomas?  Where did he come from?  Who was his family?  After a few moments, she thought there could only be one reason for this strange man, who looked so much like Tommy, and whom she felt she somehow knew, to be laying in front of her.  It gave her an idea for a change to her plans, but she had to be sure before she acted.  She grimaced and clutched her stomach, trying to stem the flow of blood.  

“Do you know why you were hired to kill me?” she asked.

Jeda looked at his knife sticking in her and judged from the angle that the wound was fatal and she did not have long to live.  All he need do was wait. 

“We don’t ask for reasons when we accept assignments,” Jeda replied, “just payment.”

This gave Miriam a moment’s pause.  She looked at Jeda again and saw him for what he was, a cold-blooded killer with no feelings or remorse.  How could she think to use this heartless bastard in her plans?   

“You should be getting feelings back in your arms and legs about now, but know that I could kill you before you could move an inch.  For that matter, I could have killed you while you lay unconsciousness.”

Though Jeda realized what the witch said was true, he still played along.  “Why didn’t you?”

The woman scrutinized him again and moved closer to him.  He cringed as she laid her bloody hands on his head, believing this was the start to a painful end.  Instead, he felt an odd sensation penetrating his mind that was not exactly painful, but nothing remotely comfortable either.  Jeda wondered if this was what it felt like to die.  After a few moments, Miriam released him and sat back.     

“I knew a little boy named Jeda when I was young.  He was my cousin and his father’s name was Jacob.  We all called him Uncle Jake for short.”

Jeda refused to acknowledge the comment, but it shocked him nonetheless.  His earliest memory of his childhood was of his loving father Jake.  His father had died in a terrible fire, leaving Jeda orphaned and bitter at a very young age.  It took a moment before he realized what Miriam had done.  “You read my thoughts.”

Miriam laughed at him through her pain.  “How can you be an assassin and yet be so stupid?  Nobody can read thoughts.  Even the most powerful of witches can only get a general sense of the person she is touching.  No Jeda, I wasn’t reading your thoughts, but I was looking for something inside you, something that your mother would have left with you: her witch’s bond.”

“My mother died giving birth to me,” Jeda retorted.  “I never knew her or whatever this bond is you’re talking about.”

“And yet, you still know her,” Miriam said, seeing the truth of it in his eyes, “though you never met her, you instinctively know what she felt like.  She died giving you birth and her bond.  The feelings you have when you think of her is what remains of her bond.  That is what I was looking for and found when I touched you.  I don’t know how you survived the fire that killed your father or what happened to you over the years, but you are that little boy I knew long ago.  You are my little cousin Jeda and my girls and I need your help.”

Jeda chuckled at the absurdity of her statement.  “Cousin or not, I came here to kill you, not help you,” he replied, not believing a word that this mad woman was saying.  

“Oh, you’ve accomplished that; I don’t have long to live.  But don’t you find it strange that you, my cousin, were assigned to kill me at the same time that I needed someone I could trust to get my babies to safety?  I don’t believe in coincidence; I believe in fate.”

Jeda watched Miriam struggle to her feet and drag the crib containing her girls over next to him.  He tried to move while her attention was diverted, but he remained paralyzed from her blast.  

“What are you doing?” Jeda asked.  “I didn’t come here to hurt the babies.  I am to deliver them to a noble house.”

Miriam shot Jeda a cold stare.  “Let me guess, The House of Berkshire.  That’s not exactly the type of safety I had in mind.”

“How did you know which house I was talking about?” Jeda asked.  Only he and the masters knew the details of his assignment.  No one else knew he was to deliver the children to the Countess of Berkshire.

“That bitch,” Miriam replied, adjusting the crib in a position that was directly beside Jeda.  “She thinks I killed her son, Tommy, but I didn’t.  He was the love of my life and my fiancé.  He’s the one you resemble.  You could be his twin brother.”

Jeda’s senses immediately went on high alert when he felt something stirring in the air.  Miriam reached down and grabbed his hand.  He struggled against her touch but to no avail. 

“I don’t know if this will work, but I must try.  Please, to everything sacred, I pray to the gods to help me now,” Miriam whispered.

Miriam had no idea what transferring her bond to Jeda would do, especially with his mother’s bond already there.  His mother’s bond should have dissipated long ago, but it was still there, deeply recessed in his mind.  The other bond was buried so deep that it gave her a small hope for success and she reached into the crib, holding each of the infant’s hands in hers, forming a continuous link between them all.  

“Release me at once.  I don’t want your filthy magic on me.”  Jeda tried to jerk his hand free again, but the witch held him tight.  Whatever Miriam was planning on doing, he had no choice but to endure it.  His heart pounded in his chest while he waited to see what would happen next.  A surreal feeling enveloped him as his entire world became the face of the witch that was speaking. 

Miriam groaned in agony.  Rivulets of sweat rolled down her face, but she was out of options.  It was either bond with Jeda, or leave her daughters alone in the world.  She took a deep breath and began the chant that would bind this stranger to her precious twins. 

“I see you, Jeda, son of Jacob and Cassandra of House DeLongo, and join you to me, Miriam, daughter of Gelda of House DeLongo.  I bind you through that blood we share and give you my children’s bond,” Miriam intoned, staring directly into his eyes.  “I command you with my power and blood to become that which my girls have lost.  You will become to them the father they lost and raise them as your own.  I order you to care for them with your every thought, to teach them as they grow into womanhood, and to protect them from those that would use them.  I charge you, through this unbreakable and resolute bond, to love them above all else.”

Miriam closed her eyes and squeezed his hand.  Please let this work. I don’t know what else to do.


Jeda felt an intense wave of emotion and pain tear through his mind, ripping his thoughts asunder and pulling him toward unconsciousness again.

As he faded under her compulsion spell, he listened as Miriam continued to speak.

Take the girls to the Village of Rocher, south of the city.  Find the village healer…


“… She will know what to do,” Miriam finished, leaning against the crib, near to the end of her strength.  The transfer of her bond had been extremely painful and required an enormous amount of power.  It had effectively drained her of what little life she had left.  She had willingly forfeited her life for the chance that her babies would be safe.  She would not have made it alone and this was the best plan she could devise.  She looked over to the girls and gently squeezed their hands.

Another wave of agonizing pain gripped Miriam.  She nearly collapsed, but somehow found an ounce of strength.  “Goodbye my sweet, little darlings, I tried to protect you as best I could.  Love and be kind to one another and trust this man who will be your new father.”

A single tear trickled down Miriam’s face.  She slumped down to the floor.  Her eyes closed and death’s mistress finally claimed her wretched life.

When Jeda woke from Miriam’s spell, his first sight was of her, slumped beside the crib, dead.  He looked up and saw the two infant girls staring at him with wide, innocent eyes as they clung to the side of their crib.  The rush of feelings overwhelmed him as he looked at them.  He instinctively knew he would care for them as his own and realized with a shock that he would be willing to give his life to protect them.

What the hell just happened?  What did that damn witch do to me?  I don’t want any babies.  They’re going to the Berkshire woman.


Thoughts raced through Jeda’s mind as the feeling returned to his body.  He tried to shake this new impulse to care for these babies from his mind, but he was powerless against the witch’s compelling spell.  Whatever she had done to him had changed him intrinsically.  He rose up slowly, shaking his head to clear his mind and started for the door.  He wanted no more part of this.  His assignment was half complete.  All that was left was to notify the masters and let them ferry the children to the countess.  

It took no more than a few steps for Jeda to realize that whatever he wanted no longer mattered.  An irrepressible image invaded his mind and his every thought was now consumed with those babies and their safety.  He knew what he had to do and immediately started making plans.  First, he needed to get the babies away from this place.  When he failed to bring them back to the guild or deliver them to the House of Berkshire, the masters would send someone to investigate.  Second, he needed to find food for the babies to eat, but they were totally alien to him.

“What the hell do babies eat anyway?” he asked the dead witch.

He was used to going for days with little to no substance, but he doubted they would go more than a few hours without raising hell.  Third, he had to find someone to help to raise the two girls.  He knew nothing about children; what they needed, what they wanted, or how to care for them.  He was an assassin not a nursemaid, or at least he used to be.  The more he thought of it, the more he realized his old life was over.  Everything he had strived and worked so hard to achieve in the guild was gone in an instant.  The witch had changed everything, cursing him with her last dying breath. 

Damn it!  Why didn’t I pay more attention to those warnings on the rooftop?


Now he was no longer a brother of the guild, but a father to two infant girls.  This shouldn’t have happened.  He had been so careful.  He looked over at the slumped form of Miriam and swore silently at her.  He despised her for what she took from him, but concern for the girls’ safety overrode his feelings of loathing.  

Jeda leaned against the crib, still a bit unsteady from his ordeal.  He probed the injury to his side from Miriam’s blast and found that it wasn’t as bad as it felt.  Being this close to the babies he had his first chance to study them closely.  He could easily see that they were identical and showed the signs of the witch: the telltale, gold-tinted eyes all witches had in common.  He found it a bit unnerving that while he studied them, they seemed to be studying him as well.  This was the first day of a new life for him.  What was so important about these two little girls?  He shook his head, wondering what the big deal was about identical female witches.  If anyone had told him that their births had been foretold in prophecy, he would have laughed in their face.  

“You have names?” he asked.  

The girls continued to hold onto the side of the crib and stare at him.  Being a man of few words, he quickly decided what he would call them.  There was no sentiment involved, but what was simple and easy for him to remember.

“Kala,” he said pointing to the girl on the left and, “Kara,” pointing to her sister on the right.  Being identical, he needed something to tell them apart.  Finding a bit of ribbon on top of the chest of drawers, he tied a different color around their wrists: yellow for Kala and black for Kara.  Somehow, his instincts told him the colors were right.  The girls stared at him with scowling faces and he got the distinct feeling that neither liked the names nor the bits of cloth around their tiny wrists.  Kara tugged at hers with tiny fingers, but Jeda had tied the knot securely.

“Hey, you don’t have to like the names, but you will live with them,” Jeda said, looking around the room for any supplies he could use.  Both girls simultaneously looked at each other and then grabbed one of Jeda’s fingers.  All pretenses of grumbling and discontent were gone and Jeda felt an eerie sensation course up his arm.  It seemed that they had agreed to the names and that made him wonder again what that scheming witch had dragged him into.



Chapter 4 – Beginnings


 


Mave stood stoically in the antechamber of the Grand Masters’ Council Chamber waiting to be called.  These men were each a master within their school of weaponry and held the titular rank of Grand Master from being the leading expert of their specialty.  It was up to this select few to choose who would elevated to the esteemed rank of master.  Very few brothers became candidates and only the best of the best were chosen.  Today it was to be Mave’s honor.    

It was the day he had long waited for and he was dressed in his finest blacks.  The long years of arduous training and selfless sacrifice would at last pay off in this one stunning moment of achievement.  From this day forward, Mave would be a master in the assassin’s guild and a member of the council for the School of the Sword.  Instead of simply following orders, he would now be issuing them.  It was the singular honor Mave knew he deserved and one step closer to his ultimate goal to be the Grand Master of the School of Swords.      

The muted buzz of the attending Grand Masters was all he could hear through the doors as he waited for their summons.  It was not long before the doors were opened to the antechamber where Mave stood.

“You’re wanted inside,” the guard said. 

Mave nodded and went through the doors into the chamber.  All five Grand Masters were in attendance, one for each of the schools of weapons recognized in the guild.  Mave could feel the intensity in the air.  Something significant had happened and he became wary that it might affect his advancement.      

“Brother Mave,” one of the masters said.  “Please come forward.”

Brother Mave, he thought, not Master Mave.  This can’t be good.


“Brother Jeda is missing,” the master explained.  “We want you to investigate what has happened to him.  This is a sensitive matter.  Brother Jeda was working on a mission of utmost importance.  Find him and bring him back.”

Mave inwardly cringed when he heard his new orders. 

Damn him to the lowest level of hell.  That bastard has been the bane of my existence since I first laid eyes on him.    


The masters held Mave responsible for Jeda’s actions.  Somehow the upstart Jeda had succeeded in delaying, and possibly ruining, Mave’s elevation.  Mave would have to save his miserable neck before he could finally realize his own life’s dream.  He cursed the day so long ago when he had decided to bring the young boy into the guild instead of killing him.  

Outwardly, Mave’s only reaction to this news was a slight widening of his eyes.  Jeda was an elite assassin of the guild and had never failed in any mission or task assigned to him.  In the beginning, Mave had been responsible for Jeda’s training since he had brought the boy into the guild.  Jeda became Mave’s training novice, but also grew to become a thorn in his side.  Once he had reached the rank of apprentice and moved into the School of the Knife, Mave thought he was done with him, but it seemed fate had other ideas.  If Jeda was missing now, then something big had happened and Mave could not decide whether this was good news or bad.

Mave almost missed what the master was saying while he pondered his past with Jeda.  He quickly gave them his full attention. 

“From his last report we know that Brother Jeda found his target in the city of Constantine,” Grand Master Dykara said.  “We know that he was poised to strike the very night of his report.  We want you to investigate what happened and, regardless of what you find, bring Jeda back to the guild.” 

“As you command,” Mave said.

Damn you boy.  Make no mistake, I will find you.


“Good luck, Brother Mave, and remember this mission is of the upmost importance.”

“I understand, Master.  I will send you a report as soon as I know anything.”

Mave turned on his heel and left the Grand Masters’ Council Chamber.  The meeting had not turned out to be the celebration he thought he would be enjoying.  Hatred radiated from his soul and he softly cursed again the day he had saved that young boy from the burning hut.

Mave set off immediately for Jeda’s last known location: the slums outside of Constantine’s food bazaar.  In Jeda’s last report, he had discovered his target’s location, but was still scouting the surrounding area.  That report had been four days ago.  No one had seen or heard from him since then and he was long overdue in reporting his status.  It was not unusual for a few days to go by with no communication from an assassin.  There was no cause for alarm as it was the nature of the job, but four days of silence meant something had gone wrong: the assigned assassin was either dead or captured.  Mave needed to find Jeda to finally secure his position as a master, but whether he found him dead or disgraced, Mave would finally be done with him.  It was not an unpleasant thought. 

Though the intelligence was four days old, the trail of bodies Jeda had left behind made up for the time lost.  The slums were still in an uproar about the six bodies--a gang of toughs and two women--all found murdered on the same day with no apparent connection.  The rumors abounded.

There’s a murderer about, take care where you go...


I hear say it was a demon that run off with that poor widow woman’s babies...


It was the guild, no doubt, but you didn’t hear me say it…  


Mave’s interest was piqued at that last rumor and followed the man who had said it. 

***

It is an awful feeling to wake up and not know where you are.  When he first started to come around, the old man’s thoughts were confused.  He couldn’t see anything and so thought it must be night, but then he felt something covering his eyes and a terrific pain in the back of his head.  Then he tried to move and, although he could feel his hands and legs, he couldn’t move them.  That was when the first feelings of fear began.

I’m still breathing so somebody wants me alive.


With an effort of utmost willpower, he pushed his fear down and waited to see what would happen next.  He had lived in the slums for most of his life and knew somebody must want something from him.  That’s when it came back to him in a rush.  The big guard from the duke’s constabulary had come to look at the room where the young woman had been murdered days before.  He had been cleared of any wrongdoing days ago and was tired of these constables coming around poking into his business, so he hadn’t answered any of the big man’s questions.  What he couldn’t quite understand now was why he was gagged and tied up like this.

That bastard must have hit me and tied me up.  He won’t get away with this, even the Duke’s men can’t break their own law.


Mave watched as the fat landlord woke up.  The initial realization of his predicament was whetting Mave’s perverse appetite and so he let the old man stew for another few moments.  As the old man calmed down and sat still, Mave got up and removed his blindfold.

The first thing the old landlord saw was a young woman bound and gagged to a chair exactly like him.  She looked at him with wide, panicky eyes, but he refused to let her fear reach him.  He looked around and saw that he was in the same room he had been showing that bastard constable.  That’s when he noticed him standing off to the side.  Questions or not, this was going too far and he would lodge a complaint against these heavy-handed tactics.  

“Hmmmphhffggmmm.”

Mave looked at the fat man trying to talk around his gag and laughed.  “Oh, you had your chance for that already,” Mave replied, pulling out a long, wicked-looking knife.  “Maybe, just maybe, I’ll give you another chance later.”

The young woman squirmed in her chair and looked pleadingly at the landlord, hoping that he held the secret to their freedom.  Unfortunately for her, nothing could have been farther from the truth.

“You remember those questions I asked you before, don’t you?” Mave asked.  “Keep them in mind as you watch what happens next.”

Mave walked to the fat man and laid the blade against his face.  He drew it down lightly along the man’s cheek, leaving a thin, bloody line in its wake.

“Now that’s just the teaser,” Mave continued.  “Here’s where the real fun begins.”

He turned quickly and walked over to the young woman.  She had seen and heard everything and struggled against her bonds.  Mave grabbed her by the hair and twisted it in a knot in his fist.  He yanked it back, exposing her throat, and leaned the knife against it.  

The old man’s eyes widened in alarm at the thought of the young girl’s throat to be cut, but he let out a sigh of relief as Mave lowered the knife a bit.

“Now that would be too quick, wouldn’t it?” Mave said, looking over his shoulder at the old man.   

He started to release the girl’s hair, but suddenly wrenched her head up and, viciously slicing upward with the knife, severed her exposed ear.  She screamed and screamed through her gag.  Though she tried to wrench her head away from Mave’s grip, he did not let go.

“No, no, no.  Nothing so quick as a sliced throat.  You’ve probably seen hundreds of those, haven’t you?”  Mave turned the girl’s head to ensure the fat man saw the bloody mess.  He took the knife and ran it across his tongue, smearing the girl’s blood on it.  The fat man rolled his eyes and the waves of panic set in.

“See, now I have your attention, but too bad for this one, it’s a little too late.”  Mave took his knife and cut down the front of the woman’s threadbare smock.  She wore nothing underneath and the old man’s eyes goggled at the sight of her nakedness.

“Now that’s even pathetic to me,” Mave said.  “Look at you staring at this young girl’s naked body while she’s in pain.  Shame on you.”

The old man cringed at Mave’s chastisement and began to worry again about his own predicament.  

“I wonder how you’ll answer my questions now, huh?”

“Hmmmphhffggmmm.”

“Oh, I’m just not sure I have your full attention quite yet.”

The old man tried to talk around the gag but it was stuffed too far into his mouth.  He struggled and tried to bounce in the chair but to no effect.  He watched helplessly as Mave stood in front of the naked girl.  He saw the poor girl’s eyes pleading and crying, but it had no effect on this monster.

“You know, he could have prevented all this,” Mave said conversationally to the young, frightened girl, pointing with his knife at the old man, “but he had to be a smart one, he did.  He started lying right from the start and that began all of this.  Now I know you’re just an innocent bystander in all this… unless, of course, you know something about the young woman that was murdered here a few days ago?”

The girl shook her head violently.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so,” Mave replied, “so I’m just going to use you as I planned all along.  You will be the incentive for the fat man’s honesty.”

With that Mave sliced diagonally down the woman’s chest, leaving a gaping wound that began to bleed profusely.  The young girl writhed in agony and moaned through her gag.  

The old man tried screaming through his gag and tears streamed down his face as he saw the damage Mave had inflicted on the young, innocent girl.

Mave looked over at the landlord.

“Now you be quiet over there.  You’ll get your chance to talk again when I’m finished here.”

Mave knelt down and laid his knife across the girl’s foot, directly over her toes.

“Now watch carefully.”

Mave slowly leaned into the blade, slicing off one toe after another.  The young woman screamed again and finally passed out from the pain after her second toe was cut.

The old man began to tremble as he watched Mave torture the young woman.  Mave picked up a bucket of water he had stashed and threw some on the young woman to revive her.  The old man began to moan as he watched Mave move to another part of her body.

After nearly an hour of precise and horrendous torture, Mave finally stepped away from the ruined body of the young girl.  She had died and was of no more use to him.  He was blood-soaked and a bit tired from his labors, but the terrified looking old man lent him a renewed sense of purpose.   

“Now, shall we have our little talk again?” Mave asked, moving over and removing the old man’s gag.  The old man had to turn his head and retch out the remains of his breakfast.  He had long since thrown up the contents of his stomach, but the gag had prevented him from spitting any of it out of his mouth.

“I’ll tell you anything,” the old man pleaded, “please don’t hurt me.”

“Now that’s more like it,” Mave said, smiling and obviously pleased by the response.  “Let’s get right to it then.”

For the next 20 minutes, the old man answered each of Mave’s questions fully and honestly.  He told him everything he knew about the young woman and the night of her murder.  He also told him he had seen Jeda leave that morning with the twins, but had not told anyone else that bit of information for fear of being incriminated in the murder.  He told Mave that, the last he saw of Jeda, he was moving off toward the market.

“I believe you,” Mave said when the old man finished talking.

The relief in the man’s eyes was palpable when he heard Mave say those words, but he was utterly shocked when Mave lurched forward and drove his knife into his chest nonetheless.

“But… but I told you everything I knew,” the old man sputtered.

“I know, but you did lie to me first and I hate when people lie to me.”

The old man died with his mouth agape.  Mave pulled his knife out and wiped it on his tunic.  He took off the uniform of the Duke’s guard he had been wearing and threw it at the old man’s feet.  He then cleaned off his face and hands with the remains of the girl’s dress.  He had worn some old clothes under the uniform that would allow him to leave the slums unnoticed.  Satisfied that he was clean of any bloodstains, he turned and looked over the room once more.  The sorry remains of the young girl, the dead landlord, and a guard’s uniform discarded between them should make quite a story for tomorrow.

Just let them try to figure this out, Mave smirked.  He turned and quietly shut the door to the room and left the slums of Constantine.   

Although Mave did not understand everything that had happened, one thing was clear.  Jeda had taken the babies and left.  At this point, he did not care why Jeda had run, but now that he knew he was alive, his job was to track him and bring him back to the guild.  

Tracking Jeda turned out to be easier than Mave thought; it was hard for a man traveling along with two infants to disguise or hide his passage.  By careful questioning, Mave learned that Jeda had stopped at the farmer’s market and bought some very telling items before taking to the road.  He had bought supplies for travelling--dry goods, milk, water, and blankets--but what was most interesting was what he did not buy.  He bought no heavy furs, which dismissed the northern route with its freezing climate, and he had not bought enough water to cross the desert.  That eliminated the eastern route with its long stretches of arid wasteland.  To the west was the ocean, but if Jeda had planned a water trip he would not have needed any supplies, so that left only the southern route for Mave to follow.  

After leaving a message for the masters, Mave began tracking him to the south.  He was confident that Jeda could not get very far even with a four-day head start.  It would be impossible for him to travel very fast with two young infants in tow.    

***

Jeda looked around at the small village and silently cursed Miriam again.  

Damn, this sucks.  Years of putting up with the shit that bastard Mave heaped on me, years that I took everything he dished out, years that I took it and prevailed, all for nothing.  He thought he could beat me down, but that never happened.  I took everything he dished out and more.  Couple more years and I would have been better at anything he did; I just needed a little more time.   


That damn witch did this to me.  The masters warned me about her, but I was too cocky.  I felt the wrongness before I ever entered that room.  Damn, what was wrong with me?  Why didn’t I listen to myself?  


Jeda vaguely remembered Miriam’s instructions, but why she had told him to go south and look for village healers was beyond his comprehension.  The first village he came to had an old crone who took one look at him and the children and literally turned him out.

“I ain’t in no position to help the likes of you and I ain’t never heard of no witch named Miriam,” the decrepit old healer spat at him.  “Get on your way and leave an old woman to her sleep.”

The fact that Jeda had awakened the old woman well past the middle of the night probably didn’t help his cause, but he had always thought the village healers to be compassionate to the poor and needy.  Having him show up so late at her doorstep with two babies strapped to his body sure seemed needy enough to him.  Unfortunately, that was not the case with this healer and she slammed the door in his face.  Jeda momentarily thought to break down the door and show the old woman what it meant to be disrespectful to a guild assassin, but that thought lasted only a second when he realized a low profile meant leaving no dead bodies in his wake.  He knew he would be followed, but why make it easy for the guild to pick up his trail?

He turned from the old crone’s door to survey the tiny village, looking for shelter where the babies and he could sleep for the night.  He spotted an old, ramshackle barn that would afford some cover for them and headed off in that direction.

That bitch.  How stupid can a witch be?  I don’t know jack shit about taking care of babies, but now, whenever I look at them, I have these feelings.  Soft feelings, like I want to take care of them.  It’s all bullshit, but I can’t help myself.  I have to take care of them, protect them, and make sure they grow up straight and true.  What in hell’s name does that even mean anyway?


At least you two are still sleeping, he thought, checking the papooses tied to his front and back.  As if on cue, they began to fuss.

“You must be kidding me,” Jeda mumbled, struggling to get the milk he had purchased at the market out of his traveling bag.    

“Looks like you have your hands full there.”

Jeda twirled around to face the speaker, dropping the sack of supplies as two fighting knives fell into his hands from the hidden sheaths under the sleeves of his jacket.

“Whoa there,” the woman said, stepping back. She held her hands up while still holding her water buckets.  “Don’t mean you no harm.  I was just out getting some fresh water from the well.”

“What are you doing out in the middle of the night?” Jeda asked the woman, looking around for any others that might be with her.  

“Name’s Clara and I’m the baker for this village,” the woman explained.  “Folks ‘round here get up early and want bread soon as they’re up.  That means I have to get up even earlier to get it ready for them.”

“Baker, huh?” Jeda asked, looking at the two empty water buckets the woman held.

“Yes, I don’t mean no harm to you or your little ones.  I just heard them fussing and thought you might need a helping hand.”

Jeda thought on Clara’s words and glanced down at the twin strapped to his chest.  Both had strangely quieted when Jeda had confronted the woman.

“I guess I could use a hand and maybe a place to rest.”

“Well, if you put them knives away, I’ll take you to my house.  It’s already warm with the morning fire, but I have to get some more water for the day’s cooking first.  Come along.  You and the babies can rest in the kitchen and get a bite to eat.”

“Thanks,” Jeda replied, making an exaggerated effort to put his knives away and ease the tension he saw in the woman.  He picked up his sack of supplies and followed her to the well.  

“I did stop at the healer’s hut to try and get some help, but she slammed the door in my face.”

“Yep, sounds like old Bertha,” Clara replied.  “That’d be the day she helps anyone that ain’t near dead.  You’re lucky that’s all the old witch did to you.  As you can guess, she’s not very friendly.  Most folks round here rather suffer through their ailments than go see her.  She can be one nasty woman, that one.”  

Clara seemed the amicable type, chatting nonsense and gossiping about the old healer as they walked to the well.  Jeda sized her up along the way, ensuring that she posed no danger to him or the children.  She was medium height, a big-boned woman with ample curves.  Strands of loose, dark hair were escaping from her headscarf, and her apron was covered in grease spots, exactly what he would expect to find on a baker.  Her hands had trace amounts of flour stuck to them and he began to relax, believing her story.  

Clara got her water and led Jeda and the babies back to her home.  Along the way back, when they passed the old healer’s hut, Clara told him that the only reason Bertha was still the healer in the village was because they could not get another one to replace her.  Jeda spied candlelight shining through one of the healer’s windows and wondered what she was up to.  It was not long before they reached Clara’s house and, as promised, the inside was warm and smelled of the fresh loaves already cooking in the large oven.

The front room was a cozy kitchen with a large table where Clara kneaded her dough, a wall of shelves where she stored the baked bread to sell, and a small table and chair for her to sit and enjoy her meals.  Clara motioned Jeda to the table and chair and retrieved one of the hot rolls already cooling on her shelves.  She cut up the bread and offered it to Jeda, along with a battered cup of water.

“I’m sorry but I don’t have much more than that,” Clara told him as she began preparing more bread.  “I don’t have any food for babies.  I haven’t had cause for any of that kind in quite a while.”

Jeda sat down in the chair and removed the papooses, setting them on the table in front of him.  “I have milk for them,” he replied, opening his supply sack.  “We just need a place to rest for a bit and then we’ll be on our way.  I don’t want to cause you any trouble.”

Clara began to make the next batch of bread, watching Jeda out of the corner of her eye as he struggled to prepare the milk for the girls.  He didn’t seem the fatherly type and, when the babies began to fuss, it became apparent he didn’t have a lot of experience in taking care of children.  What could have happened to their mother?  Whatever it was, she did not want to pry into any personal business.  The knives that Jeda had brandished earlier in the street were still fresh in her mind.  He had an air of danger about him and the only reason Clara was willing to help was because of the babies.  Finally, after a few, frustrating moments watching him, Clara decided that the babies’ welfare was more important than her fear.

“There’s actually an easier way to feed them, you know,” Clara said.

“Actually, I don’t know,” Jeda said.  He was not used to finding things so difficult to accomplish.  Since he had been cursed with the girls, his entire life had become one challenge after another.    

“Let me show you how,” Clara said, slowly moving to the table.

Jeda watched the woman approach him like he was a wild animal.  She held out her hands as if to show him she held nothing dangerous in them.  The scene was so comical he laughed out loud and nearly frightened her to death.

“What?” Clara cried, jumping back.  “I ain’t gonna hurt you.” 

“I know that,” Jeda replied, still smiling.  “And I’m not going to hurt you either, so relax.  We’ll get through this a lot easier if we both trust each other a bit.”

Clara stood up and straightened her apron.  “Well, fine then.”  She walked forward and took two of the milk containers from him.  She twisted the ends of each to make a nipple so the twins would be able to suckle from them.

“You do it like this,” Clara explained, propping the milk container up on each baby’s blanket.  Positioned correctly, the twins were able to reach and grab the containers and drink away contentedly.  “This way they can drink the milk and you can move about.”

Jeda saw the ease with which Clara fed the children and wondered where her own might be.  “I can see you have experience in this matter.  Where are your children?”

It was Clara turn to laugh.  “My children are long grown up and gone.  They’ve been out of my house for years.  It’s just me and my Jed these days.”

“Jed?” Jeda asked, momentarily confused at the name she mentioned.

“Now, don’t go getting alarmed.  Jed is my old mule I use to bring my bread to the next village.  That’d be the village of Rocher, south of here.  They don’t have a baker there, but they do have a fine healer.  If you really need to find a good healer, she’s the one I’d go and find.  Forget about old Bertha here.  I usually go to Rocher twice a week, but it ain’t that far: round trip takes about a day.”

Jeda recognized the village name as the one Miriam mentioned and knew that was his next destination.  It should not hard to find, but an idea came to him.  “When is your next trip?”

“Matter of fact, I’m heading that way tomorrow.”

“Would you mind if the girls and I came along with you?” Jeda asked.  “It would be a lot easier on us if we could ride on your wagon.”

Jeda had no worry that the trip would wear him out, but if anyone was tracking them, a wagon with a man, a woman, and two children would not attract the attention that a man carrying two infants would, especially in these small villages where gossip went around like wildfire.

Clara thought about Jeda’s request for a moment.  Jeda was a dangerous man, but the children could probably use a more-experienced hand in caring for them.  The longer she stayed with them, the more Jeda could learn about how to take care of them.  “Sure, I would enjoy the company,” she said.

“I would also like to rest here for the day and night,” Jeda said, “if you could manage it.”

“Don’t see as that would put me out too much.”

“I have coin to pay, too,” Jeda said, laying a silver penny on the table between them.

Clara stared at the coin lying there.  It was a lot of money, more than she could make in a whole week and definitely more than a night’s stay was worth.  “With that kind of money, you and the girls can have my room and bed for as long as you like.  I’ll just sleep here in the kitchen.”

“Just the day and night will do nicely,” Jeda said.

“Well, if you’re sleeping here and coming with me tomorrow, I should at least know your name.”

“My name’s Jeda.”

Clara laughed at that. “No wonder you startled when I mentioned my mule’s name.  Mind you now, we leave early in the morning, well before anyone else is awake.”

“That would be just fine with us,” Jeda replied. 



Chapter 5 – A Road Less Traveled


 


Elizabeth put down the missive she had just read.  The note had come by carrier pigeon early that morning from Bertha, one of the outlying members of the Black Coven.  Bertha was a healer in a small village outside of Constantine.  Elizabeth had brought her into the coven years before.  She had been an easy recruit as the old woman held open contempt for everyone in both her mannerism and ministrations.  It was a simple matter of informing her that others felt the same about the masses as she did.  They were cattle meant to serve their betters.  Bertha had agreed to keep her position in the small village until the time that the Black Coven would need her.  When Elizabeth had sent carrier pigeons out to her followers to be on the lookout for the wayward twins, she had no idea that she would get an answer so quickly   

The message was short but sweet:  

Our charges arrived early this morning under the care of a lone traveler.


This was exactly the news that Elizabeth needed to control the situation with both the High Council and her sister.  Being one step ahead of everyone else would allow her to direct and control events before anything spiraled out of control.  She would direct the destinies of the twins and their final contribution of bringing the Witch Stone back to her.  She would ensure that the High Council would rule the world with her as its head.

A slight smile curved up the corners of Elizabeth’s mouth. 

It’s about time something has gone right. Now, it’s just a matter of catching up with whoever took those girls.


***

Early the next morning, Clara and her mule Jed set off for the village of Rocher loaded with the supplies of bread and goods she planned to sell.  Jeda sat beside her with the twins bouncing on his legs and staring wide-eyed at the passing sights.  At first there was not much to see, but as the sun rose and the countryside became visible, they experienced an explosion of colors from the maples, oaks, and pine trees dotting the rolling hills.  The smells were intoxicating, from the wondrous bouquets of the wild flowers lining the country road to the pungent odors of horses and cattle grazing in the pasture.  The birds were chirping and the occasional squirrel would scold the passing travelers for rudely disturbing its morning forage.  All in all, the trip began in splendid fashion.

Clara continued in her normal fashion: talking non-stop, giving long lectures on the virtues of country living and how the influx of people from the city was starting to change the face of things hereabout.  It seemed more and more families were finding the simple life of growing their own food and tending animals in the country preferable to the hustle and bustle of city life.  Passing by the scenic farms and rolling pastures of the rural country, Jeda could understand the draw.  It was beautiful in its peaceful majesty but Jeda, holding true to his assassin nature, still scanned beneath the shadowed branches of passing trees searching for any signs of lurking danger.  His actions and suspicious nature did not help calm the unsettling fear Clara felt toward him.  Finally, after holding the conversation for the entire morning, she decided to face her fears and ask Jeda some simple, basic questions.

“So, where do you hail from?” Clara asked nonchalantly, thinking the question innocent and not likely to raise Jeda’s ire.  It was obvious that he and the girls had come from Constantine, so there should not be any harm in asking, or so she thought.

“Why would you ask that?” Jeda replied sharply, looking at her with renewed suspicion. 

“I’m just trying to make some conversation here,” Clara said.  “There’s no harm in asking a question or two.”

“You have more than one question?”

Clara sighed as she looked at the young man, frustration written all over her face.  “Just what do you think I am going to do with any of your precious information you might accidentally slip my way, eh?  For the gods’ sakes, I’m just trying to get to know you and the girls.”

“Why do you want to know us?”

Clara looked skyward and spoke to herself.  “Heaven save me from this distrustful man and any of the fates that made him this way.”

“Why do you say a thing like that?’

“Cause you are the most suspicious and perplexing man I have ever met.  Most people do not mind a question or two and are happy to talk about themselves and their families.”

Jeda looked at the strange woman, trying to gauge and understand her intent.  From his perspective, Clara was the suspicious one asking questions and prying into his past.  He did not have much experience interacting with people outside of the guild, but he knew that anyone who pried into other’s past or business usually did so for nefarious reasons.  That was the way of the world and he had learnt early to keep his personal information to himself.  It had kept him alive so far and he saw no reason to change his ways.  Of course, he also knew that being secretive or suspicious would probably draw more attention to the twins, so it would be in their best interest if he learned how to blend in.

“I’m not trying to be difficult, but where I come from, trust is a rare commodity.”

Clara nodded her understanding.  “Out here in the country, everyone knows everyone else’s business.”

“Doesn’t that cause problems?” Jeda asked, perplexed at the sheer absurdity of letting anyone know his business.   

“Sure, sometimes it does, but it also brings people closer together.  Just because you know something about someone doesn’t mean you are going to do them any harm.”

“Where I come from, personal information is valuable.  You can use it to discover a person’s habits, his weaknesses, his treasures, what he values most in life.  That type of information can be used to exploit and control him.  Get him to do things he might not otherwise be inclined to do.”

Clara glanced over at the young man sitting next to her.  “Well, remind me never to go where you come from.  It sounds like a terrible place.  It’s no wonder you left it for the country.”

Jeda thought about what Clara said and decided to take a leap of faith.  “Actually, we had no choice.  We had to leave because there are some bad people after the girls and me.”

“I guessed that much by the way you’ve been acting, looking at every little shadow we pass like there’s some thief or murderer hidden inside.  I’m surprised you don’t go scouting ahead just to make sure it’s safe for us to pass.”

That thought had actually crossed Jeda’s mind.  He had not acted on his compulsion because he would not leave the twins alone with Clara or anyone, but her comments caused him concern.  If he could not fool a simple baker about his intentions and purposes, then he would have little chance hiding from the guild.  He had to learn to blend in and not stick out like a man on the run or they would find him within days. 

“The worst part is the people who are chasing us are family,” Jeda continued.  “The girls’ mother was tragically killed and she left me to raise the children.  Her last wish was for me to get the children away from the city and the clutches of their wicked grandmother.  She wanted me to get them to the safety of the country.  It may sound like a fairytale, but it’s true.  She mentioned the healer at Rocher as a place to start, so that’s where we’re going.”  

“Family, huh?” Clara snorted.  “Doesn’t surprise me in the least; I got family problems of my own.  One of my own daughters won’t have anything to do with me.  Ashamed of me, she is.  She was a pretty, little thing and married a highfalutin’ fellow from the city, just like you.  He’s got some kind of trading business and they live in a fancy house right near the market where they do their tradin’.  Started making themselves a bit of money, they did and now they’re too good for a poor, small-town baker woman like me.  Yeah, you don’t need to tell me about family and the problems that come with ‘em.”

Jeda was struck by Clara’s confession and he felt a bond of trust with her.  They both shared a common problem and, though Jeda had left out much of what had transpired, what he did share with her rang true.  They travelled on for a while in quiet reflection, each lost in their own thoughts.  Clara was the first one to break the silence.

“See now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?  You shared a bit of yourself and I did the same.  It didn’t hurt anything and we both learned something.”

“I guess you’re right,” Jeda replied with a chuckle.  “Besides, if you did try to use any of what I told you against me or the girls, you would soon find out just how foolish that actually could be.”

Jeda had meant the comment as a joke, knowing Clara would quickly reach a dead end if she looked into his story, but she didn’t take it that way.  Her eyes became big as saucers while she thought about Jeda’s joke.  She actually jumped when the two girls began fussing and broke the tension of the moment.  Her laughter at being startled by the girls was a bit more high-pitched and strained than she intended.

“I guess it must be time to feed them little darlings,” she said, trying hard to hide her sudden discomfort.  “Why don’t we stop here for a spell and cook up some breakfast?”

“That sounds good to me,” Jeda replied, “and I’m sure the girls think the same.” 

Jeda noticed that Clara was shaking a bit getting down off the wagon.  He was puzzled why she would be upset, thinking they had finally bridged an unfathomable gap between them.

“What’s wrong?” Jeda asked.  “Did I say something to upset you?”

Clara stared hard at the good-looking man.  He was of average height, had a lean build of hard muscles, a head full of slightly curly, brown hair and green eyes that changed color, occasionally shining with a golden fleck, depending on how the light hit them. 

“Yes, you did.  That little comment about how foolish I would be made me a bit uneasy.”

“What?  That was a joke.  I was only kidding.”

“Didn’t seem like one to me, especially when I remember how quickly you flashed those knives the other night.”

“I’m sorry I upset you, but I come from a terrible place.  Everyone learns very young how to protect themselves and we all carry weapons.  Now that I have two babies to watch over, I might be a bit more reactive than usual, but I already told you that I mean you no harm.  So as long as you don’t try to hurt my girls, then my word is as good as gold.”

Clara nodded, but Jeda could see the tension that remained in her shoulders.  He figured it would take her some time to get comfortable around him.

“I don’t think I would ever want to see where you grew up or the people you grew up with,” Clara said with a shrug.

“I don’t think you would either.”

The rest of the day went by without further mishap.  Jeda listened carefully to Clara’s non-stop chatter and began to learn what was socially acceptable to talk about in this part of the country.  The weather and state of the local crops seemed to be safe topics.  The conditions of the roads and when the tax collectors were coming were also good topics.  By the end of the day, Jeda felt he could comfortably carry on a conversation with any of the locals and either blend in as one of them or as a nondescript nobody just passing through.   

They stopped again for a brief afternoon meal and, toward the end of the day, finally saw the smoke from the village of Rocher come into view.

“Well, there it is,” Clara announced.  “Won’t be long now before you get to meet that healer you’re looking for.”

Jeda looked ahead through the trees, trying to discern the lay of the village.  He wished he could have spied it out before they went rolling through, but that was not going to happen.  He would not leave the girls with Clara no matter how congenial she was, and he couldn’t scout carrying a set of papooses with two babies.  Though Miriam had told him to come here, he felt apprehensive about the safety of the girls.  He knew he would have to start trusting some of these new people he met, but it was hard for a man with his background.

Damn that witch.  This is not the life I want.


***

The sun had begun to set by the time Mave started his journey to catch Jeda.  He had to report his findings to the masters before he began his journey south.  There was no way he could tell when he would have the next opportunity to send another message.  Most messaging services went by horse and rider, but occasionally the larger towns and cities had homing birds’ services.  It would be an easy thing to encrypt a message to the masters, but there were long stretches of empty countryside between Constantine and the next large settlement.  

Mave at first considered tracking Jeda by horseback, but he soon realized that would be the best way to lose his trail.  Jeda knew the guild would send others after him and he would do everything he could to cover his trail.  Besides, Mave could outlast any horse for endurance and he did not want to be burdened with the care of an animal if it was not absolutely necessary.  He prided himself on being able to travel at a fast pace for days on end without feeling the effects of fatigue as long as he stopped each night for a few hours’ rest.  Water would not be an issue; there were plenty of villages, streams, and ponds along his route to refill his waterskins.  He also had enough rations stored in his travelling pack to last for a number of weeks, although he hoped this journey would only be a few, short days.  Most important was the store of weapons he had secreted about his person.  He had no illusions that Jeda would simply come along quietly and had prepared himself accordingly.

Mave left the southern gate of Constantine dressed as a farmer.  His journey south should not attract any attention, as most of the farmland in the Kingdom of Tavia lay in that direction.  He began a slow, loping trot that would eat up the miles he had to travel.  At this time of day, there was not much traffic on the road and he would look like a man rushing home late for dinner.  It was a safe bet that Jeda would be travelling as far and fast as he could away from the city. 

He’ll run to the southern edge of the kingdom, no doubt, Mave thought as he ran.


There were many small hamlets that peppered the border between the kingdom and the wildlands to the south, and they would be the best chance that Jeda had for disappearing with the twins.  It would also make Mave’s job harder if he did not find them before they reached the southern stretches.     

If Jeda had been by himself then Mave’s task would be infinitely harder, but there were only so many places he could travel safely with two babies.  Mave figured that Jeda would not risk cutting cross-country because of the unknown elements and dangers, so his next stop would be the first village along the trail.  A man with two infant children should not be hard to find.

I’ll pick up his trail when he stops for supplies.  Even if he tries to blend in, he will be noticeable with two babies in tow.  

Once he was close enough, Mave planned on setting an ambush to capture the wayward assassin and bring him and the children back to the guild.  If Jeda made the unfortunate choice of fighting, then Mave would simply have to kill him and drag back his dead body. 

Either way, you little prick, I’ll be done with you and I will finally achieve the rank of Master.


Achieving the rank of master was the only thing he cared about, the only thing that drove him on.  He was a man of infinite patience and had waited years for this promotion, so a few more days on the road would make little difference in his grand scheme of things.

With those thoughts swirling in his mind, Mave quickened his pace to the next village.    

***

It was early evening by the time Clara and her passengers rolled into the village.  Jeda scanned the sleepy, little village, but found nothing disturbing or threatening about the place.  If anything, it was quieter than he had expected.  Most of the villagers had gone to their homes and had barred their doors and shuttered the windows against the coming night.  Looking around, Jeda easily spotted the healer’s hut.  The outside was festooned with herbs and plants of all varieties, many of which he recognized.  The training of a guild assassin included the study of all varieties of plants and herbs that both cured and caused many ills.  Although he was an expert in horticulture, there were still a few that he did not recognize.  He may have been trained in the use of herbs and plants, but that did not compare with the training that a witch healer would receive within a coven. 

The witches with an inclination toward unity magic were the students of the healing arts.  The healing witches that lived within the rural communities did not refer to themselves as witches, preferring the term healer. This distinction made them infinitely more acceptable and approachable to the local populace.  The vast majority of healers in the country were coven-trained, but a few of the smaller hamlets could not attract the services of one of their ilk and usually relied on the services of a local midwife.

Clara pulled the wagon up to the front of the healer’s hut and stopped to let Jeda and the girls get down.

“I will be over at the village elder’s house.  It is the biggest house at the far side of the village.  His wife rents me a room in the back for the time I’m in town.  Come and find me if you need any help with the girls or in getting around.”

“Thank you for all your help,” Jeda replied, tossing her a copper penny for her troubles.

Clara deftly caught the coin and smiled down at him while pocketing the coin and clicking Jed into movement.  “Ain’t necessary, but it’s much appreciated.” 

Jeda nodded and watched as she drove her wagon to the far end of the village, finally stopping before one of the larger huts.  Turning around, he walked up to the door and knocked lightly to announce his arrival.  He remembered the last encounter with the old healer and wanted to be sure his arrival would not be too intrusive.  A quiet approach seemed the best way to introduce himself.

After a moment or two, the door opened and a young woman stood before him with a questioning smile.  “May I help you?” she asked.

She seemed a bit young to be a village healer but many said the same of Jeda when he first started his profession.  “Are you the healer for this village?”

The woman brightened noticeably when she answered.  “Yes, I am.  My name is Emilie.”

Jeda scrutinized her as she smiled at him and gestured him inside.  He took one last look around the village square and then entered the healer’s hut.  

“Please, have a seat here at the table,” Emilie said.  “I just put on a pot for tea.  Would you care for some?”

“Yes, that would be nice.  It’s been a long day,” he replied, doing his best to sound pleasant. 

Emilie excused herself to go make the tea for them.  Jeda studied her as she walked away, looking for anything out of place or wrong about her.  He felt no telltale feelings of danger, but something was off.  She was definitely younger than Miriam had been and Jeda began to wonder how the two might have known each other.  He was sure that this was the village that Miriam told him to come to, but he seriously doubted he would find the help he needed here, especially from a girl who looked barely capable of helping herself.  

Why would an experienced witch like Miriam send me to a fledging for help?


While Emilie was getting the tea, Jeda occupied himself with cleaning, dressing, and feeding the twins.  The tea was ready long before he was finished.  

Emilie set the cups down.  “May I help you with the girls?”

“Yes, thank you.”  

After a few moments, both girls were content and drinking their milk in a crib the healer used for the newborns she helped birth.

“Now, what I can do for you?” Emilie asked.  

“Pardon my curiosity, but aren’t you a little young for this job?” Jeda asked.

“I look younger than my seventeen years,” Emilie replied.  “But, I can assure you I am a fully trained healer.  Gelda oversaw my final training and settling into this job before she left.  She also made sure that I met everyone in the village and hereabouts and that they were all comfortable with me.  I have been the healer here for the last few weeks now, but I don’t recognize you or your children.  Are you new in the village?”

“Yes, we’ve recently arrived,” Jeda said.  “Who is this Gelda you mentioned?”

“Gelda was the village healer who practiced here for years.  She moved to the next village to oversee the training of a new apprentice there.”    

“When we she be back?”

“I’m not sure she’ll be coming back, but really, I can help you with any ailment that you or your children may have.”

“Do you happen to know a witch named Miriam?”

“I’ve heard Gelda mention that name once or twice, but I don’t know her personally.”

“That’s unfortunate, because Miriam sent me to find Gelda.”

Emilie’s pouty face revealed how crestfallen she was at Jeda’s announcement.  It seemed that young healers, coven-trained or not, did not get as much business as the older, more-experienced ones did.  For some reason, people had trouble confiding in such a young and attractive woman.  Jeda and the girls would have been her first patients in a stretch of long, boring days.  

“If you absolutely must find her, then you’ll have to go Willows Peak, the next village down the road.  It is not terribly far, but you’d make better time starting in the morning.  The roads are not all that good moving south.”

Jeda looked out the window at the darkness covering the small village.  He was used to the sights and sounds of the city, but this far out from that bustle, there were no streetlights glowing or taverns pushing back the gloom.  Out here in the country, the quiet of the night was all-pervasive.        

“Can you recommend a place for us to stay the night?”

