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Famine wrought misery upon the wary people of Rouffach, France. And in their wretchedness, a simmering resentment stirred, tearing emotions, digging bitterness, suspicion, and great fear. Neighbor conspired against neighbor. Fathers locked their daughters in darkness. Everyone was on edge. And lingering dangers were ever present. An illness had fallen upon their town, and they all suspected a witch was in their midst. That was what had them all deeply fearful. Who was the vile witch that brought death and destruction to their town?

Everyone understood the dark woods beyond held powerful forces. No one dared enter. Many tales of those foolish enough to do so abounded. Of the many that did, but one returned, merely to bring a tale of death and misery soon to come. The intrepid adventurer was not of Alsace, therefore explaining his unwitting exploration into the forbidden woodlands beyond. He had come with a heart for treasure and mystical riches he would discover in the woodland. But everyone native to this place understood it was but a falsehood, the dark forces of the land spread to seduce men foolish enough to venture there. And no greater manner of seduction could come than from the fair and slender body of a young maiden. Mothers warned their sons to be wary of young women begging for help. Any man seeking to protect a damsel crying out for help often ended dead or was never to be seen again. This was another reason the town was up in arms. Many young men had simply vanished. And they all kept eyeing the young ladies, wanting to interrogate them to find out who among them was a witch.

People grumbled and sought solutions to their problems. Living so close to the woodland beyond, as they labelled it, was a dreadful misery, unbearable, requiring urgent redress. As mentioned, few knew what lived within the woodland. No one had mapped it out to say how far it went, how high or deep its terrain was. All they could make was that a dense forest shielded them from what lay beyond. At night, eerie shrieks would emanate from the woodland. Few were the nights of silence. The townspeople had grown used to the howling winds, to the beaming eyes, and to the mists. The wild animals, scurrying, howling, shrieking, screeching, or whatever sounds they made had grown on them. What they feared beyond all measure was when it went silent or when the haze spread out of the forest darkening their town, when no creature howled or shrieked and when the lights fluttered or worse went black. Their hearts would pound. Their breathing would labor. They would have a long, sleepless night. Often, when such was the case, someone invariably vanished or died a horrific death.

The townspeople had gathered to discuss the intolerable situation. They wanted someone to map out the woodland. But none within their midst was brave enough to volunteer for the task at hand. Thus, they sent out word far and wide, offering to pay a great treasure in gold and land to anyone who succeeded. For that was the underlying problem. None had ever succeeded. No map describing if any rivers traversed the woodland or how many caves kept dangerous animals, whether any mountains or deep valleys existed. All they could see were menacing trees with twisted branches and thick, thorn-filled shrubs underneath. Men faltered there. Military men feared, and the big and the strong trembled at the thought. How would a cartographer carrying blank parchments venture into the marshland; for there were thorns, vines, and creatures that devoured men? If not the swamps with their slithering menace, it was the harsh cold of the night that invited the creatures that lay in wait: those below the ground or the swamp, and those above in the trees. The woodland was a place everyone avoided, the brave, the strong, and the fool alike. Anyone who valued his or her life kept away. Only women could enter, but those who did returned as witches to prowl the men of the town. Travelers learned upon arrival from the townspeople that the land beyond was off limits and darkness governed there. Paths folded upon themselves. The laws of nature faltered. The compass needles shuddered and failed. The weather harbored hate against the light. Nothing but darkness, haze, and harsh, bitter cold prevailed, and wet, bone-freezing wet. Wretched and hurtful, the weather was always conspiring against man. 

