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The Mistake:


Natasha crouched on a large tree branch, her eyes
focused on the city lights in the distance. The carriage hadn’t left yet, by
the look of things. Still, there was no point in taking unnecessary chances,
things can go wrong in an instant in the assassin business, which meant one
second stood between you and death. 


The trees were already shifting again, their roots
inching across the ground as they repositioned. If this kept up, even carriages
wouldn’t fit through the bushes anymore. According to the mages, the effects
should fade over time, but they rarely entered the forest and couldn’t see the
rampant loose magic that still effected the land. But Natasha lived in the
trees and knew that the magician’s residue wouldn’t fade anytime soon. It could
be centuries before anyone could traverse the forest in any kind of automated
vehicle again. 


Electronics didn’t survive long in the forest, their
signals blocked or their metal shells snatched by a stray tree branch and
crushed. The trees didn’t seem to like the signals, just as they disliked
fires. 


If you value your life, you don’t set fires in the
woods, and yet every noble opted to light their night travels. Maybe they felt
safer that way, like they would see something coming long before it struck. The
fire drew more attention than an unlit carriage would, but they seemed to feel
that light kept them alive. When it came to the forest, light caused more
problems than it fixed. 


“See anything?” Jarrod asked from his position on
the ground.


“Not yet,” she said, “but don’t let your guard
down. It’s possible that this noble has half a brain, we shouldn’t take any
chances. Keep your eyes and ears open.”


She dropped down from the branch and set to
rigging the snapper. The trees complained as she forced their roots to unfurl,
but she ignored them. They viewed her as a part of the forest now, a leaf
sister of sorts, and they would do as she asked even if they didn’t like it. 


It took a long time for her to reach that status,
trees aren’t very trusting, but when she proved that she could douse fires
better than any tree, they begrudgingly allowed her in. When she had first
started out, setting a snapper took a great deal more coaxing.


She patted the tree in thanks and headed back
across the road. 


“Where are you going to be?” she asked Jarrod.


“Hidden in the branches ready to back you up if
something goes wrong,” he said, rolling his eyes.


He had been complaining for days about this
mission.


“I don’t know why you insist on keeping me on the
side line,” he said, “I’m ready. Let me complete this kill. I can do it.”


“You’re not ready.”


Why did he have to be in such a rush? How did he
not understand that once you take a life, there’s no going back? 


Her first kill was one of necessity, to protect
her own life. She didn’t have a choice. And that spilt blood changed her, she
craved the power one could find in the taking of life. Her essence cried out
for more and her heart ached for that sense of complete freedom, but her soul
knew better, cautioning her from acting rashly. 


No one can hurt you after their dead, and for one
moment you had absolute power. There’s no doubt, and no fear, just energy. Killing
made her feel like a god.


But the good feelings only last so long before
reality sets back in. You might be free of your human master, but you’re a
slave to the blood lust. The more you kill, the stronger the desire for blood
becomes. 


Maldov knew that better than anyone. 


“Assassination is about planning,” she continued,
“if you plan for every eventuality, than the job can be completed.”


“And here I thought assassination involved
killing,” Jarrod said, “but I guess that’s my mistake.”


“The kill is just one step. You can’t skip the
planning.”


“Oh, come on Natasha. I’ve been studying under you
for months. I know every trick, I’ve learned how to use every weapon. Aside
from you, no one can best me in a fight or sneak up without me noticing. I’m
ready, I have been for a while, but still you refuse to let me complete a
mission.”


“No one is ready to kill,” she said, “least of all
you. You kill when I say, and not before.”


Jarrod scoffed and crossed his arms.


What a fool. No one deserves to be a slave to death,
but here he was practically begging for it. Why would anyone be so willing to
mortgage their soul for luxury?


“You should take as much time as possible to
prepare,” she said, “it won’t be long before Maldov expect you to take on
missions, just be grateful that hasn’t happened yet. A lot can go wrong and
neither of us should take unnecessary risks. You’ll have more than enough blood
on your hands soon enough.”


“You act as if I’m a child,” Jarrod said, his face
still angry, “I have a mind of my own you know. I know how to handle myself in
the field and I’m tired of hanging back when I should be in the thick of the
action.”


“We have time, so be patient. I know what I’m
doing and if I’m going to put my life in your hands, I’m damn well going to
make sure you’re ready to protect it first. We’re talking about more than pride
here, we’re talking about life and death.”


“And I can do it.”


Natasha sighed. So gung hoe and so unaware, it’s a
dangerous mix. What could she possibly say that would straighten him out? It
might be easier if her apprentice were female, it’s easier to instill the fear
of failure into a woman. Women are cautious by nature and consider the options
when making decisions. Women are less likely to make a mistake due to haste. 


If she had anything to say about it, all assassins
would be female, purely because women must think outside the box in order to
win a fight. But of course, Maldov would never approve. He probably didn’t like
that she was female, but he also couldn’t deny her value. If he got the chance,
Maldov would kill her without a second thought, but he wouldn’t do anything
that reckless until he found a suitable replacement. Hence Jarrod. 


Still, the chance remained that he might not reach
her level of skill. He could keep up well enough but his lack of focus often
caused problems. He never saw the minute details that could provide vital clues
about the targets. 


Maldov believed than men were the superior
fighters, but all men seem to understand is blunt force. 


She considered that for a moment. Blunt force, it
wouldn’t resolve the issue but it might stall Jarrod for a bit longer. 


She punched him in the nose. 


Tears instantly welled in his eyes and blood
poured over his lips. Not a pretty sight by any means, but if that’s what it
took to get through to him, then she would deal with the gore. 


“What the hell Natasha?” he said, gagging a bit on
the blood as it pooled in his throat.


“Question me again and I’ll do a whole lot worse
than that.”


“I’m not allowed to state my opinions now?”


“No, not when it comes to assignment.”


Jarrod spat blood on the ground and groaned as
more oozed from his nose. He grabbed the hem of his shirt, tore two large
strips off, and stuffed them up his nose. Good thing he wore black, otherwise
the blood marks would stain his shirt. 