Emilie looked at Jeda for a moment before turning to look at the two infant girls staring back at her.  It was against her better judgment, but after seeing the gold tint to their eyes, she could not turn them out.

“Healers always have space for other healers and witches,” she replied.  “I can see by looking at your girls that they will be practitioners when they grow up, so you can all sleep here tonight.  The girls can stay in the crib there and I have an extra cot you can use.  You can set it up right here and sleep beside them if you like.”

“I would like that very much.  Thank you,” Jeda replied, reflecting on the generosity of this woman he’d met only minutes ago.  He was finding it most unusual and perplexing that some people would so readily open their homes and their hearts to perfect strangers.

“I have coin and I can pay you for the accommodations,” Jeda offered.

“Don’t be silly,” she replied, fetching some clean bedding for his sleeping pallet.  “Let’s just hope that we have no emergencies tonight that will wake the little darlings.”



Chapter 6 – Fateful Encounters


 


It was mid-afternoon when Mave arrived at the first village.  He slowed his pace to a shuffle when he entered the village and affected a slouched-shoulder stance to better look the part of a hard-working farmer.  The villagers were going about their daily chores and paid little attention to him when he began asking questions about ‘his brother and two nieces.’  Though he might look the part of a local, he was still a stranger in this small community and was getting no useful information from the tight-lipped villagers.  The last insult was when the local healer slammed her door in his face.

“Madam, I am sorry to disturb you, but I need your help.  I’m looking for my brother….”

“Go away,” the old healer yelled.  “This is a house of healing, not some brothel to look after your needs.  I ain’t got time to be looking out for any strangers and their get.”

Mave stood staring at the door, taken back by the woman’s behavior.  Though the old crone had been exceedingly rude, she had let slip that another stranger had come through with “their get.”  Mave had said nothing about the twins when he asked about his brother.  The old crone gave Mave exactly what he was looking for: confirmation that Jeda had come through the village.  It meant that he had guessed correctly when he had left Constantine.  He was on the right track and decided to change his tack.  He would concoct a tale to elicit both distaste and sympathy for his search.  

His story had some elements of truth to it and, with a little embellishment, was easily believable to farmer and wife alike.  His tale of two brothers heading to the big city in search of work and coin was common enough, but it was his disgrace at spending their earnings on wine, women, and song that had overcome the villagers’ natural suspicion of strangers.  Everyone loved a good tale filled with revelry, lust and betrayal, especially when it happened to someone else.  His repentant nature and need to ‘make things right’ satisfied the sense of justice the country folk held dear and finally garnered the answers he was looking for.

People are so gullible, Mave mused to himself.

“Yeah, I saw your brother and the young-uns in the square the other day,” one of the villagers admitted.  “Didn’t pay them no never-mind ‘cause Clara was helping them out.”

“Clara?” Mave asked.

“Clara’s our baker.  She took your brother and those babies in for the night.”

“I see.  Do you know where they are now?” Mave said, pressing the villager.

“Took off with Clara and her old mule early yesterday morning, they did.  The whole lot went over to Rocher.  Clara makes that trip twice weekly, trying to sell her bread and such.  Seems a bit of waste to me though, like we’re not good enough for her bread.  Every time Clara leaves, we have to wait for fresh bread else eat that mess Widow Younger makes.  She makes bread so bad the smell alone will turn your stomach.  Me, I just wait for Clara to get back.  Yep, you need just follow the road south…”     

Mave found out what he needed.  Jeda and the babies were headed to Rocher and he was only one day behind them.  The village was a two-day walk to the south.  If he left immediately, he might catch them before Jeda could disappear into the wilder southlands with the twins.  The hunt was going better than he expected and, at this pace, he should have things wrapped up by week’s end.  

The Masters will be pleased at how quickly I have completed their errand, Mave thought, knowing his promotion would soon follow. 

“Thank you.  You’ve been a great help,” Mave said to the villager.  

“I’m glad for that,” the villager replied.  “I hope you find your brother soon.”

Mave nodded and shouldered his pack.  Once outside the village, he took off at the same mile-eating pace he had left the city with.  

***

“I feel just terrible lettin’ you and the little ones leave like this,” Clara said to Jeda the next morning, wringing her hands in distress.

She stood with Jeda at the edge of the village of Rocher while he was preparing to leave.  He was in a hurry to be off.     

“You’ve done more than enough for us,” Jeda replied.  “Please don’t worry.  We’ll be fine.”

“I just feel so bad telling you Gelda was here in Rocher.”

“But she was here until recently so there’s nothing to feel bad about.  You didn’t know Gelda set up shop in Willows Peak,” Jeda said.  “Besides, it’s the next village over.  The girls and I will take a nice, country walk and find her easily enough.”  

“A nice country walk?  It’s a good two- or three-day walk south of here with nothing in between.  It might be a bit harder and longer than you think.”

“Well then, all the more reason we should get going.”

Jeda adjusted the twins’ papooses while Clara held his travelling pack.  She had walked with them to the edge of the village, but was going no farther.  Much as she might have fantasized about running off with this mysterious man, it would never happen.  Aside from the fact that Jeda did not seem interested in her, the plain truth was he scared the wits out of her.  He was a complicated man, displaying a tender gentleness with the babies, but projected a menacing countenance when dealing with others.  That sense of danger was enough to warn off most folk, but he was the first man that had piqued Clara’s interest in a long time.  Even knowing his violent nature, she found herself caring about what might happen to him and the babies.  She handed him his pack.

“This is a bit heavier than I remember packing,” he said.

“I put some extra bread and cheese in your bag,” Clara said.  “I figured you and the girls could use a little nibble of something nice while you’re travelling.”

Jeda’s genuine smile of gratitude surprised her.  “Thank you again for all your help,” he said, reaching into his pocket for a copper.

Clara held up her hands and took a step back, refusing the coin.  “No, not this time.  You and the girls will need it more than I.”

Jeda nodded to the baker and, with a final adjustment to the papooses and his pack, turned and headed down the road.  Clara stood watching until they turned a bend and winked out of sight.  

“Such a man,” Clara mumbled to herself.  “Back to business now.”  She turned and headed back to the wagon and her old Jed.  There was packing to do if she wanted to leave the next morning and she had no more time to muse over a wayward man and his charges, no matter how good-looking he was.

***

Mave continued his pace well into the evening, but as the stars came out, he began to feel the effects of his non-stop search.  As much as he wanted to continue, he had to stop and rest or suffer the consequences.  He could not afford to find Jeda while he was fatigued.  He had to be at his best when that happened.  Finding a small, hidden clearing behind a copse of trees, he set up a cold camp.  After a simple meal of road rations and a brief stroll in the woods to take care of his personal business, Mave wrapped himself in his cloak and lay down on some pine boughs to get a few hours’ sleep.

Early the next morning, Mave packed up his camp and continued on his way.  One of the good things about travelling light was the quickness of breaking a camp.  It took Mave less than ten minutes to pack, eat a quick snack, and get back on the road.  Of course, travelling alone did pose dangers to the unwary traveler, but Mave considered himself to be the top of the peril list.  There were not too many people in the kingdom who were more deadly and he knew it.  It gave him a sense of being the top dog wherever he went and most people gave him a wide berth.  The villagers mentioned it was a two-day walk to Rocher, but with the pace he kept, Mave figured he would get there early this evening.  Now that he had rested and eaten, there should be nothing to slow him down.

The sun was nearing its apex when Mave spotted the wagon coming his way.  It was a typical wagon used by most locals to bring their goods to market, but what caught Mave’s attention was the driver.  She was a woman that fit the description the villagers had given for Clara, the baker.  He stopped running and stood to the side of the road waiting for her to come closer.

“Hello there,” Mave called out congenially as the woman pulled up alongside him and reined in her mule to a stop.   

“And a good morning to you,” Clara replied.  

“I’m heading to the village of Rocher.  Have you just come from there?  Could you tell me how much farther it might be?”

“I left Rocher early this morning, but my old Jed here keeps a steady pace.  I reckon it’s still about a day’s walk from here on foot.”

Clara was not a distrustful soul, but from dealing with people all her life, she thought herself a good judge of character.  The man in front of her had an edge to him that didn’t sit quite right with her.  He seemed nice enough on the surface and his manner of speaking was pleasant, but there was something a bit off about him.  Clara could not rightly say what that was, but she was wary nonetheless and wanted to be on her way.  

“I am looking for my brother and I was hoping you might have seen him during your journey.  He would be hard to miss because he is travelling with his two infant daughters.”

Clara immediately became alarmed at the mention of the two girls, but she tried to hide her fear behind a wide, if somewhat nervous, smile.  She realized this man must be one of those who were chasing Jeda and the girls.

“Sorry I can’t help you there,” Clara replied.  “I haven’t seen anyone like that.  Now I must be on my way, but you have a nice day.”

Clara clucked Jed forward, but Mave reached out and grabbed the reins before the wagon could move.  

“Please, can you spare me a moment?” Mave pleaded.  “I really need to find him.  I’m afraid I’ve done him a terrible disservice and I am trying to find him to make amends.”

Clara became angry when Mave grabbed the reins.  She reached down beside her to grab a cudgel she carried for such occasions like this.  “Let go of the reins.”  She raised the cudgel threateningly. 

“Miss, that’s not necessary.  I’m only trying to find my brother and nieces.  I’m the only family they have left.”

Clara had heard enough.  Whoever this man was, she didn’t like him and she knew he was lying.  “Really now?  The only family?  What about their grandmother?  I hear she’s quite keen on finding them herself.”

Mave’s gray eyes became cold as he listened to the woman prattle on.  From the sounds of it, Jeda had broken the assassin’s code of silence and told this woman about the guild’s client.  This mess was going to take a bit longer to clean up than he had expected.

Damn you Jeda.  I’m getting tired of cleaning up your mess.


“It’s really too bad that boy had such a big mouth,” Mave said.  “He should not have told you about that.  I really had no intention in harming you, but now...”

“You won’t get that chance,” Clara yelled, swinging the cudgel at Mave’s head and slapping the reins to get Jed moving.

Mave jumped back to avoid the blow and reached into his sleeve for a throwing knife.  The knife was not his preferred weapon of choice, but in this case, it was the best tool for the job.  As the wagon lurched forward and Clara gave a cry of triumph, Mave threw the knife at her exposed back.  Her cry of success changed quickly to one of pain as the knife struck her in the back.  She slumped over in her seat with the reins loose in her hands.  Without the urging from Clara, Jed slowed to a walk and stopped. 

Mave came up beside the wagon and looked at Clara.  She was still alive, though her breath came out in a rasping gurgle.  “Now about my brother,” he asked, pulling the knife out of her back.

“You can go to hell,” Clara wheezed.

“No, I don’t think I will today.”  He pulled Clara down from the wagon and dragged her off to the side of the road.

Clara tried to scream, but it came out as a muffled cry.  The knife had punctured her lung and she could barely breathe.  When the assassin dumped her in the ditch, she cringed when she looked into the eyes of the cold-blooded killer.  He tied her hands and looked down at her, studying her curvaceous body as she lay helpless.  

“I really hate it when people lie to me,” Mave said.  He sliced open Clara’s dress, exposing her naked body.  “The last person who lied to me didn’t fare very well and I’m afraid you’ll soon join him.  But not quite yet, I think.  I believe a little diversion is in order before I send you on your way.”

Mave unbuttoned his breeches and straddled Clara.  She tried to struggle, but he was too powerful for her and, with each thrust, Clara prayed for death.  Mave grabbed Clara’s hair, watching the fear in her eyes.  Her blood and the sex heightened his appetite for violence.  “You stupid bitch,” he growled, slapping her face.  “No one lies to me and lives.”

With one final thrust, he had his release.  As Clara lay cringing beneath him, Mave gave her what she desperately prayed for.  Taking his knife out, he circled the blade in front of her eyes before slowly shoving it into her chest.  As the knife penetrated her heart, he watched her writhe in pain until the final light faded from her eyes.  The ecstasy of his release and kill coursed through his veins.  He savored the feeling for a few, delicious moments before removing his knife and wiping it on Clara’s torn dress.  Standing up, he casually slid the knife back into its hidden sheath and re-buttoned his breeches.

Ah, such sweet release.


Without giving Clara a second glance, Mave walked over to the wagon and eased up to the mule.  He patted the mule’s neck, looking him over to determine his usefulness.  A carrot from a bag Clara carried on the front seat was all he needed to befriend the animal.

“Well, maybe something good can come from all this after all,” he said, patting the mule.  “Looks like I’ll be riding to Rocher after all.”

He did not bother to hide Clara’s body.  If anyone came looking for her, he doubted the search would include the ditch along this lonely stretch of road.  Besides, he was sure that the wolves and jackals would finish her long before anyone came looking.  Climbing aboard the seat, he wiped the blood Clara had left behind off the seat and clucked Jed into movement.  

“What do you say, mule?  Are you up for a nice trot back to Rocher, hmmm?”

Mave chuckled to himself and gave the mule a swish of the reins.  In short order, they were turned around and headed back to Rocher.  He put his pack on the seat and settled in for a pleasant ride in the countryside.  It really didn’t matter to the mule which way they headed as long as he got his carrots.  

It was early evening when Mave saw the lights of Rocher.  He pulled on the reins and stopped the wagon in front of the only hut where he was likely to get any information, the village healer.  It was easy to spot the hut with the bundles of herbs hanging from the porch.  Most healers knew everything that happened within their communities as a consequence of treating ailments, cuts, bruises, and the occasional broken bone, and, of course, through the indiscretions of its residents.  It was a natural tendency of patients to confide in their caregiver and it made the healer the best-informed person in a village.  

Mave put on his best face and rapped at the healer’s door.  After a moment’s pleasantry, the healer invited Mave into the sitting room.

“Well, two strangers in as many days,” she began, smiling widely at the assassin.  “I must say if this keeps up I shall be seeing to the needs of more outsiders than those who live here.  My name is Emilie, by the way.  Would you care for some tea?”

Mave’s interest piqued at the young healer’s admission, feeling confident that the other stranger she was referring to was Jeda.  “No thank you, Emilie, but I do believe you can help me in another way.  I am looking for my brother and my two nieces who were travelling south.  I believe you might have met them.”

“Why yes, that’s who I was talking about.  They came to town yesterday with Clara and left again this morning.”

“Thank the gods you’ve seen them.  I have been looking for them for days.”

“But I’m afraid they’ve already left early this morning, heading to Willows Peak.” 

“Willows Peak, you say?  Where might I find this place?  It is most important that I find him.”

“Of course, I understand.  Family is most important.  Willows Peak is the next village south of here.  Just follow the main road and you’ll run right into it.”

“And how far is Willows Peak from here?”

“I’ve been told that it’s a good three days’ walk from here on foot,” Emilie replied, pursing her lips, and pushing a wisp of hair back into her bonnet.  

She did not like admitting that she had never actually been to Willows Peak.  She was the village healer and was supposed to know everything hereabouts, but the best she could do was rely on what some of the other villagers had said who had journeyed there.  It made her feel more inadequate, knowing there was one more thing she was not an expert on.  Sometimes it was very hard being a young, new healer in a remote village. 

“Course, it’d be more like one day if you’re riding,” Emilie continued, rambling on incessantly.  “Now if you hurry, you might catch up to them on the road.  They were walking and are the only travelers heading that way so I don’t suspect they’d be able to catch a ride with anyone.”

“I see, thank you so much,” Mave replied, standing to leave.

Emilie stood as well, trying to forestall her visitor’s departure.  “That’s it then?  Must you leave so quickly?  No ailments, sore muscles, or cough to speak of?”

“No, I’m just looking for information about my brother,” Mave replied, placing a copper on the table between them.  “As you said, if I leave immediately, I might catch them on the road.  That’s exactly where I want to meet them.”  

Emilie looked at copper and then back at Mave, perplexed.  “Can’t say I feel right taking coin for a bit of information anyone in town could have told you for free,” she said.

Mave picked up the copper and pressed it into the young healer’s hand.  “Nevertheless, you’ve done me a good service and I feel obliged.”

“Well, thank you, kind sir,” Emilie said, feeling the warmth of Mave’s hand as he squeezed the coin into her palm.  Unfortunately, she did not see the knife in his other hand.  

“No problem, none at all,” Mave said, smiling broadly.  

In the next moment, Emilie’s eyes shot wide open as the warmth of Mave’s hand turned into a vice grip.  She was about to protest when he leaned forward and thrust his knife straight into her heart.  The attack was so quick that Emilie did not have a chance to scream.  She slowly sank to the floor, blood pooling around her limp body.  

“Yep, no problem at all,” Mave repeated, watching the young woman die.  He had decided not take any chance that Jeda might have told this woman about the guild’s contract like the last one.  With Emilie being a witch, he had to strike hard and fast.  Looking down at the dying woman’s comely shape, he did wish he had more time.  He wiped his knife on her dress and stowed it back in the sheath hidden in his sleeve.  With one last look around the hut, he picked up his copper coin and turned to leave.  As he exited the front door, he came face-to-face with a crowd gathering outside.

“See, I told you it wasn’t Clara I seen riding in here,” one of the men said.  

He pointed at Mave.  “Here now, where’s Clara and what are you doing with her mule and wagon?”

Damn villagers, never can mind their own business.  Can nothing about this assignment be easy?


Mave wasn’t bothered by the number of people in the crowd surrounding the wagon as much as he was of the time it would take to deal with them.  Time was the one thing that he didn’t have enough of, especially if he wanted to catch up with Jeda on the road.

“If you’re talking about the previous owner, I met her on the road and purchased the wagon from her.  I was in desperate need of speed and she graciously offered to sell her wagon and mule.”

“Now that’s a bold-faced lie, it is,” another spoke out.  “Not enough gold in the kingdom to get Clara to part with old Jed here.  She loves that old mule like he was one of her children.”

“I am telling you the truth,” Mave insisted.  “I bought the wagon.  Please move aside, I must be leaving immediately.”

“You don’t look like you could afford to buy a pot to piss in, let alone a wagon and mule.  And what’s with that blood there on the seat, eh?”

By now, the crowd was becoming agitated when another villager spoke out.

“You don’t look injured and if you ain’t bleeding, I’m thinking the blood belongs to Clara.  What did you do?  Rob the woman and steal her wagon?”

Mave wanted to get out of the village quickly without a dozen more questions that he had no intention of answering.  The villagers looked angry and they would probably keep him there asking more questions.

“I didn’t rob the poor woman,” Mave said.  He crossed his arms and reached into his sleeve for his hidden knife.  “I did much worse than that.  I killed her for getting in my way.”

Mave whipped his arm forward and sliced across the village leader’s neck.  He wanted the maximum impact from his attack and severing the man’s jugular was just the thing.  A fountain of blood spurted over the crowd as the man wheeled in agony.  It created the desired effect of instant panic.  The women in the crowd began to scream and most of the men got turned around in confusion, exactly as Mave planned.  The villagers were either trying to get away from the bleeding man or trying to help him, but they only succeeded in knocking into each other.  

With a scream, the man’s wife rushed forward trying to save her dying husband.  The closest villagers backed away from the downed man, hemming in the rest of the crowd and effectively cutting off any help at capturing Mave.  The one large man with a wooden staff, the only one who remotely concerned Mave, was trapped in the crush of bodies trying to escape.  He took the opportunity to jump up on the wagon and give Jed a mighty slap with the reins, causing the mule to lurch forward into the crowd.  The smell of blood and the panicked villagers got the old mule moving quickly, plowing through the crowd in his effort to get away.  More than a few of the villagers had to jump out of the way to safety or risk getting run over by the wagon.  One of the men who escaped the hemmed-in circle ran beside the wagon and tried to jump on, but a well-placed kick in the face knocked him down to the road.  Mave sneered as he felt the wagon bounce and heard the man scream.  

You won’t be trying that again. 


None of the others tried to jump onto the wagon after seeing their fellow villager go down.  Mave steered south, continuing to whip the old mule, and left the village in an uproar.  The angry, confused mob stood yelling and cursing, but were too disorganized to put up much of a chase.  Mave, while continuously looking over his shoulder for any sign of pursuit, did not let up on the mule until a good stretch of road was behind him.  A few miles out of the village, he finally reined poor Jed in, judging they were safe and could slow down a bit. 

“OK, slow down old boy,” Mave called out to the old mule.  “No sense in you running yourself to death for no good reason.  We have a long way to go yet.”

***

When Jeda finally decided to stop for the day, the sun had already set.  Thick, dark forests lined the road, but the sky still shone with the ambient glow of early twilight, allowing Jeda to find a small clearing for camp.  It was hidden by a copse of trees a few meters off the road; perfect for the fire Jeda wanted to set up.  Normally he would have forgone a fire in preference to the security a cold camp would provide, but with two babies to care for, he was not willing to let them catch a chill.  The fire would be large enough to provide warmth from the chill night air, but not so large to attract any unwanted attention.

He set rocks in a circle around the fire pit to absorb its heat.  Once he was satisfied the fire could not be seen from the road, he warmed milk for the girls.  He propped them up using some fern branches, loosened the ties of their papooses, and let them hold their own milk the way Clara had shown him.  While the girls contently drank their milk, he made himself a quick meal, then sat back and ate while watching them.  

There were so many thoughts coursing through his brain that it was hard to sort them out.  The babies were still small enough and he had developed a simple routine of sorts in caring for them.  He could easily travel carrying them in their papooses, and finding milk and porridge should be no problem with the number of farms and villages along his route south.  What concerned him most was when they grew older and he would not be able to carry them or feed them so easily.  How would he care for them at that point?  How would he protect them from those chasing them?  Would he have to constantly be on the move?

He had no doubt that the guild would be looking for him by now, and knew he must prepare for any eventuality that came his way.  There would be no way he and the girls could survive for long on the run.  At one point he had thought about splitting the girls up and perhaps fostering one out to a good family, but the wave of anxiety he experienced when he tried to plan it crushed that thought completely.  The bond Miriam forced upon him ensured there would be no parting of ways from either girl, so he would have to find another solution to hide them all fast.  His current plan was to go to the southern reaches of the kingdom and hide.  They could settle in one of the hundreds of small villages down that way for a time and he could raise the girls in relative obscurity and safety.  Of course, if the guild were already on his trail, he would have to lose them before choosing any village to stay in.  

Hopefully this Gelda will be able to help us disappear for a while.  

The evenings were not chilly enough to require shelter, but they were cool enough that he did not want the girls to catch cold.  After the meal, he took the warm rocks from the fire and buried them beneath the spot he planned to sleep on.  The full night had fallen and the stars shone bright and clear.  The small fire had winked out and he scattered the ashes.  The girls were already sleeping when he wrapped them back in their papooses, cradling them to his chest when he lay down for the night.  He adjusted his cloak to cover them and marveled at the warm feeling of their breath on his cheeks.  He felt himself doze off knowing his body heat and the buried rocks would keep them all warm this night.

***

Mave smelled a hint of smoke on the cool, night breeze as the wagon bounced along the road.  He had not planned on stopping anytime during the night and had therefore let the mule meander along at his own pace.  The last thing he wanted was for the mule to keel over and die.  If they had been going any faster, he was not sure he would have caught the trace of odor.  Sometimes fate worked in funny ways.  

Mave believed the smoke had to be from Jeda’s camp, but he didn’t see any signs of a campsite along the road.  He continued along the road, spying for any disturbance in the bushes and shrubs along the roadside that might lead him to his target’s campsite.  As suddenly as it had appeared, the smell of smoke was gone.  Somewhere along the last few hundred meters of road he knew Jeda had set up camp.

Boy, how stupid are you?  What were you thinking? 

Tromping through the bushes and trees of the forest in the scant light of the stars looking for a hidden campsite would probably alert Jeda and get him killed.  Jeda was an extremely dangerous assassin and Mave would rather have all the advantage he could muster on his side.  His original thought of an ambush was still the best plan of attack.  He clicked on the reins and travelled on a few hundred meters more and parked the wagon alongside the road, setting the brake so the mule would not try to wander off.  There was enough forage along the road for old Jed to graze on, so he should be content for the night.  Jeda would recognize the wagon and mule as Clara’s and should come to investigate why it was here.  That would be all the distraction that Mave would need to spring his ambush. 

“It’s a good plan,” he mumbled as he hid himself among the trees to wait for morning when Jeda would continue on his journey.

It would be a very short-lived journey if Mave had anything to say about it.



Chapter 7 – A New Beginning


 


Mave lay camouflaged in the trees and watched as the sun rose to light the day.  It would not be long before Jeda appeared on the road. He had taken his swords out of their sheaths and fingered their handles in anticipation.  Being an expert swordsman, he took comfort in the feel of his finely wrought weapons.  He crouched further behind the trees and bushes of his blind as he heard the snap of twigs.  

***

Jeda awoke early to get ready for the final stretch to Willows Peak.  He wanted to get there early enough so that he could introduce himself and the girls to Gelda while the sun was still shining.  No one liked to be surprised in the dead of the night, especially by those that brought danger.  He fed and cleaned the girls, wrapped them in their papooses, and ate a quick meal himself.  He set no fire this morning, so cleaning the campsite went quickly.  He wanted no trace of his passage.

Treading his way through the forest, he stopped short when he saw Clara’s wagon and Jed along the roadside.  At first, Jeda frowned at the wagon, thinking Clara had followed them from Rocher.  He did not want to think about the necessity of being ‘mean’ and telling her she had to go back.  It was too dangerous for her to travel with him and the girls, but he did not want to disappoint the only friend he had in the world. 

Maybe she can travel with us to Willows Peak, Jeda thought walking to the wagon.  What’s the harm in that?


As he neared the wagon, the familiar feeling of impending danger crawled up his back.  He looked into the forest beyond the wagon as he approached, but saw nothing.  He came abreast of the wagon and looked in the bed, but saw no one sleeping the morning away.  Senses on full alert, he made his way to Jed, standing silently with his ears alert.  Something had spooked the old mule and Jeda could feel that there was trouble nearby.  Whatever the trap was, Jeda was already in the middle of it and began his mental preparation to counterattack whatever was coming.

Mave watched Jeda pass his blind with the babies tied to his chest and back.  He walked to the side of the wagon with the two infants, looking in and around it for signs of anyone. 

What’s so special about these two kids anyway?  I can’t believe that he gave up everything for them.  He doesn’t even know them, for the gods’ sake.    


Jeda’s sixth sense flared the instant before Mave launched his attack.  He turned with knife in hand to face Mave, who sprang to attack.  Mave pulled up short when he saw Jeda was ready for him.  


“How do you do that?” Mave asked, annoyed at being discovered.  “There’s no way you could have known I was hiding beside the road.”


“I smelled you,” Jeda lied.


“Well, it really doesn’t matter,” Mave replied with a sneer.


“What do you want, Mave?  Why are you following me?”


“Don’t play games with me, traitor.  You know why I’m here.”


“So the masters sent their guard dog after me: so much for the bond of trust we enjoyed.”


“From the look of things here, they were right.  You were supposed to kill the witch and bring the babies back.”


“Well, things changed.  I don’t expect you to understand.”


“I don’t really care what made you run.  All I know is that you finally screwed up and it’s up to me to fix it.”


“They sent you to kill me?” Jeda asked.  “I’m still a member of the guild and you can’t kill a fellow brother.  I have to go before the masters for trial first.”

“You’re right about that.  I can’t kill a fellow brother, so it’s a good thing you’re no longer one,” Mave lied in reply.  On seeing Jeda, he had decided that a final confrontation would be easier than trying to drag him back to Constantine for trial.  There was no sense in telling Jeda that the masters had not yet decided his fate.  The outcome would be the same regardless; the penalty for desertion was death, so he might as well end this problem now and for good.  


“Your desertion was too much of a breach of guild law for the masters to ignore.  They have denounced you and banished you from the guild.” 


That news gave Jeda pause, but not the total shock and outrage he thought he would feel.  He fully expected to face consequences for his actions, but now that he heard what the masters had decreed, he felt nothing but relief.  With no one else to lay claim to his loyalty, he could concentrate all his efforts on raising his two girls with no residual guilt to muck things up.  


“Now that is good news.”


“What?” Mave asked perplexed.  “What are you babbling about and what’s with these babies?  Why are they so important that you would sacrifice everything for them?”  


“Like I said, I don’t expect you to understand,” Jeda repeated.


“Ok, just stop with your incessant jabber and give me the babies.  I might even let you go.”


“I think I know you better than that.  You’d kill me the first moment I looked away.”


“Oh well, maybe you do know me,” Mave chuckled, fingering the handles of the two swords he had strapped to his sides.


Jeda had watched and studied Mave throughout his years at the guild.  Mave was a senior assassin and Jeda’s first teacher, and had inflicted his cruelty and sadistic teaching methods upon him for the first years of Jeda’s training.  Mave went out of his way to make life miserable for Jeda during his novice years and it was only when Jeda finally achieved the rank of apprentice within the guild that he had come out from under Mave’s direct control.  Things had steadily eroded between the two since that promotion.  They had never seen eye-to-eye since, and Mave harbored an unrelenting anger against Jeda, one that Jeda had never understood.  Instead, he chose to ignore the slights Mave threw his way, which seemed to incense the man all the more.  When Jeda achieved the rank of assassin, Mave no longer outwardly insulted him, but he was never friendly toward Jeda and never accepted him as a full brother.  Mave was bigger, stronger, and quicker than Jeda would ever be.  He was also a heartless killer and Jeda stood no chance against him, especially carrying the babies.


Jeda stepped back into a defensive crouch, and pushed both papooses to his back.  That at least freed his arm movements in front. He could only hope the babies would be safe from injury back there.  He drew out an additional throwing knife in preparation for Mave’s inevitable attack. 


“Last chance to surrender,” Mave said, sneering with a predator’s grin.  “Though we both know you won’t take it.”    


“Oh sure, take it and die, you mean.  But really, swords against knives?” Jeda asked.  “Hardly seems fair.”


“You chose your weapons long ago.  Now live or die by your choice.”  


Mave launched his attack.  His weapons and his expertise outclassed Jeda and put him immediately on the defensive.  Knives were good weapons for close-in fighting, but Mave’s swords did not need to be close.  He used the weapons with deadly effectiveness and Jeda could barely keep up with the parries.  The first cut took him above his elbow.  It was deep and nearly paralyzed him with the pain.  The second took him high on his leg.  Jeda hobbled backward to stay out of range of the swords.  Blood was streaming down Jeda’s arm and he was quickly losing feeling in his entire arm.  He would soon lose his grip on his knife, so he threw the blade at Mave’s head.  Time slowed to a crawl as he watched the blade fly toward its mark.  Just before it hit, Mave’s sword came up and knocked the blade harmlessly away.  Their entire exchange took no than a few minutes, but Jeda was soundly defeated. 


“That was truly pathetic,” Mave said.  


Jeda was beginning to sway and did not see Mave’s next attack.  The sword stroke took Jeda across the chest, cutting deep with lethal efficiency.  It was a killing blow and both men knew it.  Jeda fell to his knees, agony coursing through his mind and body.  The last thing he saw, as a black curtain of unconsciousness swept over him, was Mave looking at him with the dispassionate eyes of a natural-born killer.


I failed… Jeda thought, slipping away.


What neither man understood was the depth of the bond between Jeda and the twins.  As the pain of Jeda’s injury reached its climax, the babies felt it through their bond.  They reacted in the only way they knew how.  They began to scream and push back at the thing that was hurting them.  Jeda felt and heard their reaction and somehow, miraculously, the cut on his chest began to close.  


Mave watched in astonishment as Jeda’s wound stopped bleeding and the dying man before him took a deep breath.  Jeda looked up to see Mave’s face change from incredulity to rage as he watched Jeda healing before his eyes.  The babies continued to scream louder, the sound escalating to a nerve-wracking wail.


“I don’t know how you did that,” Mave yelled over the screams of the babies.  “But try that without your head.”  He tried to raise one of his swords to decapitate Jeda but found he could no longer move. 


“What the h…” Mave said struggling against invisible bonds.  “What have you done to me?  I can’t move.”


Jeda looked at Mave, perplexed, not understanding what was happening.  Mave stood transfixed in his attack position, not able to move his arms or legs.  Jeda thought of the girls, tied to his back, still screaming.  It was impossible for them to have done anything like this, but he could think of no other explanation.  


How could they?  They are just babies.  


Jeda didn’t know how long Mave’s paralysis would last and he surged into motion to take full advantage of the situation.  Dragging himself over to the wagon, he slipped the papooses off into the front of the wagon and then tried to pull his wounded body onto the driver’s seat.  He nearly fell to the ground before finally hoisting himself up.  His chest wound partially opened again and there was no doubt that he was in dire straits.  He needed to get to a healer fast or the momentary healing he had received would be undone.  He was unsure exactly what had happened, but somehow the twins had paralyzed Mave exactly as Miriam had done to him back in Constantine, but without the accompanying elemental blast.  He didn’t want to be around when Mave could move again.  


“Release me immediately,” Mave demanded.


Jeda looked down from the wagon at the assassin transfixed before him.  He knew he was making a mistake by not killing him.  Mave was a deadly enemy, but in Jeda’s present condition he could barely sit in the wagon seat, let alone get down and drag his knife across Mave’s throat.


“Don’t follow me again Mave, or next time it will be your heart that stops,” Jeda bluffed.  “Tell the masters that when you report to them.  Tell them that I won’t let you or anyone else take these girls from me.  I swear to you that I will protect them with my life.”


“That’s exactly what you will do; die protecting them,” Mave yelled back.  “Trust me; this delay won’t make any difference.  We will never stop hunting you and you will never be safe.  The guild never gives up.”


“I know,’ Jeda said.  “I would expect nothing less.”


Not wanting to waste any more time, he grabbed the reins and clucked at Jed to get the mule moving.  A few hundred meters down the road, Jeda chanced a look back and saw Mave, still frozen in place, staring at him with murder in his eyes.


I should have killed him.  He will never stop now.


***


Jeda’s wounds caused him excruciating pain.  He slumped in the front seat of the wagon and urged Jed along as much as he could.  He kept finding himself slipping into unconsciousness, but the worry that Mave would catch up to them kept him from blacking out completely; that, and every little bump and hole Jed and the wagon found in the road.  Despite his best efforts to stem the flow of blood, he was still bleeding from both his arm and leg wounds.  His arm had become numb, but his leg was in torment: every bump was an agony of pain.  He desperately needed to reach the next village and find help from the local healer.  

It can’t be that much farther now.  

He tried to urge more speed from Jed by snapping the reins, but the old mule kept moving forward at the same pace, slow and steady.  Jeda was swaying dangerously in the seat and steadied himself with his good arm.  His strength was failing and they were in big trouble.

A few moments of sleep, that should be all I need.


Jeda slid down to lie on the front seat of the wagon.  The babies were resting comfortably at his feet when he closed his eyes.  It would only be for a few moments he told himself as the wave of blackness enveloped him.  The old mule plowed on, oblivious to the condition his driver was in. 

***

Anna Wainsmith shuffled slowly through the forest looking for the list of herbs that Mistress Gelda wanted.  As apprentice to the village healer, it was her responsibility to gather whatever herbs and flowers Gelda needed.  She had found most of them close to the village, but a few were harder to find and Anna wandered farther and farther from the old healer’s hut.  She remembered her teacher’s admonition about traveling too far into the woods and away from the security of the village.  

The forest guards its secrets well and doesn’t take kindly to anyone poking about in its backyard.


Anna didn’t know exactly what the old healer meant by that, but she did know that the occasional bear or wolf had been seen in these parts.  The road back to the village was ahead through the bushes and Anna had searched enough for today.  Mistress Gelda would be upset that she hadn’t found all the herbs, but she wouldn’t stay that way for long.  The old healer had a heart of gold and a temperament to match.

She was about to step out on the road when she heard the cry.  Actually, it sounded like two cries.  Anna peeked through the bushes and was surprised to see a wagon stopped in the middle of the road.  The cries seemed to be coming from it so Anna hurried over to see what had happened.  She was shocked when she saw the young man unconscious on the driver’s seat and two young babies on the floorboards in front of him.    

“Oh my, you’ve got babies,” Anna cried, dropping her basket of herbs and jumping up beside the unconscious man.

She reached over to feel for the man’s pulse.  She nearly fell off the wagon in shock, when he sat straight up and grabbed her wrist.  “Oh…”

“Help me,” Jeda mumbled, releasing the young girl’s wrist and falling against her for support.  He struggled to remain conscious and barely won the battle.

Looking over the man’s injuries, Anna’s training in the healing arts immediately came to her.  “You’re bleeding from multiple wounds,” she said, trying to sound professional while peeling away his blood-soaked clothing.  She nearly gagged when she saw the extent of the damage Jeda had suffered.   

“Gods, you poor man, how did this happen?” Anna asked.  “Don’t worry, I’m a healer and I am going to fix them right up.  We have to close them before we can move you in any case.”

“You’re a healer?” Jeda mumbled, seeing the youth in the girl’s face.  “Aren’t you a little young to be a healer?”

“Actually I’m still an apprentice, but I know how to do healings.  But, truth be told, I haven’t done anything this big before,” she said, frowning at the seriousness of the wounds. 

“You must take me to your healer.”

“I will, but I have to stop the bleeding or you won’t make it.  I have to touch you and it may hurt, so don’t go getting mad at me.”

Jeda nodded his head and tried to smile at the young girl.  He knew what healing felt like; he’d had many healing sessions during his career with the guild.  “OK, but hurry.  We have to get off this road.”

Anna frowned at his remark, but turned her focus on her patient.  My very first patient by myself.  Mistress Gelda will be so proud of me. 

Jeda felt the slight tingling of magic when the young healer concentrated on him.  It wasn’t as strong or as painful as he had remembered from previous healings.  It wasn’t long before he began to feel marginally better.  He looked at the young girl, deep in concentration, and noticed that she was wavering herself.  Jeda reached up and broke their contact.

“Why did you do that?” Anna asked breathlessly, sitting back on her hunches.

“You looked like you were going to pass out.  One of us wobbly is quite enough.”

“Your wounds are deep and need stitching, but I did stop most of the bleeding.  Mistress Gelda can fix the rest of you up real good.”  

At the sound of Gelda’s name, Jeda felt a faint glimmer of hope.  She was the healer Miriam had sent him to find.  He was close now.  But he knew his luck would not hold for long.  He had lost a lot of blood and a lot of time.  If Mave found him before he was healed, then things would get real nasty.  “Let’s go then.  No time to waste.”

Anna picked up the reins and clucked the mule forward.  The babies hadn’t made any noise while Anna was healing Jeda, but she saw them looking curiously at her as she drove into town.  “Your babies look the same.  Are they twins?”

“Yes.”

“They both have the witch sign too.  Do you know what that means?”

Jeda leaned against the young girl as the wagon pounded down the road.  “Please no more talking,” he wheezed.

“Oh sure,” Anna replied.  “It’s not too far down this road to Mistress Gelda’s.  We’ll be there soon.”

It seemed an eternity to Jeda, struggling through the pain of his wounds, but they finally made it to the healer’s hut.  The hut was festooned with herbs and flowers from every plant imaginable.  It was on the outskirts of the village.  It gave him a sense of relief that they wouldn’t be a spectacle for the villagers to gossip about for the next month or so.  

Anna helped Jeda down from the wagon.  He tried to pick up the babies, but nearly passed out with pain.  “I’ll carry the babies.”

Jed was not happy with a stranger touching the babies, but he had no choice.  He nodded to Anna and she scooped them up.

“Let’s get you inside and fix you up.”

When Jeda, Anna, and the girls entered the small hut, a wizened, old woman looked up from her worktable.  “Well, this should prove to be an interesting story,” she said, looking over Jeda and then Anna.    

Without another word she hustled him inside and closed the door behind him.  The inside of the hut was surprisingly large and airy.  Like the outside, plants and herbs hung from every ledge and space that could be found.  It was almost like walking through an aromatic forest.  Gelda took the babies from Anna and they immediately began to fuss, which caused Jeda’s senses to go on high alert.

“Now, none of that,” the old woman clucked at the two, ignoring their cries.  “I have work to do here and there’s no time for your fussing.”  Her gentle chastisement seemed to have the desired effect.  The babies calmed down and, in turn, allowed Jeda to calm as well.  The old woman lifted the babies from their papooses and set them down in the crib she used for birthing.  She gave them each a small container of milk with a nipple attached at the end.  They immediately quieted as they happily drank away.  She had Jeda lay down on a small bed and immediately went to work on his wounds.

“You got a good start here,” Gelda said to Anna, who was hovering at her shoulder.

“I tried as best I could,” the young girl said.

“I can see that, but where are the herbs that I asked you to gather?”

“Oh, no, I dropped my basket by the roadside when I found him and the two girls.  I was so intent on helping him, I forgot it.”

“Anna, you can’t be a healer without herbs.  Best you go fetch your basket right away.”

“Yes Mistress Gelda,” Anna replied reluctantly.  She had been hoping to watch Gelda finish what she had started, but Gelda’s word was law to the young apprentice and she left the hut to retrieve the basket.

“Poor girl,” Gelda said.  “One of the brightest I’ve had around here in a while, too bad she’s not strong with the power.  Barely has enough to stop your bleeding, but it was good for you that she found you, else you would have bled out.”  Gelda began to probe the wounds to see which she had to treat first.

“Don’t you want to know what happened?” Jeda asked, grimacing at her ministrations.

Gelda looked up at Jeda, staring intently into his eyes.  “Plenty of time for that after I fix you up.  I don’t want you dying on me.  Besides, what would I do with that pair of young witches you brought with you, hmmm?  You lay back and I’ll take care of everything.”

She ambled over to her countertop and began collecting the tools of her trade: a long, curved needle and some gut string for closing wounds.  She also ground some leaves in a cup and poured some steaming-hot water into it to make a tea.  She brought the cup over to Jeda and handed it to him.  “Drink this; it will help with what I have to do next.”

“No, I don’t need anything for the pain,” Jeda replied, staring suspiciously at the witch.  He had heard too many horror stories to ever fully trust witches.

“Damn, stupid men,” she half mumbled to herself, then louder she said, “It’s not for your pain; it’s for the infection that has already begun to set in.  Now don’t be stupid, and drink the tea.”

Jeda took the cup with suspicion, but he had seen firsthand what an untreated infection could do when one of his brother assassins had lost half a leg to an untreated cut.  Former brother assassin, he thought absently.  Reluctantly, he drank the cup.  It wasn’t a pleasant draught, but as he drank it down, he immediately began to feel its effects.

“I thought the drink was for infection,” Jeda said, watching the room spin around him. 

“It is,” the witch said.  “It also makes you sleep so I can stitch you up without watching you bear your pain.  All you men are the same, so big and strong, until the needle pokes you.”

Jeda began to drift away.  He knew that he should never trust a witch; they were just too damn sneaky.     

Gelda tied off the last stitch in Jeda’s leg and sat back to study the young man.  He had the look of someone who had lived a hard life.  Callused, working hands and a rough, sun-baked complexion, but still a handsome, young man.  His clothes made her pause, adding to the confusion surrounding him and his charges.  They were of a fine-spun, deep-black cloth that looked and felt costly.  The darkness and the cut of the clothing gave rise to something sinister in Gelda’s mind, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what made her jump to that conclusion.

Definitely some kind of working class, but what kind, she was thinking when a noise coming from the front of her house interrupted her.   

“What now?” she asked, aggravated, as she rose to investigate the commotion.

What she found when she opened her door momentarily shocked her.  Anna was struggling with a man holding a sword to her neck.  He was dressed in black clothing, much like Jeda, but the lower half of his face was covered in a black mask.  Assassin, Gelda immediately thought.  Now I remember where I saw the cloth before.

This one was taller than the one inside, with black hair and deadpan-gray eyes that looked right through a person.  His stance reminded Gelda of a deadly snake poised to strike.  A slight shiver went down her spine.  This was an evil man.  She noticed that Anna was clutching her basket of herbs and a plan immediately formed in her mind.

“Bring them out and this will all be over quickly,” Mave said to the old woman facing him on the porch.  “No one needs to get hurt over this.  It’s a private matter.”

“Little late for that, don’t you think?” Gelda asked sarcastically.

“Don’t screw with me, crone, or I’ll slice this little girl’s neck while you watch.  Now do what I say or pay the consequences.”

“Fine, take them, take them all, but the boy is feverish and out cold.  I’m not sure he will live long enough to wake,” Gelda said stepping aside.

Mave’s mouth thinned into a cruel line at the news.  His previous attack on Jeda was having the desired outcome.  He walked forward with the girl to the front door of the hut.  

“Stay out here until I come back out,” Mave threatened the old woman, shoving the girl inside ahead of him. 

As he tried to follow Anna inside, he rebounded off an unseen barrier blocking the door.  “What’s this?” he asked, spinning around to face the old woman.

Gelda cackled at the assassin’s surprise.  Once she realized that Mave was a killer and threatening Anna, she had warded her door against evil and planned her next move.  She knew getting this one alone would be the key to defeating him.  She had hoped he would push the young girl ahead to cover himself against any threat from her powers and watched in satisfaction as he had done just that.  Just like a coward, she thought, using a young girl as a shield.

Of course, that still left the other assassin inside.  One problem at a time.  

“Let me pass or you’ll pay with your life,” Mave threatened, raising his sword toward the old woman.

“Oh, please, you must be joking,” Gelda said, chuckling again.

Mave stared slack-jawed at the old woman’s reaction.  Most people fell away with abject terror when they met an assassin, someone trained to take their life without hesitation or the slightest bit of remorse.  He waited only a moment before snapping the wrist of his free hand.  A pair of throwing stars fell from a secreted pocket in his sleeve into his waiting hand.  He threw the stars at Gelda’s head, followed by a sweeping attack with his sword aimed at decapitating her.

Gelda raised her arms in front of her body and the stars flew off harmlessly in two different directions.  She countered the assassin’s attack by releasing a blast of elemental fire that caught Mave in the chest as he was swinging his sword.  The blast threw him back 20 feet, where he lay unmoving in the street.

She stumbled as she made her way to the door of her hut.  Damn, I haven’t done that in a good, long while.  Kind of exhilarating!    

Gelda glanced at Mave lying in the street, his chest still smoking from her attack.  “You boys never learn.”

She went inside the hut to check on her charges.  Anna was by the door still clutching her basket, eyes wide with fright.

“I’m so sorry, Mistress,” she stammered, trying hard to hold back her tears.  “That man grabbed me when I bent to pick up my basket.  I didn’t see him waiting there and he demanded I bring him here.  I didn’t know what else to do.”

“It is fine, child.  You did well.  That man outside will not be bothering anyone else anymore,” Gelda said, comforting the frightened girl. 

Anna looked over Gelda’s shoulder to the empty yard.  “Umm, Mistress, what man outside?”

“Damn,” Gelda said peeking outside.  “How did he survive that blast?”

“He was probably wearing a protective vest,” came the reply from the bed.  “We all wear them when we know we have a fight ahead.”

Gelda looked back and saw Jeda sitting up.  “This should prove more interesting than I originally thought.”  She shut the door and looked warily at the young assassin who was now her houseguest.



Chapter 8 – The Hunt


 


“Fear not, sister, I have never heard of them failing yet.”

Catherine turned from the window and looked at Elizabeth.  “That’s easy for you to say,” she replied, holding the cryptic missive from the guild.  “You’re not the one waiting for your grandchildren to be found.  They are all I have left.  They must be found.”

The latest message Catherine had received from the guild was much the same news as the message before.  Their best tracker was still on the trail of the deserter who had kidnapped the twins, but the guild was confident they would be found soon and returned to her safely.  As long as the assassins were looking for them, Elizabeth could sit back and receive updates through her dear sister and the coven witches located throughout the countryside.  The High Council wanted the twins, but Elizabeth knew it would be years before they would be old enough to fulfill their prophetic destiny.  As long as she could track them remotely, Elizabeth did not really care if they came back to family estates or to the coven of Constantine.  It would be convenient for the twins to be here, but not an absolute necessity.  They were a tool to be used at the proper time and Elizabeth couldn’t care less what they did in the meantime.    

“Catherine, I know they are your grandchildren, but they are my grandnieces as well.  We’re all family and I want them back as much as you do.  I’m only trying to comfort you that the guild will find them.  They have a reputation for never failing to complete a contract.”

“I know you mean well,” Catherine replied, letting her head fall onto her chest.  “It’s just so hard waiting, not knowing if they are safe or even if they are alive or dead.  No one has seen them yet, not even this expert hunter the guild has sent.”

“Give them time,” Elizabeth told her younger sister, putting a comforting arm around her shoulders.  “It has only been four days since the guild reported the twins stolen.  I know it is difficult, but I will be here for you no matter how long it takes to find them.  I will never forget that those poor babies are family and they deserve much better than this.”

“I don’t understand why that bastard would have taken my granddaughters in the first place?  There has been no ransom note or demands of any kind.  What does he want?”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know,” Elizabeth replied, although she did have her thoughts about why Jeda had taken the girls.  She knew Miriam was behind it somehow, but couldn’t quite put all the pieces together.  Miriam knew of the prophecy and was hell-bent on keeping the girls from fulfilling it, but how she had enlisted the assassin to help her was one of the many questions as yet unanswered.  

