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Isobel squeezed the rat’s blood carefully over the runes, and waited. Such spells of prophecy were always tedious and she tried to suppress her agitation. Her mind drifted to earlier years, when she was young and beautiful, when she answered to a different name and when her little girl was innocent and untainted. She scolded herself for her melancholy. Such dreams were for ordinary women and this she now knew she had never been.

Smoke rose from the wooden bowl, oozing out and flowing like a river throughout the damp cave. Isobel watched it curiously, almost absentmindedly as though in a trance. As it disappeared, she returned her attention to the runes. The narcotic she had consumed for the ritual had not dulled her senses, instead it had honed them and now she could see all that she had hoped for. The Israeli King would fall—blood of her blood would reign—the power of nations would crumble.

She cared nothing for gods, kings or men of politics. She knew that humanity had been an accident, born from the dust, and all of her experience had taught her that there was nothing to satisfy the desires of this earthly existence except for power and control. 

She had stood by and watched Nina, the sister of the King as Nina discovered her gifts. She had sat back and not interfered when the Priestess Francesca’s life had hung in the balance. It did not concern her that the Israeli King retrieved his beloved God’s Ark or that his newborn son had died. Even when Jezebel deceived the General into fathering her child, she had felt a sense of joy but played no part. Instead, she had stayed the course of observing the power and control of man, of not interfering; of hoping and believing that balance would be found. 

Isobel had traced the converging lines of the future carefully. As she charted the conception, the family line and the birth dates, three possible children emerged. All carried the blood of greatness. All were born within the same lunar cycle and all had the potential to change the known world. Yet only one would restore the balance.
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Salaman crouched down behind the statue, idly flipping his blade as he watched the guards making their rounds through the royal gardens. When the Assyrian King had offered him coin for the murder, he had been surprised, yet he had known better than to ask why. For men like Salaman, why was of no concern. 

The guards moved on, their torches flickering in the distance as they disappeared from view. Salaman quickly glanced from left to right and ran for the lower balcony, leaping easily to the balustrade and flipping his body over, landing lightly on the stone. He remained still in the darkness, listening carefully for any noise, any indication he had been discovered. Nothing could be heard and Salaman let out the breath he had been holding. He had been an assassin for much of his life, but the thrill of the kill was still strong and the tension that preluded the murder had never abated. 

Climbing up the outside of the wall, he squeezed his fingers into the cracks between blocks and made his way to the upper level. Here he waited again. This was the room he sought, but he needed to wait for the signal. Finding spies in Jerusalem had been difficult and very costly. Most people were quite fanatical about the God anointed leader of their nation. The Assyrian King Adad-nirari had found the necessary informant. Apparently he had friends in the godly city who were willing to die and find themselves in eternal purgatory if they could enjoy some riches before damnation.

It was a cool night and Salaman could not help but feel agitated by the wait. He was very close to leaving when he saw the flicker of light appear in the adjoining window. He smiled quietly to himself; a spy with very good access it would seem. He gently lifted the latch on the window shutters and pried them open just enough to seek out his prey. The still form could be seen huddled deep in his bedding. His quarry was a keen fighter, a man known for his leadership skills and warring strategies. Salaman could barely contain his excitement. Such skills would do him no good this evening. Tonight the King of Israel would die at the tip of his blade. The assassin slipped quietly into the dark 

∗∗∗∗

Salaman awakened to an excruciating throbbing in his jaw. All attempts to speak were stifled as searing pain ran through the side of his face and up to his left eye which refused to open. He shook his head, trying to recall what had happened. With one eye he tried to determine his whereabouts and take in his surroundings. He was in a damp, dark room with straw on the floor and thick stone walls. His hands and legs were shackled to the wall and he could barely feel his fingers. 

A tall warrior stood quietly in the corner, just out of view in the shadows of the cell. Salaman could not see the man’s face and the warrior said nothing, instead allowing the silence to intensify. He now realised that this man was the reason he found himself chained and kept in what could only be the King’s prison.