He bent his head back to ease the flow and coughed
as the blood trickled down his throat again. Bloody noses cause large messes
even when the damage is insignificant, it’s the perfect dissuasion. 


“Did you really have to break my nose?” Jarrod
asked, his hand thoroughly coated in blood.


“I didn’t break it,” she said, “just bent it a
little. You’ll be fine in a couple of minutes.”


“I still don’t get it. What did you think hitting
me was going to accomplish?”


“You weren’t listening. I thought a little blood
might help the message sink in. And besides, now you have blood on your hands.”


She could see Jarrod roll his eyes, even though
his eyes were tilted toward the sky. 


“Women,” he said.


“Don’t make me punch you again.”


Jarrod held up his hands in surrender and tested
to see if the blood had stopped. Then he removed the wads of cloth and
scavenged for some herbs to help numb the pain. At least he remembered enough
to do that, when she had first introduced the concept he nearly poisoned himself
instead. 


Lack of focus, it might get him killed one of
these days. She had considered offing him once or twice herself in a fit of
annoyance but she never gave in to the impulse. She might be a monster, but
that didn’t mean she had to act like one. 


“At risk of further damage to my face, I still
think I can-“


Natasha held up her hand for silence. 


There, a light flickering through the trees. The
carriage would be here any minute. She grabbed Jarrod by the collar and pulled
him close.


“I’m only going to say this once more and if you
disobey me I swear to god that I will cut off your balls while you sleep. You
will not interfere with this kill, you’re here as back up only.”


She shoved him away, “so get in position before
the target arrives.”


Jarrod gave her a condescending smirk but
disappeared into the forest without a word. She did the same, returning to her
perch in the tree. 


Horses hooves drummed along the path as the coach
drew closer, ushering her toward his doom. But as the carriage drew near, the
light shone too brightly through the trees. Nobles were strange creatures, but
they rarely traveled with this much light. It was as if whoever rode inside
didn’t want anybody to miss their passage through the forest. 


A good way to end up being squashed by a tree, or
to lure a potential threat into a trap. Did they know that she was lying in
wait? But that was impossible, she never left clues and only two other people
knew about it, Maldov and Jarrod. Neither of them would tell.


But she couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling.


Dust flew into the air as the horses rounded the
turn and she caught her first glimpse of the traveling party. A front guard and
a solid gold carriage, but no rear guard. Anyone who rode in a solid gold
carriage would certainly have enough money to pay for a rear guard, so why
didn’t they have one?


She needed to get a look at the passenger to know
for sure, but given their actions, there was no way the target sat inside. It
had to be a trap. She sighed and pulled out her spy glass, Maldov would be
furious.


A young woman, dressed in rags, sat inside. Her
eyes were angry and focused but even through the spy glass, Natasha could see
her shaking. No one who looked so poor would be riding in a gold carriage, and
they wouldn’t be angry about either. She retracted the spy glass and cupped a
hand to her lips to signal Jarrod, but before she could do anything the snapper
closed around the coach and Jarrod dropped down on top of it.


What did he think he was doing?


“Damn it Jarrod,” she muttered, shoving the glass
back in place.


She should have known Jarrod would do something
like this. He had been complaining too much for her to expect otherwise, but
why did it have to be tonight, the one night when it truly mattered. The guards
were shaken up and dizzy but they would be on him in a few seconds, if not
sooner. She wouldn’t put anything past these travelers, there was some peculiar
about them. 


Jarrod wouldn’t survive this one on his own, they
needed to get out of here before the occupant and her guards caught on. 


She swung from the branch and hurtled onto the
carriage, landing next to Jarrod before he got the chance to open the doors. 


“What are you doing?” she asked.


“My job,” he said.


“We have to get out of here.”


“I’m not going anywhere, this job was practically
set up to be my first mission.”


“’Set up’ being the operative word.”


Jarrod shook his head in a patronizing way and
ripped the carriage door open. He didn’t believe her, and he now he would get
them both in trouble. She should just skip out now and leave Jarrod to his
fate, but she couldn’t just let him die. The woman screamed from inside. 


Damn it, why did he have to be so obstinate?


She slipped into the carriage behind him. 


“Don’t touch her,” Natasha said, pulling Jarrod
back.


“This is my kill.


“She’s not the target, you’ll be killing an
innocent woman. You don’t want that on your conscience.”


“Get out of my way, I won’t let you ruin this.”


He shoved her into the wall and grabbed one of her
diamond edged knives. He turned back toward the woman, but she stood ready, a
large knife firmly clasped in her own hand. They sent an assassin, she should
have seen this coming. Why else would they put someone in the carriage at all?


The woman attacked Jarrod, her movements like
flashes of lightning. Jarrod didn’t have time to respond to each one but he
managed to keep on breathing. 


“Do something useful,” Natasha shouted, before
jumping into action herself. 


Two on one, the woman didn’t expect that and she
fell back. Natasha took advantage of the space and managed to get behind the
woman and trap her arms. 


She held the woman steady and looked toward
Jarrod. His arm swung in a wide arc and as he completed the move, the blade
sliced through the woman’s neck. Her body went limp but blood sprayed from the
wound, dousing the carriage and the two remaining occupants. The knife had cut
too deep, exposing the bone, but at least the immediate threat was gone. 


“Nice work,” Natasha said, wiping the blood from
her face.


He did it, made a kill, and he did it well.
Perhaps she underestimated him. But when she looked up, she saw Jarrod’s
terrified expression. 


His body started to shake and he sank toward the
floor. She inwardly groaned and shoved Jarrod out the opposite door. He would be
next to useless now but they still had to escape before the guards caught on.


Why couldn’t he wait to fall apart until they were
out of danger? It’s not like the woman had been entirely without fault. But she
knew he couldn’t help it, at least outside he could make his way to shelter,
maybe escape the attention of the guards. She would have to clean up on her own
if they both wanted to make it out. 


