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​
PROLOGUE

The child climbed up on his father's lap.
They were up in the balcony, looking up at the sky, which had been
brightened up by the moon.

"Papa?"

"Yes, son?" his father asked. The boy
pointed at the bright orb in the sky.

"Why is there a moon up in the sky?"

His father thought it over for a moment
before saying, "That's a long story, son, are you sure you want to
hear it?"

The child nodded his head. "I'm not sleepy
yet, Papa. Tell me the story, please." His father looked at his
wife and smiled.

"Looks like we're going to be here for a
long time."

His wife giggled. "You're the best person to
tell the story," she said. Her husband sighed, put his arms around
his son and leaned back.

"Okay...it all started a long time
ago..."
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CHAPTER 1: Beginnings

Walking was one of life's simple
pleasures.

John's stride was quick as he walked through
the forest, preferring to stay away from the path and move among
the trees. He was not hurrying to go somewhere, and neither was he
hurrying from someone or something. He just liked to walk or run
through the fields and forests.

He was a young man living an almost carefree
life. Even though he earned just enough to rent a room and buy a
few necessities, he enjoyed life as he saw fit. If he wasn't
working, he was out in the countryside, traveling over hills,
forests, and plains, climbing trees and hills.

Another of his simple pleasures was hunting
with a bow and arrow. He had made his own bow through trial and
error, learning from his mistakes or learning from other’s.
Practicing incessantly, he became so good he could hit a target
from far away, learning to gauge the effects of the wind. A deer or
rabbit running at full speed was just a small challenge.

Today, however, he had not brought his bow
with him. All he had was a two-inch thick wooden stick that he used
during his walks to help in navigating difficult terrain or ward
off animals he might encounter. So far, it had been an uneventful
day.

He was not using the usual road through the
forest; indeed, he rarely did. He liked to explore every nook and
cranny of the forest and fields, never getting lost. Just as he was
planning to cross over to the other side of the road, he came
across a commotion. Some distance away, he saw four men. Two were
rummaging among a pile of objects while another was holding the
fourth man from behind.

A robbery!
John realized. He quickly deduced that the man
being held from behind was the victim, which was confirmed when he
saw the flash of a knife being held to the man's throat. Though he
was not resisting, the thief was not relaxing his grip. The thief
was having fun, threatening the man but not really hurting
him...yet.

That's going to not last
long, John thought. I have to do something.

This part of the road had a dense thicket of
bushes, apparently used by the thieves to creep up on their target.
John decided to use the same method to creep up behind the one
holding the victim. John crept around until he was about ten yards
from the man holding the victim. With stealth born of practice in
hunting, he moved swiftly around the bushes before coming up from
behind and clubbed the thief on the head. The man dropped like a
rag to the ground and John grabbed the traveler and pulled him away
from the other two thieves. Too late, John noticed that one of them
had a sword, which was quickly unsheathed and waved menacingly
toward him. The other man pulled out a knife and began circling
around, trying to get behind John.

What have I gotten myself
into? John asked himself. The man with the
sword lunged and John stepped away, his walking stick moving to
parry the thrust. The lunge was half-hearted because it was nowhere
near hitting John's abdomen. Not a very
good swordsman, John thought.

It was a feint. The other thief quickly
jumped in to stab him from behind but John's move to avoid the
sword had placed the man to his side instead of to his back. His
stick whooshed just inches from the man's hand, barely missing the
knife. The swordsman took this chance while John's attention was on
his companion and lifted the sword to cut from above. John spun
away and avoided the sword's slice. The man's sword was now
pointing down after this attack and John quickly swung his stick,
connecting with the man's face. The sword went flying and the man
fell on his back, dazed and bloodied.

John swung back toward the knife-wielding
thief and they began a macabre dance. John's stick was five feet
long and he could swing it around in an arc, keeping his opponent
at bay. They kept at this for a few moments before the thief
noticed that his companion had lost consciousness and the sword was
now in the hands of the man they had attempted to rob. Thinking it
was better to stay alive than fight two men with longer weapons
than he had, he turned around and ran away as quickly as his legs
could carry him. John made to run after him but heard the victim's
call.

"Don't! He won't bother us anymore."

John went back to the
gentleman and appraised him. He was well dressed and seemed to be
around 50 years old. He stood straight and held the sword as though
it was natural to him. A gentleman trained
in the use of the weapon, no doubt, thought
John.