People feared speaking about the witch that lived in the woodland beyond. No one dared mention her name. Doing so was an invitation they feared above all. Once, an unwitting young girl did, and the witch came to their town wreaking havoc killing many young men taking one she fancied the most. Rumors spread, many, too many. Some said she ate the men alive. Others claimed she simply tore them apart, seeking pleasure in their wails. Still others maintained she sought love. But who would fall for so hideous a creature? This, too, they argued. The women claimed the witch was pure, with long hair, fair, and slender, hypnotic to foolish men who made eye contact. Her words were poisonous, seductive, alluring, and deadly. Her tongue was death itself. Her breasts and exposed legs were gateways to perdition. For in their logic, foolish men were weak to the allurements of a fair lady. A mere glance, a sneer, a wink would see them run smiling to their deaths. But they claimed the witch used her magic to cast a spell on all who entered, for men went delirious. No one could prove the many conflicting stories. But this was truly one of the many. The mist was her instrument to poison the air within the woodland. Merely breathing assured man’s undoing. And if breathing did not ensure their demise, surely the raging fires that burst unexpectedly would. Thus, the men who entered dared not light a campfire to warm themselves and fend off the hostile cold and the wet. All they could use was a thick vestment and high boots. Carrying weapons was a double-edged sword. They often killed nothing but themselves with it. Many claimed men grew mad and would impale their hearts with their daggers or slit their throats. If they went accompanied, it was all the worse. Their confederates would no sooner see to it that they died than protect them. They would hear voices and have visions. Men killing men was the easiest thing for a witch to accomplish. Making a man see an associate in bed with his wife or daughter was but a snap of the finger for the witch. Worse, hearing his wife whisper words of passion to his companion as they make love on the dry leaves in the dark surely would end in tragedy. The townspeople named the place the woodland beyond, for it surely meant those who entered went to the afterlife beyond the reach of man. Others called it the dark woods, the low ground, or the place where mists prevail.

But the witch’s name no one dared mention, as stated before. No one would dare etch a single letter on the ground or a parchment. It was long since anyone heard the witch’s name that they thought she had long since vanished. Perhaps forgetting was better. But, despite their fears, they kept a book in their church, underground in its chambers, protected and hidden for decades. Within that book was written the witch’s name and how to destroy her. That no one read the book was for one reason. It was an open invitation. Upon reading her name, it summoned her. And burning the book, they surely tried. All it wrought was more deaths, for a terrible spell protected the book. Burying it was ill-advised. They hoped the ground would do its job. All it did was to grant her the power of the earth that seeped through it. And out would spurt hideous maggots and ferns and trees that bore terrible pollen that would spread disease and more death. That forced the townspeople to send the book away, hoping someone else suffered. But the book found its way back as those who received it would no sooner return it to them. Death accompanied the book, forcing them to lock it away within the dungeon of the church they built to keep it.

And this did little to appease the witch few had seen. And they sacrificed a young girl each year to the witch. This alone kept the wary peace between the witch of the woodland and the townspeople. They met, as they often did, to discuss this year’s offering. Everyone was on edge, trying to determine who among them the witch’s servant was, to sacrifice to the greater witch of the woodland. This sacrifice was shrouded in mystery. The witch required the blood of a maiden who had descended into darkness by her sinful ways. The blood of a young maiden sacrificed in fire gave the witch the spirit of youth and lasting life. Without the sacrifice of one, she’d take more to satisfy her. It was an unpleasant understanding they all agreed upon decades in the past. Now, they carried the sacrifice, not fully sure of why. But not doing so, none dared to suggest. The only person who understood the witch was the church priest. He was an old man, the wisest in town. None could recall a time before him. But he was youthful and unearthly agile for his age. He arrived at the meeting to give his suggestion. His words were commands masquerading as counsels.

And as a father before his children, he stood at the center. The church, a monumental structure towering above all buildings, built of hard-timber, within their town, with stained glass windows, arches, and large heavy doors with large metal bolts and sheets, was their preferred venue for such meetings.

He waved his hands, and nothing but silence remained. Everyone sat patiently waiting for his words of wisdom. Father Pierre Gerard spoke of times past, calm and peaceful. Children ran free, and laughter and joy were widespread, present in every home, not discerning rich from poor. The rich gave freely, and the poor received generously. The grass was always green. Alsace had never had such bounty. The fields produced bountiful grapes from which they derived the finest wines in the country. The fertile soils of the Rhine valley and the protective Vosges Mountains created ideal conditions for agriculture, especially grapes, which they produced in abundance. Trade and commerce flourished because of its strategic location connecting Alsace, France to Germany and Italy, making it a vital hub for commerce and culture. The Ill and Rhine rivers served as crucial arteries for exporting wine to other European countries. They were proud of their town, which had many monasteries, such as those in Turckheim and Andlau, spurred by winegrowing. This, the priest emphasized with great melancholy and pride.

But Father Pierre Gerard arched his brows and frowned as he turned from the glory days to explain what happened when the witch arrived. A few within the crowd knew. They had heard of it from their parents, who had heard of it from their parents for generations past. But this was the first time many heard of it from Father Pierre Gerard himself. He had kept secret what many whispered about. But troubling times required he explain to them the dire situation at hand.

