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It’s Our Birthday
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In the coming years, Zella would look back on this day as the last happy day she had with her twin sister, Karida.

That morning, Karida had woken Zella up early, as usual, to join the other women at staff practice. Soon after, they jumped on their horses to ride to a nearby meadow outside the walls of Limhah to celebrate their sixteenth birthday together.

Zella loved this quiet meadow in the trees. Colorful flowers spiked through a carpet of grass, exuding a wonderful fragrance. They staked their horses under the trees where they could reach the grass and the spring.

She had spread a bright blue blanket and sat in the shade of the tall maples and oaks, with a few aspens interspersed among them. Sunshine dappled her face and arms. She smiled as her sister danced and spun in the sunshine. Karida, although Zella called her Kari, had always been one to dance and sing. And as the quiet one, Zella loved to watch her.

They had listened to the chatter of the squirrels and chipmunks until they had become accustomed to the presence of the girls and quieted. Later, they had gathered sweet strawberries, eating almost as many as went into the basket, picked flowers, and eaten the food their mama had sent with them.

Kari turned to stare west toward the big city on the other side of the mountains. “I wonder what is happening today in Nod.”

“Nod?” Zella squealed. “Why would you care?”

“Grandmama Zella and Grandmama Liana are there. I would like to see their homes.”

Zella’s eyes drifted off in the direction of her grandparents’ home city. She missed her grandmamas, too. She sighed. “Trading, shopping, cleaning, wickedness ...” Her voice trailed off.

“I often wonder what the markets in Nod are like. I have heard of silk. I want a silk dress.”

Zella nodded and began to gather up the remains of their meal and put it neatly into the lunch basket. “Silk sounds soft and wonderful to wear. But Mama and Grandmama have warned us that Nod is dangerous.” She tugged on the blanket where Kari lay on her stomach. “Time to go home.”

“Now?” Kari grumbled. “Why now? It is our birthday. We should be allowed to stay out longer. I bet the girls in Nod don’t have to hurry home when the sun sets.” She rolled off the blanket and stood, bringing the edge of the blanket with her.

“You know it isn’t safe outside the city walls after dark. Mama has said it isn’t safe to be outside Grandpapa’s compound walls, whether it is daytime or dark.” Zella shook the blanket out and folded it in half.

“Why are we always kept home?”

“We are out here alone. We are safer here than we would be in Nod.”

“Yes. I remember Grandmama Elke’s stories,” Kari said, helping fold the blanket. “She always warns us away from Nod. I’ve never been. I would like to go just once.” She gazed toward Nod, her eyes losing focus. “Wouldn’t you, Zella?”

“Not without a guard and permission from Grandpapa Tiqvah!” Zella yelped. “It is dangerous there, especially for women.”

“Probably,” Kari said. “I don’t want to be captured by those priests as Grandmama Elke was. But it has been years. Those priests don’t even think about us anymore.”

Concern for her sister coursed through Zella. Those priests wanted to sell Grandmama Elke to the harlot house. She didn’t want that to happen to Kari. “What makes you think they have forgotten us?”

Kari’s shoulder lifted in a small shrug. “Why would they care about us still? It’s been years. Other men and women take their attention. Why would they even think about us out here in Limhah?”

Zella took the folded blanket in her arms and tucked it in the lunch basket, thinking of something that would take Kari’s thoughts from going to Nod.

“What about Aran? He would miss you.”

Kari spun in a circle with her arms spread out to catch the rays of the setting sun. “Ah, Aran. I would miss him, too. I lose myself in his dark brown eyes. No, I don’t want to leave him behind.”

“Leave him behind?” Zella croaked and her eyebrows lifted almost to the height of her hairline.

Kari giggled. “I do not plan to go to Nod, with or without Aran.”

“Good,” Zella said. “Mama and Grandmama Elke would not warn us about Nod if it were not dangerous. Grandmama fought priests and her uncles who the priest sent to capture her. They wanted to take her back as a prisoner and slave to that horrible Noreis.” She stared at her sister.

“If they had taken over Limhah, we’d all be living in Nod now. Maybe they should have surrendered. Our lives would be easier there.” Kari tossed her saddle blanket across her horse’s back.

Zella flung her blanket over her horse and picked up her saddle. “How would it have been easier?”

“We’d have servants to do all our chores.” Kari bent to tighten the saddle strap beneath her horse’s belly.

“Servants?” Zella’s hands stopped moving as she stared at her sister.

Kari tipped her head back and laughed. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t like to have servants once in a while, especially on wash day.”