The man shook John's hand in gratitude.
"Thank you, sir. You have saved my life and I am grateful. These
men might not have spared me even if I had not resisted. I am
indebted to you."

"I could not just stand by and watch a man
be robbed and possibly killed. It was something I had to do," John
explained. "Those men surprised you, did they not?"

"Yes indeed, I was walking along and I'm
afraid my thoughts were a bit far away. They were upon me before I
knew it. It is fortunate they did not kill me outright. Then you
arrived so I am doubly fortunate," the man said, smiling at his
savior.

John looked down sheepishly and gave a small
laugh. "I'm afraid I was a bit foolish coming to your rescue. I am
not a fighter and, for a minute, I thought I was going to regret
having done so."

"Nonsense," the man said, "you did
splendidly. In any case, there is a fine line between being brave
and being a fool. If you had not told me, I would not have guessed.
My name is William, by the way. What would your name be?"

"My name is John. I live in the village down
the road. It's not very far."

"Not far!" William exclaimed. "Why, the
village must be ten miles from here! You must come with me to my
home. It's closer and the least I could do is to offer you dinner
at my table and a bed to spend the night."

John shook his head. "As much as I would
like to, I cannot accept. I am not afraid to walk in the dark but I
avoid it if I can. Besides, I need to work in the morning."

"And what might that work be, my good man?"
William asked.

"I work at the butcher's shop in the
village. My employer would be very cross if I am late. I may even
lose my job." John thought it would be a small loss really but he
had to have a roof over his head and a bed to sleep in.

"Well, John, I'll tell you what. You can
move into my house and work for me. I need a man to look after my
land and take charge of the household. How does that sound? I can
pay you well and your room and board will be free." William gave an
astoundingly high offer and beamed at John while waiting for his
answer.

John looked back in surprise. "You don't
even know me. Why would you do that?"

William picked up the scabbard and slid the
sword into it. "I am usually right about people I meet. You're a
good man and I feel we can be of help to each other. What do you
say?"

John took some time to think. The job at the
butcher shop was fine but a better paying job was a step closer to
his dream of settling down in a home he owned. He smiled at
William.

"I guess I just changed employers."

John and William tied up the two robbers
before they regained consciousness. Once they awoke and, with their
hands tied behind their backs, they walked in front of the two new
friends. The sword, which turned out to be William's, helped keep
them moving along while he and John got better acquainted.

"So, how old are you John?" William
asked.

"I just turned eighteen last month. I
celebrated by killing a deer and treating my friends to a hearty
dinner," John answered.

"And what did you use to kill the deer?"

"My bow and arrow. I made my own and I've
been practicing hunting with it."

"Ah! An archer! Very useful men to have in a
battle, if used expertly. Unfortunately, I find that they don't
fight very well. 'Better to kill your opponent before he gets too
close to you,' one of them told me. We lost quite a number of them
on occasions."

"You're a soldier," John said.

"That I am, John. I've fought in so many
battles that I've stopped counting. After many years, however, you
kind of lose your appetite for it. I'm 51 years old, John. I must
have been away from home longer than I have been staying in it. My
wife has been very understanding though. She keeps a lamp burning
at the door, waiting for my return. This time I'm returning for
good. It's the least I could do for her." William's face acquired a
faraway look for a few moments. "Do you have a family, John?"

"No, no family. My father left my mother
while I was still a babe. Mother died about two years ago after
getting sick. I've been alone ever since."

"So, you've had a hard life. You've learned
to fend for yourself though, haven't you? Did your mother teach you
well?"

"You could say that, yes. She taught me to
cook, to sew; she even taught me how to wash my clothes. She didn't
teach me how to fight, unfortunately." John gave a small laugh,
which brought a smile to William’s face. "Mostly she taught me that
greed is an evil thing. Money is just a means to an end but that
end should not be at the expense of others."

"Well, John, I guess I could say I owe my
life to your mother. Another person might not have tried to help.
She must have been a kind and helpful woman."

"Yes, she was. We were never rich; indeed,
we had barely enough to live on. Yet, she'd still find a way to
help someone in need." John's face had become somewhat sad so
William changed the topic.

"You say you have no family. Do you plan on
getting married eventually?" William asked.