“How far could he have gotten?” Catherine asked.  “It hasn’t been that long since they have been gone and yet there has been no sight of them.  I know the guild are the experts at tracking, but I need to do more.”  

The conviction in Catherine’s voice gave Elizabeth a moment’s pause.  The guild was chasing one of their own and was the best chance for getting the twins back.  The one thing that Elizabeth did not want was for Catherine to ruin the plans that were already in play.  “What do you mean?”     

“I mean I intend to do more.  Did you forget the vastness of our family enterprises?  We have traders who travel throughout the far reaches of the kingdom.  I will alert them to watch for my granddaughters and the bastard who stole them.  I hope they will be able to identify them.”  Catherine faced her sister.  “My gods, Elizabeth, I just realized I have never even seen them.  How will anyone be able to recognize them from other twins throughout the land?”

Elizabeth thought about her sister’s strategy.  It might actually work out for the best.  While the guild was chasing the runaway assassin, Catherine’s traders would be able to search wider and send news of any spotting of twins.  It would certainly make tracking them easier.  “Oh, they will not be hard to find.  They are identical-twin girls with blonde hair and gold-tinted eyes.  There is no one else like them in the entire kingdom, but please advise your traders to take care if they spot them.  They should do nothing except send news of their whereabouts to you.  We are dealing with a trained assassin after all.  The guild should handle the final capture to make sure the girls do not get hurt.”  

“That is good to know.  It’s a good starting point for the traders.  I will have messages sent to them immediately and advise them accordingly.  They can post and distribute notices offering a reward for any information leading to the safe return of my granddaughters.  Very soon every trader in my employ will have their descriptions and can begin a wider search.  Thank you again, Liz, I don’t know how I would manage to get through this without you.”

“Don’t worry; it will all work for the best,” Elizabeth replied soothingly, with her most heartfelt smile.  It was only hollow comfort she gave to Catherine.  The real challenge was holding her mask of sincerity while listening to her sister’s feeble whining.  It was a struggle she would win, though, because the reward for this little charade was well worth putting up with Catherine’s pathetic tears. 

***

Miriam is dead, thought Gelda.    

“When I entered the room, the assassin was out cold and Miriam caught me with a blast.  The next thing I knew I woke up and there they were, staring at me.  She had transferred what she called her bond to me and now I feel like the twins are part of me, almost like I can feel their every emotion.”

Gelda said nothing while Jeda told his story.  She had not seen Miriam in years and she felt her eyes moisten as she remembered her.  Foremost in her mind were the circumstances under which they had parted ways so long ago.  It was so meaningless now.  She was gone and all that remained were the two young infants contentedly sleeping in their cribs.  The one thing Gelda realized was there were untold volumes between the truth and the omissions of Jeda’s tale.     

“You feel them because they are part of you now,” Gelda said, wiping a wayward tear from her eye.  “It’s probably a good thing that Miriam transferred her bond, because there’s no telling what kind of damage the babies would have suffered if their bond was severed suddenly at such a young age.”

“I’m sorry to bring this to you,” Jeda said, watching the mixed emotions on Gelda’s careworn face.  “I would not have burdened you with any of this, but you were the last person Miriam spoke of before she passed.  She said to come find you and you would know what to do.”

“She said that?  Hmm?  Come find me?” Gelda surmised that there were parts of the tale that Jeda was purposely leaving out, but she had learned over the years that some stories were best kept secret.  

The abbreviated story Jeda told Gelda had left out the details of the Assassin Guild’s contract and most of the gory details of Miriam’s death.  The way Jeda told the story, he happened on the dying witch and she captured him, transferring her bond with the girls to him.  Jeda didn’t exactly say that Mave was involved with Miriam’s death, but the way he spun the story, there was little doubt that another had killed her.  It was a half-truth that Jeda felt the need to tell at the moment.  He couldn’t be sure how Gelda would react if she knew that he had killed the twins’ mother.       

“I fought Mave on the road a few miles away; he had tracked us from the city and wanted the girls,” Jeda said.  

I still can’t believe what happened.  I knew I was in trouble.  For the gods’ sake, the bastard didn’t even let me put the girls down before slicing my chest open.  I looked down and saw the blood pouring out of me; there’s no way I should be alive.  I was dying and then the most unexpected thing happened: my chest wound starting closing and Mave stopped; he just stood there staring at me.  I thought he was playing some kind of sick joke until he started to scream at me to release him.  Release him from what?  I didn’t do anything, except almost die.      


“He almost killed me, but I think the girls somehow stopped him, maybe paralyzed him, and we were able to escape.  The rest you know.”

“Now that is truly amazing that the babies were able to do that,” Gelda replied.  “They must have been with their mother when she cast a similar spell on someone else.  And the healing, that’s something else unexplainable.  I can tell by looking at the scar on your chest that it should have been fatal.  Are you sure there wasn’t a trained healer in the area that helped you?”

“No, it was just me, the twins, and the bastard trying to kill me.”

Jeda felt uncomfortable at Gelda’s astuteness and surreptitiously turned to take a drink of water.  He didn’t fool the old witch, but she held her tongue, waiting for him to continue.  “I’ve given up my place in the guild to take care of the twins,” he continued.  “Well, actually, they banished me and I have a price on my head.  We’re hunted and need to keep moving to stay ahead of them.  I know for sure the guild will never stop hunting us.”

“They are the least of your problems, as I see it,” Gelda said, leaning back and studying the young man before her.  “I know why Miriam sent you to me, but I wonder if you realize the dangers and challenges that you will face with these girls.  They are very special, little girls, being both twins and witches alike.  You might not know how rare that is.”

“I’ve seen twins before, even identical ones.  They are not that rare.”

“Yes, you’re right, twins are not that rare, but identical, female twin witches have never been seen before.  There have been multiple cases of identical, male wizard twins, but never female-witch twins.  It has always been that either one twin or the other might show the sign of the witch, but never both.  These two little ones are truly amazing, but it is their very uniqueness that will cause the trouble.”

“What kind of trouble could be worse than the guild of assassins hunting us?”

“The worse kind of trouble there is; the kind that comes from prophecy.”

“A prophecy?” Jeda’s brow furrowed. “What prophecy are you talking about?”

“You have become embroiled in a tale that stretches back hundreds of years to the first war of power.  A very old prophecy came from that time and spoke of a magical pair that will bring about a monumental change in the ways of magic.  Though the prophecy is a bit vague, many believe it speaks of twin witches who will be the instruments of this change.  Once the word is out about these two, there will be no counting the numbers that will hunt for them, for good and bad.”

“What do you mean good and bad?” Jeda asked, confusion clearly written on his face.

“Those outside the world of witches and wizards don’t realize there are actually two sides of magic.”

“C’mon now,” Jeda butted in.  “Everyone knows there are both healers and blasters.  That’s no big secret.”

“That’s not what I am talking about,” Gelda scolded.  “Now quit interrupting and listen.  This is very important to the girls and you.”

Jeda managed to look contrite, so Gelda continued.

“You’re right, though the proper name for blaster is elemental, but that is not what I am referring to.  The two groups I am talking about are the White and Black covens.  The White Coven represents the users of magic, both healers and elementals alike, who understand the nature of magic for what it really is; a gift to be used for the betterment of all.  These are the witches and wizards that everyone knows and are familiar with.  Those of the Black Coven, on the other hand, believe that any who can wield magic are superior to the rest of mankind.  They consist of healers and elementals that want the masses to be subjugated and serve those of the power.  The White Coven beat them back during the first war of power and they still hide within the shadows, but they are growing stronger as their ranks get larger.  They are watching and waiting for the right time to strike.”

“I guess that means both the White and Black Covens will be looking for the girls, too.”

“Exactly,” Gelda said, nodding her head yes.  “So that the twins can fulfill the prophecy for them.  You and the girls will have much more than the guild of assassins hunting for you.”

“Great.”

“Once you hear the prophecy, you will understand your situation better.  Now let me think for a moment so I get it right.”

Jeda watched the old woman close her eyes and concentrate.

“OK, it goes like this,” she said and began reciting.

From the line of power twice born


To the power born twice


Shall arise the seekers of the Stone.


Look for the sign of the witch in two joined


For they shall be the saviors


Who shall grasp the power from darkness


And bring it into the light


For when the flower blossoms


Then will be the time


For their powers shall be twined within a single aspect


And stand balanced on the sword’s edge of good and evil.


False guidance shall lead to the path of doom


And will spell destruction of all


That they were brought about to save.


 


“It’s called The Prophecy of the Witch Stone, and a lot of witches and wizards believe that the future of magic lies with the two spoken of in the prophecy.”


“And you think that nonsense is about my girls?” Jeda asked, sitting up straighter in the bed.

“It doesn’t matter what I think, but there are others that will search high and wide for those two babies.  Think about it.  They’re already weaving magic that third-year apprentices can’t safely perform.  They are not even one year old yet.  They both show the witch sign and, I can tell you with absolute certainty, they’re going to be strong in the power.  Both covens will never stop looking for them.  The girls will need proper teaching to handle that amount of power safely and the only place to get that will be at one of the bigger covens.  In the meantime, they will need a strong healer to guide them before they can properly use any of their powers.”

“Like you, you mean?” Jeda asked, his eyes narrowing at the old woman.

“No, not me, boy, and don’t be getting all riled up ‘cause I told you this,” Gelda replied.  “I’ve no designs on those little ones, no matter who they are or what some damn-fool prophecy might say.  I don’t think they would be safe here with me in any case.  I’d like to tell you for certain that I took care of that assassin following you, but he managed to slip away.  Still, I think I hurt him enough that he shouldn’t give you any more trouble soon.  Wore me out a bit though; I haven’t used an elemental spell in quite some time.”

“Thank you for that, but I thought you were a healer?”

“I am a healer, been one all of my life.”

“I didn’t know healers could cast blaster spells too.”

“If a witch is strong enough, then she can do any type of spell, but there is always a price to pay.  For me, when I cast an elemental spell, I am exhausted for hours, sometimes days.  It’s a good thing that fellow ran away; if I’d had to hit him with another blast we might not be having this conversation.”

Gelda leaned forward and probed Jeda’s wounds.  “Those cuts will mend well enough given time to rest, and I’ve purged you of all the infections in your body.”

“I don’t know how many times I can thank you.”

“Don’t thank me anymore, just answer me one question.”

“What’s that?” Jeda asked, apprehensive about what she might ask him.  Gelda had been good to him and the girls and he did not want any bad blood between them, but there were things he would not talk about with her.

“How does one become an assassin?”

“Are you asking in general or in my case particularly?”    

“You would be most familiar with yourself, so tell me how you became an assassin.”

It took a few moments of quiet reflection before Jeda began to speak.  “For me, it started when I was very young.  I was about five years’ old and lived with my father.  We lived by ourselves because my mother died giving birth to me.  The house we lived in was just outside the city on a very small farm.  I remember watching my father work the fields and helping him as much as I could.  He would tell me stories of my mother, how beautiful and wonderful she was and how much they loved each other.  Though I never met her, I knew she loved me too.  It was the best time of my life, until it was ripped apart in a single night.”

Gelda remained still as Jeda closed his eyes in silent reflection.  A shudder went through his body.  “I remember that night like it was yesterday.  It started with smoke.  I was sleeping in my small bed and woke up in a coughing fit.  Smoke filled my room and when I got up to see why, I saw the house was on fire.  There were flames everywhere; everything was burning.  I tried to reach my father’s room, but a wall of flames blocked it.  I couldn’t get through to him and the fire came toward me.  I panicked and ran for the door.  The door was ablaze too and I thought I would die until I saw the window.  It was the only thing that was not covered in flames and I ran to it.  I pushed the pane of glass open and I climbed out.  I burned my hands climbing out because the windowsill was so hot.  I ran around the house to try and get to my father’s window.  I thought that if I got out by window, maybe he could too, but when I reached the back, the entire house collapsed in on itself.  There was nothing else I could do but watch and cry.”

“What happened next?” Gelda prompted after a few moments of silence.

“Everything after that was a blur.  I remember a man dressed in black roughly grabbing me and I screamed at him to help me save my father.  He told me my father was dead and beyond any help I could give him.  I think I lost my mind when he said that.  I screamed at him and kicked and fought him.  I called him a liar and a coward and tried to get away from him, but he wouldn’t let me go.  I think now that’s what saved my life.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was an assassin.  He had killed my father and burnt our house down.  I learned later that I was supposed to have died in that fire as well, but he changed his mind when he saw the fight I put up.”

“So the guild killed your father,” Gelda confirmed.  

Jeda nodded and continued.  “The assassin cuffed me on the back of my head and knocked me out.  I woke up later in a dark room and was left alone for three days with no food or visitors.  There was one cup of water that I drank immediately because I was so thirsty.  There was a bucket for my waste, but nothing else.  Three days they left me by myself while I ranted, raved, cried, and screamed until I was hoarse and couldn’t talk anymore.  Three days while I beat the walls and doors of my prison cell until my hands and feet turned bloody.  Three days until the man in black finally opened the door.  One look at him and I launched myself at him and tried to fight the man that had taken everything from me.  I hated him and wanted to kill him like he had killed my father, like he had essentially killed me.  He took everything that I held precious away from me and I had nothing left to lose or so I thought.  When I finally took my waste bucket and threw it at him, he cuffed me on the back of my head and knocked me out again.”

A single tear rolled down Gelda’s face. 

Jeda continued, “When I awoke the second time, there was another cup of water, but nothing else.  The bucket was where I had thrown it with my waste staining the wall.  I drank the water, sat in the dark, and waited.  I was so hungry, but there was no food.  My solitary lasted two days this time, and when the door finally opened again, I did not fight.  Even my young mind knew that I could not beat the man in black.  I didn’t even know whether the man in front of me was the same one who had brought me here.  After a few minutes, when I didn’t fight him, he dropped a plate of tasteless food for me and left.  I didn’t touch the plate for a full day, but in the end my hunger won out and I ate the food.  With each bite, I felt like I was betraying my father, but when I looked down the plate was empty.  My father was dead, but I was not brave enough to die with him.”

Jeda paused a moment, reliving those terrible childhood memories.    

“This became the routine every day.  The man in black would come each morning, look at me, wait for me to do something, and finally drop a plate of food.  I don’t know how long this lasted, but somewhere in those long, dark hours alone I finally realized that I did not want to die.  The next time the man in black came I broke my silence and asked how long he would keep me here.  I hated myself for asking.”

“You were only five years’ old, a mere child,” Gelda said.

“Five-year-old boys have the capacity to love and hate and loathe themselves just as everyone does.  That’s how it began.  I was brought before a master and asked if I wanted to live or die.  I told him I wanted to live and he said to me: if you would live, then you must become part of a new family.  My family, our family, he said, gesturing around the room.  I looked around the room and saw nothing but black-faced men and women looking back at me.  I said nothing, but simply nodded my head as the tears streamed down my face.  That was the last time I have ever cried.  I had lost everything in my life that I cared for or loved.  Here they were giving me a chance to get some of that back.”  Jeda looked Gelda in the eye.  “I would not expect you to understand.”

“You might be surprised by what I understand,” Gelda said, nodding her head.  “Please continue.”

“My life from that moment forward became training our minds and bodies, learning how to be invisible.  We were taught how to read and write.  We were taught the etiquette of a lord, the mannerism of a drunken sailor, and the piety of a priest.  We were taught to plan, to organize, and to execute every conceivable type of mission.  Above all else, we were taught to kill.  Every imaginable way possible, until there was nothing left to chance.”

“How do you live with yourself knowing that the people you kill leave behind families and loved ones that depend on them?”

Jeda shook his head before answering.  “You make people sound like they are the innocents of the world.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  I have yet to find anyone who is not guilty of something or has nothing to hide.  Never have I found anyone who is completely innocent.  We like to think of ourselves as above the base instincts of survival, but I have learned that no one is above that.  I have seen brother act against brother, daughters betray mothers, fathers kill sons, and every despicable act you can imagine.  I have seen the ravages of war and the destitution of an entire people.  Humans are no better than any wild pack of dogs that will kill their own to survive.  You want to know how I live with myself.  Easy. I quit feeling long ago.”

Gelda sat for a few minutes pondering Jeda’s tale.  In the end, she rose, checked his bandages again, and left him to rest for the night.  It was a long night of thoughtful introspection.  She rose early the next morning to find Jeda awake and getting dressed.  Gelda and Anna fed and cleaned the babies, but once the babies saw Jeda, they practically jumped to get to him.

Miriam’s bond is strong within him, Gelda thought watching the girls fuss until Jeda picked them up.  I hope he is up to this task.

“I would tell you to lie back down and rest,” Gelda chastised Jeda, “but I doubt you would listen to me.  I am still not sure how you survived that wound on your chest.  A cut like that is always fatal and you should have died.  Thank whatever gods you pray to for their intervention.”

Jeda fingered the ragged scar running down the front of his chest.  Gelda spoke the truth, but he had no rational explanation for what had happened.  The most obvious, but equally unreasonable, explanation scared him to his core.  

“I don’t know what happened out there, but I came here because Miriam told me you would know what to do about the twins.  Whatever happens next, one thing is certain: we can’t stay.  That assassin from yesterday was just the first.  The guild will send more, many more.  I wish I had more time to stay and learn about witches and wizards, but I think it’s best if we leave immediately.  I wouldn’t want to put you or Anna in any more danger.”  

“Don’t worry about Anna or me,” Gelda said with a wave of her hand.  “I can take care of us.  You need to focus on the girls.”  

“You said that you knew why Miriam sent us to you.  Can you tell me why?”

“She sent you to me because I am the oldest healer in the kingdom and I know just about every healer south of Constantine.  I should know them because I trained just about all of them myself.”

“What good does that do for us?”

“I’m sure Miriam was thinking she had to hide the girls when she sent you to me.  Knowing all the healers as I do, I can give you a list of safe havens from here to the south reaches of the kingdom,” Gelda said, handing Jeda a piece of folded parchment.  “I have listed every village and its healer that you can trust to help you with the girls.  They will give you shelter, food, and whatever other supplies you need, but you shouldn’t stay in one place too long.  There is simply no way to hide you and the twins for any length of time.  If you keep moving, you should find safety in obscurity.  Use some of that assassin training and stay invisible.”

Jeda smiled at that.  “Thank you again.  The girls and I will be leaving now.  I’m taking the wagon and Jed.  I don’t know how long I’ll be able to use it, but it will get us a good distance away from here and fast.”

“I figured you’d be taking the wagon when you left,” Gelda said.  “I asked Anna to pack some food and supplies for you and the girls.  One more thing: you may find some healers do not feel as I do.  Some believe in the damn prophecy and they’ll try to take the girls away from you and bring them to a proper coven.” 

“How will I know who to trust?”

“Stick to the list I gave you; those are the trustworthy healers I know personally.  When you can’t find one of them, then keep the girls out of sight.  Just remember: at some point, you’ll have to find some proper training for them or they’ll grow up with wild magic and that can be more dangerous than any guild or coven chasing you.”




Chapter 9 – Discovery 


Mave lay in the infirmary of the assassin guild house contemplating his next move.  It had taken him many days to get back to the guild after that old witch had attacked him.  Luckily, he had been able to steal a horse in the village and that helped him make it back alive.  As it was, he was barely conscious when he arrived.  He was still in bad shape, but if he had not been wearing his vest, he would be dead now.  He could not decide whether it had been bad luck that he had run into that foul witch or if Jeda was somehow in league with her.  It didn’t seem likely that he was, but Mave had passed on all the information he collected to the masters so they could decide what to do next.  He was the best equipped to bring Jeda in, but now must somehow join up with the team tracking him.  While trying to puzzle out his next move, the guild’s healer came bustling in, interrupting his musings and giving him dire news.   

“Brother Mave, your injuries are healing, but you’ll be out of commission for at least a week if not two,” the healer said.

Mave lashed out at the poor man.  “That is far too long to lie in a bed.  What do you think I am?  Some tired old woman?  The wound is healing, just give me something for this pain,” he demanded.

The healer shook his head.  “No, the masters forbid it.  You’re lucky to be alive after that blast.  Now lie back down and rest.  That’s an order, or I will give you something to make you sleep.”

“Tell me what the masters have planned to get the traitor.”

The healer told him that a team of four had been sent out to pick up Jeda’s trail.  The team had been given orders to be extremely careful with their questions and the pursuit.  There would be no more overt attacks that might give warning or alarm to the traitor or to any witches that might be protecting him.

Mave lay back on the pillow.  He felt a sense of pride that the masters considered the boy dangerous enough to send four assassins in place of him, especially now that the damn witches were helping him.  Mave had no choice but to rest until his strength returned and, if truth be told, his chest ached with a fierceness he’d never known before.  Overall, he thought things had not gone as badly as he thought they might.  At least he had not been killed outright for his failure, but the masters were not pleased that Jeda had gotten away with the twins.  The fact that he lived through that witch’s attack to report anything was a big plus, but he knew his chances of becoming a master had decreased dramatically with this failure.

Damned witches, should kill ‘em all, Mave thought bitterly, nothing but a pain in my ass.


He made a mental note to stay away from witches in bad moods.  With nothing left to do but rest, he began to plot his next move.  No doubt the other team would fail.  They were far less experienced then he was and didn’t know Jeda the way he did.  He hoped they wouldn’t lose his trail completely.  If they did, it might take years to discover it again.  That’s how good Jeda was at covering his tracks.

Damn you Jeda; I curse the day I saved your scrawny, little ass.


Mave knew he could beat Jeda in any kind of fight, but first he had to find him.  He needed to think like Jeda if he wanted to catch him again.  Jeda was always one or two steps ahead of everyone else, so Mave would need to think two steps ahead of him to beat him.  The more he thought about it, the more he realized that there was something more about the aggravating, little shit that he couldn’t quite put his finger on.  It was like the attitude the old witch had when she beat him soundly, like she knew from the beginning that he didn’t stand a chance of winning.  That was the attitude Jeda had, almost like he had some kind of power no one else did and it annoyed Mave to no end.  

With that thought, he realized something that no one had ever thought of.  That’s it.  Why didn’t I ever realize that before?  No wonder that bastard seemed to have nine lives.

Jeda had powers.  They may be latent powers that even he didn’t realize he had, but Mave was positive now that he had them and was using them.  It explained everything.  Through all the years, when Jeda would break record after record or perform some miraculous feat, all of it clicked into place for Mave.

Damn boy’s a wizard, he thought, the gods help us all if he ever comes full into his power.  He’ll be unstoppable.  With that final thought, Mave began to plan.  


***

As the wagon ambled along the trail, Jeda thought of what he could do to keep them all out of harm’s way.  Gelda’s comment about using his skills had given him some ideas about possibilities.  By himself, he could live indefinitely in the countryside, hunting and fishing for food, making shelter out of whatever was available, but it was not the most comfortable of living arrangements.  But with the girls, he had to consider their age and the fact he would have to leave them in a blind or screen while he hunted.  That did not sit well with him, for they were too young and the possibility that they would become prey was all too real in the forestlands they were travelling through.

It appeared that a small city might be the best place for them.  It would be relatively easy for him to find a nursemaid to care for the girls while he went out to earn a living.  His small hoard of money wouldn’t last much longer and they would need supplies soon.  Thoughts swirled in his mind.  He could even look for legitimate work first and, if that failed, then his skills would definitely come in handy.  Every city had its underbelly of crime and deceit where Jeda would fit in naturally. 

I haven’t been an assassin all these years for nothing.  If all other avenues fail, I can hire myself out as a bodyguard.  


The notion of being a bodyguard made him laugh, considering all the ones he had circumvented or dispatched over the years.  Looking at the girls bouncing along beside him, he realized that he needed a plan to keep them safe.  If the guild had taught him anything, it was always plan at least three moves ahead, and have contingency plans to fall back on.  He had no illusions that either the guild or the witches would ever stop looking for them, so he would have to hide in a way that neither would take notice of.  He needed some kind of disguise so they could hide in plain sight.  He was very good at that and a satisfied grin spread across his face.

So a place to hide, rest, and recoup was the first order of business.  He had taken a secondary trail off the main road to throw off the pursuit that would be following.  Riding through the night, they finally ended up in the small, peaceful village of Mount View.  Looking around the countryside, Jeda could tell why the village was so aptly named.  The sky was grey, but the morning twilight allowed for a magnificent view of the surrounding mountains and valleys.  As he drove the wagon into the village center, the smell of freshly baked bread reminded him of poor Clara.  There could be no doubt that she was dead now.  It didn’t take a genius to figure out that if Mave had showed up with her wagon, he killed her.  Clara loved that old mule and would never have parted with him for any amount of money.  Jeda could only hope that she hadn’t been tortured.  Mave was legendary with his sadistic kills, so he doubted Clara’s death was fast or easy.  She had died as a result of his actions and he felt personally responsible.  He did not ponder long on her death, but made a mental note that it was a death he would avenge.  Mave would pay for what he had done.

Mount View was situated along one of the smaller secondary trade routes and was not as heavily populated as the cities along the main road.  The village did have a small inn and the smell of the fresh-baked bread was wafting from it.  The village was out of the way and seemed like a good place to stop to get some supplies and maybe a little rest.  Jeda parked the wagon and made his way inside to see about accommodations.  One of the morning serving girls greeted him as he carried the girls inside.

“Good morning, sir,” she called out.  “Will you be breaking your fast with us this morning?”

“That and more if you have it,” Jeda answered, trying to smile in his friendliest manner.    

The serving girl blushed.  “Oh, I’m sorry sir; we’re just a poor inn that serves food and has a few beds for weary travelers.”

“What?” Jeda asked, his brow furrowed at the girl’s response.

“I’m sorry sir, but if you’re looking for female company, then you’ll have to go look to the big city.  We’ve no whores here.”

Jeda waved his free hand.  “No, no, no.  I meant I was looking for food and a place to rest.”

“Oh, in that case, I can help you.  My name is Jane and I’m in charge of serving the breakfast here.”

Jeda had wanted to keep a low but friendly profile as he travelled.  The guild would eventually track him to this place and the less the locals remembered of him the better.  This poor girl here seemed more than a bit daft, having completely misunderstood his friendliness.  So much for being friendly.
 I’ve got to practice this act.  

“The room first, if you please, Jane,” Jeda said.  “Then maybe some food for my girls and myself.  Do you have a groomsman who can take care of my mule and wagon while we rest?”  

She motioned for Jeda to follow her.  “Yes, sir.  We can take care of all that.”

Jane led Jeda to a small room on the second floor of the inn and helped him settle the girls on the lone bed inside.  The babies were bundled in the papoose and thankfully sleeping so Jane did not notice their gold-flecked eyes or that they were twins. 

Thank the gods for small favors, Jeda thought as the Jane left to fetch the food and to give the orders to take care of the wagon and mule. 

***

Jane hurried down the stairs and into the kitchen.  She stopped briefly and told the cook they had newly arrived guests, a man and his two young children, and they would require food in their room.  Once she passed on that information, she scurried out to find old Ben in the barn out back behind the inn.  Ben was just rising to begin his morning chores and Jane gave him his orders.

“Yep, I’ll take care of it young lady,” Old Ben said. 

“Thank you.  I’d best be going now, I have another errand to run.”  She turned on her heel and headed off down the main street.  She stopped in front of the small hut bedecked with herbs and flowers of every conceivable variety.  There was no mistaking this house; it was the village healer and Jane’s last errand before returning to the inn and the newly arrived guests.  She knocked and waited until she heard rustling inside.  After a few moments, the door opened a crack and a pleasant-faced, bleary-eyed woman looked out.

“Jane, good morning child,” the healer greeted her.  “What brings you to my doorstep at such an early hour?  Is someone hurt?”

“No, Mistress, it’s that other matter you asked me to watch for.”

“Oh, do tell child.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jane continued.  “A stranger just arrived at the inn this very morning and he had two young babies with him.”

“What did the babies look like?  Did you get a good look at them?”

“I’m afraid not, ma’am.  They were bundled up good and tight.  He asked for a room and took them both straight away upstairs.  Asked for the food to be delivered to the room for them all, too.”

“Thank you, Jane, you did very well.”  The healer handed her three coppers for her efforts. 

“Oh, but wait,” Jane replied, remembering another tidbit of information.  “He did mention he wanted food for his girls and himself, so I guess they’re both little-girl babies.”

“And you said they were young?’

“Yes, ma’am.  They’re not yet a year old by the size of them.  He carried them both upstairs by himself.”

“Well, that’s interesting,” she said with a gleam in her eye.  “Please let me know if they do anything else.”

“Yes, ma’am; thank you, ma’am.” Jane took the coins and went hurrying back to the inn.  The coins were a welcome treat and more than she would earn in a week.  She was already thinking of how she would spend her well-earned coins while she ran back to the inn.

***

The healer bolted outside to the back of her house where she kept a small bird coop.  Inside the cage sat a number of carrier pigeons, patiently waiting for their mistress to send them on their mission.  

Wild thoughts tumbled through her mind.  A man travelling with two infant girls,
it’s got to be them.  I don’t have to see them to know who they are and I don’t believe in coincidence.  


She scribbled a hasty note, took one of the birds out, and attached the message to its leg with a leather cord.  She threw the bird into the air and watched as it whirled around before orienting itself and flying off in a northeast direction.  The healer strolled back inside her cozy house to heat water for her morning tea.  She knew from experience that it would be a day or two before she received a reply.  

***

Jane hurried back to the inn and arrived in time to see the cook finishing the tray of food for Jeda and the girls.

“Perfect timing,” the cook called out as Jane came flying through the door.

“I’ll take it upstairs straight away,” she said.  She grabbed the tray, went immediately upstairs, and knocked on Jeda’s door.

“Sir, your breakfast is ready,” she called out.

Jeda opened the door to let the girl come inside the room.  His keen eyes noticed that she was flushed as if she had run a good distance.  “Jane, are you feeling ok?” he asked.

She set the food on the table.  “Oh yes, quite well, thank you.  I had to run over to see Mistress Ruby.  She’s our village healer.”

“I see,” Jeda replied. He kept his face serene, but alarm bells were going off inside his head.  “So Mistress Ruby is the village healer, and you’re not sick?  Is someone else feeling poorly this morning?”

Jane shook her head no.  “Oh, nobody is sick or anything like that.  I had to let her know you and the girls had arrived in town.  Mistress Ruby keeps track of all strangers coming into the village, especially ones with young babies.  Pays me three coppers whenever I tell her about new people in town.”  Jane beamed, showing Jeda her three coppers.

“That’s very generous of her,” Jeda said.

“I know.  She gave me these this very morning when I told her about you and your babies.”

“Why does Mistress Ruby want to know about strangers?” Jeda asked, studying the young girl.

“I’m not really sure,” Jane said, furrowing her brows in thought.  “I never asked her why she wanted to know.  She must be writing a book or something.”

Jeda smiled and patted the young girl’s head.  “Yes, that’s probably it.  Thank you for bringing the food upstairs so quickly.”

“You’re welcome, sir,” Jane said before heading back downstairs.

As soon as she left, Jeda checked the list that Gelda had given him.  There was no listing for a healer named Ruby in the village of Mount View.  Jeda thanked the gods for empty-headed serving girls and bundled up the food for a quick getaway.  “No rest for the wicked today, I’m afraid,” he told the still-sleeping babies.  He slipped down the stairs and out the door without anyone noticing.

Old Ben was getting ready to take off the mule’s harness when Jeda came running outside.  He looked up in alarm when Jeda grabbed the reins.

“Sorry, I’ve a change of plans,” Jeda told the old man, shoving a few coins into his hand.  “We won’t be staying after all.  Here’s payment for the food and feed.”

The old man stood scratching his head as Jeda grabbed the bag of feed for the mule and threw it in the back of the wagon along with the food he had carried out from the inn.  He quickly situated the babies back into the makeshift seat and slapped the reins to signal the mule to move, never once looking back.  

“Well, don’t that beat all,” Old Ben said, watching the departing wagon.

Jeda drove the wagon quickly through the small village, but slowed as he passed the healer’s hut.  The two windows in the front were covered, but Jeda could see light seeping out from within the cottage.  There was only one reason that the healer would want to know about newly arrived strangers with babies in town.  She was one of those witches searching for the girls.  Jeda figured she had already sent off messages to her superiors about their arrival and he probably had precious little time to get away.  He thought for a moment before making up his mind.  He would have to delay their hasty getaway for a bit, but that delay should help in hiding their trail and keep the girls safe a while longer.

Damn these witches, Jeda thought for the hundredth time.  He drove past a few more homes and turned into a vacant alleyway that traveled behind the houses.  When the wagon was out of sight of the main road, he stopped.  The girls were awake and content in the papoose, but Jeda gave them their morning milk to ensure they would be kept occupied and quiet.  He looked up and down the alleyway for any activity, but it was deserted.  It was predawn, the faint rays of the sun were just beginning to shine over the hills, and still early enough that the homes Jeda drove behind were silent and dark.  If he moved quickly, he shouldn’t have any problem from any nosy villagers asking unwanted questions.  The healer’s hut was three houses down from the parked wagon.  He jumped down and made his way silently toward it.

As he crept closer, Jeda spied the back door to the hut.  It was a sturdy door built of good, hard wood and well fitted to the frame.  Spying the latch, he knew it was barred from the inside, preventing any unwelcomed access and giving all the protection that the owner could need from unwanted break-ins.  Jeda never understood why people would pay so much attention to their doors and so little to their windows.  He glanced over.  The window was a simpler design, basically two planks forming shutters with an inside latch serving as a lock.  He inserted one of his blades between the two boards, lifted the latch, and gained entry to the back room.  

The room was musky and dark and seemed to be used as a storage area for the healer’s herbs.  A soft glow emanated from the doorway leading to the front room.  Jeda silently crept forward listening for any telltale activity.  He heard movement and blended his frame to the wall.  He spied the healer making morning tea.  She did not look as he expected.  Somewhere in the back of his mind, he had envisioned the members of the so-called Black Coven to be bent, old crones stirring cauldrons of noxious-smelling brews: evil personified.  This healer was in her late twenties, a bit slender, and easy on the eyes.  She did not wear the black robes he expected, but wore light-colored bedclothes from her nightly rest.

The scene made him pause before he remembered that this innocent-looking woman was part of the group hell-bent on capturing his girls for their own, evil purposes.  It was the reminder he needed and he entered the room to finish what he came here to do.

Unexpectedly, the healer whirled around as he silently approached her.

“Most of my patients enter through the front, but then you are not here for any of my services, are you?” Ruby asked.

“Correct.”

“The coven told me you were a dangerous assassin, but I had no idea what that meant until this moment.  Now you are here to kill me, but why, if I may ask?”

Jeda watched Ruby carefully and slowly moving over to a table while she kept him talking.  She was quite good at it, her eyes never leaving his in hopes of holding his focus.  It was an old trick that he had used often in his own missions; talk and distract the target while you moved to where your weapon was concealed.  It was a trick that would not work now.  Quick as the thought, he let go a blade that sank into the table she was moving toward.

“Stop moving or the next one goes through your eye.”

The woman stopped in her tracks, the first tendrils of panic showing in her eyes.  “Why would you kill me?  I have done nothing to you.”

“I hadn’t absolutely decided I would kill you until you told me everything I needed to know.  You have killed yourself in your effort to distract me.  Had you simply kept quiet, I might have believed you innocent.”

“Hah, I don’t believe any of that.  You are a cold-blooded murderer who stole the most precious gift in the world.  You may kill me, but my sisters will never stop until we have those babes back.”

“That is unfortunate for you, for though you might have told them I am here, you will not tell them where I go.”

“Wait, this does not have to end like this,” Ruby pleaded.  “I don’t want to die.  We can make a deal.  You can leave and I can report I made a mistake.  The coven will believe me and no one will follow you.”

“The problem is I don’t believe you.”

Ruby lunged for the table and Jeda flung another of his blades.  The blade struck her in her back and she sank slowly to the floor.  Jeda walked over to the table curious as to what she was so intent on reaching.  On the table was a mixing bowl with a powdered substance inside.  He took the blade he had previously thrown into the table and stirred the powder.  A pungent order flowed upward that Jeda immediately recognized.  It was the powder of a powerful herb called Darkshade that would have rendered him unconscious instantly.  Too much exposure could cause death and Jeda realized just how close he had come.  If the witch had reached the bowl and flung it in his face he would be dead now.  He quickly drew away from the powder and looked down at the witch.

Ruby was lying on the floor, moaning in obvious pain.  The throw of his knife was a deathblow, but not a quick one.  Jeda had planned on making her death look like an accident to prevent anyone from being suspicious of the stranger in town.  He could still do it, but it would take a few minutes more and he had to hurry.  He knelt beside Ruby, pulled the blade from her back and wiped it clean on her nightdress.  He took the dying woman’s head in his hands.  “This could have been much easier on both of us.”

“We will never stop look…”

Jeda twisted her head, snapping her neck and killing her instantly.

“You won’t be looking for anyone anymore.”

Jeda dragged Ruby’s body back to the small fire with the teapot boiling away atop it.  He took the pot and smashed it on the floor and positioned Ruby’s body face-up on top of the broken crockery.  He rolled her over and wedged a piece of the broken crockery into the wound on her back to hide the knife wound before he smashed her head on the floor, causing a small rupture in her skull.  It looked like she had slipped on the spilled liquid and broke her neck in the subsequent fall.  It should do for any cursory investigation of her death.  He then took the small brazier and tipped it on its side, spilling the hot coals onto the tabletop.  There were plenty of cloths on the table and they quickly began to burn.  The flames grew and began to burn the table before jumping to one of the supports holding the roof.  

Jeda watched the fire travel up the dry wood until it reached the roof.  It was spreading quickly and that was all he needed to cover the murder.  He left the same way he had come in, pulling the shutters closed behind him.  There was no trace he had ever been there.  In a town this small, someone would notice the smoke and give an alarm of fire.  They would have to burst into the healer’s house to discover what the problem was and, with the doors locked from the inside, the scene would look like an unfortunate accident.    

Jeda raced down the alleyway and jumped into the wagon. He clucked the mule into motion.  He had driven to the outskirts of town before he heard a bell tolling an alarm.  He continued along the road, never once looking back.  He was tired, but he had to keep moving.  Ruby had notified someone of his arrival at the village and the faster he got away, the better.  He could sleep when they found somewhere safe.  A little farther along the road, Jeda spied a turn-off leading north.  They had been running south and east since they had left Constantine, and Jeda realized an opportunity when he saw one.      

“Well girls, what say we take a trip to one of the northeastern cities?”  Jeda was talking aimlessly to the two babies, trying to stay awake.  He was exhausted, but there was no time to rest.  “This path leads north and has got to end up somewhere.  I’ll bet we find a good-sized city somewhere out there.”  

It was not much of a bet, but there were many cities along the eastern border of the kingdom, both in the north and south.  Jeda had originally thought to hide in one of the southern cities, but the ones in the northeast would do just as well.  He had never been in the eastern areas of the kingdom, but he had seen enough maps to be familiar with the major roads, landmarks, and settlements.  Kala and Kara looked up at the sound of his voice as if they understood he was talking to them.  It was eerie the way they watched him, and it sent a chill up his back. 

“Now you two need to stop that, it’s downright creepy.  See, if no one knows where we are heading, then no one can easily follow us, right?  I know it’s not where old Gelda expected us to go, but that’s the point.  The guild, and now the coven, have ways of getting information that might surprise even her and they’re the ones we have to be worried about.  Yep, best we strike out on our own.”

The girls laughed and giggled as if they were in on some secret joke, and Jeda just shook his head.

“Well, I’m glad you two agree.”  He shifted in his seat trying to find a comfortable position.  It was going to be a long day of travelling before he would be able to find a safe place to spend the night.  At least they had fresh food and wouldn’t need to stop at any other villages along the way.

The babies smiled at him as the motion of the wagon lulled them back to sleep.




Chapter 10 – A Foretelling of Doom 


Elizabeth crushed the message in her hand and looked to the young woman who had delivered it.  “When did this arrive?” she asked curtly.

“Just this morning, ma’am,” the frightened girl replied.

“Who else knows of this?”

“No one, ma’am.  I brought it straight away to you.”

“See to it that it remains that way.”  

The deadly threat in her voice would make sure that the arrival of this message would be kept secret.  With a wave of her hand, she dismissed the girl, who scurried out of her office.  Elizabeth stood in front of her wall map showing the details of the cities and villages of the kingdom.  Mount View was marked with a subtle bit of charcoal, the same as the other locations where the twins were spotted.  Tracking the assassin’s movement was paramount to Elizabeth in controlling this situation, but the latest message put a wrinkle in that plan.

Mt View healer found dead.  No sign of travelers.


When she received the first message concerning the twins’ arrival at Mount View, Elizabeth had dispatched a bird immediately telling Ruby to simply observe the assassin and make no contact of any sort.  Any contact or questioning would only serve to spook him and then he would disappear with the twins again; exactly what had happened.

Damn, Elizabeth thought, studying the map and following the route marked on it.  

It would seem our assassin is heading for the southern reaches of the kingdom, probably one of the major cities along the border, no doubt.  What better place to hide the girls but in the masses he’ll find down there.  I must alert our followers in the south to be on the lookout.  Hopefully, they’ll listen and simply watch what he does and not get themselves killed.   

Elizabeth sat down at her desk and began to write the messages that would keep her one step ahead of everyone else in the hunt for the twins.

***

The sun shone down on the lone wagon as it travelled steadily along the remote and dusty stretch of road.  The sky was filled with light, wispy clouds against a backdrop of blue that stretched on forever.  The grasses alongside the road were a vibrant green, matching and blending seamlessly in with the trees in the near distance.  The road stretched for miles ahead, curving up and around the rolling hills, following the lay of the land.  A warm breeze finished the scene, lulling Jeda to relax and enjoy the glorious, summer day as he drove the wagon along.  

As the morning waned on toward noon, he straightened up and stretched out his back.  He had been in the driver’s seat since early morning, but he would have to stop soon.  Exhaustion was dulling his senses and that’s the last thing he wanted.  He glanced over at the improvised carriage seat he had made to snugly hold the twins.  He preferred that they rode up front with him; it made it easier for him to watch them.  For now they were sleeping soundly, but hungry bellies would wake them up soon enough.

The experience at the last village was weighing heavily on his mind.  If nothing else, it showed him the extent of the network that the black coven operated.  If they had members in tiny, remote villages, then they probably had legions of followers in the bigger cities, all looking for a pair of twin girls.  Looking over at the babies, he decided that would be the first thing to change.  The simplest things were usually the most effective, so changing the way they looked would be done first.  He also realized that his own description could give them away as well.  

So they are looking for a young man with two baby girls with golden hair.  Well, we’ll fix that right now.  He reached over and pulled his bag up next to him and began to look for the implements he would need.  He took out a pair of scissors and two lumps of mummer’s coal; one the color of silver and the other black.  He began by running the silver through his hair, aging his appearance dramatically.  It was a simple but effective trick that he had learned long ago at the guild.  A couple of strokes across his hair and he instantly aged 10 years.  Once he had slightly grayed his own hair, he looked to the twins.  Kara was awake and that made his decision easier.


“Now, don’t be getting all prissy with me,” he told the infant girl, picking her up out of the papoose.  “I have to do this.  It’s for our safety.”  He felt foolish telling Kara why he was about to cut her golden locks and color what remained, but somehow it seemed right.  In any case, it did seem to make the process easier.  The child never wailed while he cut and colored her hair.  When he was done, she had short, dark hair and looked totally different from her sister.  He knew it wouldn’t last, but it would do until he could find the necessary ingredients to make the color last longer.  He would have to make this a nightly ritual or the blonde roots would give away the disguise.  It was a bit unnerving when he finished and found Kala watching him intently while he finished working on her sister. 

“How do you two do that?” he said, shaking off the nerves he felt crawling up his back.  “Like I told Kara, this is for all our safety.”  Jeda lifted Kara for her sister to see.  “Well, what do you think?” he jokingly asked Kala.  “Meet your new brother, Kar.”          

It was one of those eerie moments that Jeda would experience time and again while he raised the girls.  Kala, with her curly, golden locks, looked at Kara, with her short, black hair, and they seemed to communicate with each other on a level all their own.  After a moment, they both looked at him as if they approved of what he had done.  “Well, it’s a start in any case,” Jeda told them.  

He bundled them up again in their papoose and gave each some milk.  “There you go.  That should keep you awhile longer before we would have to stop for the day.”  The remaining hours of the afternoon went by without incident.  The travelling wagon lulled the girls back to sleep and Jeda thought he was finally getting things under control.  The plan was to stop and get everything set before his two little darlings woke up again.  He actually thought he would beat their cries for food until he looked over and saw Kara looking at him beneath furrowed brows.

“Now what are you looking at, huh?” he asked the infant, reaching over and tickling her belly.  “I’m pulling over right now to get your food ready, so none of your screaming.”  He was rewarded with one of the Kara’s rare smiles, but he wasn’t sure if it was from the tickling or the mention of food.  Just never know what these babies are thinking about, Jeda thought, stroking Kara under her chin, half the time this one looks like she wants to kick my ass.

Just as Jeda spotted a likely site for stopping, he noticed others had thought it was a good spot as well.  Upon pulling into the clearing, the first thing that was evident about the group was the riotous collection of paint bedecking their wagons.  He counted nine wagons all set about in a half circle around a central fire pit.  It was not particularly cold this time of year, so the pit must have been set up for communal cooking, something Jeda hoped to take advantage of.  Stopping at the edge of the camp, he saw its occupants held the same abandon for their clothing as they did their wagons. 

Gypsies, he thought.  This should prove interesting.


A small band was playing and several men and women were dancing, both in pairs and alone.  The men, women, and children all wore a multitude of colors on their pants, wide-sleeved shirts and long, flowing skirts.  The women held their hair back with scarves of silk that matched their low-cut blouses.  It was like looking at an undulating sea of colors, both beautiful and disturbing at the same time.  While the women danced provocatively, the men performed high-risk acrobatics that seemed to defy gravity itself.  It wasn’t hard to surmise they were a travelling band of performers after watching the group.  These were probably one of many troupes that plied the trade routes with their entertainment and services.

Jeda had seen bands of gypsies before and, from watching their practice, surmised that this group would do quite well with entertaining crowds.  Aside from the marvelous display of agility, he counted himself lucky for happening upon any band of gypsies.  One of the customary rules of the road was that a friendly stranger approaching an open campfire was afforded the opportunity to share whatever fare there might be for the next meal. 

One less meal I’ll have to cook.

It didn’t take long for the group to notice Jeda sitting in the wagon.  The music stopped and the men and women looked over to see who had happened by.  A mob of children appeared from seemingly nowhere and rushed the wagon.  As alarmed as he was with the youngsters climbing all over the wagon, he couldn’t ward off the children without possibly upsetting the adults.  They held a non-stop barrage of questions, asking him where he was coming from, what his name was, what the babies’ names were, and what the mule’s name was, until finally an older woman approached the wagon.  The children did not climb down off the wagon, but they did quiet as the woman, who was wearing a deep cowl, stepped up and spoke.

“Welcome, fellow traveler,” she began.  “Please join us in our evening repast.  The food is near ready and I can assure you it is hot, tasty, and plentiful.  Children, stop pestering our guests, there will be plenty of time for questions after we’ve eaten.”

“That would be most welcome,” Jeda replied, setting the wagon’s brake.  He tried to look at the woman’s face, but her features were hidden within the depths of her hood.   

“Might I help you with your children?” the gypsy woman asked, moving closer to look at the twins.

“That won’t be necessary,” Jeda answered a little too quickly.  He put his hand possessively on them.  “I have them well in hand.”

If the woman was offended by Jeda’s abruptness, she did not show it.  Instead, she gave a slight nod of her head toward the fire, indicating that they should join the circle.  Jeda did notice her looking intently at the babies as he picked them up.  Both twins were awake and looking at the gypsy woman with their golden eyes.

“They look to be of the same age.  Are they twins?” she asked.  “How interesting, I see they are both gifted with the power.  That should prove for some interesting conversation.  Please come join us by the fire.”

The woman’s interest in the girls was too much for Jeda after the incident at the Mount View village.  The healer’s death was still fresh in his mind and this woman’s interest was too much for Jeda to be comfortable with.  Though he had changed Kara’s hair color and she did look different from Kala, the woman had recognized that they both had power.  He was not about to stay around long enough for her to learn anything else.  

“Thank you, but no.  I must really travel further on today,” Jeda said.  He gave up any thoughts of the gypsies’ hospitality, and decided to leave immediately.  There were too many people searching and hunting for them and he could not trust anyone at this point.  He laid the babies back in the seat.  He would find another clearing further down the road to stop for the night.  

The woman, noticing his intentions, stepped back with open arms and removed her hood.  Jeda found himself staring at a beautiful face surrounded by long, raven tresses and a pair of large, golden eyes.  She has the power too, he thought.

“Fear not, I mean you and your children no harm.  I am Natasha, the leader and wise woman of this family,” she said, gesturing to the troupe behind her.  “I am sorry if my interest has made you feel uncomfortable, but we get few visitors of such unique talent.  Please forgive an old woman her curiosity.  You are welcome and will be safe here.  I give you my word that no harm will come to you while you are our guests and under my protection.”