A young girl arrived in Alsace a hundred years in the past. This, he explained to everyone. A young man, Guillaume, listened attentively within the crowd. Father Gerard explained the young girl lived in a humble cottage near the woods. Her home was the last home in the village. She and her parents had come from far. The villagers at the time spoke of a place named Diciosânmartin, Romania. The young girl and her family were gypsies. They all were. They had peculiar customs, which at first bothered no one. But with time, not long after their arrival, extraordinary things happened. People claimed the trees whispered. They had bizarre dreams, at first pleasant, of birds, and walking in grass amid wild flowers. Their dreams were agreeable, of clear blue skies, as if in their reveries their deep desires came true. Men dreamt of the women they loved declaring their affection. Women had men breaking down doors to rescue them and sweep them off their feet. Others would sing songs to honor them and bellow among the competitors of their fair manner. The poor dreamt of abundance, where they never slept with an empty stomach. The rich dreamt of giving freely and being unperturbed, for their treasuries were overfilled with gold, fine clothes, expensive ornaments and jewelry. The barren woman would hold a newborn and weep for joy. The sick would dream of a life of health and vigor, the blind could see, and the deaf could hear. Men made love to their dream’s desire. The women got pregnant. They reaped what they did not sow; they filled the church’s coffers with silver coins aplenty. The town prospered, and rains came to ensure their grapes were lush and perfect. Where others had famine, they had in abundance. Everyone rejoiced. It was a time of sunshine. They welcomed one and all. And soon, where one came, two, three, and more followed. Dark days were on the horizon. The dull certainty all was to change never came to their mind. No one prepares for famine when their stomach is full. 

Father Gerard kept telling the tale. The young girl’s dwelling was at the water’s edge, assembled rather than built from branches and salvaged wood from abandoned houses, or bone-white beams derived from forgotten graves. Animals that once roamed at the edges of the woods gradually kept away. At first, no one noticed. Hunters kept going farther and farther to kill their game. The green and lush woods increasingly decayed. Again, few noticed until dreadful things piled one after another. But her home remained dark at night. Hardly a light shone through the windows. People had less pleasant dreams that, with time, became nightmares. The men suspected their wives of having affairs. Their wives had names of women the men had their real affairs with. Women got pregnant, and bore children, deformed, sick, or with abnormal features uncommon to their fathers. This led men to believe their wives were unfaithful. But beyond such nightmares and lingering doubts, the first disappearances began. And young girls would return pregnant, not knowing who the father was. And men would roam about naked as if drunk, not recalling what happened.

With time, the townspeople attributed all their misfortunes to the young woman who lived in that dark home at the edge of their village. In fury, they stormed her home one night, burning it to the ground with her inside. They hoped her end would restore the peace that had prevailed before her arrival. To their horror, it was but the beginning of far greater misery to come. The fertile land became barren, and their cupboards and the stores went empty. Their vineyards withered. Their lush green farms dried. Their cattle turned to bones. Their days became dark as sickness came and death soon followed. First, the birds left then the fish, and finally the courage of men. No longer were children playful, nor were the hearts of men content. Their fires had stirred a powerful force to anger. And not until they sacrificed the first maiden did things calm down. Many died. With time the forest transformed into the woodland beyond, a place of death where the spirit of the witch made its home.
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She woke up early despite a busy night. Ensuring all went well in her vast realm was never easy. She had to keep her loyal creatures fed and healthy. Terrible hunters always harmed any that strayed out or went too near the edges. They had no love for nature or the beauty within the forest. All they sought was to destroy and take because they could. Had she not come, they’d have reduced her precious woodland to a barren landscape. The day would be long with much to do: securing special herbs and flowers for her latest potion, uprooting vines and unpleasant trees, curing her dear animals, and checking the streams to ensure they were pristine and safe for drinking. She hardly had time to rest. Of special interest on this day was planting a precious flower, Rosa Gallica, which held a special place in her heart. It was the only flower she allowed within her woodland. All others she let wither or transform into a dark version with poisonous thorns. She hid this flower at the heart of her woodland, where no one could find it, deep in a valley protected by my creatures. This was her special place where she could be at peace and remember. She had many Rosa Gallicas she harvested to keep her skin healthy and strong. Here she could be what she once was. Only here, she had that privilege. Outside the center, nothing but darkness and dread prevailed.

