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E 1. The stranger H


 

She had been watching the stranger from a distance. Out of the shadows of the forest he entered the dirt road which was bathing in the late afternoon sun. On a white horse, like a prince from a fairy tale! He hadn't noticed her yet, she had made sure of that, after all, she was a witch. She sat on a bench in the sun in front of her cottage and watched him. As he got closer, she could discern more details. He looked young, with short blonde hair, slightly curly, framing his face. His attire was of remarkably good quality, a white shirt under a leather sleeveless vest over brown leggings and brown boots made of tooled leather.

Myriam's curiosity was aroused. It was rare for travellers to pass by, and even more rare for people on horseback. She got up from the bench where she had been enjoying the late sunbeams and crossed the road. Agile, she climbed the wooden fence and sat on the top beam. Now she had the sun at her back, which was a better position to meet the stranger. One of the two mules grazing in the meadow came and sniffed her hand. She absentmindedly stroked the animal's head. In the meantime, the stranger had come closer and had noticed her. He was handsome, with bright blue eyes in a round face and a broad smile showing a row of white teeth. Myriam looked beneath the surface. Although the smile reached his eyes, she thought she saw a hint of mockery in them. His right hand fidgeted at the rein, a sign of impatience?

“Excuse me, can you tell me if there is a good inn nearby?”

Myriam stared at him. Less than thirty feet from her cottage was a sign posting in capitals:

THE GOOD FOLKS INN

There was a large arrow painted under it pointing to the village. You could see the building from where she sat. Was this man nearsighted, or was he illiterate? She raised her left arm and pointed.

“That big building with tables and benches in front of it, that's ‘The Good Folks Inn’.”

The young man frowned. “Is that the best inn in the village?”

Myriam laughed. “It is the only inn in the village.”

The stranger stared at her for a moment, then turned away without a word and drove on.

Myriam watched him for a while longer. What was he doing here? Apparently he didn't appreciate The Good Folks Inn. She shrugged and was just about to go inside when she heard a noise behind her. Looking back, she saw a carriage on the road, a large carriage pulled by four white horses. Myriam retreated to her doorway. The carriage was painted white and decorated with gold. On the coach sat two men, both dressed in black cloaks, wearing large black hats. The carriage had three windows on each side, one of which was in the door in the middle. Honey-coloured curtains that were carefully closed obscured the windows. As the vehicle drove by, Myriam saw that three large wooden trunks were tied at the back. The horse hooves and cartwheels threw up a cloud of dust. Myriam took a step backwards, into her cottage, and closed the door.

“I think I'd better go to the inn,” she said aloud to the black cat, who looked at her questioningly from the bed. The cat did not reply. Myriam shrugged her shoulders. Two green cat eyes followed her as she walked across the room. She took her black scarf, folded it into a triangle and wrapped it around her shoulders. It might get chilly once the sun went down. She had crocheted that scarf herself, from black wool, because she always wore black. After all, she was a witch. Before going out, she took an oil lamp from the hook next to the door, for later, when it got dark. The cat made a whirring sound.

“Yes, you can laugh. Because you can see in the dark, I can't."

“Lousy witch!" the cat shouted as she left.

Myriam ignored the beast and headed for the inn. To her surprise, all the regulars were sitting on the benches outside. Emiel, an old farmer with a plaintive voice, stood up when he saw her approaching.

“The inn is closed!” He looked angry. “Can you believe that? We have all been thrown out and the door is shut. I haven't known that in all my life.”

His companion wanted to object, but Emiel beat him to it. “Not at this hour of the day!”

Myriam took note of the situation. At this hour of the day, most farmers went to the inn to wash away the dust from a day's work in the fields. Now they sat with their mugs of beer on the benches in front of the inn. Although the sun had not quite set and it was still pleasant outside, this was highly unusual. Usually they all sat inside, in the coolness of the tap room. After all, they had been outside all day. Myriam walked to the front door of the inn and tried the latch. The door was locked from the inside. What was going on here? She walked around the building to the yard at the back. There it was, the carriage that she had seen passing by. The trunks were gone and a man in a black cloak was harnessing the horses. Probably one of the men she had seen sitting on the buckboard. “The inn is closed!" he shouted in a gruff voice as soon as he saw her.

Myriam ignored him and pushed open the back door. Along a narrow corridor, she entered the guest room, which to her surprise was completely empty. All the chairs were upside down on top of the tables and the innkeeper was scrubbing the floor. “We are closed,” she called out without looking up.

“Frieda! What is going on here? Why do you close the inn at this hour of the day?”