Zella bent to tighten the strap beneath her horse, Raven. She knew better than to rush with these straps. More than once she had hurried and Raven had let go of the air she held in her stomach. The straps loosened and Zella and her saddle slipped off. “Sometimes it would be nice. Especially on hot days. But —”

“I know. You don’t want servants to have to do things you don’t want to do.”

Zella sighed. “It would be nice occasionally. But I wouldn’t want a slave.” She pulled on the strap once more, making certain Raven had expelled the air. She slapped the horse in the stomach. “Stop holding air. It is no fun to fall off you.” Raven exhaled and Zella pulled her strap tight.

Kari hooked the basket of strawberries behind her saddle. “I’ll race you home.” Kari swung up into her saddle and started off.

“Wait for me,” Zella called. “I’m coming.”

Kari kicked her horse in the side and raced away. “I’ll be there before you!”

Zella hooked the lunch basket behind her saddle and clambered up onto Raven. Because Raven had longer legs, they soon caught up with Kari on her shorter gray pony, Owl. Laughing, the two slowed and walked their horses toward Limhah’s front gate.

Kari stopped Owl and stared down the road toward Nod. “We could go now?”

“You aren’t serious about going to Nod?” Zella asked.

“I would love to get some silk from their market.”

“Silk? What is silk?”

“Fabric softer and smoother than any we can weave here,” Kari said. “Nod can’t be as bad as Grandmama Elke tries to make us believe.”

“Can’t it? Don’t you remember what Orihah said?”

Kari shook her long, loose hair, a darker auburn than Zella’s. “No. Did Orihah say something about Nod?” Her lips twitched. 

Zella knew she was teasing her. Still she continued. “He said his Uncle Kib took a message from Chayim to Grandpapa Crites last month. Guards met him at the gate and treated him like an enemy spy.”

“Spy?” Kari scoffed. “I know Kib. He is no spy.”

“No, he is not, but the guards didn’t care. They weren’t interested in him until he mentioned he came from Limhah. Then they took him prisoner and accused him.” Kari guided Owl around a bush that narrowed the path.

Zella twitched her shoulder in a small shrug. “That is what Kib told them. They wouldn’t believe him until he showed them his message to Grandpapa Crites.”

“Kib must be grateful Grandpapa Crites continues to have some power in Nod.” Her horse moved back onto the path next to Zella.

“Orihah says that power may not last long. Tubal Cain loses his power in the government. He is sick and doesn’t support Grandpapa Crites as he once did.”

Kari flipped her hair back over her shoulder. “More reason to go to Nod now. If Grandpapa Crites loses his power in the government, we will never be allowed to go to Nod. I do want to go to their market.”

Zella shook her head and checked to be certain her hair had stayed in the tail from the morning. “Papa warns us against the cult priests. He says they won’t give up because our fighters, both men and women, caused them to appear incompetent to their worshipers. Then there was that whirlwind Jehovah sent. Kib says donations have dropped off from everyone.”

“It can’t be that bad,” Kari insisted. “We can go and not tell them we are from Limhah. We can say we’re from the family farm.”

Zella wiped dust from her eyes. “Do you think that will be better? Our family settled both places.”

Kari nudged Owl with her knees. “You will go with me when I go. Won’t you?”

Can I scream? I trust our parents and grandparents. I do not want to go to Nod, ever, Zella thought.

Instead she said, “Kari. We can’t go tonight. Mama and Papa are planning a birthday party for us tonight. If we go, we will ruin their surprise.”

Kari stared at Zella. “How do you know?”

“I heard them talking about it last night. Papa didn’t want us to leave the city walls today, but Mama reminded him it would give them time to prepare.”

“Prepare?” Kari set a fist on her hip. “Prepare for what? Did you hear?”

“They saw me and stopped talking. You know how they are when we overhear them when we aren’t supposed to listen in. You won’t go to Nod? Will you?”

Kari grinned. “I am teasing you. I was just dreaming about Nod. It isn’t safe there. Why would I go to Nod? Let’s go find out what Mama and Papa are doing for us.” She kicked Owl in the sides, urging her forward.

The two girls raced the final distance to the city gates, slowing only for the guard to open the gate, then trotted to the barns where they took only enough time to pull off the saddles and blankets, brush and feed their horses, and grab the baskets before hurrying home.

As Zella suspected, flowers decorated the door. Fragrance of delicious smelling food wafted through the open front windows. The girls glanced at each other and giggled.

“I told you,” Zella said. “We need to act surprised.”

“I don’t know why they think they need to surprise us. Our birthday comes this day every year and they always celebrate.” Kari breathed in deep. “Smell. Wonderful food.”

Zella thought Kari’s talk about Nod was just that, but she worried all through the celebration, promising herself she would keep an eye on her sister.
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During the night, Zella heard a creaky floorboard. Something tickled her brain, but she couldn’t remember why a creaky floorboard would be a problem.