The peaceful quiet soothed her. Her creatures stood guard and would warn her with their shrieks, chirps, howls, or bays of any unwelcome intruders. She had worked tirelessly to instill fear in the townspeople she despised. A few foolishly entered the woodland and paid a terrible price. She killed them in diverse ways, all fun to her, deadly to them. However, as she was now eager to start her work, she continued her serene engagement. She was busy planting another of the many Rosa Gallicas when an unpleasant howl broke out. By its sound, she could determine exactly who was in danger or why the animal howled. This was a moan, and it showed an intruder. A deafening cawing revealed it was not one but many, half a dozen men entering her woodland. A shriek confirmed they carried useless weapons: swords, shields, and crucifixes. How could she not forget fire? Day or night was the same within her forest; nothing but darkness shrouded her realm. That she had to alter her schedule because of their intrusion was already a cause of displeasure. But another squealing sound angered her greatly. Someone had dared hurt a fox. The man’s laughter rang like a bell through her woods. It pained her he’d do that, for she had nurtured that fox.

With a flash, she remembered the times past when she had brought much good to the townspeople. Her arrival was to mark a new beginning away from trouble. She sought to gain their favor by granting them many gifts: warm dreams, abundance, health, and protection from outsiders. Famine knocked at their town, and she was at the edge, at the far end of the forest. She used her powers to shield them from the ravages of the illness that afflicted everyone else. This she did discreetly, not wanting to stir fears within them. She especially took a fancy to help destitute children. Anyone she could heal or help, she cared for freely and charitably. With time, many heard of her generosity and miraculous medicine. She grew wary, for she had to be careful. She had to be subtle and not let them know she had special abilities. People feared what they did not understand. But her nature was to do good to anyone who was in need. Women and children came to her seeking help: mental healing, physical cures, and guidance in the harsh world they confronted. And not seeking to meddle, she would hesitate to counsel, and limited her efforts at merely providing physical cures, or ensuring they had something to eat. She let them know what she gave was what the woodland provided, which was indeed true. She would wake up early, as she did on this day, to gather all she required for her sustenance. Her needs were few, she found. She had a place to rest and keep warm. It was a patched-up cottage. She could have built herself a mansion, fortress, or a house on a cliff or in a deep cave with space to spare. But she was yet unsure if this was to be her final stop. The town was a promising place, and people were not infected as were others with the great sins: greed, ambition, and pride. Sure, the signs were everywhere, but their little village was in a remote area, and it served them well. They did not know how well they had it. She’d dare not say they had it easy and things fell from the sky. But, despite the backbreaking toils of each passing day, they had each other. Most were content in their lot with their wife and children. Nothing perturbed their quaint village more than providing for their daily sustenance and what little comforts they required to live. In effect, life was simple and perfect. And the woodland was their primary source for food and materials to build their homes. What more could they possibly need? But need and want are distant cousins. The latter always seeks to outshine the former. And in came a man of the cloth who brought with him scripture. He spoke with authority given him by his church and God. Nothing was wrong with a man of God, except most had no greater God than lust for power and the corrupting sin of greed. And nothing is a threat to their belief than someone giving freely to the poor, helping the sick and needy. Her kindness and generosity garnered the respect and admiration of many in the town. She was, in the Father’s eyes, an intruder who stirred trouble, teaching people about kindness, mercy, compassion, and, above all, to think and question things. Her methods were exactly what she explained to those who came: their actions had consequences. She sought to engage with them and let them reason and see all was interconnected. Taking and not giving was unwise, she taught them. Giving and not receiving was also unwise. Life required a balance. Above all, she taught them that within their hands were all they required to live. By their efforts, they could forge good or evil. With a sword, they could build or cut down. They required no one above them to tell them what they could or could not do. Knowledge was power. Perhaps she was naïve, impatient for sure. She had travelled to many places and had accumulated great knowledge of medicine and healing, of foretelling, reading the stars and the signs, and discerning people. Above all, she could sense when someone spoke the truth or not. This made her interaction with others uncomfortable. It was hardly a pleasant thing when someone was lying or pretending. She could not overtly let them know she had such abilities, for they’d label her a witch. And she had seen how that turned out for those they labeled as such. Lies were all it took to see a woman burn to death.

And healing a young lady, served her as a warning she failed to heed. The young lady had problems with someone who had set his eyes on her. Actually, she was at home, preparing her supper, when someone screamed. She kept humming a tune she so liked.

Merry and mirth are here with me,

But trouble lurks around the tree.

Why do I say that it comes to me?

Oh! Should I let it be?