Frieda looked up when she recognized the familiar voice. 

“They rented the entire building. We are not good enough for them.” She gestured around her. “This is not good enough.”

Myriam frowned. “Why didn't you send them away?”

The woman shrugged.

"They pay well, more than I can collect in a year. Frieda continued scrubbing. The inn's floor had never been cleaner. Myriam looked at the bright red tiles emerging from beneath the brown suds. Until today, she would have sworn the floor was reddish-brown.

“Where are they now?”

“Upstairs.” Frieda gestured with her head without ceasing her activities. “Linda is showing them the rooms. Fortunately, all the rooms have been cleaned after the fair.”

Myriam walked through the corridor leading to the back door. On her right was. a narrow, steep wooden staircase. She wondered how they managed to get those big suitcases up. The rooms of the inn were only used at annual fairs and weddings, when residents from another village came to visit. There were four austere rooms on the first floor and additional sleeping places in the attic.

She heard voices coming from behind one of the doors and quietly crept closer.

“She's asleep now.” A deep voice, clearly a man. “Come, we had better let her rest, it has been a tiring journey.”

Really, thought Myriam, in a carriage? She took a step back when she heard footsteps. The door to the room swung open. Looking at her through round glasses was a man in a grey three-piece suit, his waistcoat undone, a white shirt with a bow tie and a grey hat. 

“Who are you?” He looked past her into the corridor. “Where is that other child? She promised to bring some towels.”

Myriam gave him her best witch grin. A grin that was meant to upset people. A grin that said: you don't know what's in store for you but you're not going to like it. She had practised it for a long time and she was quite proud of it. She looked as boldly as she could straight into the glasses and spoke in a clear voice so that everyone in the room could hear her.

“That other child is called Linda, she is the daughter of Frieda, the innkeeper. My name is Myriam, I am the village witch.”

“Really?” The man's response surprised her. He took a step back into the room and swung the door open invitingly. “Come in, we were looking for you.”

Myriam blinked. The curtains in front of the tall windows had been drawn and the room was lit only by a low-turned oil lamp. It took a while for her eyes to get used to the twilight. In the large bed lay a pale girl with blonde hair. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was shallow. On the other side of the bed were an older couple and the young man she had met earlier.

“This is Joris and Mathilde, Amelie's parents.” Goggle man made a vague gesture in their direction and then pointed to the young man. “That's Jonas, her brother and I'm her attending physician.”

Myriam detached her eyes from the girl on the bed and looked at goggle man. “What's wrong with her?”

The man shrugged and spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness.

“That's the problem, we don't know.”

Myriam frowned. “What are the symptoms?”

“She hardly eats anything,” it was the mother who replied. The woman sounded as if she might burst into tears at any moment. “And then there are these seizures...” She looked desperately at the doctor for support.

“The girl is having anxiety attacks.” Goggle man took over from the mother who had dug up a handkerchief from somewhere in her lush skirts and hid her face in it.

“At first it was only at night, nightmares we thought, but soon the attacks came during the day as well. She would thrash around wildly as if she were fighting someone. This has been going on for several months now. She hardly eats anymore and has become very weak. We think she is bewitched. That is why we have come here.”

Myriam stared at him for a few moments and then turned her gaze back to the girl on the bed. She lay there so calmly, pale and skinny, but peaceful. What stories were circulating on the mainland about Witch Island that these people thought she could help them?

"What are you giving her?" she asked aloud.

Goggle man pointed to a bottle sitting on the bedside table.

“Laudanum, to keep her calm.”

“And hot wine with herbs and honey, to give her strength,” the mother added.

Idiots! Myriam thought to herself. They keep the child constantly sedated, no wonder she is weakened! She felt the urge to smash the bottle of laudanum against the wall. Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she carefully picked up the bottle and handed it to the doctor.

“Put this away, she can't have this anymore. And no more wine either!” She looked at the mother sternly. “Go to the kitchen and ask Frieda for warm milk with honey.” 

Four pairs of eyes looked at her in surprise. The young man was the first to move. As he walked towards the door, Myriam called after him: “and ask Frieda if she still has a feeding bottle somewhere.”

“Do you think you can help her?" asked goggle man.

Myriam doubted that. She did not want to give these people false hope.

“I need to examine her first, and therefore she must be conscious.” Her gaze went from the pale figure on the bed to the three adults staring at her expectantly and she made up her mind.

“I will stay with her tonight. Go to your rooms and freshen up.”

Goggle man ushered Amelie's parents out of the room but kept lingering at the door himself.