Jeda did not care a whit about the worth of anyone’s word, but when Natasha said they would be safe in their circle, he felt her words ring true.  Whether it was because she showed the signs of power or not, he knew instinctively he could trust her.  “Very well, I will take you at your word.  My name is Jeda and these are my twins.  This is my daughter Kala and my son Kar.”

“Please come and join me at the fire and be part of our family for as long as you are here.”

Jeda undid the straps, picked up the twins, and hopped down from the wagon, following Natasha as she headed back toward the inner camp.  Once inside the half circle of wagons, she gave a curt nod to the musicians and they struck up a lively tune.  The women began dancing again and the men continued their acrobatics.   

The children had all climbed down off Jeda’s wagon and had followed him back to the circle.  The woman turned to them and motioned them closer.  “Now is that any way to treat honored guests?” she asked them collectively.

A few of the children looked down sheepishly and walked over to Jeda.  One by one they handed him back the trinkets they had stolen from him and the wagon.  He was surprised at how deftly they had accomplished their thefts without him realizing what they were doing.  He thought they had been only a bunch of rambunctious kids.  As he accepted his possessions back, he glanced at Natasha and nodded his thanks.  He believed he had everything back until the wise woman called to one of the older girls hanging in the rear of the children’s ranks.  

“Keisha, you too,” Natasha admonished.  “There will be none of your trickery here tonight.  Give back what you took.”  Keisha was one of the older girls who had climbed on the wagon.  Looking closer at her, Jeda realized that she was not a girl at all, but a young woman.  She had been the boldest of them all, coming and sitting beside him on his wagon seat, patting his arm and asking him a number of flirtatious questions.  She walked over to him and, reaching into the sleeves of her blouse, pulled out two of Jeda’s throwing knives.  She handed them back to him, smiling innocently.  He was so surprised that he had to pat his knife sheaths attached to his forearms to make sure these blades were his.  Sure enough, he felt two empty cases.  

How she could have possibly gotten the blades without him noticing was something he needed to discover.  As the girl turned to leave, Jeda reached out and touched her shoulder.  “Wait a moment,” he said.  “If you like these blades so much then I will trade one of them with you.”

“But I have nothing to trade back with,” Keisha replied demurely.

Jeda could tell by the glint in her eye that she was interested in his proposition.

“Ah, but you do have something I am in interested in.”  He rotated one of the knives in his hand, twirling it deftly between his fingers, catching the girl’s eye with each spin.  “I will trade you one of these blades for the secret of how you were able to get them in the first place.”

Keisha’s eyes widened in surprise.  Jeda’s proposal was unexpected.  Being a beautiful, budding, young woman, she expected something of a more carnal nature.  Lately, she had been getting propositions from men of the cities and villages they entertained and had become quite adept at turning away their advances. 

The wise woman laughed, and nodded her approval to the young woman.  “Well, finally someone who could actually make my daughter speechless.”

“Do we have a deal?” Jeda asked.

The young woman thought furiously for a moment before answering.  The sleight of hand and flirtatious distractions she used to pilfer the knives was no great skill, but if this man wanted to trade for her secrets, then she wanted to make the best deal she could.  The knives were extremely well made and she could barely contain her excitement at the prospect of owning one.  Nevertheless, she looked Jeda straight in the eye and made him a counteroffer.  “As the owner of such finely made blades, I am quite sure you’re expert in their use.  I will teach you how I took your knives so easily if you will not only give me one, but teach me how you use it.”

It was Jeda’s turn to smile at the brashness of her counteroffer.  He had to admit that he found her interesting in more ways than just her sleight of hand.  “Very well,” he replied solemnly, holding out his hand in the universal manner of bargainers.  “It’s a deal.”

The young woman took Jeda’s hand in hers.  Her hand felt warm and soft to his touch and he felt flushed from the contact.  He took his hand back grudgingly and looked to see her smiling at the effect she had on him.  

“Keisha, make our guests comfortable,” Natasha told her.  “I will join you momentarily.”

Natasha walked over to a large woman while Keisha led Jeda and the twins to a small table off to one side of the central fire pit.  Out of the corner of his eye, he watched as they began a heated conversation.  Within moments, the second woman came storming their way with Natasha trailing close behind.  As the unknown woman approached, Jeda could see similarities between her and Natasha, though she was quite a bit larger and a few years younger. 

Keisha leaned over and whispered to him.  “That’s my Aunt Mirabelle coming this way.  She’s always arguing with Mother about the best way to rule the family.  She doesn’t like strangers, especially those that have the power.”

“You’re referring to my twins?”

“Yes, but don’t worry, you’re under the family’s protection.  Doesn’t matter what Mirabelle says or wants.”

Before Keisha could elaborate, Mirabelle marched right up to Jeda, looking him over and trying to intimidate him with her size.  He nearly laughed at her attempt, but noticed that her eyes were gold-flecked.  Their color was nowhere near the vibrant hue of Natasha’s, but she did have some degree of power, though considerably less than her older sister.  After giving Jeda the once-over, she moved her gaze to the twins.        

“So these are the ones I saw,” Mirabelle said, glancing back to Jeda.  “How long do you intend to stay with us?” 

“They will stay for as long as they want,” Natasha interjected.  “I have extended the family welcome to them.”

Mirabelle whirled on her sister, rage clouding her features.  “How foolish of you, sister.  How could you do such a thing after what I told you about them?”

“You told me nothing that could not be pure coincidence.  We meet travelers along these roads every day.  Their arrival means nothing.”  Natasha pointed at the babies.  “Besides they are a boy and a girl, not the twin girls you saw in that crystal of yours.  Don’t look for trouble where there is none to be found.” 

The alarms in Jeda’s head were screaming while listening to this conversation, but he dared not do anything rash.  It would be best to let Natasha control the situation.

“You will rue this day,” Mirabelle screamed.  “Mark my words.  Their arrival portends the death of us.”  With that, she turned and stormed off to the opposite side of the encampment.

“I am deeply sorry for my sister’s outburst,” Natasha said.  “Pay her no mind.  She likes to stir things up with the visions that she claims she sees in her crystal.”

“Visions?  What do you mean by visions?  She accused us of being the death of you.  I don’t understand.”

Before Natasha could reply, Keisha explained it to Jeda.  “Aunt Mirabelle has a crystal ball that she stares into that tells her the future.  She has visions that only she can interpret that show her what is coming our way.”

“And that’s just it,” Natasha said.  “She stares into her crystal and hopes to see flashes of the future, but she never does.  She sees clouds on the horizon, looks into her crystal, and predicts rain.  Earlier today, she claimed she saw the silhouettes of two young girls, conveniently faceless, with long hair and a dark cloud hanging over their heads.  That’s supposed to mean that death follows wherever they go, but it is all very vague and subject to her interpretation.  She is weak in the power and uses anything to bolster her standing within the family.  More likely, her vision was the result of something she ate.  She had the vision after she ate this morning.”

Keisha tried to hide a smile at her mother’s comments, but didn’t fully succeed.  Jeda tried to smile as well, but remembered that it was early this morning when he decided to take the turn that led them here.    

Could this woman have actually seen something about my girls? Jeda thought.

Natasha saw the concern written on Jeda’s face and put a comforting hand on his arm.  “Do not worry about my sister,” she reiterated, smiling benevolently.  “I told you that no harm would come to you while you are my guest and under my protection.  A family welcome is exactly that, a welcome to join with our family and be one with us.”

Jeda felt the familiar feeling crawling up his back, warning him of impending danger.  He would have to keep his eyes open while they stayed here, and Mirabelle would have his utmost attention.  “Thank you.  That is most kind of you.”  He looked past Natasha to the other side of the camp and saw Mirabelle staring suspiciously his way.  “Hmmm, I guess we can add her to the list of people that don’t like us.”

“You really needn’t worry about Aunt Mirabelle,” Keisha said.  “She’s always like that.  Always claiming that something bad is about to happen, never sees anything good from her crystal.  Once in a while she actually gets something right and that just strengthens her belief that she can see the future.  Like Mother says, it’s just a coincidence.”

Jeda gave Mirabelle one last look and secretly wondered how much of a coincidence her vision really was.  He turned his attention back to the twins, ignoring the warning bells for the moment.  They needed a place to rest tonight and this was the best he could hope to find for his girls. 



Chapter 11 – Family


 


Mave woke up as the young apprentice entered his room.  The last few days of staying in bed had done wonders for his health, but kept him in a foul mood.  Mave had never been one for sitting around while others did his work.  “What is it?” he asked irritably.

“Brother, the masters have requested your presence,” the young apprentice answered.  “It is of the utmost importance.”

Well, well, well, seems I might just have something they still need, Mave thought.

“I was also instructed to tell you that if you are unable to make the trip due to your injuries, then I am to assist you.”

Mave looked at the young man with cold, hard eyes.  The last bit of the message was the masters’ subtle way of telling Mave that he was still not back in their favor, but they wanted to talk to him.  We shall see how long that lasts.

“Get out while you can still walk, boy,” Mave threatened.  “The day I need your help is the day you bury me.  Tell the masters I am on my way.”

Without a word, the young apprentice turned and departed, leaving Mave to struggle into his clothes and make his way to the Grand Masters’ Council Chambers.  It took him longer than expected and when he finally arrived outside their chambers, he was sweating and had to pause to catch his breath.  Maybe that healer was right.  I do need more time to heal.  Damn witches.

After a few moments, Mave composed himself enough to knock on the outer chamber door.  It was immediately opened and he was ushered into the inner sanctum, where the masters sat around a semi-circular table.  The Grand Master of the School of the Sword sat in the middle and motioned for Mave to take the chair in the center of the room.

“Please brother, sit down.  We know how extensive your injuries are and we do not wish to overly tax you.  You need to get your strength back so you may continue with your mission.”

Mave knew if the masters were calling him when he was still recovering from his wounds, then something untoward must have happened.  So they do need me.  This should be interesting.

“I am at your command, Master,” Mave replied with a slight bow of his head.

“Enough with this posturing, brother” the master continued.  “You know we would not have called you here had not something dire happened.  The team we dispatched to follow the trail your target left has met with some unforeseen difficulties.”

“They are all dead?” Mave asked, leaning forward in his chair.

“No; one lived to tell the tale.”

“Was it the same witch who nearly killed me?”

“No, this was a group of witches, ones that we had not previously encountered.  This group of witches followed a different tenet than the good sisters of the coven we know.  These witches had no issue with killing or eliminating anyone in their way.  They attacked the team as they were scouting a small village named Mount View.  The team was asking discrete questions about the traitor and the kidnapped infants when the witches fell upon them.  There were too many of them and all of them were elementals.  They nearly killed the entire team, but one was left alive.”

“What of the witches?  Were any killed or injured?”

“Not a scratch on any of them. Our brothers never had a chance.  The witches left one brother alive so he could come back to us and deliver a message.”

Mave’s interest was decidedly piqued.  “What was the message?”

“It was just two words to be delivered directly to us--Stay away.  Our brother had been put under a compulsion spell to make sure he delivered their message.  Once he delivered the message, he collapsed before us and died from his wounds.  We are amazed that he lived long enough to find his way back to us.”

Mave sat back in the chair and contemplated the news.  He had told the masters that witches had been somehow involved, but whether or not they had believed him back then, they certainly did now.  “It would seem that there is a bit more to these twins then we were previously told,” he finally replied.

“Indeed, it seems so,” the master said.  He leaned forward in his chair.  “Once you have recovered from your wounds, we want you to hunt the traitor again and bring the twins back to us.  They are worth more to us now than ever before.  These witches that hunt the twins do not realize the new enemy they have made by killing our brothers.  Now that we know another group hunts the twins, we will give you unlimited resources.  This has become a matter of guild honor.”

Mave smiled to himself.  It was not so much an apology for ignoring the warnings, but more of a reinstatement of his previous standing in the guild.  He was back and he intended to make the most of this situation. 

Those witches do not know what they have done.


***

Elizabeth sat back in her chair looking at the latest message from Mount View.  She wasn’t sure how the events in that little, misbegotten village could have gotten worse.  First, it was the local healer getting killed and now this.

The place must be cursed.  It is the only answer.


The latest message from her group of followers told of their encounter with a team of assassins, of all things.  The team had been asking questions about the twins and her followers thought it wise to eliminate them.

Of all the unmitigated, senseless things she had encountered, this was by far the worst.  Not only did they kill a group of elite assassins, but they also put the sole survivor under a compulsion spell to go back and tell his superiors to stay away.  None of them had any clue whom they were really dealing with or that their thoughtless act was, in fact, a declaration of war. 

I am surrounded by idiots!


***

The cook began to ring the dinner bell announcing that the food was ready.  In short order, the entire camp had lined up to get a share of the savory fare.  Jeda began to rise to join the line, but Natasha stopped him with an upraised hand.

“You and your children are our guests,” the wise woman said, motioning to her daughter.  “Keisha and I will bring you a plate of food and something for the little ones.”

“Thank you, that is very kind,” Jeda said, nodding his head in appreciation.  He sat quietly while he waited for the food and watched the activities of the camp.  

It was a well-organized troupe and he was impressed at how well they all accommodated each other.  While a few helped with serving the food, others had set up makeshift tables and stools.  The men and woman intermixed in the line and there was quite a bit of banter between them.  Overall, they seemed a happy lot.  Except for the episode with Mirabelle, Jeda saw no arguments or tensions between any of the clan members, although he had not failed to notice that they were watching him as well.  Nothing overt, but curious glances now and again as everyone settled down to eat, all of them leaving a wide berth between themselves and the strangers.  

Can’t say that I blame them.
 I would probably feel the same way about anybody with a black cloud hanging over them.         

Soon enough, Natasha and Keisha came back with their food.  Natasha had made a mash of sorts for the babies, and Keisha had a heaping plate of meat and vegetables for them to share.  They both sat with Jeda and began to eat.  The babies, propped up beside Jeda, took quickly to the mash and were soon happily sated and gurgling away.  While Jeda was eating, he noticed Natasha paying extra attention to the twins.  Though he was not entirely comfortable with the interest she gave them, she was his hostess and he felt she deserved a little leeway.  When he finished his meal, he looked over to Keisha, who was finishing her own food.

“When you are finished, we can complete our deal,” he told her.

“I’m done,” she replied, pushing her plate aside.  “I’ve been waiting for you to finish.”

Jeda grinned at her eagerness.  “Very well then, we’ll need an area about fifty feet in length, but it doesn’t have to be very wide.”

Keisha nodded her head, pointing to an area off to the sides of the wagons.  “The men have set up that area for their bow practice, but I’m sure they won’t mind if we use it as well,” Keisha replied, looking at her mother.

When Natasha nodded her assent, Keisha jumped to her feet, ready to begin.

“OK, let’s go take a look,” Jeda said.  He bent down and picked up the twins.  If Natasha was surprised when Jeda reached for them, she did not show it nor did she offer to watch them while he instructed Keisha.        

The area Keisha pointed out was plenty long enough for the lesson he would give her.  He doubted seriously whether she would be able to throw one of the knives fifteen feet with any accuracy, but he would give her the lesson as promised.  He put the babies down safely on the sidelines.

“Keisha, why don’t you move the bow targets to distances of ten, fifteen, and twenty feet.  That would be well enough for a good beginning of the basics.”

Keisha nodded and quickly moved the targets.  When all was ready, Jeda crouched down and caressed each twin’s cheek softly.  “Watch and learn little ones.  Someday I’ll be teaching you these things.” 

He turned and faced Keisha and began the lesson.  Natasha came and stood behind the twins, overlooking and seemingly protecting them while Jeda taught Keisha the basics of knife throwing. 

“First, you must learn the proper way to hold a knife,” he said.  He demonstrated the two basic ways of holding a knife.  He further explained.  “Each method is made for the type of knife you will be throwing.  With a heavy knife, you use your entire hand, but seeing as we are using light-weight knives, we will be using a pinch method.”

Taking one of his knives out of his sleeves, Jeda showed her how to hold either the handle or the tip of the knife between the thumb and forefinger.  “It takes a good deal of muscle and stamina to be a good knife thrower,” he continued.  “First take the knife between your fingers, bring your hand backwards until it is near your ear and...”

The lesson went on for several minutes while Jeda gave her the basics of holding and throwing a knife.  After he was satisfied she understood the basics, he drew a line in the dirt with his foot.  “This will be our throwing line,” he told her, looking at the closest target standing about ten feet away.  “Now the real fun begins.”

With a blur of his arms, Jeda threw three knives in quick succession at the nearest target, striking dead center with each throw.  Keisha’s eyes nearly popped out of her head at the display of marksmanship.  She jumped up and clapped her hands enthusiastically.  He smiled and motioned for her to get the knives.  He also noticed that his little lesson had drawn quite a crowd.  Foremost in the gathered crowd was a large man with a frown frozen on his face.  

Keisha came back with the knives and began her turn.  After more than a few mishaps, she finally hit her target and nearly danced with joy.  

After a few more hits, Jeda moved to the next target and showed her how to judge the number of revolutions the knife would take before hitting the target.  “One of the most important fundamentals to understand is learning to judge the distance to a target so you can angle your throw properly,” he explained.  “It wouldn’t do you any good to throw your knife and have it bounce off your target because you misjudged your distance.”

The distance of fifteen feet proved to be the best Keisha could accomplish during her first lesson.  The target at twenty feet was too far for her to hit.

Jeda praised the results of what she had accomplished.  “You did very well for your first time.  Now I think it’s time for your part of our bargain.”

Just as Keisha was about to answer, a small commotion erupted from the gathered crowd.  Jeda looked behind him and saw the big man pushing his way toward him.

Keisha sighed.  “Oh no, not again.”

The big man jeered at Jeda.  “Easy to show up a woman who’s never held a knife before, eh, little man?  Why don’t you try your skills against one who knows his way around a blade?  Or do you just pander to babies and young girls?”

Jeda looked at the man and saw Mirabelle standing a short distance behind him.  It was clear that she had somehow instigated the big lout into challenging him and now wore a small, smug smile of satisfaction on her face.  Probably thinks I will be intimidated enough to leave.  

The insult the big man aimed at him was biting, but Jeda would not break the guest rights that Natasha had afforded them.  A few insults were the least he could afford for the welcome and meal he and the twins had received already.  “You must mean someone like yourself, right?  Sorry, but I don’t feel the need to try myself against someone like you today.”

“Ah yes, now I understand,” the man continued.  “You’re nothing but a nursemaid, not a real man at all.  It’s really too bad because I was going to give you a proper lesson in knife throwing, but that will have to wait until some of the other boys are ready for that lesson.”

Jeda felt the flush rise up his neck as the other men in the crowd snickered and laughed.  It reminded him too much of his days back at the guild when he was a young apprentice.  Although he had the self-discipline not to do anything foolish in front of a crowd, the slur still bothered him.  

“Bruno, that is quite enough,” Natasha said, stepping between Jeda and the large man.  “I want you to leave our guests alone.”

“Of course, mother,” Bruno replied, bowing condescendingly.  “I won’t bother your charges any longer.”

“Who is that ass?” Jeda asked Keisha quietly while Natasha admonished Bruno.  

“That’s Bruno.  He’s the master knife of the family.  He wants me to be his woman, but I’ll have nothing to do with him, so he causes trouble for anyone that I even look at.  He thinks that if he scares off any man that looks my way, I’ll eventually take him.  He’s a big oaf and he makes my life a living hell.  I’ll bet Mirabelle told him you were showing me how to throw a knife and now he’s jealous.”

“Oh, I see now,” Jeda replied, turning to see that Natasha was pushing Bruno away.  “Wait.  If it’s a lesson you want, then it’s a lesson I’ll give you.”

“Jeda, please let me handle...,” Natasha began, stopping when Jeda held up his hand.

“I thought you welcomed me to be part of the family while I was here?” he asked.  “If you truly meant that, then let me handle this as such.”

Natasha hesitated momentarily but acquiesced when she saw his resolve.  “If that is what you desire, then so be it.”  Natasha nodded her head and stepped out of the way.

“Good, then let’s get at it, boy,” Bruno bellowed.  He stood in front of Jeda, trying to intimate him with his bulk.  

“What say we have a real test of skills,” Jeda said, taking a step back and pulling out another throwing knife.

“There will be no bloodshed here today,” Natasha commanded from the sideline.

“That’s not what I meant at all,” he replied.  “I meant a test of throwing skills with any knives of your choosing.”

“Agreed,” Bruno said.  He pulled out a pair of large, wicked-looking blades.  “Best throw at increasing distance until one of us beats the other.”

“Agreed,” Jeda said.  “The first throw is yours.”

Bruno sneered again at the younger man and stepped up to the same throwing line Jeda had dug for Keisha’s lessons.  Jeda ignored the man, walked to the sidelines, and moved the twins a few feet away to a safer resting spot.  Natasha came and stood over them like a mother hen.  Jeda nodded to her and strode back to Bruno.

“Let me show you how it’s done,” the big man said.  Throwing at the twenty-foot target, Bruno imbedded his knife dead center.  “There, match that,” he said.

Jeda stood up at the line and threw one of his lighter blades and hit dead center as well, exactly beside Bruno’s blade.  There was a gasp from the crowd as they saw how close the blades were to each other.  The next target was set at thirty feet.  First Bruno, then Jeda, both hit dead center again.

“You’re not bad for a little man,” Bruno admitted when he saw Jeda’s second throw.  “But this is where the real men start to throw.”

Bruno indicated the next target to be set out to fifty feet.  It would take a true knife master to hit the bull’s-eye at that distance and Bruno knew the advantage was his with his heavier knives.  He stepped up to the line and let go with a mighty throw.  The blade seemed to stay in the air forever as it travelled to the target, but as it finally hit home, the crowd gasped again when the blade struck just a hair off-center.  It was a magnificent throw and Bruno practically preened as he saw the hit.  Bowing magnanimously, he motioned for Jeda to take the line.  

Jeda’s throw would have to be perfect for him to beat Bruno.  He took up his lighter knife and sighted down at the target.  His knives were designed for close-in throwing, usually at no more than twenty-five feet.  This target was near double what he would usually try to accomplish.  He took one more look at Bruno and his condescending smirk before letting the knife fly.  The knife soared through the air.  The crowd held its breath and they all sighed in shock as the knife passed cleanly over the top of the target.

“Ha!” cried Bruno.  “The better man won.  You didn’t have it in you, did you boy?”

“Sorry, but I just wanted to get this over with,” Jeda replied.  “I didn’t mean to make you look bad in front of the family.”

“What?” Bruno’s brow creased in a frown.  “Are you daft?  My throw hit the target at fifty feet.  Your throw flew over it.”

“I know,” Jeda said.  “I wasn’t aiming at the target at fifty feet.  I threw at the target further on.”

Bruno whirled around and stared downrange.  The crowd followed his gaze.  Off at seventy-five feet stood one of the targets the men used for archery practice.  Embedded in the dead center of the target was Jeda’s blade.  The crowd went wild with shouts and applause when they realized what Jeda had accomplished.  Keisha came running over to him and practically threw herself in his arms, congratulating him.  Bruno, seeing he was decidedly beat, stomped off, pushing and shoving through the crowd.  

Jeda gave Keisha a quick hug before releasing her.  He smiled at the crowd and walked over to Natasha and the twins.

“That was an amazing throw,” Natasha said.  “However, you have made a deadly and bitter enemy in him.”

“He was that before we began,” Jeda said.  “He’s not the first and probably won’t be the last enemy I make, but at least I’ve given him something to worry about.”  He stooped down and picked up the twins.  Through the whole competition they had rested quietly, but now that that it was over, they began to fuss.  “Ah, just in time, I see,” he said to the pair.

“You must stay the night with us,” Natasha offered.  “You’ll would have to stop to make camp soon in any case.  In our camp, you will find good food and better company.”

“And I haven’t even shown how I lifted your knives yet,” interjected Keisha, coming up from behind with the knives that Jeda had thrown at the targets in her hands.

“Well, with two such invitations and a pair of cranky and hungry twins, how could I refuse?”

After Jeda’s little display, the musicians got back together for more music and festivities.  Instead of the practice from earlier that day, the men and women danced with wild abandon and for the sheer joy of moving.  The intricate and seductive moves by both sexes would ensure that not many beds would be occupied alone tonight.  Keisha showed Jeda all the tricks she knew about ‘borrowing’ other people’s property and had eventually gone off to bed.  He was sitting with a pair of sleepy babies, relaxing and enjoying the evening, when a roar broke the calm of the night.  Across the camp, Jeda saw Bruno approaching him full-steam.  The man was incensed and had murder in his eyes.  Bruno stopped in the middle of the camp.  All eyes were on him.

“I issue a call of challenge,” the big man roared.  “I have been wronged and my honor demands satisfaction.”

All sound within the camp ceased as Natasha got up from beside Jeda and the babies.

“How have you been wronged?” she asked.

“I’ve been cheated in a fair test of skills and made to look a fool in front of the family by one who was magically enhanced.  My honor and standing as the master knife for our troupe is now held in suspect.  This cannot be ignored and I demand satisfaction.”  

Crap, he’s talking about me, Jeda thought, looking curiously at the big man. 

“What proof do you have that you were beaten by one who was magically enhanced?” Natasha demanded.

“The proof has already been given for all to see.  It was the final result of the throwing contest.  I have tested the distance with every conceivable type of blade and none reached the distance the lightweight blade flew this afternoon.  No man could throw a knife that far without aid.”

There were murmurs as the crowd of men and women whispered about Bruno’s accusation.  Some were nodding their heads, remembering the fantastic throw Jeda had demonstrated earlier.  It had been an amazing throw.  Jeda had always been able to throw a knife much further and with more accuracy than any other assassin back at the guild, including apprentices and masters alike.  Everyone at the guild had always marveled at his prowess and simply assumed he had a knack for throwing.  Now that Bruno accused him in such a way, it gave Jeda a moment’s pause.

Do I have something within me that has helped me all these years? Jeda thought.  Could my mother have somehow passed her power to me?  The only thing I know of her was that she was a powerful witch.   

“I demand the satisfaction of challenge,” Bruno yelled again, breaking Jeda’s thoughtful introspect.  “Do you accept it or back down like a coward?”

“Our honored guests are not part of our family and are not bound to our laws and customs,” Natasha replied, trying hard to diffuse Bruno’s anger.

“But you did afford him that right when you invited him in and then you gave him the right to contest me,” Bruno pointed out.  “Or do you intend to rescind your word on that as well?”

Natasha could see the machinations of Mirabelle behind Bruno’s words.  He would have never demanded satisfaction or put her authority to test without someone behind him pushing and advising him on the proper words to say.  Natasha looked over to the outskirts of the fire and saw Mirabelle watching the events play out with a gleam in her eye.  Natasha had been manipulated neatly into a corner.  She could either forbid the challenge and lose credibility in front of the family or allow the challenge and watch a guest be killed before her eyes.  Both had dire consequences.  Before she had the chance to speak, Jeda stepped up beside her.

“I accept the challenge.”

Natasha swung her head around and looked at the brash, young man.

“You don’t understand.  An honor challenge is a true fight that could end in your death.  You must not enter into this contest.”

“Do not worry about me or him,” Jeda whispered.  “I can defeat him easily without killing him and your standing as wise woman will have suffered nothing.”   

“You don’t know Bruno.  He is a vicious man who has beaten many men in this type of challenge.  Mirabelle is manipulating these events to make me lose face, but I can weather this storm.  Please do not do this.”

“Once a challenge has been accepted, neither party can back down,” Mirabelle said, stepping into the light of the fire.  “You know this well, sister, or have your memories and knowledge of our ways degraded beyond that simple recollection?”

Natasha reluctantly looked from Jeda to Mirabelle and back again.  The look on her face told Jeda the final decision was his.

“When do we begin?” Jeda asked lightly.

“The contest will begin in ten minutes to allow the combatants the time necessary to prepare themselves,” Natasha commanded.  

Bruno stepped back toward Mirabelle and the two bowed their heads in deep conversation.  Natasha motioned Jeda to the side for what he assumed were the rules of the contest.  He followed her and waited patiently for her to begin.

“Bruno has never been beaten before and he has gone against better men than himself,” Natasha began, “and now that he has accused you of being magically enhanced I am beginning to suspect why.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about my sister and her relationship with Bruno.  She is not strong in the power, but I am beginning to think that she has somehow helped Bruno in the past without anyone suspecting.  A misplaced foot or a sudden slip would not be beyond her abilities and could easily change the tide of battle.  Be careful and I will ensure that she does not interfere.”

“Thank you,” Jeda said.  “Please watch over the babies and if the unlikely should happen, take them to the healer Gelda in the village of Willows Peak.”

“I will.  You have my word.”

Jeda turned and Natasha motioned to Keisha to come to her to watch over the twins.  Bruno waited for Jeda in a large circle carved into the dirt.  The fighters were supposed to stay within the circle, but Jeda would be surprised if Bruno paid attention to any of the rules of this fight.  The big man wore a vest of heavy leather, but nothing under it.  He had thick muscles that rippled across his shoulders and chest.  His arms were like bands of iron and he flexed them as Jeda walked forward.  He held two long knives in his hands, each twice the length of what Jeda carried.  Intimidation is the first rule of combat, but if Bruno thought his act worked on Jeda, then he was dead wrong.  Jeda had had too many fights with Mave and others like him to be easily intimidated by a large, muscle-bound ape. 

“So, this is how you want it?” Jeda asked, casually walking to the circle.  “I’ve already beaten you once today.  Are you sure you want to go for seconds?”

Jeda’s goad of the big man incensed him beyond reason.  He charged like a maddened bull; exactly what Jeda had hoped for.  An angry man does not think during a fight, but moves on pure emotion.  Some thought that gave a fighter an advantage of strength or hysterical bravery, but, in reality, it simply made them an easier opponent to beat.  He sidestepped the big man, but warily did not take the opening presented as he flew past.  It was a good thing he didn’t because Bruno swung his arm back blindly in a vicious cut exactly where Jeda would have been had he acted on the opening.

So he does have some brains in that head of his, Jeda thought, seeing the charge for the feint it really was.  He danced out of the range of the big man. 

Bruno swung around, puzzled at how he had missed cutting Jeda.  His eyes narrowed as he watched Jeda move and realized that he would not be an easy opponent.  Bruno gave an almost imperceptible nod in Mirabelle’s direction as he moved in to attack again.  

Jeda had seen the nod and stood stock still as the big man advanced.  He feinted left and at, the last second, he moved right.  As he expected, his foot slipped out from beneath him when he tried to dodge Bruno’s swing.  Instead of fighting the slip as most men would, he turned into it and propelled himself forward under Bruno’s attack.  

Bruno was so surprised at the move that Jeda easily rolled under the man’s outstretched arm.  When Jeda came up behind him, he struck and left a long gash along Bruno’s arm.  It wasn’t deep or serious, but it was enough to get Bruno’s attention.  

“First blood,” Jeda called out.  “We can stop now and end this once and for all.”

“It ends when you’re bloody and dead at my feet,” Bruno replied through clenched teeth.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jeda saw Mirabelle suddenly slump to the ground.  Standing over her prostrate body was Keisha, grinning wickedly and holding a stout piece of wood.

So she has other talents besides stealing my knives, Jeda thought.  “Last chance,” he said, nodding toward Mirabelle.  

Bruno looked over and saw his accomplice laying on the ground out cold.  “I don’t need a witch to beat the likes of you,” he said, a sneer curving his lips.

Bruno began to weave his knives in an intricate pattern of circles and flourishes designed to confuse his opponent.  Jeda had never seen the pattern before and kept stepping back to study it further.  Bruno may have been a brute and bully, but there was no denying he was a master knifeman.  As Jeda blocked and parried Bruno’s attacks, Bruno mistook his retreat as a sign that he had him on the edge and pressed his attack with greater furor.  He was finally surprised when Jeda stopped retreating and began his own attack.  Bruno stood toe-to-toe with him as he tried every imaginable attack against the smaller man.  Jeda was just too quick and too experienced for Bruno to get past his guard.

“I’ve seen enough,” Jeda said, as if in explanation for his previous actions.  “Time to end this.”  He launched into his own, devastating series of attacks.  The big man was quickly cut with lightning-fast slashes on both of his arms, chest, and one across his cheek.  He had no defense against Jeda’s attack and had to back up as he found himself against an opponent of much greater skill.  

“Enough,” Jeda cried out, stepping back away from Bruno.  “You are beat and I have no desire to kill you.”

Bruno was bleeding from half-a-dozen cuts and panting as he looked around with frenzied eyes.  He saw the entire troupe watching in fascination as he was soundly beat down.  His loss of face in front of all these people was simply too much to accept.  With a final burst of energy, he screamed out a primal roar and rushed Jeda headlong.  He rushed forward with both knives raised over his head and drove them down into what should have been Jeda’s head.  To Bruno’s surprise, Jeda dropped his own knives and grabbed Bruno’s wrists.  Jeda rolled backwards and sent the big man flying over his head.  Bruno tried to break the fall, but his impact on the ground was so severe that his arms collapsed beneath him.  As he crumpled forward, the air in his lungs burst out explosively.  

Jeda quickly recovered and stood waiting for Bruno to catch his breath and rise.  After a few minutes, when Bruno did not get up, Jeda walked over to him, suspecting a trick.  Probing him with a toe, he saw Bruno was not breathing and turned him over on his back.  As Bruno rolled over, Jeda saw his hands still clutching his blades.  They had been driven into his chest when he tried to break his fall.  The impact and his own knives had killed him instantly.   

Mirabelle was regaining consciousness and when she saw Bruno lying dead, she screamed for all to hear.  “Do you see?  Do you believe me now?” she cried.  “I told you that they would bring nothing but death to our family.”

Natasha motioned for a few of the woman to gather her sister and take her to her wagon.  Several men came forward and took Bruno’s body away as well.  

Jeda looked to Natasha standing to the side with the twins and shook his head in dismay.  He walked over and gathered up the girls and headed toward his wagon.

Natasha touched his arm.  “You’re leaving?” 

“Yes, I think it’s best,” Jeda said.  He looked at the gathered crowd watching their dead knife master being carried off.  “It seems I may have worn out my welcome.”  

“I’m sorry things worked out as they did,” she replied.  “I would have wished at least one more day with you and the babies, but it looks like Mirabelle has won after all.”

Jeda surmised that Mirabelle’s cries of despair were part of an elaborate act, but had hesitated to say so.  He was glad that Natasha had also seen through her subterfuge.

“That is one hell of a sister you have there.”

“She’s quite a bitch, isn’t she?”

Keisha came running toward them with a look of relief on her face.  She stopped short when she saw Jeda begin to turn to his wagon with the twins in his arms.  “Wait!” she cried.  “What are you doing?  You can’t leave now; this was not your fault.  Everyone here heard you repeatedly ask Bruno to stop.”

“I think it would be for the best.  I don’t want to cause any more trouble for the family.”

“No,” she cried again, whirling around to face the rest of the family.  “This is not fair.  You are all witnesses to what happened here.  All of you know how stubborn Bruno was.  I am truly sorry for his death, but this man and his babies are not to blame.”

Jeda looked over the crowd and saw most of the heads were nodding in agreement.  A few--a very few--turned their backs and walked away, but the majority nodded and began clapping their hands in a gesture of welcome.

Keisha laid her hand on Jeda’s arm.  “You see, you are not as unwelcome as you seem to think.  You must stay, at least for the night.”

Jeda smiled at the young woman.  “Well, like I said before, how could I refuse such an invitation?”



Chapter 12 – Transitions


 


Jeda sat on a patch of grass and leaned back against a rock, contemplating the scene before him.  The sun had long set, the stars were out, and the girls were resting comfortably beside him cocooned in their warm blankets.  The camp was quiet, and most of the gypsies had turned in for the night, but the dying embers of the cook fires still caught the occasional shadow moving about on a late-night errand.  Looking up, he marveled at the untold multitude of stars in the evening sky.  He knew most of them by name and had used them on countless occasions to navigate by, but to simply sit and gaze at them was something new.  The sheer beauty of the night sky was not something he had contemplated before, but tonight it reached out to him.  He knew its effect was part of what made his decision so difficult.  

This would be his fourth night with the gypsies and it was the quietest one so far.  In the darkness, surrounded by people he barely knew, Jeda was amazed at how at ease he felt.  This place and these people felt right and comfortable, something he had not experienced in a very long time.  Natasha had told him they were moving on in the morning and asked if he wanted to join them on the road, travelling from city to city.  She offered him a job as the master knife and blacksmith.  If he accepted, he and the girls would become part of the family.  

A man could get used to this. 


So far their stay with the gypsies, with the exception of Bruno, had been peaceful.  The girls seem to take a shine to both Natasha and Keisha, smiling and giggling whenever they were around them.  Even Mirabelle had stopped giving him hateful looks, but that was all part of the problem.  Jeda had started his relationship with the family on less-than-honest terms.  They, in turn, had been nothing but open and candid with him, explaining their ways and inviting him to join them in whatever activity they were doing.  His thoughts kept circling around to every little thing Keisha had shared with him.  Whenever he was around her, he was restful, perhaps softening around the edges, and that scared him.  He wanted to tell her the truth, but how could he?  He despised anyone who lied to him, so why would she feel any different if she learned the truth about him?  What would she say when she learned that Kara was actually a girl?

If he decided to stay with them, it would be only a matter of time before the truth of the girls was discovered.  No matter his feelings toward Keisha or Natasha or any of them for that matter, he would not allow any harm to come to his girls.  

Damn these witches and their stupid prophecy.


Of course, he knew it was not just the black witches that were hunting for them, but at the moment, they seemed a good target for his anger.  After all, Keisha and her mother had the same flecks of gold in their eyes that every witch had, so he could not readily hate them all.  Of course, Keisha’s eyes were so lightly colored that they looked hazel, much like his, but it still indicated she had some power.

His concentration was broken when he heard the twig snap.  Looking at the shadowy form walking his way, he knew it was not one of the pickets guarding the camp.  They did not wear long, flowing skirts.

“Am I intruding?” the shadow asked.

“Not at all,” he replied, immediately recognizing the voice.  “I could use the company.”

Keisha approached and sat down, leaning back against the rock with the babies between her and Jeda.  She took a moment to check that they were well snug in their wraps.  They seemed to sense her presence and smiled in their infants’ dreams.  “Babies are so wonderful,” she said.

Jeda hesitated a moment before answering.  This is probably a mistake, he thought to himself, waiting for the telltale warning of alarm to creep up his back.  When nothing happened, he answered her.  “I’m sure they will grow up to be as beautiful as you are.”

Keisha’s laugh was light and delightful to Jeda’s ears.  “Silly, you mean beautiful and handsome.  I’m sure Kar would not want to be thought of as beautiful.”

It was now or never and Jeda plunged on before he lost this opportunity.  “Kar the young man would not, but Kara the young woman might think otherwise.”

Keisha frowned at his response.  “What do you mean, Kara the young woman?  What are you talking about?”

“I am saying that my babies, my twins, are in fact two beautiful, little girls.”

“Oh my…,” Keisha replied, sitting up and looking at the girls as if seeing them for the first time.

Jeda watched her closely for any of sign of anger or resentment.  She showed nothing but surprise.

“But that would mean… I mean if they are both…. I’m not sure what to say.”

Jeda reached out his hand to caution her.  “Please don’t say anything; I changed Kara’s appearance to look more boyish so they would not be recognized as twin girls, not so easily spotted in a crowd.”

Keisha sat up straighter and turned toward Jeda.  “But I don’t understand.  Why would you change the way she looked?”

“There are people hunting my girls, twin girls with golden curls and eyes to match, twin girls both showing signs of the power.  It was the only thing I could think of to do at the time to disguise them.  If they weren’t recognized, then they would be safe.”

“Oh my, you mean the twins of the prophecy?” Keisha asked, alarm rising in her voice.

“Yes, exactly,” Jeda replied.  “We have been running from different groups for weeks, all hell-bent on capturing the girls and bending them to their wicked ways.”  

“Wicked?  I thought the prophecy spoke of them as saviors.”

“That depends on which end of the prophecy you find yourself on.”

Keisha looked down at the girls again and adjusted their wraps.  “Well, then we will just have to make sure no one discovers them, won’t we?” she replied.  A shy smile curved her full lips.

Jeda leaned back, not realizing he had sat up, and let out a pent-up breath.  “You’re not mad then?  Not upset because I lied to you?”

“You know, for someone who seems so worldly, you do have some very inexperienced notions of what family means.  You were protecting your babies, how could I be angry with that?  It’s exactly what any parent would do.”  Keisha looked sharply at him.  “What did happen to their mother?”

“She was murdered by an assassin.  An assassin sent by their grandmother….”

During the next half-hour, Jeda explained the rest of the story to her.  He wasn’t quite sure why he told her so much, but it seemed the right thing to do.  Sharing the story with her was both a relief and worrisome.  He was relieved that he had finally told her most of the story, leaving out only the details of his part in Miriam’s death.  But now that she knew, he began to worry for her safety.  Everyone that became involved with him and the twins had either gotten hurt or killed so far.  It was the last thing he wanted to happen to the beautiful Keisha.

“So now you know everything.”

“I don’t think I know quite everything yet.  There is still one more thing, isn’t there?”

It was Jeda’s turn to look confused.  He was afraid she saw through his subterfuge about Miriam’s death and now was caught in yet another lie.  “What do you mean?” he asked.

“Will you be staying with us or not?  That’s what I came out here to find out in the first place.”  

Jeda’s relief was so overwhelming that all he could do was laugh.

“It’s not funny,” she said, leaning over and taking his hand in hers.  “I don’t want you to leave.”

Jeda leaned forward and found he was kissing the softest lips he could ever remember.  The sweetest nectar of the world could not match the taste of that kiss.  After a very long moment, he broke away.  “I have no intentions of leaving.”

Once she had her breath back, Keisha jumped up and turned to leave.  Almost as an afterthought, she looked back to him.  “I have to tell Mother,” she said, running off into the night.

Jeda sat leaning against the rock, looking at the stars with the twins sleeping soundly beside him.  Yep, a man could get used to this.

***

Keisha bounded up the steps to the wagon she shared with her mother and burst in.  She was breathless from the run back from Jeda.

Her mother glanced up.  “What is it, Daughter?”

“It’s Jeda.  He’s decided to stay with us.”

“Hmmm, I wonder what part you had in his decision.”

Keisha blushed furiously at her mother’s astute observation.  Natasha laughed heartily at her daughter.  She may have been a budding, young woman, but she would always be her little girl.

“There’s more, Mother.”

“Oh?”

“Yes,” Keisha came closer, whispering softly.  “The twins, Kala and Kar, are not boy and girl, but twin girls, identical twin girls.”

“Hmmm, about time that boy stopped lying to us.”

“What?  You knew all along?”

“Sweet Keisha, you don’t become the wise woman of a gypsy family without learning about people.  I knew the twins were those spoken of in the prophecy when I first touched them.  They are both strong in the power, the strongest of any I have ever felt.  Now tell me what Jeda told you.  If we are to keep this secret, then I must know everything.”

The next morning, Natasha called a family meeting.  “I have an announcement to make.”

All the eyes of the gypsies were glued on Natasha.  Rumors had been circulating in the camp for the past few days about the fate of Jeda and his children.  Would they leave or would they stay?

“We have lost a valued member of our family.  Bruno was an accomplished Master of the Knife, but through his own foolishness and arrogance, he lost his life to an even more accomplished man.”  She turned toward Jeda.

Jeda stepped forward, waiting for Natasha to continue.

Natasha scanned the crowd. Everyone in the family was present, even Mirabelle.  She nodded and continued.  “I have offered Jeda the position of Master of the Knife and he has accepted.”

Mirabelle clenched her fists.  “No!” she screamed.  “How can you reward this murderer?  He killed Bruno.”

Natasha whirled on her sister.  “You would be wise to hold your tongue, Sister.  Your accusations are baseless and I will not have you spreading dissenting lies around the camp.  Do you understand me?”

Mirabelle wilted under her sister’s angry glare.  “Yes.”

“Good.”  She turned back to Jeda.  “As Master of the Knife, you are an integral part of the family and, as such, I am awarding you the Master of the Knife wagon.”

“But, that’s my wagon,” Mirabelle cried before she realized what she was saying.  If there had been any doubt that she was sleeping with Bruno while he had pursued Keisha, that doubt was now gone.

“Your wagon?” Natasha asked.

“What I mean is that, um, I have some of my things in that wagon,” she said wringing her hands.

“You best remove your personal things from the wagon then,” Natasha said.  “You have one hour.”

Mirabelle started to protest, but thought better of it.  She marched off in a huff toward Bruno’s wagon to retrieve her things.

“Welcome to the family, Jeda.  I hope that you and your children will be happy with us,” Natasha said.

Jeda nodded at Natasha.  “Thank you, Natasha.  I’m honored to hold the position of Master of the Knife and am looking forward to contributing my fair share to the family.”

The rest of the family came up to offer their congratulations and welcome to Jeda.  In the background could be heard Mirabelle’s ranting as she removed everything of value from Bruno’s wagon.



Chapter 13 – Passages 


 


Elizabeth found herself once again in her sister’s private study contemplating her next move.  Though she knew the twins would not be useful to her until they became young women, the fact they had not been sighted in two years was becoming worrisome.  

Has it truly been that long?  Over two years?  Time flies while I sit here pandering to the uncertainties of incompetent simpletons. 

It was actually closer to three years since the day the twins were abducted by their would-be rescuer.  Elizabeth rued the day that Catherine had enlisted the help of the assassin’s guild to find the twins.  No good had come of that rash act.    

I should have stopped her when she first mentioned it.  I knew it was wrong, even back then.  


The years of fruitless searching were beginning to take their toll.  Elizabeth looked over to study Catherine sitting slumped in her chair, looking down in despair, holding the latest message limply in her hand.  

I have to do something about her.  


Neither the vast resources of Catherine’s estates nor the machinations of the assassin’s guild had brought forth any fresh news of her missing granddaughters.  The updates had come like clockwork from the guild each month, apprising her of the results of their search for the twins.  The latest missive was like all the rest: still no sign, but we continue to watch and wait.  The twins seemed to have truly disappeared into thin air.    

“Whatever shall I do, sister?” Catherine asked, dropping the message to the floor.  “I fear they are lost, for good and forever.”

Elizabeth, standing at the palatial windows, looked back over the hereditary estates of the family and inwardly cringed at the wretched tone in her sister’s voice. 

Gods, how pathetic, she thought.  I can’t believe we come from the same blood.  I must be a saint for putting up with her whining for so long.    


The one thing that Elizabeth could not allow was for her sister to give up in despair.  The search for the twins must continue, no matter how long it took.  It was a big kingdom and neither the girls nor the runaway assassin had been spotted since the fiasco at Mount View.  That trail was long cold, but Elizabeth had thought they would have been spotted since then.  After all, how easily would it be to hide a pair of baby, twin girls?

Where did that little bastard take them?


It seemed nearly impossible for them to go undiscovered with so many resources looking for them.  They must continue and redouble their efforts.  Elizabeth realized how much she still needed Catherine.  She had invaluable resources with her network of traders and buyers spread across the kingdom, searching far and wide.  Also the contract with the guild was yet unfulfilled, and so they could still be used.  The guild had a long reach, with eyes and ears spread throughout the kingdom, although, in Elizabeth’s opinion, they were more troublesome than they were worth.  However, between the traders, buyers, assassins, and covens, she knew they would be found, sooner or later.  They just had to keep looking.  The kingdom was too big to search for the twins without Catherine’s help.  This despair she was now exhibiting would be the end of them.  She would have to use a new tack to keep Catherine properly motivated.  

The time for half-measures in dealing with her sister was over.  Elizabeth whirled, grabbed her sister’s arms, and shook her violently.  She hadn’t wanted to attack her for fear of the consequences, but times were desperate.  

“You’re scared they are lost?  Am I hearing this correctly?  For the gods’ sake, Catherine, they have been lost for almost three years.  Why do you think we are searching for them?” Elizabeth screamed at her.  “I cannot believe I’m hearing this from one of the most powerful women in this kingdom.”  She released her sister’s arms and continued her verbal onslaught.  “I wonder, would you give up so easily if it were the very foundation of our long family history that was threatened?  Because, believe me dear sister, it’s very close to just that.”

She spoke with such vehemence that Catherine sat back, straight up against her seat, shocked from the verbal assault of her ‘loving’ sister.  “What do you mean by that?” Catherine answered sharply, becoming angry at Elizabeth’s rebuke.  “How could two little, missing girls threaten the existence of our family?”

“Catherine, please think before you simply jabber on in such an inane manner.”

“You would do well to remember that I am still the Countess of Berkshire,” Catherine commanded, standing up tall and threatening.  “Watch your tongue, Sister, or I shall have you whipped and thrown naked from my estates.”

Elizabeth smiled inwardly at the fire in her sister’s voice.  That’s more like it.

“Catherine, I am sorry that I must speak to you in such a way, but you must understand what we face.”

“And just what is so dire that we may face?”

“Usurpers and destroyers of that we hold most dear: the very seat of Berkshire.”