‘What do we do now?’ Salaman glared defiantly into the darkness. There was no response. 

Salaman took a number of deep breaths, forcing the nausea from his mind and willing his food to stay down. He tried to remain conscious, until his vision blurred and his mind drifted to darkness once more.

∗∗∗∗

Katzu waited patiently, watching the assassin as he slipped in and out of consciousness. It had been pure luck that had brought him to the King’s apartment. He smiled as he thought of what the King and the little Holy man would say about luck. One believed in the Universe and Her ultimate fight for balance, while the other believed in the One True and almighty God who knew everything and planned all things all of the time. Katzu knew better. No, it had been plain old luck that had dragged him from his bed. 

The orphan boy Rez had been having nightmares since his mentor, the little Holy man Narayana had failed to return from the battle to retrieve the Ark. There were still many questions surrounding Narayana’s behaviour that night, but since then, nothing had settled Rez except a visit from Katzu. The bodyguard had no idea why, but it was on his way back from the Healing house where the boy stayed with the Priestess Francesca that he had seen the flickering light in the window near the King’s room. It was then that he had glimpsed the dark figure, stooped on the balcony. Luck was a precocious beast. Sometimes it played nicely, other times it could be vindictive and nasty. It just so happened, that tonight Luck was in a good mood.

Katzu stood guard, focussing on his prisoner, yet allowing his mind to wander. Rez had been growing in confidence after Narayana had found him starving and bereft of hope. The boy never spoke a word and the King’s sister Nina had inadvertently used her gift and seen into his past. She had never shared the details, but all knew his life had been harsh. Katzu could not explain why, but he felt a kindred spirit in the boy. They were not blood, but they were both Hittite born; yet he felt there was more, something he was missing, especially since the boy had started to recall his memories. Unfortunately those memories were returning relentlessly in horrific nightmares and only Katzu could settle him. No-one understood why. The Priestess Francesca had tried to walk the boy’s past, but the way was blocked from her. All she had seen in his mind was the image of Katzu and she had asked him to see the boy after the dreams first started. Her intuition had been correct and now the boy would settle almost as soon as he arrived, just as he had this night.

The assassin was once more trying to shake himself awake. Katzu smiled. It was unfortunate for the prisoner that the only weapon Katzu could find on such short notice that would not kill the man had been a very large and heavy wooden fruit bowl that the King kept on his side table. Katzu could not be sure but he may well have cracked the man’s skull. With any luck he would not die before he divulged his employer and almost more importantly the informant. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: image]Chapter 2

[image: ]


‘I cannot find him Martinez, why can I not find our son?’ Francesca threw the brightly coloured and impeccably embroidered cushion at the wall, it fell softly to the floor mocking her anger.

Martinez moved forward and gently rubbed the Priestess’s shoulders. ‘It makes no sense Francesca. Could Jezebel have something to do with it?’

‘Yes, of course she could!’ She frowned at her husband. ‘She could be holding a shield around him, or worse.’

Martinez refused to consider what worse might mean. ‘When Jezebel left the ring of stones that night with Narayana...’ Martinez shook his head; he still did not really understand why the Holy man had taken the witch with him. ‘When she left with Narayana she was in no state to do anything and Narayana could not possibly let her do something which would harm our child.’

‘No. No you would not think so. Of course he would not. Then who? Has anyone heard anything from Narayana?’

‘Nothing. Nothing at all.’ The silence grew between them. There were so many unanswered questions about that night, the night their son had been born, when Jezebel’s father had finally been sent to the underworld forever and when the little Holy man had taken away that witch, the cause of all their concerns. But where? Why?

‘Our son is out there Martinez. I know Nina has him. I know she will care for him as her own, but he is mine, ours and I want him in my arms, mine!’ The tears were flowing gently down her cheeks now. 