“I would appreciate it if you would keep me informed about the treatment.”

It sounded rather out of place and Myriam had to make an effort not to laugh in his face. This is Witch Island wise guy, witches answer to no one. But she didn't want to scold him, not yet.

“Of course,” she replied sweetly, “We'll speak tomorrow morning.”

After he left, she first checked if the girl was still asleep and then went to the attic to get a straw mattress. On the way back, she ran into the brother. He was carrying a picnic basket which he pushed into her hands.

“The innkeeper gave me this for you.” It was clear he was uncomfortable around her. Myriam chuckled. She took the basket and waved him away. He needed little prompting and quickly disappeared into his room.

In addition to the requested feeding bottle with warm milk, the basket contained a piece of meat pie and a bottle of apple juice.

Myriam frowned. Frieda had assumed that she would stay here even before she had decided so herself. Actually, that was not surprising. This was what she always did when someone was ill, it was what people expected from their witch. But still, this felt different. She did not know these people and she did not have a good feeling about them. She shrugged. For now, there was nothing she could do about it. She sat down on the edge of the bed, put a hand on the girl's forehead and gently pushed the feeding bottle between her lips. The child sleepily licked the warm milk from her lips and then instinctively started sucking. Myriam nodded to herself, this was a good sign. She walked to the window and opened the curtains. The sun was setting, the sky coloured purple with one last red smudge on the horizon. Myriam looked around the room. On a chair in the corner was a pile of clothes, she carefully picked them up and put them in the chest at the foot of the bed. Then she closed the curtains and made herself comfortable in the only chair in the room. In her mind, she thanked Frieda for the meat pie. The villagers took good care of their local witch. After devouring her supper, Myriam lay down on the straw sack to sleep.

 











E 2. Witch Circle H


 

Myriam woke up as a ray of sunlight fell on her face. She sat up with a jolt and rubbed her eyes. A beam of light fell on the bed through a crack in the curtains. Myriam jumped up. The bed was empty. She looked around the room. Apart from the one chair and the chest to store clothes, there was a small table with a washbasin and ewer, and under the bed a chamber pot. Amelie wasn’t here, her clothes were still in the chest where Myriam had stored them the previous evening. Myriam took some deep breaths to calm herself and walked to the window. The room looked out on the yard behind the inn. She saw the carriage standing, with its drawbars touching the ground. Could the girl have gone out on her own? Yesterday she had been too weak to stand up. Myriam opened the door and walked out into the corridor. Linda came up the stairs with a steaming jug of hot water in each hand.

“Have you seen Amelie? Is anyone awaking yet?” The girl looked at her in bewilderment and shook her head.

Myriam gestured to the jugs with her chin. “Go into the rooms to see if she is there, I'm going to look outside.”

Before Linda could respond, Myriam walked down the stairs and out the back door. Next to the stables were two stalls for the privy, both were empty. Inside the stables, the five white horses stood quietly in their stalls, no one was there.

Myriam sighed and went back inside. There, hell had broken loose.

“Where is she? Where is that witch?”

Amelie's father was roaring in the tap room, his head turning red. 

“This game has gone on long enough now. I never thought it was a good idea to come here, you see what comes of it now...”

Frieda stood staring at him in bewilderment. Her mouth opened and closed without making any sound. Nervously, she looked over her shoulder at the kitchen door, hoping her husband would come to her rescue.

Meanwhile, the news had also reached the girl's mother. From the upper floor, an icy scream could be heard, followed by a wordless wail.

Myriam was in the corridor at the foot of the stairs. Joris was in the taproom, with his back to her, complaining to Frieda. He had not yet seen her. She thought it best to keep it that way, at least until tempers had calmed down. On tiptoe, Myriam snuck backwards and fled through the back door into the yard. She took off as fast as she could. Out of breath from running, she reached her cottage. Relieved, she pushed open the door, rushed in and locked it with the latch. What had she gotten herself into? The cat lay curled up on her pillow and lazily turned its head.

“Had a wild night?”

Myriam flopped down on the bed next to the animal and scratched it behind the ears.

“I'm in big trouble.” As she stroked the cat, she recounted what had happened. She always spoke loudly to Boris when she was alone. Now she looked pleadingly at the animal.

“Can you help me search for the girl?”

Boris sat up straight and started licking his front paw.

“Do I look like a tracker dog to you?”

Myriam smiled sadly. “You look like a witch's cat, a witch in trouble. This is serious Boris, I'm going to summon the witch circle, I need help.”

