
Table of Contents

Heretic

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40


Heretic -

The Life of a Witch Hunter

by Clifford Beck

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright Clifford Beck©2015

Cover design by Clifford Beck

For My Brother Randy

“The only thing we have to fear

on this planet is man.”

Carl Gustav Jung
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In the minds of the faithful, the plague had cleansed the world of evil and sin. But, there were many remained. They lay scattered across Europe as well as beyond the borderlands, in the darkness of largely isolated places. But Satan, bearing many guises, had not done it with those now lying in festering open graves. He had simply changed costume and waited in the wings, rehearsing for the next act. The fear of pestilence would soon be replaced by an age-old adversary. Paranoia.

––––––––
[image: ]


From the Isle of Wight to the Scottish border, England lay as a gem off the coast of northern Europe. Birthed by war and blood, it stood out as a spectacle of history, going back far beyond the Roman Empire, its ancient heroes having risen up into the immortality of mythology. But England was also a place of magic and serenity, with rolling hills, green pastures, and stories of ghosts and all other manner of things unseen. A poet which England as always having been a place of myth and magic, its moors, graveyards, and castle ruins haunted by invisible woodland creatures and battle-scarred soldiers, their hearts pining with the memories of wives and children left behind. And although the land had been shaped by the brutality of history, England would someday see better days.
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Aiden Selwyn was born an only child to poor parents of Doncaster, sometime during the year of our Lord 1432. A deeply Christian family, his father was a merchant, while his mother did her best to raise him as someone who recognized the need for honor and charity. And if she couldn't shelter him from the world, she would ensure that he be prepared to fight them. Life was not so much about living but surviving. The very few lived in splendor on the backs of the many, while most existed in poverty and squalor, living from hand to mouth.
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At any other time before the great death, being a merchant could make a poor man king. But England, like the rest of Europe, was still reeling from the chaos of a depleted population. And with its numbers so drastically reduced, so too was opportunity and hence, money. Both kings and paupers were brought to their knees as people begged to God for respite. If He could produce a bounty of loaves and fishes for the needy, then why not them? Some believe that God's wrath still loomed over them as parents watched their children slowly succumb to starvation, only to consume them, that they may sustain themselves. The only exception seemed to be the church. They had always taken care of their own, but men of the cloth had also felt the sting of depleted wealth as the people's obligation to tithing took a more than slight decline.
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His father's trade was entirely dependent on travel. And the lands of England, consisting only of an island, necessitated a route by sea. But even after one hundred years since the great plague, shipbuilders were still rare. Without sea travel, England was cut off from the rest of the world and the merchant was no longer a merchant. His mother, never having had to work, found herself scrubbing floors and waiting tables in the pubs of Doncaster. Money had become a rare commodity and both mother and father were paid, not in coin, but bread. And very little. The bottom had finally fallen out of their lives when Doncaster's businesses begin closing. English currency had become worthless and people took to the streets as crime peaked, while starvation took more each day. Finally, Aiden's parents were forced to make a difficult decision as they were no longer able to feed him. So, on one particularly chilly night, Aiden's mother and father sat in front of their small stone fire pit, a warming fire burning quietly. They had been reduced from the stately apartment of a merchant to a small, sod-roofed hut. Believing Aiden to be asleep, they debated his immediate future.

"We can't just leave the boy to the wolves," his father said quietly.

