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1035 - Abbey of Sant'Antimo, Tuscany, Italy

"Naomi, wake up!"

"What is it, Papa?" Naomi rubbed her eyes.

"Get up and dress. Hurry!" her father replied as he hovered beside her bed.

Naomi, sensing the urgency in his voice, sat up and asked, "What is happening?"

"There is no time." He tossed her cloak onto the bed and said, "Hurry, wear it over your tunic and grab your shoes. We must go."

Naomi stood and slid her feet into her slippers as she quickly dressed. "Where are we going?"

"I need you to go to Father Nofri. Can you do that, figlia?"

"Yes Papa, but why?" she replied.

"There are men coming for me," he said as he kept moving about the room, shoving items into a small sack.

Naomi frowned in confusion. "What do they want with you?"

He replied with pain in his eyes, "I am not who you think I am."

"Who are you?"

"All you need to know is that you and your mother, God rest her soul, are the best things that ever happened to me." Holding a small velvet pouch in his hands, Naomi watched him pull out an exquisite gold necklace, the like she had never seen before. At its center hung an amethyst with purple tones, cradled within a delicate golden clasp.

"Listen to me carefully," he said. "This necklace is very important. I need you to wear it and keep it hidden under your tunic. You must keep it safe and always hidden. Do you understand?"

"Si, Papa."

As her father secured it around her neck and under the collar of her garment, he said, "Show this necklace to Father Nofri and no one else."

Naomi nodded. Then she paused when she saw him cross to the other side of the room and pull out a wooden panel. He reached inside the gap, pulling out a sword and shield. In all her years, Naomi had never seen her gentle father wield a sword. He was a peaceful farmer, and he and her late mother had worked in the abbey. They were peaceful people.

With a fearful voice, she asked, "What are you doing, Papa? Why do you need those? You always said we must learn to be a people of peace."

He turned back to her and replied, "I was wrong. Sometimes we must fight to protect the people we love." He drew the sword from its scabbard and tilted it from side to side like he was trying to remember how to use it.

"Papa, you are scaring me. Put that away."

He shook his head. "They will be here soon. Come, you must leave."

"But who are they?"

"They used to be my brothers, but no more. Whatever happens, you must survive."

In a quick succession of moves, he had the sack over her shoulder and the underground cellar door opened. He ushered her towards it. "Naomi, use our path, the one I've shown you before through the woods. Your friend, Renzo, will meet you on the other side. Be silent as you make your way to Father Nofri. Once he sees the necklace, he will know what to do."

"Why can't you come with me?"

"Because this is where my journey ends. Do not look back. Keep running until it is safe."

"Papa, please, I do not want to go without you." Naomi began crying as she clutched his arm.

He crouched down and said, "Listen to me. I hoped you would never need to know anything about battle, anything about war. I should not have shielded you. That is my failure. But you must go now to the land of your mother's famiglia."

"No! Please, I need you, Papa. Do not send me away."

"Forgive me, tesoro mio, but know this: I will love you always."

"And forever," Naomi rasped.

"Go now. Run and do not look back." He hugged her one last time and repeated, "Guard the necklace and do not look back. Whatever you hear, do not look back."

She nodded as her father gently pushed her through the opening that led underground. Naomi glanced up just in time to see his shimmering eyes as he stared down at her. He held the sword now in one hand and the shield in the other. His feet were spaced apart, and he whispered, "I love you, my heart. May God be with you." Then he swung the door closed.

Naomi turned and crawled through the darkness towards a tunnel that led away from the house and into the forest. When she appeared at the other end, she sprinted for the pathway through the woods. It was then she heard shouts and the dull clashing sound of swords.

No matter how hard she tried, she could not help but look back. Naomi stilled when she saw her father. But she was viewing him with fresh eyes. He looked like her papa, but this version was a warrior. He moved quicker than any man she had seen as several men in soldiers' clothes came at him from all sides. But he moved effortlessly, cutting them down, turning and lunging, parrying, and ducking, moving in a graceful motion that belied the brutality of the battle he was waging. Gone was the gentle farmer who lived within the abbey's walls and taught her about peace and nature, replaced instead by a seasoned warrior.

To her dismay, the men kept coming. She knew her father would tire soon and cried when she watched them pierce his flesh with spears and blades. He had slain at least seven men before he collapsed to the ground.

Naomi was about to scream from her hiding place; she wanted to run to him, help him, and damn the consequences. But a firm hand clamped over her mouth. She tried to struggle, then realized it was Renzo. He pulled his hand away and whispered, "Come away, my friend. He is gone. Your father is with your mother and the angels now. We must go."