She watched for a moment as Jarrod scrambled away
but just as she readied to jump out herself, someone grabbed her by the hair. 


She screamed in pain and fought to pull herself
free but the grip was too strong and in seconds she found herself hurtling
through the air. The trees grew uncomfortably close and she braced herself for
a hard landing, but the forest shuffled again, creating a nice pocket for her.


It wasn’t a soft landing by any means, but she
managed to stand up again. 


The guards stormed toward her, large swords in
each hand. She forced herself up and pulled a large sax knife from her belt and
held it at the ready. The guards scoffed at its size but they knew better than
to attack without caution. They had known she would be here, and that meant
they knew what she could do with a blade. 


She held back as well. She didn’t know what these
men were capable of, for all she knew they could be assassins as well. They had
certainly recovered faster than the average guard, and the double blades
signaled ‘danger’ as well. The only men she knew who used two blades, were
excellent fighters and not to be trifled with.


“You should lay down your weapons,” she said, “or
your boys are liable to get hurt.” 


Neither responded, their faces stoic. Killers,
Jarrod really messed things up tonight. 


“Well come on then,” she said, “we
don’t have all night.”


Nothing, damn these men were like granite. 


She opted for a test and whipped one of her
diamond blades at the one on the right. He knocked it away with a flick of his
blade, but evidently the attack was enough for the second because he attacked. 


His swords flicked through the air like helicopter
blades, threatening to cut off her appendages, but she knew better than to face
such an attack head on. She dashed to the side and launched herself up into the
trees. 


The man turned toward her, his blades still
flashing but she held the advantage now, the trees were on her side. She placed
on hand on the branch and willed the tree to move its root.  Once the
man’s foot was securely fastened, she flipped through the air, using another
branch as fulcrum, and landed on the man’s back with her feat. 


The man grunted and hit the ground. One attack
wouldn’t be enough, but at least this gave her a few moments to focus on the
second attacker. 


He propelled toward her as well, his movements
even smoother than the last. When the tree root came up to catch him as well,
he side stepped it and kept on coming. A blade master, no doubt about it.


She lunged forward, drawing the man’s blades in,
before rolling to the side. One blade smacked into the dirt as she darted in
with her sax knife. She cut into the man’s arm before ducking away once again. 


Droplets of blood fell from the man’s arm, but he
didn’t even look down, his eyes refocusing on her. 


By now the second guard was back on his feet and
both came toward her. 


She aimed for the hole between them, dropping to
the ground just as their blades swung for her neck. Two of the weapons clanged
together, but the guards turned in a flash as if nothing had happened. 
How could she possibly take both down?


There had to be some way, but she wondered if she
could even take one down, let alone two. She glanced over her shoulder, hoping
to come up with a plan. She needed to get behind the guards long enough to
inflict some damage, but it would have to be sudden. 


She looked back at the men. Small smiles played at
their lips. They were enjoying this. Well fine, that meant they would be up for
a good chase. 


Natasha broke into a run, aiming for a large oak
to her left. The clanking of the guards’ armor assured her that they were right
behind, totally caught up in the action. That’s a problem with being a killer,
you tend to get sucked it. You miss the details, fully trained assassins with
the same blind spot she combated in Jarrod.


The tree loomed before her and she doubled her
speed, climbing up the trunk and flipping her body over to land just behind the
guards. She jabbed the sax knife into the sword master’s side and pulled it
down, the edges biting into his chain mail. 


He roared in pain and jerked away, ripping the
blade from her hands. She fell to the ground and hit her head on a stone but
managed to turn over just in time to avoid being stabbed through the chest by
the second fighter. The man swung for her throat, but she swung her legs around
and knocked his feet out from under him. 


He crashed to the ground, his blades dropping
beside him. 


She pounced on top of him, clamping a hand over
his nose and mouth while desperately searching through her belt for another
blade. The man smacked her and dug at her hand but she refused to let him win.
If she couldn’t find a weapon, she would suffocate him. She focused her weight
onto her hand, ensuring that he couldn’t pull it free.


But as she focused on the one guard, the other had
ample time to recover. She didn’t realize the mistake until his shadow passed
over her. A victim of her own form of tunnel vision. 


His blade cut through the air and ripped into her
side, cutting deeper until it hit her rib cage. She couldn’t keep a hold on the
man’s nose and fell to the side, writhing in pain. It was all over, she would
die tonight just because she refused to leave her idiot apprentice behind. 


The man swung again, his blood-stained sword
glistening in the firelight. Natasha closed her eyes, too afraid to see the
killing blow, when something whizzed through the air.  


She heard a solid thwack and opened her eyes. One
of her diamond blades protruded from the man’s temple. His eyes were glassed
over, dead even before he hit the ground. 


Natasha glanced toward the trees and caught sight
of Jarrod. He looked pale and weak, but the blade could only have come from
him. He saved her life. 


But the second guard was up by now, his own blades
back in his hand. Natasha wouldn’t be able to perform any spectacular feats
like the flip again, so she grabbed the dead guard’s blades and faced her
attacker. Just because she didn’t carry swords, didn’t mean she couldn’t use
them. 


They circled each other, each one hesitant to make
the first attack. She had bested the guard once and she could barely move without
flinching. It would be a fight for survival and only one would walk away, but
neither could be sure that they would emerge the victor. 


“Ladies first,” Natasha said, her breathing heavy
but even.


The man sneered but remained in a defensive
stance. If only Jarrod had another blade, maybe he could take out this guard
too. But now the second guard was aware of his presence and would be ready for
an attack like that, besides Jarrod looked ready to hurl when she had spotted
him last. 


Neither would leave this fight, the guard wouldn’t
allow his target to escape, and she couldn’t allow him to leave now that he’d
seen her face, but she still hoped that something else would solve this issue.
Her side ached and the loss of blood made her head woozy. 


She flicked the blades through the air with ease,
wavering slightly whenever the cut in her side shot out a stab of pain. The man
countered her blows, but he refused to attack in return. Trying to tire her
out. She wouldn’t let it get that far. 