"What about the monastery?" his mother asked. "If this needs to be done, we should leave him in God's hands." Aiden was only six, but he clearly understood that he would soon be given into the hands of strangers. The one thing he didn't understand was why. He drifted off to sleep that night with the profound sadness of shortly being abandoned. But, the decision had been made and at first light, Aiden's parents packed what few possessions they had and started the journey north. Their destination was the monastery of the Holy Order of Uriel. Getting there would be, at least, three days walk. But monks are caring compassionate people, dedicating their lives to the idea of being in service to both God and man. Surely, they would take in a small boy.
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A merchant's life is spent mostly on the road and Aiden's father had more than a slight familiarity with the English countryside. They would first travel north, toward the River Aire. Once they arrived, they would either find its nearest crossing or barter for passage. Beyond that lay at the Bramham Moors, a seemingly endless stretch of land that some of the local villagers believe to be haunted. Nothing would grow there and every morning before dawn, the moors would cover themselves with a heavy layer of fog. The emptiness of its ghostly appearance easily lead the mind into all manner of trickery and stories sprang up almost daily of silent horsemen drifting through the fog, of lights floating in the distant early morning air. But, it was thought by a few that these apparitions were merely a slight of hand performed by a weary morning mind. But then, these visions were of no concern, that something so dreamlike could not possibly be feared. The birthplace of their fear lay beyond the moors, tucked into the wooded valley below.
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The Urielin monks had taken residence in the valley centuries ago. They were, by nature of monastic law, quiet and solitary. From the eastern edge of the moor, their simple stone monastery lay as little more than a dot on the landscape. Even though they never made themselves visible, their presence was always felt. Some, driven by curiosity, ventured across the moor, thinking the monastery to be abandoned. They would never return. Some believed they had simply become lost, while others, being more superstitious, considered their absence to be the work of woodland tricksters and spirits. Still, others suspected something darker. That they had been taken by means of malevolent intent, agents of the devil. But the monks, having never been seen, were immediately suspected. People, it seems, are always quick to judge what they don't understand.
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However, on some nights, when the moon was dark and the air was clear, those living on the edge of the moor would come out from under their thatched roofs, stirred from sleep by a faint sound, echoing from the distance. As occasional as it was, it was always the same sound. Yet, no one could identify it with any certainty. Some heard it is howling, others, screaming, but for the sake of soothing the fears of children, a strange, unnerving sound was simply a product of the wind, winding its way from the valley, and up across the moors. The children, in their innocence, believed the well-intentioned lie. But for those approaching adulthood, the thoughtfully worded transgression was a pale attempt to blanket a truth that could not be explained.
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Aidan was led from the edge of Doncaster as he and his already grieving parents traveled north to the moors. Without horses, they were forced to move on foot. Many in the town had been forced to its outskirts by poverty and overcrowded conditions. Not being able to afford a roof to cover their heads, people made due with animal skins, rocks, and earth. Those who'd had everything, now had nothing, while those who'd had little now had the face of starvation staring them down on a daily basis. And although they lived in squalor, they were in possession of one thing. They somehow managed to cling to their faith, that God would deliver them from their shackles of suffering and fear.
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The path away from town was littered with the stench of human filth. The dead simply lay where they had dropped, while the living hobbled around as nothing more than skin clad skeletons, robbing the decomposing of what little might be tucked in their pockets. Aiden's mother had always tried to shield him from the horrors of the world, but there was only so much she could do, and she didn't want him growing up without a firm grasp on the real world. He had to learn sometime and the real world seemed to be falling in on him at a rapid rate.
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Finally, making their way from the human cesspool that Doncaster had become, the first thing Aiden noticed was that the air cleared. It smelled clean and sweet with the fragrance of grass, elm and oak trees. Having never ventured beyond the town, he had become too accustomed to the odors associated with human activity. He'd never known anything else until the warm smell of the earth struck his senses. And as they passed into the grasslands of the English countryside, Aiden's mind would give birth to another experience. For all of his six years, he had been surrounded by wooden walls, dirt streets and the bustle of traffic. He, like all the children of Doncaster, had been warned against straying away from the village. They had been told stories of a host of demons and witches living in the shadows of the forest as creatures cowardly hid behind trees and beneath rocks. They waited for those who refused to heed their parents' advice. And once within reach, they would become ensnared in the evil, greedy grasp of the things the devil himself had made. But, with his parents, Aiden felt safe to let his eyes drink in the landscape he had never before been allowed to see. The grass grew high atop the fertile ground and shifted with the warm English breeze, together, as one living creature beneath the watchful eyes of the creator. Beyond this waving sea of endless emerald autumn scape lay the distant hills of central England's lowlands. Aiden had never seen such magnificence and stopped to admire its beauty. But time was short, and with the day passing quickly, so too would the night make its presence known. His mother was both patient and understanding of how his world had suddenly changed and looking down at him, saw the wonder in his eyes, the admiration let loose from within his soul for the handiwork of God, the architect of life.