"Hahaha," laughed John. "It's not something
I'm in a hurry to get into. I'm still young and I haven't been in
one place long enough to get to know any women. Besides, I want to
get settled before I take a wife. I wouldn't want her to live the
same life I did, always one step ahead of hunger and working for
some tyrant's business."

"Don't worry, John. I'll try to change my
tyrant ways." William clapped his hand on John's shoulder and
laughed.

Soon, they turned off the road and went up a
wide path toward a house that John had passed numerous times
before. He didn't know the owners since he was new to the area. The
property was walled off and planted with tall trees. John could
only just see the three-story house from the road. It was only
possible to see the whole property from the top of a small hill
about two miles away.

"This is where you live?" John gave William
a look of surprise. William’s clothes didn't even hint that he
might be very wealthy.

"Yes, it's been in my family for a few
generations. The land's not very large; my father sold off most of
it when he was alive but I've put a stop to that. The house,
however, is still the same as it was. We have several servants but
I need someone to take charge of them for us. Sometimes, the wife
and I have to leave for a few days and the house becomes a pigsty
when we're away. That someone is going to be you, John." William
stopped and faced him. "Do you accept?"

John didn't hesitate. "I already said, yes,
William. Or should I call you, Master?"

"It would please me immensely if you will
call me William, John. Although I will be paying your wages, I
still would like to consider you a friend instead of a servant or
employee."

He's certainly not your
everyday employer, John thought.
I've never heard of an employer who calls his
employees his friends.

As they approached the house, two guards
spotted them and shouted, "Halt! Who goes there?" They quickly ran
up and pointed their spears at the newcomers. John hung back at the
sight of them, ready to either fight or flee. William answered for
their party.

"It's me you incompetent fools! Lower your
spears before you hurt yourselves!"

At that, the two guards immediately raised
their spears and greeted William. "We are pleased to see you have
arrived safely, Sir William," said the one on the left. "By the
looks of these two trussed up creatures, I assume they are your
prisoners?"

Again, John looked at
William in surprise. Sir
William?

William took no notice of John's expression.
He addressed the two guards.

"Yes, they are indeed, Laurence. Put them in
chains, lock them up, give them food and water, and have someone
treat their wounds. Then, send someone to the village to tell the
sheriff to come and get them. We'll let the magistrate deal with
them." Next, he gestured toward his companion. "This is John. He
saved me from these two scoundrels. Another one escaped. I imagine
he's leaving the area even as we speak. Just in case he tries to
rescue his two friends, I want you two to keep a sharp lookout." As
the guards took the prisoners away, John turned to face
William.

"Sir William is it? A knight of the realm? I
don't understand why you never told me."

"You never asked," William replied.
"Besides, I'm retired and would like to live a life of obscurity if
I can help it." William looked John in the eye. "This doesn't
change anything between us, John. I trust it doesn't change your
view of me, either."

"No, it does not, Sir William." William
scowled and John took the hint. "I mean, William." John smiled and
looked at his employer/friend. William laughed heartily, head bent
back in mirth.

"Come in, my friend. Let's meet my wife and
household." He put his arm around John's shoulders and led him
toward the house.

"Your guards didn't seem to recognize you at
first. Have you been gone very long?" John asked.

"A few months, no more. I don't think they
would forget me that easily. They've been with me a few years. That
little show was actually my method of telling them that you're not
a threat. If I had been your prisoner, I would have said something
different. They would have been warned and run you through with
their spears at the first opportunity."

John nodded his head. "That is brilliant!
But what if they had been paid by your enemies?" William reached
for the door and opened it before answering.

"I suppose that could happen but I think it
unlikely. They were soldiers with me and I saved their lives once.
When they returned the favor in the next battle, I decided to
reward them by taking them out of the army and hiring them as
guards. Laurence is married to one of the maids while Richard is
still single. They're good men, those two."

"Oh, Sir William, you're back!" A plump
middle-aged woman, followed by several younger ones, quickly lined
up just inside the entrance to greet the master of the house.

"Harriet! You've been let loose in the
kitchen again, haven't you?" William looked at the housemaid eyes
alight with affection. "Where is your mistress?"

"William!" a voice shouted from the top of
the stairs. A pretty woman was looking down at them from the
banisters, her face a picture of joy. She ran down the stairs as
quickly as her clothes allowed while William met her a little more
than halfway up the stairs.