Aiming for his hands, she forced his focus to
shift. He would expect another hand attack, but this time she went for the
head. He responded to slowly, his blade missing hers by a fraction of a second.
The sword sliced through his neck and the fight was over. 


The man’s head rolled along the ground for a
couple of feet, testing Natasha’s upchuck reflex, and landed next to a tree
root, which promptly crushed it into the ground. Unfortunately, the decapitated
body remained, so Natasha did her best to avoid looking at it as she dug
through the carriage, trying to find bandages. 


She found several strips of cloth and pulled off
her shirt to wrap them around her torso. 


A tree branch snapped.


Natasha looked toward Jarrod, wondering if his
dilapidated state had impaired his silent movement, but he hadn’t moved and was
looking toward the other side of the road. She trained her focus on the trees
as well. It could just be an animal but you could never be too sure. A flash of
blue zipped by. Human, definitely human. 


She pulled her shirt back on and chased after. The
figure raced on, his breath seeming to reverberate through the trees. Natasha
did her best to keep up, but she was tired and injured. The man pulled ahead
and disappeared into the trees. 


She followed his foot prints for a while longer,
but she knew she would never catch up, at least not before he reached a
populated area. 


With any luck the man hadn’t seen her face, but
who knew how long he had been hiding in the trees. He could’ve been there the
whole time, she hadn’t even considered the possibility of a spy before the
mission. And if he had been there the entire time, he knew everything and it
would only be a matter of time before posters of her face were plastered on
every wall in the country.  Years of hard work and constant vigilance down
the drain all because she couldn’t keep up with one lousy human. 


She leaned against a tree and caught her breath.
She couldn’t stay in the forest, hundreds if not thousands of mercenaries would
be swarming the area within a few hours and in her present state she couldn’t
fight them off. Maldov was the only one who could offer her protection now,
assuming he kept her alive. But at least if Maldov killed her it would be quick
and no one would be eating her carcass afterward. Either way, the castle was
her best bet. 


Maldov lackeys waited for her when she emerged
from the tree line, their angry face another unpleasant sight after such a
dismal night.  


“Hello boys,” she said, “been standing here long?”


“Maldov’s waiting for you,” said one of the
guards, “says he wants to see you the minute you came back to town.”


“Well then you’re a little late aren’t you?”


She let the guards grab her arms and shuffled
along as they half carried her to the castle. She winced as they jostled her
body, aggravating the cut in her side, but she didn’t bother complaining. Days
weren’t supposed to be this draining, at this point all she wanted to do was
sleep. Besides, she could get back at the guards later if she really wanted.


Castle guards weren’t the brightest bunch, chosen
for their brawn over their brains. Every now and then she found a guard who
could carry an intelligent conversation but they were the most likely to be
killed off. The smart ones usually felt the need to voice opinions and Maldov
didn’t take kindly to questioning. If she weren’t his best option when it came
to challenging situations, she would have lost her head years ago. 


“I don’t suppose you boys have any medspray on
you?” she asked, “I got into a bit of a fight in the woods.”


“We heard,” said another guard, “it’s all over the
kingdom. Got the villagers all worked up too. You’re infamous.”


“Oh, infamous. Kind of a big word for you don’t
you think?”


They should just give her the medspray and shut up
but, since they refused, she assumed that Maldov informed them to hold off
until he assessed the situation. Wanted to make her suffer for messing up no
doubt. 


That was fine, she could manage the pain for a
little while longer, it was more of an inconvenience
than anything. She had already done her part.


The only thing left to do was to deal with Maldov
and that would be fairly straight forward. Their relationship largely entailed
arguments and yelling where he would make empty threats until his energy was
spent. Natasha dealt with it because he provided her with the best option for
protection and he didn’t kill her because she continued to be a valuable asset,
despite the night’s events. 


Her exhaustion might help this time, she would be
too tired to get angry over any insults that came her way and she would be less
likely to say something stupid that would land her with several more days in
prison or a lashing. No, she would probably still get the lashing, she had
botched an assassination job.


As they drew close to the throne room, she was
surprised to hear raised voices. Who would Maldov be fighting with? A smack
echoed through the hall, followed by a whimper, but the guards didn’t seem to
care. 


They pounded on the large double doors and waited for
Maldov to usher them inside. When he did, they marched inside and threw her at
Maldov’s feet. She cringed as pain shot through her side, but she pulled
herself up to face the king directly. 


“Ah, Natasha,” Maldov said, “I was just discussing
you with my son.”


She glanced over at Utar, the royal prince, and
saw a large welt on his cheek. Maldov must have stuck hard to cause such
immediate swelling. 


“And you’ve decided to let this whole thing go?”
she asked.


Maldov scowled and slapped her across the face
too, sending her sprawling to the ground once more.


“Not quite,” he said. 


He reached down, grabbed her by the hair, and
leaned his head down so they were eye to eye. 


“Do you mind telling me,” he asked, his voice low
and rough, “what the hell went wrong?”


He growled and slapped her again, the back of his
hand biting into her cheek. He struck with so much force that she flipped over
before hitting the ground. The impact ripped her wound further open and tears
formed in her eyes. That’s the last thing she needs, to cry in front of the
king. She touched the growing bumps on her cheeks.


“I sent Jarrod in before he was ready,” she said,
“that’s all. I thought he could handle it. I should’ve been better prepared.”


“Better prepared!” Maldov yelled, “you were exposed. I’ve got noble families from every kingdom
calling for my head. Better prepared. You should have died out there, died to
protect my honor, but instead you come back, begging for my forgiveness after
letting one of my enemies escape. Shame on you, how could I ever think that a
sniveling child like you could actually get the job done?”


“I was stabbed,” she said, anger bringing even
more heat to her cheeks, “and they had a spy hidden away in the shadows. I
couldn’t keep up, it’s not my fault.”


