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Chapter One:
Chasing the Witch



Twilight had descended upon
the land, a time when villagers and farmers normally retire, for
little work could be done during the night and all knew that it was
not wise to be out of the safety of their houses after the sun had
departed. But that night, many were not in their cozy farmhouses,
sitting down to dinner with their families. They were out, running
through the forest, carrying blazing torches and calling to one
another in a coordinated effort to catch one woman. Fleet of foot,
she ran between the pines, dodged boulders and frightened timid
deer in her mad, headlong dash for freedom. Some of the younger men
in the village managed to keep up with her, catching glimpses of
her white-clad figure through the trees, but never quite closing
the gap. They hurried, for the increasing darkness would be her
friend and they might lose her therein.

The woman was young and had
grown up in that village. All knew her as a sweet child who laughed
a lot and promised to be a real beauty one day. Then that day came,
and boys were lining up to court her and hopefully win her hand.
Until, that is, the day she turned into a witch.

Tara was a winsome lass,
with long hair the color of straw and eyes of the deepest blue.
Many had noticed how she was filling out the peasant clothes she
wore, and commented on how lucky some boy was going to be to get
that gorgeous lass in bed come their wedding night. Most of the
married men looked at her with lust in their hearts and lecherous
thoughts in their minds. But, being a small community where
everyone knew everyone else, none went beyond wishing.

One afternoon that all
changed. It was a sunny day in late spring. The land of Arendale
had awakened from a long winter slumber and green was the color of
all the world. Tara had been planting seeds in the ground, first
poking a hole with a stick, then dropping a corn seed within and
covering it over with her foot. In the middle of a row she stopped
suddenly. For a long time, she stood there, frozen and staring at
tree line not far away. Her father, working the next field over,
noticed her and stood up from his digging. He was about to call to
her and asked if something was wrong when he saw it. A wolf – a
very large one – was creeping out of the forest, coming directly
towards his only daughter. Fearfully, he dropped the shovel and
reached for the ax he had been using to chop firewood earlier. Just
as he was about to yell at her to flee, a strange thing
happened.

Tara, who had been looking
directly at the wolf, dropped her bag of seeds and stick, and began
walking towards the animal.

Her father let out a yell
and began running towards her. Acting as if she did not hear him,
she continued walking toward the dangerous animal. Wolves were
among the worst predators, strong and brave enough to attack even
men, especially when in a pack. He stumbled over the freshly plowed
rows of dirt and was only half way to her when she and the wolf
came together.

The man froze, fearing that
he would see the vicious animal tear his daughter to pieces. But
that did not happen. The large wolf, as tall as Tara’s waist and
easily outweighing her, stood there, only looking at the young
woman. She reached out her hand to touch the side of his face.
Gently, almost lovingly, he licked her hand.

Tara knelt and took the
wolf’s head in her hands, rubbing his fur and whispering words to
him. The animal, who could have ripped out her throat in a second,
licked her wrist.

The man shouted as loudly as
he could, “Tara!”

Instantly the wolf looked to
him and growled, but stopped when her hand gently patted his neck.
Without glancing towards her father, Tara stood and, without a
backward look, began moving towards the forest. Her walk turned
into a run as her father called out her name. The wolf ran beside
her, his long legs taking mighty bounds across the field. In less
time than it would take to utter a prayer, they disappearing into
the forest.

The father, stunned and
disbelieving, fell to his knees and wept. He wished the wolf had
torn her asunder. It would have been better than what had happened.
He had never himself seen such a thing, but he knew what he had
just witnessed. His daughter, the girl he had raised and loved, had
become a witch. That was the only explanation. All knew that the
change, when it came, would be sudden. And it was. One minute she
was a faithful daughter, working in the field, the next she was a
witch, a demon in female form, running with a wild animal. He hung
his head and wept for a long time. Finally, he stood and walked
slowly back towards his farmhouse and, beyond that, towards the
village. He was forced by all that was holy and sacred to those
people to tell of what he saw. He knew that a mob would form to
chase Tara. And when they caught her, they would do their best to
kill her. It was the only way. The Word of Clement clearly said,
“Thou shall not suffer a witch to live.”

