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      Chapter 1 

      Shadows

      “Father, I’ve sinned” – I said, while blood was running down on my face. I had my knife in my left hand and a cigarette in my right one. I leaned my scarred scalp against the broken, dirty bars of the confessional. A hoarse, dying voice howled beneath my feet. A half-scalped priest in a brown robe and tattered clothes spoke to me with the last of his strength.

      “You will burn in hellfire! You have corrupted the house of God and let the guilty go!” – he shouted at me.

      I looked up, taking a deep breath. I was greeted by a vaulted ceiling, glittering with colourful stones made of tiny pieces. All around me were corpses. All of them were priests. The whole church was covered in blood. The statue of Jesus in the middle was on fire. The paint, painted on it by unbelieving hands, ran down in glory. So was the cleansing. Is he now proud of his followers, who have done so much evil on this earth, all in his name? Does he even exist? Would he do the same as I, seeing his demented followers? So many questions, yet I hear no answers. My life would matter if I knew if what I was doing made sense. It was a cool, yet pleasant night. A gentle breeze carried the ashes of the dead away in the company of ravens.

      “If you’re there, Father, I know we’re both in the right place” – I replied, blowing out smoke.

      I then crushed the priest’s head with my boot. If the Otherworld they mentioned exists, it will certainly await me there. His skull cracked, and then more blood dripped onto the rotten boards of the wooden floor. He swallowed as if he were a new-born infant sucking the pleasant, warm milk from his mother’s breast forever. I got up from my chair with difficulty, looking around for support. Leaving the booth, I came to the middle of the chapel, where a woman laid hunched on the floor. I looked down at her. She was staring up at the sky with her dead eyes. Her pale face was covered with dried, dirty blood. Tears were streaming from my eyes. Her wounded skin was scarred with whip marks. The bruises on her legs turned green.

      “I’m late. I was unable to save you …” – I knelt down to her. I lifted her body and hugged her to me. I soaked her clothes with my tears. I apologized to her. Two women stood silently at the front door. They were looking at me. In black dresses. Their white skin and dark hair just swallowed the reddish colour of the fire. They also looked at me sadly. Then one walked closer and said:

      “You have done everything. Don’t blame yourself!” – then I looked up, deep into her purple eyes.

      “They save everyone! I won’t let anyone die anymore!” – I replied. I stood up, still holding her body close to me, and looked at the other woman, who was looking at me with hopeful eyes. She listened for a moment, then spoke:

      “We have to go! We will give her a dignified burial.” – we made our way out of the church, which was slowly burning down. Its black smoke and crumbling interior painted a beautiful picture in the night.

      Somehow I could not enjoy this picture. For me, it was just another failure. The umpteenth innocent life lost to our world. In the middle of the Black Forest there was a cemetery built of dark tombstones. This is the place that no one ever finds. It’s where those who are killed for witchcraft are sent. Drowning, burning at the stake, and all other kind of torture and execution. Priests do it in the name of the Lord. What do I think? I think it’s not right! I’m trying to protect innocent women. I am going to crush all the priests on my way.

      For some reason I can’t be everywhere. I wish I could save all the women and children! In my dreams at night I hear their voices. Crying, calling for help. I feel all the lives and pain, and they won’t let me rest.

      They keep me on the road day and night. Because I can’t allow anyone to commit this sin that people do without thinking. What would God do if he existed? The same as I do. He’d sweep away his errant followers and then put his already shaky faith on a new foundation. He, on the other hand, sits back and watches. It’s funny, because I don’t know who I am. Just a man walking with a fiery stick. Who moves in the shadows. No one really knows me. Nobody can see me. My name is Sasy. However, most people call me the ‘Patron Saint of Witches’.

      
        England, 1621
      

      
        Spring
      

      Terrified people. Kingdoms gone mad. Lots of crime, mass violence. Is someone doing justice? Who is good and who is bad? In history, my kind will perish no matter what they do. It doesn’t bother me at all. Old, familiar voices were ringing in my ears.

      I had my beer in a small town pub. Our host opened the fourth keg of cock beer. The clatter of gold coins on the floor matched the fierce violin play. The smoke from my cigarette rose high. In the background there was a lot of noise, half-naked waitresses, disgusting drunken figures everywhere. Tough men were throwing knives at the royal coat of arms placard on the wall. They were jeering at the heir to the throne and drooling over the princess. It was going to be an ordinary evening.

      I was wearing a black coat that boasted a floor-length. I leaned my dark leather boots on the chair, but they did their job on the roads when needed. My multi-coloured belt hung around my waist, my black hat covered my face. Many people thought I was an alchemist. There was a rare samurai sword under my clothes, which I wore on my back. On my left side hung my knife, while on my right, around my waist, was my rifle. It was a single-barrel, 3-cylinder firearm, in silver colour. Inside my boot I concealed a few daggers. I ran the sling across my chest – bought from an Asian master years ago. A fiery stick. Many people called my firearm so. That’s what it sounded like to the gentry. Savouring the meat I had bought for three silver coins, I realised that not even a dog would eat it in his last moments of life. The bartender certainly disliked me, or he was roasting his cat for his main course tonight, who hadn’t caught enough rats for his master. Many places served similarly inedible slop. The beans that came with it might have been edible, but instead of spice, there were hairs in them, which did not boost my appetite. Several people were eager to eat the food. They had become accustomed over the years to being forced to eat whatever came their way because of the deepening food shortage crisis. That’s enough for the pub. Further West, tidier bars serve more consumable food. Time to move on.

      I swept the tobacco residue left from the rolling off my black trousers. The dogs lying in the corner raised their heads, sniffing for the scraps I had left for dinner. I got up and left. Scrutinizing eyes followed my footsteps. Just in time, as people were already rushing up the hill. I looked that way myself. Torches were burning, their smoke coiled upwards like snakes. Perhaps it was trying to envelop the place. Digest it slowly, and absorb it. Like the church in our country. Today they held a witch burning on the hill called St. Mountain. Everyone who feared the name of God or just wanted to have fun was on their way. Once again, an innocent woman, sentenced to death for her false sins. Since yesterday, the impatient populace has been rejoicing loudly. They take their sons, inculcating in them the minds of ordinary citizens. Watering the hatred that germinates in their children’s minds with executions. As I slowly made my way up with the crowd, the noise grew louder, and words were thrown around that were not appropriate for this place.

      “I hope she screams until her lungs burn!” – That’s what one of the peasants wanted to hear.

      “Let the witch’s skin burn through!”

      

      “May her unclean body burn, for she has let the evil one into herself!” – and they continued. Perhaps fear spoke from them. Or was it simply what they truly wanted?

      Everyone who wanted to see today’s cleansing fire has already arrived. They were impatiently stomping around, squeezing their companions to get to a more favourable position before the trial began. A brown-haired woman stood at a pillar with her head bowed. The old rope was clutched tightly around her body, crumpled in her linen dress. Beneath her feet, the many trees were already soaked with oil. Her wounded soles were pricked by the needles protruding from the pine. In the middle, there was a priest in a grey cloak. He had a wooden cross around his neck, a similar cross in his left hand, and a Bible with yellowish pages and dark cover in his right. He opened his arms and started his usual speech.

      “Lord Jesus Christ, see this sinful body and free its soul!” – As he said this, I drew my bow hidden in a tree, accompanied by a long arrow. I put it on the string. Slowly, confidently, I drew my silent weapon. Ravens perched in pairs on an adjacent branch, waiting for the soaked flesh of the remaining carcass from which they might peck. The bagged-headed executioner standing to the right behind the priest raised the torch in his hand.

      “Now this cleansing fire is coming for you, to help you get to Heaven! There God will forgive you!” – When he had finished, the executioner prepared to light the bonfire. The murmur of a loud crowd died away at my last breath. Then my arrow flew straight into his heart. Many frantic people fell silent, for the executioner was able to remain standing until he realised that he was already dead. When he collapsed, the priest looked at him, though I was standing behind him. He drew a ragged, silent breath. He turned to me with a trembling face. My hood hid my face and my hat was on the bow that I had left on a tree.

      “So you came to pick me up? Tell me, what have I sinned?”

      “The answer is behind you, Father” – I replied, referring to the woman. Slowly, I stabbed my knife into his lower abdomen and began to open it towards his lungs.

      

      “She is a witch!” – he finished in a hoarse voice, vomiting blood in front of him. I tore my knife out at his chest. Several people in the crowd began to back away, whispering and guessing who I was. The situation was clear. I quickly ended the conversation.