Her parents had prepared an enjoyable birthday celebration for Kari and Zella that lasted much too long into the night. When Zella waved the last friend goodbye at the door and stumbled to bed, she didn’t even remember to take off her stockings before she slept.

The warm night precluded more than the little bit of a blanket she dragged over her legs before she fell into a deep sleep.

Early morning sun shining in Zella’s eyes brought her to sudden wakefulness. Sunlight each morning signaled time to waken and dress for morning staff practice.

She sat up and rubbed her eyes, then glanced at her dress. I wore this dress yesterday. Staff practice is not going to be easy if I don’t wake up.

She dragged off the rumpled dress and pulled a clean one over her head and hurriedly tied it.

“Kari,” she called softly. “Kari, if you don’t get up, you will miss staff practice. We don’t want to do that.”

She stuffed her feet into her boots and strode the three steps to Kari’s bed. “Wake up.” She bent to shake her sister.

But Karida wasn’t there.

“She must have slept better than me. But why didn’t Kari wake me?” Zella grumbled.

She grabbed her staff from behind her door and raced to the kitchen to grab a handful of travel bars. She had learned long before to eat something before staff practice.

She snatched the bars and raced out the front door. Even Mama had left without her. Someone should have wakened her.

She grabbed her staff from behind her door and raced to the kitchen to grab a handful of travel bars. She learned long before to eat something before staff practice.

Zella had hunted hairpins more times than she liked to admit. She didn’t like that task.

The sun hadn’t quite risen above the western mountains. She would get there if she ran. She raced down the lane faster, sliding into the practice field and joining the lines of women who prepared to perform the dance of the staff. 

Etarre lifted her eyebrows in her direction as the sun rose above the mountains. “And ... go.”

Zella waved at her mama and joined the women spending the next half span stretching, bending, and twisting with her staff. She focused on warming up and getting it right. As she worked, she looked around. Where was Kari?

When Etarre called a stop to rest, Zella sauntered to where her mama stood, visiting with her Grandmama, Elke.

“Excuse me Grandmama, Mama. Have you seen Kari? She left her bed before I got out of bed, but she isn’t here.”

Mama Elke looked around the field. “Isn’t she here? Didn’t she come with you?”

“Do you see her? I don’t.”

“Where could she be?” Grandmama Elke asked.

“She should be here. She never misses staff practice.” Zella’s heart raced. Her twin sister should be here, visiting with their friends, eating travel bars.

Zella strode to her pocket on the bench and pulled out another travel bar. She walked through the women, searching for her sister. Why could she not find her?

She stopped at a group of friends. “Have you seen Kari?” 

Ilka, who stood a head shorter than Zella, looked up with a hand shading her eyes from the sun. “No, I wonder where she is?”

“Me, too.” Zella excused herself and continued the search.

When she returned to her mama and grandmama, she waited for them to complete their conversation with other women.

“Did you find her?” Mama asked.

“No,” Zella wailed. The memory of the creaking floor returned. “Oh, no!”

Cold fingers clenched her heart.

“What?” Grandmama Elke asked. “Your face lost all color.”

Zella shook her head. “She wouldn’t.” Her shoulders curled in, caving in her chest. “No. Karida. How could you?”

Her arms and legs began to shake.

Mama took her arm. “How could she? What?” Mama asked. Her voice lifted and became thin.

“She talked of going to Nod yesterday.” Zella’s voice dropped to a whisper. How could Kari do this? “I thought she was teasing me.”

Grandmama Elke gasped. “No! She wouldn’t.” Her jaw dropped.

“I didn’t think she would. I promised myself to keep an eye on her.” Zella dropped her head. “I stayed up too late. The creaking floor board should have warned me. But it didn’t. I slept too long.”

“You were tired last night. I half expected you to miss practice this morning,” Mama said.

“I wouldn’t miss staff practice! But ... it looks like Kari would. She isn’t here, and she isn’t home in bed.”

The women stared at each other for a breath.

“Why would she go to Nod? I don’t understand,” Mama asked, her voice trailing off.

“She said something about shopping for silk in the market. I didn’t think she would go.” Zella heard her voice begin to shriek. She fought to bring it down to a normal volume as other women turned to stare at her. “I didn’t believe she would go.” She set her hands against her chin, covering her mouth, fighting back the fear.

Grandmama Elke stomped across the practice field to Grandmama Merab and spoke to her. Zella stared at them. Why would Kari leave?

Grandmama Merab left the other women and strode across the practice field toward the men who also practiced.

Zella stared at her grandmama. What is she doing? We need to go find Kari. Go find Kari.