John looked away as they kissed and embraced
each other for what seemed a long minute, though the maids all
watched wistfully. John couldn't hear what the couple were saying,
though he could imagine what it was. He was starting to wonder what
he should do when he found one of the maids looking at him.

She was not dressed like the others but he
had missed her appearance in the crush of women lining up to greet
William. She appeared to be old but John could not ascertain her
age. Her posture was straight and her hands seemed a bit wrinkled.
The expression on her face was as if she had recognized him though
he was sure he had not met her before. They locked eyes for a few
moments before he looked away.

Who was she?
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CHAPTER 2: Iole

John searched his memory for the woman's
face but could find none. He thought he might be mistaken that she
had recognized him. Perhaps she was just interested. Just as he
thought that, he heard William calling for him. He stopped his
musings and faced William.

They had come down the stairs and were
approaching him. He stood straight and looked at the couple. They
were a handsome pair though tears streaked the wife's face.

Of joy, no
doubt, John thought.

Two boys, one about as old as John and the
other slightly younger, appeared out of nowhere and joined husband
and wife.

"John, this here's my wife, Emily and my two
boys, Clifford and Charles. Emmy, boys, meet John." William beamed
as if he were introducing Lord John. On Emmy's part, her smile at
John was dazzling.

"I can't thank you enough for saving
William's life, John. We are indebted to you," she said. Before
John could answer, William the soldier quickly reinforced his
wife.

"Indeed we are, John. Emmy, John works at
the butcher shop in the village but I've asked him to come and stay
here and manage the house for us. It's the least I could do for
what he did."

"Why yes! Do stay here, John. We'd be happy
to have you." Emmy's eyes showed sincerity and John knew that he
was welcome. As he was forming words in response, William again
sallied forth.

"You should have seen him, Emmy! He came up
behind the one who was holding a knife to my throat and knocked him
unconscious. Then he engaged the two other thieves and expertly hit
the one who took my sword in the face and chased the last one away.
It was over in a few blinks of the eye!"

"Well, William, that certainly was
exciting," Emmy had paled slightly but still managed to smile. "I'm
sure you would want to rest from your journey and John would want
to gather his belongings and bring them here. I believe we should
introduce him first, don't you think?"

"Yes, of course, of course! How forgetful of
me! Everyone?" The line of servants looked up expectantly. "This is
John. He came to my rescue as I was on my way home. In gratitude
for saving my life, I've decided to hire him to manage the house
from now on. I expect all of you to show him the same respect as
you would to me, Lady Emily, and the rest of the family." The line
of house help bowed in acknowledgement. A few of the girls
whispered among themselves about the newest addition to the
household. John was handsome, tall, and brown-haired. No doubt,
they would have no problem welcoming him.

William turned to John and said, "Well,
John. I'll let you get settled. I have to rest for a bit after my
long walk." Emmy's eyebrows lifted.

"Walk? But what happened to your horse,
William?"

"Ah, yes, I forgot to mention it. The poor
thing stumbled on some rocks while climbing up a hill. Broke his
leg, I'm afraid." William looked downcast.

"Oh, poor Bandit! He was such a good horse."
Emmy's eyes watered again. The two boys also appeared shocked.
Apparently, a well-loved animal.

"Nothing we can do about it I'm afraid. It
was a bit difficult putting him out of his misery."

"Oh, well," Emmy said. "Elsa?" she
called.

One of the maids, perhaps the youngest,
stepped up. "Yes, milady?"

"When you are finished here, please prepare
the east room on the third floor. John will be staying there." Elsa
bowed, acknowledged the order, and then looked behind her at the
others with a look of triumph.

William turned to John. "So, John, I expect
you'll want to go back to the village to get your things and bid
goodbye to your former employer. Take your time about it, if you
wish. You probably have a few things to settle. You can come back
in the afternoon."

"Thank you, William." It occurred to John
that those were the first words he uttered since entering William's
house. "I appreciate it. I shall come back in a few hours."

"Splendid, splendid! I shall see you later
then." William and Emmy turned around and headed up the stairs
while Clifford and Charles shook hands with John adding they were
glad to have him in their home.

As the masters of the house
went off to wherever they were going, John stayed with the servants
who eyed him expectantly, waiting for him to say something. Perhaps
they thought he was a man of few words. How to start? With names of course.