In stunned silence, Catherine thought about what Elizabeth had said.  The rule of inheritance was not bound by gender, but solely by birth.  The family seat would have gone to Tomas as firstborn, but when he died unmarried, the next inheritors were his children.

“I see you realize now,” Elizabeth said quietly.  “The seat goes to the firstborn and then his firstborn thereafter.  If the twins are not found, one of our distant cousins can claim the seat of power.  Another who may not have the family’s best interest in mind.”

“That will never happen while I live.”

“And pray, how long will that be, sister dear?  Time stops for no one, not even the most powerful of us all.”  At least until I get my hands on that stone.

“What can we do?” Catherine asked.

“Well first, do not give up the search for them.  It is imperative that we find them before they reach their majority, so you can teach them, instruct them, and show them what it means to be of the Berkshire blood: strong, proud, and loyal above all else.  It is you that should raise them as the scions of the Berkshire House.  Raise them in the proper manner befitting a noble of the realm, not some assassin’s cat’s-paw to be brought forth when it best suits him.  We can never stop searching for them.”

In truth, Elizabeth cared not if Catherine kept her lofty station or status.  She couldn’t care less if her sister lived or died.  She meant nothing to her; it was the twins who were the important ones of the family, but not for the reason that Elizabeth gave Catherine.  Those girls were her future and the future of all magic users.  

“Do whatever you must to find them; offer a huge reward, hang reward posters at every coven in the kingdom, redouble your trader’s efforts, have them pass out reward posters wherever they go.  That will get every noble, merchant, and peasant in the kingdom looking for them.  Do that and more, sister.”  She looked at Catherine and saw the set of determination in her mouth.

“I will.  If it’s the last thing I do, I will find them.”

“I would expect nothing less,” Elizabeth replied, knowing it might take many more years to find the two missing girls.  There is still plenty of time, she thought to herself, plenty of time.

***

Jeda looked over to the side of the practice field and noticed the twins and Keisha watching him practice.  Although they were four years’ old and full of energy, whenever Keisha brought them to watch Jeda practice, they sat quietly, enraptured with everything he did.  Part of his newfound responsibilities was to be part of the nightly entertainment act that the gypsies put on for the local citizens.  Jeda was a master-class knife wielder, but there were differences between throwing knives for entertainment and for killing.  

Since deciding to join the gypsies and travelling with them, Jeda found Keisha’s assistance in caring for the twins invaluable.  She took care of them when Jeda had to attend to his duties, and helped with their feeding and cleaning.  She was also very good at keeping up the ruse of Kara being a boy and keeping her hair dark.  Jeda was not sure how he would have accomplished everything without her.  It certainly didn’t hurt that the girls took a shine to her as well.  It didn’t take long for Jeda to realize that Keisha was mother to them in everything but name.

She spent all of her waking hours helping Jeda with the girls, but each night she returned to her mother’s wagon to sleep, although she hinted more than a few times, that it would be more convenient to spend the night with them.  Jeda knew better than to invite the inevitable storm of contempt and disrespect from the rest of the camp if she stayed the night with him.  Keisha may be a free woman who could do what she wanted, but there were moral boundaries that should not be crossed.  

Of course, not everyone readily accepted their joining the family, especially Mirabelle.  She was vocal about the amount of time that Keisha spent with him and the twins and she was not shy in laying rumors or giving warning that those two together would come to no good.  At every turn, Mirabelle missed no opportunity to criticize Jeda’s performance and his abilities as Master Knife.  She would try to compare what he did to Bruno’s act, but as Jeda progressed with his training, more and more of the family realized that he was superior to Bruno in all aspects.

Today Jeda needed to clear his mind of all distractions and concentrate on the move he was trying to perfect for his act.  The move was a series of tumbling rolls that ended in a front somersault with a blind landing and subsequent throw at a target twenty feet away.  The distance was no problem for him, but the blind landing was difficult.  His throw had to be timed perfectly and released at the apex of his jump as he was opening up his body for the landing.  Each time he tried the trick, he struck the target, but not a bull’s-eye.  The other men in the troupe watched him and tried the move as well, but though a few came close, none of them could ever hit dead center either.  The move was just too hard and the men told Jeda to give it up.  Of course, that only encouraged him more to try to perfect the difficult move.  

He cleared his mind and found the calm he had learned at the guild.  It was called ‘the perfect killing mind’, one where the mind was devoid of all conscious thought and nothing but the task at hand was acknowledged.  As Jeda reached this clarity, he ran forward, tumbled and rose up into the front somersault.  He closed his eyes, seeing the target through his mind’s eye, and let loose his knife at the top of his spin.  He opened his eyes as he lightly hit the ground and looked at the target.  There, twenty feet away, was his knife, embedded in the exact center of the bull’s-eye.  The men who had been watching erupted in cheers and clapping at the monumental feat Jeda had just achieved.  Now that he had done this, Jeda knew he could do it again and again.  His mistake had been trying too hard.  When he allowed his mind’s eye to see the target, he hit it dead center.  With this accomplishment, he truly felt like the Master Knife of the family.    

He paused in his practice as he caught movement from the direction of the twins.  He looked over to watch their antics.  Each twin, under the watchful eye of Keisha, was mimicking him trying to tumble and roll.  They were hysterical in their attempts to copy his somersault and Jeda burst out laughing.  

He walked over to them and Keisha with a big smile on his face.  “I see they are gypsies in the making,” he said to Keisha while watching the girls continue to roll around.

“I think you’re right.  I can’t get them to stop.  When they see you practice, they want to do everything you do.”

“I’ll start to worry when they try to pick up the knives and throw them.”

Keisha flushed at Jeda’s joke.

“What?” he asked.  “I was only joking.”

“But, they do practice that as well.  They pick up little sticks and try to throw them at each other.”

“Really now?”

Keisha’s disclosure of the twins’ antics made Jeda realize that they were actually old enough to begin the most rudimentary moves of self-defense, and he began to plan their training.  At the end of each day, he would take the girls away from the prying eyes of Mirabelle and her ilk and train them in the secrets of guildcraft.  

Keisha would watch, and actually practiced a little herself.  She was not as interested in physical self-defense as she was in training with her mother developing her own powers.  She would usually leave partway through the girls’ training session to attend to her own training.  

It was during one of the early training sessions that Keisha attended that the first mishap occurred.  Kala had successfully blocked a punch that Kara had tried to throw at her.  It was a simple, basic move that the young girls could easily handle, but Kala went one step further and tripped Kara, unexpectedly incorporating another move that Jeda had taught them.  Neither Jeda nor Kara had expected the move.  Jeda was surprised and pleased at Kala’s ingenuity, at least until Kara retaliated.  Before he could say anything, the young girl furrowed her brows and pushed at her sister with her outstretched hands.  A small gust of wind blew Kala backwards and she landed on her backside with a loud thud.  

Keisha was watching and rushed over.  “Oh my gods, she just used magic,” she exclaimed.  “That could be very dangerous.”

The admonition that Gelda had given Jeda years ago came rushing back to him.  The girls will need proper teaching… they will need a strong healer to guide them before they can properly use any of their powers.

He stared at Keisha and realized that the twin’s first teacher was standing right in front of him.  “Well, I guess you should teach them how to safely handle their power.”

“Me?” Keisha squeaked.  “I’m still learning myself.”

“But you already know the rudiments of handling power; why couldn’t you start with that?”

Keisha looked between the twins and Jeda.  “I don’t know if I can.  I will have to check with Mother first.  There are rules governing the teaching of power.”

Jeda nodded in understanding.  “Best you check with Natasha then.”

Teaching the girls would cement the next step in Jeda and Keisha’s developing relationship.  Natasha agreed to let Keisha teach the twins how to harness their power, but she was adamant that she would be the one to teach them advanced spells when the time was right.  

Nothing remains secret within the camp for long.  When Mirabelle found out about the magic lessons, she tried to assert her own power within the troupe, pointing out that she was responsible for teaching the gypsy children their letters.  She insisted the twins join in her class, but Jeda rebuked her.  When the situation threatened to turn ugly, Natasha stepped in and proclaimed that she would oversee all of the training and education for the twins due to their unique abilities with the power. 

“It’s not safe for you to teach those rambunctious twins,” Natasha told Mirabelle.

“But, I teach all the children,” Mirabelle argued.

“The twins seem to be strongly blessed in the power.  I will oversee their education in their letters and magic lessons.”

Mirabelle was not totally mollified, but she had no choice other than to accept Natasha’s decision.  Otherwise, she could easily have exposed to the entire camp with the knowledge of how little of the power she could wield.  At four years’ old, the twins were displaying more power than she had and it grated on her.  It was one more point in the ever-growing discord between Mirabelle and Jeda.  Although she had lost this battle, she continued her rampage of propaganda against Keisha and Jeda, pointing out the unseemly amount of time the two spent together to all those who would listen.  With no other recourse, Jeda decided that he would end her constant babbling once and for all.

The afternoon was perfect when Jeda decided to make his intentions known to all.  Just yesterday, Mirabelle had accosted him again about the amount of time he was spending alone with Keisha, who was still a year away from her majority.  She reiterated that although Natasha was teaching the twins their letters and spells, they never spent any time with the other children of the camp.  Although that was technically true, it was the other children who were afraid of the twins and stayed away.  For some reason Jeda could not fathom, his precious, little girls scared people.  

Yesterday’s tirade from Mirabelle had been the last straw and Jeda finally decided it was time for him to act.  Walking towards Natasha’s wagon, he spied Natasha, Mirabelle and Keisha at practice with their magic.

Good, they are all here, Jeda thought.  I can finish this once and for all.

The women looked up as he approached.  Keisha was alarmed at the look of determination on his face.  What if Mirabelle’s tirade had gone too far yesterday?  She said a silent prayer as Jeda approached that he was not going to tell them that he was quitting the troupe.  What would she do if he left?  She inhaled sharply and waited.

Natasha stood as he approached, giving him a welcoming smile.  “Good afternoon, Jeda.  Is there something we can do for you?”

“Yes, Natasha, as a matter of fact, there is.  The constant bickering and attacks directed at me and my twins have become too much to bear.  It needs to end now.”

Mirabelle stood and backed away a few steps behind Natasha at Jeda’s announcement, misunderstanding his intentions.

“Here now, you stay away from me,” Mirabelle cried.  “Everything I’ve stated is true and for the good of the family.”

Natasha turned toward her sister.  “Mirabelle, please calm yourself.  If Jeda had wanted to harm you, he would have done it before now.”

Mirabelle eyes widened, but she said nothing more.

“What is it you propose, sir?” Natasha asked in a formal tone of voice.

Jeda looked at Keisha before turning back to Natasha.  “I’ve come to ask you for your daughter’s hand in marriage.  That is, if she will have me.”

“What?  That is preposterous!” Mirabelle screeched.  “You are not part of this family.  You may have connived your way into the job of Master Knife, but you and your twins will never be family; you will never belong here.  Your proposal is not only ridiculous, but insulting as well.”

Natasha turned and glared at Mirabelle, who was still hiding behind her skirts.  “Do you speak as the head of this family now?” 

“Well no, of course not,” Mirabelle stuttered.  “I would not dream of speaking on your behalf, especially when you are standing right here.”

Natasha nodded.  “Good.  Then you would do well to remain quiet.”

Mirabelle opened her mouth to argue, but thought better of it when she saw Natasha’s stern face.

“So, you would request my daughter’s hand,” Natasha continued, turning back to Jeda.  “Knowing the gypsy way of life is that all property shared between you both would become her property; that all the gold and wealth you accumulate would be hers as well.  If you are joined with Keisha, then you will become one of us, forever bound to be one of us, to support and defend our family and our way of life.  You will ask for her hand knowing all this?”

“Yes, Mother.  I would,” Jeda answered, using the honorific title that Natasha held within the family.

Natasha turned to look at her daughter, who was beaming.  “Then, if Keisha is acceptable to your offer, you both have my approval.”

Jeda was almost bowled over backwards when Keisha came leaping into his arms.  She kissed him soundly with her answer.  

“It is settled.  There will be no more discord in this family about Jeda’s place in the family,” Natasha said, staring at Mirabelle. 

***

The summer heat was intense, even this late in the day--just as it had been yesterday and the day before that.  Jeda could not quite believe how hot it got this far south.  They were close to the southern reaches of the kingdom again, near the city of Edgeforge, and had stopped for the day.  The horses were spent from the miserable heat and pulling the heavy wagons of the gypsy camp all day.  One more day on the road should see them outside the walls of the city.  The yearly circuits the gypsy camps travelled took them to every corner of the kingdom, but Jeda liked Edgeforge best, with its variety of people from both the kingdom and the southern wildlands beyond.  He remembered the last time the troupe had stopped here; he had quite a good time carousing in the taverns and beer halls of the city.  Of course, the last time he was here, his status was a bit different.  One of the men helping Jeda set up camp motioned with his head at the storm approaching them.

“Best look out, friend,” he said.  “This doesn’t look to be a friendly visit.”

Jeda looked over and saw Keisha heading his way.  The look on her face told him something was amiss and her stare told him that he was in the middle of it.  

She walked right up to him and poked him in the chest.  “What kind of father are you anyway?”

“What?  I don’t know what you’re talking about.  Did something happen to the twins?”

“No, nothing and that’s the problem,” she continued.  “They have not had a single name-day celebration since you joined us five years ago.”

“What brought this on?”

“My own birthing day is fast approaching and, as I reach my majority this year, Mother wants to throw a celebration while we visit Edgeforge.  Now that I am responsible for raising our little dears, it got me to thinking that they too should have a celebration.  I’ll bet you don’t even know when their birthday is.” 

The gypsy rule of majority dictated that when a female reached the age of eighteen, she could finally own property in her own right.  If a woman was married, all communal property reverted to her name on that day: if she was not married, then any properties she might have bought or received through inheritance would also revert to her name.  It had come as some surprise to Jeda that in the gypsy world, women owned everything of consequence, while their men provided the sustenance for the family.  It was an idea that he was slowly becoming used to, but right now, he just stared at her not knowing what to say.  

Think man, think!
 Truth be told he did not know when their birthdays were, but he thought furiously back to the time he first saw them.  He figured they must have been at least six or seven months old; they were already standing in their crib.  When do babies start standing anyway?  How was he supposed to know these things?  Doing a quick calculation in his head, he figured they must have been born sometime between the spring equinox and the summer solstice.  

“Their births occurred on the midday of the fourth lunar cycle after the spring equinox.”

“But that is so near my own,” Keisha sputtered.

Jeda smiled at her, thinking he had dodged one of her famous tirades.

“So you do know,” Keisha continued her rant.  “Then why is it that we have never celebrated it before?  I think it is….”

There was only one way that Jeda knew to shut up his young, newlywed wife when she got onto one of her moods.  He stepped up to her, wrapped his arms around her, and looked deep into her eyes.

“Oh no you don’t,” she protested, trying to push him away.  “You won’t shut me up again that easily.”

He leaned into her and gave a passionate kiss that she fought against for the first few seconds, until she melted into his arms and returned it with the same passion.  

He was the first to break their embrace.  He stepped back at arm’s length.  “You’re right.  Five years is way too long for my little angels to go without a celebration of their own.  I promise we will celebrate their birth-days this year right alongside yours.  It will be fantastic.”

***

Natasha smiled at the antics of Kara as she tried to memorize the simple spell.  She scrunched up her face and furrowed her brows, trying to remember everything she must do to make the spell work.  Kala had mastered it earlier, but Kara was still having problems remembering all the subtleties.  It was a simple, healing spell that relieved a body of minor pains and headaches and, though the girls were young, it was not beyond their abilities.  Kala waited patiently while her sister struggled with the spell.

“Kara, please try again,” Natasha said when Kara failed with the spell yet again.  “You missed one small part at the end.”

“Nana Natasha, I’m trying, but I can’t seem to do it right,” Kara protested.

Kala tried not to laugh at her sister’s frustration but, with the faces that Kara was making, she could barely keep her composure.  She tried to clamp her lips shut and cover her mouth with her hand, but at the last face Kara made, Kala burst out giggling.  That was all it took for Kara to throw her hands up in frustration. 

“Not funny,” Kara said, shooting her sister a deadly look.

“Yes it is.  You look so funny when you try to do that.”

“I’ll show you what’s funny,” Kara said shooting a blast of air at her sister.  The blast was sporadic and weak, but still caught Kala off balance and bowled her over.

“Hey, not fair,” Kala yelled.

“That’s enough, the both of you,” Natasha warned the two young girls.

“But she started it,” they both shouted simultaneously.

“I know your father lets you two get away with such outbursts during his training sessions, but I am not inclined to do so.  Do you understand?”

“Yes, Nana Natasha,” the girls said in unison.

Kara shot her sister another look and went back to trying the healing spell.  Kala sat back, trying her best to look innocent.  They both jumped when they heard the voice behind them.

“Does anyone know where the two most beautiful girls in the world might be?”  The question came floating in the air.

“Poppy,” screamed Kala.  “I missed you soooo much.” 

“I missed you too, Kala.  How is your instruction going today?”

“Oh, it was great!  I finished all my spells and Nana Natasha is teaching me my letters.”

“Very good,” Jeda said, smiling at her.  

He gently put her down as Kara made her way over her father.  Jeda knelt down and hugged her.  She returned his affections after a moment.

“Da, she’s watching us,” Kara told Jeda, embarrassed by the display of emotion.

“Kara, it’s ok,” Jeda replied softly to the young girl, sweeping her hair back off her face.  “I’m your father and I love you.”

“I love you too, Da, but not in public.”

Jeda let her go and stood, looking over to Natasha.  “How are the lessons progressing?”

“Jeda, I think you should know they have started to show differences in their abilities and perceptions.”

“Really, they’re barely six years’ old.”

“Yes, I know, but Kala exceeds at the healing gifts while Kara continually struggles with every spell I try to teach her.”

“So what do we do?”

“With your permission, I would like to try an experiment with both girls.”

“An experiment?  Is that safe?”

“Oh, there will be no danger.  It will be a simple test using a very minor, elemental spell.”

“Elemental spell and experiment,” Jeda repeated.  “Somehow, those two words don’t spell safe to me.”  

“Jeda, we have to learn why Kara is having such a hard time with these simple, healing spells.  She already knows how to manipulate wind a bit.  She learned that on her own.  She can’t control it well, but it is still highly unusual for someone so young to be able to have any control.  The problem is she is still falling behind her sister with the healing spells and it is causing her to become very frustrated.  I’m not an expert with elemental spells, but a small wind spell will give us an idea of Kara’s ability.”

Jeda looked down at the two girls.  “Ready for another lesson?”

Kara groaned.  “Is it more healing stuff?”

Jeda chuckled.  “No, Kara, you might even enjoy this one.  Let’s go over to the archery field.”

Natasha, Jeda, and the girls headed over to the field.  While Jeda measured out 10 feet and placed a hay bale on the spot, Natasha was deep in conversation with the twins.

“OK, that is the basic spell to control wind.  Let’s see what you can do with it against the hay bale,” Natasha instructed.  “Kala, you’re first.  Kara, please come stand beside me.”

The two girls parted and the test began.  Kala stood tall and waved at Jeda.  She furrowed her brows and concentrated on the bale.  After a few moments, she threw her hands forward aiming for it.  A small, whooshing noise sounded and the bale fell over.  Kala jumped for joy when she saw what she had achieved.  

“Very good, Kala,” Natasha said.  “Jeda, would you please set up the hay bale again?  Kala, please come over while we give Kara a chance.”

Jeda righted the hay bale and stepped to the side once again.

“Now Kara, it’s your turn.  See what you can do.”

Kara concentrated slightly, and quickly raised her arms.  A small thunderclap followed and the bale of hay burst apart as a blast of compressed air ripped through it like a small whirlwind.

Everyone stood flabbergasted at what the young girl had just done.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to set that up again,” Jeda said, shaking his head.



Chapter 14 – Revelations


 


After the long years of fruitless hunting, Mave stood stoically again outside the Grand Masters’ Council Chamber waiting for them to summon him inside.

This is getting old.


There was no good news to report, and Mave did not expect anything good to come from this meeting.  No matter how many men the masters had given him or the unlimited resources he had access to, Mave had failed.

That little shit will be the death of me yet.  Probably crawled under a rock to hide like the snake he is.


No sightings, no mention, no clues whatsoever had been found of where Jeda had taken the twins.  They had searched every city and village in the entire kingdom during the last ten years, over and over again.  Mave had gone so far as to infiltrate the witches, assigning covert assassins to act as assistants in the larger covens to watch and listen for any word or sightings of the twins.  Nothing had worked.  The witches had failed as well.  Although the guild had seemingly bottomless resources to continue searching, it was finally over for Mave; the masters’ patience had run out toward him.

Fate has dealt me quite the hand.  A traitor runs away and I am left here to take his punishment.  Serves me right for showing him mercy in the first place.  


The doors finally opened and Mave was ushered inside.  

“Brother Mave, we have come to a decision…”

***

The eleven-year-old twins came barreling toward Jeda at full speed.  As with most things they did together, a simple walk to the training grounds turned into a contest.  Between the two, it was always who could beat whom and who was better.  Kala edged out Kara in their test of speed and she celebrated with a little happy dance around her sister.  

“You look silly doing that,” Kara said, frowning at her prancing sister.

“You’re just mad ‘cause I beat you,” Kala replied, sticking her tongue out for emphasis. 

Jeda watched their antics for a few minutes before interrupting them.  “OK, enough playing around.  It’s time for lessons and practice: lots and lots of practice.”

Both girls stopped immediately, knowing their father would accept nothing less than their full attention during these lessons.

“Today we start with knives.”

Kara practically beamed at hearing this and snuck a sly look at her sister, knowing that today’s contest was about to take a decidedly different turn.  Kala might be quicker than Kara, but she was no match with blades. 

“We will begin with lightweight, throwing knives and work up to heavier, carving knives,” Jeda continued.

“Da, why do we have to train with carving knives?  Why don’t we just practice with our own throwing knives?” Kara asked.

“Do you think you will carry your throwing knives everywhere you go?”

“Yes, of course,” she answered matter-of-factly.

Jeda could not help but crack a smile at her answer.  At eleven years’ old, neither girl showed much interest in boys, but that would change soon enough.  “Someday you just might decide to leave them behind.  On that day, you will be happy that we trained with everyday varieties.”

“Can’t see how that will ever happen,” Kara muttered.

“All right, that’s enough.  Let’s begin.”

The next hour consisted of throwing the knives at different-sized targets from different distances.  At the end of the session, the targets stood at twenty-five feet, a distance neither of the girls could hit.  Kala turned to see what Jeda would have them practice next, but Kara stopped her father.

“Da, I want to try again.”

Jeda’s brow knitted together.  “You have missed four times.  What makes you think the fifth will be different?”

“Please, just let me try.”

Jeda took a step backwards and pulled Kala with him.  “OK, give it a try.”  He always encouraged the girls to try their best and go beyond what they thought they could accomplish.  He was glad to see Kara try again.

Kara stepped up to the throwing line, and prepared herself for the long throw.  Holding one of her blades lightly, she stared downrange concentrating on her target, reared back, and let the blade fly.  With an accuracy that mimicked a master-class knife thrower, the blade hit dead center with a resounding thud.

Jeda stared downrange, eyes widened in surprise at the throw.  “Very good Kara, but how did you manage that?”

“I…,” Kara began.

“She cheated,” Kala interjected.

“Did not,” Kara shot back.

“Did too,” Kala continued.  “She used magic, Poppy.”

“Magic?  How do you use magic to throw a knife?”

With hands on her hips, Kara explained.  “Da, I learned it from you.  You do it all the time.”

“No I don’t.  I don’t know how to practice magic.”

“Yes you do,” both girls chimed together.

“You just don’t know it,” Kala finished.

Jeda scratched his head, confusion written on his face.  “What are you talking about?”

“Da, did you ever wonder how you can throw these little knives so far?”

“Practice, that’s how.”

“No Poppy, it’s magic.  You’re adding wind to the throw and it makes the knives go farther and faster.  We feel you doing it every time you throw long distance.  You just don’t know you’re doing it.”

Jeda stared at his daughters.  He had heard this allegation before, but had always attributed such comments to jealousy or bitterness from lesser knife throwers.  He did have a routine where he cleared his mind and entered what he thought of as his trance state, but that was something taught at the guild.  It was a meditative state, not magic.  The thought of him using magic was a bit hard to swallow.

“Try throwing without using your trance thing,” Kara dared him.

“Fine.  Watch and learn.”

Jeda took one of his blades from his arm sheaths, one that he was comfortable with, reared back, and threw at the target twenty-five feet away.  He hit the target, but where he usually hit dead center, this throw was outside the bull’s-eye.

“We told you,” Kara said.  “Magic.”

Jeda tried a few more times, getting marginally closer, but never where he usually hit.  After a few minutes of concentration, he stopped, calmed himself, and let his mind empty.  He quickly reached a point of relaxation that the guild referred to as the perfect killing state.  Without consciously thinking, he took another knife and let it fly toward the target.  He knew he would hit the target dead center before the blade even reached the target.  

“Poppy, you just used magic again.  We both felt you.  Now think about using the magic and try again.”

Jeda thought about the magic he supposedly had inside him and tried to concentrate on that while he threw the knife.  The throw did not even hit the target.  Both girls giggled at the errant attempt.

“Poppy, don’t play like that, do it the right way,” Kara said.

“It doesn’t seem to work if I concentrate on using it.  It only works if I don’t think of it.”

“Da, that doesn’t make any sense.”

“It might not make any sense, but that’s the only way I can explain it.”

Kala smiled at her disconcerted father.  “Well, Poppy, like you always say: practice, practice, practice.”

“Yeah, Da, and maybe Nana Natasha can help you find your magic,” Kara suggested.

“Enough for today,” Jeda declared.  “There are other chores you need to do back at the camp.  Gather the knives and let’s head back.” 

Kala and Kara raced to the target and retrieved the knives.  They gave Jeda back his blades and walked back to the camp, chattering excitedly about what had happened today.

Jeda walked behind the girls thinking about what his daughters had said.  It made sense, but he was not convinced they were correct.  He searched out Natasha, but no matter what they tried, Jeda could not consciously touch his magic.  Getting more frustrated with each failure, he finally gave up trying to force his magic to come alive.

Magic never did anyone any good anyway.

***

The town of Redstone was nestled in the eastern foothills of a range of coastal mountains bordering the Westerly Sea.  Although the mountains bordered the cooler sea coast, they also blocked any of the sea breezes from reaching Redstone.  At this time of year, the only breezes that reached Redstone were the hot winds blowing off the southern desert wastes.  It was early morning and the sun was just rising, but the temperature was already stiflingly hot.  As Mirabelle stumbled along the uneven dirt path, she wondered again why anyone would want to live in such a miserable place.  She was wearing her lightest dress and still sweating profusely.  Her destination, a river of cool water, was about a half mile along the trail and was the only relief in this desolate place from the oppressive heat.  With each awkward step, she kicked up a puff of dry dust that stuck to everything it touched.  She was only halfway to the river and was covered in a thin layer of grit.            

This must be what hell feels like.


She was hot, miserable, and tired.  Her anger bubbled up again as she trudged along, remembering the circumstances that landed her here.  

“Natasha, are you mad?” she had yelled, her frustration getting the better of her.  “You had the choice of any route in the entire kingdom and you choose the southern again.  What could you have possibly been thinking?”

As a big woman, Mirabelle hated being hot and had been looking forward to relaxing in the northern summer’s coolness again.  Natasha’s choice completely baffled her.    

“I don’t have to justify my decisions to you,” Natasha replied, frowning at Mirabelle’s outburst.  “But I will tell you that I prefer the receptions and genteel treatment we receive from the southerners.  They appreciate us more than the others.”

Natasha’s explanation infuriated Mirabelle.  The thoughts of what her life would be like for the next few years stoked the fires of her anger.  

“Genteel treatment?  That may be well and good to comfort your soul, but it won’t fill our bellies.  We need money and supplies to live on, not courtesies and inane platitudes.  You know the southern route is a barren wasteland of desert whose people can barely feed their own, never mind us.  The northern route has fabulous cities and is infinitely more prosperous.”

And infinitely cooler, Mirabelle thought. 

“The nobles of the northern cities are arrogant and treat our people like pariahs.  I won’t have it.  Besides, we’ll make almost as much following the southern route,” Natasha said with finality.

Mirabelle was livid, but she felt a sense of utter helplessness growing inside her.  Natasha was the head of the family and her decisions were final.

“But we’ll be stuck down there for three long, hot, miserable years!” Mirabelle cried hopelessly.

Her argument had fallen on deaf ears and now, as she predicted, they had to endure this hellhole and its scorching heat. 

Didn’t take a psychic to know this place would be pure misery.  

She continued trudging along the path, and the thought of splashing cool water over her face and neck urged her on.  She hoped to arrive early enough to have the river to herself and enjoy the pleasure of bathing naked.  Of course, the thought of anyone leering at her naked was horrifying and she would never subjugate herself to anyone’s perverse delights.  As she neared the river, she heard voices and disappointedly realized she would have to postpone her morning bliss.  

Who could be down here so early? 


Her next thought was that no one would come down here so early unless they were trying to hide something.  Titillating thoughts of secret trysts and hidden affairs quickened her pulse and she scooted behind a large tree for a voyeur’s look when she got close.  There was too much undergrowth to see clearly, so she crept forward on hands and knees for a better look.  She told herself she was not spying; she was just being careful.

The gods know who might be down here.


What she saw was a bit disappointing.  Jeda’s twins were playing in the river and having a grand time.  They were splashing water at each other with joyful glee and were both naked as the day they were born.  

As she watched the twins playing in the water, she saw an opportunity to cast a little dirt on Jeda’s pretentious swagger.  After all, the twins were not babies any longer; they were eleven years’ old on their last birthday and everyone knew the curiosities of the young begin around their age.  Even though the water play was innocent enough, with a slight twist, Mirabelle could paint a very different picture when she publicly announced to the family the scene she happened upon.  It did not matter whether anyone believed her or not, the doubt and questions would begin and continue to fester for quite some time.  Tongue wagging behind closed doors and accusing stares would repay Jeda for the grief he had caused her over the years.  She could hear the comments now:

Those children will have to be watched.


It might be best to keep them separate.


What has their father been teaching them?


She practically shivered in delight at the prospect.  She lay in the dirt watching the twins, wishing she could enjoy the cool water, but knowing this little display was well worth her discomfort.  Within moments, the twins began to make their way out of the water and Mirabelle got the second shock of the day.  She barely held in a surprised yelp.  

By the gods, they’re both girls.  


Mirabelle scraped her knees on the rough ground in her haste to scramble back out of the girls’ sight.  Her mind was frantic with the sudden implications of this discovery.  The twins were girls and both strong in the power.  They must be the ones she saw so long ago in her vision, the ones spoken of in the prophecy, the ones hunted by the covens, the ones in the posters with a reward offered for their safe return. 

The reward…


Mirabelle hurried back to the camp with an idea formulating in her mind.  If she could prove they were the twins being sought after, then she could turn them in and claim the reward.  She would be a very rich woman.  She thought furiously of the name of the noble house that had sent out the reward poster.  She could not remember the name, but did remember one of the flyers was somewhere in her wagon.  All she had to do was find it.  

Huffing and puffing back into camp, she went immediately to her wagon and began rooting around through her belongings.  Sweat rolled down her face, between her breasts and soaked her underarms, but she would not stop until she found that poster.  She was fixated on the prospect of the reward.  She would be rich and no longer dependent on the charity of her older sister, or for that matter, any of the rest of the ingrates that called themselves her family.

I’ll be able to do whatever I want and go anywhere.  


The thought of travelling to the cool, northern cities of the kingdom thrilled her.  When she finally found the flyer, she jumped for joy and her wagon shook on its wheels.  Flattening out the crumpled flyer, beads of Mirabelle’s sweat dropped onto the paper, smearing some of the writing.

Damn heat!  I nearly ruined it.


She quickly patted the paper dry, but most of the writing was unreadable.  She was not deterred and turned to her crystal.  It was nothing more than a ball of glass, but it had proven useful over the years in earning her meager living.  As the family fortune-teller, the unwashed masses came to her with their hard-earned coppers hoping for a momentary glimpse of their futures.  She would gaze into her mysterious crystal, pierce the veil into the future, and utter a few vague references about wealth, beauty, and love.  The satisfied customers would hand over their hard-earned coins and Mirabelle would pocket them, both happier for the experience.    

Today the crystal might actually do something worthwhile.  She slipped the smeared paper under the crystal to magnify the remaining words and hopefully to read enough for it to help her.  What remained of the flyer gave her hope.    

The Countess of Berkshire… reward… 10,000 gold pieces… information leading… rescue of… granddaughters… proof of life… proof of heredity… current location to local coven… safe return… conditions… reward.


It was enough for Mirabelle to formulate a plan, but she still needed a way to prove undeniably that these two girls were the twins the Berkshire countess had been looking for all these years.  While contemplating how she would come up with her proof, her eyes travelled to the crest of the Berkshire family beneath the words of the proclamation.  Normally, the crest would have been too small to see any fine details, but under the magnification of the crystal, the family crest showed intricate scrollwork of beautifully penned spirals surrounding an ornate letter “B”. Mirabelle sat up suddenly and moved her crystal over the center to get a better look at the seal.  The ornate “B” of the Berkshire Family crest was the same “B” that was on the pins that had held the twins’ blankets together when they were infants.  The twins still wore the pins when they dressed up for special occasions.  Those pins were a pointed reminder to Mirabelle of one of her little past indiscretions.    

The confrontation happened when the twins were infants.  Mirabelle had tried to steal one of the pins in the hopes of selling it.  The pins were beautifully wrought and inlaid with gold, and worth a small fortune.  She was hoping to even the score with Jeda for his humiliation of her.  Unfortunately, when she tried to take one of the pins, the twins started to scream and Jeda came running, catching her in the act.  She was adamant that the whole affair was an innocent mistake, but Jeda did not believe her.  When Natasha arrived asking about the commotion, neither had said anything.  Mirabelle always secretly believed that Jeda told Natasha later, but nothing was ever said about the incident again.  Of course, Jeda never allowed Mirabelle alone with the twins again.  

Perfect, Mirabelle thought deliciously, still studying the seal and realizing the irony.  The very pins that had caused her so much pain and embarrassment would now bring her the life she so richly deserved.  She looked out of her wagon’s small window and spied Keisha with a covered basket.  She was probably bringing Jeda something to eat while he worked at setting up the camp.  With the twins down by the river and the wagon empty, it was the perfect opportunity for her to claim her fortune.

Mirabelle stripped off her sweat-stained dress, wiped off the beads of sweat, and dressed again.  Climbing out her wagon, she hurried over to Jeda’s and, after a frantic search, finally found one of the pins under a mattress.  She snatched it up and clutched it tightly to her chest.  

I’ll be rich and finally free of everyone.


Mirabelle poked her head out of the wagon and looked around.  When she was satisfied no one had spied her rooting around in Jeda’s wagon, she slipped out and sped off toward town.  She had an appointment to make with the local witch coven; an appointment that would make her rich beyond her wildest imagination. 

***

KNOCK.  KNOCK.

Mirabelle waited impatiently at the coven’s modest house in the town of Redstone for someone to answer the door.  Redstone was not that far from where the gypsies had set up camp and Mirabelle had practically run the whole way in her excitement.  Now she stood outside the coven house, breathing heavily and sweating again, clutching her salvation in her hand.  The pin she held so tightly was the key to her proof and new life. 

The door opened.  “May I help you?” a young woman asked.

“I’m here to see your head mistress,” Mirabelle said.

The young woman stepped back.  “Please come in.  I’ll get Mistress Alana.”

Mirabelle followed the girl into a front parlor.  “Wait here.”

Mirabelle plopped down in the nearest chair, trying to catch her breath.  The room seemed sparse, hardly the setting she was expecting from a professional coven house.  In her business of scrying, the scene she presented to her customer was half the work.  Looking around this room, Mirabelle thought it looked more like a storeroom than the foyer of a powerful coven.  Mirabelle sniffed her distaste, reminding herself she was here on her own business, very important business.

The young girl came back in the parlor with another woman.  “Ma’am, this is Mistress Alana.”

Alana, a slender woman of middle years, patted the young girl on her shoulder.  “Mary, you can go now.  See if you’re needed in the kitchen.”  She turned to Mirabelle after the girl had left.  

“She is such a sweet girl, but so weak in the power.  It’s really too bad, she is so anxious to learn.”

Mirabelle struggled to her feet.  “Yes, too bad indeed, but I’m not here to discuss your inept apprentices.  I am here about the reward for the missing twin girls.”

Alana laughed lightly.  “Oh, I understand now.  So you have seen the elusive and mysterious twins of Berkshire, huh?  Do you plan to tell me where they are or perhaps what direction they might have scurried off to?  I am afraid many have come to tell that tale already, but they have all left disappointed, just as you will.  We require proof of them, not some farfetched tale you dreamed up in hopes of getting the reward.”

Mirabelle bristled under the witch’s chastisement.  “Do you think me a fool, some bumbler or errant idiot out for a quick score?  You would be wise to curb your sarcasm with me.  I too am of the power and descry the future for those that seek it.  I have not come here with wild-flung stories of a sighting but with tangible proof of their existence.”

Alana, rebuked at Mirabelle’s scathing reply, motioned to a side room.  “Perhaps we should continue this conversation in a more private setting.”

Both women were so intent on their scrutiny of each other that neither saw the young assistant Mary scurry off from her current hiding spot to rush to another peephole to spy on what would transpire next.  She positioned herself quietly to watch and listen to the women’s conversation.  

As both women entered the side room, Alana looked closely at Mirabelle’s eyes.  “Hmmm, I do see a fleck of gold in your eyes.  You are a wilding, aren’t you?  You must live and work with the gypsy troupe camped outside the city.  Show me this proof of which you speak or stop wasting my time.” 

There was no apology given by the coven witch to Mirabelle.  There had always been animosity between the two groups of witches, each believing the other to be somehow less because of their different methods of studying the power.  Coven teaching held to a very strict curriculum in its approach while the gypsies used a more natural, instinctive methodology.

Mirabelle open her hand, showing the pin she had been clutching so tightly.  Alana leaned forward for a better look and gasped slightly at the ornate casting.  “That is the Berkshire Crest.  Where did you get it?  Where are the twins?”

“All in due time,” Mirabelle replied smugly.  “First, there is a matter of the reward.  I will have it before I give them over.”

“We will have to set up an exchange, but first I must send the pin to the Countess for verification.  She will want absolute proof of the twins before she will give you any reward.  This includes their safe return to her.”

“Do you think me daft?  Give you the only proof I have of their existence?  Don’t be naïve.  You can make a pressing of the pin and send that as proof.”

“Very well, that will have to do,” Alana replied.

She turned and moved to the room doorway and called out, “Mary, please come here and bring the paper and ink for a pressing.”

***

Mary hoped the head brother would be happy at the news she brought.  She was a fully trained assassin of the guild, but had been acting as an assistant to the egotistically bloated coven witch for far longer than she had ever anticipated.  Her head brother had given her this assignment and told her to simply watch, listen, and report anything unusual to him. 

He was a hard man the other brothers called the merciless,
but he did reward success.  Mary could only hope that the news of the discovery of the Berkshire twins would interest him.  Mary also knew he had a cruel streak and did not want to get on his bad side.  He was not called Mave the Merciless for nothing.

***

It was near the end of their stay at this town and Jeda found himself waiting patiently while the girls dressed.  Today he would be going into town to buy food and supplies the family troupe would need for the trip to their next village stop.  This duty usually fell to Jeda, Natasha, and Keisha, but Keisha had begged off, complaining of both a sore back and tired feet.  No one put up any argument.  The poor girl was seven months’ pregnant and the size of a small wagon.  It was amazing how she was able to move at all carrying all the weight.  Not that Jeda ever commented on that.  At least not since that time when she first started to show and he innocently commented on how round her belly was getting.  He still couldn’t believe his sweet, little Keisha could curse and throw things that far.       

Jeda and Natasha had planned to do all the shopping themselves, but then the twins volunteered to take Keisha’s place.  After much whining and wheedling, Jeda finally agreed they could come along.  His agreement was more to shut them up than for any other reason.  He had learned quickly that there was nothing worse than getting ganged up on by a brood of females.  Jeda didn’t know when exactly his authority had been usurped, but he finally realized, as most intelligent men did, that he was not in charge and had not been in quite some time.  He simply shook his head and accepted it as fact, much as he accepted many things that had changed when he and Keisha married.      

It will allow them to see more of the world under the watchful eyes of their father, Keisha told Jeda, reminding him that his two little sweethearts were fast becoming young women.  

Jeda finally agreed that the girls needed exposure to the greater world beyond the throngs that visited the gypsies during shows.  It wouldn’t be much longer before the ruse of Kara being a young boy would no longer work.  A budding chest would undo the efforts that camouflaging her hair color and the boy clothes she wore had achieved so far.  There would be no way to hide the fact the he was a she.  What he would do when that time came?  It had been years since they had contact with anyone looking for signs of twin girls.  He knew that neither the guild nor the Black Coven had ever given up entirely.  Vigilance had kept them safe so far, but for how much longer? 

As the twins came out of the back of the wagon, Jeda noticed that Kala was complaining loudly to her sister.

“You hid it, I know you did.  Just ‘cause you don’t want to dress up doesn’t mean I don’t want to.  Give it back or I’ll tell Poppy.”

“Tell Poppy what?” Jeda asked. 

“My pin is missing and Kara won’t tell me where she put it.”

Kara shrugged.  “I didn’t take her stupid pin.  I already told her a dozen times.”

“But it’s missing.  I looked all over and it’s gone,” Kala whined, shooting Kara an angry look.  “I know you took it.”

Kara shook her head and rolled her eyes.

Jeda watched the two arguing.  A subtle feeling of impending doom traced its way up the small of his back.  He had not felt it in years, but it was not something that could be forgotten easily.  It stopped him dead in his tracks.

He glanced at both girls.  “I’m not sure that this is a good idea.  Maybe you should stay here in camp.  You can come with me another time.”

Both girls looked at him with wide, disbelieving eyes.

“Da, please,” Kara replied.  “It’s just a stupid pin.  She probably just lost it under her bed again.  You would make us stay back because of a pin?”

“Oh please, Poppy,” Kala chimed in.  “Don’t make us stay here.”  

“I don’t know.  I have a bad feeling that something is not right.”

Kala smoothed down her dress and gave her father her prettiest smile.  “Poppy, you’ve been saying the same things for years.  Be careful where you go, be careful what you wear, be careful whom you talk to, stay away from strangers.  I’m sorry I brought up the missing pin, but what could possibly happen in the city?  After all, we’re going to be with you.”

Jeda smiled inwardly at her argument.  He could not help but feel a bit of pride for her standing up for herself.  He was trying to accept that they were not little girls anymore, but it was hard not to see them as the two little babies he had raised and cared for all these years.  After a few moments of introspection, he finally convinced himself that the warning must be a manifestation of his fear of letting them go.

Probably the bond talking.



“OK, you can go.”

“Oh Poppy, Poppy, you’re the best,” Kala screamed.  She was wearing the pink hair ribbons and matching dress that Nana Natasha had sewn for her. 

Jeda smiled seeing her so happy and caught her in a bear hug as she ran leaping into his arms.

Jeda looked at Kara. She had a scowl on her pretty face.  Two identical twins couldn’t look more different then these two did at this moment. 

“Da, do I really have to wear this?” Kara asked, pulling at the new shirt Natasha had made for her.  It had a slight ruffle sewn in around the neck and shoulders.  “Do you expect me to go in public like this?”

“Now Kara, we talked about this,” Jeda gently chastised the young girl.  “You’ll have to stop acting like a boy soon enough; you won’t be able to pull it off for much longer.  That shirt is more like something a young girl would wear.  You have to start getting used to wearing clothes that young ladies wear.”  

“Yeah, you can borrow some of my clothes,” Kala interjected, smiling innocently.

“Oh great,” Kara sighed.

He did notice that Kara had added an extra piece to her ensemble.  She had made a pair of fingerless gloves with matching leather guards that rode up to her elbows.

“Kara, what’s with the gloves and guards?” he asked.  

“Well, I had to do something,” she said.  “This shirt has no sleeves.  Where else would I hide my knives?”

It was Jeda’s turn to chuckle.  Over the past few years, he had trained the girls on the secret fighting techniques of the assassin guild.  If an assassin ever tried to kidnap them when he wasn’t around, then at least they might be able to surprise their kidnapper and slip away.  They trained daily with both hand-to-hand fighting techniques and basic weapons.  They both excelled at the hand-to-hand fighting, though Kala usually bested her sister, but when Jeda introduced the twins to knives, Kara had become entranced.  She practiced long and hard after their regular sessions and, over time, she became deadly expert, nearly matching Jeda with her accuracy.  She would never part with her ‘babies,’ the name she’d given the pair of throwing knives Jeda had given her on her last birthday.  She kept them under her pillow when she slept; telling Jeda it was just in case something happened in the middle of the night.


Natasha came up to the little group with a big smile on her face.  “Are we all ready to go?”

Kala grabbed her sister’s hand.  Their previous disagreement was forgotten in an instant.  “Come on, Kara.  We’re going to town.”

Jeda and Natasha followed the girls to the wagon they would use for their trip.  The girls and Natasha got into the back.  The girls sat on one side, Natasha on the other.

Jeda climbed up on the driver’s seat, clicking the team into motion.  

I know I’m going to regret this.


The horse team pulled their wagon out of the camp.

Mirabelle rushed out from her own wagon.  “Wait, wait, I want to come with you.  I have some things I need in the city.”

Mirabelle knew an opportunity when she saw it.  Today was her scheduled appointment with Alana.  She was to go back for her answer and to possibly set up a time and place for the exchange.  She had little doubt the Countess would not refuse her, given the proof she had presented, and was shivering with anticipation at the prospect of getting rich.     

What better time than today for an exchange? she thought when she saw the twins climbing into the back of the wagon.    

She had originally planned on walking to town, but the supply trip was just too good an opportunity to pass up.  If she could get the twins to the coven witch today, then she might actually get the reward as well.  She again patted her dress pocket where she had secreted the pin, ensuring it was still safe, and moved beside the wagon to look up at Jeda.        

“Why don’t you just give me your list and I’ll get them for you,” Jeda replied, barely hiding his dislike for the woman.

“You never find the things I need,” she replied petulantly, noticing Jeda’s reluctance to take her along.  “Why don’t you ever let me ride along with you?”

Before Jeda could reply, he felt Natasha’s hand gently rest on his arm.  He looked back and saw her nod her head in approval.  Jeda rolled his eyes and looked back to Mirabelle.  “OK, climb in the back.”

“I’ll need some help getting in the back.” 

Jeda’s shoulders slumped in resignation and he climbed down off the wagon.  There were no stairs in the back of the wagon to help Mirabelle up, and with her bulk, she could not manage to get in on her own.  Jeda climbed into the bed and offered his hand to pull her up, but she could not manage the hop up.  Jeda had no choice.  He jumped down from the wagon.  He would have to boost her up using his shoulder beneath her backside.

Of course, the twins thought this whole affair was hilarious and did not quite keep their smiles and tittering to themselves.  

“Good morning, Aunt Mirabelle,” Kala said politely to the red-faced woman when she finally made it up into the wagon.

Mirabelle shot her a black look that spoke volumes.

“Sister, I am so glad you’ve come along,” Natasha spoke up in an effort to diffuse the tension.  “It will be nice to have intelligent, adult conversation to pass the time.”

The twins, chastised at Natasha’s subtle rebuke, sat back on the bench and looked down contritely.  

“Thank you, Sister,” Mirabelle replied, feeling a bit mollified.  “I look forward to enjoying your company as well.”

After Jeda made sure they were all comfortably seated, he climbed back up in the driver’s seat and started the team again. 

I’m regretting this already.




Chapter 15 – Rendezvous


 


Elizabeth entered the parlor to find Catherine pacing and waiting impatiently for her to arrive.  Catherine stopped in mid-stride and looked up with questioning eyes. 

Elizabeth launched into her answer without the usual pleasantries.  “I sent the bird with your answer.  The attendant sister at the coven will set up a time and place for the exchange.  A promissory note has already been sent to the local money lenders so they may gather the requisite amount.  It’s quite a bit of money, Catherine.”

“I care nothing for the money; it is of little consequence.  I only want my granddaughters back.  Eleven years has been too long to wait, wondering all that time if they were even alive.  I would be willing to pay twice that amount if it got them back here.  When will the exchange happen?”

“In good time, sister, but first we have to make sure that the two girls spoken of are, in fact, your granddaughters and that they are safe and sound.  We have had too many episodes in the past with false sightings, so please do not get your hopes up high until we are sure.”

Catherine began her pacing again.  “But I know it’s them this time.  I recognized the pressing of our crest your coven witch sent.  I gave those pins to Tomas years ago for the babies’ blankets.  There are no other pins like those in the entire kingdom.”