Martinez moved in closer and embraced his wife. He held her close for a moment and then pulled back to look into her eyes. Gently he wiped the tears from her face with his thumb and kissed her brow. ‘I am sorry. Sorry I could not be here when he was born. Sorry I was not here to hold you when he was taken. Sorry I cannot help you find him now.’

‘It is not your fault. I do not blame you. You must know that?’ She looked into his eyes and saw his pain. ‘I love you, more than I ever thought possible. We will find him and when we do, we will leave this place, leave all the politics, the religious infighting and power behind. I am tired of it all. When I became a Priestess I honestly thought I could help God, now I know he does not need my help. I want my son and I want my freedom from all the responsibility.’ Martinez held Francesca close, stroking her hair and listening to her words. He understood she was angry and knew that in the morning, when she had calmed down she would see the situation differently, yet there was so much in her words he could understand and her feelings resonated deep in his soul.

‘You need some sleep. You have been restless for too long.’ He wanted to tell her he felt tired and would leave it all in a heart-beat, but he knew he could not, not now that David’s life was being threatened. Even without the attempted assassination he would not have been able to leave his responsibility. There had always been a part of him that needed to be needed, ever since he was a child, working hard to keep the peace in his home. His mother had been a slave, then later, a wife to his father. His father’s first wife had always taken her jealousy out on him so working harder to prove himself and to protect his mother had been all he knew. 

‘I cannot sleep until my son is back in my arms.’

‘When did you last take time out to pray?’

‘I have no need of prayers Martinez. I have served God most of my life, yet he has allowed my son to be taken  and the priestesses to be evicted from the temple.’ Francesca made no attempt to hold back her anger.

‘So you believe God is good only when we have blessings in our life? You know that is not the truth.’ Martinez spoke softly. ‘God is constant. I do not really understand it all but He brought you out of pain and suffering before. You heard His voice, you told me. He has given me so many blessings, especially since I met you. We will find our son, yet if we do not, we cannot blame God. What I do not understand is why David has kept Nathaniel in his confidence after the way the Priest behaved? It is he I am angry with.’

‘The politics are complex. Nathaniel is God’s appointed Prophet. This is my point. God is playing games with us. We serve unconditionally and he gives us Nathaniel to deal with. It is not fair Martinez, not fair at all.’ 

The General was struggling to see a fault with Francesca’s argument. He wanted to, yet it was difficult. ‘We cannot know now what God has planned. We will find our son and see where the path leads from there. No more. No less. Try to pray or at least meditate. I use my training to relieve the anxiety, you need something else to focus on.’

‘I will try.’ Francesca promised.

‘I will take you back to the healing house. I wish you could stay. There is not a day that goes by that I do not pray for this political unrest to settle, for a time when we no longer have to keep our marriage a secret.’ 

Tonight was one of the rare occasions they were in the General’s private apartments. Although the King’s Counsel now knew the Priestess was married, since Nathaniel had tried to have her stoned before the King’s Counsel, they still had no idea to whom. It was a secret that needed to be kept for everyone’s safety.

Francesca rose to leave but Martinez caught her wrist gently and pulled her to him as he stood. He could smell the scent of her hair and feel the softness of her skin as he kissed her elegant neck. He could taste the saltiness of her now dry tears and arousal grew in him but he forced it down. Francesca responded to his kiss, her passion rising to meet his. All grief and pain were lost to both of them as she pulled him to his bed. It was dangerous to stay they both knew, yet what did they have left if not each other? 

∗∗∗∗

Nina tried to visualise Francesca, tried to seek out her brother the King or Narayana, yet she could find no one. There was no way she could tell them where she was if she could not seek them out in the spirit. Sending word with a messenger was simply too dangerous. It had been nearly two years since she had taken Tikvah away from the Capital. Nathaniel and her sister-in-law Bathsheba had tried to take him from the Priestess only moments after his birth and it still puzzled her why they thought they could. When her brother the King returned he would have been so angry had they succeeded. 