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Pushing on, Aiden's mother prompted him to continue, still troubled about what they intended to do, giving their son up to a handful of robed strangers. Even if they died before returning to Doncaster, Aiden would be safely in the company of holy men. The monks would take care of him, teaching him the ways of God, revealing to him the one and only truth. The secrets of life and death. But first, they had to reach the monastery. And after nearly four hours, the small family stopped at the edge of the woods, north of the grasslands. At one time, the grasslands had been home to an ocean of rye. But, the constant rains of the previous year left the grain poisoned and the family-owned business quickly failed. People, it seems, do not enjoy a diet of poison-induced psychosis and the rye fields quickly became overgrown with wild grasses.
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Aiden's family was not accustomed to walking such distances. His father was used to more elaborate means of travel, while his mother managed the household and after several hours walking, they were both tired and hungry. Always hungry. They settled down just inside the tree line. Having the woods for shelter against the elements, it would also have the benefit of being hidden from the eyes of anyone else who might wander by. And while his father was convinced they would be safe from any creatures, moving on either two feet or four, his mother was not so certain. The man of the family typically acted from both strength and courage, providing a sense of security to those he loved. But, a mother's instincts were always in a state of alertness, even when there was no danger.
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Usually, they would turn in for the night on empty stomachs. But away from the crowded towns, food was available. It bounded through the woods and poked up through the earth. It was certainly not in abundance but could be had by anyone possessing the patience and wits by which to obtain it. And after several attempts, Aiden's father managed to crush the skull of a hare with the throw of a well-aimed rock. It didn't offer much in the way of meat, but they were unable to remember when they last ate anything. So, what little they had was far more than they expected.
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The cool night air settled in on them as Aiden's father continued nursing the fire. It's flickering blaze illuminated the surrounding trees, sending a legion of shadows bounding through the darkness. Overhead, the moon had taken center stage against a backdrop of celestial sparks. Aiden drifted off on his mother's lap. The fire's constant warmth sheltered him from the chill of the English lowlands and kept the prowling of the night's hungry predators at bay. With Aiden fast asleep, his parents quietly discussed his immediate future. They realized that they were acting for his benefit, to ensure that he would survive. Having seen many children reduced to skin and bones, only to watch their parents grieve at the sight of their earthly remains, they loved him enough to give him up. Both knew that, had they chosen otherwise, Aiden would likely never see his passage into manhood and even though his mother and father saw no other options, they were still plagued with doubts and hesitation. Especially, his mother. There is no bond stronger than that between a mother and her child. Aiden would be safe, but it would be his mother who would suffer. Even the mercy of God would not be enough to comfort her.
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The next morning found them on their feet. Rising before dawn, they continued their journey north. If all went well, they would be at the edge of the moors by afternoon. One might think that traversing the remaining distance across the Bramham Moor would be effortless as the last leg of their journey. But, this would prove to be far from true. In any part of England, the moors were always believed to be places where evil took its rest. Travelers disappeared on a regular basis as they strayed from the roads into the empty murkiness, but, Aiden's parents were as reasonable as they were God-fearing and placed no stock in the stories of dark treachery that were said to take place on the moors, of witches and strange creatures dancing beneath the light of the moon to the rhythms of unearthly melodies, perhaps played by the devil's own dark symphony.
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It was mid-afternoon when they arrived at the southern bank of the River Aire. Its waters ran grayish brown as they wound their way around the edge of the moors. Places like this could not be farmed. They were nothing more than desolate wastelands whose only use was for the digging of peat. And no one ever traveled them at night, alone or with others. Even the highwaymen stayed clear, not wanting to fall victim to the shapeless creatures said to haunt their empty nocturnal landscapes. Stopping at the river's edge, an old adversary reared its ugly head. Hunger. But Aiden's father was now prepared and having saved a portion of the previous night's meal, dispensed it to his family, giving Aiden slightly more. He had not spoken a word since discovering his parent's intention to give him up, but he thought about it constantly. He was very young but had seen godly men commit ungodly acts, usually in the name of God. He had not yet learned that there was a clear difference between the practice of religion and that of Christian virtues. Yet, he had witnessed it and found it confusing. He was left wondering just who these people were. Did his parents know them personally or simply by reputation?
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They sat on the riverbank, eating their cold meager leftovers. It somehow took the edge off their hunger but did nothing to offer them any real nourishment. Aiden and his mother continued to sit, resting their weary bodies as his father stood up and surveyed the area, studying the river in both directions. As a merchant, he had passed through the moors on his way to Scotland and knew that the nearest bridge was downriver, east of Rawcliffe.