The thought set her into action. She turned and ran toward the stable to get Raven. Footsteps echoed behind her.

As she ran into the stable, her friend Baraq followed her in. “Where are you going?”

“To find Kari. She left early this morning for Nod.” Zella fought to control the emotion in her voice as she grabbed her saddle blanket and threw it over Raven’s back.

“To Nod?” he asked, grabbing her hand.

“Stop. I must go, now. I must catch her before she reaches Nod.” She refused to look into his eyes as she bent to tug the girth strap tight, slapping Raven in the side.

“Are you certain she left Limhah? Have you talked with the gate guard?”

“No, but I know Kari. She would find a way to slip outside without being seen.” She gave the strap a final tug and led Raven toward the stable door.

“Not without them speaking to her. They have orders. No one in or out from either side without one of us opening the gate for them.”

“I will ask when I get to the gate.” Zella pulled her hand from his and moved to the horse’s left side. “Kari is impulsive. She will go. And she will get in trouble if I don’t stop her.”

“She is your sister. But you don’t have responsibility for her.” Baraq said is a soft voice.

“But she is my twin sister. You don’t understand. You don’t have a twin.”

He shook his head and tossed his saddle blanket over his horse’s back. “No. I don’t expect I understand how it feels to have a twin, but I have a brother. I’d be upset if he ran off to Nod.”

Zella stood staring at Baraq. “So?”

He threw his saddle across his horse. “So, I’m going with you.”

“You don’t have to do that. She’s my sister. I need to find her before she gets in trouble.” She grabbed the reins and led Raven toward the door of the stable.

Baraq quickly tightened the cinches on his saddle and followed Zella out the door. “I’ll go with you.”

“Why?”

“Because if my brother ran off for Nod, I’d want to catch him before he reached their gates.” He led his horse to the open door. “I’m going with you.”

They put their feet into the stirrups and swung their legs across their horses’ backs. Zella had experienced Chayim’s displeasure before when she raced her horse inside the city. As much as she wanted to race to and through the city gates after Kari, she didn’t.

Grandpapa Ormh, Papa, Afra, and Chayim met them at Limhah’s gates.

“Where are you going?” Chayim asked.

“Kari. She’s gone.”

“What makes you think she left the city?” Afra asked.

“She spoke of going to Nod. Did she leave?”

Afra glanced at her papa before nodding. “She left with Aran before the sun came up. They said they planned to gather herbs whose strength is greatest before dawn.”

“She tricked you.” Zella pressed her fist to her lips and closed her eyes. “She went to Nod. I must get to her before she gets there.”

“And what, Zella?” Papa asked. “What if she refuses to return with you? Will you go into Nod with her?”

Zella’s head bounced back. “No! I recognize the dangers of Nod. I refuse to go inside that city.”

“And what will you do if she is entering the city when you find her? Will you follow?” her papa asked.

“She won’t be if I go now. If I race out the gate now, I will catch her before she is there. My Raven is faster than her Owl.”

Grandpapa Ormh set his hand on her arm. “Karida and Aran left Limhah three spans ago. Even if you ran Raven to the ground, it is doubtful you could reach them before they enter the city.”

“But I must try —” Zella wailed.

“No, Zella. Karida heard all the reasons why she should never go to Nod as you did. She made her choice to be disobedient. We all pray she will change her mind and turn back to Limhah before she enters. If she and Aran enter Nod, they will have to live with the consequences of their choice,” Grandpapa Tiqvah said, stepping out from behind Papa. “I pray the choice she and Aran make today doesn’t cause problems for them or for all of Limhah.”

Zella turned to stare at her grandpapa. “How can one girl’s choices affect everyone in Limhah?”

“Our choices always affect others.”
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All through the day, Zella struggled to settle to work at her loom beside her mama. She wanted to jump up at every sound. She often raced to the west wall to stare toward Nod, praying to see horses cantering back to Limhah.

No dust rose in the distance.

Each time, her shoulders sagged.

Stop Kari before she enters Nod. Keep her safe, Zella prayed.

Still, no horses kicked up dust in their race to Limhah.

Once more, Zella turned to lurch down the steps and back to her loom. Tears dripped unnoticed from her chin. Why had Kari run to Nod?

“No sign of Karida yet?” Mama asked again as Zella slumped into the chair in front of her loom.

Zella’s chin trembled. “No. I’m worried about her.”

Mama set her hand on Zella’s shoulder. “Your papa and I have worried about her for the last few years. Karida is occasionally a willful daughter who does as she chooses, when she chooses. She sometimes chooses not to obey. Her desires are sometimes different than we would want, not as Jehovah would command.”