A cry, a shriek is all I hear.

What is there for me to fear?

Oh, must a man be out there?

I dare not venture out, for it’s not my affair.

A desperate cry for help, I dread,

For nothing good is out ahead.

Another shriek that stirs many fears,

A choice to make, should I care?

Here, there, and everywhere, trouble lurks.

Victim and prey, life and death,

Which path to take, which to avoid?

Mercy, compassion, or vile deceit,

Hunger for blood or love of the wary?

This, that, or the other, none shall be merry.

Silence overshadowed the scream, and she kept on stirring her pot, savoring the aroma that enveloped the room. A fine supper she had thus prepared. As she was about to sip a spoonful to confirm its exquisite taste, the pounding at her door forced her to stop, causing the bubbling soup to spill over slightly. She sighed, her hand trembled momentarily. Why must people stir her at such late hours of the night? She glanced around, unsure of what to use as a weapon. Sure, she had her special gift, but revealing it was unwise. Carefully, she poured back the soup into the pot with her magic. With a determined wave of her hand, she transformed the wooden spoon into a long, forked staff. The pounding intensified, echoing her mounting irritation, and with another quick gesture, she opened the door. In fell the young lady, desperate to escape her attacker, the young lady’s hands clutched the fabric of her torn dress. She slammed the door shut, securing it with a spell as strong as the resolve in her heart. Outside, the man crashed hard against the door, his yell of pain muffled by the wood. He continued pounding, yelling, and demanding entry. The young girl, her eyes wide with fear, pleaded with her not to open the door, her head shaking in frantic refusal. She felt pity for the young girl, noting her shaking hands and the tears that streamed down her cheeks, each drop igniting a quiet anger within her.

“Open the door. I must have a word with you. You can’t hide; there is but only two of you inside.”

“Oh, is that so? And is that to make us worry? You have no right to demand I open my door to you? What rights do you have over this young lady?”

“I answer to no one. I must have her. It is all that matters, and you are not one to stand in my way.”

“And who are you?”

“I am he who wields power. I come with the full right that the church gives me.”

“And what intentions have you on this woman? What rights have you to stir such fears upon her?” Her response pleased him not. He kept pressing his demands, pounding at her door. Perhaps she should have restrained her anger and been patient to let his ire wither. But she did the opposite. She pushed open the door, sending him rolling on the ground. He jumped and charged at her. She let a vine trip him, and he fell flat on his stomach, hitting his head against a rock. Many paths she could have taken, and she took the most travelled. She had a wolf drag him away and give him the scare of his life.

She returned to her cottage and cured the young lady’s wounds. She was unsure of what the best course of action was for the young woman to take. Returning the girl to her home, she had no choice, but it would not stop the man from pursuing the young girl once he recuperated from his injuries. She advised the young girl to inform the authorities. But this was pointless, for the young girl disclosed that the man was indeed a clergyman and wielded great power. It meant her situation was truly dire. For what would he declare to others upon gaining consciousness? She was, perhaps, over-confident, not reading the signs. Often, a simple yarn can unravel many a cloth. This was one such strand. She should have reflected further and would have prevented all that followed.

But the squealing of her fox forced her to return to the present. The forest grew unnaturally quiet; the chirping of the birds and rustling of small critters halted as if the entire woodland held its breath in anticipation. Stillness enveloped the air, hinting at the magic about to unfold. She sent forth a shroud and veiled the forest. They’d not get out of her forest. She let the darkness thicken gradually; seeking to let them know their actions displeased her. But these men, they were defiantly firm in their thought they could stand against her. Rushing to face an opponent was unwise. She had been around for far too long and had erred in so many ways. Failure served as an instrument for learning. Thus, she observed. She let the animals guide her and tell her all they had discovered. These men thought they were smart. They were not six but ten. She did well not to hasten to destroy them. They all had their swords, and at the front stood a man of the cloth, chanting away. She listened keenly.

“Pater noster, qui es in caelis, sanctificetur nomen tuum... et ne nos inducas in tentationem, sed libera nos a malo. Amen.” He held a large cross high in the air. This was amusing at best. But when he pulled a thick book out to read passages, she soon realized these were not the local village men trying something new. “Sancte Michael Archangele, defende nos in proelio, contra nequitiam et insidias diaboli esto praesidium. Imperet illi Deus, supplices deprecamur: tuque, Princeps militiae caelestis, Satanam aliosque spiritus malignos, qui ad perditionem animarum pervagantur in mundo, divina virtute, in infernum detrude. Amen.” 