Naomi shook her head as the tears streamed down her face. She willed her father to rise, but there was no more life in his body. She felt his passing like an irretrievable light had extinguished, plunging her world into darkness. With it settled an inextricable grief, a pain so deep it seemed nothing could shut it out. Naomi's sobs were quiet but robbed of all breath. She had lost her entire world at that moment and wished she had treasured the times that came before with a greater sense of urgency.

"Renzo? What will I do now?" she asked as silent tears fell.

Renzo gave her a sympathetic look then whispered, "You will keep breathing, my friend. You can survive anything as long as you just keep breathing." Naomi nodded as Renzo wiped her tears, then he clasped her hand as they ran through the woods to find Father Nofri.

***
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1036 - Saddell Abbey, Western Scotland

"Keep breathing. You will survive. Just keep breathing," Naomi Augusto chanted over and over to herself as she hugged her knees tight and quietly rocked her body back and forth to stop another panic attack. Terrified by the two girls now circling her with wicked intent, she fought hard not to show it. Any sign of weakness worsened the abuse from her tormentors, Una Pringle and Eilidh Ruthven.

Naomi had expected the attack ever since her friend, Yesenda MacDonald, defended her in the refectory. She sat in the center of a dank, abandoned cellar underneath the abbey. She bled from a cut to the arm inflicted by Una, and her back ached from the hard kick delivered by Eilidh.

"You think you are better than us just because you made a new friend?" Una asked.

"No, I do not think that," Naomi replied.

"Silence!" Una shouted as she backhanded Naomi. Naomi whimpered, bit her lip, and remained quiet. Hating herself for grimacing and showing any type of emotion, Naomi wished her father had taught her how to fight because, without a weapon, she was helpless.

"You need to understand that we will always hold the power here. Yesenda cannot protect you forever. In fact, after we finish with you, we are going to pay her a visit. She'll be lucky we dinnae beat her to death for embarrassing us in front of Abbess Murdina."

Naomi reacted then. She had only known Yesenda for a short time, but she would do anything to protect her only friend. "No! Leave Yesenda alone. The problem you have is with me, so do what you must."

Eilidh walked across and pushed her to the ground, squeezing her neck. Naomi struggled to free her grip, but it was too tight. "How touching. Now we will hurt Yesenda, knowing that it pains you as well. You better worry about your own fate. Have fun here all night, where the banshee will come for you."

They moved away towards the door, and Naomi was frantic. Her terror of being alone in the dark was palpable. She could not hide it anymore. She screamed and bolted after them, but they laughed as they raced to the door and shut her inside. Naomi banged on the wooden frame. "Let me out! Let me out!" she cried as tears tracked down her face. "Please do not leave me here. Please!" But all she heard were their chuckles and footsteps running away. They took the lantern with them and plunged her into terrifying darkness. Naomi shuffled backward against the wall and slid down, huddled in a corner.

The wind howled through the stone corridors, creating a chilling, mournful melody. Naomi's imagination got the better of her. She squeezed her eyes shut and began chanting once more. "Keep breathing. You will survive. Just keep breathing." It was frightfully cold in her thin shift, and she shivered, imagining demons hiding in the shadows, ready to devour her. Her torment for the evening had just begun. She just had to survive until morning.

Rocking herself back and forth to keep warm, Naomi felt something scurry across her feet. She whimpered and cursed the day she entered the abbey. Not for the first time did she wonder why she was in Scotland. It had something to do with the necklace, but she had spent six months... waiting... but for what? And for whom?

She wished her father were alive so she could hug him once more and ask him so many questions. His words would haunt and confuse her over and over during the night.

I am not who you think I am. They used to be my brothers. I'm sending you to your mother's familia.

But in all her twelve summers, Naomi had never met anyone from her mother's side of the family. Who was she really?

Naomi felt the cold of the cell seep into her bones. She told herself she needed to be braver. Her father was the bravest of all, and she had watched him fight. She prayed that someday she would be brave and protect others.

After what felt like hours had passed, the sound of footsteps startled Naomi. She braced in case it was her tormentors. She stood to the side, trying not to tremble in case it was a ghost or a spirit of some kind. Naomi made the sign of the cross and waited. She held her breath when the creaking door swung open. A lamp light shone inside to illuminate a figure. A familiar woman had come to her rescue.

"Naomi? Lass, are you in here?"