John walked down the line gathering names.
He wouldn't remember most of them now but he was sure he'd get them
right after a few days. Most of the girls practically swooned over
him but he tolerated it. The menservants were more reserved but
seemed genuinely pleased to have him as their superior.

Then he came to the woman who had bothered
him so. There was no doubt about it, she was looking at him with
recognition but he still couldn't remember her face. Perhaps she
had seen him in the village butcher shop before. Her name was Iole
(ih-oh-li).

"I'm sorry but have we met before?" he asked
her.

"No, sir, we haven't. At least, not before,"
she answered.

John frowned at the cryptic statement. He
was going to ask her what she meant when Harriet piped up.

"Okay, that's enough girls, let's get back
to work. Elsa, show Mr. John to his room before you set to work on
it. Mr. John?" John faced the plump maid. "You might want to see
your room first just in case you arrive after dinner and want to
turn in immediately. Elsa will have finished fixing it up for you
by then."

"Well, thank you, Harriet. That would be
fine." He turned toward the young maid. "Lead the way, Elsa."

As the other servants left to go about their
work, Iole stayed and watched John and Elsa climb the stairs to the
upper rooms. Elsa seemed happy to be leading John and she prattled
on and on until they disappeared.

"It's him," she whispered to herself.

Elsa showed John to his room and opened the
door. It was a spare room and had a nice view of the surrounding
countryside. It had a bed, a table, and a chair, all covered with
sheets to keep the dust off. It would take quite a bit of cleaning,
it seemed, so John thanked Elsa and left, much to Elsa's
disappointment.

He left the house to get his belongings from
the rented room in the village and inform his former employer that
he had taken on another job. William told him he could use one of
the horses but John declined, mostly because he didn't know how to
ride one. Besides, rescuing William and going to his home had
interrupted John's cherished past time. He jogged all the way to
the village.

Landon, the butcher shop owner, was
surprised.

"You're leaving? But why? You started just a
little over two weeks ago."

John stood in front of him with an
apologetic expression on his face.

"I met Sir William while I was out in the
woods. He offered to give me a job as manager of his household. His
offer was a little hard to refuse."

"Sir William Giffard eh," Landon said.
"Don't tell me, you helped him."

"Uhm, yes, I did," John answered. Landon
blew out his cheeks as if he knew what had happened.

"If he offered you the job of manager, it
must have been a very big help. Sir William is a kind-hearted soul,
giving jobs to poor people who have helped him in various
situations. Harriet used to be a midwife before she went to work
for him. She saved his wife and Charles when Lady Emily had a
difficult childbirth."

That explains my situation
perfectly, thought John. Then another
thought occurred to him. "Do you know anything about Iole?" Landon
shook his head.

"Iole? No, I don't. She arrived about two
years ago but I couldn't find out anything about her. It seems none
of the other help know either. No doubt she did something for Sir
William."

John nodded his head,
disappointed. She's still a
mystery.

Landon sighed after a customer came in for a
side of lamb. "Looks like I'm going to have to find someone to
replace you. Is there any chance I can convince you to stay? How
much did Sir William offer you?" His eyes popped when John gave him
the figure.

"That much? Well, I can't even hope to match
it so I guess that means you're leaving." He offered his hand to
John. "Good luck in your new job."

John shook his hand and smiled. "I'll
recommend your shop to the Giffards when I get back." The man
laughed.

"You do that, John."

John opened the door and left, Landon
watching him as he walked away, a big smile on his face. He turned
to his customer, who had heard everything.

"I've got the only butcher shop in town.
That young man has been spending too much time in the woods rather
than around town."

After getting his worldly possessions from
the rented room and settling his accounts, John started walking
back to his new place of residence. The house was a little less
than two miles away from the village and two miles didn't take John
long to traverse. Along the way, his thoughts drifted to Iole and
that strange look and strange statement. When he arrived at
William's house, he was no closer to solving the puzzle.

John declined to have dinner with the family
no matter how much William insisted.

“No offense,” he told
William, “but it would be best if I ate with the other servants to
get to know them better.” William let him have his way, seeing the
logic of his reasoning. In reality, John wanted to speak with Iole
and learn a few things about her.

The talk around the dinner table was
animated, John being the topic more than anything else. He was able
to learn that Harriet was married to Laurence, and Richard was
wooing to one of the maids, a pretty, little woman named, Lynette.
Iole didn't join in the conversation and left immediately after
finishing her meal.