The cat jumped off the bed. “Well, if that’s the case, I'll see what I can do, but I can't promise anything.”

With his tail in the air, he stepped jauntily across the room and disappeared through the hatch in the back door.

Myriam looked around. Her cottage consisted of one room, with a bed against the wall, a cast-iron pot-bellied stove, a table and two chairs. From a coat rack on the wall hung an apron and two cloaks, one for summer and one for winter. Underneath was a chest with clothes and a few blankets. She opened the top part of the back door and looked out. Jonas knew where she lived, would he have told his father? There was no one in sight. Carefully, she also opened the lower part of the door and walked to the birdcage next to the house. Every witch had a number of helpers. Myriam's helpers were Boris the tomcat, whom she had raised herself, and two crows she had inherited from her predecessor.

The advantage was that the birds were already trained in conveying messages. The disadvantage was that she was not yet familiar with them.

Before entering the cage, she retrieved a pair of black leather gloves from the shed. The animals were tame enough, yet she never felt entirely comfortable with them. Once she was sure she had the bird firmly in her grip, she took it to the shed. She held the animal convulsively in her left hand and shook the glove loose from her right hand. From a glass jar on a wooden worktable, she took out two red iron rings and put them around the crow's leg. Red meant urgent; two red rings indicated an emergency. The other witches would leave for the meeting place as soon as they received this message. 

Myriam stepped outside and released the bird. She watched it as it flew away. Then she handled the second crow. This one would notify Suzanne, the nearest witch. Suzanne, in turn, would send a bird to Hannelore and Andrea. The first crow was on its way to Vivianne, who was responsible for notifying Gertrude and Yvonne. Myriam looked at the position of the sun. With some luck, the meeting could take place at noon. She still had some time, but not much. Back in the house, she prepared a dish of food for Boris. She herself drank only a cup of milk; she was too nervous to eat anything. She swapped her black skirt for a roomy trouser skirt, also black of course. She put on her summer coat and her hat. The hat had a wide brim to protect her eyes from the sun, and a high tip, to impress people. 

To reach the meeting place, she had to take the broom. Not the ordinary broom that stood in the corner and with which she swept the floor. Anyone who thought you could stay upright in the air with that was clueless. Yet, this was a well-kept secret, even on Witch Island. The real witch's broom stood in the shed. To someone on the ground, watching a witch fly high up in the air, it looked like an ordinary broom, but appearances can be deceiving. To begin with, the flying broom was much bigger and the stick was much thicker. Halfway up, there was a shell-shaped saddle, which when flying was completely hidden under her wide cape. There were also footrests, behind which she could hook the heels of her boots, and handles, close to the stick, for a better grip. The rudder, which consisted of a square wooden board, was hidden by the straw at the bottom of the broom. Myriam placed the broom at an angle on the ground so that the stick pointed in the right direction and mounted it. Then she pushed off with her feet. Taking off was easy. The broom slid into the air at a fixed angle. Now it was a matter of staying still and taking care not to wobble, because then the whole thing would get out of balance. Once at cruising altitude, Myriam pushed the stick down until the broom hung almost horizontally in the air. She looked down. The village was already behind her. She glided over fields and meadows where sheep were grazing. Cutting through the land, the silver ribbon of the river Waag glistened in the sun. She followed it upstream, flying over wooded hills, to where a smaller river, the Beaver, flowed into the Waag. From this height, the group of houses near a bridge over the river could be seen from afar. Further on, the green of the open grassland around Beaver's mouth gave way again to the darker green of forests. Because of the trees, it became harder to follow the little river. Fortunately, it was not far now. The place where the witches gathered was a clearing in the forest that could only be reached from the air. Myriam circled above the trees a few times until she found the right place. Now came the most difficult part of the journey, the landing. One of the reasons Myriam wanted to arrive here first was that she would rather not have the other witches see her land. She was not very good at it. She flew another round over the clearing, trying to gauge her landing as best she could. Clenching her teeth, she started the final approach. Her feet touched the tops of the trees, the ground was rapidly approaching, far too rapidly. At the last moment, she pulled the stick convulsively towards her, skimming over the ground and crashing into the bushes at the edge of the clearing. Startled, a few birds flew up, but otherwise no one witnessed her clumsy manoeuvre. Myriam plucked the twigs and leaves from her clothes and pulled her broom free from the thicket. To her relief, it was not damaged. While waiting for the others, Myriam gathered some wood and started a small fire. 

