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Bagthorpe, England, 1852

The fire

Tom and Margaret Hitcham stood at the edge of a wooded clearing. Margaret clung to her seven-year-old twin with a death grip, yet he did not notice; such was the shock and disbelief at the horror before him. 

For her part, Margaret alternated between staring with a tear-streaked face at the horror before her and burying her face at her brother’s side, her whole body trembling with shock as reality hit her. Moments earlier, they had stood closer to the scene, but as the heat and sparks reached them, trying to claw them back into the fire’s hellish clutches, they had retreated to the relative safety of where they now stood.

The twins had been in a deep slumber, their dreams known only to them. With their dreams long gone, they had no clue that their “normal” life was about to be shattered beyond repair. Father had woken them abruptly from that sleep as he scooped them both up, as one would pick up heavy sacks, staggering a little under their combined weight as he did so. Half asleep and rubbing his eyes, Tom could hear Mother’s screams from a different room.

Her, agonized screeching reached him over the noise of the fire. “SAVE THEM, SAVE MY LITTLE ONES!”

Those anguished, tortured words jolted him awake, though the surrounding scene made him beg for sleep’s merciful embrace. The thick, acrid smoke filled the air, making it impossible to see anything, and it began to choke the boy. Gagging and spluttering, the three made their way toward the door that led outside. The trip felt endless in the darkness, heat, and smoke. Angered sparks hissed and spat at them for the length of the trip. Flames licked at them, tasting their flesh as they passed by, hungrily wanting more, endeavoring to bar their escape. Tom could hear his sister’s muffled sobs and choked-back screams—her face still pressed against her father’s chest; mother’s screams and pleas echoed after them in the chaos of the dancing flames. Sparks continued to dance merrily around them with glee and wild abandon as timbers from the walls and ceiling creaked, adding to the turmoil.  

FINALLY, they were at the threshold. Father shouldered the entrance open; This time, it opened. They stumbled through the open door and father released the twins from his arms, pushing them away as far as he could. As he did so, oxygen entered through the opening, providing an added source of fuel for the fire, which roared its appreciation. 

“GO! MOVE, WELL AWAY!” Father, bent over with hands resting on his knees, yelled between wracking coughs. Then he inhaled a refreshing breath of life-sustaining air, turned, and disappeared back into hell to collect his bedridden wife.

How father had gotten him and Margaret out of the inferno alive, Tom did not know; he did not wait around to ponder that. Bent over, coughing and spluttering out lungfuls of smoke himself, he half dragged his whimpering, shell-shocked sister to a spot well away from the heat and acrid smoke. They turned back to their burning home, realizing the nightmare they had escaped, longing for their father to burst through the door, carrying their mother to safety. But, they continued to wait, and wait, and wait. Neither father nor mother appeared. Tom gnawed on a thumbnail. “Come, father!” Yet his wishes refused to be answered.

Margaret gasped in utter shock as, accompanied by an unearthly groaning and a frenzied shower of sparks that threatened to set the dry ground around the cabin alight, the roof of the cabin finally gave way, collapsing in on itself. Tom was sure he heard a final agonized shriek from within the cabin. Maybe it was his imagination, he was unsure. The flames grew, hungrily devouring whatever they could before the fuel that kept them alive ran out; the heat caused by the final conflagration forced Tom and Margaret to move even further away. Tom instinctively knew, to his horror, that the words spoken by his father, “Go, move well away,” and his mother’s, “Save them, save my little ones,” were the anguished last words he would ever hear from them.

The children collapsed, realizing their parents were gone, and they were alone. Tom, anything but composed, but feeling like he had to be for his sister, put his arm around his twin and pulled her close to him, trying to still the girl’s shakes. He was shaking too, even more so than Margaret.

Margaret lifted tired, tear-streaked eyes to Tom, and in a weak voice asked the only question that she could on this humid summer night, “What now, Tom?”

Tom had no answer, and he answered, “I know not, Margaret.”

Margaret responded with a shaky voice, “Aunt Agatha?”

The mere mention of that name brought out an involuntary shudder in the young boy, one that he tried to hide from Margaret. Yet she saw it anyway.

“I know, Tom. We must tell her, at least. What other choice do we have?”

Tom, too tired, shocked, and distraught for any meaningful conversation, could only respond with his previous answer, “I know not.”

Exhausted and numb to their very souls, the twins fell backward to the ground and stared up at the myriad of stars above them.

Silence lingered between them until Margaret whispered, “Tom, do you see two new stars tonight?”

“Aye, and they will watch over us until we all meet again.”

The children lay there, exhausted and overwhelmed. Neither spoke, each lost in their fears. Eventually, too exhausted to resist, the mini-death of sleep claimed them both and they dozed under the stars. The humid night and the warmth from the dying fire were their blankets; the lush grass beneath their heads, their pillows.

Two others watched this scene. A girlish figure stood opposite the clearing, far from the twins. She watched all this come to pass and shook her head miserably as tears streamed down her face. Something suddenly attracted the mysterious figure’s attention; her glance darted to the left. There it was again—a black-cloaked figure.