I'll guess have to ask
William.

Unfortunately, William spent most of his
time with Emmy, which was understandable. John looked for an
opportunity to talk with William but the two were inseparable. He
decided to wait.

The next day, John spent most of the morning
getting acquainted with the other help and finding out what it was
they actually did. Harriet turned out to be a big help, no
reference to her size. Everyone had their own chores to do and they
already knew how to do them so John was not really burdened too
much with managing them. He wondered if William really needed him,
or did his employer want him for something else.

After lunch, he encountered William
inspecting the grounds surrounding the house. He approached his
employer and asked his question regarding Iole. William didn't
answer right away. He looked straight ahead but seemed to be seeing
something else. Then he looked at John and spoke.

"It was in a village far away from here.
There was a disagreement between the kings and it spilled into war.
One day, my forces and the enemy lined up for battle just outside a
village. By common agreement, we did not start the battle until
after the residents had left. We were able to outflank them, which
caused them to turn and run towards the village, with us giving
chase. We fought in the streets and inside the houses, with no
semblance of a battle line.

"It was chaotic! We were in that village for
what seemed a long time, moving from house to house, arrows flying
all around from every direction. I saw one of them run into a house
and followed him in. Just as I burst inside, I heard a scream from
upstairs. When I ran up the stairs, the lout came out of a room
holding Iole from behind, his sword at her neck.

"I told him to let her go and fight like a
man but he refused. He started moving down the stairs, forcing me
to move back. Just as they reached the bottom, Iole took something
from her dress—from a pocket perhaps—closed her eyes and threw some
sort of powder over her shoulder into the man's face. I don't know
what it was but the man suddenly seemed to choke and dropped his
sword while clutching his throat. Iole escaped from his grasp and
ran toward the kitchen. I didn't follow her because I watched as
the man's face start to turn blue and he dropped to his knees. I
was so fascinated that I forgot where I was. The next thing I knew,
another man, one of the enemy, crashed into me. I turned around to
engage him but he fell to the floor and lay unmoving. I prodded him
with my sword but he was dead. I looked back at the first man but
he was writhing his last. Then, I noticed Iole standing near the
kitchen, face and front of her dress wet, looking at the two dead
men. She went over to the man who had fallen on me, turned him over
and withdrew a dagger from his heart that she had apparently thrown
at him as he entered the house." John listened to the incredible
account wordlessly, almost in disbelief.

"So, she actually saved you from being
killed?"

William nodded. "Yes, she did. She seemed
such a frail old woman that I was surprised she was able to move as
fast as she did."

"So, what happened next?" John asked.

"Well," William replied, "the day's strange
happenings had not ended yet. I told her to stay inside and that I
would go out to get someone to watch over her. She said, 'no, I
need to come with you.' I thought she was just afraid to be alone
inside the house so we stepped outside. It seemed that the battle
was nearing its end but just as she stepped out, an arrow struck
her near her left shoulder. I quickly picked her up, took her to
the army doctors, and lay her on the table. All this time she was
conscious but silent. She asked the doctors to pull out the arrow
and leave her to do the rest. When they had removed the arrow, she
put what seemed to be a dirty cloth onto the wound and told them to
put her on a cot to rest. Of course, the doctors protested saying
they needed to stop the bleeding but she was adamant. I asked her
if she was sure about what she was doing and she answered yes, so I
left after she was placed on the cot and returned to the
battle."

"Where are the strange things you
mentioned?" John asked. "There's nothing strange about your story
at all."

"I'm getting to that. After the battle, I
returned to the doctor's tents and asked about her. The doctor
looked at me and pointed inside the tent. 'She's dead,' I thought,
but when I entered, I found her sitting up on the cot, waiting for
me, completely healed! I checked her shoulder but, in spite of all
the blood on her dress, I couldn't find a trace of the wound from
the arrow. It was amazing!" William shook his head as if he found
difficulty believing his own story. John, himself, was incredulous.
Right then, he realized something.

"She's a witch!" John looked up at William
who nodded his head.

"Yes," said William, "she is."
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CHAPTER 3: Questions

John shuddered at the revelation.

"Why on earth did you take her in? Did she
put a spell on you?" William looked at the ground and shook his
head.