The boy toddled over to her, his infectious smile stripping away her worries momentarily. She smiled back at him and opened her arms to receive his generous embrace. Life in the temple had been pleasant, simplistic. Every day was the same for the most part. She would rise early with Tikvah as he awoke with the sunrise. They would eat and then play for a time. The Rabbi of the temple of Shiloh had been very welcoming and never asked her how she came to be an unwed mother, a sin punishable by stoning. Instead he had taught her to focus her gifts, meditate for God’s presence and interpret her visions. She wondered again about Francesca and Martinez. Why had they not come to collect their son? She knew from her vision that Tikvah would be with her for a time, yet she was sure that time was drawing to an end and still they had not come. Only Marcus knew where they were, no one else had ever been told. She worried, not for the first time if something had happened to Marcus; she hoped it had not.
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David left Bathsheba’s room and tried to close the door gently behind him. The large solid timber door clunked shut even with the most tender touch. He winced, hoping she had not awoken for he needed to be free of the woman. She was growing more and more suffocating, always complaining when he spent time away from her; always harping on about how Solomon would be the next King and how he must decree it to be so. The child was not even two yet and he had many more years to reign before he would consider his heir. He knew who was planting seeds in her mind, yet he felt powerless to do anything about it; a ridiculous thought for a King. He could not depose Nathaniel without causing mayhem in the political council and the religious leaders were already growing difficult to deal with. When King Saul was first appointed King, the old prophet Samuel had made sure that the Priests and Prophets held all the real power in Jerusalem. It had been as God had decreed according to all the Priests.

Nathaniel was a clever man. There was no doubt in David’s mind that he did receive prophecy from God, yet there was also a need in the man for power; a precarious combination by any stretch of the imagination. It was Nathaniel who had sent David to seek out the Ark and while he was away it was Nathaniel who had tried to undermine Francesca and the Priestess Order by attempting to take her child. He had been forced to travel for many months to find the Ark and on his return he found nothing but turmoil. He was still attempting to make sense of the mess. 

His first wife Miriam, whose marriage had been annulled by King Saul had returned with what he was told was his first-born son. Martinez did not need to confirm the truth of the matter, as the boy was obviously his to anyone who cared to see it. He had known the moment he saw the boy waving from the steps of the Healing house as he marched back into Jerusalem with his soldiers, the Ark displayed before them.

Now there were rumours constantly being bandied around the Capital about King Saul’s former General Abner pushing for Saul’s oldest surviving son Ishbosheth to be named heir to the throne. Factions within the religious and political council were softening to the idea. With the Ark returned and wealth among the people growing there was apparently no need for a battle King. So quickly they forget.  

David made his way to the training ground. The grey of predawn was giving way to the warm rays of sunshine, as they broke clear of the city walls. He stopped to take in the view and waited for the first touch of warmth on his skin. Winter was drawing to a close and the crispness of the air in the mornings was finally abating. Still, the first touch of sunlight always brought tantalising bumps to his skin and made the hair on his arms stand on end. It was a time when he could forget he was King, when it was just he and God together to celebrate a new day. He almost skipped his way into the arena and the joy was only amplified when he saw the boys assembled ready for practice. There was Rez the orphan boy and of course Martinez’s grandson Mephi. Both boys were close to twelve now and had grown up so quickly in the past few years. Yet it was his own sons who drew him to the training ground early this morning. They had been training with Brent, a young officer who had been instrumental over the past few years in particular with finding the witch Jezebel and her sorcerous father, and saving the Priestess Francesca. Katzu and Martinez had taken him under their wing and now David had given him, together with his bodyguard and general, the responsibility of training the young soldiers. Brent had assisted for some time but now David needed to be there with his boys, to guide them and prepare them not only for fighting on the battlefield but even more so for the conflict they would encounter in the political arena. Amnon his son by Abagail was a handsome young man, yet his insecurity was obvious especially since Absalom’s arrival. Now Absalom was different. Miriam’s son was gentle with a bright personality and charismatic nature. He was already a born leader.

‘Sir.’ Brent bowed appropriately as David approached. 