Vivianne and Yvonne arrived soon after and made a perfect landing. They dove in a descending spiral between the trees around the clearing with an ease and elegance that Myriam envied. Hannelore, Suzanne and Andrea used the same technique, only Gertrude took a different approach. Like Myriam, she took a nosedive. According to Myriam, she was still flying far too high. Astonished, she watched as the witch pulled the broom almost completely vertical at about four feet above the ground and let herself fall out of the air. Myriam promised herself to try that technique next time.

The witches put aside their brooms and sat in a circle around the fire. Gertrude, who was the eldest, took the floor.

“Tell me, what's going on?”

Myriam tried to explain the problem in the clearest possible terms. All the witches listened intently.

“So that girl they had entrusted to your care has disappeared,” Hannelore summed up the situation. Myriam nodded. “I slept in the same room and I heard nothing.”

“Is anything else missing? I mean clothes or something.” Vivianne looked at Myriam questioningly.

“No, she was only wearing a nightgown.”

“And that quack claimed she was too weak to stand on her feet?” It sounded like Andrea was questioning that.

Myriam blushed. “Not literally, her mother said she was weakened, and that doctor gave her laudanum, so I didn't expect her to wander.”

 “Did they say anything about sleepwalking?” wanted Suzanne to know.

Gertrude felt it was time to intervene. “Speculating won't get us anywhere. Let's try a Vision, maybe that will yield something.”

Myriam nodded, she had brought the herbs for the Vision. As the other witches grabbed each other's hands, she stood up to throw the herbs on the smouldering fire. Then she took her place in the circle and closed her eyes. Immediately, she felt the energy of the witches’ circle flowing through her. She concentrated on the room in the inn where she had last seen Amelie and breathed deeply the scent of the herbs on the fire.

She saw the room before her, in twilight. She saw herself lying on the floor, on the straw mattress, and she heard herself snoring. That almost caused her losing concentration, but she persevered. Amelie was awake, she opened her eyes and sat up straight. For a moment she looked sideways at the snoring witch beside her bed, then she slipped out of the cot on the other side and snuck to the door. Carefully she opened the door, snuck out and silently closed it again. Myriam watched the girl walk barefoot across the landing, sneak down the stairs and slip out through the back door. She walked around the carriage to a figure that was obviously waiting for her. Although it was a clear night, the light from the stars was not enough to see his face. He (or she?) wore a grey hooded cloak. Somewhere he retrieved a similar garment which he wrapped around the girl's shoulders. Here the Vision abruptly broke off. Myriam opened her eyes.

“I'm sorry,” she stammered. Six pairs of eyes were on her.

“There is no need for that, I have ended the Vision.” Gertrude stood up to emphasise her position.

“That was a Grey Shade, we don't interfere with them.”

Myriam looked at the old witch in surprise.

“A Grey Shade, are you sure? This far south?”

Gertrude looked around the circle.

“Just ask the others.” All the witches nodded in agreement.

“We all saw and felt it,” Hannelore confirmed.

Gertrude sat down again. “We are not allowed to do anything against the Grey Shades, that is the agreement. We leave them alone and they leave us alone.”

“But this one did enter my territory to kidnap someone,” Myriam objected, “so the agreement has been violated, hasn't it?”

“According to what I saw, the girl went along of her own free will.” That was Vivianne, the others nodded in agreement.

Myriam looked at them in surprise. “Free will! She is just a child!”

Gertrude burst out laughing. “A child! Look who’s talking! You're not much older yourself. How would you have reacted a year ago if someone had tried to stop you from being initiated?”

The other witches chuckled. Myriam was perplexed. They were right of course, if Amelie wanted to join the Grey Shades of her own free will, they could not stop her. However, her intuition told her there was more to it, but she could not put her finger on it.

“Well,” Gertrude concluded, “that settles the matter and we can all go home. Of course, I understand it won't be pleasant to inform her parents, but I'm sure you'll manage.”

Without further ado, the old witch took her broom, pointed it home and took off. The others still had the decency to give Myriam an encouraging pat on the shoulder before saying goodbye. Myriam watched them as they flew off in all directions. With a sigh, she picked up her own broom and hurried home.

 

She saw him as she circled above her cottage before landing. He was sitting on her bench, in front of her house, with her cat on his lap. Fortunately, he hadn’t looked up yet, so he had not seen her. She landed behind the house and stowed the broom in the shed. 

“Any news of your sister?” Jonas was startled when the witch suddenly stood in front of him.

“Um, I actually came to ask you that.” He quickly recovered and once again assumed that air of superiority she so disliked. Why was she actually trying to help these people? Because it was expected of her, of course. After all, she was the village witch, everything that happened on her territory concerned her. People expected her to get involved, and if she did nothing then she risked losing their confidence.

