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A desperate witch. A mysterious elf. A perilous journey toward hope and love. 

In a land threatened by cruel invaders from the east, Bridget Bramble lives in a small village where she barters herbs and carved buttons. When marauders target her village and murder her family, she flees into the woods. Armed with her Granny’s advice and a bag of magic buttons, she sets out on the perilous journey to Oakenwald, the fabled land where elves and men live in harmony. As she travels farther from home, she encounters malicious creatures from the worst kind of folktale. 

Lost in the foothills of the mountains, Bridget meets the elf, Windswift the Wanderer. He offers to guide her across the mountain range. But what is the elf doing in human lands? Can an ordinary, or almost ordinary, human girl trust a cold hearted elf to lead her to safety?  
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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidence.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.
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Chapter 1
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BRIDGET BRAMBLE FASTENED the buckle on the flap of the satchel and placed it on the table next to the large basket. She spun on her toes, gazing around her cottage and inhaling the pleasant scents. The spicy fragrance of the bundles of herbs melded with the lingering aroma of the barley cakes she had baked yesterday. Jars of preserves and powders lined the upper shelves above the plates, bowls and cooking pots. 

In the two years since Granny had died, Bridget had lived alone in the cottage and followed her family’s tradition of supplying herbs for the villagers. But she needed to replenish her stock and this foraging expedition was long overdue. She had used the last of the white fungus three weeks ago. The shell-shaped fungus grew only in a special grove of birches located a half a day’s walk from her cottage. She had postponed the trip once to tend to an ailing child, and later, a spate of rainy days had caused another delay. 

The sick girl had recovered before the rain ceased. 

Yesterday, the clouds had finally dispersed and she had prepared for the day-long expedition into the woods to garner seasonal fruits, herbs and the white fungus. If her trip was successful, she hoped to fill a large basket with ripe berries and nuts. 

Reviewing her preparations, Bridget tapped her fingers on the leather satchel. It held plenty of cloth bags to carry the foraged plants and a pair of leather gloves to protect her hands from thorns or poisonous oils. She had packed two barley cakes, a chunk of cheese, an apple and a leather flask of ale for her midday meal. As always, she carried her small knife, the fire starter and a pouch of medicinal herbs. Her cloak and hat were on hooks by the door. She had fed the chickens and checked that the ashes in the fireplace were cold. Everything was ready for her trip.

She lifted the brown felt hat from its hook, and jammed it over her head, pulling the brim low over her ears and forehead. Only her ponytail swung loose on her back. She grinned, as gleeful as a truant lad, and eager for a day’s freedom from humdrum chores. 

A rap on the door made her frown. It meant a delay.  

Annoyed by the interruption, she hung the satchel on the back of a chair and went to greet her early visitor. 

Her brother Randall stood outside, an anxious expression on his face and a linen bag in his hand. 

“Hello, Bridget,” he said, “I’ve come for the dried madder. We’re getting ready to dye a new batch of wool.” 

“Good morning.” She patted a chair and pushed the basket aside to make room for his bag on the table. “Come in and sit down while I fetch the red powder.”  

He shuffled over to the seat, gave the bag to her, and rested his elbows on the table. 

As she opened the door to the larder, her brother demanded, “Why are you dressed like that?” 

She glanced down at her working clothes. Randall ought to recognize her outfit from their childhood hunting expeditions with Papa. She had worn the same clothes for those two week trips into the wilderness. A faded blue woolen shirt, the trousers Randall had long outgrown, a man’s leather jerkin and ankle boots. Only the jerkin was a newer acquisition, freshened up with a set of her horn buttons. She preferred the freedom of a man’s clothing for lengthy trips into the woods. So much the better if she were mistaken for a boy at a distance, it might save her from some unwanted attentions. 

Firming her chin, she said, “I’m going foraging in the woods.” 

“You’re dressed in a man’s clothes. You’re so unfeminine,” he scolded. “How can you expect to attract a husband if you go around wearing a man’s clothes?”  

Bridget squashed an angry retort. It was useless to argue with him. He was only repeating his wife’s opinion, likely shared by all the old biddies in the village. She wrinkled her nose and sniffed. Her clothing had nothing to do with her unmarried state. He knew the real reason as well as she did. The blacksmith’s son had spread the rumor she was a witch and hated men. The lies were his revenge for the repulsion spell she cast when he caught her alone and tried to rape her. 