      “And you are a priest. You will find the truth where you are heading to.” – Then I finished the cross on his body with a sudden cut, directed from left to right.

      He fell lifeless before the people. They feasted their eyes on him in terror. Meanwhile I hurried to the woman tied up. She looked up at me with tearful eyes, her hair in disarray, her red freckled face greeting me. I could see the pain and terror in her eyes. What could they have done to her? While I thought, I untied her. She fell into my hands. I held her, hugging her to me. The flames of the torch blew in the wind on the rapidly flowing oil that lit the bonfire below us. The serfs thought we were both lost in the fire. The two of us finally escaped through the flames to a quiet, dark place. We fought our way through the trees in the weak light of the moon to a place where no one could hurt us. I shielded her soft skin from the branches with my arms. She clung tightly to my coat, breathing hard. Her heartbeat was pulsing, giving strength to my legs. I knelt down facing her, on the ground. She looked at me and said:

      “You saved me. Why did you do so?”

      I returned her look, but did not reply. I just wiped her face with my old handkerchief, faded with red embroidery. She sniffled and continued:

      “The Lord wanted me to die today. And you defied him!”

      “A priest tried to kill you for something you didn’t commit” – I said. I looked away, then back at her.

      “Who are you?” – she asked me, in a bit more orderly manner. I couldn’t get deep into the conversation, because I felt something very strange. As if eyes were watching me.

      “You must leave this village! I know a place up in the mountains. You can live there in peace” – I said, a little hastily.

      

      “I don’t know the way! I’d be lonely there” – she looked away into the cold night.

      I took off my hood, which surprised her. I had blond hair combed back, blue eyes, smooth skin and blond eyebrows. My lips were slightly dry, some drops of blood dried on my cheeks. Then those who would help her arrived.

      “No problem. There are those who show the way. As long as you carry your feelings in your heart, and go where your fellow human beings are awaiting you, loneliness will never catch up with you.” – at this moment I put a smile on her face.

      For me, thanks were enough. Behind me, of course, two women had already appeared. One accompanied all the souls I had freed to their new homes, while the other sought my company. We stood up, and after introductions they were on their way. She glanced back once more, but the trees swallowed them up. It was just the two of us with the other woman, wrapped in the cradle of the trees. She was smiling, as always.

      “You saved her” – began Stella, who had been a witch of the Black Forest for years.

      “I saved her, yes. But I felt the pain of many. I couldn’t help them” – I continued. Stella, meanwhile, walked slowly, stalking me.

      “You can’t save everyone, Sasy. You keep trying, and one day it will become your fate.” – she was right behind me by then. She put her arms around me from behind. With my head down, I looked at the ground in silence.

      “You are going to save many people. And even more witches. They’ll all be safe, thanks to you. But you can’t resurrect the dead” – she whispered her last sentence in my ear. She took a deep breath and then began to walk slowly around me, her left palm on my hand.

      “But they are very close to me.” – When I finished, she was standing in front of me. She looked into my eyes. Her long black hair soaked up the beautiful colours of our surroundings. Her purple eyes reflected the moonlight.

      

      “I know when you haven’t slept. You’re so close, yet I feel so far away. I’ve watched you suffering for years. No soul saved will ever quench your hunger” – she fondled my cheek. My feelings are dulled. I knew she did not use a curse, yet suddenly the world was silent, not even the wind.

      “You want to relax today, right? You know I can help.” As her lips drew closer, my eyes closed. Then night fell, and the woods grew quiet.

      Her kiss left me resting until morning. Not a sound disturbed me. Not a soul appeared. I could really relax. In my dream I walked through a yellow wheat field in broad daylight. A strange woman held my hand. She pulled me behind her without looking back. It’s a nice dream. So warm. Is it a memory, or have I fallen into the trap of my imagination?

      My eyes suddenly opened of their own accord. I was lying at the base of an old tree, my fingers soothed by the grass fibres dancing on my skin. My gear lay carefully tied up beside me. At my right side were small packets of dried meat and a few carrots. Luckily, my goggles still had a little water dangling. I drained the top, which clattered against the wall as I poured out my crystal clear water. My dry throat was minimally washed by the pleasantly cool drink. After yesterday’s rum, it was easy to feel revived by this half sip.

      My surroundings created a suspiciously quiet, peaceful atmosphere for me to enjoy my breakfast. Luckily I knew where I was going next, so I didn’t think about anything else. Perhaps I’d forgotten the delicious taste of the smoked meat I’d had this morning. Near me, a thin girl’s voice spoke to me from a high tree branch.

      “Good morning, Sasy! How did you sleep?” – someone asked the question. I sat motionless. I was eating and drinking. After a while, the friend appeared from the trees.

      A short girl, one hundred and fifty-five centimetres tall, with a young face and a small, proportionate body. She wore a skirt that fitted her body. Her yellow-grey clothes reminded us of the sun shining above us. She held a wooden stick in one hand and a book in the other. A straw hung from her mouth. Her short blonde hair was cut at her shoulders and swung minimally in front of her face. Rose was an apprentice magician. She had low magic power, but was a quick learner for her age. Her love for the wildlife of nature far surpassed not only that of humans, but of members of her race. Heir to the Tower of the Magicians, moreover, according to her father, Mage Chaos, who possessed infinite power and wisdom.

      “I don’t like it when you hide” – I said. I looked at her, and she stepped closer, blushing.

      “Did you feel my presence near you just now?” – she asked sweetly, or rather surprised. I first got to Rose a bit few years ago when I was in the mountains. She was friendly and supportive until she had to return to the tower a few days later.

      “Yes. What are you doing here?” – I asked, still looking ahead of me. She turned away, then replied.

      “I was just passing by” – she said. I was surprised, because she’s not used to be stubborn.

      I got dressed, while I was thinking. Yesterday I missed a village. I should probably make up for that today.

      It is possible that I will find out from the locals who the person sentenced to death is and who will be executed today. But Rose was still standing. Silent, her nose turned up. I couldn’t bear to watch. I went close to her. I crouched down and put my hand on her shoulder, making her turn towards me. As soon as she did, her face came very close to mine, as her wide open, light blue eyes and red cheeks showed. She tightened her grip on her wand. She pressed the toe of her shoe into the ground, and formed a small plate below. I took the straw out of her mouth and slapped the other half gently across her nose.

      “Why are you here, Rose?” – I asked, looking into her eyes. She replied, a little more sensibly, in a thin voice.

      

      “I must take you to the Witch Council. My master magician gave me these orders. We must leave as soon as possible. I have important news for you.” – I looked at her, still holding her left shoulder. Why has the Witch Council summoned me? It has never happened before.

      “Okay. How long till we get there?” – I asked, then stood up.

      “If we leave now, it’s a day’s walk.”

      We are relatively close. I knew I’d have to visit a few villages along the way. Rose pointed her wand in a North-East direction.

      “Let’s go!” – I said. She was about to say something, but then I put the straw back in her mouth, putting an end to things. She followed me, and we were on our way. Rose is quite the chatty little wizard. Her young spirit is pure and full of hope. If she learns well, she could be a great wizard. Especially since her father is the mighty Mage Chaos. Amazing. Still, most of my thoughts were occupied by the council, like a table laden with sumptuous food, where even a glass of wine would not fit as an accompaniment between two suffocating bites. What would you like? I’ve been wandering the villages for years looking for witches. It’s what my life is about. Stella must have a hand in things. She’s always the one pulling the strings from behind the scenes. I bet she’s keeping an eye on me right now. Or maybe she’s just waiting for me somewhere I’m going to go anyway. In the midst of these thoughts, we arrived in a large village. I was greeted by rotting walls, mossy roofs and negative people. Many people were loading furniture or their small children onto carts. Perhaps they were getting ready to go somewhere? We passed through the heart of the village where I saw several posters on the wall. “The witch in the dungeon”, “We caught the striga”.

      “She will be executed this afternoon” – said a drunk man passing by. He stood there in dirty clothes, without shoes, guarding his wine as a treasure. A wet rag was draped over his sunburnt neck.

      “Where is this woman being held?” – I pointed to the poster. Rose stepped closer to the billboard, spying the other solicitations. She read our simple colloquial language, noting some spelling mistakes.

      “It’s in a prison at the end of the village, behind the church” – he replied, as my eyes found my destination. He knew where to send us so well that it was suspicious. I left the old man without reply. With my hands in my pockets, I set off in that direction with Rose’s support.