They would kill the wolf,
too, if they could.

A part of him wanted her to
escape, to run to some far distant land. But no matter where she
went, all men’s hands would be turned against her. She would dare
not show her face among people again, for some had the power to
sense a witch. Someone would know and alert the rest. She would
have to live in the wilds, alone with only that animal, that wolf,
apparently now her familiar, for companionship.

In the village, he told what
he had seen, tears flowing down his face. Immediately the call went
out and all able-bodied men came running. When enough of them had
assembled, they raced off in the direction he had pointed.

Thus it was that, as
darkness fell upon forests and fields of Arendale, a young woman
fled for her life, a great wolf running by her side, and a double
handful of men pursuing with evil intent. A witch, it was well
known, would not be content to hide amongst the trees. No, it was
their nature to become a bane upon mankind. They would cause crops
to rot in the field, livestock to sicken and die, for humans even
to fall victim to her evil ways. They would seduce males and then
kill them. And this reign of terror would only grow worse as the
witch grew in power and evil intent. And there was no question that
such would be her fate. If not caught before she learned the ways
of witch power, she could kill with a single uttered word, make
animals sicken and die, and corrupt the land. She could curse a
whole village to sorrow and doom with her words. She needed no
sword to kill, no dagger to plunge into innocent hearts. Her spoken
word alone would give her more power than an army.

And there were the demons.
It was well known that witches could call forth foul demons from
Hell itself.

Men with swords chased her.
Some carried torches. They all knew that it was critical that they
catch her before she escaped. Those who did not have swords carried
shovels and hoes, not truly weapons but things which could still
deal a killing blow as well as a sword.

Tara, having first felt a
strange yet wonderful kinship with the wild animal she saw coming
towards her, also knew what had happened. When she touched the
wolf, stroked his fur and looking into those dark eyes, she knew.
And she knew her father had seen. And perhaps some of those in the
next field over. Her only choice was to run.

She was soon into an area
where the farmlands had yet to push back the trees, where no homes
sat upon the land. The woods became denser and travel became
harder. She leapt across streams and plunged through thick patches
of ferns, all the time under the canopy of leaves above. When she
and her wolf broke through onto a meadow, she saw the rising moon,
full and bright above the trees, and cursed. The torches behind her
could burn not much longer. And with their light gone, the pursuers
would lose the trail. But the moon had become her enemy, a betrayer
who sought to guide her killers on their deadly mission.

Hearing noises behind her,
she fled across the meadow. At the other side, she paused to catch
her breath and looked back. Already half way across the grassy
flatland, the men came on. A whine from her wolf attracted her
attention. Looking down, she saw his face looking up and understood
his question. He was willing to stand and fight. Would she
also?

Knowing that she did not yet
have any real powers, she shook her head. “Flee, furred one. Save
yourself. They want me only. You can live.”

The wolf turned to the
on-charging men and growled. She wanted to kneel down and hug him
in gratitude for his willingness to give his life to protect her.
But she was not finished yet. The will to live was strong, and she
turned her back on the pursuers and fled into the forest again.

Just as she was about to
enter an opening in the trees, she skidded to a halt. A man was
coming out from the forest, walking but leading a horse. When she
stopped, he was only a few feet away. Both looked at each other in
surprise. Just then, a cry arose from the pursuers: “Stop her!
She’s a witch!”

The stranger was quick on
the uptake. Stepping forward, his fist struck out at her face.
Instantly, she collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

The first of the men came to
a halt only a dozen feet away. They stood there, panting loudly.
“Good work,” one of them said. “Now we can kill her with no danger
to us.”

The speaker had apparently
forgotten the wolf. The animal leapt across the space and was
burying his fangs into the man’s neck before anyone could react. As
he was ripping out the throat violently, two other men came at him
with swords. Hacking as viciously as the wolf had itself attacked,
they cut the animal down. Still, it fought them and almost tore the
arm off one before falling to the ground to lie twitching in a pool
of blood.