"River's too wide here," he said. "We'll have to go east."

Although the tide was at its lowest, the widest part of a river is usually it's deepest. But, it didn't take long for Aiden's father to find a narrow stretch of river, shallow enough to cross safely. He took Aiden up in his arms and his wife by the hand, and walking carefully around the rocks led them across the river. Once on the other side, his father scanned the area for anything that might pass for a single night of shelter.
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They walked towards the tree line where the ground was dry. The moors were notorious for their peaty soil and after heavy rain, a fully grown man could easily be pulled down to the waste, should he wander too close to one of its many bogs. As they walked, Aiden's father noticed something among the trees. It wasn't any shape that would be created by nature and so brought as much curiosity as it did caution. One thing was certain. They needed to stop for the night and if the strange shape in the woods could be used as a shelter, there would be no choice but to take advantage of it. And the sky was beginning to grow heavy, a certain sign of approaching weather.
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Every step seemed to reveal more of its shapes and detail until finally, it stood out as a small hut. It had been built with hand cut bricks of peat and roofed with layers of sod. But still, from a distance, the one thing that could not yet be seen were its occupants. Most people live on the edge of survival and visitors were rare. And when there were guests, they were often not of the friendly sort. But as they neared the hut, Aiden's father stopped them and walked on ahead towards its open doorway. He called out quietly, hoping for, at least, a civilized response. But, not only was there no answer, there was nothing. Not a word. Not a sound. The silence was disturbing to the point of terror. Peeking around the edge of the doorway, he discovered the small peat shelter to be abandoned and letting out a sigh of relief, entered what was once someone's home.
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His assessment was brief. It was empty. Except for a few small holes in the roof, the hut was in good condition. With enough work, it could offer permanent shelter. But, they wouldn't be staying for more than a night and considering the lengthy process for building such shelter, he wondered why anyone would abandon it. Perhaps, living on the edge of the moors proved too harsh. Any area heavy in peat was unable to support farming and ordinarily didn't attract much in the way of game. Waving Aiden and his mother over, he indicated that the hut was safe.

"I think we'll be fine here," he said. "At least for the night."

Aiden stood silently in the doorway as his mother made her own assessment. "Why do you suppose they left?" she asked.

His father began inspecting the holes in the roof. There were only a few and mostly towards the back.

"The land's rotten," he answered. "Nothing grows in the moors."

She had heard her husband's words, but they pale in comparison to what her fear led her to suspect.

"Do you think they may have been driven out?" she asked.