Elizabeth walked over to her sister and patted her arm gently.  “Catherine, I’m as excited as you are, but let us not lose our heads.  There is no sense in getting yourself worked up over this.  If it is truly them, then they will be with us in good time.”

The fact was that Elizabeth was probably more excited than Catherine would ever be.  Her fellow sisters had lost track of the twins years ago and she had wondered if she would ever find them again.  How ingenious of Jeda to have hidden them within a gypsy caravan all these years, constantly on the move, travelling around the kingdom in plain sight.  

Clever boy, Elizabeth thought, maybe too clever for all our good.


Elizabeth began to wonder what the twins might have learned while growing up with the gypsies.  She hoped those disgusting wilders had not permanently damaged their potential.  She would have some work ahead of her once they arrived at the family estates.  They would need to be taught the proper ways to harness their magic before they would really be of use.

“Oh Elizabeth, I can hardly wait,” Catherine said.  “Imagine the two girls finally home and safe with us where they can be raised properly.”

“All in good time, sister,” Elizabeth said introspectively.  “All in good time.”  

***

It had been two days since Mave had received the report.  At first, he dismissed the information as yet another rambling account of some lowlife trying to collect the Berkshire reward.  He had read many such reports over the years and gave them little credibility.  Then he saw the copy of the pressing his spy had secreted from the witches.  He immediately sent the news and the pressing to Constantine and received a reply back in record time.

Capture the twins and kill the witches.  Bring the twins and Brother Jeda to Constantine.  Do not fail again.     


He stared stoically at the young girl in front of him, wondering what he should do with her.  If Mave had learned nothing else during his years of exile from Constantine, it was that he could be wrong in his perception of others.  Learning that from Jeda, whom Mave held in such high contempt, had been a bitter pill to swallow.  Mave had never thought the girl would amount to anything.  She might be a trained assassin, but her skills lay in subterfuge and stealth.  She had little of the hardened skills that came from physical prowess or martial training.  In Mave’s eyes she would always be weak, but then again, she did lay this priceless gift at his feet.

After all these years, fate has finally smiled down upon me.  I will kill that traitor on sight and deal with the guild later. 


“Sister Mary,” he began.  “You have done well.”

Mary almost let out a pent-up breath at his words… almost.  

She stood in front of Mave in agonizing silence, not knowing if the news she had brought pleased him.  It was not easy working under a Brother assassin like Mave.  She had never been able to read him or understand him in all the time she had served him.  He was a stone-faced killer who was never to be underestimated.  

“I am pleased with your report,” Mave continued.  “Because of the information you gathered, the guild will finally remove a stain that has tarnished our honor for far too long.”

Mary practically beamed at the praise from her mentor.  Her stance, however, never wavered.  She stood stoically still while Mave spoke.

“For your reward, you shall lead the team that will destroy the coven.  You shall execute every witch you find, brutally and with no mercy.  It is time the coven learns what it means to kill brothers of the guild.”

Mave had never forgotten the team of assassins that had been killed by coven witches ten years ago.  It did not matter that those witches were of the Black Coven and not associated with the local coven at Constantine.  A witch was a witch and they were all better off dead.

Mary’s eyes widened at Mave’s order.  She was one of the younger assassins in the guild house and to be given the lead on a raid was a great honor.  She never batted an eye at the order to kill the witches.  “I shall not disappoint you, Brother Mave.”

“See that you don’t.  Now gather your brothers in the main hall, we have work to do.” 

Mave planned the attack with meticulous detail.  He decided to use two teams to make sure nothing could go wrong.  The first team, led by Mary, would strike at the coven and prevent any interference from the witches.  The second team, led by Mave, would attack the gypsy camp and capture the twins.  The time for action was upon them and, when he was satisfied his teams knew their roles, Mave had one final order to give.

“No one kills the traitor.  He is mine and mine alone.”  

You bastard, I finally found you.  It’s about time you pay a terrible price for landing me in this backwater hellhole.


***

It didn’t take long for Kala and Kara to resume their playful chatter.  The ride to town was short, but as they approached, the twins became more excited with the prospect of exploring the markets and shops.  While Jeda pulled the wagon into the main market area and helped the two older women down, the girls bounced out of the wagon in wide-eyed wonder.  This was their first shopping trip in the city and everything was so new and exciting.  The normal shopping agenda had Jeda picking up construction materials and other miscellaneous supplies that the camp needed, while the women bought the food stuff.  They would all meet after their shopping trips and head back to camp together.  Jeda had thought to keep the twins with him until Mirabelle offered to take them to the local coven.

“I don’t mind if they accompany me.  I have some herbs and spices I need for my viewings.  They are more than welcome and might actually learn something of my lore,” Mirabelle said.

Jeda snorted at that.  Mirabelle’s ‘talents’ lay in scalping the unwary of their hard-earned coin, not through any ability to see into the future as she claimed.  He was about to say just that when Natasha stepped between them.

“I have to go to the coven as well.  I am in need of a certain medicinal that I cannot get in this land.  Hopefully, the coven will have a supply that I can buy from them.  The girls can accompany us and help with carrying my packages.”

“Poppy, can we go with Nana Natasha?  Please, Poppy?” Kala begged.

Jeda scowled, but soon acquiesced when both girls began to wheedle him.  “OK, OK,” he waved them off.  “You can go, but you both pay strict attention to your nana.  Do not go out of her sight.  I don’t want either of you wandering off.”

“We will, Poppy, we will,” Kala replied, kissing him on the cheek and running over to hold Natasha’s hand.  Kara, a bit more subdued, nodded her head and walked behind her sister.

Mirabelle smiled graciously at the lot, delighted at how smoothly her plan was coming together.

***

It was still early when Mary arrived at the coven house.  She did not live at the coven house: that was a right reserved for those with the power.  Part of her daily routine was to arrive early and prepare breakfast for the witches that lived there.  The number of witches living there fluctuated.  The covens acted as training centers for those of the power as well as a hospice for the locals needing help and healing.  There were three fully-trained witches and an equal number of trainees living at the coven today.   

After she made sure the residents were all still sleeping, she opened the rear door and motioned her team of three brothers inside.  

Mary heard movement from the private rooms belonging to Alana and signaled for her team to hide themselves.  

Creak, creak was the sound of footfalls on the stairs.  Alana, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, made her way to the kitchen as Mary lit the fire beneath the stove.  She did not acknowledge the young woman preparing breakfast beyond giving her an order for breakfast.

“Mary, I’d like to have my eggs prepared over easy this morning.”

“Yes, Mistress Alana.”

“And I’ll have a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice as well.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Alana rested comfortably at the breakfast table, not fully awake, simply waiting for the young girl to bring her food to her.  As she heard steps approach from behind, Alana sat up in anticipation.

“Oh I am so hun…” 

The wire looped around Alana’s throat and Mary pulled hard on it, cutting cleanly through the witch’s throat.  She continued to pull on the handles of the garrote, the serrated teeth slicing easily through the muscle and cartilage.  Blood poured down the front of the woman’s sleeping clothes and she was dead before she knew what had happened.  Mary felt a perverse sense of satisfaction from killing the witch.  It made up for all of the slights and insults Alana had heaped upon her during her time at the coven.  She may have been ‘weak in the power,’ but she didn’t need any magical power to kill this arrogant bitch.  That was a skill she had mastered years ago.  

As the dead woman began to slump forward in her seat, Mary grabbed her by the shoulder and leaned her body back.  With the efficiency of a village butcher, she sliced through Alana’s chest and cut out her heart.  This was a message to the witches of the kingdom that the brotherhood would strike at the very heart of any coven to exact their revenge and retribution against any who dared attack the guild.       

Once she finished, Mary motioned for her team to come out from where they had watched her dispatch the witch. 

“Nicely done, sister,” one of the assassins said softly.

“There are five more in the house.  We must strike quickly and quietly to make sure they have no chance to defend themselves.  Go now, we must be gone before any morning customers arrive.”

The team silently moved throughout the house, completing their assignment with the same brutal efficiency that Mary had shown Alana.  In a matter of minutes, it was done.  Every witch in the house was left with their throats slit and their hearts cut out.  The team left by the rear door and headed back to the guild, leaving behind a house of carnage with a grisly message meant to strike fear in every coven throughout the kingdom.   

***

The coven house lay a few streets over from the market, and Natasha and Mirabelle decided to visit there first.  Kala and Kara bounced along enjoying the sights and sounds while the women followed, keeping a watchful eye on the girls and talking about the family.  

“Have you ever thought that you might want to do something different?” Mirabelle asked her older sister.  “I mean something that did not involve the family, but just for yourself?”

Natasha looked sideways.  Where does she come up with these questions?


“I’m very happy with what I do,” she replied.  “I thought you were as well.  Is there something else you want to do outside of the family?  Is there something you want to tell me?”

Mirabelle shook her head from side to side.  “Oh no, no, no,” she replied, a little too quickly.  “I was just thinking about the future and what it might hold for us.  I’m not sure that I want to gaze into that crystal ball for the rest of my life.”

“Mirabelle, we each have talents and we should pursue them as best we see fit.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking too, Sister.”

Natasha opened her mouth to question Mirabelle further, but the twins had reached the coven house.  They waited patiently for the two older women to catch up before going inside.  

Mirabelle reached into her pocket and clasped the pin she had secreted there.  With no pretense of knocking, she pushed open the door and stepped through, but stopped short as she entered the foyer.  “What is that distasteful smell?” she asked.

Natasha followed behind her and answered quickly.  “It is the smell of death.  Girls, stay behind me.”  She looked around the parlor for signs of anyone, but found no one there.  

The smell was becoming overpowering as they moved toward the back of the house.  The kitchen was the next room along the hall.  They entered, but the scene they saw stopped them short.  The mutilated remains of a dead woman sat sprawled in a chair by the kitchen table, waiting in death for her morning breakfast.  

Mirabelle raised her hands to her mouth in shock.  “Oh my gods,” she cried out as she recognized Alana.  “How could this have happened?  This wasn’t the plan.  No one was supposed to get hurt.”  She stepped back from the carnage and as she did, the pin she had held so tightly fell from her hand, clattering to the floor.  

As fate would have it, the pin landed right beside Kala’s foot.  Kala looked down, confusion written on her face.  Why was her pin on the floor?  She stooped and picked it up.  “Hey, this is my pin.  What were you doing with it?” she asked Mirabelle.

Natasha glared at Mirabelle and quickly surmised what her part in this crime was.  It did not take much to piece together the treachery she saw before her.  “Girls, get behind me,” Natasha quickly ordered them.  She reached out and grasped hold of her power in case the perpetrators of this heinous crime were still about.  “We must leave immediately.  Mirabelle, you have a lot of explaining to do when we are all safe.  We must find Jeda at once.”

As Natasha turned to leave, the twins stopped short and yelled simultaneously.

“Poppy!”

“Da!”

Without another word, they both dashed out of the coven house, running out the door as if a demon from hell were pursuing them.  Natasha called frantically for them to stop, but they were gone in the span of a breath, heading back in the direction of the market, back to where they had left Jeda.   

The two older women followed as quickly as they could, but soon lost sight of the twins.  As she and Mirabelle continued to run, Natasha shot her sister another deadly look.  “A lot to explain,” she said between gasps of air.

***

It was still early morning as Mary and her team made their way back to the assassin’s guild house.  She warned them not to slink about or to use the back alleys in finding their way home.  The sun was well up and she did not want the local constabulary stopping any of the team for acting strangely or suspiciously.  Nothing screamed
criminal louder than someone trying to hide or disguise himself during daylight.  Though the guild wanted the witches to get their brutal message, the team was not to be identified directly with the killings.  

“Be casual in your manner, walk nonchalantly.  Do not hide in the shadows, but get back to the guild house as soon as possible,” Mary ordered her team.

As the team entered the marketplace, Mary suddenly stopped short.  The other team members instantly became alert and watched her for any hand signals.  

“I can’t believe it,” she whispered.  Right in front of her was the traitor that her Brother Mave wanted so dearly, shopping and perusing the stalls of the marketplace.  Though he was not a specific part of her mission, she knew their brother still wanted him captured.  They would have no better chance.  The traitor was alone.  

Mary motioned her team into the nearest alleyway.  “Brother Mave does not know the traitor is here in town.  We must capture him and bring him back to the guild house.  Our brother will be very pleased with what we have accomplished, but remember, the traitor is not to be killed.”

She outlined a plan and they all moved off to execute their tasks.   

***

Jeda was searching the stalls for leather tack when he felt the familiar warning scream up his back.  It was so intense that he almost lost his composure.  Being careful not to look around, he entered the shop as if nothing was amiss.  Once inside, to the shock of the shopkeeper, he bolted out the back door and into the alleyway.  

To his surprise, he ran right into a man waiting there for him, brandishing a pair of knives.  The assassin was also caught by surprise, but reacted by swinging one of his knives at Jeda’s head.  Jeda stopped short and blocked the swing with his forearm, but the assault overbalanced him and he fell backwards.  As he went back, he kicked up, catching his attacker in the groin.  The kick struck home and the assassin crumpled to his knees.  Jeda immediately jumped up and followed through with a vicious kick to the assassin’s jaw, twisting and breaking his neck, killing him instantly.    

Looking down at his arm, Jeda first saw the blood, then felt the cut from the assassin’s attack.  Though he had blocked the blade from slicing his face, he still got a nasty cut along his upper arm.  His forearms were protected by the knife sheaths he always wore, but those stopped at his elbow.  The assassin’s blade had skirted along the leather of the sheaths until it struck flesh.  The cut was deep enough that Jeda had to stop and tie it off using his own ripped shirtsleeve.  Just as he finished, two other assassins entered the alleyway in front of him.  As they moved to intercept him, Jeda grabbed a pair of his own knives and threw them in quick succession at the two killers.  The first blade made contact with the lead assassin’s chest, but to Jeda’s surprise the assassin kept coming.  The second blade missed its mark and the two killers continued their advance on him.  

Jeda grabbed for two more blades, but felt a searing pain in his upper leg.  Looking down he saw another throwing knife sticking out of his thigh.  A quick glance behind him showed a third assassin entering the alleyway from the shop, readying another throwing knife.  He was now effectively surrounded and had to move fast or he would be dead.  

Ripping the knife from his leg, he threw it at the two in front of him and turned to the closer, newly arrived killer.  He dove forward toward the assassin’s body he had just killed and grabbed one of the dead man’s discarded blades off the ground.  Standing up, Jeda swung the blade up at the newcomer’s face and scored a cut along her cheek line.  This assassin was female, smaller than Jeda, but no less deadly.  She struck forward with a second blade of her own, but Jeda had already sidestepped out of her reach.  As he tried to move around her to put her between himself and the others, he felt a searing pain in the small of his back.  He fell to his knees feeling nothing below his waist.  He looked up as the female assassin struck him in his temple with the butt of her knife, knocking him unconscious.  

“Quickly, grab him and move to the stables behind us, but do not kill him,” Mary ordered, wiping blood from her cheek.  “I will take care of our brother here.”

The two assassins tried to lift Jeda’s limp body, but the one with the knife wound in his chest groaned and collapsed.  Though the knife had missed the man’s heart, it did tremendous damage and the effort of lifting Jeda’s body was too much for him.  Dropping Jeda to the ground, his partner went to see how badly his brother was hurt.    

“Leave him,” Mary ordered, dragging the first body behind her.  “Get the traitor into the stable first and then we’ll come back for him.”

As they entered the stables, Mary motioned to the tack room off the stable’s main floor.  The room had a door and it would offer the privacy and security she was looking for.  She had to secure the traitor and treat the wounds of her team before she would chance moving on to the guild house.   

***

Kara was the first into the alleyway and spotted the man on his hands and knees, trying to get up.  She went flying over to the man and grabbed him by his hair, jerking his head up.

“Where is he?” she whispered in deadly quiet, releasing and catching one of her babies in her free hand.  She pressed the blade directly below the assassin’s eye and turned it inward.  The edge of the blade was razor sharp and cut the man’s lower eyelid.  Even with that, the assassin looked at the youngster with deadpan eyes.  He had received much worse at the end of his brothers’ hands and neither this little one nor the one behind had anything that would scare him, or so he thought.

“Wait, you’ll kill him and he hasn’t told us where Poppy is yet,” Kala said to her sister.

So these are the infamous twins, the assassin thought, realizing they must be talking about the traitor.  He looked them both over, trying to judge how he might capture them.  The pain in his chest was growing worse by the second and he had no real hope of securing them, but if he kept them here long enough, his brothers would come back for him and could get the twins at the same time.  The loss of an eye was a small sacrifice for capturing these two.  He looked up at Kara and sneered.  “I’ll never tell you where he is.  We take care of our own.”

Kala placed her hand on Kara’s arm just as she was about to drive the blade into the assassin’s eye.  Though she didn’t care if the man lived or died, she needed him in a conscious state of mind for what she planned next.  She reached over Kara and her blade still resting on the assassin’s eye, and grabbed the man on either side of his head.  “Let me give it a try, but step out of the way,” she told her sister.  “I don’t want you to get hurt, too.”

Kala began to concentrate, letting her magic flow into the man. 

The absurdity of a fully trained assassin being held down by a young girl made the assassin chuckle.  “You can do nothing to make me talk….”  Instantly the assassin locked his jaw and he screamed at the intense, searing pain he felt in his mind.  It was as if a burning ember was lodged in the center of his head and was burning his brain from the inside out.  He tried to jerk back, but Kala had a good grip on his hair.

“Now once more,” Kala said, lessening the pressure she was exerting.  “Where’s my poppy?”

The assassin nearly broke down in tears as the burning in his head decreased, but only blood poured out from his mouth as he tried to speak.  He had bitten clean through his tongue and couldn’t talk.  He looked desperately to the left, pointing with his eyes at the stables, hoping she understood.  

“If he’s not in there, I’m coming back for you,” Kala said.

The assassin had never felt such excruciating pain in all his years of training and testing with the brotherhood.  His self-discipline was non-existent as he stared, wholly terrified, at this fiend in little girl’s clothing.  He shook his head at her, pleading with his eyes for her to believe him.  

“I believe you,” Kara said, moving back in front of the man while Kala held his hair, “but I don’t trust you.”  She took her knife and shoved it straight through the man’s eye to the hilt, piercing his brain and finally, mercifully, killing him.

“What did you do to him?” Kara asked, removing the blade from the dead man’s eye, wiping it clean on his sleeve, and sheathing it away.

“I used the spell Nana showed us for heating water.  I let the magic flow inside his head and it began to heat up everything real quick.”  

Kara shook her head and wanted to smile at her sister’s cleverness, but she was too concerned with finding their father.  “We have to find Da quickly.  I felt him get hurt, but I can hardly feel him anymore.”

The two girls ran to the stables and cautiously entered, looking and listening for any movement.  A door off to their right opened and revealed a gruesome scene to them.  There on the floor was the crumbled body of their father lying face-down in the dirt with a female hovering over him.  Another man was backing out of the door, listening to the commands from the woman.

“Go back and get our brother in the alley while I take care of this traitor.”

“No,” Kala screamed.  She rushed forward, ducking under the man’s arm, and launched herself at the woman.  The assassin in the doorway was shocked at the darting form that had just slipped under him and looked up just in time to see Kara reach toward him with outstretched arms.  It took mere seconds for Kara to unleash a tremendous windstorm that picked up the assassin and slammed him against the far wall, knocking him unconscious.  Straw, dust, and dirt went flying around the room, making it difficult to see anything.

Kala ran forward into the room, executing a perfect, flying drop-kick and struck the woman in her back.  The woman fell forward, but managed to roll forward and came up facing Kala.  

Mary was surprised that two little girls could soundly defeat her team.  This would not look good to her head brother, no matter who these youngsters were.  She used the settling dust to mask her movement and knelt down to Jeda, laying her blade against his throat before either girl could make another move.  “If either of you move forward another inch, he dies.  You may know how to fight, but you cannot reach me before I slice his throat.”

Kala took a step to her left.

“I said quit moving,” Mary screamed, not believing the little girl could have misunderstood her threat.  Of course, what she did not see was Kara as she dropped her babies into each hand and furled her brows in concentration.

“That goes for you too….”

Kara whipped the knives at Mary and used a wind spell to drive them faster than the eye could follow.  Mary was slammed onto her back.  She could hardly breathe as she looked at the two blade handles that were suddenly sprouting from her chest.  The force of the throw was so great that the blades had sunk up to the hilt and had thrown Mary backwards away from Jeda.  As Mary lay in agony, the two girls rushed their downed father.  

“Poppy, Poppy,” Kala cried.  “Please don’t die.  You can’t die.”

Kala immediately put her hands on Jeda’s back to begin the agonizing process of healing him.  Though she was strong in the power, she did not have much experience beyond the few lessons Natasha had taught her.  Kara knelt beside her sister, her fists clenched by her side.  She was helpless to aid Kala.  As strong as she was in knife-throwing, she lacked the basic skills for any type of healing. 

“Kara, help me.  You have to pull the knife out of Poppy’s back.”

“No!” came a voice from the doorway.  “Don’t touch that blade or you might kill your father.”

The girls looked up to see Natasha rushing forward to them.  She knelt beside Jeda and placed her own hands on him and began to probe his wounds. 

Jeda groaned. 

“Poppy, please don’t die,” Kala said.

“We can do this,” Natasha said, looking at Kala.  “But I’ll need your help.  Kara, you keep an eye out for any other unwelcomed guests.”

“You mean like her.”  Kara pointed at Mirabelle standing in the doorway.

Mirabelle stood in the doorway, not knowing whether to come in or to run for her life.  

Natasha gestured for Mirabelle to move to the side of the room.  “We’ll talk about your part in this later.”

Mirabelle scurried over to the nearest corner and tried to wedge herself as far into it as possible.  The whole series of events was more than she had ever imagined and threatened to completely overwhelm her already-scattered mind.  Once Natasha was confidant Mirabelle would cause no immediate harm, she turned back to Kara.      

“Kara, I need you to bind that assassin’s hands and feet.  He’s not dead and I don’t want any trouble from him when he wakes.  And please, watch the door.”

“Nana,” Kara pointed at the female assassin’s prostrate body.  “What about her?”    

“I’m afraid she will be leaving us all too soon,” Natasha replied, looking over at Mary.  “Your knives struck her heart and lung and I do not have the strength to save her and your father too.  Sometimes in life, you have to make hard choices.  She made hers and I’ve made mine.”

Kara went out into the other end of the stable and tied the unconscious assassin’s hands and feet before walking back over to Mary to retrieve her blades.  The prone woman was no longer breathing and Kara summarily removed the two blades from her chest, inspecting them as she did for any nicks or cuts along the blades’ edges, just as her father had taught her.  She began to wipe the blood and gore off each blade using Mary’s tunic while closely watching Natasha and Kala begin their healing work on her father.  She silently thanked the gods she had the easy task.

Mirabelle nearly gagged at the young girl’s callous treatment of the dead woman.  “Gods help us.”

Kara looked over at her and was amazed at how small the big woman looked cowering in the corner.  She shook her head in disgust and turned back to watch the healing.          

Natasha smiled reassuringly at Kala, who stared back wide-eyed and nervous.  “Let’s begin.  I will heal his leg while you heal his arm.”

“Shouldn’t we remove the knife and heal the back first, Nana?”

“No, that blade is in deep and looks to have cut his spinal cord.  He will need all his strength and energy to recover from that and does not need the other wounds as distractions.”

In short course, the two other wounds were closed and healed.  Jeda would have two more scars to talk about around the campfire.

“Now, we remove the blade.  When I tell you, you will gently and slowly pull the blade back.  As you pull on the blade, I want you to heal the surrounding muscle and tissue.  I will be repairing the nerves as you remove the knife.  You must go slowly so I can correctly heal all the nerves that have been cut.  One wrong move and he will never walk again.”

Kala’s eyes watered at Natasha’s warning.

“It will be fine, Kala.  I only want you to understand the severity of the situation and do everything exactly as I tell you.”

Kara stood in the doorway, in rapt attention, watching what they were doing, occasionally shooting Mirabelle a black look that spoke volumes.  

“Are you ready?” 

“Yes Nana, I’m ready.”

Natasha spent a moment repositioning herself beside Jeda’s back and laid her hands above and below the wound.

“Now, you lay one hand beside the knife to heal the muscles while you pull the knife out very slowly with the other.  I will be following you from the inside healing the nerves that have been damaged as you remove the blade.”

The next minutes went by agonizingly slowly and with the eerie quiet of a graveyard while the two worked on Jeda.  Kala removed the blade inch by inch and healed the muscles and skin where it had pierced Jeda’s back until the knife was out.  Natasha continued to concentrate.  Finally, after what seemed like hours, she sat back and smiled.

“That should do it,” Natasha said, looking at Kala.  “You did your part very well.  Your father will be proud.”

“Will he be able to move?  Will he walk again?”

“I believe so,” Natasha smiled wearily.  “I managed to heal all the damage I found.  Now we wait to see if there was something I missed.”



Chapter 16 – Reunion


 

The camp was unusually quiet for the time of day.  It was late afternoon and the atmosphere of carnival was missing, along with the displays and decorations the troupe used for the entertainment and delight of their customers.  What little remained of the show was being packed and stored safely away for the trip to the next stop along the gypsy’s route.  The troupe would leave as they had arrived, in the dead of the night.  Popping up mysteriously and leaving in this manner added to the mystique and reputation that delighted the townsfolk they entertained.  Of course, the adults of the community knew when and how the gypsies left, but the mystery remained alive for their wide-eyed children.

Mave surveyed the gypsy camp from its perimeter, wondering where the traitor might be hiding.  He had already reconnoitered the camp in the off-chance he could spot Jeda and the twins.  That would have made his plans for abducting them so much easier.  Unfortunately, neither Jeda nor the twins were to be seen, so Mave had no choice but to enter the camp disguised as a merchant.  As he and his two men strode into camp, they were met by one of the men packing the last of the pavilions away.

“I’m afraid there is no entertainment today, good sirs,” the gypsy said, smiling at the men.  “We’re near-packed and ready to journey along the road to new adventures.  We should visit your fair town again near the end of harvest, if you can wait that long.  If not, then you can always travel to the next stop along our path.”

“Ah, our visit is not for entertainment,” Mave replied.  “We are here for business today.”

Mave motioned to the two men behind him.  They stepped forward and opened two leather cases displaying rows of matching knives.  They were beautifully wrought with exquisite detail in the handles.  The gypsy’s eyes widened when he saw the display.  The knives in the cases were of the finest quality.

“We’ve come in hopes of selling these to your blade handlers.  I’ve heard they use them quite extensively during your shows,” Mave continued, knowing this ruse would at least get him inside the camp.  

“You’ve heard correct, sir, but you’ll want to talk with our Master of Knives.  His name is Jeda.”  The gypsy pointed.  “That is his family wagon over there.  I am not sure exactly where he might be, but his lovely wife should be able to help you.  Come, I will take you there.”

Master of Knives and husband?  So the traitor has done well for himself, Mave inwardly chuckled, but still playing with knives.

“Thank you; you are most kind.”  Mave gave a slight nod to the gypsy and the men behind him closed the cases. 

Mave’s plan was simple but effective.  Any abduction in broad daylight called for boldness and stealth.  Mave and his men planned to move quickly to subdue the twins and Jeda with blow darts covered with a tincture of extract from the herb called Darkshade.  It would render them all unconscious in seconds and each would be wrapped in a large burlap bag the assassins carried.  The bags would then be carried by Mave and his men as if carrying sacks of grain.  It was a simple plan, but a most effective one, just as he preferred.

As they walked behind the gypsy, Mave and his men surveyed the camp.  Everyone seemed busy with packing and very few paid any attention to the small group walking toward Jeda’s wagon.  He did spot one guard in the rear of the camp, but little else that would put his plan in jeopardy.  Mave thought if Jeda was not in the camp, then he would have to be satisfied with capturing the twins first.  This prospect did not readily concern him because he knew that Jeda would follow in some misguided, parental attempt at rescuing them and Mave would capture him at that time.  

The gypsy walked up to the wagon and knocked on the closed door.  It was eventually opened by a sleepy woman, large with child.

This gets better and better, Mave thought, seeing the pregnant woman. 

“Sorry, Ms. Keisha, I wouldn’t normally disturb you, but I saw Jeda and the twins heading off in the supply wagon earlier.  These men have some very nice knives for sale and I thought you might want to take a look at them on his behalf.  It would be a shame to pass up such an opportunity as this.”

“That’s all right, Mathew.  It was time I was getting up in any case,” Keisha said.  She smiled politely at the group of men.  “I’m sorry, but my husband is on a trip to town, but I would be happy to look at your wares.”  She reached for the railing on the steep staircase attached to the wagon.  “Just give me a moment to come down.”

Mave was adjusting his plans with each bit of information he learned.  With all three of his targets gone, his kidnapping plans went up in smoke.  He looked furtively around the camp to find anything that might salvage this mission.  He mentally ticked off everything he had learned since arriving.  Jeda was the Master Knife of this gypsy troupe, but he wasn’t here.  The twins also lived with the gypsies, but they had gone along with Jeda.  Security for the camp was low right now and if he was going to do anything, it had to be now.  That’s when he noticed the key to his success standing right in front of him.  

If the traitor is not here now, then I will force him to come to me later.  


 “That’s quite all right, Madam,” Mave replied stepping onto the bottom stair.  “There is no need for you to strain yourself coming down.  We can show you our merchandise from here.”  He palmed one of the darts he was carrying and took one of the blades from the first leather case.

Keisha eased back from the stairs as Mave handed her the knife to inspect.  As she took the knife, Mave pressed the dart into the palm of her hand.  She instantly pulled her hand back, but the dart had done its harm.  “Oh my,” she said as she began to slump back into the wagon.

“Quickly man,” Mave said, motioning to Mathew.  “Help the poor woman.  She looks faint from her exertion.”

Mathew sprinted up the wagon stairs and barely felt the pinprick of the dart as he passed Mave’s man.  He was falling unconscious before he reached the top stair.  Mave’s men followed Mathew up the stairs, picking both him and Keisha up, and carried them farther into the wagon.  Mave followed, but not before taking a look around to ensure no one had noticed the exchange.  Seeing they were in the clear, Mave shut the wagon door and turned to look at his prize.

“Kill the gypsy and wrap the woman in one of the bags.  We will take her to lure the traitor and capture him away from this camp.”  He reached into his tunic and pulled out a black, assassin’s head mask.  It was designed to cover the entire head, leaving only openings for the eyes and mouth.  Though the masks were used for camouflage at night, Mave had a better use for it now.  

Mave’s mask was unique.  It bore the mark of the Constantine Guild, where he originally earned it, and would point like an arrow to where Mave was taking Keisha.  Leaving the mask was more of a challenge than a clue, but Jeda would understand and follow him to Constantine.  Whether he brought the twins with him or not did not matter.  Jeda was always the biggest obstacle to capturing the twins and when Mave sprung his trap they would be unprotected and easy game.

It was easy work to sneak out of the camp with their bundle.  Both of Mave’s men had to carry Keisha to their waiting wagon because of her swollen belly, but in short time they were on the road heading to Constantine.  Mave sat in the back of the wagon with the unconscious woman, constantly scanning the road for any signs of pursuit.

It won’t be long now until I finally have you in my grasp.  You have been a thorn in my side for far too long.  The Masters said to bring you to Constantine, but they didn’t say in what condition.


***


Jeda became aware of the twins’ voices well before he could understand the words they were saying.

What are they chattering about?


He took him another moment to piece together the attack and the twins’ voices.  In a fit of near-hysteria, he fought his way up from the black unconsciousness trying to hold him down and sat up in the tack room of the stables, ready for action.  His first sight was the girls kneeling beside him.  They stared at him in surprise.

“Poppy,” Kala cried, wrapping her arms around his neck.

Jeda surveyed the room, seeing the prostrate bodies of the assassins, Natasha, Mirabelle, and the girls.  With just one of the assassins tied up, he assumed the rest were dead.  After quickly assessing their situation, he relaxed enough to smile at the crying girl attached to his neck.  “I’m fine, Kala, unless you continue to choke me to death.”

The young girl released her hold and sat back on her knees.

“What happened after the alley?” he asked the group.

“We found another assassin there, but he couldn’t move because he was hurt.  We questioned him and he told us where you were,” Kala said lightly.

“Wait,” Jeda interrupted.  “A trained assassin just up and told you where the others had taken me?”

“Well, I did have to convince him a little, but Kara is the one who killed him, not me.”

“You cooked his brain first,” Kara shot back at her sister.

Jeda interrupted the two again as they started arguing about who did what to whom.  He wouldn’t get anything out of them with them squabbling like this.

“OK.  We can discuss all that later.  Are there any more assassins in the area and did any of them get away?”

Natasha spoke up next.  “These three are the only ones we discovered here.  There is one dead in the alley, as the girls said, but there is no sign of any others.”

Jeda looked over at the tied-up assassin.  He was awake and staring back with hate-filled eyes.

“Natasha, please take everyone outside for a few moments.  I have something to discuss with this one.”

“Poppy, I can make him talk,” Kala volunteered.

Jeda looked at his little girl and realized she was right.  If whatever she did to the other worked again, then it would save a lot of time and effort.  It would take Jeda far too long to break this man and there was no guarantee that he would succeed before killing him.  “All right, you can stay.”

“Jeda, we should all stay,” Natasha said.  “If these animals have found you, then we need to understand what kind of danger we face.”

“I’ll wait outside,” Mirabelle piped up.

“You stay put,” Natasha commanded.  “You will see firsthand what your selfishness has caused.”

Jeda looked at Mirabelle for a second, wondering what part she had played in all of this, but decided that line of questioning could wait.  He gingerly stood up, wincing at the pain he felt in his lower back.

“Your back may hurt for a while,” Natasha said cautiously.  “You should try and rest for a bit.”

“Once I know we are safe, then I will rest, but first things first,” Jeda replied walking over to the prone assassin.  “Girls, help me sit him up so I can talk to him.”

Once the assassin was upright, Jeda squatted down in front of him.  “I know what you are capable of enduring.  I know because I was once one of you.”

“You were never a true brother,” the man spat back.  “You are nothing but a traitor.”

“OK, I can see how this will play out.  You will resist and be very brave about it, but in the end, you will tell me what I want to know.  You heard what my girls said.  Your brother in the alley talked quickly enough.”

“Do your worst, traitor.  Neither you nor any of these loathsome witches will get anything from me.”

Jeda sighed outwardly and motioned for Kala to begin.  It took her about 20 seconds before the hardened assassin began to scream hysterically.  Sweat and tears streamed down the man’s face as Jeda spoke again.

“OK, let’s try this again.  How did you know where to find me?”

The assassin looked wild-eyed at the sweet, little girl kneeling to his right before turning his gaze to Mirabelle.  “It was her.  She was the one who told the witches at the coven where you were hiding.”

Jeda looked disgustedly at Mirabelle cowering in the corner.  “It was the reward money, wasn’t it?”

Something finally snapped in Mirabelle’s mind at the accusation and she stared back at him with a look of righteous insanity.  “You brought this on yourself,” she screamed.  “You and those evil girls you try to hide from everyone.  Oh yes, I know they are both girls and they are the ones spoken of in the prophecy.”

Mirabelle turned toward her sister.  “And you, I told you I saw them in my vision years ago with the cloud of death hanging over them.  You wouldn’t listen to me.  Don’t blame me for this death and destruction, I warned you.  I could have left with that reward money, gone someplace far from here, someplace cool, someplace where they would appreciate me.”

Jeda turned back to the assassin while Mirabelle continued her insane ranting.  “How did the guild find out what the witches knew?”

The assassin quickly answered before Kala touched him again.  “Mary was placed in the coven by our head brother to spy on the witches.  She had some small skill with the power and was readily accepted into the coven as an assistant.  Once she told our head brother what she had overheard about you and the twins, he devised a plan for capturing you.”

“Hmm,” Jeda said reflecting on what the assassin said, “too bad for you that you failed.”

“But we did not fail.  Our team was sent to eliminate the witches at the coven so they would not interfere with the other team.”

Jeda felt the familiar warning creep up his back.  “Where is this other team now?”

“They went to the gypsy camp to find you and the twins.”

Jeda’s sixth sense screamed at him.  “What is your head brother’s name?”

“Brother Mave.”

Jeda jumped up and ran for the door, but Natasha stepped in front of him.  With a tremendous effort, Jeda stopped himself from throwing her out of his way.

“Jeda, stop.  You could be running headlong into a trap.”

“You don’t understand.  This man Mave is a cold-blooded killer.  When he finds we are not in the camp, there is no telling what he will do.”

“The camp is well protected and he would be foolish to go against so many.”

“You’re right, he won’t go against the entire camp, but he will only need to target one to get what he wants.”

Natasha paled.  “Keisha.” 

“Yes, Keisha.  He will use her to get to me.  We must hurry now.”  Jeda motioned for the girls to follow him. 

Kala hesitated, looking at the assassin.  “But Poppy, what about him?”

“Leave him.  He won’t bother us any longer.”

As Natasha followed Jeda out the door, Kala placed her hand against the assassin’s head for a moment of intense concentration before standing up.  The assassin’s eyes rolled back in his head and he slumped over.  Kara watched her sister and looked at her questioningly.

“What?” Kala asked looking at her sister.  “I didn’t kill him.”

“Yeah, but you did cook his brain.”

“So?  At least he won’t be bothering us like Poppy said.”

Neither Natasha nor Jeda saw what Kala did, only Mirabelle.  She quickly scrambled out of the door in pursuit of Natasha, fearfully looking back as the twins followed her out of the stable.

***

Jeda drove the horses and wagon back to camp at breakneck speed.  As they came swerving into the camp, they were quickly met by a few of the men, alarmed at the speed of the wagon and the dust it kicked up by stopping so suddenly.  

“Is something amiss?” one of the men called out to Jeda and Natasha.

“Has anything happened since we left?  Any problems?  Any visitors?” Jeda asked.

“There’s been no problem that I know of,” the first man answered.  “Mathew escorted a group of peddlers to see Keisha earlier, but I haven’t seen any of them for a while.  I thought they must have left already.”

“Yeah, I thought they left too, but I haven’t seen Matt around either,” the second man answered, scratching his head.

Jeda jumped down and raced to his own wagon.  He heart thundered in his chest, fearful of what he might find.  He ran up the steps and nearly ripped the door off its hinges getting it open.  Inside his worst nightmares were realized.  On the floor was the dead body of Mathew lying in a pool of congealing blood, throat cleanly cut.  Above the dead man’s body hung an assassin’s mask, the symbol of the Constantine guild standing out in stark contrast above the empty eye slits.  

Jeda’s bent over and picked up the small dart lying conspicuously on the floor.  He brought it up to his nose and smelled the telltale trace of Darkshade.  It was all Jeda needed to see to know what had happened.  Mave purposely left both clues to let him know that his wife was still alive and he would find her at the guild house in Constantine.  

Natasha followed Jeda into the wagon and surveyed the grisly scene.  She turned to the men following and told them to sound the alarm throughout camp and search for any intruders.  “If you find anyone, do not approach them alone,” she instructed the men.  “Call for help.  You two come in here and help with poor Mathew’s body.”

“They won’t find anything,” Jeda told her, stepping aside to let the men remove Mathew.  “They are already gone and they have Keisha.  Mave left his mask for me to find so I would know where to find them.  They have taken her to the guild house at Constantine.”

“Why would they do that?” Natasha asked, tears streaming down her face.

“So I would follow.”

“When do we leave?” 

“We are not going anywhere.  It is too dangerous for anyone else to come with me and I will not have the time or luxury to look after anyone else.  I will need to confront Mave alone and with no distractions.”

“Oh?  What about the rest of his men?  What will you do about them while you confront this creature Mave?”

“I’ll figure something out.”

“No you won’t.  You’ll just get yourself killed along with my daughter and unborn grandson.”

That stopped Jeda as he finally heard what Natasha said.  “Grandson?  The baby is a boy?  How do you know that?”

“Foolish man, how can you be so powerful and yet so blind?  If you ever realize your true potential then these things will be as obvious to you as they are to me.  For that reason alone, I am coming with you.”

“So are we,” chimed in a pair of voices from the wagon’s door.

Jeda looked at the girls staring at him defiantly.

“Da, before you start, it won’t matter what you say.  If you don’t let us come with you, then we will just follow you by ourselves.  We have already come too close to losing you and we won’t let it happen again.  You need us just like we need you.”

“The danger is too great,” Jeda replied softly, knowing it did not matter what he said.  He knew his girls well enough to know that they would do whatever they thought was best.  If that meant they would storm an impenetrable fortress guarded by the most ruthless killer in the kingdom, then that is exactly what they would do.  He shivered at the thought of what they would be like when they were fully grown.

“Poppy, Keisha is our mother, too,” Kala said with finality.

Jeda nodded.  “Get ready then.  We leave immediately.”

***

Mirabelle watched from the window of her wagon as the four rode off.  Thankfully, she had been forgotten with the discovery of poor Matt and the kidnapping of Keisha.  Once the four of them were out of sight, she enlisted the help of a few of the men to get her team of horses hitched to her wagon.  Natasha had given strict orders for everyone in the troupe to continue to their next stop and set up the show, but Mirabelle had no intention of staying another moment with this cursed family.  She told the man that Natasha had left in charge that she was following Natasha to lend her whatever assistance she could.  After all, that was what sisters were for.  Whether anyone believed her or not, no one attempted to dissuade her from leaving.  Neither did anyone comment when she turned her team along the east road instead of following the north road that Jeda and the others took.  

The feelings of being cursed went both ways.



Chapter 17 – The Long Road Home


 


Mave found the clearing he was looking for about halfway between the towns of Redstone and Faypond.  It was a perfect spot for what he planned.  The road curved sharply around the clearing, and the opposite side of the road was bordered by rough scrub and tall brush.  He directed his men to drive the wagon into the clearing and tip it over.  It looked like the wagon had careened out of control and tipped over trying to take the bend at top speed.  Jeda would recognize the setup for the ambush it was, but Mave knew it wouldn’t matter because his pregnant wife was still in the wagon.  Letting the tailgate of the wagon fall open, Mave took a few steps back to make sure anyone approaching from Redstone would have a clear view of the helpless, unconscious woman lying inside.    

Satisfied with the view, Mave had one more piece of his trap to set up.  “Take the oil lamps and pour them out over the wagon.  Make sure there is an ample pool of oil beside the traitor’s bitch in the back.  Keep your flints and fire arrows ready, but do not fire them unless I signal you or I am somehow killed.”

When that was accomplished, he motioned for his two men to hide in the bushes across the road while he moved off into the clearing.  If Jeda was foolish enough to bring the twins, then his men would grab them while Mave took care of the traitor.  If Jeda was smart and left the twins behind, then Mave would capture him first, before making the short trip back to the gypsy camp to collect the twins.  He almost hoped that Jeda had left them back there because it would give him a reason to return and kill a few of the gypsies while grabbing the girls.  Those lowlifes had played a large part in hiding Jeda and the girls and they would pay too.  If that turned out to be the case, then Mave planned on making a captured Jeda watch the entire massacre. 

Once he had the twins and Jeda secured, he planned to move immediately to the next village: Faypond.  It was an insignificant town, but it was located beside a large lake with a river leading to the ocean.  There was also a fast ship anchored there waiting for Mave to arrive.  Travelling by ship from Faypond to Constantine would be much faster than any of the overland routes.  

Crouching in front of the wagon, Mave smiled.

I will finally have that bastard who has destroyed my life. 


***

Jeda was pushing the horses hard, far harder than he would have under any other circumstances.  Mave was headed to Faypond and there were at least three different routes from there to Constantine.  If he did not catch Mave before Faypond, then he would lose the trail and be forced to meet Mave in Constantine on his terms.  But if Jeda pushed the horses hard enough, he might just get lucky and catch the cold-blooded assassin on the road.  While all these thoughts swirled around in his mind, he spotted a wagon on its side in a clearing by the road.  He pulled his horse up short and motioned for the others to stop.

Natasha came up beside Jeda.  “It looks as if that wagon rolled over while trying to make that turn.  I can barely make out someone in the back of the wagon.”

“I know.  I see someone as well.  This is a trap, though, and Mave is waiting for me somewhere up there.”

“We have to see if that is Keisha,” Natasha said earnestly.  “She may be hurt.” 

“I know that too, but we don’t know how many men Mave has with him.  Rushing forward blindly to get ourselves killed will not help her.  You and the girls stay back while I go see what’s happened.”

Reluctantly, Natasha and the girls did what Jeda asked.  They watched him slowly approach the wagon, scouting the clearing and brush for any signs of the assassins.  He reached the wagon without incident and rode completely around the wagon before dismounting at its rear.  One quick look in the back let him know the body in the back was Keisha.  He signaled for Natasha and the girls to come forward as he checked to see if his pregnant wife was still alive.

“I think the bitch is still alive,” a familiar voice called from the clearing.  “But truthfully, I didn’t bother to check after I dumped the wagon.”

Jeda looked up from the wagon to see Mave stepping out of a deep depression into the clearing.  Jeda had easily missed him when he rode by.

“Didn’t smell me this time, did you?” Mave sneered contemptuously.

“I didn’t have to.  This has your mark all over it; the mark of a coward.”

Mave laughed.  “Is that the best you can do?  Take a good smell, traitor, and then tell your little witch girls to back off.”

Jeda inhaled deeply and then saw the oil pooled in the wagon.  It was a firebomb ready to explode in flames.  He frantically waved for Natasha and the girls to stop.  They stopped, but couldn’t hear what the assassin was saying to Jeda.

***

The cool breeze that Mirabelle had always wished for had finally arrived, swirling down from the north. 

“You smell something funny?” Kara asked the others.

“No, I don’t smell anything,” Kala replied.  

Natasha did not answer, but simply shook her head no.  She was too busy trying to spy inside the wagon to see how Keisha was doing to notice anything else.

“I smell oil,” Kara declared.

Natasha looked up and sniffed the air. “Oh no, you’re right and it’s coming from the direction of the wagon.  It’s probably dosed in lamp oil.  That’s why we can smell it so far off.  That’s how that bastard is controlling Jeda.  He has men hidden somewhere ready to burn the wagon at his signal.”

Kala looked at Natasha.  “Nana, he wants Poppy and us.  If we give ourselves up, maybe he will let you and Mama go.”

“No, he won’t.  I know men like him, sadistic and evil, filled with hate for all that is good in this world.  That man will just kill us and force you both to watch.  We must get him before he gets us.  Kara, I want you to prepare your strongest wind spell and be prepared to blow out any fire that comes near that wagon.  I am going to blast that devil back to the hell he came from.”

Natasha kicked her horse forward.

***

Mave looked down the road when Natasha started forward.

“I told you to control your witches,” he told Jeda through clenched teeth.  “Now you can watch while your precious wife burns to ashes.”

“Wait, that woman is not a witch,” Jeda said quickly.  “She is her mother.  Don’t give any signal and I will come with you peacefully.” 

“Fine, but everyone off their horses.”

“Natasha, dismount before you approach.  Tell the girls to dismount as well,” Jeda yelled.

She nodded and dismounted.  She signaled back toward the girls and they dismounted as well. 

Mave watched the woman carefully in case she was a witch.  He looked for any signs of hand-waving or concentration or anything else those damn witches did when throwing their spells and blasts.  But the woman kept her hands to her side and looked only at her daughter in the back of the wagon.  He never had any intention of releasing Jeda’s wife or anyone else involved, including this pathetic excuse of a mother.  He could wait a few more moments for her to get close before giving the signal to burn it down.     

“Very well, let her attend to her daughter,” Mave replied.  “But keep the other two away.”  

When Natasha neared the wagon, he signaled to his men to shoot the flame arrows.  Jeda looked around in horror as two flaming arrows arched from behind a covering of bushes heading directly for the oil-soaked wagon.  

Mave jumped to cut Jeda down at the distraction.  He had no intention of killing him, but to cut him badly enough that he would wish he were dead.  It was a calculating error on Mave’s part to discount the speed and strength of the wildings of magic, especially the wise women of the great gypsy families.  

With no preparation or thought, Natasha pointed at Mave and shot a blast of elemental fire at him that threw him back over twenty feet.  She then turned to meet the flaming arrows, but Kara had already blown them both out of the sky with a wind spell.  What she didn’t see was the stone as it came streaking out of the bush.  The stone hit Natasha squarely in the head and she fell to her knees, stunned.

“Nana,” both girls screamed.  They came rushing forward to help her.  

Jeda was about to move to her when he heard the cursing.

“Damn witches, I’ll kill them all.”  Mave stood up and removed the remains of two sets of chest armor.  Learning from his previous experience with the old village witch, whenever there was any chance of fighting witches, he always wore two sets of armor.  He may have been evil incarnate, but he was not stupid. 

Jeda stood ready to meet his old nemesis.

The girls reached Natasha.  “Check Keisha,” she begged. 

Kala got to her first and yelled back.  “She’s alive, Nana.”

“Get her out of that wagon,” Natasha instructed the girls.  She struggled to her feet as the other two assassins showed themselves.  One had notched another fire arrow but held back from firing it.  Natasha quickly surmised that the chance of the twins being injured was too great for him to fire the wagon.  