The men turned their
attention back to the woman at this stranger’s feet. Slowly, with
weapons held high, they advanced.

But a slaying was not to be.
The stranger drew his sword and held it before him. The men
stopped. This was not a common sword, such as theirs, roughly made
and often as not rusty. This was the sword of a fighter, a larger
weapon made to kill with a single blow. It gleamed in the
moonlight, as if possessing a life of its own.

“I claim
this woman,” he told them. “Let none strike at her. I will kill if
need be.”

The men were puzzled. Why
was this stranger protecting a witch? No one would ever save a
witch from a needed killing. It simply was not done. It was
insanity! They grumbled, and began to advance again.

In a blur, the blade carved
a figure eight before them, and then it was back at the ready.
“Which of you wants to die first?” he calmly asked.

The men looked to each
other. None took another step.

Satisfied he had scared them
sufficiently, he told them, “Go back to your homes. I assure you,
this witch will never harm your village. You have the word of Lord
Shannesse. Now go.”

Being tired from the long
run, and none wishing to test this man’s blade at risk of their own
lives, a few turned to leave. The rest, seeing that rushing him and
overcoming him by pure numbers would prove costly, turned and began
a long walk back to their village. They picked up the dead man and
carried him.

Waiting until they were
almost to the other side of the meadow before sheathing his sword,
the man knelt and turned the girl’s head so the moonlight fell upon
her face. She was beautiful, he could see that. And the torn
clothing she wore revealed enough to show she was fully a woman,
enough to please any man. He smiled.

Then took some rope from his
saddlebag and began binding her hands behind her back, humming to
himself as he did.


Chapter Two:
Captured!



In a land many day’s walk
from Arendale, a similar drama was unfolding. Only this time it was
the peasants who had bound a young woman’s hand and feet, gagged
her cruelly, and dragged her to the black castle on the hilltop.
There, at the main gate by torchlight, they told the guards they
had come to claim the prize. Those armed men withdrew, and not long
afterwards there came a large man dressed in royal purple and
bedecked with gold. The peasants bowed to him then eagerly pushed
the bound woman forward.

“We’ve come
for the gold,” the boldest of them said. “As you
promised.”

The royal frowned as he
looked down at the woman. Her dress was torn, her long black hair
ragged and tangled with leaves and twigs. There were bruises on her
somewhat pretty face, and that face showed a fear so great that she
was trembling. Mewing noises came from behind the dirty rag they
had forced into her mouth and tied in place with many windings of
rope.

“Are you
sure she is a witch?” he demanded. Some of the men cringed in fear
at the sharpness in his commanding tone, but the bravest among them
stepped forward and stated, “Aye, she’s a witch. She ran away from
her farm ten days ago. Thought she had just run off with some lad
but none of the village men were missing. One of Lambert’s cows
sickened and died. Another was found with its throat ripped out. We
formed a group and went looking for whatever had killed the cow.
That’s when we saw her with a mountain lion creeping through the
forest. It was a cat large enough to easily kill a cow. That’s when
we knew she had changed into a witch.”

He looked down at the
trembling woman as if he wanted to spit on her.

“She ran
away but we chased her. Caught her in a blind canyon. We had to
kill the lion to get at her. She cursed the first man that came
close to her. He froze in his tracks and began whining. Then he was
choking and couldn’t breathe. He died right before our
eyes.

“Lucky for
us, Harken here came around behind her and hit her over the head
with a club. We tied her and gagged her real good so she can’t talk
nor curse us. Then we brought her here. He had heard that you would
pay gold for a live witch.”

The man in the royal clothes
motioned for a guard to bring a torch closer, and he leaned down to
get a good look at the woman. Her eyes were wide with fear and she
was shaking her head. He stood up and turned to the men.

“You had
better be right,” he said sternly. “If she’s just some girl you
decided to trade for gold, I’ll find out. And you’ll get to visit
the dungeon. All of you.”

The group was looking a
great deal more scared at the threat. “She is, your Majesty. She is
a witch,” the leader was quick to assure.