The second figure sat on the ground in the trees with crossed legs. He had been passing by when the noise and commotion had piqued his interest. A figure dressed all in black hurrying away in the opposite direction also demanded his attention. When the mysterious figure passed by, it turned its face in his direction, but he went unnoticed; the man immediately recognized that face. This dark-clad figure hurried away, unaware of the girlish figure following close behind. Upon witnessing the figure scurrying away, the trickster already knew its identity. This just kept getting better and better.

Fascinated by what he saw unfolding, and never one to let an opportunity go to waste, he waited and schemed. What to do with this situation? His twinkling blue eyes set deep in the long, angular face, took in everything. He tipped the worn, black top-hat that sat upon an explosion of bright-red hair that reached his shoulders—hair coloring was a fad in the early 2020s, the decade he had just stepped out of after causing madness, mayhem, and death, with a certain nasty little bug—back to a rakish angle as thoughts and plans ran through his ancient head. On one side, in the band of the black hat, a colorful peacock’s feather sat jauntily. A solitary Tarot card, the magician, was tucked away on the other side. This card represented the man perfectly. The scheming, lopsided smile plastered over his face never changed—a trickster’s smile. While absentmindedly tugging at his red goatee beard, two possibilities came to mind—both were exceptional ideas. But which one?

Whistling a jolly tune, he delved into one of the deep pockets in the dark-red velvet coat, which straddled the surrounding ground, and extracted a golden coin. His whistling paused in mid-tune while he pondered for a moment, then threw it into the air, the sharp eyes watching its arc as it descended. The coin landed on...heads. Good, that was the scheme that the man favored the most. He pocketed the coin again and jumped to his feet. As he did so, a stray spark from the dying embers feathered down slowly onto his white, flamboyantly tailored shirt. He knocked it away, annoyed at its insolence, yet it refused to leave him alone; landing, this time, on his checkered pants. The errant spark burned a tiny hole in the material. He tutted in frustration. These pants were his best ones—his only ones actually—but never mind, he knew the best tailors in the whole of history, and many owed him favors.

He wandered slowly over to the sleeping children and stood watching over them in their slumber as he marked them in his mind; he had plans for these two—or maybe just one—and would revisit them when the time was right. His scheme would take a few years to come to fruition, but the passage of time was of no concern to him; he moved easily through the years, decades, and centuries. His eyes twinkled merrily again. No worries at all. The Trickster had all the time in the world. 

—
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The following afternoon, two disheveled, hungry children, staggered into Bagthorpe; hand in hand and dead on their feet. Villagers going about their daily routines stopped and stared as the twins staggered by, yet no one stopped to help the children. Those the twins passed exchanged whispers and gossip. “Weren’t these two Simon and Alice’s twins?” And, “What were they doing here, unaccompanied, and in this sorry condition? Where were Simon and Alice, anyway?” These, and many more, troubling questions remained unanswered for now as the twins came to the end of their journey for now in front of the hulking, unmovable presence of Police Chief Froggatt.

Froggatt had come racing out of his office, as fast as his immense stomach would let him, as soon as he saw the two waifs pass by his window, hitching his pants up as he ran. The man arrived just in time to scoop the children into his meaty arms, just as Simon had done late last night, as they swooned and collapsed to the ground. He looked around him at the villagers and asked one question; he believed he already knew the answer but needed confirmation. In a gruff, no-nonsense voice, he asked, “Aren’t these the Hitcham twins?”

A mixture of nods and “Aye’s,” confirmed what he had suspected. 

One voice elaborated further. “They’re Agatha Black’s kin.” That was Cooper, the Baker.

Froggatt turned to the man. “Are thee sure of that?”

“Aye, that I am, Sir.”

“They belong there for now then, until I can figure out why they are here alone,” Froggatt responded. His next action was quite miraculous to see, and the dullest of the villagers would discuss it for many months afterward. Without dropping his precious cargo, the Police Chief somehow maneuvered his pudgy hands down to the rim of his pants, which were in danger of falling to his ankles, and hitched them back up again. Froggatt repeated this feat many times as he made his way, followed by a growing group of noisy villagers. None of them offered to take either of the children from Froggatt’s grip as they walked towards Alice’s sister’s home.

The Trickster watched all of this unfold from the edge of the woods that surrounded the village. He had followed the twins from a safe distance from the moment they had woken this morning, watching over them as they had embarked on their journey to Bagthorpe. The man had eavesdropped on the children’s many discussions, especially the ones relating to their aunt, not a nice-sounding woman, to be sure, yet he felt confident that they would be safe in her unloving arms for the few years it would take for Tom and Margaret to grow to an age where his scheme could come to fruition. The man left them in the arms of Froggatt; he turned away and headed back into the woods with a spring in his step. The Trickster’s smirk shone ever brightly on his face.

Agatha Black, the spinster, woke abruptly from her mid-afternoon nap. She gazed around her living room, not sure what had woken her from her slumber, but then the source of the disturbance came again, “Ratta-tat-tat,” on her door. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she rose from the threadbare couch, which matched the rest of the furniture in her house. The light in the home was almost non-existent due in part to the thick, dark, dusty curtains across the window that held the daylight at bay. Fully awake now, and mad as hell, Agatha marched with purpose toward the door, who would dare to bother her at this hour? Agatha Black was about to find out. She clutched the door handle, prepared to give whoever was standing on the other side a piece of her mind. Agatha yanked the door open, and her mouth snapped shut. Taking in the scene before her, she stepped back.
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