His prayers infuriated her. Not because she feared his words, though they could be deadly, but these were rather harmless, for he merely sought protection. He had yet to say any words to cast a spell against her. But she could not wait for him to do so. Words are powerful that bind what lies above and below the ground. And this man was unlike any she had seen. He had knowledge of dark powers, though he wielded them in the name of his god. He spoke words that sought to unravel and to bend time and space. These words were new, and the air thickened, the leaves rustled, and her animals ran. Time folded not because of her magic but his incantation that dared challenge her grip of the woodland. His game no longer amused her. Out of nowhere emerged a man in a cloak. As she was about to make her move, the figure charged towards her. That someone could blind her to his presence had never happened in her forest. He was not an old man, but young. And he drew his long sword that shimmered despite the darkness. She froze, unsure of what had happened. How did he elude her? But a shriek stirred her to action in time to avoid his blade. She vanished and knocked him out with a forceful blow to the side of his head. She waved her hand and sent out her animals to tear the men apart. The men fought desperately to fend off the wolves and wild boars, eager to have something fresh to eat. The vines grabbed the men’s feet, preventing their flight. The men slashed the vines with their swords, and the man making incantations fell as she slit his neck with her claws. Blood spurted as he held his neck, and he collapsed. A vine grabbed another; dragging him away as yet another vine stabbed him repeatedly in the chest and abdomen. The wolves did their part, subduing and tearing at the men. Birds darted and clawed at the men’s faces and eyes, seeking to thwart them as well.
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The young man, Guillaume, stood among the gathering of wary people. Father Gerard explained the plan he had devised to address the problem at hand. He had secured the help of a group of mercenaries under the church's blessing to enter the woodland to kill the witch. Father Gerard explained this with a thin smile on his face, as if assured of the shrewdness of his plan. Yet there was an inexplicable glint in his eyes, a hint of ambition that extended beyond the mere eradication of the witch. This was not the first time Father Gerard had sought to prove his mettle to his superiors, to demonstrate his unwavering faith through acts of valor. Everyone remained silent, conflicted by his revelation because such actions often had terrible consequences. But Father Gerard motioned for everyone to calm down. The men were, as he labored to explain, not ordinary paid hands. They had come from the crusades against the infidels and the barbarians seeking to conquer the Holy Land. They came not only with their swords, but with a deeper knowledge of the workings of the Lord. He spoke with greater confidence, telling of the men's bravery against all forms of evil, conjurors of black magic, witches, and spirited creatures that roamed the lands lost to the Muslims. Perhaps, in his heart, Father Gerard believed overcoming the witch could pave the way for his ascension in the church, a calling of grandeur only he perceived.

“What if they fail?” said a woman, daring to ask what everyone had in mind.

Father Gerard scuffed at her, waving his hand and forcing her to sit down. The young man, Guillaume, arched his brows at him. Her question was reasonable. He, too, wondered about it. That Father Gerard acted unilaterally troubled everyone, but no one dared say so openly. They had always sacrificed a young lady to satisfy the witch’s blood desire. This grim tradition began generations ago when the first settlers, desperate to end the witch's relentless curses, offered the lives of their daughters to secure a fragile peace. They said the sacrifices spared them from famines and sickness, but at a great emotional cost, leaving scars that persisted through the ages. The witch remained in the woodland, and they simply avoided it. Yet, Father Gerard summoned everyone to say all was about to change. The time for action had come.

“Fail, you say? You question the church’s wisdom? You dare question the messenger of the one true God?”

“I must apologize, Father. It was not my intention. But everyone...knows any intrusion into the woodland results in terrible consequences. The last time a villager hunted there, the witch plagued us with painful sores and terrible nightmares. Only after our sacrifice to her did she ease her grip on us.” 

“And you mentioned something of great significance. The witch’s magic is strong within the woodland. Is it not?” 

“Yes, Father,” she said. 

They all nodded. The young man was unsure what Father Gerard was getting at. But Father Gerard followed with his thoughts. “Indeed. This witch is a manifestation of darkness dwelling in Alsace. Her power is vast and wicked, yet not limitless. Darkness has boundaries, laws it cannot break. She has carved out a sizeable territory for herself. Imagine such greed, such daring. She has thwarted our village’s advance. Our men cannot hunt for deer, for meat, nor take a leaf from any tree within the woodland. What right has she to keep us from so doing? Here in Alsace, not on land far off. Her vile actions have gone on for far too long. This arrogance will be her downfall! That is why I spoke with the bishop and the Church Council, which gave me the authority to take decisive action. Neutralizing the darkness becomes a holy mission—one blessed by God Himself. So, we shall proceed to set things right and reclaim our rightful blessings.”