Zella stared at her hands in her lap. “I have seen that in her more lately. I have pulled her from the edge of the fire more than once. And I am responsible for not dragging her away this time. I should have stopped her.” She felt numb and heavy.

“Perhaps you should have told us, your parents, of the danger. An extra pair of eyes and extra hands may have stopped her.”

“I did not think —” She lifted her eyes from her hands to her mama’s face.

“No. Who would expect your sister to run to Nod on a whim? We may not have taken it any more seriously than you did. We are to blame as much as you.” Mama’s face wore a mask of sadness. “We must both remember your sister has the same right to choose as all others of Jehovah’s children. We cannot force her to choose to obey.” Mama sighed. “It must be Karida’s choice to obey.”

“If we could force her obedience ...” Zella said.

“We would be no better than the cult priests or the Destroyer, himself. No, we cannot force her obedience. All we can do is teach her and pray she chooses obedience.” Mama wiped tears from her face with her square of white linen, then leaned forward to daub the tears from Zella’s face.

“I want to —”

“But you cannot. If you had raced Raven to Nod and arrived before she entered, would you enter that wicked city with her, if you could not convince her to leave with you?”

Zella considering her mama’s question. Much as she wanted to believe she would turn back to Limhah, she knew she would join her sister and try to keep her safe. She lifted her gaze to her mama’s face, “Probably.”

“Then it is good Karida didn’t take you, and your papa and grandpapas stopped you.” Emotion filled Mama’s voice. “I could not live if both of you were lost to Nod, especially if Karida falls into the cult priest’s hands.”

Zella fell into her mama’s arms. “I wouldn’t want to be lost to the cult priests.” She sucked in a sob. “But I miss my twin.”

“So do I, Zella. I have other children, but you two are my firstborn. You will always hold a special place in my heart. Stay here. Please stay safe.”

“Yes, Mama.”

As the sun dropped to the top of the western mountains, Zella stood once more on the walls of the city, staring across toward the pass through the hills leading to Nod. Still, no one rode toward Limhah, stirring up the dust.

“She has not returned yet?” Baraq asked.

Zella shook her head. “No. Nor have I seen Aran. Where are they?”

“Perhaps they are staying the night with Grandpapa Nat.”

“Perhaps. I can hope.”

Early morning light found Zella standing on the wall once more, staring west away from the rising sun, praying to see her sister and Aran riding homeward.

For three days, Zella regularly ran up the stairs to stare out, praying to see her twin riding across the plain. Baraq often found his way to the top of the wall while she stood there, staring west.

Finally, early the fourth morning, a cloud of dust rose near the hill. Baraq held her hand as they watched the dust come nearer. In no hurry, the rider made his way across the plain toward Limhah.

Zella set both hands on the wall and watched the small cloud of dust grow as the rider came closer. She had to think consciously about breathing as she watched.

“Is it only one rider?” she whispered.

“I can’t tell,” Baraq replied.

By the time the dust cloud crossed halfway to the city, she could see. Only one horse kicked up the dust.

“Who is it?” she breathed. “Could it be Kari?”

“Or Aran?” Baraq asked. “Or someone not from Limhah?” He grabbed her hand that rested on the wall and squeezed. “It won’t be long. The rider will arrive within the span.”

“A span, after the last few days, feels like eternity,” Zella said.

“It does,” Mama said from the other side of Zella. “I pray that is Karida. Or Aran. Someone who can tell me where my daughter is.”

“Our daughter,” Papa added. “I pray the rider is Karida. But then, I would fear for Aran and sorrow for his parents.”

When did Mama and Papa come to the wall?

“Either they, or we, or both of us, will grieve,” Mama whispered.

The rider kicked the horse and moved faster toward the city. The sun highlighted the rider — a man. Zella slumped and grabbed for her mama’s hand.

Mama cried out, “No!”

Papa put his arms around her and pulled her to him. She sobbed on his shoulder. Zella put her arms around her parents and wept. Her parents stretched their arms around her.

After tear-filled breaths, Zella shrugged away from her parents and turned to watch the rider once more.

He had kicked his horse into a gallop and would soon arrive at the gate.

“Mama, Papa. He will be here soon. We must go see who it is and what message he has for us. Perhaps he will tell us Kari is staying with Grandpapa Nat or Grandpapa Crites.”

Zella wiped her eyes and stumbled along the wall toward the gate behind her parents. They staggered down the steps as the rider hailed the gate.

“I come with a message from Nat. I need to speak to Chayim and Tiqvah. Joshua and Aleeza and Galil and Odelia may also want to join us.”

Mama and Papa. That makes sense. Even Galil and Odelia make sense. They are Aran’s parents. But why did he not ask for me to join them. I am Karida’s sister.