Pursuing his argument, Randall said, “You shouldn’t be living alone. Not at your age. No woman should.” 

“I don’t want a husband,” she snapped and immediately regretted her outburst. Locating the jar with powdered madder root, she poured a quarter of it into Randall’s drawstring bag. “Here’s the madder. Do you need anything else?” 

He thanked her, rubbed his short beard and stared at her for a moment. “You could come to live with us.” 

Leaning forward with her hands on the table, she dismissed his offer. “No, Randall. Hen’s teeth, Eveline and I would be at each other’s throats in less than a day.” 

He looked unhappy. “Bridget, I’m worried about Eveline. She’s bulging with the baby. Her ankles are swollen and she’s too tired to do her usual day’s work.”  

“She should rest,” Bridget said. “The baby’s not due yet. Not for three or four weeks by my estimation.” She understood his worries. Their first child had been stillborn. 

He pleaded, “You’ll come, won’t you, to help with the birth?” 

Touched by his faith in her healing skill, she said, “Yes, I’ll be there. Send for me when the pains begin.” Ever since she was ten years old, she had assisted Mama and Granny at births. Now, she served as the village’s only herbwife. Despite the nasty rumors, her neighbors often called on her to help with difficult births and severe illnesses. In reality, her supplies of medicinal herbs were as important as her charms for healing. She sorted through the jars and selected a finely shredded mix of raspberry and peppermint leaves. Wrapping the leaves in a scrap of paper, she offered it to her brother. “Give Eveline a pinch of this mixture in hot water twice a day and make sure she rests in bed.” 

Randall picked up the package and nodded. “You’re a good sister. I shouldn’t grumble about your clothes or how you choose to live.” 

She gave him a hug to prove she still loved him despite their disagreements. Holding the door open, she watched him limp down the lane toward his cottage in the main village. Eveline might gripe about her sister-in-law’s weird habits, yet she never berated Randall about his lame leg. They were happy as a couple. Was Randall correct? Would she also be happier with a husband? Maybe. If she could find a man who loved her and was proud of her skills in herb craft and carving magic buttons. She shook her head. Nobody in this neighborhood fit that description. Nobody in her village of Woollensted or in any of the nearby villages.

When her brother hobbled out of sight around a bend in the path, she returned to her kitchen and replaced the jars in the larder. Glancing through the window at the sky, she considered her delayed trip. She had meant to leave at first light, but the sun was already halfway to its zenith. Even walking fast, she could not reach the birch grove with the white fungus before late afternoon. Should she extend the trip and sleep overnight in the woods? The autumnal weather was mild and she had often camped in the wilds during the expeditions with Papa. A longer expedition posed no problem and would allow more time for foraging.  

A shout erupted from the lower village. 

Dogs yelped. 

Bridget groaned. Not another interruption. 

She peered out of the window overlooking the lower cottages. 

A double line of armed men were marching up the road into the village. She estimated a column of about fifty soldiers. Their helmets, sword hilts and spear points glinted in the sunlight. They wore thick doublets over leather kilts dyed in dark red. A helmeted man on a black horse rode in the vanguard, his blood-red cloak billowing behind in the breeze. Walking behind the rider, another man carried a banner. It flapped in a blur of red and black. In the rear, other men led teams of horses pulling three empty wagons. 

As they advanced up the road, her trepidation grew. Who were these men? And why were they marching into Woollensted? Were they coming to collect tithes for King Athelric? Surely it was too early in the season. The tithe collectors always arrived after the harvest was gathered. And the king’s soldiers did not wear red kilts or hide their faces behind helmets. Who were these strangers?  

Elder Grantham stomped onto the road to confront the leader of the foreign troop. Old Grantham called himself the village chief and fancied he ran the place. He raised his hand and asked a question, his words inaudible at this distance. 

The cloaked leader barked an order. 

A man in the front rank punched his fist into Grantham’s face. 

The gray-haired old man crumpled, his body thumping onto the road. 

Aghast, Bridget gulped. Grantham might be a pompous ass, but what hellish person would mistreat a defenseless old man? 

A woman screeched inside the adjacent cottage. 

The enemy leader gave a hand signal. 