      Mossy roof, slightly curved cross. It is as unstable as the church itself. The tapping of the heels of my boots reminded me of the crackling of ribs. In places, a branch or two cracked underfoot. The cobbled street led straight to where the woman was imprisoned. Rose kept her distance as she saw fit, leaning on her walking stick to observe the village culture. I passed quickly by the church walls. In my hand I twisted my knife, the blade gleaming a few times in the sun’s strong rays. I hurriedly circled the building. The alcoholic had told us the truth: she was lying in an old metal cage with a wooden floor beneath her. She wore a long skirt and a thin sweater. Her brown hair soaked up the dirt of the dirty ground. In a bowl, she dumped algae water and dry, mouldy bread. A disgusting sight. How could they have treated her like this? I moved closer, right up to the door of the dungeon. I put my knife firmly into the lock of the old padlock. After a few seconds of twisting, I deftly picked the lock. It fell with a soft thud to the dry, pebbly ground. The chains rattled. She kept on laying, and Rose disappeared behind me. She had been watching beside me a moment before, and I knew her departure was bad. Then someone spoke.

      “What are you doing, stranger?” – asked a younger voice. He was a young priest, the leader of the church here. Two other monks stood behind him, they were slightly older. To my right and left, some mercenaries showed up. I was still looking at the woman. I closed my eyes and answered.

      “Father … I’m glad that it is You who came to see me” – I said confidently, and then, adjusting my hood, I turned to them. My face was visible from the nose down. With my other hand I drew my samurai sword. I turned my knife backwards. In my own fighting style, this was essential. The scoundrels stepped back slightly, but the father kept steadfastly standing in front of me.

      “The Lord sees our deeds and does not hesitate to judge the guilty!” – he declared, gripping his Bible. Fear filled the eyes of his companions. Their hands were trembling, their knees slightly weak.

      “If you could see this behind me, you would probably not be happy, Father” – I continued calmly. The priest, of course, remained imperturbable. He stepped forward confidently, gripping the Bible in his left hand to his heart. His eyes were almost aflame. He was about to form words with great confidence.

      “This woman is a wi …” – Suddenly his voice cracked: I cut his throat with a single blow. As he put her hands there, his Bible fell to the dust, to the blood-soaked ground.

      Seeing this, the mercenaries attacked. After a quick dodge, I cut off the leg of one and the hand of the other. They shouted loudly, though their words fell on deaf ears. They bled slowly under my feet. I could have done no more. Shocked, they shook for a few moments on the muddy ground where no grass grew. How dare they call themselves soldiers? The remaining two scoundrels were praying. It was hurting my ears. I stuck my knife into the neck of one, while the other started to run. But my sword struck him too. The crunch of their bones rang across the landscape as I blew out the dry air I held in my lungs.

      I looked up, the last drop of holy blood running down my face. If you can call theirs blood. After a moment, I turned on my heel. The woman sat, legs trembling, watching from the corner of the cage. Surprised, I put my weapons away.

      “Are you OK?” – I asked. I looked at her carefully. She looked scared. Her hands were tied around her palms. And bruises on one leg. She didn’t answer. I moved closer. All the way into the cage where this innocent girl must have felt left out. Her legs were shaking and she was panting.

      

      “Please … Don’t come any closer. I …” – she said, forming meaningless sentences.

      “I’m here to help.”

      She looked at me with her completely dark eyes. “A witch” – I knew immediately. She had a strong aura. I took my eyes off her, then held out my hand. I wanted to gain her trust before she used her hidden powers. She answered softly.

      “I don’t know who I am. I don’t want to hurt anyone” – she said, and started to cry.

      She is probably unable to use her powers and has been hurt. Where is the help of the species to each other? I put my arm around her shoulders and stood up with her. I held her as if we were going to a wedding, down the freshly washed cobbled streets of the village. Roses everywhere, pretty dresses. A happy crowd cheering us on. Kinsfolk waving their shawls. Instead, we cut through bloody Bibles, among corpses with hanging eyes. My destination was a sprawling little field, with a faint creek running at its foot. Rose, meanwhile, was at my side again. Up there, she told me she could show herself to few people, as she was not a fully trained magician. Of course, she had given me her word before that: while she could not defend herself, she would go to a safe place if she got into a fight beside me. Reaching the shore, I took a seat by the water with the young witch lady. I took from my pocket a small, stained rag. I wet it and began to wipe her face. Rose watched the proceedings with one eye open, throwing pieces of bread into the water for the fish. Growing fish swam swiftly to her, nibbling at the bread baked from the softly ground and carefully worked flour. They circled happily, as if playing with each other. Rose watched them with sparkling eyes.

      “Do You feel yourself better?”

      “Yes. What’s your name?” – she asked. She looked at me with pale purple eyes, from which tears were welling.

      “Just a man with his wings torn off. Call me Sasy.”

      “My name is Lena.” – She thought she would also tell me her own secret name.

      

      “You are a brave witch, Lena. You have beautiful long hair.”

      When Rose mentioned this, I took a closer look. In fact, sitting up, it came all the way down to the ground, carefully tucked away from her face. Of course, Lena noticed this too. She smiled a little, then said Thank You. A pleasant atmosphere developed between us. Of course, I knew we had things to do, and on the other side of the creek was the woman who would help me carry her. Enjoying the scent of colourful flowers, she listened to our words.

      “You know, there is a nice place where you can live in peace and quiet. I’ve helped a lot of girls like you. I have a friend who knows the way” – I said, looking straight at Samantha. She guided the orphans to their village.

      “Are you coming with me?” – she asked. By then I was standing up. The wind was blowing in our direction, while Samantha was waiting on the other side, watching us.

      “I have many more witches like you to help. But when I’m done, I’ll visit everyone.” – Hope filled her fragile heart and soul. After our goodbyes, she walked across the water. Samantha led her by the hand into the woods, towards a better world. Rose looked at me. She thought for a moment, though she didn’t want to break the moment too soon. With her hand she began to squeeze her wand.

      “I’m about to turn eighteen, and I want you to carry me in your arms the same way you carry her!” – When she said that, I looked down at her with raised eyebrows.

      “That’s a lot to ask, don’t you think?” – I asked back, brushing my hair back.

      “But that’s all I want!” – she continued to complain, while leading the way, walking in front of me.

      “I will think about it.”

      “You are mean to me!”

      “And you are insatiable.”

      “Not true!”

      Rose said her piece, of course, and didn’t even shut up. For some reason she made me forget my troubles. Maybe I needed some company. I hadn’t talked to anyone in so long. I’ve been killing and sleeping for the last six months. Loneliness was my companion, and souls drove me on. But this little pause, while I’m grinding not my own thoughts but Rose’s words, may be the lesser of two evils.

      So we marched through another village where I pinned priests to their own crosses. I burned the church on them so that they could never again blackmail an innocent man. They imposed taxes on poor farmers who offered them their last sacks of grain. They tortured and abused the maidens who defied them. There were a few words that rang in my ears. “Fools must be exploited!” If they hadn’t detained many women, I might not have passed that settlement. This last moment brought the day to a close.

      We came to the top of a small hill, where the grass around the green bushes was growing strong and gripping my boots. The sun was about to set, a reddish orange sky greeted us. Ahead of us, in the middle of a field, stones lay in non-figurative shapes. The wind was calm. No trees, no plants, no animals down below. This must have been the gate. The venue of the council. I looked down and a strange feeling came over me. Rose was watching the valley with interest, for they had a different set-up. Of course, we moved closer, right down to the middle of the circle. I had a last good look around. The stones were stacked on top of each other. Dark feathers were blowing in the wind. At Rose’s feet stood a hollow rock, surrounded by unfamiliar markings. She thrust her wand on it, meanwhile forming incantations. At that moment, we found ourselves in a room.

      We sat around a triangular table made of black marble. On its legs there were climbing vines. On the table there were fruit in small bowls. There were ten of us in all, including Rose and myself. I looked around. Next to the very old hags with their hooked noses, warty faces and grey white hair, several younger ones sat proudly. A few were hiding books or petting their cats. Stella attended the council, though she amused herself by scratching boredly at the cracks in the old marble slab with her fingernails. I felt Cintia’s piercing gaze on my skin. Her blonde, long, braided hair shone against her chest. She was perhaps the only one of her race who didn’t have a dark shade of hair. Lumia also looked at the other members with a neutral expression. A few had known the unknown man for a long time, while others were meeting him for the first time in their lives. The head witch at the head of the table, Stella’s mother, greeted us. I’d met her before in passing, we had a neutral relationship. Her skin was snow-white, her gaze frosty. Her long black hair contrasted with her deep purple eyes. Her nails were long and black. In her left palm she held a thin little wand, the long fingernail on her right hand touched her red lips.