“Oh, yes, blame your wounds for your cowardice. I
knew something like this would happen, you get one little scrape and you run
crying back to mommy. No man would ever let and enemy escape, but I should have
known better with a girl like you.”


Natasha wanted to smack him, to knock that smug
expression off his quivering, fat face. How dare he say such a thing? She had
spent years doing everything he wanted and she had more than proven her value.
No man could come close to her talent and skill.


“I suppose it was you then,” she said, “you told
them about the attack just to see how I would handle it.”


Maldov looked surprised for a moment before his
expression shifted back to one of anger. 


“I did no such thing,” he said, “but it you knew
it was a trap, you should’ve known how to handle it. But, obviously, you aren’t
bright enough to catch the warning signs or check your ambush sites for
intruders. You’re despicable, a leech sucking away at me like the ungrateful
harpy that you are.”


“I tried to pull back,” Natasha said, “but that
idiot boy you forced me to train wouldn’t listen. He jumped onto the carriage
without a second thought and barged into the fight. If it hadn’t been for him,
those assassins would be stuck in the forest somewhere, wondering where they
went wrong.”


She regretted the words right after they came out.
She wanted to protect Jarrod from Maldov’s wrath but those words did the exact
opposite. Jarrod looked so weak after the fight, he needed shielding, but she
had lost her temper. Who knew what Maldov might do now.


His mood certainly seemed to have shifted, and he
gazed at her with contempt. 


“You should have trained him better,” he said.


Then he gestured for the guards to take her.


“No,” she shouted, “I… it was me. I’m the one who
let that man get away. Jarrod didn’t do anything wrong.”


Maldov ignored her and returned to his throne.


“Please,” she said, “punish me. It’s my fault.”


But Maldov’s mind was already made up.


“The boy dies at dawn, but don’t worry Natasha,”
he said, “I’ll make sure you get a good seat.”


Natasha’s heart sank. A stone seemed to drop from
her chest into her stomach and her mouth dried up. Jarrod would die tomorrow
all because she couldn’t control her tongue. The urge to cry welled in her
chest but the shock held the flood at bay. She wanted to scream and yell, to
punch and kick her way free, but the sadness stilled her body. What had she
done?


The guards dragged her down the steps to he dungeon and threw her in a
cell. She barely noticed as they locked the door. So many terrible things
happened in her life, so many lost friends and family members, but this was the
first one she had been responsible for killing. 


Someone sniffled in the corner.


She shook free of her thoughts long enough to
notice Jarrod’s huddled form in the corner. 


“Oh, Jarrod,” she said, moving to his side, “I’m
so sorry.” 


She wanted to reach out to him but she knew that
if she did she wouldn’t be able to let him go. No attachments, that’s what it
meant to be an assassin. No caring and no friends. Jarrod was the closest thing
she had to family now and he would be gone tomorrow. She couldn’t afford to
care anymore than she already did. 


“Sorry for what?” Jarrod asked, “it’s not your fault.”


“Of course it is,” she said, “if
I had just-“


He grabbed her hand, cutting off her sentence. 


“You tried to stop me,” he said, “you told me that I wasn’t ready and I did it anyway.”


What was he talking about? The killing? What did
that matter now?


“I thought I was,” he continued, “you’ve done it
so many times, it seemed to easy, but when I saw that woman’s eyes I just…”


Tears rolled down his cheeks and Natasha hugged
him, unable to stop herself this time. He clung to her too, his hands shaking. 


She should tell him about Maldov’s orders. It
would be cruel not to, but she couldn’t bring herself to say the words. He had
already been through so much for one night, he didn’t need anymore. So she held
him tighter instead, forcing herself to handle the fear on her own. 


“I don’t know what to do,” he said, his arms
clutching the back of her shirt.


“I’m here,” she whispered, smoothing his hair, “it’s okay. You don’t have to do anything.”


She kissed his forehead. The gesture seemed to
startle him because he looked up. His eyes met hers and his features softened.
He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.


“I never realized,” he said, “how strong you are.
I just thought it was easy, but the kind of pain you face every day, it’s
stifling. But, you’ve always had my back. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for
you.”


She looked away. He was right. He wouldn’t be here
if she could just keep her mouth shut. He wouldn’t be here if she had just
refused to take on a recruit like she should have. He was such a sweet and
hopeful person, he didn’t deserve this fate, but he had lived in her shadow for
too long and the darkness always catches up.  


Jarrod caressed her cheek and she found herself
looking into his eyes once more. A tear finally escaped and rolled down her
cheek. He wiped it away with his finger and bent forward. His lips pressed
against hers and she melted into his touch. 


She knew how to do this. She knew how to comfort a
man, but something was different about this time. She drew him in, letting her
mind go blank. She needed him too.


Their kisses increased in pressure and her breath
sped up as his hands slipped under her shirt. She didn’t want to fight anymore,
she didn’t want to kill. She just wanted to be close to him, to let the world
slip away. 


He pressed her against the floor and their bodies moved
as one and she let out a gasp. More, she just wanted more, and Jarrod obliged,
his lips working their way down her neck. 


She allowed the sensations to overpower her mind
and wrapped in his arms, she let the world drift away.


-


Sunlight streamed through the prison window when
she woke up. Jarrod’s arm still wrapped around her waist and she gentle
extricated herself and slipped her clothes back on. She had never experienced
anything like last night, the desperate need for someone else, but today she found
herself feeling guilty and happy all at the same time. 


She would remember that night forever but she
couldn’t let herself be completely happy because Jarrod didn’t know the truth. 


He rolled over and pulled himself toward her,
kissing the small of her back. Butterflies fluttered in her chest and she
blushed, a small smile growing on her lips. 


“Good morning,” Jarrod said.


She turned to look at him and her smile widened.


“Good morning,” she said, with a giggle.


She didn’t remember ever giggling before, but she
enjoyed the sensation. It made her feel light, like nothing could really be so
bad now that Jarrod sat beside her. But she remembered her deceit and turned
away, not able to look into his eyes. 