The gate guard slipped out the gate and searched the messenger for hidden weapons, taking his bow and quiver, sword, and his many knives before allowing him to enter the city.

“We are sorry,” the guard told the messenger. “We have to be extra careful of visitors, especially since the cult priests want to infiltrate our city and steal our women.”

Mama bobbed her head up and down. “My mama fought off men who wanted to take her to them. I was a babe in her arms when they came for her,” she whispered.

After many breaths, the guard opened the gate and invited the messenger inside. Another man led him toward the sanctuary.

“Tiqvah and Chayim are meeting at the tabernacle now. I will take you to them.”

Zella’s parents and Aran’s parents, Odelia and Galil, followed them. None of them spoke. All fearing the news of their child this messenger had for them.

Zella held her mama’s hand and stumbled behind them. The messenger didn’t invite me to the meeting, but — Kari is my sister!

***
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At the sanctuary, Tiqvah invited Galil, Odelia, and Zella’s mama and papa, Aleeza and Joshua, into a meeting room. Zella tried to follow them in.

“No, Zella. You are not invited to this meeting. Your parents can tell you about the meeting later,” Grandpapa Tiqvah said, gently pushing her out the door.

“But Kari is my sister!” she wailed.

“Yes. But this is adult business.”

“I’m an adult.”

He shook his head. “Almost, but not quite. Wait here.”

Zella leaned against the wall and slumped to the floor. Great sobs escaped. She leaned her head on her knees and wept.

She sat weeping for a long time until she became aware of a hand setting on her shoulder. Through bleary eyes, she glanced up. “Grandmama Merab. Where did you come from?”

“I live here, remember. I heard sobbing coming from the hallway and came to investigate. I didn’t expect to find you. Is there news of Karida?”

“No. Yes.” Considering her question. “Perhaps. A messenger arrived less than a span ago. He wanted to speak to Grandpapa Tiqvah, Chayim, my parents, and Aran’s parents. It doesn’t look good. And they won’t let me in.”

Grandmama’s arms snaked around Zella and she pulled her into a close embrace. “You must be worried.”

“I am. I want to find out where my sister is. What happened to her? Why hasn’t she come home?”

“I don’t know, dear. We will learn the answers to your questions soon. Your parents and Grandpapa will share with you when they can.”

“Oh, Grandmama, I miss Kari.”

Grandmama rubbed her back and patted her as she did small children who cried. Zella didn’t care. She needed the attention.

When Zella’s sobs calmed, Grandmama leaned back to look into her face. “You need some water after all those tears. I suspect you have a headache.”

Zella hiccupped. “I do.”

“Come with me, and I’ll get you some water. When I cry hard like this, I always have a headache and water always helps.”

Grandmama Merab stood and helped Zella up, then led her down the hall and into her living quarters. She poured her a tall cup of water, which Zella drank down, then held out the cup for more.

Grandmama Merab nodded. “You need lots of water to counteract all those tears.”

Zella slumped in a chair next to Grandmama’s table. “I don’t understand why Kari would run off like that. Worse, I don’t see why Grandpapa won’t allow me to sit in on the meeting.”

“They don’t want you to hear all the ugly details. They didn’t let me in, either, and I’m and adult.”

Zella barked a short laugh. “I guess they need to keep the ugly details to themselves until they decide what to do.”

“Perhaps. Or they need to hear the details before they share them with the citizens of the city. There may be demands from someone ...”

“Demands?” Zella gasped and sat up taller. “Who would make demands on us? Why?” She sipped from her cup.

Grandmama Merab sat across from her and began to trace the lines in the wood. “They may have fallen into the hands of one of the many despicable organizations in Nod. Most organizations in Nod are wicked.”

“Who do you think has Kari and Aran?”

Grandmama’s shoulder lifted. “Pagag has wanted to capture one of our people since Grandmama Ziva refused them their protection coins. They caught your Grandmama Elke. Grandpapas Nat and Crites took their guards there and rescued her.”

“Pagag!” Zella gasped. “I’ve heard about them. They are the ones who wanted to enslave Grandmama Elke and the other women of Limhah and put them in harlot houses.” She drank more of her water.

“Yes,” Grandmama Merab continued. “Then there are the cult priests. The Lorcan high priest lost many coins when we rescued Elke. Noreis, a leader from Pagag, insisted Kalith return the bag of coins he paid for Elke.”

“Would that give him reason to hate those of us here in Limhah?”

“Yes, when you remember they insisted we owed them donations and we disagreed. They sent men here to take Elke back to Lorca. When that didn’t work, they sent an army of guardsmen, probably many were from Pagag, to attack our city. We fought them off, but they had more men than we did.”