“I gathered the circle of witches,” she hoped this would impress him. “Let's go to the inn, then I can tell everyone at once.”

Boris, meanwhile, was rubbing his head against her leg to get her attention.

“Wait here, I have to feed the cat first, I'll be right back.”

She wanted to enter by the front door but remembered just in time that she had locked it from inside with the bolt. So she walked around to the back door. The cat followed her.

“What did you find out?” she whispered.

“I thought I was getting food.”

Myriam walked in and opened her biscuit tin. There was only one oatmeal biscuit left in it. She broke off a piece and held it out to the cat. He turned up his nose, so she ate it herself. The biscuit tasted a bit stale, but that didn't matter, she hadn't eaten anything all day. She ate the rest of the cookie while Boris gave his report.

“I followed her scent trail outside, in the yard. There she met a man, a stranger, his scent is not familiar to me.”

Myriam nodded, this agreed with what she had seen during the Vision.

“Are you sure it was a man?”

Boris looked indignant. “Of course, who do you think I am?”

“Fine.” Myriam grabbed an apple from the basket on the table and went out past the front door. She ate the apple as she walked with Jonas to the inn, that way she had an excuse not to talk. 

The situation at The Good Folks Inn had not improved.

Joris, Amelie's father, stood in the taproom with a gun slung over his shoulder. Gaston, the innkeeper barred his way.

“What's going on here?” Myriam suddenly had enough of it. “Weapons are forbidden on this island, what are you up to?”

Jonas walked up to his father and tried in vain to calm him down.

“I saw a bear! A bear! While my daughter is out there! Good thing I brought a gun!” While screaming, the man pushed off his son.

Myriam crossed her arms and looked at him sternly. “Bears are sacred on Witch Island.” Her voice sounded icy cold. That seemed to upset Joris for a moment. Before he could recover, Myriam continued.

“Is that gun loaded?”

“Not yet,” Joris patted his hand on the pocket of his vest where he kept his bullets. Gaston understood the witch's intention and reacted with lightning speed. He grabbed the man by the arm and yanked the gun off his shoulder. Myriam sighed in relief.

“The bears will not harm your daughter,” she assured the disarmed man, who had not yet recovered from his surprise. She pointed with her thumb at the tables and benches in front of the inn. “Those are not meant for the people.”

Joris stared at her dazedly. His son Jonas was the first to realise what she meant.

“Are you saying the bears here are tame?”

“Tame is not the right word, they are used to people. They don't harm anyone and only come for the leftovers from the kitchen.”

Joris was not convinced. “This is insane! What if such a beast turns evil and attacks?”

"Then we call the witch," Frieda replied from the doorway. She looked aside as she heard a rumble on the stairs. The doctor came down and looked questioningly at the party.

“Mathilde is sleeping now, I gave her something. Is there any news?”

Joris lowered himself onto a chair, sighing. “We've ended up in a madhouse. You're not going to believe this.”

And that is only the beginning, wait until you learn to know us better, Myriam thought to herself.

 











E 3. The Grey Shade H


 

Amelie was tired and felt dizzy. Since she had met the Grey Shade, they had been riding all the time. Under the grey cloak he had given her, she was still wearing her sleeping gown. Without a word, the man had put her in front of him on his horse. Around noon, they had stopped, mainly for the sake of the horse. He had given her water and a crumbly brown cake that tasted rather nutty. All her muscles ached from being in the saddle for so long. As the sun began to sink, her bare feet were getting cold. She had imagined this adventure completely different. She had wanted to be away from her parents, away from that idiot of a brother and away from that doctor who gave her sleeping potions. She had wanted to meet people who understood her, who did not think she was sick or possessed, people like herself. She had tried to talk to the man in the grey cloak, but the only answer she got was: “quiet now, we'll talk later.”

A little way back, they had gone off the road and now they were driving seemingly aimlessly through the forest. Here under the trees, it was already getting dark. Occasionally a last ray of sun pierced through the foliage and bushes. The horse, a Grey Fungus, slowed his stride. They had arrived at the bank of a small river.

“This is where we stop for the night.” It was the first full sentence she heard him speak. He put his money where his mouth was and dismounted. In one fluid motion, he took her by the waist and effortlessly lifted her to the ground.

“I will light a fire, you can freshen up in the river.”