The foremost ranks split into two groups. Five men rushed into the nearest cottage and dragged the occupants onto the road. A second set of men entered the same house and carted out boxes of valuables. They worked methodically, moving from one cottage to the next in a well-rehearsed manner. 

Villagers yelled in anger, or screamed and begged for mercy. A couple of hot-headed youths tried to fight. The raiders beat off the scant opposition and herded the other folk into a field.  

No wonder there was little resistance, Bridget thought bitterly. Two weeks ago, Jarl Keegan had commandeered eight of the strongest men in the village and the best riding horses for his troop. He had led them away to Castleton in response to a command from King Athelric. Since their departure, no messages had come from the Jarl or his men. Gossip swirled around the neighborhood. Rumors told of battles or marriage celebrations, although nobody knew the truth.  

Suddenly furious, Bridget resolved the horrid foreigners would not capture her or steal her best buttons. Shutting her eyes, she rubbed her fingers over the charm-inscribed buttons on her bracelet and considered what to do. Her cottage stood on the edge of the woods, up a small path and separated from the rest of the village. She should have a few minutes respite before the raiders arrived at her home. 

Randall and his pregnant wife lived in the main village. But she had no way to defend them against the attackers. Few of the spells in her scant knowledge of magic were intended to harm people. Most spells required her to be in physical contact with the target. She had only once used her best weapon, the repulsion spell, to escape when the blacksmith’s son had grabbed her. Repulsion made a potent defense against a man at close quarters, although it would be ineffective on an enemy at a distance. And, there were too many raiders to tackle individually. Her only option was to flee into the woods before the invaders saw her. 

Luckily, her man’s clothes were good for running and she had packed a day’s worth of food. What else could she take for her flight? 

A scream, abruptly cut short, propelled her into action. 

Her thoughts buzzing in alarm, she ran to the chest by her bed and grabbed her most precious belongings, the blue bag with her best buttons, her sewing kit and carving tools. She stuffed them in a second satchel along with a clean shirt. She hesitated over her three books. The herbal treatise and book of ballads were too heavy to carry a long distance, although she decided to keep her great grandparents’ travel journal. A cover of oiled leather protected the old pages of the journal. She tucked the small book into the folds of her spare shirt. Returning to the fireplace, she grabbed the tin cup she used for heating water. Finally, she surveyed the shelves in the larder. The jars of preserves were too heavy, but she added three apples, the rest of the barley cakes, a bag of shelled walnuts and strips of smoked mutton from the winter stores. 

She arranged the straps of the two satchels crosswise over her shoulders. Flinging her cloak over her back, she fumbled to fasten the loop over the button at her neck. Now her baggage was concealed under the folds of her cloak. She nudged the rear door ajar and peeped out of the cottage. Just beyond the doorsill, a path of flagstones led to the stone wall of her garden. Beyond the low wall, a narrow track continued uphill into the woods. Raspberry and currant bushes lined the path and provided a screen from the marauders in the village. 

Heart thumping in fright, Bridget pulled her hood over her head. She crouched below the tops of the bushes and scurried up the path into the shelter of the trees. 
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ONCE INSIDE THE COOL shade of the wood, Bridget straightened her back and raced away from the village. The screams faded as she traveled farther from her cottage. 

She was safe for the moment. Unless the mounted man rode through the woods hunting for her. It seemed an unlikely outcome. What value would she have to the plunderers as a woman rumored to be a man-hating witch? In her worst fears, they would catch her and take pleasure in torturing her. 

Bridget climbed to the crest of the hill and halted to catch her breath. A gap in the boulders at the summit offered a view over the village. She eased the satchels onto the ground and crept toward the opening. 

She peered down cautiously. 

The kilted foreigners had set fire to the thatched roofs and separated the villagers into two groups. One group comprised a handful of the village men, including her brother. Armed soldiers guarded the second, larger group of cowed women and their frightened children. Other raiders were shunting goods stolen from the cottages onto their wagons. 

A woman stumbled out of a doorway. The woman, heavily pregnant, cradled her bulging belly. She stared around, wide eyed in terror. Bridget recognized her sister-in-law. 

One of the raiders shoved her from behind. 

Eveline fell. Her head cracked on a stone and she lay still. The vile man kicked her, but she did not move. 