“Do not leave her, girls,” Natasha yelled over her shoulder.  She stood to meet the oncoming assassins.  In her weakened state, the blast she threw at the two assassins missed one entirely, but succeeded in knocking the other down.  Unfortunately, the one she knocked down held the fire arrow.  It dropped into the dried bushes and quickly roared out of control.  The fire spread quickly.

“Help me, Kara.  We must get Mama out of the wagon,” Kala said.  The two girls each grabbed one of Keisha’s arms and dragged her out of the wagon and away from the flames.

Jeda glanced around.  They were in dire states.  He was about to lock blades with Mave, a weakened Natasha was facing two assassins alone, and the girls were dragging Keisha down the road away from the fire.

Damn, this couldn’t be any worse.        


Kara finally stood after dragging Keisha out of danger.  She saw that her nana would need help before her father.  The two assassins were quickly surrounding Natasha, one with drawn knives and the other with a swirling sling filled with deadly shot.  As she ran to help Natasha, she saw Mave and Jeda began to fight.  Concentrating as she ran forward, she let her babies fall into her hands.  As she closed the distance to them, she threw her blades with a burst of air at the assassin with the knives.  With a satisfying thud, both blades struck his chest, and though he wore armor, the air spell gave the knives enough power to penetrate straight through.  He dropped like a stone with a look of shock on his face. 

The deadly dance between Jeda and Mave began.  Jeda rushed Mave head-on with knives against his blades and, though he fought furiously, Jeda was again outmatched.  The blades were just too much of an advantage over knives.  Mave cut Jeda across his right arm and swung his blade for a head shot.  Jeda met the downward cut with the knife in his left hand, but the strength in his left arm could not completely block the swing.  The blow drove Jeda to his knees. 

Mave shifted his blade to skirt the knife-edge and the blade cut deeply into Jeda’s shoulder.  He cried out from the pain of the wound and, with both arms incapacitated, looked up into the hate-filled eyes of his former teacher.  

“Finally, I have you right where I want you,” Mave said, staring intensely at Jeda kneeling before him.  “The masters wanted me to bring you back alive, but this is too good an opportunity to pass up.”  As Mave lifted his sword to deliver the death-blow, an intense blast of wind hit him from the side, knocking him off his feet.  He looked up to see Kara preparing to hit him with another blast.

“You leave him alone,” she snarled, releasing another wind spell.  The intensity of the spell was so strong that it smashed Mave flat on the dirt.  It was like solid stone was pummeling him instead of air.  

Kara’s eyes narrowed and the pretty girl’s face became a mask of hatred as she watched Mave try to crawl away from her devastating attack.  She was concentrating on blasting him again when the second assassin let go with his own missile, targeting Kara instead of Natasha.  The stone glanced off Kara’s head and she crumpled to the ground.

Natasha cried out when she saw Kara fall.  She whirled on the man responsible.  With a power she did not recognize as her own, she flung an elemental blast at the assassin that practically blew him in half.  No armor, single- or double-layered, could have saved him from that blast.  

Mave saw the gypsy’s attack and knew he was grossly over-matched.  As he began to look for a way out, the fire finally reached the wagon and it blew up like a raging inferno.  The blast knocked Natasha off her feet and Mave saw his chance to escape.  He spotted Kara’s unconscious body near Jeda and ran to scoop her up.  As he picked her up, Jeda tried feebly to stop him, but Mave kicked him contemptuously in the face and continued running.  

Kala screamed at Natasha when she saw Mave grab her sister, but the flaming wagon blocked her view.  Natasha ran around the wagon to see Mave run into a copse of trees further along the road.  In a mere moment, a horse burst from the trees carrying both Mave and the unconscious Kara away from the group.  In no time at all, they were both out of sight.         

Kala came running up and knelt down to assess the damage to her father.  

“Poppy,” she cried.  “Don’t try to move.  I’ll fix you.  I’ll fix you real good.” 

When she pulled back his leather jerkin, she saw the bones of his shoulder pushing through the wound and blood rushing out.  She immediately shoved both her hands into the gaping wound and concentrated so intently that her eyes rolled back into her head.  She nearly collapsed from her sudden outpouring of strength, but she was able to slow the rush of blood.  Without her immediate help, Jeda would have bled out in minutes.    

Natasha saw Kala swaying above Jeda’s prone body and raced over to the young girl.  The wise woman added her strength to Kala’s and they both began the battle to save Jeda’s life once again.  The two healers concentrated their efforts on the terrible injury.  After a few moments, the magic of their healing began to knit the muscle and tissues back together.  Jeda’s back arched in agony, but he never lost consciousness.  When the two healers finally finished, Jeda struggled to his knees.

“You need to stay down before you fall and re-injure yourself,” Natasha warned.  “Your body cannot keep sustaining these devastating injuries.  One of these times, we will not be able to heal you.”

Jeda was panting with the exertion to stand.  “But you did heal me again this time, right?” 

“For the most part, yes, but the injury to your right shoulder was great and I’m afraid you may never have full use of your right arm again.  We have done the best we could, but you have also lost a lot of blood and will be weak for days.”

Jeda ignored her warning and climbed to his feet.  He stood swaying like a drunken sot, but slowly moved to the far side of the burning wagon and looked down the road where Mave had taken Kara.  The two assassins from Mave’s team were dead on the road, one with Kara’s knives still sticking out of his chest and the other looking like a broken child’s toy, his body bent at awkward angles.

“He will take her to the guild house,” Jeda said, walking up the road with Natasha and Kala helping to support him as he went to check on Keisha.

“Poppy,” Kala sobbed.  “Please get Kara back.  Please, Poppy, please.”

“I will, little one, I will,” Jeda said, stroking his daughter’s hair.

Jeda knelt beside Keisha and checked her breathing and her heart, finding them both sound.  He looked up questioningly at Natasha as she put her hands on her daughter’s head.  After a few moments, she sat back and stared helplessly.

“There’s nothing wrong with her body, but I cannot find her spirit.  I can’t find her spark.”

“The baby…?” Jeda asked.

“The baby seems healthy and has a strong life spark, but I cannot find Keisha’s.”

“Nana let me help you,” Kala offered bravely, wiping at her tear-streaked face.  “I still have strength left.”  

“Child, you don’t understand,” Natasha replied, still shocked from her discovery.  “There is nothing to heal.  It is her life spark, the very essence of who she is.  It is missing and I don’t know how to fix this.  I have never seen such a thing before.”

“I know who can help,” Jeda said.  “She’s a witch who lives in a village on the way to Constantine.  We will take Keisha to her.  She’ll know what to do.”

“Who is this woman you are talking about?” Natasha asked skeptically.

“Her name is Gelda and she is the most powerful healer in all of the covens.”

***

The ship slipped its berth in Faypond as soon as Mave climbed aboard.  He had ridden the horse hard in his effort to get to the town quickly.  When they had finally entered the small town, the poor animal keeled over dead.  He left the animal lying in the streets and made his way to the docks carrying the unconscious girl, signaling to the waiting captain to make sail immediately.  He did not want to take any chance that the witches or the gypsies would somehow catch him before he delivered the girl to the Masters.  

The captain had been at dock in Faypond for days waiting for Mave to arrive.  The guild had paid him well and he had his ship ready to cast off at a moment’s notice.  No one aboard blinked an eye as Mave carried the young girl into the hold and secured her below.  A slight prick from one of the Darkshade darts would keep the little witch out until they finally docked.  As the ship rounded the cove and made for the open sea, Mave wrote out a message, attached it to a bird the captain kept on board, and let the bird fly.  The guild would be waiting for him by the time they arrived in Constantine.

He stood by the rail of ship, staring out at the deep seas and mused to himself.  Although he was delivering one of the twins to the masters, he did so with trepidation.  He had no idea what they would think of him losing the other twin and that bastard Jeda. 

I guess that could have gone better, but at least we finally have one of them.  That should count for something.

At least he hoped so.



Chapter 18 – Family Matters


 


Jeda stood swaying for a moment and looked around at the devastation.  The fires were still raging and the remaining two horses were beginning to spook.  Jeda’s and Natasha’s horses had bolted when the wagon went up in flames.  The twins’ horses had thankfully stayed in place, but with the fire coming their way, they would not remain for long.

“We have to get that fire out or get out of here fast.  The horses will become more uncontrollable as the fire gets nearer.”

Already the wagon was completely engulfed in flames, and had cut off the road to Faypond completely.

“Can either of you blow the fires out with some kind of wind spell?”

“I’m sorry Poppy, but Kara was the one who did that kind of spell.”

“I can do a little more than Kala,” Natasha admitted.  “But I could not even completely heal you; I am just too exhausted.”

“Do what you can.  We have to get through that,” Jeda said, pointing at the flames across the road.

Natasha held out her hand to Kala.

“Kala dear, hold my hand.  I need to draw power from you.”

Kala joined hands with Natasha and the wise woman raised her free hand.  Concentrating slightly, she shoved her hand forward and a powerful stream of air sped down the road toward the fire.  The torrent of air ripped through the fire, smothering and suffocating the flames as it sped past.  When she stopped, the fire was still burning along the sides of the road, but the middle was open. 

“Quickly, I do not know how long it will remain open,” she told Jeda.

With the will of a man on a hell-bent mission, Jeda scooped up his pregnant wife like she was weightless, but the grimace on his face told a different story. “Grab the horses and make for the stand of trees past the fires.”

Natasha and Kala grabbed the horses and led them through the flames. They all hurried down the road before the flames engulfed them again.  The horses were nearly panicked when they finally stopped at the trees.  Natasha touched each one in turn and they calmed immediately.  Kala’s mouth dropped open as she watched her grandmother effortlessly settle the frightened horses.

“Nana, how did you do that?”

“Child, magic is part of our living world.  It is not the sole realm of humans.”

“You mean animals can do magic?”

“Not in the way you mean, but they can sense the presence of magic and be affected by it just as you can.  I calmed their inner fears by sending soothing thoughts to their frantic minds through the power of magic.  Once they felt safe, they calmed down immediately.”

Jeda had laid Keisha on the ground and asked Natasha to go into the trees and get three long, sturdy branches.  

Natasha returned quickly enough with the branches and she was also leading one of the assassin’s horses. “We’re in luck. Found one of their horses just inside the tree line.”

“Good, that will help us move faster.”  Jeda removed the riding blankets from the girls’ two horses.  Though he was still exhausted from his last healing, with the help of Natasha and Kala he managed to rig a travois behind one of the horses using the branches, the blankets, and pieces of the horse’s leather tack.  He gently picked up Keisha and laid her down on the make-shift stretcher.

“That should hold for the trip to Faypond, but it is not stable so we must go slowly.  Kala, you will ride beside the horse dragging the rig to make sure it doesn’t get spooked along the way and Natasha can ride behind and protect our rear.  I will walk beside Keisha to make sure she does not slip or hurt herself.”

“Poppy, I can walk with you.”

“No, I do not know how much your efforts took from you and we cannot slow down if you become tired.  Time is our enemy now.  We must get to Faypond, buy a wagon, and get your mother to the village healer as quickly as possible.  Once you are all safely there, I will go bring Kara back.”

If Jeda had not been so distracted and had stopped to consider what he knew about the women in his life, he would have noticed the scheming looks and secret nods that transpired between the two witches, old and young.

Faypond was miles down the road, and the group finally arrived right at sunset.  Jeda led them to the nearest tavern with a stable and bought a used wagon with part of the money he had left over from his trip to Redstone that morning.  He sold the extra horse back to the stable and bought food for the journey in the tavern.  All this took less than an hour’s time and, with the women safely secured in the back of the wagon, Jeda was on the road again, heading to the one woman he hoped could cure his precious wife.

Around midnight the two horses pulling the wagon began to tire.  He softly cursed himself for not purchasing two fresh horses, but in his haste to find Gelda he had simply quickly hitched up the horses they had ridden hard all day. 

Natasha moved to sit beside him.  “What is it?” 

“The horses need rest.  We have taxed them too much and I am afraid if we continue, it will do them in.”

“Maybe I can help,” Natasha offered. 

“What do you mean?”

“The same as when Kala lent me her powers, I can give the horses energy from myself.”

“But you already said you were exhausted.  Won’t that hurt you?”

“Not if I’m careful.  Besides that is my daughter and grandson back there.”

Jeda pulled the team to a stop and Natasha dropped to the ground.  She made her way to the horses and gently laid her hands on the first.  After a moment or two, the horse reared its head, full of energy again.  She moved to the second and did the same.  As she stepped from the second, she stumbled and went down upon one knee.  Jeda jumped off the wagon and ran to her side.

“I’m afraid that I am not as young as I once was,” she replied, exhausted from her efforts.

Jeda helped her up and half carried her to the back of the wagon.  Jeda looked at the care-worn face of the older woman as she fought to stay awake.  She was nearly spent and Jeda had to practically lift her into the back of the wagon.  Kala was sleeping soundly beside Keisha as Jeda helped Natasha in.

“Get some sleep,” Jeda told her softly.  “We should make the next village by noon tomorrow.”

“What about you?  You looked exhausted as well.”

“I’ll rest when all this is over.”

***

The wagon rolled into the village a little past noon.  Jeda was half-dead with exhaustion, but refused to rest until he found Gelda.  Anna answered the door to the healer’s hut when they arrived.

“I’m afraid Gelda has not been here for years,” she said.  “She moved back to Rocher when news came of Emilie’s death.  I have been the village’s healer for the past 10 years.”

Jeda barely remembered the young girl named Emilie whom he had briefly met so many years before.  All he remembered of her was that she had been so willing to help him. 

“So Gelda has been in Rocher all this time?”

“Yes, but if you have a problem, I am sure I can help you.  I still remember the first time we met.  You were near-dead and I helped heal you.  I’ve had ten years of experience since that time.”

“Are you familiar with the herb Darkshade?” Jeda asked.  

“Yes, of course,” she replied.  “All healers know of this herb.  It is very powerful and used to temporarily paralyze those that need bones set or bad wounds stitched.”

“That’s it.  My wife has been exposed to a dose and is now unconscious.  She lies in the back of the wagon.”

“Unconscious?  That means the dose was too large,” Anna said, pushing past Jeda and rushing to the back of the wagon.  “It could kill her if not treated properly.”

Anna was met by the stare of Natasha, who was hovering over Keisha.  Jeda was right behind her.

“This is the great healer you spoke of?’ Natasha said, disdainfully looking down at the young woman.  “She is barely old enough to understand anything of healing.”

Anna took a step back upon hearing such a vehement tone from the older woman who was staring at her with scorn.  Natasha radiated power like a flaming candle in the dark of night and the young healer immediately knew her to be a wilding.  Anna held back from getting into the wagon, knowing that wildings had no formal training and little control over their power.  The prejudices between coven-trained and natural witches ran long and deep.

“Natasha, she is a trained healer.  Please let her look at Keisha.”

With no other option left to her, Natasha moved over beside Kala so the young healer could climb into the wagon.  Looking a bit fearfully at the older woman, Anna climbed up and hesitatingly put her hands upon the unconsciousness woman.  After a few moments she sat back, perplexed.

“I don’t understand.  How can this be?” she asked, looking at Natasha.

“It is nothing I have ever seen either,” Natasha admitted to the young healer.  “Have you any idea on what to do with her?”

Anna looked down and hung her head.  “I’m sorry; I do not know how to help her.  You must find Gelda.  She is the most experienced and powerful healer in the entire kingdom.”

Jeda finally spoke from the back of the wagon, having heard the exchange.  “Anna, I am going to need a fresh set of horses.”

“What about your shoulder?  Let me look at you before you set out.”

“There is no time.  Please, get me the horses so we can find Gelda.  Time is of the essence.

The young healer jumped down from the wagon.  “Of course, I’ll get the horses for you.”

***

Jeda reached the village of Rocher in less than a day.  It was late morning when the wagon finally rolled up to the healer’s hut.  Gelda was in the doorway watching them come as if she was expecting them.

“You look to be about half-dead, just like the last time I saw you,” Gelda said, scrutinizing the disheveled looks of the young man she had not seen in over a decade.

“That’s pretty much how I feel right now, but I’ve come about my wife Keisha, not me.”

“Hmm, a wife,” Gelda replied.  “What seems to be her problem?”

“Darkshade.”

Gelda looked at Jeda with raised eyebrows and made her way to the back of the wagon.  She looked at Natasha and then the unconscious, pregnant woman.

“How long as she been like this?” Gelda asked Natasha without touching Keisha.

“For about three days now.”

“And the baby?”

“Alive and well… he has a strong life spark.”

“Good.  That at least means the drug has done its worst.  Let’s get her inside where we can make her comfortable.”

Gelda stopped short as she saw Kala move from behind Natasha.

“Oh… and who might you be?” she asked.

“My name is Kala, ma’am,” the young girl answered, “and this is my mom.  Can you help her?”

Gelda hesitated but a moment at the cascade of information the young girl laid upon her.  “Well, young lady, my name is Gelda.  Why don’t you help me get her inside and we’ll see what we can do to help her?”

They all helped move Keisha inside and laid her to rest on one of the beds Gelda used to treat her patients. 

Gelda looked over at Natasha and motioned her over to the kitchen area.  “You’ll find tea on the fire and an assortment of breads and fruits.  Please help yourself and get something for the others.”

Natasha nodded her thanks, not quite knowing what to make of this woman who radiated with a strength she had never felt before.  Gelda had a maternal way about her, a ready smile, a personality that exuded confidence, and she treated Natasha as an equal.  She was nothing like the other coven witches Natasha had experience with and, without realizing it, she found herself liking the other woman.

“Thank you, but this young woman is also my daughter and I’d like to stay to observe.”

“Certainly,” Gelda said, nodding her head, “exactly what I would want to do.  Jeda, please take Kala to the kitchen and get her some food.”

As Natasha watched, Gelda leaned forward, closed her eyes, and put her hands on either side of Keisha’s head.  She sat this way for what seemed like an eternity, but finally sat back and opened her eyes.

“Your daughter, is she strong in the power?”

“Yes and with each year her power grows stronger.”

“I thought as much, and it explains a lot,” Gelda replied.  

“You felt her?  You found her life spark?”

“Oh yes, I did find her life spark, but she has done something extremely dangerous to herself.”

“What?”

“She has merged her life force with that of her child’s and I cannot separate them.”

“I do not understand what you are saying.  How can this happen?”

“It is similar to what coven healers do with their unborn children of power.  They establish a bond between them to help the children through the difficult transition of realizing their potential with the power.  Surely you know of this.”

“Yes, but we of the gypsy nation do not practice this magic.  We keep our children by our side, teaching and training as they grow.  We find no need for bonding.”

“In our communities, healers are often called away to help others in need and of necessity must leave our children to be raised by others.  The bond keeps us linked and ensures the children do not get hurt in their explorations.  We have practiced this for generations untold.”

“But what does this have to do with my daughter?”

“She must have perceived a danger to the child and bonded with him to protect him.  The danger must have been great, because she has bonded so tightly with the child that she can no longer perceive herself as separate from him.  A mother’s love for her unborn child is limitless and most will do anything to protect them, including sacrificing herself for the baby’s welfare.  Jeda mentioned Darkshade.  What does that have to do with her?”

“It was the guild,” Jeda replied from the doorway.  “They finally found us and attacked Keisha to get at me and the twins.”

“And where is Kala’s sister now?”

“Kara was captured and taken to Constantine.” 

“Well, that is exactly where we have to go.”

“No, it’s too dangerous for all of us to go to Constantine.  The guild fortress and rescuing Kara will require my full focus.  I will have no time to watch over you or any of the others.  It is my problem and I will go alone.”

Gelda sighed.  “Oh please, enough with the manly speech.  We are not going to Constantine to attack any fortress.  We have to go to Constantine to seek help from the sisters there.  My power alone is not strong enough to overcome the bond that Keisha has created.  She is a very powerful witch in her own right.  Even joined with Natasha, the two of us would not be strong enough to break the bond, but a full circle of women just might be enough.  I have never seen anything like this before, and I am afraid that if these two are not separated before the child is born then we might lose them both.”    

“Then we should leave immediately,” Jeda replied.

“Not before I’ve looked at that arm of yours.”

“It’s not necessary.  It is more important to get Keisha to the coven at Constantine and save her.  I will be fine.”

“No, you won’t,” Gelda said stepping up beside him.  “If you are planning on rescuing Kara, you’ll need to do so fully healed.  That arm needs healing.”

“I don’t need your healing,” Jeda replied angrily.

Gelda shook her fist in front of Jeda’s face.  “Those bastards took my granddaughter,” she snarled, “and you will not jeopardize her life with your masculine bravado and stupidity.”

Jeda’s jaw fell open.  “What did you say?”

“I said those assassin bastards took my granddaughter,” the old witch repeated.

Jeda looked at the healer with the wide eyes of absolute shock.  He shook his head, not wanting to believe what the old woman had said.  It opened a wealth of emotions and intrigue that Jeda could not deal with at the moment.  He had to focus on getting Kara back and could afford no distractions.  

“I don’t have time for this,” Jeda said, turning away.

“Well, make time,” Gelda said and, touching the side of his neck, concentrated slightly until he slumped to the ground.

“What did you do?” Natasha asked, shocked as much as Jeda was at the old healer’s announcement.

“Oh, that?  I just put him to sleep.  He is too much of a pain in my ass to be awake for the healing that shoulder will take and he would have never taken another of my potions.  Now we have little time for explanations.  I have to fix his shoulder and then we must leave for Constantine immediately after.”

“What can I do?” Natasha asked.

“Help me get him into a bed.”

Once the women put Jeda into one of the beds, Gelda looked at Natasha.  “You look worn out.  Help yourself to tea and some food.  We will have a long journey ahead of us and I can heal Jeda.  I’m sure Kala could use some food as well.”

Kala stood off to the side, tears welling in her eyes.  It had been a harsh couple of days and the young girl was worn out.  “Will Poppy be OK?  Can you fix him?”

Gelda touched Kala’s cheek.  “Yes, dear.  I will fix your poppy.  Go with Natasha now and eat so you will be strong for the journey to Constantine.  Can you do that?”

Kala nodded and Natasha held out her hand.  They walked to the kitchen area while Gelda worked on Jeda. 

Once Kala was out of the room, Gelda turned her attention to Jeda’s shoulder and arm.  It was a mess, but not beyond her abilities to fix.  As she reached inside to begin the healing, she felt the well of pain emanating from the depths of his essence.  She tried to surround him in a blanket of warmth to relieve some of the pain and speed the healing process, but instead, what she found amazed and shocked her at the same time.  She nearly lost her concentration with the discovery.  

At the core of Jeda’s being, she found the twins’ bond that her daughter Miriam had transferred into him before she had died.  It was like a welcoming presence to the old healer and she dwelt there for a moment, reveling in the ghost of her own daughter’s aura. 

“Oh Miriam, my darling daughter.  You have no idea how I wished things had been different for us.  Stubborn pride was our undoing, but I have never stopped loving you.”

After a few moments, she sensed another, deeper, older bond, a bond locked away within the deepest recesses of his mind.  While she could sense the bond, she couldn’t touch it.  As she probed it, she recognized the faint glimmer of the one who put the bond deep into the young man.

By the Stone, Gelda thought, Cassandra!  How could this be?

She tried to probe the bond further, but met an impenetrable barrier that locked her out.  No matter how much she pushed against it, she could not break through.  Finally she gave up and surrounded Jeda in the blanket of warmth and healing she had originally intended.  He immediately sank into a deeper sleep, allowing the old healer to complete her task of healing.  As she worked, Gelda couldn’t help but wonder at the second bond in Jeda.  

Cassandra had been a strong elemental witch, one of the strongest of her time.  Gelda and Cassandra had been the closest of friends during their years together in the coven, and it was Gelda who had introduced Cassandra to her brother, Jacob.  Jacob and Cassandra had eventually married and Jeda was the child of their union, but she had died in giving birth to him.  Her death was a mystery, surrounded as she was by so many healers, but no foul play was ever discovered.  Jacob never stopped probing her death until a suspicious fire killed him, too; a fire that Gelda knew had been purposely set to permanently shut him up.  It was believed to have killed their young child, but the boy’s body had ever been found.  Many thought that Cassandra would be the leader of the Constantine coven, but when she had died, it was Elizabeth who took up the reins of power.  

The tragedies that surrounded her family were beyond belief and were actually part of the reason Gelda had left the coven so many years ago.  It was a move that had alienated her from many of her fellow sisters who looked to her for leadership and wisdom, not least among them her own daughter, Miriam.  Miriam had been furious with her mother for not staying at the coven and Gelda, being the proud and independent witch she was, would let no one sway her decision, not even her own daughter.  How foolish she had been.  A lifetime lost with her only child.

Gelda sat back, looking at the sleeping man in front of her.  The man she always suspected of being complicit in the killing her daughter, the man who raised her granddaughters like the father they had lost, the man who was the son of her beloved brother and closest friend.  Feeling eyes upon her, she looked up to see Kala staring at her.

“He’ll be fine, little one, do not worry.”

“I’m not worried about my poppy.  I can feel he will be well.  I’m wondering why you said Kara is your granddaughter, ‘cause if she’s your granddaughter that means I am, too.”

How strange life truly is, Gelda thought, wondering how she would sort this mess out.  

***

“They are here in Constantine?”

Elizabeth cringed at the screech in her sister’s voice.

“No, I said they are coming and might be here already,” Elizabeth replied, struggling to keep the frustration out of her voice.  It had been such a chore keeping Catherine focused all these years and the strain was definitely showing on Elizabeth.

Thankfully this painful ordeal is almost over.  Sister or not, I want to strangle her just to shut her up.    


“I received a message from Gelda in Rocher that she is bringing them.”

“Oh thank the gods they are finally coming home to us,” Catherine replied, her eyes brimming with tears.  “I can’t thank you enough for all the help you have offered over the years.”

Actually the message from Gelda said she was coming to Constantine and wanted to form a circle of woman to save a lost soul, whatever that meant.  What was important in that message was that Gelda had one of the twins with her.  Elizabeth did not feel it necessary to mention to Catherine that there was only one twin coming.  She figured they would discover where the other one was in due time.

Hopefully, the other one is not dead in a ditch somewhere.

“I must inform the guild that they can cease looking for them,” Catherine replied. 

“It might be best to wait until they are here before you mention that to them.  One never knows what might happen in these precarious times.”

Especially with the idiots I am forced to work with.

“Very well, Elizabeth, whatever you think best.”

***

Mave stood in front of the Grand Masters of the Constantine guild, waiting for them to respond to the report he had given them.  They were as silent as the unconscious child that was lying on the floor beside him.  

Finally, Master Dykara leaned forward and spoke.  “Brother Mave, this news you have brought us is most encouraging.  This cloud of darkness has hung over our house for far too long and you have brought us hope.  I am sure it will be as you perceive and Brother Jeda will bring the other twin when he comes here.  Your assistance in this matter has been noted and it will not be long before you will be able to return to your post in Lakeside.”

Brother Jeda?  Assistance?  Lakeside?


Mave did not let any emotion reach his face, but his banishment had been a festering wound long left untreated.  His assignment to the backwater city of Lakeside had been a clear sign of the masters’ disappointment in his failure to capture the twins all those years ago.  He had hoped that bringing one of the twins to the guild house might entice them to bring him back to Constantine and finally promote him to master.  Mave had always aspired to become the next Grand Master of the School of Swords within the guild and claim a seat on the council.  If he was to be exiled back to Lakeside, then it was a clear sign of his continued disfavor.  He would be far away from the seats of power and would probably never be promoted.     

“Make sure our young guest is comfortable until her sister arrives,” Master Dykara said.  “And send no message to the Countess until we have both of her granddaughters.”

“As you wish,” Mave replied, scooping up the unconscious body of the young witch like she was a sack of potatoes. 



Chapter 19 – Homecoming


 


Jeda awoke in the back of a bouncing wagon as it rolled along a country road.  He was disoriented and felt groggy, like someone had drugged him.  With that thought, his eyes flew open and he sat up, wincing slightly at a lingering pain in his shoulder.

Gelda, that sneaky….


“Now before you get all riled up, you should know that shoulder of yours is as good as new.”

Jeda looked over to see the old woman smiling at him.  “You knocked me out again.”

“Course I did,” Gelda replied.  “It was for your own good.”

“Where are we?  How’s Keisha?”

“Like I told you before, we are going to Constantine.  Everything is under control.”

Jeda looked around the inside of the wagon.  Keisha was lying comfortably on a makeshift bed opposite Jeda while Gelda sat between the two of them.  He looked to the front of the wagon and saw Natasha and Kala sitting and driving the wagon together.

“How long?”

“Well, you’ve been out for the better part of a day and we’ve been on the road for a few hours.  I suspect we will get to Constantine by nightfall.  They should be waiting for us to arrive; I sent a bird ahead before we left.  My sisters should be able to help Keisha.”

Jeda sat back and closed his eyes.  He was exhausted from the ordeals of the last few days, but at least his pain was manageable.  If they were to arrive in Constantine tonight, then Jeda saw no better choice than to simply ride along in the back of the wagon.  The rest would do him a world of good for what he had planned.  He sat back and tried to clear his mind to rest, but was interrupted by Gelda.

“Young man, I have a few questions I would like to ask you.”

The politeness of Gelda’s words caused Jeda to become instantly alert and he sat back up again, looking at her through guarded eyes.

“Oh, stop being so suspicious.  Are you really going to stare at me like I’m going to steal your soul?  How about a little trust?  I’ve had your life in my hands on two separate occasions and have felt the bonds you hold inside yourself.  As a matter of fact that is what I want to talk to you about.”

No matter what Gelda said, Jeda had a hard time relaxing around her, but not for the reasons she seemed to think.  Jeda never forgot who killed Miriam all those years before and, with Gelda recently revealing she was the girls’ grandmother, the last thing Jeda wanted was a heart-to-heart conversation with the powerful, old witch.  She may have been old and friendly, laughing and joking with everyone she met, but she still scared him silly.  There was just too much power behind those smiling eyes of hers.

“What do you want to know?”

Gelda sighed at the tension in Jeda’s voice.  “Fine, if that’s the way you want it.  While I was healing your shoulder, I discovered a second bond deep within your mind.  I couldn’t reach, though I tried my damnedest, but I do believe I recognized the aura surrounding it.  Do you remember anything about your mother?”

“I told you the first time we met that she died giving birth to me.  The only other thing I know about her is that she was a witch, just like you.”

“Not like me,” Gelda replied.  “She was not like me at all.”

“How would you know?”

“I know because she was the strongest elemental witch of her time and my closest friend.  I actually introduced her to my brother, who later became her husband.  His name was Jacob and I loved them both dearly.”

“Jacob?”

“Yes, Jacob: my dear brother, and your father.”

The facts began swirling around in Jeda’s mind faster than he could grasp them.  If Gelda was the twins’ grandmother and Jeda’s aunt, then Miriam had told him the truth about being his cousin that fateful night so many years ago.  Jeda hung his head in his hands, not able to look at the old woman.

“Life can be so cruel,” Gelda said.

Jeda looked up.  His voice was choked with emotion.  “How could you let me go with the girls--your granddaughters--so long ago, knowing what a monster I was?”

Gelda threw her hands up.  “What choice did I have?  I felt my daughter inside you when I healed you the first time we met.  You had her bond with the girls and I could not wrest that from you.  Besides that, both the Black Coven and the assassin guild were after you and the girls and, if you had stayed with me, one or the other would have eventually found you and taken the twins away.  I couldn’t let that happen.  I am an old woman and I would not have been able to hold them off for long.  The only safe thing to do was send them away with you and hope no one would find you.”

“But, I was a heartless assassin paid to kill people.”

“True, but it was the guild and their cruelness that made you like that.  You were not born that way.  I could feel Miriam’s bond affecting you even after only a few days, and the love you were feeling toward the girls.  I knew that, with time, you would love them as much as Miriam had.”

Jeda stared at the old witch.  It was time to tell the truth and suffer the consequences.  “But you don’t know what really happened that night.”

Gelda sat quietly, waiting for Jeda to continue.

“I killed her,” Jeda continued softly.

“I thought as much.”

“I’m so sorry, Gelda.  I had no idea who Miriam was.  The guild assigned me the contract and I carried it out.  I have spent the last 10 years trying to make up for that night.”

“I know.”

They sat in the back of the rumbling wagon, each lost in their own thoughts of what could have been, of what might have been, and of what should have been.  Jeda closed his eyes and tried to block out the details of that terrible night.  It happened so long ago, but the remorse and regret at his part in Miriam’s death still gnawed at his soul.

Long hours passed until a voice from the front called back, “We can see the city.”

***

The guild’s fortress in Constantine was located a few miles outside the city, nestled in the deep forests along the northern road.  It was built set back from the main thoroughfare to keep it hidden from casual observation, but there were multiple trails leading to its front door for those persistent or foolhardy enough to seek out its denizens.  The outside of the fortress was nondescript in its plain architecture, but anyone with a critical eye for defense would see the strategically placed arrow slits and murder holes along the battlements.

The fortress was multileveled, with more floors hidden belowground than the three stories that could be seen from the outside.  Past the main doors was a grand foyer, built to impress and imbue the strength and wealth of the guild, where all visitors were met and led to small, discreet offices to conduct business of a more private nature.  Beyond this façade of civility lay the inner sanctum where the guild members lived and trained in their deadly arts.  No one was allowed into the inner sanctum of the fortress; any would-be trespasser or interloper who attempted to enter would find themselves faced with a labyrinth of halls and passageways that seemed to turn back upon themselves.  These mazes of corridors were built to confuse and disorient all visitors, friendly or otherwise.

Deep in the bowels of the fortress was a dark and windowless room with a single table and chair decorating its center, and a thin sleeping pallet strewn in one corner.  The floors on this level were lined with mazes of long, dark corridors filled with cells and long-forgotten rooms.  Down this deep, the rooms were used for reflection and the art of persuasion that the guild was sometimes called upon to perform.  Sounds this deep echoed off the stone walls, making the smallest seem as loud as the lost screams of tortured souls that could occasionally be heard.  

It was in this room that Mave sat, the one lone candle reflecting eerily off his eyes.  When he lived in the fortress, this was the room he called home.  The candle was set on the table and gave off a weak glow of light that barely reached the far corners.  There was no sound to be heard but for his sword being drawn across a sharpening stone.  The sound was both eerie and soothing to Mave as he pondered his next moves.  He tried to order his thoughts in a strange attempt to convince himself that what he planned next was for the good of the guild and not just himself.  

They have grown weak in their old age.  First, there is that bitch countess.  She has been hounding the guild for years and the masters have done nothing to put her in her place.  Yet they banish me to a southern hellhole for failing to appease the old crone while they grow fat and comfortable from the gold she has heaped on them.

Mave looked up at the sound coming from the far corner of the room.  There was a slight movement in the dark shadows and he got up to investigate.  The masters had said to make the young witch comfortable, so Mave had thrown her down on his sleeping pallet in the cold, dark room.  She was beginning to stir, but was still unconscious and he moved back to his sharpening.  The sound of the sword against the stone became more pronounced as he continued.

The covens will strike against us soon and they do nothing about that.  The masters believe that prophecy nonsense about these twins and grow fearful in the face of magic.  They choose to hide in the shadows in the hopes the witches will forgive and forget, but they never will.  I won’t let our house, my house, come to ruin because the masters see magic shadows in the dark.  Witches are such a pain in the ass.


The sword strokes against the stone came quicker.

Then there is the traitor.  The masters insist on still calling him a ‘brother’ after all the disgrace he has brought down on us.  They don’t consider what their inactions have done to the reputation of this house.  We have become a joke in the eyes of the world and that perception will be the death of us.  It all began with Jeda and I will end this by finishing him.


They have grown weak: old men always do.

Mave ran the sword’s length down the stone quickly and powerfully as he heard the whimper coming from the corner again.  The distraction caused him to misjudge the edge of the sharpening stone and the sword slipped off and cut into Mave’s thumb.  He sat there irritated as he watched a small line of his blood run down the sword and drip on the floor.  He had not cut himself sharpening his swords in countless years; he reached for a rag to wipe clean his blade as he got up to deal with the interruption.



***

The feeling of suffocation was overwhelming.  She had to break free and tried to claw her way up from the depths of the dark pit in her mind.  If she could only find her way up, somehow grab something substantial and pull herself free, then she knew she would be OK.  The darkness threatened to drown her as it tried to push her down farther into the cloying, black pit of nothingness and she heard herself scream as she fought her way up.

***

Mave walked to the corner again and saw the girl was finally coming out of the forced unconsciousness that the Darkshade plant induced, but he was in no mood to listen to her whimper and thrash around.  He got ready to dose her again, but as he hovered over her, she opened her eyes and stared up unknowingly at him.  In her weakened state, she was more pathetic than Mave could stand and it prompted him to act.

“Get up,” he whispered menacingly.  “Get up or I will make you wish you were never born.”

He watched her struggle to understand the words he spoke.  She was still too far under the drug’s spell to comprehend anything more than base emotions, but Mave understood those emotions far better than most.

“You’re pathetic and weak.  Because of you, your sister will die, because you are too weak to help her, too pathetic to save her.”

The words were having the desired effect as he watched the young girl struggle to shake off the effects of the drug.  He had the dart with the tincture of Darkshade ready in case she was able to conjure any spells.  He doubted she would be able to, but he was always careful around witches since his last encounter.  Young or not, she was still a witch and definitely not to be underestimated.

Kara fought to focus her eyes and understand what was happening to her.  Mave’s lip curled back in a sneer.  He was enjoying her torment and continued whispering to her.  His whispers entered her half-awakened mind, the words insinuating themselves into the girl’s nightmare, their essence shaping and warping the very fabric of her reality. 

“What good are your powers when you couldn’t even save your own mother?  When she needed you most, you failed her, like you will fail everyone else in your miserable, little life.”

The young girl whimpered louder and began to thrash against her invisible bonds.  

Mave leaned closer to the girl and continued.  “Do you even know what happened to your mother?  Your real mother?  The mother who gave you birth and died to save you and your pathetic sister?”

Mave watched as comprehension dawned on Kara’s face.  He had her full attention now.  “Do you know who killed your mother?  Murdered her like the tramp she was?  Do you want to know?”

The girl’s eyes were fully open now and staring with hatred at him.  She understood what he was saying.

“It was your precious father, the one you love so much.  He’s not your real father; he’s an assassin, just like me.  He killed your mother and stole you and your sister from the family who loved you.  Hate me for what I tell you, but know it is the truth.  Look into his eyes and ask him yourself, if you live that long.”

Mave let loose a cruel laugh at the shock on Kara’s face.  He couldn’t have gotten a better reaction if he had planned it.  No, this was perfect.  He reached over and pricked her with the dart and watched as she fell back into unconsciousness.

***

The words, the words… what did he say?  She hated him, but she could not understand why.  If she could just make out the words, remember what he said, then she would know why.  

She hated him; that was all she knew as she fell unconscious again.

***

Jeda breathed a sigh of relief when the wagon crested the final hill.  The city of Constantine looked much the same as when he left it years ago, and he was itching to get in and out as soon as he could.  The ride from Rocher had been slow and uneventful, but as the city came into view, Jeda tried to cajole the women to greater speed.  Neither Gelda nor Natasha paid him any mind.  Neither of the women wanted to travel fast over country roads in a wagon bearing a pregnant and unconscious woman.

“You stick to your swords and knives,” Gelda admonished him on his third attempt at speeding up the group, “and let us worry about women’s business.”

“Women’s business?” Jeda shot back.  “What are you talking about?”

“How about your pregnant wife?” Gelda retorted.  “What do you know about birthing children?  Too many bumps along this dirt road could send her into labor.  Now shut up and watch out for any of those assassin friends of yours.”

“They’re not my friends,” Jeda mumbled back, but Gelda’s warning did shut him up.  He swore he could have walked faster into the city.  As a slight precaution, Jeda had traded places with Kala, who sat in the back under the watchful eye of Gelda.  Kala seemed to be warming up to the older woman, her newfound grandmother, finding her ready smile welcoming and her no-nonsense attitude amusing.  

Natasha slowed the wagon as the Coven of Constantine came into view, surprised at the dozens of sisters waiting patiently for them to arrive.  The aura of power surrounding this group was palpable even at this distance.  Standing front and center were two women, each commanding attention in their own, unique way.  The first stood serenely with her hands clasped together, a striking figure of natural beauty and authority.  The other who stood by her side was no less impressive, but with a slight scowl on her face and hands clenched at her hips.  These two were imposing figures, women who stood out in a crowd, women of power.    

Natasha glanced back at Gelda.  “I’m not sure I like this idea any longer.  The friendship you have shown me may not extend to the women of this coven.”

Gelda looked out from the back of the wagon and scoffed.  “Ha, don’t let those two pretentious, old biddies worry you.  I’ll take care of them right quick.  As for the rest, you are under my protection and none of them would dare to harm you in any way.  I am still the most powerful healer in the kingdom and my word holds great power here.”

***

Catherine stood regally in front of the group of witches.  Though she possessed no magic herself, she had discovered long ago that the pretense of power worked just as well.  Walk into a room as if you owned it and soon you would.  She could not suppress her nervousness, but she would not let any hint of it show in front of this group.

“So this is the wagon we have been waiting for?”

“Yes, Countess,” Elizabeth replied formally.  In public, Elizabeth always reverted to a more proper form of address to Catherine.  The king still ruled in Tavia and proper respect must be shown to his nobility, despite the fact that she was her sister.  At one time in her life, Elizabeth had claimed similar title, but she gave up that pretentious nonsense long ago.

“The girl must be in the back,” Elizabeth continued, waiting for this moment to inform Catherine only one of the twins would be arriving today.  

Catherine’s head whipped toward Elizabeth.  “Girl? Only one of them comes today?  You knew this and did not tell me before now?”

“I did not want to worry you.  We will find the other soon enough.”

Elizabeth could see Catherine’s anger growing by the clenching of her jaw, but in a public gathering like this she would never break her precious noble form and show any excess emotion.  Nobles were so predictable in their manner.  She held back the smile from her face as she watched her sister deal with this latest tidbit of news.

It’s always the little things…   


The wagon rolled to a stop and Elizabeth stepped forward to meet them.  Her eyes widened slightly as she realized that the woman driving was a wilding.  This was not something she had expected and she did not like being surprised.  Before she had any time to react, a head popped out from the back of the wagon.

“Lizzie, it’s so good to see you again.”

Elizabeth cringed at both the name and the caller.  She never liked being called that or talked to as if she were still a young girl. 

“Gelda,” she said formally.  “Seems the years haven’t changed you much.”

“Not at all, but look at you.  You look so tired and worn out.  Have you been ill?”

“No Gelda, I am not ill.  Where is the girl?  The countess has been waiting long enough.”

“Yes, yes, of course, mustn’t keep the countess waiting,” Gelda replied, looking over to Catherine.  “Hello Catherine, you are looking well.  I have someone back here you might want to meet.  Come now, let’s everyone get down so we can make proper introductions.”

Jeda jumped down from the wagon and went to help Gelda get out.  When they had all gathered, Catherine could wait no longer and stepped forward.  She knelt in front of Kala with eyes brimming tears.

“Hello, young lady.  My name is Catherine and I am your grandmother.”

Kala looked questioningly at her before turning to Jeda.

“Poppy, how many grandmothers do I have?”

***

Jeda fidgeted while he watched the women meet and introduce themselves to each other.  They were all powerful women, each used to being in charge, and Jeda had enough sense to keep quiet while they settled the pecking order.  Even so, he was relieved and not really surprised when Gelda effortlessly took charge of the whole affair.  She quickly organized the women and had them help get Keisha moved from the wagon into the coven.  Gelda and Elizabeth led the group into the coven, followed by the group of women carrying Keisha.  Natasha, Catherine, and Kala walked directly behind this group, with Jeda following behind the whole lot as discreetly as possible.  Once he knew his wife was safely inside and under the care of the coven healers, he planned on leaving for the fortress.

He tried to follow them into a healing room, but was stopped at the door.

“Please wait here,” the young girl requested.  “This is women’s business.”

Jeda nodded his head, having heard this before and already knowing the outcome of any argument he might start.  Instead, he realized this was the opportunity he needed.  This was his chance to leave for the guild fortress without bringing any of the others with him.  He knew how dangerous this would be, and did not want to put anyone else in harm’s way.  If any of these women went to the fortress and began using their magic, then the rescue would turn into a bloodbath with Kara right in the middle.  That was not something that Jeda could allow.  When the young healer turned and went inside, Jeda headed back out to the gates alone to go and rescue his kidnapped daughter.  What he missed as he left the coven enclave was Kala as she slipped out and followed him.

***

“What do you mean she’s missing?  I leave her with you for a few moments and she disappears?” Elizabeth raged at the young healer who had been assigned to sit with Kala.

The young girl wrung her hands.  Incurring Elizabeth’s wrath was never a good thing.  “I’m sorry, mistress.  She said she had to use the privy.  I told her where it was, but I didn’t follow her when she left.  When she didn’t return after a reasonable time, I did go and check on her.  Once I found her missing, I came immediately here.”

Catherine was standing next to Elizabeth.  “But where would she go?  Why would she leave when all of you have only just arrived?”

“Because we are all not here,” Natasha answered.  “Kara is still missing and I’m sure if you check, you will find that Jeda is gone as well.  They have gone to the assassin’s guild fortress to rescue her, although I am surprised that Jeda would take Kala with him.”

“Rescue her?” Catherine said.  “Why would he have to rescue her?  I hired the guild to bring both of the girls back.  She doesn’t need rescuing.” 

Gelda turned toward Elizabeth.  “You knew of this?” 

“Of course I did,” Elizabeth answered.  “We were desperate to get the girls back when they first went missing.  The guild provided a means to do that.” 

“I see,” Gelda said, shaking her head, “and what a mess you’ve created in the process.”

“We can discuss the relative merits of who did what and when later,” Elizabeth shot back.  “Right now someone needs to get to that fortress to prevent any more foolishness from happening.”

***

The fortress was cloaked in darkness by the time Jeda reached it.  He knelt in the shadow of a tree on a ridgeline overlooking the old stronghold, pondering the best way to get inside.  He had slipped in and out of the huge fortress undetected so many times in his youth that he thought it should be easy, but this time both his life and that of Kara depended on his stealth and success at evading the guards.  As Jeda studied the old citadel, its closeness brought back a rush of memories and emotions that he had thought were long buried and forgotten.  He vividly remembered one particular day so long ago when he first talked with the old master.  He did not know that his life hung in the balance of that talk nor how dramatically it would change the rest of his life.

***

“Do you know what we do here?” the old man asked.

“Not exactly, sir,” the young boy answered.

The first thing he had been told was that the kindly, old man was the Grand Master of the House of the Knife, and he was to be respected above all others.  Jeda thought he might have been brought in front of the old man to be killed for his insolence during his stay at the house.  At first, he had raged against all of them, but now he burned with guilt at his betrayal to the memory of his father.  These people had killed him and he knew he should be fighting them, but instead he found himself eating their food.  His shame was twofold as he now faced one of the rulers of this strange place, cowering instead of fighting against him.  

“What do you think we do?”

The young boy had no idea how to answer him.

“Learn to fight, sir.”

“Close.  We learn to kill.”

The young boy looked wide-eyed at the old man.  He was exhausted from his ordeal in the cell over the last weeks and simply accepted what was to come.  There was no more fight in him as he waited for the old man to pronounce sentence on him.

“Do you think you could kill?”

Jeda did not understand what the old man was offering him.  All he remembered was the man who had killed his father and knew his answer.

“Yes, sir.”

“I can see in your eyes that you want to kill, but do you want to live as well?”

The countless days he had spent alone in his cell were enough for him to realize what he would and wouldn’t do, especially if he was hungry enough.

“Yes, sir.”

“If you would live, then you must become part of a new family.  My family, this family,” he said gesturing around the room.  “At this house, our students train and learn to kill by every means available.  We do not do this for revenge or retribution.  This is a house of assassins and we kill for money.  We do not kill out of anger.”

The young boy stood in silence not knowing what to say.  

“Can you guess what our curse is?” the old man asked.

“No, sir.”

“Our curse is our emotions.  It is every assassin’s curse and has killed more of us than any knife, sword, or arrow ever has.  You must learn to control your emotions.  You must learn to bury your feelings.  You must learn to kill with no remorse.”

At the time, Jeda did not fully understand what the old master was telling him, but he thought it best to agree to whatever he said.

“Yes, sir.”

The old man smiled at the young boy shaking with terror before him.

“Someday you will understand.”

***

Looking over the fortress now, Jeda felt he finally understood what the old master had been trying to tell him.  The fortress was nearly impenetrable, with countless highly trained killers guarding every inch, all alert and waiting for him to attack.  Any attack on this place would be suicide and Jeda knew it.  Even with what he knew of the place and the traps it held, he was determined to go forward.  Nothing would stop him from rescuing the child he had raised, the child he loved, the child he would give his life for.  

As he prepared to move forward, he heard a twig snap directly behind him.  Whirling around into a defensive position with his knives drawn, he came face-to-face with an adversary that had been able to sneak up on him, close enough to touch, without him ever hearing a sound.