      “Welcome, Sasy! You too, young wizard. It is a pleasure to finally meet you!” – she declared. I looked around. Many of them were neutral-faced, as if I were just a spice in one of their concoctions. Some, however, looked up with interest. Stella continued to stare at the table, not looking at me. She avoided my gaze.

      “My deepest respect to the Council! I look forward to your warm welcome. What do I make of this visit?” – I asked. It was then that I was honoured with two beautiful glances from Stella’s eyes, joining the others. The head of the Witches’ Council smiled and began her speech. Rose, meanwhile, eyed the members, who ignored her and focused on our conversation.

      “We have heard your news from far away lands. You’ve saved hundreds of women and witches over the years. But all your good deeds are in vain, if they die innocently every day. After much deliberation, we have decided to tell you a secret. The key to crown all your life’s efforts.”

      I was looking forward to see what they would like to get out of the conversation. I drank her words, and every pair of eyes ground my body. Rose, too, followed the events with interest. Crossing my arms and looking deep into each other’s eyes, we continued.

      “What is it?”

      “We know where the English Archbishop is, who is directing and supporting his tragically horrific battle called the witch-hunt. Whose servants, the priests, are executing the innocent weaker sex of our race and yours. We know this hurts you especially. I see in your eyes the mirror of so many lost souls. I feel the weight of carrying it day after day. But if the Bishop dies, it could all be over.”

      So many things were suddenly swirling around inside me. I had no idea what to do. Would the death of that man really put an end to all the other unjust deaths? Would it shake their faith so much? Rose was already waiting for my reaction. She laid her wand on her foot as her eyes fixed on me.

      “This is a difficult period for you. Why did you not take action? You are strong!”

      A witch replied with a hoarse, whining voice.

      “We’ve fought enough, son. We’re all resting.”

      I just looked at it. Suddenly I had flashbacks from my childhood. An old lady who gave me herbs. A wooden house with a black cat sleeping in the window. Or was that not me?

      “Is there any guarantee that his death will provide a real solution?”

      “The chances are higher than if we let him freely pursue his activity.”

      “Where is the bishop and what do I need to know about him?” – I asked the question to the Council. Of course the leader was already outlining the matter.

      “He is currently active on the south coast of England and looks set to be there in the coming months. He is spreading the faith and sanctifying churches – basically drinking, eating, having fun, abusing children. This is what happens when they go on a ‘missionary’ trip.”

      “The witches there will help you on your way, but you could run into a lot of trouble if you act carelessly.”

      “Which is?” – I asked, looking at the apple in the bowl in front of me.

      “In the centre of England, vampires and werewolves are at war. They are fighting over the division of territory. People are probably building trade routes, and that’s affecting things. Along with that, there has been a huge surge in the number of hunters decimating both wolves and vampires as neutrals. So keep your eyes open.”

      “The region has a high proportion of different species. To what extent is the witch-hunt active?”

      “Unfortunately, events are only reinforcing this process. You will have work in those areas. But more importantly, further south, military movements have multiplied. People are probably looking to expand towards France, or to the New World. So that part makes sense. It is inconvenient for us that we have not been able to penetrate enough into their midst, so we have only heard a broad outline of ominous news.“

      “Another enemy?” – Then several people looked at each other. Stella fixed her hair, then looked away. Rose twisted her feet in excitement, watching for reactions. Cintia crossed her legs and rested her gaze on my broad shoulders and huge aura. Her eyes saw a crack in the middle of my chest through my dress, but beneath my skin she could only guess at the cause. At first he thought it was a cut, but he soon realised it was deeper than that.

      “The priest warriors have been created. These are the most powerful servants of the Church, their red hoods their main symbol. All are lightly armed. They are trained against monsters and assassins. They are the bodyguards of the bishop and other high church authorities. They protect the southern part of the town where they camp.”

      I was not happy about the news. I was practically told that I was going to my doom, because hell was waiting for me in the south. I took the apple, had a good look. Nice red, maybe overripe. My thoughts began to rain heavily. I waited in silence for a few minutes, which was respected by the people at the table. Stella never took her eyes off me. Rose began to feel uncertain. Lumia adjusted the beads on her hands.

      “Well, Honourable Council, I have made my decision! I will finish what I started. I’m on my way tomorrow morning.”

      Their hearts were filled with peace.

      “Thank you!” – the witches’ leader said thank you.

      

      “If I succeed, the Sun will certainly rise differently that day.”

      A few people smiled, then I got up from the table. Rose followed. Stella looked at me, closed her eyes, then said:

      “Stupid.”

      We decisively stood up, and as we moved away from the table, there was a great smoke and wind ahead of me. Feathers flew in front of us, and then we were walking with Rose across the field again.

      Coming out of the circle, I was greeted by a clear, beautiful night. We did not experience any air movement of any kind. Looking around, I saw no sign of alien life nearby. Rose took my coat sleeve and rubbing her eyes said:

      “Are we sleeping here at night? – You must have been half asleep.” Her magician’s hat had slipped down on her forehead, which she tried to adjust with her staff. I looked down at her and replied:

      “Yes. just lie down, I’ll make a fire.” – Of course, it was all done very quickly. I went further for dry branches. Animals were grazing carefully, looking for a place to spend the evening in peace. Finally I returned, having collected enough firewood.

      Rose fell asleep. Clutching her wand, she occasionally moaned or hissed. She did not change a bit. I put my coat over her, so she wouldn’t be cold at night. She used to like to use it as a blanket. Up in the mountains, we spent several cooler nights together.

      I sat in silence, listening to the sound of the crackling wood, watching the flaming heart of the fire. The embers that glowed like my heart when I drew my sword again. I drank from my canteen, searching for memories. Finally I lay back on the soft ground and closed my eyes. I sleep again. Perhaps nothing would disturb me tonight. Slowly everything around me went dark. I fell into a quiet, dark sleep. It was as if I had been lying in a hammock, floating in a cloud, lazily resting all day. I heard sweet voices. Warm words. With no thought of tomorrow, the silver watch clicked in the inner pocket of my coat, lulling us to sleep.

    

  
    
      

      Chapter 2

      The lake

      How do those who write history decide which events to include? The developing people of many countries are living the days we are living differently. Thousands mourn in sorrow, while in many homes tears of joy are shed. Our colourful and mysterious country is overrun by the ignorant beliefs of foreign peoples. They have followed in mute obedience the price which, if they faced, would surely turn them under. In many areas of life, all we can do is try to swim ashore. But would we have a better life there? Out there, perhaps our own legs would collapse, the pressure on our bodies would be so great. That is why many people are left drifting with the crowd without a second thought. One thing is absolutely certain: the big rock will never be carried away, no matter what the cost, but at most it will shape its appearance over long centuries. Do we have that much time?

      I was woken up by the sun. It brushed across my face, filling it with a gentle warmth. Strange scents played with my nose. I hadn’t smelled anything like it in a long time. Slowly, I opened my eyes to the roaring fire beside me. On it was a metal plate on which Rose was frying eggs. The browning edges of the sizzling food and the burnt spice created a harmonious balance. I wondered where she had got it from when there were no trees nearby. All of this was lost in the heat of the moment. I sat up, searching carefully for my canteen. I had put my hat aside and could not find it anywhere around me. Before I knew it, Rose held it out to me with a big smile.

      “Here you go. I brought you some fresh water.”

      A nice gesture from her. How thoughtful! I took small sips. My cool drink filled me with energy. Soon after, we started breakfast. She held out a wooden plate with half a slice of bread and dried meat and eggs resting on it. We ate our meal slowly. My companion stuffed it into her mouth with a smile.

      “Thank you for everything, Rose. I appreciate it” – I said, looking at my bowl. She looked at me wide-eyed and happily replied, moving her hat on the floor next to mine. Her hands were more comfortable behind her.

      “Come on, it’s nothing, really! I got up early and I thought it would be good for both of us” – she said, and then she scooped herself an egg. We broke bread to accompany our exceptional breakfasts.