Bridget froze in horror

Staring from the group of men, Randall yelled in outrage. He pushed the guards aside, rushed at the man standing over his wife, and pummeled him with his fists. The soldier thrust at him, withdrawing a red-stained blade. Randall slumped to the ground, lying face down. Blood pooled from under his body. 

Bridget cupped a hand over her mouth to muffle a scream. 

Two deaths. 

She had lost the last members of her family. 

She ducked out of sight of the horrible men and laid her forehead on the cold hard rock. She loved Randall. He had been a kind brother and a doting husband. Maybe she had not always agreed with her sister-in-law, but Eveline did not deserve to die so horribly. 

These raiders were cruel and bloodthirsty. She had to escape.  

Squashing her grief and a surge of anger, she edged backwards away from the viewpoint. 

What now? She dared not stay close to the village in case these ruthless foreigners discovered her. Spurred by terror, she slung her satchels over her shoulders and scrambled downhill to the safety of the trees. Without making a conscious decision, she took the familiar track through the woods. 

As she descended into the next valley, she remembered her kinsfolk in the neighboring village. Perhaps her cousins in Tawdleford would give her a bed for the night. Aunt Fiona was always friendly, although her cousins shunned her company. They believed the rumors of her magical powers and looked askance at Bridget. Like others in Tawdleford, they preferred to seek the services of Heddy Barker, the village herbwife. Granny Bramble held a poor opinion of her rival’s skills. Granny worked with herbs and healing spells, while old Heddy would blithely sell curses and love charms of dubious value. Still, Bridget’s cousins might be grateful if she warned them of the invaders. 

The sun had passed its zenith by the time she reached the border of the farm fields. The breeze carried the scent of smoke from the direction of the village. What was burning? A dreadful thought tormented her. Had the pillagers already looted Tawdleford and set fire to the cottages? 

How stupid. She ought to have guessed. The raiders entering her village must have marched up the wagon road from Tawdleford. 

Belatedly taking precautions, she stepped off the track and crept from tree to tree. She stopped under the branches of a hawthorn at the edge of the wood and surveyed the village. The houses of Tawdleford clustered at the bottom of the valley by the ford where the wagon road crossed the River Taw. Gray trails of smoke curled skyward from smoldering thatch on the roofs of the cottages. 

Tawdleford was larger than her village. It housed the Jarl’s residence, a blacksmith’s forge and a water mill. The most prominent building, Jarl Keegan’s great hall, stood near the center. Its slate-tiled roof was intact. The Jarl and his men were absent. They had been summoned to Castleton to serve in King Athelric’s army. Unfortunately, their departure had left Tawdleford and Woollensted undefended when the raiders arrived.   

Nobody was in sight. No children played in the water and no women washed clothes in the river. No sheep or goats grazed in the pastures. A lone red-tailed cockerel strutted out of a shed, hopped across the grass, and fluttered onto a fence post. He gave a forlorn crow. No hens appeared. His flock had disappeared, stolen or slaughtered by the raiders. 

The eerie stillness and absence of inhabitants suggested the red-kilted foreigners had done the damage and left. But what had happened to the villagers? 

With no sign of the enemy, Bridget decided to search for any survivors and perhaps scrounge for food or useful tools. Glancing around warily, she walked toward the fire-damaged houses. She found the first casualty before she reached the nearest walls. A man lay face down on the path. Blood splattered his jerkin. She tried shifting him to see his face, but he was too heavy to move. When she crouched close to his head, she detected no stir of breath or sound to indicate he was alive. 

Leaving the dead man where he lay, she stepped onto the road running through the village and stared around in horror. 

Doors hung ajar, creaking on their hinges as the wind gusted past. Shattered glass from windowpanes strewed the road between the houses. 

She risked a call, “Hello?” 

No answer. Nothing but the wind and creaky hinges. 

She ventured farther into the village, peeping timidly inside each cottage. Smashed furniture and cleared shelves told of the raiders’ looting. Envisaging the usual occupants, she shuddered. Were they dead or prisoners? 

Nervously, she entered Aunt Fiona’s cottage. Her elderly kinswoman had been kind to her, and swapped cheese and butter for herbs or buttons. Fiona was still there. But not alive. Her cold body lay at the foot of her bare bed. The invaders had stolen her blankets and pillow along with her plates and bowls. They had left only an old sheet with too many holes to have any value. 