With those words, he wrapped the horse's reins around the branch of a tree and disappeared into the thicket. Amelie looked around. A strip of sand formed a small beach on the bank of the water. At the edges, there was low scrub under tall trees. Amelie walked carefully into the thicket, in the opposite direction to the one in which the man had disappeared. The bushes scraped her bare legs and twigs and pebbles pricked the soles of her feet. As soon as she could no longer see the horse's head, she crouched down to pee. Relieved, she returned to the little beach, threw off the cloak and walked into the river. The cold shallow water prickled her feet. She bent down, to wash her face and hands. Then she spread the cloak on the sand and stretched out on it. Strangely, her feet had gotten warm from the cold water, they tingled pleasantly and Amelie felt herself getting sleepy. Through her half-closed eyes, she saw the man return with a pile of firewood. As he lit the fire, he started talking.

“It's still warm now, but it could get cold tonight.”

Amelie stared back silently. However, that didn’t seem to bother him.

“It's been a long day, we've covered a good distance.” He stood up and retrieved a package from his saddlebags. 

Amelie pulled a dirty face. “Surely not those biscuits again!”

“I am afraid so.” He crouched down beside the fire and held out his hand. “My name is Dorian. The elders have sent me to take you to the fortress. But I can also take you back to your parents if you wish, it's your call.”

Amelie sighed and looked around. She had dreamt of running away from her parents for so long and here she was now, sitting in the middle of a forest with a strange man at a campfire. It was getting dark, the sun stood low in the sky, casting a pink glow on the fast-flowing water between the trees. Suddenly she thought she saw something moving on the other bank. Was it a trick of light? She blinked and looked again. A dark shape emerged from the forest and approached the water's edge. Some kind of beast? Amelie sat up to see better. The animal ran from the shadows into the last rays of the sun. “A bear!" whispered Amelie in surprise. She pointed and looked at Dorian. The latter smiled and put his index finger to his lips. The little bear stepped carefully, putting one paw on a pebble, shifting its weight, before pitting the second paw on the next stone. Amelie watched in fascination as it hesitantly, one paw up, looked around in search of the next foothold, then suddenly it lost its balance and landed in the shallow water. The little bear immediately got up and shook the water out of its fur. At that moment, a second bear emerged from the forest, followed by the imposing figure of mother bear. Amelie clasped her hands in front of her mouth to avoid screaming. She felt a pressure on her arm and looked to the side.

“Don't be afraid,” Dorian whispered in her ear. “They won't hurt anyone.”

The girl looked at him with wide eyes. “Are you sure?” she whispered back. He just smiled and nodded. Amelie continued to sit and watch in fascination. As the sun subsided completely and it slowly darkened, the bear family walked downstream along the riverbank into the shadows. Only when they were completely out of sight did Amelie let her breath escape. She suddenly realised she had been holding it the whole time. Dorian laughed softly and offered her a nut cake. 

It was an austere meal, yet it seemed like a feast. Amelie suddenly felt that all her senses were sharpened. The lapping water, the rustling of the wind in the trees, the smell of the forest, the warmth of the flickering flames and the taste of nuts, blueberries and honey, all merged into an overwhelming symphony that made her feel for the first time in a long time that she was really alive. She took a sip from the water bag Dorian offered her and felt how her body welcomed the cool water. No wine she had drunk in her parents’ house had ever tasted as good as this. She looked at her travelling companion.

“Is it far yet?”

He shrugged.

“By tomorrow evening, we will reach the border of Witch territory, where we can spend the night with a friendly farmer. From there it is a day's climb to Dragon Lake. By the end of the following day, we will arrive at the fortress.”

“Witch territory, is that why we had to be so careful?”

He nodded. “We have an agreement with the witches, they leave us alone and we leave them alone. I’m actually trespassing by coming here.” 

“There was a witch in my room last night, couldn't she have noticed you?”

He grinned. “I don't know, she hasn't seen me, not directly anyway. By now, the witches will have some suspicion, but as long as they don't catch us in the act, there's not much they can do.”

Amelie frowned. “And who are we anyway?”

“The witches call us Grey Shades because we wear those grey cloaks and try our best not to stand out. We actually consider ourselves scientists.“

Amelie stared at him in amazement. “Scientists! That sounds so...” she furrowed her brows as she searched for the right word.

"Dull?" suggested her companion.

Amelie shook her head. “It reminds me of Theo, the doctor my father hired.”

“Not those kinds of scientists,” Dorian reassured her. “The fortress is where people gather who have a special gift and want to find out more about it.”

He stood up and took a blanket roll off his horse. As he unrolled it and gave her one of the two blankets, he looked at her sideways.