      “So, where do we go from here?” – she asked after a short silence.

      “Straight south. We pass between the Cracked Rocks.”

      “I heard the soldiers use that passage. They march from the north here on a weekly basis” – she replied, brushing her hair aside.

      The Cracked Rocks were rumoured to be the site of battles and bloody fights that used to last for days, ended by lightning strikes from the heavens. All the bodies were reduced to dust and ashes, leaving only the rocks to bear witness to the wrath of heaven. Shadows roam the stones at night, searching for their weapons.

      “I don’t plan to go into the big forest. The sacred land of the elves is for the chosen few. A few miles to the east, we might pass the endless plain beside it” – I said, thinking my words over a little. Rose finished her breakfast and raised a few points.

      The race war is raging everywhere in the central part of the country. Towns, villages, mountains, valleys. I think it doesn’t matter where we cross.

      Simple thoughts.

      

      “After all, we cannot avoid a fight. And for me, it’s important to save more souls. Crossing cities is not a bad idea. Maybe we can make some contacts. Or we might run into a hunter who can tell us where not to go during the race war. I’d like to keep my distance from any conflict. I’ve killed a wolf before, but I’ve only dealt with a vampire once; they’re both different calibre enemies. Probably half-breed. They’re fast and bloodthirsty, but once they’re hurt, they’ll go for the jugular. Wolves, on the other hand, attack until they’ve had enough. In any case, it wouldn’t be good to run into a pure-blood vampire. They say they can kill you just by looking at you. They can execute anyone in one move. It must be quite a spectacular battle in the heart of our country. Fortunately for me, I don’t have time to go looking.”

      My thoughts sucked me in again, and I woke up to Rose staring right in front of me, then speaking.

      “You’ve gone very dumb. What’s the problem?” – she asked, looking at her own reflection in my eyes, a straw in her mouth, which she guided with her little tongue to hit my nose. I was surprised again, but pulled back to reality and took a deep breath. She must have been in a funny mood. Her hair was sticking out, blown closer to my face by the wind, a pleasant scent.

      “Nothing. We head for the cities, avoid conflict. And you, be especially careful” – I told her. I got up and, getting drunk, I looked for my map. As I identified the route, Rose bombarded me with questions.

      “Why do I need to be extra careful?” – she asked, after she had got to her feet.

      “Because you’re young and small”’ – I said, now seeing the path. I started to circle the villages on the way with charcoal. My old writing instrument was worn down by the iron teeth of time, like the heel of my boot.

      “But I’m not hurting anyone! And if they try to hurt me, I’ll turn them into potatoes anyway” – she said, watching my face, waiting for my reaction. I folded up my map, then replied, looking in the right direction.

      

      “That will not be necessary. Anyone who dares to raise his hand to you, I’ll cut off both his arms. Whatever happens, as long as you’re with me, you’ll be safe. I promise you that” – I said. She watched me in silence. Her eyes watered, and then she ran to me. After a moment’s hesitation, she pressed her forehead to the underside of my chest.

      “Sasy …” – I put my hand on her shoulder. After a few seconds, she was reconciled and her tears were shed.

      “Everything is fine, I reassured her. My face was stroked by the wind.”

      A sensitive creation Rose. Inexperienced and naive. But as long as she comes with me, I’m sure her untamed personality will mature.

      I was anxious to go south. It was well after eight o’clock. A long walk awaited us. Of course, I spent most of the time searching my mind. I realised what a long way we had to go. How long it would take us to reach our destination. Some traders passed us by. They were crossing a stone bridge. They pulled their carts, their wheels creaking on the stony road. They loaded them high with furniture and clothes and lashed them to their carriages with ropes.

      A woman hurried after them with her small child in her arms. The trees beside us grew breezy. The bushes, following their example, quietly, as if to race against the foliage of the seemingly endless trees. A gently trickling creek accompanied us. We stopped to refill our canteens. Rose did this floating, and I was curious.

      “Rose, why are you coming with me?”

      “Mage Chaos said to help you on your way until you find the true path. I can improve my studies along the way, and a little field training won’t hurt either” – she replied, completely surprised. Why would the chief mage want his only daughter to help me? I can’t teach her magic or how to improve it. There is something strange in all this. Our last successful mission together might give him reason to trust me?

      “I see. Well, you’ll be with me for a while then” – I said.

      

      “I’m very happy” – she said loudly, chasing all the smaller fish away.

      But you can’t be as irresponsible as you were a few years ago in the mountains.

      “I know … I will pay more attention!” – Smoothing yellowing blades of grass, she replied. Clutching her wand, she searched her memories.

      “Stop looking like that!” – I said, though my gaze had long been fixed on the rippling water, where fish swam against the current.

      “What do you mean?“

      “Smile, it suits you much better.” – My answer immediately made her shake off all the black clouds. Her lips curled, her hair ruffled, she sniffled happily. Her bright blue eyes filled the landscape with warmth.

      So much for lunch. Maybe it’s no problem. There’s a town nearby according to my map. The bar there serves better food. Meanwhile, Rose, standing on the side of the road, was waving me on my way. In her hand she waved her magic wand, which luckily most people thought was a common walking stick. I sighed and hurried after her. Lizards ran around my feet, fleeing from small frogs. My companion walked ahead of me with her nose held high, as if leading an army of flag bearers into battle. Not far from us, the town was gleaming. True, it was already a small fortress with its wooden walls and stone buildings. Avenues and roads cut through the whole settlement. Sometimes drunkards lectured each other about other worlds. The beautiful ladies of the town would come together to look for the best clothes in the market. Loud vendors offered jewels for pennies. Young soldiers in light armour stood guard, keeping their eyes on the streets. At their sides, swords gleamed in the sunlight, while their horses opened the way with their neighing. In some places children ran about. As we watched, my eyes caught a poster. There were several, but I could spot one in a thousand.

      “Witch in the town! We cleanse her body in water before God”. That’s what the paper said. Nothing more was needed. My mind went dark, my heart turned to stone. Rose feasted her eyes on the wares of the street vendors. Many of them were shouting, luring customers to them. They put up signs advertising their quality products. The noise of a smithy drew my magician companion’s attention to the house opposite. The doors and windows were open, the embers glowing. Serfs were singing up and down.

      “Come on, Rose” – I said, breaking her comments, and we went straight to the bar. I asked for something to eat for both of us at the bar. I wasn’t wearing my hat, and Rose was eating the dried meat with gusto. I looked beside me and could not bear to listen to a drunken gentleman.

      “Good man. Do you know where and when the witch will be executed?”

      He raised his head in response to my question. He took a good look at me, unworthy of an answer. His torn, dirty clothes reeked of stench. His attitude to life was a reminder of his depraved charisma. I continued to watch. I waved to the barman who set a pint of beer down in front of me. His tapping was a pleasant music to my partner’s ears. I put two fingers in front of my conversation partner. The barman was watching with one eye. He was carefully wiping the slops left by others. He scattered the remains on the floor for his dog, who crunched the bones. He kept his ears to the ground in case he heard some story or piece of information to tell his family back home.

      “You don’t know now?” – I repeated my question.

      “Son, that woman is not a witch! I knew her father, who’s been taken by the plague. There’s a small lake outside the walls. I hear they’re going to start executing her at noon.”

      He wiped his beard with his left hand and left the place. He staggered with unsteady steps; perhaps he was going to watch the execution. I watched the wall of his jar, from which a drop of drink dripped. At that moment Rose took her last piece of bread, and I took my last bite of the dry pork. Wasting no more time, we left the bar behind. Desiring gazes stared at Rose’s childlike appearance. Hungry dogs were shoving their heads together. With fierce footsteps we hurried straight to the end of the small town. I climbed the wall. Looking down, I saw a small crowd starting to frenzy, a father in the middle, four soldiers beside him. And the instrument the woman was sitting on. It was a wooden structure, like an elevator. It was simple to use: the victim was placed on a chair attached to the end and then lowered into the water. They drown her, then lift her out. This would continue until she confessed her sins. When she has done so, she is thrown into the water and left to drown. Does this purify her guilty soul to snow white? They believe this unswervingly. There are books written specifically about witch-torture methods. It is proof of the horror of our race. New things, what is not human, must be destroyed. That is why we are where we are. Of course I’ve already drawn my bow. Among yellow feathers, a black one shone proudly. My cheek was stroked by this glorious feather. I took aim at the father. He continued his sermon, waving a cross in the air. Many were holding stones or waving sticks.