"Badessa Murdina," she cried out, then closed the distance between them and threw herself at the abbess. Her arms wound tight about Murdina's waist, and her face buried in the abbess's ribs. Then she burst into tears.

The abbess immediately wrapped her arms about Naomi and said, "Come on now, lass. 'Tis all right. I'm here; everything will be all right from now on. Dinnae cry. Did Una and Eilidh do this to you?" Murdina asked. Naomi noticed she had a murderous expression on her face.

Naomi nodded and tried to wipe her tears away. She had regathered her composure and took a step away from the abbess.

"Well, dinnae worry. They shall get their comeuppance. Let's get you back inside the abbey."

"They were going to hurt Yesenda. You must stop them," Naomi pleaded.

"Aye, I will as soon as you are back in your cell." With those words, they hurried up several flights of stairs to the main entry. Murdina bolted the door behind her and walked to Naomi's cell. On the way, Murdina said, "Lass, you really need to learn to defend yourself. It will not do to have you helpless against those who mean to do you harm."

"Si, I know I must try, but I do not know how. My father raised me to be a person of peace, not to battle."

"Well, I suppose he meant well, but these are dark times we live in. There are many who do not believe in peace, and they will willingly steal yours." The abbess stopped outside the door of Naomi's room and opened it. She was about to leave but paused, as if contemplating something. Then she said, "Tomorrow, we will begin a training plan for you, but you must tell no one about it."

"What type of training?" Naomi asked.

"The kind that will ensure the Unas and Eilidhs of the world never harm you again. But first I need you to choose a name that I can call you when we are outside these walls."

"But I like my name. Especially Naomi. It was my mother's middle name."

Murdina gave her an understanding smile, then replied, "All right, lass, then what about a different last name? Augusto is too recognizable."

Naomi replied, "Naomi Graham."

Murdina smiled and said, "Naomi Graham it is. Now close the door behind me and go to bed. And dinnae worry, I will see to Yesenda now."

Once the abbess left, for the first time in months, Naomi slept an entire night in peace.

***
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Brother Mateo

SOME DAYS LATER, MURDINA met her trusted friend, an Italian monk.

"Brother Mateo, I would speak to you about two of my charges. One is the daughter of a Scottish laird; the other is from your homeland. Her parents served in an abbey in Tuscany."

"Then she is a long way from Italy. How is it she is here?" he asked.

"She is Florie's daughter."

Brother Mateo stilled for a moment, then replied, "That poses a problem."

Murdina nodded. "Aye, she kens nothing of her lineage. From what I gathered from Father Nofri, her parents believed it best to leave their pasts behind."

Brother Mateo shook his head and made a 'tsk' sound, saying, "Rarely do the secrets of the past remain hidden. Where are her parents now?"

"Sadly, Florie passed away with fever years ago, and the Brotherhood recently murdered Naomi's father. He was ex-Tagma. He kept them distracted long enough to ensure Naomi escaped with the amulet."

Brother Mateo made the sign of the cross. "I am sad to hear of their passing. Where is the amulet now?"

"Hidden in a safe location, in a nunnery in Perthshire."

"Good. Now tell me, Badessa, is she the one?"

Abbess Murdina sighed and nodded. "It would seem so. The amethyst changes color only when she touches it."

"If the Brotherhood discover this, they will stop at nothing to possess it... and her."

Murdina replied, "That is why, Brother Mateo, I need you to train her for battle. Prepare her for what inevitably will come."

"We shall see," he replied.

***
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BROTHER MATEO SIZED her up then asked her name, "Posso sapere il Suo nome?"

"Mi chiamo Naomi," she replied.

He nodded then introduced himself. "Molto piacere di conoscerti, finalmente. Io sono Brother Mateo."

"Hello, Brother Mateo. I can speak English if it is better?"

"Si, we will use English for the benefit of others." He paused for a moment, then said, "I am sorry for your loss. I never knew your father, but I knew your mother. You have her eyes."

Naomi bit her lip so she would not cry. "Thank you. My papa used to say the same thing."

Mateo nodded, then sized up the two girls Murdina had brought before him.

Yesenda MacDonald, the Scottish lass, he knew she would be a natural fighter. She had an innate confidence, a defiant spirit, and protective instinct as clear as the trees in the field. But she would need to control her anger and emotions to be effective.

The part-Italian lass would require work. Naomi would need a little more care. Shrouded in grief, she had become used to being downtrodden. Mateo knew for Naomi to be effective, she would have to believe what he could see as plain as the sky above. Underneath her uncertainty and fear beat a fierce warrior's heart.