The crowd agitated; they murmured and were uneasy. Their eyes darted about, their words a mix of hushed undertones and harsh shouts. A cracked laugh erupted from somewhere within the throng, unsettling in its suddenness, followed by a whispered prayer from an elderly woman clinging to her last vestiges of hope. Father Gerard stood like a sentinel, observing everyone. His deep eyes searched the crowd, though what he sought was unknown to the young man. An uneasy sensation crawled up his spine. Events like this often concluded with someone being singled out as a collaborator with the witch. Mostly, the women bore the worst of it, contributing greatly to the restlessness in the crowd. And everyone had to attend. Such was Father Gerard's power. Among the crowd were five young ladies, standing at the front where he had demanded them to be. The young women trembled. Two sobbed tirelessly, tears streaming down their cheeks. Another slumped in her chair, defeat etched in her posture. Yet another made to dash out the door, only to have a man intercept and force her back to her seat. The fifth young lady sat silent, both hands covering her face, as though shielding herself from the reality before her.

Guillaume had a dreadful churning in his stomach. Nothing good would come out of the night’s meeting. But he never agreed with the sacrifices their village made to satisfy the witch. It simply made no sense to him. How they had no remorse at savagely killing innocent young girls each year pained him. He had no sister, thank the Good Lord. He could not imagine them choosing his sister if he had one. It was the worst nightmare for any mother. And yet, at the front, five desperate young ladies pleaded for their lives.

“The Lord requires his flock to obey without question his commands. Questions lead men astray and away from grace. Blessed are those who, without question, submit to the Lord. Blessed are those who find solace in God’s unyielding mercy. Those who seek knowledge, the fruit of sin, inevitably fall prey to the devil’s clutches.”

“Amen!” hollered a lady. “Tell us, Father, what sayeth the Lord?”

“The Lord commanded I send the men to draw out the witch. Prepare yourselves for a great time of reckoning is to come. Those that have fallen on the wayside, those that have sinned and sided with the witch, in your thoughts, in your desires, in your actions, behind closed doors, or when no one is looking, you shall suffer the Lord’s wrath. The Lord commands that we cast the witch into the pits of hell. Prepare my flock, for pain is stirring: great suffering and misery. Stand firm in your faith in the Lord. He has shielded his loyal flock from harm. Those that have wandered far from his loving care shall perish.”

“But Father?” said a gentleman. “The witch harms our village when we defy her. We are but days away from the annual sacrifice. Why stir trouble when, within a short time, we can rest at ease for another year?”

“You will sacrifice your daughter? Is that what you are suggesting?”

The man fell silent and lowered his head. “No, Father. I thought among the five at the front, we would make a choice.”

“And we come to the moment of truth. Anyone bears witness to the sins of these women? Anyone willing to cast the first stone? Speak, I grant you the Church’s permission to signal the sinner in your midst. We must separate the sheep from the goats. We must burn the weeds that threaten to strangle the fig that bears good fruit. Tell me; tell us all which of the five at the front is guilty of heresy, of blasphemy, of adultery, of fornication, and of sins of the flesh and of the tongue? Fear not, for the Lord shall favor you when the time of great weeping comes. You shall receive the Church’s blessing and absolution for signaling the fruit that is rotten and maggot-filled from within.”

A loud outburst of shouts broke. The women in particular, but the men as well, clamored. They yelled many scandalous sins they claimed the young ladies had committed. Guillaume stood there in shock, in disbelief. He had not gotten a clear view of the young ladies. They had their backs to him and most were cowering, covering their faces with their hands. Their village was not large, and he knew most, if not all, the young ladies. It was his job to do so. All the men, they vied for their affection. The few flowers in their village could hardly go unnoticed. He had his eyes set on one he had seen. But, he suspected her father was rather jealous; her father guarded her worse than a hungry lion does its meat. So, understandably, he sought to find out who the five were.

“Tell us, my faithful flock, who among the five has sinned. Who has offended the Lord the greatest?”