He pulled back her hair and kissed her neck.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


She shook her head. How could she possibly answer
that question? He didn’t know anything about Maldov’s orders and if she
couldn’t bring the issue up last night, she definitely couldn’t talk about it
now.


But Jarrod persisted, moving around her body until
their lips met again. She felt herself sinking away again, but she forced
herself to pull away. It would be selfish, she had to be strong.  He
deserved to know  the truth. 


She pushed herself off the floor and walked to the
far wall, hoping some distance might clear her head. Jarrod followed though,
snaking his arms around her side, careful not to reopen her wound, and
encircling her torso before pulling her body into his. Her eyes closed as his heat
sank into her back, giving her a new kind of strength that she never knew
existed. She could take on the world with him, but her resolve to tell him the
truth faded away. 


If she allowed him to touch her, she would only
get more attached and she couldn’t do that, not when she knew she would lose
him. 


“Stop,” she whispered, pushing his hands away, “I
can’t.”


She turned to face him and saw his forehead
crease.


“I don’t understand, last night-“


“Last night I needed someone,” she said,
distancing herself from him, “you were there, it happens. Don’t read into it,
it was just one night.”


Jarrod’s face fell and he turned his head away.


“Oh,” he said, “right. It was silly of me to
think…”


He turned back to his corner and sat down with his
back to the wall. He looked so forlorn and she fought the urge to comfort him
again. Last night had been a mistake though, she couldn’t give in to her
desires again. The ache in her chest would only grow stronger if she comforted
him now. 


But her body didn’t listen, moving to his side of
its own accord. One arm wrapped around his shoulder while the other curled
around his own. 


He glanced down at her hand and stared, waiting
several, long seconds before grabbing her hand with his own. Their fingers
laced together and, for the first time since she was a child, Natasha felt at
home. 


He bent down to kiss her, their lips pressing
together for what seemed like an eternity. 


“I love you, you know,” he said, “I guess I always
have but I didn’t realize it until last night. There’s nothing like a life or
death situation to force you to see the truth.”


Her unwrapped her arm from around his neck, and
encircled her instead, grabbing her hands with his. She leaned into him and
listened to his heart beat. What had she done that was so terrible that she
deserved this? Did it make the gods laugh to see her fall for a man just to
take him away? Did she only get one night of happiness before the world fell
apart again? 


She closed her eyes. If this was all she got, then
she wouldn’t waste a moment.


Jarrod kissed the top of her head and started to
hum, the low tones reverberating through his body and into her soul. She sighed
as he rocked her back and forth, content to stay like this forever. But Jarrod
didn’t get more than a few lines into his song before the cell door burst open.



“Time to go, pretty boy,” one guard said with an
evil grin, “do want to be late for the party?”


Natasha sat upright and stared in horror as the
guards moved toward Jarrod.


“What’s going on?” Jarrod asked as they grabbed his
arms.


“It’s to the block for you,” the guard said, “and
the block waits for no man.”


“What block?” Jarrod asked, his voice rising in
pitch, “Natasha, what’s going on?”


“I’m sorry,” she whispered, tears rising in her
eyes, “I’m so sorry.” 


He stared at her with wild eyes, begging for her
to explain but all she could do was sit on the floor, her heart slowly tearing
apart as Jarrod’s cries faded.


“You’re coming too,” another guard said, “king’s
orders. Says you’re supposed to get a good view.”


He grabbed her arm but she kicked him away, anger
replacing her pain as it had so many times before. Maldov might have won, but
she didn’t have to go along with his plans. 


The guard fell to the floor with an enormous
clang. He rose again, his face beat red, and raised his arm to slap her across
the face.


“Don’t you dare touch me,” she said, her eyes
burning in their sockets. 


The man hesitated for a moment but then his
expression hardened and he swung. His hand flew wide and she dodged the blow
with ease, rolling to the side. She came up right behind him and grabbed his
head. One quick snap and he collapsed to the floor. 


Several more guards stood at the door and one
stared at her in horror before rushing to the fallen guard’s side to check his
pulse. He turned back to his friends.


“He’s dead,” said the second guard, “she killed
him.”


The remaining guards took a step back, but they
continued to stand by the door, probably unsure who their feared most, her or
Maldov. Natasha glared at them before returning to the corner. If Maldov wanted
her to watch so much, he would willingly risk a few losses in the attempt, but
maybe the guards wouldn’t. 


“Grab her,” said one of the guards by the door.


The guard inside looked at him in horror.


“You saw what she did,” he said, “you grab her.”


The guard by the door shook his head and took
another step back, his eyes wide with fear. There was a long silence as the
guards stared at her, unsure what to do next but one spoke up in the end.


“This is ridiculous,” he said, “she
can’t take us all down. We go together.”


He marched into the cell, gesturing for the others
to follow, and grabbed her by the arm. She punched him in the neck and he
choked, but the other guards rushed to his aid and lifted her from the ground.
The brave guard coughed and gasped for air, but she knew he would live. 


She struggled to free herself from the guards but
with her feat in the air she didn’t have much leverage. A few solid kicks
landed, but nothing did enough damage to cause damage. She knew fighting was
pointless, one way or another Maldov would get his way, but she felt good that
at least one of Maldov guards lay dead in her cell. If he took someone from
her, she would take someone from him, even if it was just a guard. 


“She’s a feisty one isn’t she?” said one of the
guards.


The others nodded.


“If you ask me,” said another, “we should be
executing her rather than that boy. This one’s dangerous.”


Several guards nodded.


“Maldov wouldn’t do that,” said the first, “she’s
too good at her job. Just look at what she did back in the cell. He didn’t even
have time to fight, it was over so quick.”


More guards nodded.


“Damn impressive,” said a third guard, “I’ve never
seen anything like. She must be really talented.” 


“And she,” Natasha said, “doesn’t like
being talked about in the third person. So will you all kindly shut up before I
rip all of your heads off?”


They stared at her in shock for a moment but then
shrugged it off, sure in their strength in numbers. She couldn’t hurt them if
they stuck together, she knew it and they knew it. 