Tears blurring her vision, Bridget closed her aunt’s eyelids and gaping mouth. She pulled the worn sheet over the body and went outside to sit on the back step. A basket hung behind the door, a lonely survivor of the pillage.  

Grieving over this new loss, she mopped the tears from her eyes and gazed into the vegetable garden. Somebody had trampled over the beds and knocked down the bean poles. The door had been ripped off the outhouse and discarded on top of the cabbages. Had a villager tried to hide inside? Or had the raiders removed the door to prevent such concealment? A bloody and efficient troop, they had stripped the cottages of valuables and dealt with their occupants. 

On a whim, she took the basket and walked toward the useless outhouse to check on the root cellar. Half way along the path, a blackthorn bush shielded the wooden slab over the cellar. The dry leaves littering the slab had not been disturbed. She kicked away the leaves, exposing the iron handle, and knelt to pry up the lid. Underneath, she found a treasure store of food. A round of aged cheese lay next to boxes of carrots, parsnips, and turnips. Stowing the cheese in the basket, she tossed in handfuls of root vegetables until the basket was as heavy as she could easily carry. 

She lowered the slab and brushed back the leaves to conceal the cellar again. Perhaps she could return later for the rest of the store. If Aunt Fiona had been alive, she would certainly have been willing to share the food. 

From her kneeling position, Bridget spotted a clutch of three eggs also hidden under the thorn bush. She guessed the hen had fled or else been stolen. Jumping to her feet, she picked up the eggs and placed them carefully on top of the carrots in the basket. 

She turned to stare at the cottage, wondering what she could do about her aunt. A proper burial would take too long, and she dared not linger in case the raiders returned. The thatch still smoldered on one side of the roof, although the other half was undamaged. 

Coming to a decision, she placed the basket under the blackthorn and ran back into the cottage. She dragged the bed closer to the sheet-covered corpse, and tipped the two wooden chairs and table on the other side. Running outside, she found a rake lying by the wall and pulled a stack of half-burned thatch from the roof. She carried the straw into the room and built a small funeral pyre with logs from the pile by the fireplace. Snapping her flint lighter, she lit the bed sheet and charred straw. She blew gently on the tiny flames until the straw blazed and the nearest logs glowed red. 

When the flames licked over the chair legs, she picked up a burning stick, touched her charmed bracelet and murmured a farewell blessing for Aunt Fiona.  

She walked outside and raised the blazing stick to relight the roof thatch. Flames roared and the burning roof crashed onto the room below.  

Her task finished, she collected the heavy basket and marched through the village toward the river. Past the ford, the road continued northeast for half a day’s walk until it intersected the King’s Highway at the village of Crossways. The Highway, a wide wagon road, ran eastward from the far northwest of Barringsland to the king’s keep at Castleton by the sea. 

Near the middle of the village, the Jarl’s great hall stood opposite the forge. The raiders had broken the big wooden doors at the entrance to the hall. Fearing to find a stack of slaughtered corpses, she decided not to search inside. 

The blacksmith’s forge was cold and empty. All his metal wares had been stolen except for the heavy anvil. The knives, horseshoes and cooking pots had gone. She looked in vain for the old smith, bit her lip and sighed. He had been a regular customer, bartering scraps of metal for her carved buttons. 

She wandered into the garden, once flourishing with vegetables and now trodden into mud. The looters had even garnered the beans and dug up the carrots. On her way back to the road, she tripped on a hard object. Bending down, she found a leather sheath enclosing a fine dagger. She fastened the sheath onto her belt. A valuable weapon for her future life in the wilds. 

As she stepped back onto the road, a movement caught her eye. 

A young boy stood near the ford at the end of the village. 

Scowling at her, he cried, “Witch. I saw you set fire to the roof. Did you summon the killers with your charms?”  

“No. No. I’m not a witch,” she said, showing her open hands in a friendly gesture. “The raiders killed my family too.” She took a step toward the boy. 

He screeched, “Witch. Witch. Wicked witch. Keep away from me.” Swinging his arm in an overhand arc, he lobbed a stone at her. 

She dodged. 

His second stone grazed her forehead. Accepting defeat, she dashed into the nearest cottage. In a moment, she risked a peep through the open door. 

The boy was running to the river. He bounded over the stepping stones of the ford, as fast and skittish as a doe, and
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