She had heard the stories during her childhood. Legends passed down from old to young of dark spirits drifting through the trees, across the open expanse of the night's sinister scene. Whether beneath the glow of the moon, or a turbulent sky of impending heavenly racket, the devil always seemed to be a play, forging new menaces to torture the minds of those who believed in such unearthly malignancies. And their beliefs, being of such force, were often what pushed them from their homes, running from nothing more than thin air and a ranting imagination.
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Aiden and his parents settled into the small structure as afternoon turned to evening. And with it, came rain. It always seemed to be raining in England, the sky a constant gunmetal gray. But, the moors fell victim to a different kind of rain. And as the Selwyn family prepared for what could be a long night, a darkness suddenly overtook their senses. They all felt it as though heaven and hell were preparing to do battle on the very ground outside the small hut. And it began with a faint rumble as the sky turned to steel. There were those given to superstition, who would say that a storm of such magnitude arrived as an expression of God's wrath, that someone had deeply offended Him, in deeds, words or simply intent.
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The sky transformed itself from gray to black as the edge of the storm crept across the moors. It's shadow appearing as the foot of a giant, suspended in the air before leaving its destructive image in the earth. Moments later, the rain came. Its arrival was sudden and brought with it a clamber reminiscent of the sounds of battle. Thunder peeled through the moors as lightning carved its brilliant crooked cracks across the dark and turbulent sky. The storm raged like an angry monster, with an intensity that left Aiden clinging tightly to his mother's waist. Sitting on the ground, she held him on her lap, knowing that sometime the next day she would have to say goodbye to her only child and that she would never see him again.
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The storm roared as night fell. Aiden's father had attempted several times to start a small fire, just enough to keep them warm. But, the holes in the roof had begun to let in rain and the wind funneled its way into the door-less hut, repeatedly extinguishing the opportunity for even a small bit of warmth and comfort. And yet, the rain continued throughout the night, startling Aiden awake several times with its clatter and loud shrieking wind. There would be neither warmth nor comfort for anyone that night as the ground beneath them also became saturated with water. However, there was, for Aiden, one measure of primal consolation. He had the warmth of his mother's body. But like the passing storm, this too was temporary and he knew full well that the next day would see the bond they shared with her shatter as he would be forced to surrender himself to the harshness of monastic life and the absoluteness of God's will.
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Morning arrived, wet and cold. The storm left the moors covered with brownish standing water. The floor of the hut had become a murky pool, save the small logs Aiden's father had dragged in from around the fire pit outside. With the exception of the holes in the roof, the peat hut had held up remarkably well. But without a fire, they had struggled to keep themselves warm. Now, the sky was a clear blue. The sun was slowly on the rise, up from the eastern horizon. But if their bodies were to recover their warmth, they would have to get moving.
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Aiden's parents were only in their mid-20s, young by modern standards. But, life in the fifteenth century brought more than poverty. People survived on the razor-sharp edge between life and death, in an era typified their constant struggle for survival where the simple act of opening one's eyes in the morning could easily be seen as an act of divine intervention. Although some saw it as a curse. But in spite of their youthful age, Aiden's parents had aged well beyond their years. The struggles and stresses of life were as consuming as the constant fear of death.
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His father was the first to get to his feet, his muscles stiff and cramped from hours of crouching. Stepping outside, he strained to force his frame into a standing position. And in doing so, his body released a series of audible crackles and pops as bones realign themselves, shifting and settling. He had told his wife to stay with Aiden until he could determine that their safety would not be threatened. And standing just outside the doorway, his eyes swept the moors and its encircling tree line, his ears monitored the early morning's motionless air. The dawn illuminated the rain-soaked moors with an eerie orange light, transforming it from the night's black starscape to an almost alien, yet beautiful scene that could have easily been brushed onto canvas by a great master.
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As Aiden's father looked out onto the moors, he was struck by an epiphany of sorts. He had become caught up in a moment he wished would go on forever, in a place where his son was not about to be given up as a guarantee against starvation. Were he and his wife could live out their years, surrounded by the joyous giggles of grandchildren. Where life was without the struggle for survival in the constant feeling that death was always at one's back. Waiting.
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He found himself suddenly pulled back into the real world, where even though there were no immediate threats to be seen, the devil always seemed to be lurking nearby. His presence could often be seen in the frail bony bodies of dying children as they squatted near pools of fouled water sifting out dirt from between their fingers for the sake of wetting their cracked weeping lips. Aiden's mother stepped up behind him and inquired as to the state of their safety. "This place is very still," he said. "It feels haunted."

She felt it as well as if some dark specter had escaped from the grave, rising up from the moors as an unwelcomed traveling companion. Always following, yet never speaking. She touched her husband's arm.

"We should be going," she said. "Is it much further?"

He shook his head slightly with a somewhat lost expression.

"No," he answered. "We should be there by noon."
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They were, once again, without food and with nothing to catch the previous night's rainwater, they would have nothing to drink. Aiden walked out behind his mother and tugged at her skirt. She looked down at him while laying a gentle hand on the top of his head, trying to hide the pain of the decision to have been made.

"Yes Aiden," she said.

Through innocent eyes, he looked back up into her troubled face.

"Mama, can we stay here?"

Tears well up in her eyes. The moors did not produce food and staying meant starving.

"No," she began. "There's nothing for us here."

Having heard Aiden's question, his father turned to them. His heart was heavy with guilt at the idea that he was hours away from abandoning his only child, even though he knew it was the right thing to do, that giving him up would save his life.

"We need to go," he said.