"If she cast a spell on me, I didn't know
it. After I discovered her wound had healed, she laid her hand on
me and said, 'Don't be afraid. I won't hurt you or your family. You
have an important part to play in someone's life and I need to be
there to help you fulfill it.' Then she said, 'Trust me.'"

"That is an amazing story," John said. "It's
almost hard to believe. Has she told you who that someone is and
what part you were going to play?"

"No, she hasn't. She won't tell me. She said
I needed to be as natural as possible, to just keep doing what I'm
doing and do what I think is best. It's a bit worrisome since I
don't know if that someone has already entered my life or not."
Then William gave John a strange look. "It might even be you."

John looked back at William and tried to
think about the circumstances of their meeting but could not think
of anything strange or sinister about it. To be sure, it's not
every day that one rescues a knight from three robbers but there
were no signs that it was foreordained. In fact, the strangest
person to enter William's life would have to be Iole herself.

"Perhaps it's Iole," John said. "She's
referring to herself. Our meeting can be attributed to chance but
your meeting her was certainly out of the ordinary."

"Perhaps, but as I said, I don't know. It's
been about two years since that battle and she's been here for
about that long as well. She works quietly and gets along with
everyone. She's sprightly for her age, which I don't know by the
way—she won't tell anyone—and I sometimes think that she's not as
old as she looks. She may have disguised herself."

"Does anyone else know about her, about what
she is, that is?" John asked.

"No one knows, except you. I don't even know
why I told you. I'm not sure what Emmy and the boys will say or do
if they found out what she really is." William seemed to age a bit
before John's eyes. Keeping secrets can be very stressful and this
secret was something out of the ordinary. "You won't tell anyone,
will you John? Not even Iole?"

"No," John replied,
"certainly not. I don't think anyone would believe me anyway. No,
your secret is safe with me." Now, I'm
keeping secrets, thought John.
Worse, I don't even know why Iole seems to know
me.

As John went back into the house, he thought
about what William said.

Could Iole be referring to me? She seems
quite interested in me so the idea isn't farfetched. Unless Iole
confirms it, however, I won't know.

That night, John tossed and turned in bed.
Things had taken a strange turn indeed. He saves William from three
robbers and William offers him a job that seems unnecessary. He
meets Iole—who mystifies him—prompting him to ask William about
her. William tells a long story that says Iole is a witch and that
she will help William play a part in someone's life. The more John
thought about it, the more it seemed he was that someone. The
unnecessary job offer also seemed to suggest that William knew
despite his claim that he didn't.

Did I make a mistake in
accepting this job? he asked
himself. I feel I'm being manipulated and
I don't like it. Meeting William was not a
coincidence, he surmised, and by telling him the story of Iole,
William had given him reason to become suspicious. Was that
William's intent?

John looked out the window and stared at the
stars. The darkness was total, as always, but the stars shone
bright and clear. A lot of people thought the stars determined
one's destiny and the signs were there for everyone to see but for
only a few to understand. That was how John felt right now...seeing
but not understanding. A few minutes later, John's eyes grew
heavy.

Too much thinking has made
me tired, he thought. Best go to sleep and let tomorrow decide what I need to do.
If destiny brought me here, I will not be able to fight
it.

On his day off about a week later, John
prepared for his usual walk. William was talking with Laurence when
John passed by on his way out.

"John! I was wondering if you'd like to have
company on your walk today. I could use the exercise."

"It's okay with me, William. Do you need
time to prepare or are you ready to go?" William was dressed in a
white tunic and caligae on his feet. They looked a little expensive
to wear on a daylong walking trip. He also had a small pack on his
back.

"No, I'm ready. I was actually waiting for
you." William looked like he was ready and eager to leave.

"Alright, let's go," said John.

They set off at a brisk walk to warm up. At
first, John thought he had to maintain a slow pace in consideration
to William but found that the 51-year-old man was very fit. Soon,
they were jogging through the countryside, making little
conversation, and admiring the view. John almost forgot that
William was a soldier and was used to walking and running for miles
and miles. They only stopped to drink water and rest for a few
minutes before resuming their hike. They alternated walking and
jogging though, occasionally, they would sprint for about a hundred
yards. These sprints usually turned into a race and ended with a
rest period. It was during one of these rest periods that William
asked John if he wanted to learn how to fight.