“Go to sleep now, I'll keep watch. “At the moment, I can’t tell you more. You will have to wait until we are in the fortress. As long as you haven’t been initiated, I am not really allowed to tell you anything.” 

 

In Beech Grove, Myriam sat by the fireplace in the inn and did her best to suppress a yawn. She had told the doctor, Amelie's father and brother everything she knew. Joris had shaken his head, “this is a madhouse, I'm going to sleep.” Walking to the stairs, he had turned to the doctor. “You try to get a sensible word out of that woman, I give up.” With that, he had stomped away. 

Myriam decided not to wait for their questions, but to take the lead. It was high time everyone put their cards on the table.

“What was really wrong with Amelie? She was clearly not as weak as she pretended to be. And there must be a reason why a Grey Shade came to pick her up, they usually never do that.”

The doctor stared silently into the fire for a while and then sighed.

“I don't know, I've only been treating her for a few months.”

This way, they were getting nowhere. Myriam tried a different approach.

“Whose idea was it to come to Witch Island?”

“That was her own idea.” It was Jonas who replied, the doctor looked up in surprise.

“Why do you say that? I myself suggested to Joris to consult a witch.”

Jonas smiled apologetically. “That's true, but how did you come to the conclusion that she was bewitched?”

The doctor looked at the young man, frowning for a few moments, then a light went on in his mind.

“If I am not mistaken, you came up with that idea. So you were in on the plot!”

“Amelie is my little sister,” he defended himself, “she begged me to help her.”

“Wait a minute.” Myriam tried to understand. “So it was Amelie herself who wanted to come to Witch Island, but no one, except Jonas, knew.”

“My father would never have agreed to it if he had known it was her idea. So we decided to pretend she was bewitched.”

“Did she fake it all the time?” The doctor sounded genuinely surprised.

“The anxiety attacks and nightmares were real,” the boy assured him. “She sometimes exaggerated it a bit by throwing stuff. When that didn't help, she stopped eating, at least at the table, I smuggled her favourite food into her room as soon as my parents were asleep.”

Myriam saw the doctor's face turn red, from anger, from embarrassment or both. He slapped his hands on his knees in helplessness. “She fooled us all!”

That's clear now, Myriam thought. Before they could continue on this, she asked another question: “How old is Amelie anyway?”

The doctor looked at her angrily. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“She's fifteen.” Jonas ignored the furious doctor and addressed Myriam directly. “She told me there are people on this island who could help her, and she was not talking about the witches. She had read about it in the newspaper, she showed me the articles.”

Myriam stood up. She felt tired and abused.

“Well, it's clear now that she went with that Gray Shade of her own free will. There is nothing more I can do for her.”

The doctor shook his head in bewilderment. “Her father is not going to be satisfied with that. Amelie is just a child.”

Myriam looked at them defiantly. “I was fourteen when I was initiated as a witch, that was six months ago. I think she is old enough to make her own choices. Besides, as far as I know, the Grey Shades have never harmed anyone.” With that, she turned and left the inn.

 











E 4. Weapons H


 

Myriam woke up to something stroking her face, something warm and itchy. She reluctantly opened one eye. After the conversation last night at the inn, she had gone home to sleep. She remembered that it had started raining as she walked home. Big, thick drops, the harbinger of the thunderstorm that had erupted later. Fortunately, she was safe and sound in bed by then. For her, the matter was settled, she had done what she could, Amelie's family had to accept the girl's choice. They were from the mainland, so not her responsibility. Her one eye stared into a green cat's eye. With some effort, she opened her second eye.

“We have a visitor.”

Sighing, Myriam straightened up, got out of bed and started dressing.

“Who is it?”

“The prince on the white horse, he is waiting outside.”

“Silly cat,” muttered Myriam as she opened the upper part of the front door and peered out. It was early, wisps of fog hung over the meadow across the road and among the trees in the distance. The previous night's thunderstorm had blown over and the sun was doing its best to burn away the fog.

Jonas jumped up from the bench he had been waiting on.

“The innkeeper sent me,” he declared upon seeing the frown on her face. “My father has disappeared and so has the doctor.”

Myriam leaned her elbows on the lower part of the front door.

“What have I got to do with that? They are grown men.”

The young man looked around nervously. His eyes shot in all directions, as if to avoid looking straight at her. His air of superiority from the previous days had completely disappeared.

“The gun the innkeeper had confiscated is also gone,” he blurted out. “And three of the horses.”

Myriam pushed aside the bolt that held the lower hatch of the front door in place. Jonas had to step back as she pushed the door open.
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