      The people around her swallowed her words; all awaited her agony and her screams. Rose sat on top of the tower next to me. She swung her legs up and down, occasionally glancing at me, while she held her wand in her hand. For the umpteenth time, she watched my cold, murderous gaze without flinching. My frozen face, unable to show mercy. She played with her thoughts at nights. She cried loudly and tried to free her hands. But the old wet ropes would not let her. They squeezed, cut her wrists hard. Two fingers holding the string did not tremble. I let go of my arrow, counting into the swaying wind.

      The arrow flew straight into the Bible held in the priest’s hand. The arrowhead, piercing his lungs, impaled him. In his last moments, he saw a shadow leap from the castle wall. It collapsed, soaking the holy book in blood and the rotting field around it. The executioner stood surprised. He did not know what to do. The condemned woman lifted her head. By this time I was running towards the soldiers with my hood over my head. They looked around in surprise, shouting to the people to move away from the shore. They bravely drew their swords and ran shouting towards me. I could almost see their undynamic movements. The similarity of their unskilled attacks did not amuse me with anything new. I easily dodged his blow from the front. I stooped, and then, with an elegant turn of my sword, cut his belly. My adversary struck at once, but by the time he did, my knife was plunged straight into his spine. The second tried to cut me from below. I parried this blow with my sword, and his blade split in two. I caught the broken piece in mid-air and placed it in his neck.

      The third warrior pointed a bow at me. He shot with confidence, which I made aimless by dodging. I drove my knife into his lung. He laid his hand on his wound, but by then I had thrown a dagger from the shaft of my boot into his heart. I tore them both out. The fourth soldier was scared. He started to back away, called to the executioner, who, watching the events, pissed under himself. He ignored his shame. Many covered their children’s eyes in disgust.

      “Let the witch in! Let her drown!” – The executioner did so. The woman was still screaming and fell quickly into the lake. Bubbles burst to the surface as the lifting mechanism collapsed after a crack. It was probably broken. Rusty nails fell to the ground. Their dull fall became their eternal resting place.

      When the soldier turned his gaze back to me, my sword separated his head from his neck. I lost many precious seconds, but finally, rushing to the shore, I thoughtlessly leapt after her into the depths where the light had failed to reach. I swam quickly to her. We must have been maybe ten feet down judging by the increasing pressure in my ears. She was holding her breath and gasping. I turned to face her and waved to her to calm down. My jacket floated in the water as if it were sprouting black wings, my back arching to the surface. I hurried after her. I cut the rope with my blade. I did it very slowly.

      Then an arm reached out to me. A rotting, algae-covered female face looked at me. A few more swam towards me from the endless darkness of the lake, all catching my limbs. Their voices rang sharply in my ears. Their nails dug into my skin. Their dingy clothes, their half-bald heads, were the embodiment of the underworld of the common man.

      “Save us too!”

      “Where have you been?”

      “Help me!”

      “I want my mommy!”

      “It’s too dark, take me home!”

      They were tugging at me. They squeezed as if I could free them from the prison of this lake. From the tomb into which they had been thrust, and this would be their resting place forever. I finally managed to untie her. She, of course, escaped without waiting. She swam up this endless water. I was forcibly held down by the hands. They called me to you. I fought in vain, but I could not get free. I looked up once more and saw the woman whose body was being dragged by the dead. Had she run out of breath? Or was it her strength that had robbed her of the will to live? I couldn’t let that happen! With a powerful movement I freed myself from them. They clawed at me with rotting fingers.

      I took her hand and pulled her with me to the surface, straight to the shore. I pushed the water behind me with difficulty. It felt like a thicker liquid than the swampy sea of marshland. I coughed as I emerged from the water, my hair hanging in front of my face, which I brushed aside to hide my eyes. Away from the lake, I turned her onto her back. She was not breathing. I pumped her chest rapidly as I blew the stale contents of my lungs through her mouth. A few moments later, she began to cough, turning on her side, gasping for air. The villagers were watching from a distance. A nameless smile emerged from the crowd. Rose took a deep breath, holding my hat in her hand. Still kneeling, I brushed her hair out of her face. Slowly she began to calm down. She was breathing evenly.

      The executioner swung his axe behind me, accompanied by a loud shout. At that moment I thrust my sword into his belly. I straightened up, then stepped closer to him and, turning to face the water, kicked my weapon sideways, drenching all its inhabitants in his blood. The executioner’s axe fell on the priest’s head, slicing it in two, further disfiguring his face. Villagers made their way inside the safe walls. For them, it was entirely worth waiting these few agonisingly long minutes to talk about in the tavern at night. Children tugged at their parents’ hands, bombarding them with questions. Elderly people stood back, their pipes clogged. Rose came down to me. She hurried happily to the woman, who had already collected herself and was sitting on the green lawn.

      “Are you OK?” – she asked her.

      “Yes, thank you! I was so afraid of dying! The priest wanted to take me into his grace, but I refused, so he condemned me” – she said, turning her face downwards. Her tears filled the clear waters of this sinful lake. From up here, the water shone quite beautifully. As if we had just broken the evil spell that lay here.

      “Now no one will hurt you! I know a place where you can live in peace” – I tried to soften the blow a little. Her reaction was neutral, though it was reassuring. Rose encouraged her with a friendly smile.

      “You’re not welcome here anyway” – she said, exhaling all her sorrow. She wiped her lips.

      “Where we go, everyone sees each other as a family. I’m sure they’ll be happy to see you” – said a voice behind me. A huge aura and infinite beauty joined our circle.

      “I am grateful.” – her heart was filled with peace and calm, and Samantha took her hand. She left without a word, waved one last time, and then the trees hid them. We watched them all until they were gone. I searched my inner pocket for cigarettes. But other than a half handful of tobacco, I felt nothing. Rose couldn’t help herself and broke the silence.

      “You fight very well, Sasy! You have improved since the last time!” – she said with a smile.

      “What do you mean?”

      “In the mountains, I’m talking about the bandits! Do you remember?”

      

      Of course, that day was vivid in my memory. The cold wind with a frosty landscape.

      “I did what I could.”

      Then I looked at the mirror of the water. The faces of all the dead women and children were staring at me, scratching the inner mirror of the water as if only a thin glass wall separated them. They dragged the executioner’s body with them, feasting on their killer. Still, I cast my eyes over the landscape.

      “Don’t be so depressed. We protect many witches!”

      “You’re right” – I said. I turned on my heel and walked back to the castle gate. There stood the old alcoholic from the bar. He was looking; he probably saw everything. His eyes were silent until we were out of sight. He sighed, clutching the rum bottle in his hand. He gave one last silent thanks. Was his soul at peace? Would he survive tonight celebrating his alcohol-drenched gratitude?

      But we are heading to a small developing town not far from here. It is renowned for its clean water and its rich artistic activity.

      “Rose, where are my bow and hat?” – I asked, glancing at her.

      “At my place! I put it in my magic bag, which holds everything” – she said, holding up two fist-sized black bags. I suppose this bottomless bag was created by magic. It proved to be a useful tool.

      “Can I still keep my gun with you?”

      “Of course! Let me know if you need anything.”

      I held my left arm out, glazing at the tiny magician.

      “I’ll need my hat.”

      I didn’t need more. She pulled it away and handed it to me with the same momentum. I put it on my head and adjusted it a little.

      I took a deep breath and rummaged in my pocket. I turned a wooden key, hiding it from everyone’s eyes. Rose adjusted her hair in a few movements. She kept up with confidence. She took a book in her hand and opened it on the marked page. So we hurried on. Beneath our feet, bouncing stones played a strange tune. Animals grazed in groups. Birds flew, casting shadows on the ground in front of us. While deep in the dense forest, not so far away, shadows flitted silently.