Making a gruff noise, the
King turned to a man standing behind him. “Midford, fetch the
promised amount of gold,” he said. As the man rushed off, the
peasants began smiling with unabashed greed showing on each
face.

As they waited, the leader
asked, “You’re going to burn her at the stake, right? We would like
to see that. Never seen a witch burn before.”

His request was interrupted
by the returned of the servant with a bag of gold coins that he
gave to the King, who in turn tossed it on the ground. Eagerly the
men pounced upon it.

“Take her
to the dungeon,” the King ordered. “And be careful. Do not let her
escape those ropes. And don’t take out that gag. Not if you value
your lives.”

Three guards picked up the
young woman and carried her away.



Chapter Three: On the Trail Back



Lord Shannesse had planned
to stop at the next town large enough to have a tavern where he
could stay the night. But, if none presented itself, he would sleep
on the ground in the forest. He had done that many times before.
Instead, he encountered this woman and all plans changed. Turning
around, he headed back the way he had come, braving the dark
forests and night creatures in an effort to reach the sanctuary of
the Castle Rogene without delay.

The woman was slung across
the back of his horse, a lifeless bundle. Before lifting her onto
the horse, he had carefully bound her hands behind her, tied her
ankles together, and stuffed a rag into her mouth, tying it in
place with a short length of rawhide. A brave man he was. Had he
not faced down an angry crowd bent upon the murder of that girl,
not to mention numerous foes in battle? Nevertheless, he wished to
take no chances with a witch. A man who took a witch too lightly
was soon dead. Or worse.

He had been following a
trail through the forest, not often used, but faintly visible in
the moonlight slanting through the branches. He wished to hurry,
but anything more than a walk would be foolhardy. At times, his
horse whinnied at something in the dark and nervously pawed at the
ground. Keeping one hand on his sword, he tried to peer into the
places were the moon did not shine, alert to any movement. This far
from inhabited areas lurked danger. Creatures prowled therein,
creatures that one would not want to meet, not even were you as
brave as the gods themselves.

Once, he heard a growl from
a dense shadow. Slowly one hand drew out his sword while the other
made the sign of Clement across his chest. Prodding the horse with
his knees, they hurried on. The growl was not repeated. Only some
beast giving warning, he told himself. Whatever it was, had it
wanted to attack it would have done so silently and swiftly. That
was the way of night beasts.

The moon was high overhead
when he heard a sound from behind him. The woman was coming to
awareness. He halted in a small glade where moonlight gave some
sense of safety. Dismounting, he let his horse rest and took the
woman off the horse’s rear. She was beginning to move as he set her
down on the ground, positioning her so that the moonlight shone on
her face. He drew his dagger and waited.

Her eyes opened, slowly at
first, then suddenly wide with fear. She jerked her body as the
realization that she was bound came to her. A whining noise came as
she realized that she was also gagged. Suddenly seeing the shape of
a man above her, she tried to crawl backwards.

“I will not
harm you,” he told her, keeping his voice low.

She froze for a moment then
turned her head rapidly, looking around.

“Those men
are not here. There is only you and me. I repeat, I will not harm
you.”

He held up the dagger so
that its blade shimmered in the moonlight. “This is very sharp. But
I will use it only for my own defense. Do you understand?”

Weakly, she nodded.

“Good.
Answer me honestly. Are you a witch?”

The young woman began to
weep softly.

“Answer me.
Are you a witch?”

She nodded.

“I am going
to take out that gag,” he went on, striving for calmness in his
voice. “But I will also be holding this dagger against your throat.
If you try to use your voice to harm me, I will slit your throat.
It will take me less than a second to do that. Do you
understand?”

She nodded, unable to take
her eyes off the gleaming blade.

“And
remember this: if you somehow managed to kill me, you would be left
alone in this forest. You are tied and I doubt you could free
yourself. You would likely die here. There are creatures in the
night. Even if you are found by other villagers, most likely they
would be as intent upon killing you as that last group.”

Carefully he reached around
behind her head and loosened the rawhide with one hand, holding the
dagger pointed at her throat as promised. With the rawhide off, she
pushed the cloth out.