“Didn’t Jehovah stop them?” Zella asked, leaning her elbows on the table.

“He did. He sent a whirlwind that gathered all but three of their army and blew them away. I haven’t heard of any who returned.”

Zella leaned her head on her fist. “They haven’t attacked us since then.”

“And we stayed away from Nod and their clutches. No women traveled to Nod in all this time. Only certain men travel there with messages for Grandpapa Nod or Grandpapa Crites. Even then, they have needed to be extra careful.”

“Orihah told us about Kib’s last message trip to Nod. The gate guards held him and treated him like an enemy spy until he convinced them he carried a message for Grandpapa Crites.”

“Tiqvah told me about that. He and Chayim planned to discuss ways to send messages without sending our men to Nod this Sabbath. Then, your sister and Aran decided to go there.”

“Not a good time for them to go,” Zella said, shaking her head.

“I understand things are worse in Nod than they have ever been,” Grandmama Merab said. She rubbed her forehead. “Tubal Cain is sick and not participating in leadership as much. Grandpapa Crites is losing some of the protection he’s held over all these years.”

Zella emptied her cup. “May I have more water? Kari mentioned a need to go while Grandpapa Crites still has the protection of Tubal Cain. But she chose a terrible time to be impetuous. Are Grandpapa Nat and Grandmama Ziva safe in Nod?”

Grandmama reached for the cup.

“No, Grandmama. I can get it. You don’t need to serve me.”

“You are my guest.” Indignation filled Grandmama Merab’s voice.

“I can still pour my own water.” She loosened her grip on the cup and allowed her grandmama to pour water for her.

“To answer your question about our grandparents and family in Nod, no. They are not as safe anymore. I expect them to leave Nod before long.”

“Where will they go? Will some come here?”

“Perhaps. But we may not be safe here either. We are too close to them. We learned that when the priests sent their guards to attack us. They want our women and children as slaves. That will never change.”

“We may not be safe?” Zella squeaked.

“Perhaps not. We may want to consider an exodus to Caballo del Rancho.”

Zella plopped into her chair with her cup of water. “Would that even be safe? It is still close to Nod. Oh, Kari, why did you have to run to Nod now?”

“We must allow each person to choose, even when their choices can hurt them, cause them to become slaves.”

“Grandpapa said this choice could cause problems for all of Limhah.”

Grandmama Merab stood and walked to her cupboards. She opened a container and withdrew small cakes she set on a plate. “It could. We must pray for Jehovah’s help. Until then, this will cheer us up.” She set the plate in the center of the table, then retrieved cups and milk. She poured them each a cup of milk.

“Thank you, Grandmama. Milk tastes good with these small cakes.”

They sat together, eating cakes and drinking milk.

“Who is home with your younger brothers and sisters?”

“Taura is home with them. She fears for Kari, but not like me.”

“Of course not, dear,” Grandmama Merab said. “Karida is your twin. I have a twin brother. We are still close at our old age, even though he lives in Nod and I live here. I can tell when he is sad or happy.”

“I didn’t know you have a twin.”

“I do. Do you ever know when Kari is sick?”

“Oh, yes. She caught a cold last month. My body ached, too, although I didn’t have a cold.”

“I can still tell when Malakai catches a cold. I begin to ache for no reason.” Grandmama Merab giggled. “Your Grandpapa Tiqvah often teased me that we could hear each other’s thoughts.”

Zella chuckled. “Yes. Sometimes I can almost hear Kari’s thoughts.” Her hands suddenly felt clammy. “I haven’t heard her thoughts, or felt her pain, or experienced her emotions since she left. We have no connection. None. It frightens me. Where is she?”

“No feelings? No thoughts?”

“Not since I felt her excitement, entering the market, I suspect. I felt her brief anger, before everything went black. Since then, it is as though she does not exist. I cannot find her.”

“No wonder you are afraid for her. It frightens me that your connection is gone. I hope this messenger tells us why.” Grandmama Merab grasped Zella’s hand across the table.
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“I told you she would be in here,” Grandpapa Tiqvah said to Zella’s parents. “Merab wouldn’t let her sit in the hallway and weep.”

Zella turned in her chair at the table to see her mama and papa coming through the door into the kitchen.

“Where is the messenger? Did he not stay?” Grandmama Merab asked.

“No. Blasius needed to return to Nod with our response,” Grandpapa Tiqvah said with a little scowl.

Grandmama Merab jumped from her seat. “I’ll get you some little cakes and milk. Zella needs to hear about Karida. So do I.”

“But —” Papa said.

“You can’t stop her,” mama interrupted. “Sit and enjoy a cake and milk.”