    

  
    
      

      Chapter 3

      The hunter

      Not for the first time, I felt the full weight of the long journey. And the pain just kept pushing me forward. Rose and I visited two villages, one of which was a witchcraft village. The priest was found twisted from the inside out in the middle of their chapel by the congregation attending midnight mass. The woman, freed from her prison, had gone happily to a better place. For some reason I feel as if people are not happy with what I do. Or do they just not dare, and behind their endless masks, nod out to the world? It is natural, and it is very typical of our age. If you were anything other than a peasant, you’d be a soldier. They put a sword in your hand and a rusty helmet on your head. Wearing the crests of arrogant kings on your breast, You’ll wait for the sea of arrows that pierce your heart. You think, watching the flowing blood, when you have gone astray. You think, as a farmer, to admire thy children’s smiles. Instead, your wounded face, bitten by ravens, is buried in the sands of time. If you are other than an ordinary housewife, with so many burdens on your shoulders, you are burnt like a witch in the eyes of all who have followed you all your life. It’s always been that way. We were born stupid, and we die stupid at this age. A great mill wheel that never stops at anyone’s bidding, but spins tirelessly. Driven by the waters of an endless creek, dragging with it every tiny stone our little world can bear. The question is, is our existence the angry foam of water, or is it a wheel spinning in one place? If I had to answer, I would think of the stones.

      

      I feel sick to my stomach at the moment, as I’m about to place my knife at the feet of the priest who runs the Church of the Town of Pearls. By my count, this is the twentieth blow. His thigh looks like a bloody salad. I’m sure he won’t be able to stand up again. I tied his hands behind his back to a chair. I’ve secured his legs firmly. Alone, he tried to form words with his bloody mouth bandaged. He cried, screamed, his saliva dripping down his dress, soaking his blood. But in this church, his words fell on deaf ears. A snow-white statue of Jesus looked down on us, following the events. Perhaps he himself was thinking about something. All around me were dead male priests, their blood dripping from their mouths on the floor of this holy house. I was working in a beautifully furnished room. Many long benches with tables in front of them, with little black Bibles on them. Yellowing pages, torn covers. A confessional could also be discovered, where so many had repented their sins to evil men. Unwavering in their belief that their foolish words would find ears of a pure soul. Many ornate motifs and endless sculptures with cold faces shed tears. I could listen to their tales day and night with pleasure, and I would carve as many stripes on the backs of insane, faithless orators as the priests here have caused suffering to other ordinary, innocent citizens. Scratch marks lined the floor. There were layers of paint. Perhaps they wanted to hide it from their worshippers, blinded by their lord’s bright aura. Drying black ink dripped onto the terrace floor above us. Names were written in a huge book, crosses beside them.

      “Tell me, Father. Have you regretted your sins?” – the priest, of course, shook his head and whimpered like a dog. His bloodshot eyes and dirty face cried out for redemption. I thought to take the bandage off his mouth. I’ll have a little chat with him before I send him to his master. As soon as I tore the cloth from him, he started coughing. He was vomiting, gasping for breath.

      “Well, Father. Can we finish this game now?” – I asked, looking him straight in the eye from behind my hood. The bottom of my coat was scrubbing the floor, but it hadn’t quite touched. My trousers were soaked with a little blood, so they dried against my skin. Unnecessary resistance on his part, my clothing suffered for it. I wish they’d died sooner! Their pleading words rang in my ears, tearing my eardrums like noise.

      “Please! I didn’t do anything to the children! It was all without my knowledge” – he said again. I listened for the third time. The other priests shrieked: he had secretly authorised the adoption and fostering of the children. He would excuse himself with false words, like his followers after they had been broken mentally, and the cold blade of the end was at their throats.

      “Children were raped in this building! They were held captive! What did you think, Father, that was forgivable?” – I asked, turning my knife over in my dirty palm. His light gleamed in his eyes, making his hands shake even more, which, tied behind his back, were almost torn off by his many attempts to escape.

      “Please … Good Lord, save me! I swear by the name of Jesus Christ! I …” – He couldn’t even finish, I stabbed him in the right shoulder and leaned closer.

      “Get started! But so that everyone here can hear” – I looked at the corpses and nodded towards the statue of Jesus.

      In a voice already half hoarse with pain, he slowly began his prayers. I left my chair in silence. I walked to the other end of the chapel. I could hear the faint sound of his stammering voice as he prayed to his Lord. I’d cover my ears and scream if I could. My feet felt the urge to run. My arms tensed like chains on a rabid bloodhound. Curiously, I could never once listen to the words addressed to their god. That has not changed for me today. I turned my back, stretched my stride and began to approach him. I drew my sword, and he saw this, and made louder supplication, and shouted at the end, and then with a sweep I removed his head from his neck.

      As if the weight of the world had just been lifted from my heart. Then I looked around. Light streaming in through the broken window of the church illuminated a spot where an old Bible lay lonely. Its pages were tattered, its cover cracked. Soon afterwards I heard a voice. It came from the hatch that led down past the chapel. A dark and cold place. That’s where the children suffered. I heard screams, many cries for help. Laughing, clinking of glasses, and so much pain. These priests were enjoying themselves while every child was eternally wounded. Shadows appeared before me. They probably couldn’t take it and died. This will remain the prison of their souls as long as the world lasts. Did they kill themselves, or did the servants of the church kill them? Perhaps we shall never know. They are faceless, dark, short figures. Drawn by the cold, empty thought of their company. Yet they asked no questions, only looked. Are they angry because I didn’t get here first? Maybe they were watching the place, not knowing what had happened to them.

      I bowed my head and walked away. They followed me, their eyes still and silent. The smell of melted candles was a merciful farewell. I reached the door behind the church. Samantha and Rose were chatting, four other children were playing with each other, smiling. They were clutching stones, clutching together and singing along. Their gazes were fixed on my companion. They had been released from prison, a new life full of hope awaited them. Rose smiled goodbye after a few minutes, while Samantha took advantage and stepped closer. Her face so cold, her eyes so beautiful. A woman of astonishing confidence.

      “They will be fine. I’ll take them to the community.”

      “I am grateful! We continue south. If you’re looking for me, you’ll find me.”

      “I will know where you are! And so will she” – she looked deep into my eyes, waiting for my reaction.

      “You do not have to do this.”

      “Nor for you, yet you decided so long ago.”

      “I have my reasons.” – I put my hand in my pocket, then looked away.

      “Doesn’t he have one?”

      “You don’t know what happened then! This is my fate.”

      “Would you call it that?”

      “What else could it be?”

      

      “If you think about it, you’ll see you’re wrong” – she said, and then she turned and took the children’s hands and went on her way. They walked away, which I watched, savouring her words.

      I didn’t ask anything because I knew what she meant. I didn’t want to open old wounds with memories today, so I diverted my thoughts, which focused on the next town. We were rapidly approaching the middle of the country. A week’s walk away is the border we’ve drawn in our minds as a threat, but the winds of war will blow us down. We’ve been seeing more armoured soldiers lately. The number of men with hidden faces is increasing. We are under more pressure. People fleeing impatiently are destroying the peaceful atmosphere of the north. Life is changing around here. The population is higher despite the fact that emigration is also rising, so the number of other races increases proportionately.

      Rose hurried over to me with interest, after waving goodbye to the children who were already walking in the distance.

      She stood before me happy as if we had won the war. But these are small battles. Yet she can rejoice in the moment, while I grind away every minute, thinking about future problems. That was a quality I admired. Her eternal smile was a sunbeam with grey clouds in my mind. Her voice a sweet violin melody. Her fragile feathery life weighs on my shoulders.

      “You were amazing again today, Sasy! You were cruel to the priest, though” – she said. She rubbed her forehead gently with her hand, then looked at me again.

      “He got what he deserved” – I said, looking into the heart of the town. We lingered at the foot of the church on the hill. Further away, below us, a faint, flickering settlement called to us with its warm lights.

      “So where do we go from here?” – she held the map in her hand, peering at it like an old sea captain on a long-sinking barge.

      “First we go down to the bar. We will need information to choose the right route.”

      

      “They weren’t very helpful to us last time either” – she replied, walking after me and looking at the church wall. In the window was a long-abandoned bird’s nest with dried twigs. Broken pots clung to each other. A rough wall absorbed the stillness of the night.

      “Maybe, but we are now filtering our informants.”

      “How do you know who can provide useful information?”

      “You have to look people in the eye. Their eyes tell you.”

      “I thought you were filtering potential candidates based on how they dressed.”

      “It’s a strange, if wrong, idea to judge a book by its cover.” – Then I took a torch in my hand and threw it through the church window.

      The old, dry wooden equipment didn’t need much. It burned brighter than any lamp in the world. I felt every soul that had cast off its chains. We were long down from the high ground before the people of the village noticed the accident. Of course, they rushed to see what had happened. With that, we all moved on together, improving the number and quality of the people in the pub. A wide street of white stones glorified this town. This is what made the now growing and developing town popular. The majority of people are decidedly nicer than elsewhere, thanks to the culture or indoctrination here. After all, Pearl town stretched just far enough away from the borders of the wars, surrounded by small hills, and also at a safe distance from the barbarians to the north. There were many rumours as to the affiliation of the local leadership. The lord of the manor, a temporary leader but uncrownable, shows little face to his people. Some rumour he is an exiled vampire. Yet he supports the training of hunters and the work of the church. Maybe I saved him some money tonight.