“Hi, Poppy.”  Kala smiled at her father, holding a broken twig in her hand.  “You waitin’ for me?”



Chapter 20 – Reconciliation


 


Mave sat quietly in the near-darkness, taking in long, deep breaths and letting the silence of the fortress still his ever-present rage.  He knew the traitor would be coming to rescue the young witch and he wanted to be prepared for that eventuality.  He sought a light trance--a state of mind devoid of all emotion--that would allow him to focus his total concentration on one singular task: killing the traitor.  He would be the one to select the best time and place to confront Jeda.  No one else would interfere with his mission.

Mave closed his eyes and stared into the darkness of his mind and continued his slow, controlled breathing.  As he relaxed his body, his mind slipped back to a time of which he seldom thought.

***

“For the gods’ sakes,” Clett screamed, throwing the empty wine bottle at the cowering woman.  “Is that all you can think of… food?”


The empty bottle crashed against the mud-filled wattle that made up the wall in the small hut.  The young boy scrambled back into a dark corner, trying hard to make himself as small as possible to avoid his father’s rage.  Mave had seen his father like this on many occasions, but he was especially mean on the nights when he brought home more wine than food.  On those nights, Mave and his mother were in the greatest danger from his temper.  It was best if they tried not to provoke him in any way, but that was not always possible.

“But we’ve had nothing to eat but turnips for two days now,” his mother replied.  She stopped cutting the pathetically small turnips and put down the kitchen knife.  “We’re hungry and I thought you might have brought home something more than turnips and wine.  The boy needs more than turnips to survive on or he’ll not make his next birthday.”

A range of emotions passed over Clett’s face.  “I see,” he sneered, standing up, his fists clenched threateningly.  “Always thinking about yerself and the boy.  Never thinkin’ about me slaving every day in the fields amongst the muck and the shit.  You worthless cow!  You’ve no idea how hard I have to work to get those turnips and now yer complaining about them, too.”

His mother wrung her hands and hung her head.  “I’m sorry Clett.  I know how hard you work.  I didn’t mean to complain.  I’ll not…”

“Shut yer mouth, bitch."

SLAP.

The blow smashed into her cheek.  His mother crumpled to the floor. 

There was nothing he could do.  Mave tried to squeeze farther into his corner, praying his father would take no notice of him.  His mother lay on the floor holding the side of her face and crying.

“I said shut up,” Clett screamed, his fists punching the air.  His face was purple with rage.  He advanced on the prostrate body of his wife.  “You ruined my life when you got yerself pregnant with that worthless cur of a boy.  I’d have never married you if your da hadn’t threatened to gut me.  You have a roof over your head and food in your belly.  I won’t listen to any more of your complaints.  I’m sick of it.  You’re worthless, both of you.  Stop that whimpering or I’ll shut you up for good.”  Clett kicked his wife and she cried out in pain.

His father’s threat to kill his mother was more than Mave could handle.  Something snapped inside him and he found his voice.  “You leave her alone,” he screamed, still crouched in his corner. 

“What?” his father yelled.  Clett swerved around at the boy’s outburst.  “You dare speak to me like that?  You inconsiderate, little shit.  I’m your father and you’ll respect me as such.”

Clett took off his wide leather belt and strode over to Mave.  “I’ll teach you respect, boy.”

His mother jumped up and grabbed Clett’s arm.  “No, he didn’t mean it,” she screamed.  “He’s just a boy.  I’m begging you.  Please don’t hurt him.  I’ll teach him to be quiet.”

Clett turned and smacked his wife with the back of his fist, knocking her to the floor again.  This time she didn’t cry out.  She lay unmoving where she fell.  

It was more than Mave could handle.  He rushed out of his corner yelling at the top of his lungs.  His father turned, eyes widened in surprise at seeing his young son running toward him.  What he didn’t see in his drunken stupor was the knife the young boy had gripped in his hand.  Mave had grabbed it off the kitchen table when he jumped out of the corner.  He raised his arms over his head and plunged the knife with all of his strength into his father’s stomach.  

Clett was so shocked that he just looked down at the knife protruding from his belly before he fell over.

A few minutes later, his mother woke and looked wide-eyed at the young boy still standing over his father.

“What have you done?” his mother cried, crawling over to the dead man.  “Oh dear gods, you’ve killed him.”

“He was gonna kill you, Ma.”

“He was never gonna kill me or you,” his mother yelled angrily at the young boy.  “He might not have been the best husband or father, but he was all we had.  You killed him and you’ve probably killed the both of us too.  How will we eat?  How will we live now?  How could you do this?”

The young boy stared slack-jawed at his mother as she held the man who had hit and threatened to kill her.

“The constables…,” she mumbled, looking up at her son.  “Get out.  Get out before they come.”

“But Ma…,” the boy pleaded.

“Get out,” she screamed.  “You’re not my son anymore.  Get out and never come back.”

The young boy was bewildered by his mother’s harsh treatment of him.  He ran out the door and never saw her again.  He never knew she was hung for her husband’s murder, but what he never forgot was how she had treated him when he had tried to help her.

***

Jeda popped up from the river that ran beside the huge fortress and motioned for Kala to come to him.  She had been waiting for him along the banks of the river for what seemed like hours.  She had begun to worry before he finally resurfaced.  He motioned for her to enter the water and follow him.  

“The gate is unlocked, but it is dark and hard to find, so hold on to me while we are under the water.  There will be no light until we get through.”

Kala hesitated.  “Poppy, do we really have to go in there?”

Jeda wiped the water from his eyes.  “You can still stay out here and wait for me to get back.”

Kala started forward.  “No Poppy, I’m coming, but it smells so bad.”

“Just be thankful the tunnels have already been flushed today.  If we were caught when the floodgates opened, the rush of water would drown us.”

Jeda had gone first to pick the locked gate blocking the entryway into the fortress and then returned for Kala.  He lowered himself again into the river and swam for the unseen opening beneath the surface.  Kala held onto his shirt, holding her breath and keeping her eyes tightly shut.  The underwater channel slowly rose and they surfaced into a tunnel of breathable air beneath the fortress.  Kala let out an explosive breath and shook the water off her face vigorously.  Jeda moved to the side of the tunnel, finding the narrow footpath built alongside it.

“It’s here,” he whispered, and they both climbed out of the water.  

He had discovered this exit during his early novice days.  The fortress was built beside a river that was used as both a source of water and power.  An ingenious series of ducts and gates were designed to allow the river to provide water for the fortress’s drinking wells, power for its grinding wheels, and flushing for the inevitable waste.  

As a young novice, part of his nightly duties was to open the floodgate that allowed the river water to rush through and clean out the privy tunnel that ran the length of the fortress.  The lever for the floodgate was located in a control room deep within the fortress, along with an access hatch into the tunnel itself.  The novices were also required to climb down this hatch to conduct a weekly integrity check of the tunnel walls.  It was an odious task usually accomplished with a lantern held high, but little attention to detail.  

Jeda’s insatiable curiosity overcame his revulsion one night when he decided to investigate the tunnel’s entire length and where it might lead to.  The tunnel sloped down and slowly filled with water.  He continued to follow it, swimming underwater when he could no longer walk, and eventually found a locked gate at the end.  The tunnel ended outside the fortress just below the river’s surface and out of plain site.  It had been dug pointing downstream so the water would not rush in and flood the entire length.  Picking the lock had been child’s play and he soon found himself outside the fortress’s walls with no one the wiser.  

His first breath of freedom was short-lived though, for once outside the fortress, he had no place to go.  He went back inside that night, but did use that private exit over the years whenever he wanted to leave the fortress undetected.  He found it strange that he was now using his means of escape to sneak back in.

Moving along with Kala holding the back of his shirt, they finally came to the ladder leading up to the control room.  Opening the hatch cover slightly, he peered into the room.  There were candles burning in recessed sconces along the wall and they gave off enough light for him to see two people facing away from the hatch.  From his own past, he knew one would be a full brother while the other would be only a novice.  He motioned for Kala to come forward and pointed at the two inside, making a sign that they would try to sneak up on them.  She nodded her understanding and together they stepped into the room.  As they moved forward, some slight noise or sixth sense caused the brother to look around, confused at seeing another pair coming up out of the hatchway.  It took but a moment for him to notice the clothing of these two strangers and realize they were intruders.  His realization came an instant too late as Jeda threw himself forward, knocking the brother down and smashing his head upon the hard floor.  The blow knocked him out cold and Jeda turned to face the novice.  Kala had brought her sister’s babies and drew them as she moved on the novice.  The novice made the mistake of backing up towards the brother, not realizing Jeda had knocked him out.  It was short work for Jeda to step behind the novice and knock him out as well.

“Poppy, I could have handled her.”

Jeda looked down to see the novice was in fact a young girl about the same age as Kala and Kara.  He was silently thankful he had not killed her.

“I know you could, but we need to move silently and quickly.  We’ll do that better working as a team.  Now help me tie them up and drag them out of sight.”

In short order, the two unconscious guards were hidden.  Once they were finished, Kala quickly ran over to a bucket of clean water and washed her face and hands.  Jeda could not help but smile as she cleaned the grime off herself.  Although she may be a trained killer and powerful witch, she was still a little girl who did not like to be dirty.  He moved over to the door and peaked out into a long, curving, empty corridor.  

“This corridor will eventually lead us to an area directly beneath the Grand Masters’ Council Chambers,” Jeda whispered to his daughter.  “The council chambers are where the masters meet and conduct their daily business.  They will want to keep Kara close, so I think they will keep her locked in one of the rooms on this level below their chambers.  There is a staircase that leads from this level up to the chambers and would provide the Masters easy access if they kept her there.  That’s where we will start searching for Kara.  The rooms will be guarded and we will need to move quickly and quietly to find Kara before we are discovered.  The last thing we need is for the fortress to be alerted that there are intruders inside.”

Kala nodded.  “But, what if she’s not there?”

“Then we will have to think of something else.  Maybe I will be able to persuade one of the guards to tell me where she is.”

“Oh, I can help you with that, Poppy.”

Jeda cringed, remembering how quickly the assassin talked back in the stables when Kala questioned him.  If he got out of this alive, he would have to find out how his daughter did that.

“We’ll see when we get there.”   

***

The brother knocked lightly on Mave’s cell door.  He waited a moment and had prepared to knock a second time when the door finally flew open.

“What is it?”

“Brother Mave, your presence is requested in the council chambers.  The masters have requested you bring our guest.”

Mave closed the door without answering and walked over to collect the sleeping girl.  Before he picked her up, he put on two sets of padded armor and an assortment of weapons.  He would be taking no chances this night.  Lastly, he strapped on his two swords, picked up the unconscious girl, and joined the brother waiting outside.  

“What is the purpose of this summons?”

“I am not sure Brother, but the fortress has visitors.”

Interesting, maybe the traitor has come using the front door.


Mave picked up his pace as he went to meet what he hoped was his destiny.

***

Gelda looked around the pretentious foyer of the guild fortress with distaste.  The seemingly endless displays of gilded armor and exotic weapons were a bit much for her tastes, but it did instill a morbid sense of confidence in the guild’s proffered services.  Of course, this type of display was exactly what the nobility and merchants would expect when they came to arrange a contract: a show of wealth and power that captured and emanated the professionalism that was trademark of these silent killers.  Above all else, they were dedicated to their craft and everyone knew that, once a contract was agreed upon, the guild never failed.

“Well, where are they and why have we been kept waiting in this drafty hall?”  Catherine tapped her foot and crossed her arms, emphasizing her displeasure.

“Sister, they will be with us directly,” Elizabeth replied.  “Be patient for a little while longer.”

The three women had been admitted to the foyer and were left to their own devices while one of the attendants left to inform the masters of their arrival.  Although they were left alone, none of them had any delusions that they were not being watched.  After a few moments, the attendant returned and asked them to accompany him.  He led them to a set of double doors, knocked before opening it, and ushered them in.  The women walked carefully inside, looking everywhere and trusting nothing in this house of death.  Both Gelda and Elizabeth had readied themselves with power in case it was needed, and they both practically crackled with the amount they held.

As they entered the room, they were met by five wizened men standing behind a semi-circular table.

“Countess Berkshire, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” the elderly man in the center said.

***

Jeda crept along the corridor hugging the wall as it slowly curved to the right.  They had not met any more guards since leaving the control room, but Jeda knew their luck would not hold out for long: there were just too many brothers and students in the fortress.  As if on cue, Jeda heard someone walking their way.  He loosened the knives in his forearm sheaths, holding no illusions that their break-in would not result in someone’s untimely death.  The brothers in the fortress were just too well trained.    

Jeda motioned Kala back and slipped one of his throwing knives into his hand.  As the guard came around the corner, he let it fly, striking the startled man in his chest and killing him instantly.  Jeda ran up and caught him before he could fall and make any more noise.  He had begun to carry the dead man back to the last empty room they had checked in order to dump his body inside when another guard rounded the corner.

The new guard saw Jeda dragging his brother along the floor and momentarily froze.  With no hesitation, Jeda dropped the body and grabbed for another of his throwing knives.  This guard’s training kicked in and he rushed Jeda, ducking beneath the throw of the knife that he had caused Jeda to rush.  The guard launched his own attack with a swift kick to Jeda’s chest, sending Jeda flying backwards and landing hard on his back.  The jarring impact knocked the wind out of him, giving the guard the opportunity to jump on him and catch him in a deadly choke hold.  He grabbed the front of Jeda’s jersey, twisting and turning the collar in against his throat, and pinching off the flow of blood to his brain.  Jeda struggled against the hold, throwing short punches to the brother’s arms and ribs, but his hold was unbreakable and Jeda was starting to black out when the guard’s grip suddenly loosened.  Jeda snaked his hand inside the assailant’s grip and jerked up to break the stranglehold.  The brother fell to the floor dead and, as Jeda rose, he saw the knife protruding from his back.  Kala stood above them both with another knife in her hand.

“Teamwork,” she whispered. 

Jeda nodded his head and motioned for her to help him with the two dead men.  Once they had deposited the bodies inside an empty room, they went back to checking the other rooms and moving closer to the staircase at the end of the corridor.  He had no idea what the guards had been doing or where they had been going, but someone would come looking for them soon enough and would raise an alarm when they found the dead bodies.

“Let’s go.  We’re getting close to the staircase and we’re running out of time.”

***

Mave entered through a side entrance to the council chambers and stopped a few feet inside as he noticed who else was in the room.  Grand Master Dykara was standing in the middle of the room and was talking with a woman.  From her bearing and haughtiness, Mave assumed she was the countess.  He would give much to be alone for five minutes with this overbearing bitch to teach her a few lessons in humility.  More than anything else, he hated how the nobility strutted whenever they came to the fortress for a contract.  Without the guild, they would not get their dirty deeds taken care of, but none of them ever showed the proper respect the masters deserved.  This, above all else, rankled him to his core.  

“Countess, this day has been long in coming,” the master continued.

“Too long from my account,” she answered curtly.  She was not a woman who was used to waiting, especially upon anyone whom she had paid for services.  She looked over at Mave with disdain, not noticing that he carried the very precious bundle she had come to collect.  Mave’s eyes narrowed at the disrespect she heaped upon Grand Master Dykara and himself.  Her insulting manner incensed him to the point of breaking, but he held his ground.  

Grand Master Dykara waved Mave forwarded.

“Brother Mave, the Countess has waited many years for her just due.  Let us not make her wait any longer.”


“As you command,” Mave answered.  He dropped the girl and drew one of his swords in a single, fluid motion.  He moved forward with the speed of a deadly viper.  As Catherine turned to face him, he drove the sword straight through her chest, piercing her heart.  An evil grin curved his lips as watched the shocked look on her face before slowly redrawing his sword.

“Brother Mave, what have you done?” Grand Master Dykara asked, shocked at the assassin’s behavior.  

Mave nodded slightly toward the master.  “Giving her what she deserved.”

As Catherine slumped to the floor, Elizabeth saw what Mave had done.  It only took her a few seconds to react.  Her hand raised and she threw an elemental blast at him, intending to rip him in two.

“Treachery!” she screamed.  “We have been betrayed.”

Mave knew what the witch would do and jumped to the side as the blast came his way.  Grand Master Dykara was not so quick and caught the blast full in the chest.  Unlike Mave, he wore no armor and the blast ripped through him, killing him instantly.

“Murder,” Mave yelled.  “The witches have killed the Grand Master.”

As Mave yelled and ducked for cover, he saw dozens of brothers armed with every weapon imaginable come rushing into the council chambers.  That was when it seemed like the gates of hell had broken loose.

***

The two continued making their way slowly along the corridor, checking each room for signs of Kara when they heard the sounds of blasts coming from somewhere ahead of them.  The percussive blasts seemed to reverberate nonstop in the long corridor and caused Jeda’s sixth sense to scream up his back.     

“Something bad is happening,” Jeda said, looking at Kala.

“Poppy, I think those are witch blasts,” she replied.  “Like the kind Kara can do.”

Jeda quickened his step, rushing headlong down the corridor no longer worried about any guards he might meet along the way.  He slipped two more of his knives from their hidden sheaths, mentally noting he had but two left.  As they ran forward, Jeda realized his worst fears as he heard the alarm sounding throughout the fortress.  It was an alarm of attack and a call to arms for every brother in the fortress.

“Hurry,” he called back to Kala.  “We are out of time.”

They rounded a final curve and finally saw the staircase leading up to the Grand Masters’ Chamber.  The sound of battle was coming from up those stairs and they hurried towards the stairs.  As the neared the staircase, the room nearest the stairs opened and two more guards burst out, belting on weapons and rushing to the stairs as well.  Neither guard saw the intruders behind them as they pelted up the stairs in their haste to reach the Grand Masters’ Chamber.  Jeda ran up behind the slower guard and sliced the back of his knee, instantly crippling him and causing him to crash back down the stairs.  Jeda side-stepped the downed man and Kala jumped over his prostrate body, but as the guard fell he let out a yell of alarm and his companion turned and met Jeda head on.

Jeda crashed into him and the two fell on the stairs, grappling with each other, reaching for any opening they could find.  Kala yelled and jumped at the guard, causing him to look up at this new assailant.  That was all Jeda needed and he punched forward with his blade into the guard’s chest.  The guard fell back, grabbing at the blade sticking out his chest and leaving Jeda and Kala to continue their mad rush up the stairs to the Grand Masters’ Chambers

Jeda’s senses were screaming at him and he yelled to Kala, “Quickly now before we are too late.”

Jeda arrived at the top of the staircase with Kala right on his heels and they both emerged into the war zone the council chamber had become.

Jeda was immediately accosted by another guard, and did not see Kala running into the scuffle looking for Kara.  He heard her scream a few moments later and made short work of the brother to go after her.  She was standing a few feet in front of him and staring across the smoke-filled room at a small body lying motionless on the floor.

“Poppy, it’s Kara, but I can’t feel her.  I think she’s dead.  Oh please, don’t let her be dead.”  Tears started rolling down the young girl’s face.

Jeda peered through the smoke, seeing a familiar silhouette bending over Kara’s still form.  He rushed forward, readying his arm to throw his knife and yelling at the top of his lungs.

“Mave, leave her alone,” he yelled, letting loose the blade with deadly accuracy.

Mave looked up in shock, seeing the blade coming straight at him with no time to react.  At the same time as Jeda threw his blade, however, Gelda let loose a terrific blast of wind in all directions, aimed at disrupting the other projectiles coming at her and Elizabeth.  Her blast worked well: too well, for it also knocked Jeda’s blade off course.  It gave Mave the precious seconds he needed to escape.  He bent and picked up Kara’s limp body, smiled across the room at Jeda, and ran back into the fortress.

“Poppy!”

Jeda whirled and saw another brother swinging a deadly blade at the young girl, but before he could react, a blast blew the brother into the far wall, knocking him off his feet and rendering him unconscious.  Jeda looked over to Elizabeth, standing with her hands poised, looking for another target to vent her anger on, looking none the worse for all her efforts at spell casting.   

Gelda was beside her, a bit more peaked-looking, but still standing tall and looking for targets of her own.  Jeda motioned to Kala and together they made their way to the two witches.  Through the smoke and clouds of dust, Jeda could see the utter devastation the two witches had wrought in the council chambers.  

“Enough!  Brothers stop fighting immediately,” yelled one of the masters above the din.  The masters had finally regained some semblance of control and were ordering the rest of the brothers to stand down, but there were dozens of them lying dead or unmoving on the ground and another dozen or so crawling away leaving bloody trails behind them.

As Jeda and Kala neared the two witches, Kala stopped short and suddenly ran to one of the prone bodies.  She knelt down and tentatively reached out her hand to the woman she had found, not needing her healing talents to see she was beyond saving.  Her chest was savagely ripped opened and her blood lay in a wide pool surrounding her.  Kala thought she was already dead, until her eyes fluttered open at Kala’s touch.  

Catherine gave a weak smile to the young girl.  “Well, there you are at last,” she said, mistaking Kala for her sister, “I finally found you.”

“Grandmother, don’t try to talk, rest now,” Kala replied through tear-filled eyes, not telling her newfound grandmother who she really was.  

“Oh child, I am not long for this world, begrudge me not my last few words,” she said with painful breaths.  “I have searched for you and your sister for many years and though I never laid eyes on you, I have loved you both dearly.  You are the children of my beloved son, the scions of a great family line, and the inheritors of the Berkshire name and wealth.  Seeing you now, I can rest easy knowing you and your sister are finally safe at last.”

Catherine closed her eyes and let out her last breath, smiling as she finally found her peace on Earth.  Kala looked up to see Elizabeth, Gelda, and Jeda standing over her and listening to the dying woman’s last breath.

“She is gone child,” Gelda said.  “She rests peacefully now.”

Thank the gods, Elizabeth added silently.  

“I have to go as well,” Jeda said.  “I have to find Mave and Kara.  I know where he’ll take her.  Kala, stay with your grandmother and aunt.  I won’t be long.”

As Jeda ran into the bowels of the fortress, Elizabeth, Gelda, and Kala turned to face the remaining masters standing behind their table.  

“Well, this isn’t exactly what I expected,” Gelda said, looking around at the destroyed council chambers.

***

As Jeda ran through the fortress corridors, he checked his forearm harnesses to make sure his last four knives were secure.  Each harness was made to carry three blades, but during the fight in the Masters’ Chambers, he had thrown two and had not had the time to retrieve them.  His knives were unique in design, each about six inches in length, weighted and balanced for throwing, but useless in close combat against swords.  The blades had neither the length nor the cross guard needed to block or deflect sword strikes, but Jeda was counting on his skill at throwing them to give him an edge.  He had no delusions that he would need all his skill to defeat Mave and, being down two knives to start, more than a bit of luck to help him through.     

Well, four will just have to do. 


He continued heading straight to where he knew Mave waited; the room where everything had started, where Jeda made Mave look foolish that first time long ago, and where he finally came to belong to the guild of assassins.

Jeda stepped into the testing chamber and found Mave waiting for him at the far end, standing over the prone body of Kara.

“So, traitor, which weapons will you choose this time?” Mave asked.

“Why change now?” Jeda replied, drawing two knives.

“Yes, why would you change now?” Mave sneered, brandishing and weaving his pair of deadly swords.  “You have always been pathetic, since that first night I brought you here.  That was the biggest mistake of my life, saving your scrawny, little ass.  I should have left you to burn with your father.  You have been nothing but trouble to me.”

Jeda stopped short at Mave’s sudden admission.  He never knew which assassin had killed his father and brought him to the guild, but Mave’s confession rang true.  All the years of slights and extra punishment the man had heaped upon him as a boy now became crystal clear.

“So, it was you who killed my father and brought me here,” Jeda replied.  

“Who else would have been chosen to fulfill an important contract from such an elite customer?  Killing your snooping father was paramount to their plans.  I was assigned the honor of finally shutting him up.  He had never learned that poking his nose into the business of the powerful would get it cut off, usually at the neck.  It’s too bad I had to make his death look like an accident though; I would have loved to see his face as I cut his beating heart from his chest.  I made the mistake of thinking you could be molded into an elite killer like me.”

Jeda knew that Mave was telling him all this to distract him and as hard as he tried to ignore what the bastard was saying, the news was having the desired effect.

“Then, that was your first mistake.  I will never be like you.”

“That much is obvious,” Mave replied contemptuously.    

“Well, after tonight you won’t have to worry about me any longer.”

“Let’s finish this, traitor.”

Without wasting another moment, Jeda ran straight at Mave and leapt up into a forward somersault well before he reached him.  It was a move he had learned from his years of travelling with the gypsies; a move he planned on putting to good use.  As Jeda leapt up, Mave stopped and went on guard.  At the apex of his leap, Jeda threw both knives at Mave with the added momentum of his leap giving the throws more power.  In his rush, Jeda did not find his ‘killing state’ to enhance the throw and worried that the attack would fail.  He saw Mave deflect one of the flying blades, but then watched with satisfaction as the other slammed into his chest.  As he stood up from his leap, he was surprised to see Mave still standing.

“Hmm, that might have worked if I had not started wearing double armor,” Mave said, pulling out the blade that had penetrated only partway through his armor.  “I shall have to thank your wretched witch friends for giving me the idea and saving my life, right before I kill them of course.”     

Mave charged forward swinging his blades in a deadly dance, eliminating any distance Jeda had for throwing.  Jeda grabbed his last two blades and tried to deflect the sword blades as they came faster and faster.  Amazingly, he parried swing after swing and actually thought he might be gaining a slight advantage when Mave took a step backwards.  Just as Jeda was thinking his time and training with the gypsies had given him the advantage he needed to defeat this bastard, Mave let out a maniacal laugh.

“I have to admit that you have gotten better, but playtime is over.”

With that Mave rushed him again, and as Jeda tried to leap to the side, Mave caught him with a blade to the back of his leg.  Jeda crumbled to the ground and Mave attacked, striking at the downed man again and again.  Jeda tried to parry the sword strikes as before, but without the ability to move, Mave easily disarmed him, striking and sending the last two knives skittering along the floor out of Jeda’s reach.  He stood with his blades poised over Jeda’s neck and looked down at him.

“It would be so easy to kill you now, but I have a better idea.”

Mave walked back to the prostrate body of Kara and lifted her by her hair.  “Watch and feel the true meaning of the assassin’s curse.”

“No, wait,” Jeda cried out, trying to stand on his crippled leg.  

“You’re truly pathetic,” Mave said, watching him trying to stand.  “I will kill this little bitch girl as you watch, then I will kill you.  Once you are dead, I will kill the other little bitch and then move on to your precious wife.  Has she even awakened yet?  I thought I might have dosed her with too much Darkshade, but we all make mistakes.”

“You bastard….”

“Oh, you don’t know the half of it.  I’ll hunt down those gypsy dogs you hid among all those years and kill them all.  Maybe I’ll torch their wagons while they sleep and watch as they all burn to death.  I will kill everything you hold dear in this world, and there will be nothing you can do to stop me.”

As both men faced each other, Kara moaned and moved slightly in Mave’s grip.  She was beginning to wake up and tried to fight against him, but the drug’s effects still had a hold on her and she was too weak to be anything but a slight nuisance to him.

“She’s weak, just as you are.  Maybe I will let her watch while I kill you first.”

Jeda knew his leg would not hold his weight, but he got up on one knee to ready himself for a forward roll to where one of the deflected knives lay.  Mave was watching him, knowing exactly what he was up to.  He had seen this trick before.

“You will never learn,” Mave said.  “Never use the same old trick twice.”

“Really?” Jeda replied.  “You are still the same fool I used it on all those years ago.”

As Jeda rolled forward to grab the knife, Mave dropped Kara to ready his swords to deflect the expected throw.  Mave stepped over Kara to meet Jeda’s attack, but to his surprise, she wasn’t as helpless as he thought.  She lifted her leg and caused him to trip slightly.  He sneered down at her and raised his sword to strike her, but Jeda had reached the knife and without conscious thought drew back his arm and let it fly.  Mave watched as the blade flew lightning fast past his defense and slammed into his chest.  The blade was thrown with such force that Mave’s double armor was no protection against it.  He looked down to see the blade sticking hilt-deep out of his chest.  


“That’s impossible,” he said, stumbling back and falling to his knees.  “No one can throw a knife like that.”


“It’s not impossible, it’s magic.”


Mave fell over and Jeda crawled over to him.  He grabbed his collar and leaned in close to the dying killer.  “Who was it?” he screamed.  “Who paid for the contract to kill my father?”


Jeda knew that by guild rules only two assassins would know the full details of that contract--the master who had accepted the contract and the assassin sent to fulfill it.  Mave belonged to the school of the sword and with Master Dykara dead that left only Mave with the information of who contracted the guild to kill his father.


Mave looked up at Jeda with pain-leaded eyes and attempted to say something.


“Tell me and go to the gods with a clear conscious,” Jeda said.  “Tell me who wanted my father dead.”


“It was…it was,” Mave began.


“Yes, who was it?” he asked desperately.


Mave began to shake and Jeda thought he was in his final death throes.  He leaned closer to hear the killer’s last words.  To his surprise, Mave was not shaking from the grips of death, but because he was silently laughing.


“You’ll always be pathetic…” Mave smiled evilly as his eyes rolled back in his head.


Jeda watched the last clue to his father’s death slip away as the life went out of Mave’s eyes.


“You murdering bastard,” Jeda yelled in frustration, pounding his fist on Mave’s chest.  “Tell me who killed my father.  You won’t leave me like this: tell me you bastard.”


“Da, he’s dead.  He can’t tell you anything.”


Jeda looked up at the small voice of his daughter and then back to the dead body of Mave.  He was hurt and exhausted from everything that had happened in the last few days, but his nemesis was finally dead.  He should be happy and relieved, but after spending more than 10 years always looking over his shoulder, it was hard to finally relax and let his guard down.  He stared at Mave’s body, remembering their first encounter, their countless lessons and Mave’s relentless pursuit of him.  He leaned over and pulled his knife out of his enemy’s chest and wiped it clean on Mave’s tunic before putting it back in its harness. 


He crawled over to Kara as she was struggling to sit up.  He reached her, pulled her into his arms, and spoke gently in her ear.   


“Thank the gods you’re alive.  I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t gotten here in time.”


Kara pulled away for a moment and looked over at the dead body of her captor and mimicked his sneer.  “I’m not a little bitch girl.”


With that said, she buried her head in Jeda’s shoulder and cried softly.  She finally raised her head and looked at her father’s face.  “Da, I knew you’d come for me.”


“I will always come for you, always.”


Kara hugged Jeda.


He squeezed her tighter.  “I love you to death, Kara.  You know that, right?”


“Come on, Da.  You sound like Kala now.”


Her comment broke the tension and he allowed himself to chuckle at his daughter’s reserved nature.  “That bastard will never hurt you again.”


“I hope not, Da.  I really do.”


Jeda hugged her tighter and stroked her back, trying to comfort the young girl after her ordeal.  His daughter’s words chilled him and he looked over to Mave’s dead body and felt the familiar warning shiver up his back.


 




Chapter 21 – New Beginnings


 


It did not take long for the searching guards to find Jeda and Kara lying in each other’s arms.  Kara was too weak to stand and the cut on Jeda’s leg effectively crippled him.  A healer was summoned and did a cursory healing on Jeda’s leg before they were helped to the council chambers.  They found Elizabeth and Gelda with Kala at their side finishing their discussions with the remaining masters, but upon seeing her sister, Kala came rushing forward and began to hug her, mortifying Kara beyond reason.  Kara had recovered some of her strength and pushed her sister to arm’s length.  Too much had happened to her in the past few days and even her sister’s unwavering love did not give her comfort. 

The brothers recounted the story to the masters that Mave was dead when they found Jeda and the young girl.  Jeda’s wounds and exhaustion were a testament to the fight he’d had with Mave in his efforts to save Kara, and the masters nodded knowingly when they saw his condition.  Mave had been an expert swordsman, but everyone in this room knew there was something special about Jeda as well.  Jeda glanced around the room, seeing the destruction that had occurred while he was fighting Mave.  He looked over at Elizabeth and Gelda for answers to what had happened here.

Gelda was the first to speak.  “There has been too much killing today.  We have agreed to a truce between us, and have agreed to move forward in life, not death.”

Jeda looked at the old witch and wondered what would have happened had the guild not stopped attacking the witches.  Looking around he saw countless dead and injured brothers while the two witches still stood tall and uninjured.  Gelda looked a little peaked, but Elizabeth stood strong and vibrant.  It was probably the best decision the masters had made that day.  

“There is still one thing left that is required from you,” she continued.

Jeda raised a questioning eyebrow at her until one of the masters stood and began to speak.

“Brother Jeda,” the Grand Master of the Knife intoned.  “Please step forward.”

The School of the Knife was the original school that Jeda had apprenticed with and he felt a moment of apprehension as he stood facing the masters.  He leaned on their table for support.  

“Brother Jeda, we find ourselves in a quandary as to what to do with you.  Too long, you have been gone from the guild.  Too long, you have been living in the company of magic and prophecy.  We feel you would likely be a disruptive presence if you came back to the guild house.”

“But no one ever leaves the guild,” Jeda said.

“That is correct, which is why we are giving you another assignment.”

Jeda’s shoulders slumped at the master’s words.  He could not imagine taking up the reins of his old life again and would never come back to the guild.  He was thoroughly spent, but mentally prepared himself for this last fight.  “I don’t understand.”

“We have conferred and this is your assignment.  You are to go and live amongst the witches and other users of magic and learn everything you can of them.  When you have learned everything you can, you are to come back and give us your report.”

“But Master, that could take a lifetime.”

“Yes, we know this,” the master replied.  “With your new assignment, you are hereby reinstated as a full brother of the guild and shall no longer be hunted or pursued by any of the brotherhood.”

Jeda let out a pent-up breath.  He had not realized that he had been holding his breath while the master was speaking.  “Thank you, Master.  I will give this assignment my best.”

“Brother Jeda, gather whatever belongings you have left in the fortress and leave us.  Do not return until you have finished your assignment.”

“Yes, Master,” Jeda replied.  He bowed to the masters and turned to leave, but he didn’t get far.  His injured leg collapsed under him and he fell to one knee. 

Gelda rushed over.  “This is getting old, you know.  Do you think you could get through one whole day without getting yourself cut up?”

Jeda chuckled.  “I’ll try, Gelda.  I’ll try.” 

After Gelda finished his healing, Jeda and his girls left the council chamber for the last time.

***

Elizabeth walked beside the young healer.  “You know what to do.”

“Yes, sister.  It shall be done,” she said as the two women walked into the healing room and joined their fellow witches.

Jeda held Keisha’s hand while the witches prepared to form their circle and separate the two life sparks.  He leaned in and whispered in her ear.  “Keisha, my love, I’m here.  Please, please come back to me.”

Gelda put a hand on his shoulder.  “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to leave now.  We cannot have any distractions while we attempt the separation.”

“Will this work?” Jeda asked, apprehension written all over his face.

“I don’t know.  It has never been done before, but if there is any chance of success, it is here with all of my sisters.  Go and be with the twins while we try to save your wife and child.”

Jeda leaned over and kissed Keisha’s forehead before leaving the room.  His thoughts were in turmoil from everything that had happened in the past few days.  His nemesis Mave was finally dead and gone, but at what cost?  The bastard had killed his father, had beaten him countless times, and had hunted him mercilessly, but Jeda knew he would have taken all that and a hundred times more to have Keisha and his unborn child awake and well.  What would he do if he lost his wife and child?  A life without Keisha was unthinkable and what about the twins?  Keisha was the only mother they had ever known.  What would it do to them to lose her?

Jeda found his way to the coven’s kitchen.  Gelda had told him that the twins were being looked after by one of the initiates.  When he entered the room, Kala was chatting with the other young woman, but Kara was quiet and staring at the plate of food in front of her. 

Kala was the first one to notice him.  She jumped off her seat and ran to him.  “Poppy, is Mama going to be OK?”

Jeda hugged the young girl and kissed his daughter’s head.  “I hope so.  Mistress Gelda said there is no better place for her to be than right here.  Come back to the table now and let’s get some food into you two.”

“Kara hasn’t touched her food yet,” Kala said as she took her seat.

Jeda sat down next to Kara.  “You feeling better?”

Kara nodded her head, but did not meet her father’s eyes.  “I’m fine, Da.”

“Do you want to talk about what happened?”

“No.  Da, I said I was fine.”

Jeda patted Kara’s head.  “OK, I’m here if you want to talk.”

The initiate brought over a plate of food and set it down in front of Jeda.  “You should eat something too.”

“Thank you.  You’ve been most kind.”

***

The circle was formed, including Gelda, Natasha and ten of the strongest healers at the coven.  The women joined hands and began to concentrate on Keisha.

“Seek the life sparks,” Gelda intoned.  “The stronger one is the mother, Keisha.  She has bonded herself to the child to protect him and we must coax her back.  We have to make her understand that her child is safe.  She has to be made aware of what she has done and separate herself willingly from the child.  Right now all she can see is her son.”

Elizabeth stood off to the side watching the healers at work.  This was something she could not do.  Some elemental witches could also perform healings, but she never had the stomach for it.  All that crying and moaning from the patients was not for her.  She was much better at blasting things.  She had confidence that her young healer would do what was necessary.

Even though she was tired of listening to Catherine’s sniveling over the years, she had been shocked when Mave killed her.  She had never wished her sister dead.  Now the twins would inherit the duchy, but not for a number of years.  Being the eldest of the Berkshire family, it would be easy to have herself appointed as Regent until the girls came of age.  A small smile curved her lips. 

Sometimes if you wait long enough, things do work out.  Now I will be able to keep them even closer.


Elizabeth acted startled when one of the younger witches collapsed on the floor.  “What’s happening?  Did it work?”

The circle was broken.  Gelda slumped over and put her hands on her knees, drawing in deep breaths.

“She repulsed me.  Did you feel her do it?” the young witch on the floor cried out.  “She almost killed me.” 

Natasha’s hand swiped at a bead of sweat rolling down her face.  Her eyes were moist.  “It didn’t work.  We cannot unbind my daughter from her child.”

“Gelda, is that true?” Elizabeth asked.

Gelda stood up and turned towards her.  “Yes, I’m afraid it is.  Even with our circle of power, it is not enough to separate the two.  I don’t think there’s enough power in the entire kingdom to separate them.”

Natasha rubbed Keisha’s brow.  “Keisha, what have you done?  How will we ever save you now?”

It was Elizabeth’s turn to shock the witches.  “There is a way.”

All heads swiveled in her direction. 

“Elizabeth, what are you talking about?” Gelda asked.  “We have assembled the most powerful witches in the kingdom and we cannot unbind them.”

“It is not another witch that will help with this problem, but something else.  We need something infinitely stronger.  We need to find the Witch Stone.”

A collective gasp went around the room and the witches whispered amongst themselves.  The Witch Stone was more legend than fact, but everyone at the coven knew the legend.  The Witch Stone was an amulet of such power that it nearly tore the fabric of magic apart during the witch wars, but no one had seen it in over a thousand years.


“You must be joking.  The Witch Stone was lost countless years ago,” Gelda said.

“Indeed, you are correct.  It has been lost for eons, but there are clues in the ancient scrolls to its whereabouts.  Do you not wonder why those twins are with us now?  It is clearly a sign that points to the fact that they are the children of prophecy.  Their mother needs great power to save her life and the twins are the only ones who can save her now.”

Gelda continued to stare at Elizabeth.  What are you up to?  Why bring this up now?


Elizabeth stood up taller and walked over to the witches.  “If twelve of the most powerful healers in the kingdom cannot unbind this woman from her child, then the only way to save her is to search for the Witch Stone.  There are no other options.  If we do nothing, Keisha and her child will die.  I don’t think anyone wants that option.”

Natasha’s head swiveled back and forth between Gelda and Elizabeth searching for the truth.  “Gelda, is this true?  Can the Witch Stone be used to separate them?”

Gelda nodded.  “Yes, it can, but it is enormously dangerous as well.  It was at the center of a devastating war that nearly wiped out all of the witches and wizards of its time.”

“But why?” Natasha asked.  “What is so special about this stone?”

Before Gelda could answer, Elizabeth spoke.  “This stone contains immense power and whoever wields it will become all powerful, beyond anyone’s ability to control or influence.  With the stone in hand, a single witch would control the balance of power between white and black magic.  But besides that, it is also the only way to separate your daughter’s spark from her child’s life force.”

“Then we must search for it at once,” Natasha cried.  “I cannot sit here and do nothing and watch my daughter die.  Please Gelda, if the twins can somehow find the stone, we must try.”

Gelda shook her head from side-to-side.  “You don’t understand Natasha.  The stone is dangerous.  It was hidden for a reason.  It nearly killed every healer and elemental witch the last time it was used in that horrendous war.”

“Gelda, that was long ago and now we have you and Elizabeth to protect the stone.  If this is the only way to save my daughter and my grandson, then we must get it and try.”

Gelda was painted into a corner.  How could she deny Natasha the only chance there was to heal Keisha?  Wouldn’t she have done the same if it had been Miriam lying there with the twins?  With a last look at Elizabeth, she finally agreed.  “OK, but first, we must consult the scrolls.  There’s no sense in charging out into the kingdom without a clue of where the stone was hidden.”

Elizabeth took a step back and let Gelda lay out the plan for the quest.  Yes, indeed.  Sometimes things do work out.  I couldn’t have asked for a better outcome if I had designed it myself.





Epilogue


 


“Come on, Kara, let’s play.”

“I said Leave me alone.  I don’t want to play silly games with you.”

“But why?  I don’t understand.”

Kara shot her sister an angry glance.  “No, you don’t understand.  It wasn’t you who was kidnapped or drugged, it was me.  You weren’t tied up in a dirty dungeon, you didn’t have to listen to him, and you didn’t have to watch as he almost killed Da.  You weren’t there at all!  So just go and leave me ALONE!”

Kala stumbled backwards, shocked at the vehemence in her sister’s words.  They had argued plenty over the years, but Kara had never shouted at her with such cold anger before.  With nothing else to do, she turned and ran in search of her father.  He would know what to do to help Kara.

“Poppy, I’m telling you, there’s something wrong with Kara.  She doesn’t want to do anything anymore.  She won’t play and she won’t talk to me.  Poppy, she won’t even tease me.  All she does is sit and stare off into nothing.”

Jeda looked at his young daughter.  “Kala, you must give Kara time to heal.  She has had a lot happen to her.  She was drugged for so long that it may take a while for the effects to completely wear off.  I am sure she is fine, just be patient.”

Kala shook her head from side-to-side.  “No, Poppy.  You’re not listening to me.  She’s not the same.  There’s something wrong with her.”

Jeda took Kala’s hand.  “How about we go find Kara now?”

“OK, but I don’t think she is still where I left her.”

“No worries, we’ll find her,” Jeda said.

It took another thirty minutes of searching before Jeda and Kala found Kara.  They looked everywhere in the coven, but no one had seen the young girl. 

That old familiar feeling began to creep up Jeda’s back and his senses were on high alert.  He was preparing to send Kala back into the coven house so he could search for Kara on his own when he saw her sitting under a tree on the far side of the coven grounds.

“See, there she is.  I told you we would find her,” Jeda said.

Kala went running towards her sister, but Jeda stopped in his tracks, shocked at what he saw.  Kara was sitting alone sharpening her knives and staring off into the distance, exactly the same way he remembered Mave doing countless times before.  The hair on the back of his neck stood on end as he wondered what that bastard had done to his little girl.  He had a bad feeling about this and maybe Kala was right.  What if something was wrong with Kara? 


Jeda walked toward his daughter and sat down beside her.  She put her knives down as he sat on the ground, but said nothing.  Kala came and sat on his opposite side.  The three sat quietly for a few minutes, until the silence finally became unbearable.  


“Kara, if there is anything you want to talk about, I am here for you.”


“I know Da, I know.”


He reached over and pulled her close to him.  She resisted at first, but finally relented and moved close to him.  He put his other arm around Kala and hugged them both.  He loved his daughters and could still feel the bond between them, but it was changing, getting somehow weaker and more distant.  Gelda had told him this would happen as the girls got older.  The bond only held for as long as the girls were young and had not blossomed into womanhood.  He understood all of this, but he still felt like he was losing them.       


Gelda had also told them all that the circle had failed to revive Keisha and the only thing left was to find the Witch Stone of power spoken of in the ancient prophecy.  The girls knew of the prophecy and Witch Stone from their studies and that they were the two supposedly spoken about.  Jeda thought it was a huge responsibility to put on two little girls.  Go forth and find the Witch Stone that had been lost for centuries because it was the only way to save their mother and unborn brother.  The whole affair was unfair, but he realized that the twins were the only option that they had left.


The witch circle had been able to put Keisha and the unborn child into a deep sleep of suspension that would keep them safe for months, but the sooner they were able to revive her, the better the chances of saving them both.  If their quest took too long in finding the stone, then the witches could not say if she or the child would survive.  Gelda and Elizabeth were studying the old historic scrolls from the time of the witch wars for any clues on where to start.  As soon as they found something, the journey would begin.  Jeda and the twins had little time to prepare before they would have to leave again.  He could not fathom what the coming months would bring while they searched for this mystical stone, but he vowed that they would find it and make their family whole again.


Prophecy and a lost stone of power, Jeda thought while he hugged the girls, damn magic is such a pain in the ass.  


###








 


LEXICON for Assassin’s Curse

 


BERKSHIRE FAMILY:


 


Catherine Berkshire – Countess of Berkshire, sister to Cassandra and Elizabeth

 


Cassandra Berkshire – Witch-healer, sister to Catherine and Elizabeth.  Resided at Coven of Constantine

 


Elizabeth Berkshire – Elemental witch, sister to Catherine and Cassandra, Head of Coven of Constantine

 


Tomas – Son of Catherine and heir to Berkshire duchy

 


DELONGO FAMILY:


 


Gelda – Powerful Healing witch, resides in town of Rocher

 


Jacob – Brother to Gelda, husband to Cassandra

 


Miriam – Elemental witch, daughter of Gelda, mother to twins Kara and Kala

 


Jeda -- assassin, son of Jacob and Cassandra, stepfather to Kara and Kala

 


Kala – Healer witch, daughter of Miriam

 


Kara – Elemental witch, daughter of Miriam

 


GYPSIES:


 


Natasha – head of gypsy community, strong in wilding magic

 


Mirabelle – sister of Natasha, slight power

 


Keisha – daughter of Natasha, strong in wilding magic

 


Gypsy caravans follow specific routes (northern and southern) around the kingdom entertaining and bartering for goods and services.

 


COVEN AT CONSTANTINE:


 


Residential school teaching young witches how to control elemental power and the healing arts.

Schools: Healing Arts, Elementals

Coven-trained healers secure positions in villages as healers.

 


ASSASSIN GUILD AT CONSTANTINE:


 


Contract-for-hire assassins.

 


Guild Schools: Sword, Knife, Staff, Bow, Unarmed

One Grand Master presides over each school. 

Levels in Guild: Novice, Apprentice, Journeyman, Master, Grand Master – Novices must pass rigorous tests before they are promoted to next level, etc.

 


KINGDOM OF TAVIA:


 


Constantine – capital city

 


Rocher – village, Healer Gelda resides

 


Redstone – Village on the southern route for gypsies

 


Edgeford – southernmost city in Tavia

 


Other territories: Northern Tundra, Eastern Desert, Southern Wildlands

 


Great Northern Forest – north of Constantine

 


SEAS:


 


North Sea – west of Northern Tundra

 


Inland Ice Sea – northeast in Northern Tundra

 


Westerling Sea – west of Tavia

 


Bay of Tavia – bay on the outskirts of Constantine

 


West Bay – west of the village of Faypond

 


Pelican Bay – bay at Lonely Cove

 


Southern Sea – west of the Southern Wildlands

 


Straits of Shadows – bay at Edgeford.

###

Dear Reader,

 


We hope you enjoyed Assassin’s Curse.  If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review about it at Amazon. You may also send them comments to: dlmartin6@yahoo.com


 


You may also enjoy our other fantasy series: “The Rule of Otharia.” QUEST FOR NOBILITY and THE CRYSTAL FAÇADE are published.  The third book, THE KING’S LAST WORD, is expected to be published in Winter 2012/Spring 2013. 

 


You can check out our other titles at our Amazon Author Page: http://www.amazon.com/Debra-L-Martin/e/B003Q1WLXY/


 


Facebook Fan Page: http://www.facebook.com/Debra.L.Martin.Author


 


Twitter: http://twitter.com/dlmartin6


 


You can find more information about the authors and their other works at their blog website http://twoendsofthepen.blogspot.com/


 


 


About the Authors:

Debra L. Martin and David W. Small are brother and sister and have been writing together since 2006.  Combining their love for science fiction and fantasy, and their need to tell a good story, their collaboration was born.  Being a retired marine with 21 years of experience, David infuses all the battle and fight scenes in their books with excitement and a dose of reality.  


 


Debra lives on the East Coast with her husband and two feline overlords.  She also writes romance under her pen name, Debra Elizabeth.


 


David lives on the West Coast with his wife.
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