"Fight? Why would I want to do that?" John
asked, wondering why William would even suggest it.

"Well, you never know when you might need
the skill. Besides, running and walking can only work your legs and
give you endurance but they won't be much help in fighting against
someone, if you're forced into it. Unless, of course, you plan to
run away when challenged." William was smiling as he said this,
though he was breathing hard from the sprint they had just
made.

"I don't know, William, the thought never
occurred to me. I don't intend to get into fights if I can avoid
it. There would have to be a very good reason for me to actually
kill someone." John looked very unhappy at the thought. He hoped
that time would never come.

"You don't have to like it, John. Only a
madman would enjoy taking someone's life. One of these days, you
might meet such a madman and have to defend yourself. You might
hesitate to run him through but he certainly would not think twice
about it. In fact, he may not even think once about it. He'll just
go ahead and do it. What do you say?"

John saw the logic of William's words but
his inner nature was battling against it. He had fought to rescue
William those few days ago and had been lucky. One cannot count on
luck all the time, however. Sometimes, luck chooses the other
side.

Once again, he felt manipulated and he was
starting to tire of it. He lifted his head and looked William in
the eye.

"William, be honest with me. Was Iole
referring to me, the one whose life she said you were going to play
a part in? I'm beginning to think that our meeting was not
fortuitous. I would appreciate it if you'd tell me the truth." The
expression on John's face was one of pleading.

William looked at him and then looked away.
He took a few more breaths before he looked back at John and
answered.

"I spoke with Iole yesterday. She told me
she had known we were going to meet that day you rescued me. She
said our destinies were intertwined and had a purpose. She didn't
tell me what that purpose was but she did tell me that you had to
learn how to fight. Your life and other lives would depend on
it."

John looked at the ground for several
seconds then turned away to look at the surroundings. They were
under a tree but the rest of the land was open with a few other
trees here and there. In the distance was a mountain range. Maybe
he could escape by going over them.

My life and other
lives, he thought. Who might they be? William's? His family? Iole even? There's
no way to know except...

"I can't answer you now, William. I don't
like not knowing. I mean, no one knows what's going to happen in
the future, but not knowing was fine with me. Now, it's as if my
future has been revealed but I have no way to avoid or change it.
I'm going to ask Iole, William. I have to."

William nodded in agreement. "I would do the
same thing if I were in your situation. Iole will not tell me but
she might tell you. She's not like any witch I've known or heard.
She's different."

William looked up at the sky and ended the
conversation. "I think we should be going back." He pointed at a
bank of gray clouds in the distance. "Those dark clouds over there
seem to be heading this way. We should be able to reach the house
before it starts raining."

John looked at the clouds and felt a
different cloud looming over him. He started jogging but the cloud
in his mind followed. There was no escape.

John's opportunity came that afternoon. The
rain had stopped and Iole stepped out to go to the village and buy
some supplies. John ran to catch up with her.

"Iole!" The old woman stopped and turned
toward John, eyebrows raised. "Are you going to the village? Would
you mind if I came along?" John smiled, though he didn't feel like
it. No point in upsetting a witch.

"If you like," replied Iole, smiling
back.

For about a minute, they walked without
saying anything. John was thinking of a way to open the topic.
Iole, on the other hand, knew what he wanted to talk about but
waited for him to speak. There was a small trace of an amused smile
on her lips.

"Iole, I talked with Sir
William a few times," John began. "He said some...things that
seemed...uhm...strange." John felt like kicking himself.
I hope she doesn't think I'm calling her
"strange," he thought.

"Is Sir William ill?" Iole was playing with
him but John wasn't catching on.

"No, no, not at all. He's quite healthy
really. It's just that he..." John struggled with his choice of
words. He was nervous about what Iole might do but he also needed
to learn what she was doing to him. She was quite pleasant really
but, knowing what she was, didn't help. He took a deep breath and
decided to dive right in.

"He told me that you were a witch and that
his and my own destinies are intertwined and that you told him to
teach me how to fight because my life and other lives depended on
it." The words jumbled out of John's mouth as if they were trying
to escape from his throat. "I don't know what to make of it."

Iole smiled as she continued to walk without
looking at John. She didn't answer immediately, letting him suffer
for a few moments before speaking. "He told you I was a witch?
Where did he get that idea?"

"Well, he said you met him at the scene of a
battle and you were
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