Katzu remained where he was, only nodding his head slightly as the King approached. The two men had an understanding that seemed to have developed the moment they met. David thought about that night, when the legendary sword of Goliath had glowed and Katzu had sworn loyalty to a King he did not know or have any allegiance to. This had been one of many nights that the Lord had saved his skin. He smiled to himself and Katzu frowned his confusion. 

‘Any luck with our friend?’ David asked casually as they began warming up. 

‘Nothing to date. I believe I will need to be more persuasive.’ Katzu smiled.

‘Make sure you do not enjoy the process too much my friend. It is an addictive pursuit I am told.’

‘Ah, yes. Quite so. Even more reason to be giving rather than receiving.’

David ignored the comment. Another understanding they shared. At times Katzu could reveal a little too much of where he had come from and what he had endured, not with words, but with his attitude. When that happened, like today, it was best to pretend it had not been heard at all.  

As the men and boys worked through a series of stretches and exercises, David reminisced about how Martinez had taught him to use the sword, first with the planned patterns and manoeuvrers they practised now, then with wooden swords and finally with real weapons. He smiled to himself at the memory. The General was far better with the sword than any man present. Thoughts of Martinez made him realise his mentor was absent.

‘Where is the General?’

Brent shrugged, Katzu smiled. ‘I think our friend had a visitor last night, the kind that no one is supposed to know about. He is becoming careless. It took me no small effort to convince the servant that the woman was paid for her services. I am still not sure she believed me.’ 

‘I wish we did not have to convince anyone of anything. The General deserves better.’ David tried not to let his frustration spoil his training. ‘You are in a talkative mood this morning. To what do we owe such an unusual pleasure?’ David decided changing the subject was his best chance of restoring his good humour. 

‘What! A man cannot find amusement without persecution in this place?’ Katzu returned to his regular glum expression but no one was fooled. Even the boys were trying hard not to laugh. 

∗∗∗∗

The training left the children exhausted. Brent almost had to drag them to their feet to get them off to their morning lessons with the rabbi Marcus. 

‘Can I ask you a question Sir?’ Brent pointed the boys in the direction of the Healing house before speaking. 

‘Of course Brent. What is troubling you?’

‘Where is Nina.... and Francesca’s child?’ The baby was almost an afterthought. 

‘I do not know Brent. I wish I did. Why does it concern you?’ David had his suspicions but he was interested to hear what Brent had to say.

‘No reason, I guess. I was just thinking about how sad a situation it is, you know with the baby gone and Nina having to care for him alone.’

‘It is sad and there is not a day that goes by when I do not wonder where my sister is and if she is safe, but no matter what we have tried no one seems to know their whereabouts.’

‘It is just a strange thing. I kind of don’t really know how to say this without sounding a little crazy. I don’t want you to think bad of me or anything.’

‘I will not think badly of you Brent. I know you are loyal to my family and myself. You look uncomfortable. If it concerns Nina then you need to explain it to me, now.’

The King had made his way to the seating and collected up a cloth to wipe the sweat from his upper body. With his shirt off his strong torso could be seen, right alongside that of his even larger and fierce looking bodyguard. David realised they set an imposing scene for the still young soldier. 

‘Come, sit down here Brent. Katzu, chase up those boys and make sure they make their way to Marcus safely and without getting too distracted. We all know classes are not their most favoured activity.’ Katzu hesitated only a moment then he nodded his understanding and moved away. ‘Now, share your thoughts.’

‘Well, I have been having dreams. Not anything to be ashamed about or anything like that.’ Brent added quickly. He wriggled on the seat and David could not help but think he seemed unusually uncomfortable in his presence. ‘I just keep seeing her, Nina I mean. She is worried, well I think she is worried, in the dream I mean.’

‘How long have you been having this dream? Is it the same each time?’ David was interested. He knew Nina had great skills, gifts that he could not understand and would never have. He was aware that she would be growing more powerful and learning more all the time. If she was trying to reach him, he needed to know.