Aiden's mother took his hand as his father led the way, continuing their journey west, along the northern edge of the Bramham Moor.
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The moor was ankle-deep with water, forcing the small family to continue along the slightly elevated tree line. The air was still and crisp, leaving the sound of their footsteps magnified before the haze of day arrived. It was only a matter of a few hours before they reach the small valley, nestled at the foot of the Highlands, a stone's throw from the Scottish border. Looking down into the valley, Aiden's parents saw the monastery as both a quiet refuge from the world and a monument to the glory of God. As they neared it, his father hoped the monks might provide them with enough food and water for the walked back to Doncaster. Or perhaps, they might choose to go elsewhere, avoiding three more days of walking.
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There was only one entrance to the monastery. A large door, fixed by stone and mortar into its eastern wall. And aged wooden plank had been mounted over the arched doorway's keystone. It read: 'Obscurum Perussi Pallens'. Darkness consumes the weak. As Aiden and his parents approached the sacred sanctuary, they noticed two dark figures standing in front of the door. Both wore dark brown monastic robes, with long hoods pulled down over their faces. Had either of Aiden's parents been able to read Latin, they may very well have turned and walked away, taking Aiden with them. Or, they may have run. But in their ignorance and desperation, the approached the two figures. One stood silently, holding a burlap bag filled with bread, fruit and cooked meat. Enough for several days. The other sat on a white mare. But unlike the first, he wore a sword. Its pommel bore a symbol Aiden's father had never seen. During his life as a merchant he had been to many places, met many people and seen their weapons. The weapon itself was similar in design to that of the Knights of the Teutonic Order, but the crest was different. Aiden's father was unable to get a closer look at it and swallowing nervously, he got down on one knee to the man holding a burlap sack, the man he assumed to be the Abbot. He motioned for his wife to do the same. A gravelly voice made itself known from under the monks long hood. "There is no need to kneel to us," the monk began. "Only to Him."

––––––––
[image: ]


Aiden's father was hesitant with his response. Unable to see the monks face left him feeling more than a bit unnerved, but he collected himself enough to state the reason for their unannounced visit. "Kind monk," he began. "You are, no doubt, men of God. Please take pity on us. We are poor and England no longer gives anyone the smallest bit of mercy..." The monk gently interrupted him.

"We know why you have come to us," he said. "God has told us a young boy would be brought to our door. An only child. And now, you have delivered him to us. Thank you."

Aiden's father was stunned. However, he realized that, as men of God, they would possess a degree of divine knowledge, inaccessible to the ordinary individual. He took their knowledge to be nothing less than prophecy. The teachings of Christ were something he and his wife always tried to live by, but the idea of direct communion with the Almighty frightened him. After all, no one can know the mind of God.

The monk handed him the sack of food.

"We have anticipated your needs," he said.

Taking the sack, his father bowed slightly, noticing how cold the monk's hand was.

"Thank you," he said hesitantly.

Aiden's mother began crying as his father knelt in front of his son.

"These are men of God," he began.

He put a gentle grip on Aiden's shoulder. "They will care for you... and you will become strong. They will teach you all the things that I cannot."

He stood as his wife knelt down next to him.

"Aiden," she began. "You are becoming a man. Do you understand why we're doing this?"

Aiden nodded his head. His parents believed that if he should be angry with anyone, it should be them, not God. That it was they who made the decision to give him up, without first appealing to God.

"Aiden," she continued. "Please remember us. We didn't want it to come to this, but there was no other choice."

Aiden stepped forward and wrapped his small arms around his mother's neck. Some things cannot be conveyed in words.
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His mother began sobbing as the monk reached out a hand. She put her arms around him, knowing that if she ever saw him again, it was likely that he would be unable to recognize her. His parents clung to each other in grief as Aiden took the monks hand. Although he was only six years old, he would, over a surprisingly short time, come to accept his new home. Albeit, without his parents. And holding the monk's icy hand, he stood, watching his mother and father slowly turn and walk back to the moors. The monk looked down at him with an expressionless face and as he turned back to the monastery's door, raised an index finger toward the monk on horseback.
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The horse beat its hooves against the ground as the monk drew his sword. And with a face devoid of emotion, charged towards Aiden's parents. Aiden turned in wide-eyed horror, his hand still trapped in the Abbot's grip.

"Mama!" he screamed.

But, having already heard the horses hoof beats, his parents turned in shock as their eyes the light of the morning sun glimmering from the narrow, sharpened steel. His mother was the first as she fell to the ground, screaming in terror. Aiden's mind froze as he watched the monk's blade slice through the air, severing his mother's head. With such sharpened steel, it was unlikely that she felt even the slightest pain. Her head landed on the ground with
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