Papa ran his hands through his hair, then slowly sat in a chair next to Zella. Mama sat on the other side and took her hand.

“Is it that bad?” Zella asked, holding in her pain.

Grandpapa Tiqvah set cups on the table for Mama, Papa, and himself, then sat next to Mama. Grandmama Merab brought a tray of cakes and set them on the table before she took her seat between Papa and Grandpapa.

Grandpapa served the cakes, giving both Grandmama and Zella another cake. “You need another, I’m certain,” he said when Zella held her hand up, and set one on her plate.

She lifted her spoon and took a small bite. Her stomach boiled and clenched. She set her spoon on the plate and watched her parents eat.

“Zella and I need you to tell us about Karida. When a twin can no longer sense her twin, something has gone terribly wrong,” Grandmama Merab said, staring at Grandpapa Tiqvah. “You can’t hide it from us. Out with it.”

He sighed and set his spoon on his plate. “I hoped to enjoy all this cake before needing to share that information.” He glanced at Mama and Papa.

Zella looked back and forth between them. Both of them stared at their plates of cake.

“Mama? Papa? Where is Karida? I haven’t sensed anything from her since the day after our birthday. Please? Grandpapa?”

Grandpapa sighed. “You will hear this now or later. Now will do.”

Zella’s mama gripped her hand a little tighter. She stared at her grandpapa.

Grandpapa sighed once more. “Karida and Aran rode through the gates of Nod without any problem. Before they reached the market, however, Pagag’s men captured them.”

“How did they recognize them?” Zella asked.

Papa held a hand up. “Your grandpapa will tell you. Be patient.”

Zella closed her mouth with a pop and nodded.

“Their clothing set them apart. We all wear the beautiful clothing you women sew from the fabric you weave here in Limhah.” He lifted a shoulder. “Women from Limhah haven’t been to Nod in twenty-five years —”

“Or more,” Grandmama Merab inserted.

“Or ever,” Zella murmured.

“Yes,” Grandpapa agreed. “Our styles have changed some. Their styles of dress among their women have changed much. And Karida sat astride her horse. Women in Nod rarely ride a horse in the city. If they do, they sit sideways, so their dresses don’t climb up and show their legs.”

“She stood out among the other women. She should have known,” Zella groaned.

“And, young women your age go nowhere with only one young man to guard her, unless they poor or servants. Poor people and servants wouldn’t ride horses. Karida and Aran set themselves apart as different, not from Nod.”

“And men from Pagag saw and took advantage of them,” Grandmama Merab said with a groan.

Grandpapa Tiqvah nodded. “Grandpapa Crites’ Red Guards saw them from a distance. They watched as they closed the distance, hoping to intercept before anything bad happened. Before they could, however, men from Pagag surrounded Karida and Aran and whisked them away.” He shoved the last bite of cake in his mouth and pushed his empty cake plate to the center of the table.

“Did they fight?” Grandmama Merab asked. She stacked the empty plates in a pile, setting the spoons on top.

“They tried. But there were too many of them for our two young people to fight them off.”

Zella stared at her mama, who gripped her hand tighter. “I lost touch with her in the middle of the afternoon that day. What did they do to her? Did they hit her?”

“She wouldn’t stop shouting. The one who pulled her off her horse onto his slugged her. She slumped in their arms.” Grandpapa leaned on his forearms.

“He knocked her out,” Papa murmured, still sitting straight, as though against a board. “She never remembered to keep her mouth shut when in danger.”

“Joshua,” Mama’s sharp voice surprised Zella.

“She has always been willful.”

“Independent,” Mama argued, then she softened, “and willful.”

“Who has them now?” Grandmama Merab asked.

“Pagag sold them to Kalith. He bears a grudge against our family. He knows any women from Limhah will be Nat’s granddaughters,” Grandpapa Tiqvah continued. “When he discovers Karida is not only Nat’s granddaughter, but Elke’s, his glee will increase.” He began to drum his fingers on the table.

“What will he do to her?” Zella asked, fear rising in her throat.

“Nothing good,” Mama replied. “Mama says little of her time in the Lorcan temple. I learned as a tiny girl not to ask. It causes her embarrassment and grief. I don’t want to tell Mama where Karida is...”

“She will learn soon. It is better for you to tell her than for her to find from another,” Grandmama Merab suggested.

“What message did the messenger bring?” Zella asked.

Papa huffed a breath out. “Kalith offered to sell Aran and Karida back to us. They want thirty silver coins — each.”

“He may as well ask for thirty bags of gold, each,” Grandmama Merab yelped. “We still don’t use coins here.”

“Blasius came from Grandpapa Crites. Our lack of coins is not lost on
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