‘Yes, pretty much the same each time, for about a month or so now.’

‘Describe the dream to me.’ David leaned forward encouragingly.

‘Well, Nina is trapped inside stonewalls. She is not hurt or anything but she can’t get out and in my dream I can’t get in to help her, not until my amulet, this one...’ Brent fingered the stone around his neck. ‘Not til this glows. Then I can get to her, but she can’t see me.’ 

‘I do not have the expertise to interpret dreams but Francesca may be able to help. Let us clean up and go find her.’ David rose and Brent nodded his agreement, the relief showing in his smile as he joined the King.
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Francesca awoke to streaks of morning light on her face. She slowly opened her eyes and gazed over to Martinez who was propped up on one arm, staring down at her. 

‘What are you thinking?’

‘I was thinking how beautiful you are but at the same time wondering how on earth I am going to smuggle you back out of here?’ Martinez smiled then pushed himself from the soft bed.

‘Ah, yes. I should not have stayed.’

‘Yes, you should have. It is alright, I have an idea.’ Martinez said with a boyish smile as he pulled on his tunic. 

‘Ever the strategist my darling.’ Francesca stepped from the bed wrapped in the top sheet and moved in to kiss her husband wondering again how long they would have to play this game. 

They finished dressing and Martinez opened the door to check the hallway before Francesca slipped out. He watched as his wife stealthily headed for the servant’s stairs at the end of the corridor. 

It was ridiculous that a man could marry a woman, yet not be able to tell anyone for fear it might cause political unrest. He thought about the Israeli nation, about how far they had come in such a short time since their slavery in Egypt. Yet they had lost sight of all they had set out to be. They had longed for freedom, for the right to worship their God free of persecution. Yet they now persecuted those who did not worship by the rules, those who did not follow the letter of the law exactly. It was a farce, all of it. His wife had been one of the most devout women of God he had ever met and now, God’s people were killing her faith and devotion. The Priestess Order was being annihilated, wiped from the face of earth.  

The roughly dressed serving woman with the tray of goblets disappeared down the stair-well as Martinez closed his apartment door. He had missed morning training and his men would no doubt seek him out soon. He took a deep breath pushing his emotions down into a safe place as he strode in the opposite direction through to the main hall. 

∗∗∗∗

Francesca had barely shed herself of the smelly, heavy sack like cloth the servants of the palace wore when the knock on her door came. She quickly scanned the room. ‘Just a moment please.’ As she reached to open the door, she saw the discarded clothing on the floor. She took her hand from the doorknob and swept the clothes under her pallet bed with her still bare foot. She swung the door open trying to look as rested and composed as possible.

‘Francesca, sorry to bother you so early.’ David smiled to himself as the Priestess opened the door. 

‘Sir, what brings you to the Healing house? You could have called for me and saved yourself the journey.’

‘It is no trouble Francesca. We have an issue which might yet need Marcus’s advice, so this was really the easiest option. Can we speak?’

‘Yes, yes, of course. Please come through to the gardens. Shall I call Marcus now?’

‘That would probably be wise as it will save us going over the story again. Yes.’

‘Very well, please make your way to the gardens, I will be along shortly.’ Francesca bowed slightly.

David was still smiling at the Priestess as he turned to escort Brent out. He shook his head gently as he considered how long it would be before Nathaniel discovered their secret, if he had not already done so and what he could do to protect his most trusted friends.

∗∗∗∗

Martinez jogged out to the training ground knowing full well the men would all have left. It did not matter to him, as he needed the run to clear his head. He had been so close to resigning and taking Francesca back to his home, this time as his wife. Then there had been the attempt on David’s life and his plans were placed on hold once more. It was probably for the best. Francesca would have refused to leave while their son was still missing with Nina somewhere. He had never seen his child, not even for a brief second and although he was pained by the loss he knew deep down that Francesca’s pain was different. 