      Already most of the town had rushed up the hill at the sight of the fire. They grabbed buckets and filled them with crystal clear, fine water from a nearby well. It shouldn’t be used for this, it’s a waste. Many villages have drinking water shortages, and they splash it on the flames that reach for the sky. We were probably a few blocks from the pub. We approached with quiet footsteps, though my heels tapped the ground. Rose was deliberate about which stones she stepped on; she tried to pick out the ones I stepped on at random. Between breaths, a thin man in tattered clothing suddenly appeared in the middle of the street.

      I stopped, looked at him, and saw that he was holding a knife. His mouth was foaming like a poisoned rat. I held out my hand to Rose, signalling our temporary resting place. There was a loud laugh. Two more came out behind us, and a few others from the access roads. I was surrounded by six of them, all bandits at first sight. Short swords, knives, no armour, ordinary stance. They eyed us for a few moments. They cursed, playing with their weapons. They would probably have amused themselves standing on the wave in Rose’s company. What else could have been going through their minds? I didn’t like killing ordinary people, but they’re scum, a disgrace to the land! After a moment’s thought, their leader spoke in a hoarse voice, tossing his knife in his hand. Perhaps he wanted to show how deadly his weapon was. His companions watched us through gritted teeth. They were chewing their pouting lips. The smell of their filthy clothes and stinking bodies twisted my nose. Mouse-chewed holes gaped in the torn sides of their leather shoes.

      “If your life is good, bastard, you give us all your money and the girl! Then we’ll make your death easier!” – he said smugly. Rose stepped behind me of course, her wand in her hand. She was aware of the indenture of the lower classes. I answered with closed eyes, and with complete composure I held my hand out to Rose’s side, feeling the tiny, faint wind of the little magician’s approach. The beating of her heart could be heard in the silence of the silent street for two seconds.

      “Today you get cold steel and muddy ground.” – At that moment one of the bandits rushed at me from the left, and turning to the side I slashed him with my sword, slicing him in two from shoulder to waist. My blade ran easily through his bones and guts.

      

      Like a knife on fresh cheese, I sliced through the flesh. Rose moved a little, leaving room for me, and gripped her wand tightly. She wanted to do something, though her body waited motionless. Then they started to shout, and without exception they ran towards us. I kicked one in the head, while I caught the hand of another and broke it off by the elbow. Then I shot both bandits running from the front – one of them might have been their leader – while the other, who jumped from a roof towards me, I stabbed through. Their companion, waving his mace boldly in his hand, sprang into action. He swung his weapon with a thud, smashing the ground or a barrel. Dodging the blows, I ended by cutting his belly deep. It spilled out onto the pavement. Slowly he collapsed, his skull cracking, playing a tune in my ear. I was stuck in my grey feelings. My limp fingers suddenly tightened in an ominous way.

      I heard screaming: Rose was attacked by one of the bandits. As he raised his rusty sword, Rose, with a swipe of her wand, tossed him against the wall of the house opposite. I don’t know how conscious he was, but he dealt with it. Her brain coloured the otherwise white building. Rose was very surprised. I watched her for a while and was surprised at the way she defended herself. She turned to me, terrified, her hands trembling, though happy. But her smile quickly froze.

      A tall man in a brown hood was standing next to me. His body was partly covered with a chestnut-coloured cloak. He held his sword to my neck. The silver blade was covered with runes. He was taller and more muscular than the unknown. He wore a glove; a three-stringed piece with brown stitching. On the waistband of his trousers were stakes and silver knives in rows. Green and blue stones glittered on his left boot. He wore a similar pendant around his neck. His white shirt was elaborately sewn. Several things crossed my mind as I waited to see what he would do. He was probably a hunter, judging by his appearance. As I looked at him, he removed his hood with his free hand, revealing his masculine, hairy face. He had brown eyes, and a medium sized nose with a scratch running down his chin. He spoke to me in a surprisingly neutral tone.

      

      “These women are always distracting men, aren’t they?”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t look at them then” – I said, watching his eyes. He looked down and saw my sword was at his belly, a movement away from opening it and continuing to water the land that had begotten us. Not surprised, he answered, still pointing his sword at me.

      “I guess they were looking for something. Why else would a man and a magician be here?” – Rose’s identity is too ostentatious for that. If this hunter recognized her, others might suspect her.

      “We are just passing through. We expected a more cordial welcome from this town, though” – I said. Then he lowered his gun. His eyes fell on my companion, then back on me.

      “I know a pub nearby. Perhaps you could take some snacks for the journey” – he indicated his clear intention to talk. Not bad news for us. If he really is a hunter, we may learn more than I had planned.

      “We are looking for answers rather than dried meat.” – I then looked at Rose and signalled that we were leaving. Clutching her wand, she nodded. Her hands were no longer shaking. Her hair began to blow in the wind as I slipped my sword back into its sheath.

      “Let’s have a drink, wanderer!”

      Together we moved on. After a few minutes of quiet walking, we arrived at a peaceful, yet noisy pub. I put silver in Rose’s hand, leaving her to do the shopping. She went to get food and drink for the journey, while I sat at a table in the corner with the hunter. A spider was weaving its web just above us.

      And in the pub, the usual conversations were taking place. The main intellectuals of the village gathered tonight and told each other about the great church fire. Here, too, word was spread of the shadow who would kill the priests and save the witches from their doom. Many called this unknown being, whose face they had not seen, a demon. Some feasted their eyes on Rose’s frail body, for short, lemon-yellow skirts and high heels are not often seen in these parts. Especially on such a cute little girl. Of course, Rose wasn’t afraid of that, especially after the latest incident; she’d slam anyone against the wall again. Clutching her wand in her hand, she paid with the other. Slowly, she packed her stuff, staggering to the counter. If I remember correctly, this is the uniform the apprentices are required to wear in the tower. Hound dogs lingered behind the counter, sniffing for a piece of bread to drop. A soft lute sang a percussive tune to the incessant background noise.

      Meanwhile, we were chatting. The hunter sipped from his mug of beer. I lit my cigarette firmly with the red flame of the candle burning between us, its slow smoke drifting upwards as if held by a thousand hands. Perhaps it was the stale air. Two open windows did not allow the smell to escape, which had soaked in much of the equipment here. Not to mention the sticky floorboards, which soaked up the drink in hectolitres.

      “So, what are you doing here, wanderer?” – he asked, clutching the pint.

      “Safe journey south” – I replied, placing my hand on the table where my cigarette was smoking.

      “There are several neutral trade routes leading to it! Sometimes there are even soldiers on patrol! You must not be harmed.”

      “We planned to travel inconspicuously.”

      “You don’t look like criminals. Why would you hide?” – He’s obviously faking. He knew that none of us were ordinary people. I went along with the game, of course.

      “There are rumours of an increase in werewolves and vampires as we move towards the centre of England. It would not be a good decision to walk straight into the crossfire” – I continued, taking a long drag on my cigarette. I blew the smoke in front of me. It did not hurt my partner’s eyes. He took a big swig from his pint and we continued.

      “People talk about a lot of things. Half true, half not! Who can make sense of it all?” – he replied, then waved, asking for another pint.

      

      “That’s why I’m asking you, hunter! You must know where the loopholes are” – I said, and with that I ashed into the middle of the table. He replied with a small smile.

      “I am on duty in this area. Fortunately, you don’t see many wolves around here. Of course there are, but obviously the vampires have increased in number nevertheless: they’re heading south! They’re fighting their wars, like we are.” A lot of meaningless words. He’s talking about what I already knew. He probably won’t mention anything of substance. Perhaps I’ll wait for Rose and we’ll move on. If you don’t give me any trouble, I’ll let this bullshit hunter live. I looked aside, neutrally searching the street for something of interest. I put out my cigarette on the corner of the black, charred wooden table. More people must have done the same before.

      “But I was surprised to see you and the little girl walking into the church before the big fire. You know, I was just passing by when it appeared.” – This man knows more than he should. How did I miss that? Could he have been hiding or just passing by? I listened to his words in silence.
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