“She’s just pissed because her boyfriends
getting the axe,” said the first, “did you see them, all snuggled up.
Revolting.”


Heat rose in Natasha’s chest and she rammed her
legs against one guard in an attempt to launch toward the speaker. They weren’t
prepared for her renewed fight and she managed to topple the guard and hold him
to the ground, her arm cutting off his air supply. 


“Don’t talk about him,” she said, “at least he can
hold his own. You can’t do anything without you sissy girls to back you up. I
could pop your head off with one foot if I wanted, and you would do well to
remember that.”


The other guards pulled her off, but not before
the light of fear shone in the man’s eyes. She sneered at him and he scuttled
away, one hand clasped around his throat. 


“You might want to pay more attention to what
you’re doing,” she told the others, “I’m slippery.” 


The guards exchanged worried glances, but
continued onward. At least they had shut up, leaving her to rage in silence. 


Guards are like sheep, always in a pack, not a
brain between them. If Maldov told them to jump off a cliff they would, no
considering their own imminent deaths until they were already falling. But,
they knew how to run. She posed a threat, which meant she held the power, and
if she ever caught another sheep without the herd, she would take it out. 
Maldov needed new guards anyway, these ones were getting old, and they were way
too easy to scare. 


They led her down several long hall ways and up a
massive flight of stairs, emerging onto the castle wall. Below, she saw the
courtyard and the massive stage used for executions. Jarrod wasn’t on it yet,
but she knew he would be soon enough. 


Maldov stood on his balcony, looking down at the
growing crowds with contempt. He always enjoyed a good spectacle, and no doubt
expected this one to be one to remember. He needed someone to mourn the dead,
and who better than Natasha, the only girl he couldn’t touch. 


“Today,” he said, raising his arms grandly for the
sake of the crowd, “we gather in the name of justice. One among us has
committed grievous crimes and must be punished.”


The crowd noise decreased and the people turned
toward Maldov.


“What crimes has he committed?” called a voice
from the crowd, no doubt a plant.


Maldov smiled and stared at the crowd.


“Murder.”


The crowd gasped in horror and one of the noble
ladies stationed on a raised platform fainted. Just what Maldov liked. 


“With his actions, he threatens the peace we’ve
created. Other kingdoms believe me responsible for his crimes, but with his
head I will end these accusations and restore the trust we’ve fought so hard to
win.” 


Dozens of the audience members nodded, muttering
to each other. They looked angry and several started a chant of ‘destroy the
monster’ and ‘take his head’. Natasha frowned, wondering how anyone could buy
this.  Maldov was the monster, he should be the one punished, but the
people seemed genuinely invested in his story. Schmucks. 


She had known Maldov for over four years now and
she knew how deceptful he was, how could the
villagers ever consider truth in anything he said? Of course, few people lived
to see the other side of Maldov’s anger. She lived in unparalleled privilege,
able to get away with just about anything she wanted. As long as she proved of
value to Maldov, she retained her head, very few people could claim the same,
even his own children. 


Speaking of. 


She looked behind Maldov, trying to catch a
glimpse of Uttar. He seemed to willing to help her
most of the time, maybe there was a chance… But no, not even Uttar could calm
his father’s blood lust. People rarely changed Maldov’s mind and Uttar was too
soft spoken to handle a situation like this anyway. 


“Bring out the prisoner.”


The large double doors, which lead to the main
hall, burst open and Jarrod emerged. He looked angry and struggled with his
guards but it wasn’t until he saw the execution stage that he really started to
fight. They hadn’t told him anything.


Her heart broke again as she watched Jarrod move
forward and her will to fight evaporated. He looked so helpless and she
couldn’t do a thing to help him. One girl against an army of guards and a sea
of angry villagers, couldn’t do much good. But then her eyes drifted back to
Maldov.


He was just one man. A powerful one, granted, but
a man just the same. And without his son by his side, Maldov stood alone on the
balcony. 


She couldn’t do it though. Killing Maldov would
only cause chaos and she would be forced to run. A fugitive with a thousand
soldiers on her heels.


But Jarrod would live, and right now, that’s all
that mattered. 


Throwing caution to the wind, she shoved her
distracted guards away and climbed up onto the wall rim, teetering as the wind
caught her clothes. The guards complained but she moved too quickly to cause
much of a stir.


“Stop her,” called the guards.


Several hands grasped for her ankles but she had
already reached her jump point. Two feet in front of her a banner line was
affixed to the wall. It stretched across the courtyard and ended just above the
balcony edge. 


She aimed for a banner and jumped, grabbing the
fabric and praying to god that it didn’t rip. The metal eyelets dug into the
rope and held. She had expected her forward momentum to start the slide but her
weight caused to much friction. She bunched the
eyelets together and pushed off the wall. At last the fabric moved, inching her
toward Maldov. 


Inch by inch traveled, the movements shaky and inconsistent.
It hadn’t been her best plan, but she couldn’t change tactics midair. An arrow
zipped by her head and she turned in shock to see a line of archers taking aim.
She needed to move faster but the banner wasn’t getting her anywhere. 


She grabbed the rope instead, swinging hand over
hand. She could feel the eyes of the villagers below but forced herself to keep
her focus on Maldov. He smirked at her, gave a little wave, and gestured for
his guards to continue with the execution.  She redoubled her efforts. 


More arrows whizzed by her, but the guards were
shaky and unpracticed. Several individuals below screamed as the arrows sunk
into their bodies instead. A gleeful smile spread over Maldov’s face.
Additional blood, what he always wanted.  


By the time she drew Maldov’s balcony, the
surprise had more than worn off. She was tired and hot, but determined to do
something to stop the execution. A few more swings and she would be able to  get inside it to confront Maldov directly


Maldov waggled his eye brows at her and raised his
sword.


“I’m surprised at you Natasha,” he said, “I
thought you would be better at this.”


He hacked through the rope and she fell. 