Francesca had told him of her time in the Void, before their son came into the world. When she had lain close to death and he had been forced to leave her in order to save her. The memory haunted him still. The witch Jezebel had deceived him in the most unforgivable way. That night still made his skin crawl and his heart heavy. His wife had tried to explain to him what must have transpired and the fact that she had forgiven him and held no animosity toward him helped some, but he still could not shake the burden of responsibility. He should have known the woman in his bed was not his wife yet she looked, smelt and felt like Francesca. He scolded himself again as he recalled their lovemaking. It was obvious in hindsight that she was not Francesca but lust had taken hold and he had ignored the niggling in the back of his mind. If he had known that Jezebel was in his bed and his wife’s life force had been stolen and cast into the depths of darkness he would have strangled the witch right there, but he had not known and he had almost sealed his wife’s death. 

The General continued to run, to purge the anger from his mind. He knew of God’s forgiveness. David and Narayana had promised him he was not responsible, that God would not have held him accountable, but it mattered naught to him. His wife had nearly died and his son along with her and now his son was still lost to them and no one knew if he or Nina were still alive. 

Thoughts of revenge ebbed away as Martinez recalled Francesca’s words when he had returned. All things happen for a reason my love. I trust in God’s plan. These words were usually his, yet it was his wife’s faith and sense of hope that kept him moving forward. He had wanted to seek revenge on the witch, but when he saw her leave with Narayana, he knew that she would remain protected. He was not bitter about Narayana’s care of her, not now. The little Holy man was led by a force he could never understand and so far, that force had saved him more than once.

He glanced up to see Katzu standing beneath a tree, casually watching him. The King’s bodyguard was a strange puzzle Martinez was yet to unravel, but he had proven to be the saviour the night they had finally rid the world of Jezebel’s father. Jambres had been keeping Francesca’s soul prisoner in the Void and Jezebel had aided him in doing so. It was Katzu’s arrival, unhindered by the dark magic of Jambres that had broken the spell. He owed the man much and knew if the time ever came, he would honour the debt with his own life if necessary. 

He approached the bodyguard and slowed his run to a jog. Taking deep breaths to slow his heart he came to a halt. ‘Do I put on a good show for an old General?’

Katzu only smiled. 

‘I missed training....’ He took another slow deep breath. ‘For that I am sorry. Did the boys do well?’ 

‘As always. The King joined them again today.’

‘They would have been most impressed. Sorry I missed it. I was caught up elsewhere.’

‘The housemaid was not easy to convince this time.’

Martinez studied Katzu’s face. ‘This time?’

‘This time!’

‘Ah, I am sorry we put you in such a situation. Trust me, it will not happen again. Any luck with the would-be assassin?’ Martinez changed the subject. Katzu did not seem to mind.

‘Since you ask, I could do with a little help.’

‘Help? Torture is not my strong point.’

‘And you think it is mine?’ Katzu’s tone was even.

‘Not what I meant and you know it. But I do apologise, what help do you need? We should get as much information as we can.’

‘A tough nut to crack and he is not recovering well from his head injury. My fault, I hit him too hard.’ Martinez was unsure if the man’s smile was contrite or vindictive. He decided he really did not wish to know.

‘Have the healers looked at him?’ 

‘All but Francesca.’

‘Ah, now I see your need for my help. She can read his thoughts, not sure if she can heal his wounds?’

‘I would have said that will do once, yet I think we can get more out of the man if he recovers. He might prove useful. Money is all that drives him from what I have seen.’

‘Trust is very hard to come by in such men.’ 

Katzu shrugged. ‘Trust is an unnecessary commodity in such a relationship. You simply feed the spy with the right information and gain what you can from him in return.’

‘You never cease to surprise me, and you are a hard man to read Katzu.’ The bodyguard merely shrugged.

∗∗∗∗

Marcus looked uncomfortable as the small group gathered in the gardens. The sun was high in the sky as midday approached and the heat released the fragrance from the myriad of flowers which lined the tall walls that seemed to prevent any breeze from whisking the scent away and the aroma hung in the air. Francesca folded her long legs and tucked them up under her skirt as she sat on the stone bench and waited.