***
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IT WAS THE FIFTH DAY of intensive training with Brother Mateo, and Naomi was still struggling to stay on her feet. "If only I had something stronger, it is not fair," she whined.

Brother Mateo shouted, "Stop! Only weak people make excuses for not having what they ought. Your body is a weapon, Naomi. Your hands, your feet, your senses, your mind, your words. Do not cry about what you do not have. Focus on what you have, on who you are. This is how you survive in a world that will always be unfair."

"But I only have a piece of wood. A stupido stick against someone with a sword."

"It doesn't matter what weapon you hold. It is how you use it. A soldier with the best sword who does not know how to wield its power is as good as dead the moment they step onto the battlefield. Remember, Goliath was defeated by a mere boy with stones and a sling."

Naomi rolled her eyes. Trust Brother Mateo to turn everything into a biblical lesson.

Mateo took her staff from her and said, "You want to know what turns this into a lethal weapon?"

Naomi nodded.

"On its own it seems unassuming, why 'tis just a solid stick made of oak. Something to aid with walking and moving about. What harm can it do?" Mateo spun it around, almost whimsically.

Naomi watched him warily as he circled her and continued. "But, in the right hands, and with the right skill"—he flicked it up into the air and held it like a spear, then hurled it at a tree several meters away where it lodged and split the trunk—"it can maim and kill in a heartbeat."

Naomi gasped and stared wide-eyed.

Brother Mateo walked over to the staff and pulled it out of the tree. He spun it around again and, in a sequence of fast moves, hit inanimate objects in his path with ease. "Never underestimate the element of surprise, because your enemies will not know how dangerous you really are until it's too late."

Brother Mateo handed her the staff, and Naomi finally understood. She took a deep breath and said, "No more excuses. I am ready to learn."

***
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Chapter 2
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1048 Present Day

Boarsheid Tavern, Glencoe, Scotland

Kieran MacKenzie was not by nature a violent man... unless provoked. Right then, he could feel his eye twitch with irritation as he tried to control his temper. But he knew it was a losing battle because if there was one thing he could not stomach, it was when someone threatened something he loved.

In a crowded tavern, the object of his affection was his cup of ale. Unfortunately, the contents now dampened the wooden floor, thanks to being bumped off the table by unruly patrons brawling close by.

Kieran stood, took a deep breath, then roared above the din, "Who spilled my ale?" His menacing presence and enormous form caused the men to pause mid-swing before everyone pointed at the culprit closest to him and shouted, "He did!"

No sooner were those words spoken, Kieran charged forward, picked the man up, and threw him out the door. He then scanned the room and growled, "Who's next?"

The tavern quietened down, a sure sign no one was game to rile the surly Highlander any further. The effect was immediate as the crowd dispersed, everyone giving him a wide berth.

Kieran sat back down and grunted indecipherable words as the tavern owner rushed forward to offer him a complimentary cup of ale and, if Kieran was reading it correctly, the man was also offering a barmaid for his use. She poured him a cup and bent low, so his face was inches from her cleavage. Kieran snarled in disapproval and gave her a menacing scowl. She stepped back with hands shaking and retreated.

"What the bloody hell is the matter?" Lachlan Gair, his fellow guardsman and best friend, asked. "That woman was practically throwing herself at you, and you sent her scurrying away."

"I dinnae like the look of her."

"Since when? You've never passed up a willing wench before."

"That is not true. I do it all the time."

"Not since I've kenned you."

"How would you ken it? You've been so busy with Tyra in that sickening love cottage of yours, I rarely see you."

"Tis not a love cottage. I just enjoy spending time with my new wife. Is that a sin? Besides, you've changed, Kieran. You were never this grumpy."

"Is there a point to your blathering, Lach? Can a man not drink in peace without being mauled by a woman's bosoms?"

"I'm just saying, lately you're always in a bad mood, and I wonder what could cause it."

Kieran paused for a moment, then realized he had been in a feral mood for some time. If memory served him correctly, probably the first thirty years of his life. He simply grunted and said no more.

Lachlan paused for a moment, then said, "Come to think of it, Kieran, you haven't been yourself since that bonnie wee lass from the abbey left last summer."

Kieran gritted his teeth at the recollection. "Dinnae call her bonnie. She's a bloody nun. Have some respect."

"Ah... and that's why you're out of sorts. Because she is bonnie, but you canna have her if she's soon-to-be promised to the church."

Kieran scowled. "I have no interest in that daft wench, even if she wasn't sheltered in an abbey. I'm glad she left. What I'm feeling is only revulsion at the mere thought of her."