As the wind rushed passed her air, she realized
just how stupid her plan had been. Anybody could have cut the rope at any time,
she would have needed enough speed to reach Maldov within a few seconds but the
rope angle hadn’t been steep enough, let alone tight.


Her body smacked into a group of villagers who
were either to stunned or to oblivious to move out of
the way. She groaned as her wound reopened, somewhat surprised that her journey
across the rope hadn’t done that before. 


She could hear the stomping feet of guards
approaching and she forced herself to sit up, allowing the villagers to do the
same. They approached from everyside, their weapons
gleaming in the sunlight. They wouldn’t kill her, she didn’t think, but they
wouldn’t go easy either. What a disaster, this is what happens when you don’t
think your plans through. Jarrod was still going to be executed and her only
hope was that she wouldn’t be joining him. 


She glanced to the side, realizing something. The
execution state was only twenty feet to her left and no guards stood between
her and it. Once she got him though, how would they possibly escape.
The executioners axe might help with that, it would clear the villagers anyway.



It was a reckless, childish, and stupid plan but
she had to believe there was a way. She couldn’t loose
another person, especially not to Maldov. 


She shoved off the ground and bounded toward the
stage, stopping the executioners axe mid swing. The man grunted and tried to
shake her off, but she held on, ensuring the blade never drew close to Jarrod.


“A little help,” she said, looking back at Jarrod.


He looked confused, his head still resting on the
block. She rolled her eyes and turned back to the executioner who threatened to
overpower her with sheer weight. She shifted to the side, unbalancing him, and
twisted the axe sideways. The executioner fought to rip his blade from her
hands but she used the momentum of his pull to flip over his back. 


Now the executioner was in danger of losing his
head. He choked but no longer had the weight of his body to help him move. She
pulled the blade back, inching it toward his throat, until at last the steel
cut through his flesh. 


His body went limp and tottered forward. Natasha
pulled the blade free and hoped off just before his body hit the stage floor. 


She grabbed Jarrod’s hand and pulled him off the
stage. He didn’t fight her but his movements were awkward and he tripped
several times.


“What’s wrong with you,” she shouted, “run.”


“I can’t,” he said.


She looked back at him, wondering what could
possibly be wrong, and noticed the green tent on his skin. His breathing was
labored and sweat covered his face. Poison. Damn it. 


Exertion could kill him, but she didn’t know how
to else to get out of the castle. She left Jarrod where he was and pushed
through the crowds. There had to be a wheel barrow or something nearby.
Nothing, but then she spotted a horse tied to a tree on the outskirts of the
crowd line. It was a pack horse, nothing special, but it would have to do. 


The crowd screamed as she forced her way though,
many ducking down to cover their heads as if she would randomly start cutting.
The kneeling ones got in the way but she reached the horse and cut its lead.
She jumped on its back and kicked it into action, steering them both back
toward Jarrod.


He reached up as she drew near and she pulled him
into the saddle behind her. Arrows shot toward them and the guards on foot were
catching up but they wouldn’t be able to stop her now. She kicked again and the
horse shot toward the gate. 


Men ran ahead of her, aiming for the guard towers
where the gate controls were but she knew she would make it before they did. 


She kicked the horse again, urging it to greater
speeds. But she momentarily forgot about Jarrod’s impaired state and as the
horse leapt over a cowering villager, Jarrod slid from the saddle. 


“No!”


She whipped the horse around and galloped back.
When they reached Jarrod, she slid from the saddle and tried to pull him up.
His body didn’t respond though and she couldn’t carry his weight. White foam
bubbled out of his mouth and his body convulsed. 


She looked around for something, anything that
would help, but she didn’t know anything about healing. Tears formed in her
eyes and she turned back to Jarrod. 


“Jarrod please,” she said, “don’t give up now. I
need you.”


Her hand traced his face and she kissed his
forehead.


“Come back to me,” she said, her voice catching.


But she could see his life draining away.


“Don’t leave me,” she sobbed, cradling his body in
her arms. 


Heat drained from his body and the convulsing
stopped. His mouth fell open and a few ragged breaths escaped. It sounded like
he said something but she couldn’t hear over the noise of the crowd. She leaned
now and pressed her ear to his nose so that he would have space to breathe. 


“I’m sorry.”


The words were so soft and weak but they were enough
to trigger her tear ducts. 


“No,” she said, “don’t be sorry. You did
everything you could.”


Jarrod’s head shook ever so slightly, but as he
tried to speak again the last bit of life bled away and he lay still. 


Tears streamed down her face and she buried her
head in Jarrod’s shirt. She held him close and wailed in agony. He wasn’t
supposed to die, she had been so close, they should be
out in the woods dodging guards not huddled on the cobblestone in the
courtyard. 


Guards grabbed her arms and pulled her away but
she wouldn’t let go of Jarrod, dragging his body along. More guards came and
pulled Jarrod free.


“Don’t,” she screamed, “leave him along.”


She kicked free of her guards and raced back
toward Jarrod’s body. She grabbed him again, refusing to let him out of her
sight. The guards didn’t care about him, they would just dump his body in the
fire, Jarrod deserved a decent burial. 


But there were too many guards and her strength
seemed to have faded along with Jarrod’s breath. She screamed for them to let
her stay but nobody listened. She pleaded and called for help, but no one came.



She was dragged back toward the prison but her
eyes stayed locked on Jarrod’s face. He looked so peaceful now, how could that
be?


Two guards grabbed his body and carried it in the
opposite direction. She watched them go until they disappeared into the crowd.
What was she supposed to do now? How could she go on without him? But then her
eyes drifted to Maldov.


Anger ripped through her body and her strength
returned. 


He did this, he knew she would try to save Jarrod
and he made sure that she couldn’t. Why else would Jarrod be poisoned? What
would be the point? Maldov had given her hope, however slight, and ripped it
away just as fast. 


She would get even for that. Maldov would die and
she would dance on his grave. She would revel in the chaos his death created
and she would sing as his kingdom burned to the ground. 


Just you wait Maldov, the end is coming.
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