Shouts of fornication, of base sins of the flesh broke the silence. A woman signaled the first accusing her of seducing her husband. Another, likely her sister or relative, swore it was so. Yet, a third, someone eager to gain their favor, joined in their frantic outbursts. But all five received the same dreadful treatment. They accused the second of prostitution, a grave sin. The third, they accused of stealing from foolish men. The fourth, they accused of loose tongue and conspiring against others. The fifth, they accused of many things. A woman said her long hair and firm breasts were the devil’s workshop. She, the woman fervently argued, was all the others in one. She claimed the fifth girl was a witch, for she caught her commanding the creatures of the forest to do her bidding. According to this woman, she despised this girl for seducing her beloved. But had it been merely her hatred of her for so doing, it was sufficient. Yet, she claimed the young girl not only spoke to the animals; she controlled the elements, instructing the wind to destroy her home. And not content with its destruction, the young girl waved her hand and let fire burn all that remained.

Guillaume pushed through the thronging crowd. Arms and shoulders pressed hard against him. A man elbowed him for his advance, causing him to falter to the side. The boisterous crowd threatened to lynch the five there and make the witch all the happier for a generous sacrifice. But, as there were those eager to see them burn at the stake, so too there were others desperate to protect them. Men tussled against each other. Everything escalated as a young man punched another man, preventing him from getting to his girlfriend. Yet, he was a married man. Had he some sense, he’d have stayed away. It merely sealed the young woman’s fate. But the crowd kept stirring, and everything threatened to explode. Guillaume had yet to get a clear sight of the girls. And when he finally did, he gasped. They were all familiar. It should not have surprised him. And yet, the riotous crowd seeking to do justice with their own hands troubled him greatly. Father Gerard stood, smiling at the front. Guillaume frowned at him, for he could not understand how this was to serve God’s purpose. He feared they’d take the women out and burn them. And more so, he had to prevent it from happening. The fifth girl was the one his eyes had favored. Though he had not met with her, much less spoken with her, he did not believe what the woman accused her of was true. The woman was a troublemaker. Her smiling at Father Gerard, who nodded at her, made Guillaume sigh deeply.

“Anyone among you dare stand in defense of the sinful? Any of you dare stand as witness to the innocence of these women?”

“I stand,” said another young man, though married he was.

“And who are you?” said Father Gerard.

“He is my husband,” hollered a woman at the back, hitting the man with her fists as she sought to tear him apart.

“Your defense of the woman is foolhardy. Behold the fruits that bring forth sin. Behold my wary flock, the women of perdition. I say unto thee. Woe...woe to the men who lay their hands on such women, for wide is the path of damnation. The gentle touch of a woman, her thighs, her breasts, and her poisonous tongue are assured destruction. Young men, heed my warning. Do not be tempted. Let not their beauty deceive you. These are the daughters of sin.”

But Guillaume was not married and had not given any trouble. He had to stand firm. Each man stood firm in defense of his beloved. The push and pull were intense. The women sought to gain the upper hand, and they were unrelenting in their desire to see the women all burn. The married men had a difficult task seeking the help of young men to do what they could not do in the open. And one prodded Guillaume, placing a bag of gold coins in his hand. The man begged him to stand in defense of the last girl, the one the man fancied. Guillaume had every intention of doing so. But the man’s request surprised him greatly, for the man, too, was married and served as Father Gerard’s right hand. Guillaume wanted to ask him why he sought to save the young girl. But the time for such things was not now. The crowds grabbed the young ladies, and out the door they attempted to go with them. The young ladies screamed and wailed as they feared the angry women. Some men, eager to gain favor with some of the angry women, joined in their efforts to secure the women and execute their brand of justice.

Guillaume had no time to waste. He ran, pushing and pulling his way through arms and pressed bodies. He grabbed the young girl’s arm and pushed the man holding her. He swung his arm, sending another rolling on the ground. He drew his dagger.

“That’s enough! Anyone try anything against this woman, I will stab you to death. I swear my hand shall not tremble. This is madness, sickening insanity. You all behave worse than the savages. By whose authority do you seek to kill these women? This is not divine justice. This is murder, cold and heartless. You are all sick, filled with hate.”

“You dare defy the Church?” said Father Gerard. “Behold, the witch has infected this young man. He and many, as you have all witnessed, stand in defense of the daughters of sin. The serpent has revealed itself at last. Woe, I say to all the young men. You tread perilously at the edge of an abyss. Below, nothing but the raging fires
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