David looked carefully at the Rabbi whose discomfort had not gone unnoticed. ‘Brent has been having some odd dreams or visions and we thought one of you might be in a position to help him interpret them.’ 

Francesca nodded for him to go on.

‘Brent, it would be best if you could explain the matter yourself.’

‘Yes, Sir. I will try.’ He smiled nervously. Francesca studied the young man, with his easy smile and shy manner as he explained the story he had shared with the King. He spoke of the walls, of Nina and the glowing Amulet.

‘What about my son?’ Francesca almost whispered as he had finished.

‘I, I have not seen anyone but Nina.’ 

‘I am sure he is with my sister Francesca. She would not have let anything happen to him.’ David leant forward to squeeze the Priestess’s hand. She looked up at him and he could see her barely holding back the tears. ‘Can either of you interpret?’ David continued softly.

Marcus who had remained silent throughout the retelling spoke. ‘I believe I can and I am sorry this is going to cause a great deal of distress. Please understand I have done what God has called me to do and only in everyone’s best interest.’ Marcus scanned the faces around him and fidgeted uncomfortably. 

‘Then you should continue Rabbi.’ David moved alongside Francesca.

‘When Nina fled with the baby, your son Francesca, I could not send her away without some knowledge of where to go. I know where she is, for she is where I told her to take refuge.’

‘Then why in God’s name have you not told us?’ Francesca could no longer control her emotions; she stood up looming over the Rabbi. ‘When Martinez hears he will be beyond reason.’

‘Wait Priestess. Let us hear the man out. Martinez will take your lead on this; you know that he will, so think carefully about how you share the news. You understand?’ David waited for her response. The Priestess struggled to compose herself and slowly nodded her agreement as she eased herself back down. ‘Very well. Go on please Marcus.’

‘You recall your vision, of a child and Nina?’ Francesca nodded and understood immediately what Marcus meant. ‘There are some matters we are not supposed to truly understand yet they work for the best in the end. You know Nathaniel has been trying to discover the father of your son, your husband. When he sees the boy it will be obvious. Martinez’s heritage is distinct as is yours, there is very little Israeli blood in your child and it is plain for all to see. I sent the boy away to protect you all, but there is more. Nina will be a very strong Priestess, yet if she had stayed here, where the Order is being forced into extinction,’ Marcus tried to avoid looking at the King, ‘she would have had nowhere to study. God has called her to His cause. Her path is now set. It was a difficult choice.’

‘A choice that was not yours to make Rabbi!’ David remained calm even though he felt Francesca’s pain.

‘I would normally have agreed. I am the last one to wish to meddle in God’s plan, but the vision I received as your son’s first cries reached me was clear. Tall walls enveloped Nina and the baby, tall walls which no one could breach, none except Brent and only when the time was right. The glowing amulet was the key and I was to keep their whereabouts hidden until the key presented itself. It was not until you came to me that I could be sure.’

‘Then speak man. We must collect the child and Nina now.’ David was on his feet. Brent was looking more confused than before and Francesca was nodding frantically in agreement.

‘Only Brent can go.’

‘What!’ All spoke at once and all eyes glared at the Rabbi.

‘Your vision Francesca, and mine; all show Brent bringing the child back to you. I am certain that if others go, the walls will remain in place. I have no understanding of what the wall represents and who is in control of them, but it is not me.’

‘Will you go Brent?’ Francesca turned to the young soldier and almost pleaded with him.

‘Of course.’ All he could think about was being reunited with Nina. The heat rose to his cheeks and he hoped no one would notice. 

‘You take very good care of my sister and the General’s heir. I have absolute faith in you Brent.’ David placed a hand on the young soldier’s shoulder reassuringly.  

‘Thank you Sir. I will bring them both back safely. Now I just need to know where I am going.’ Brent smiled, his mirth relieving the tension.
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