“Remember,
no curses, no commands, no words unless I tell you to speak. I can
slit your pretty neck before you could get out more than half a
word.”

“I believe
you.”

He ignored
that she had just broken his command not to speak. Her voice was
innocent and sweet. He brushed her hair away from her face. Yes, it
was as he had thought. She was both young and very beautiful. But
still a witch.

“When did
you become a witch?” he asked.

“Only this
morning,” she replied. “Will you untie me?”

“No. You
understand what being a witch entails, do you not?”

She swallowed, and replied
in a dull monotone. “I will be able to control animals. And humans.
By my voice alone.” She paused to add, in a more desperate tone,
“But I don’t know how to do those things now. Not yet.”

“And you
will be able to call up demons and other monsters.
Right?”

“That is
what is said of witches,” she admitted. “But I do not want to call
upon demons! I do not want to hurt anyone. I will not harm
anyone.”

“Maybe
right now,” he said simply, then went on to describe a witch
further. “But a witch changes, starting the day she becomes a witch
and begins her powers. Witches grow more evil with each passing
day. Eventually they are as vicious as the demons they cavort
with.”

“That is
what I have heard,” she said. “But I do not feel evil. I have no
hatred, not even for those men who wanted to kill me. They were
only protecting the village.”

“Call my
horse to you,” he said. “Whisper the words softly so neither he nor
I can hear you.”

She looked around and saw
the animal a dozen paces off. “Come here,” she whispered.

Immediately the horse lifted
its head and looked at her. Calmly, he turned and walked up to
where the bound woman sat on the ground. Lowering his head, he
nuzzled her shoulder.

The man nodded to himself.
It was a simple proof that she was a witch. But, fortunately for
him, just a beginner. Which may very well fit in with his plans.
The second he had seen her and heard her called a witch, an idea
that had been wandering around the back of his mind sprang to the
fore and he had acted upon it.

“I’m going
to take you to the castle. You will be my guest there. You do as I
tell you and make no attempt to harm me or anyone else, and you
will not be harmed. Beware, I will take precautions to assure you
do not use your powers unless at my direction.”

He looked down at her
slender figure in the moonlight and felt a pang of lust. She was
beautiful and most pleasing of body. Only a dead man would fail to
find her attractive.

He pushed aside such
thoughts. No man in his right mind would dare to even think of a
witch like that. And any who was so foolish as to try to use her as
a woman was meant to be used, would soon learn a painful
lesson.

He put away the dagger and,
taking the water bag from his saddle, he held it so she could drink
from it. He knew he was taking a chance. If she had lied and had
gained her status and powers before that morning, she could speak
words that would enslave him. Or outright kill him. She could even
order his horse to kill him for her. Witches are not to be taken
lightly. The fact that she was still bound and would be in dire
straits were she to kill him outright, might be why she had not
tried yet. Or maybe she was telling the truth and had not yet
learned the power of her words.

“I am going
to put this gag back in,” he told her. “I promised that I would
take precautions to prevent you from using your powers. This is
just one of those.”

“But I
can’t. I don’t know how to make a curse.”

“I cannot
trust the word of a witch.”

As he reached for the cloth
and rawhide, she asked, “Are you going to keep me bound and gagged
always?”

“For now.
Until I devise something better.”

He rolled up the cloth and
placed it in her mouth. She did not resist, even when the rawhide
strip was tied tightly so as to prevent her from pushing the gag
out.

He untied her ankles and
easily lifted her onto the horse’s rump. Using the rope he had just
taken off, he linked her ankles under the horse. “That’s to keep
you from jumping down. And try not to fall off. Probably hurt
yourself.”

She made a rude noise
through the cloth.

He mounted and gently kicked
the horse with his feet and they began walking along. He could tell
from the movements she made that she was trying to free her hands
from the rope. He smiled. She would not be getting that rope off
any time soon. He was too good to allow that.

For the rest of the trip he
was aware of her body at times touching his. And of the dark shapes
twice seen moving through the shadows.
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