Lachlan replied, "Brother, I've kenned you my whole life. Did something happen between the two of you before she left?" Lachlan made a kissing gesture in the air.

Kieran changed the subject. "Lach, why are you here with me instead of spending time with your wife? Where is Tyra? Has she finally come to her senses and kicked your sorry arse out the door?"

Lachlan grinned widely. It was the smile of a happily married man, still in the throes of passionate young love. He replied, "No, she is at the Keep spending time with the women. She wanted to tell them about the babe."

"What babe?" Kieran asked.

It was then Lachlan's eyes lit up and became almost soft and reminiscent when he replied, "Our babe, the one who will arrive in spring."

Kieran took a sharp intake of breath then asked, "Do you mean... you and Tyra are expecting a wee one?"

Lachlan nodded and replied, "Aye, brother. Tis the only reason I'm here. I wanted you to be the first to ken. I'm going to be a da."

"Well, why the hell didna you just say so instead of blathering on like a fool?" Immediately Kieran's surly mood vanished and was replaced with elation for his best friend and brother in arms. He stood up so quickly, he knocked the fresh cup of ale over the floor but did not care. Kieran pulled Lachlan up off his seat and wrapped him in a bear hug. He released him then shouted to the entire tavern, "I'm going to be an uncle. Get my brother some mead!" The tavern erupted in hoots of joy, and Lachlan just grinned at his best friend.

Lachlan Gair and Kieran MacKenzie had been through much over the years, serving in the war band to Chieftain Beiste MacGregor. Now they were part of Clan Henderson's guardsmen. Kieran stood by Lachlan's side when he wed Tyra Henderson, and Lachlan knew without a doubt Kieran would be godfather to his child when the blessed event occurred.

The celebrations continued into the night until the two men stumbled their way back home singing raucous songs. Kieran practically carried Lachlan to his front door because he was so drunk.

They were trying to focus enough to open it when Tyra appeared, glaring at her husband with her hands on her hips. "Lachlan Gair, you were supposed to tell him the news and come straight home. Tis past midnight."

"But I wanted the world to ken that I love you, Tyra... and I love you too, my wee one." Lachlan crouched down and kissed Tyra's stomach, then pitched sideways and passed out in the dirt.

Kieran burst out laughing and Tyra just shook her head and muttered, "Big oaf." She moved aside as Kieran hauled her husband over the threshold. Once indoors, Kieran gave her a warm smile and said, "Congratulations, Tyra, you will make a fine mother. Thank you for letting Lach tell me first."

Tyra's gaze softened, and she whispered, "Thank you, Kieran. You mean the world to Lachie. I'm glad he has you."

"I'm glad he has you too," Kieran replied and meant it.

As Kieran made his way back to the Keep, he wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like to settle down and have a family of his own. Then he remembered how daft all the married men around him were becoming, and he shook off that thought at once.

***
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Saddell Abbey, Scotland

"ABBESS MURDINA, TIS relieved I am that you have returned. What news of Normandy?" Sister Bissett asked in a whisper.

Abbess Murdina slowly removed her hooded cloak and entered the room to warm herself by the fire. She had traveled for days to return to the abbey. "All is well, and everyone is where they should be."

"What of the Duke of Normandy?"

"William is in Anglia, no doubt trying to beat their nobles into submission."

"And his wife, Matilda?"

"She is acting as regent in his absence. For now, her concern is doting on her children, so at least we have respite from her political scheming."

Sister Bissett nodded her head in contemplation then asked, "And the lad? You have seen him?"

Murdina knew she was referring to Edmund, William the Duke of Normandy's legitimate half-brother, whom the Order protected. "He is hale and safe; Yesenda and Edmund's foster parents have done well to protect him, and he shall thrive."

"How fares Yesenda?"

"She has recovered from her injuries and is married to a Highlander named Iain Henderson. What of dealings here? Any trouble from the Brotherhood?"

"They have been silent of late. But I still dinnae trust the peace. There have been rumors that FitzOsbern is the real power behind them now."

Murdina nodded and replied, "We had best remain on our guard then. Any other matters?"

"Aye, I received a missive from a laird searching for his long-lost granddaughter. A part-Italian child he believes took refuge here years ago. There is also a Norman baron, Guy of Brionne, who has been making enquiries."

Murdina read the contents of the missives, then frowned. "It would seem Naomi's past is finally catching up with her, and one need not be a genius to guess why a Norman baron suddenly shows an interest."
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