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Chapter 1
New Chapter


** This book will be released in the first half of 2013.
Here is an extract for your enjoyment. **

 

 



 

A witch travelled through the midnight woods, mindful of the
hibernating creatures nearby. She was camouflaged in a brown
woollen cloak that flirted her ankles. Strands of raven-coloured
hair escaped from underneath her hood, as she came to a stop in a
small clearing. She dropped her bag and stretched weary limbs
before setting up camp.

Four stakes, all three foot in length, were pushed into the damp
earth to make a square. Next, a thick grey blanket was thrown over
them as a shelter. Isobel used the fifth stick to create a circle
on the ground surrounding the tent.

She muttered a language, alien to anyone who may have happened
to walk by at that particular moment. The effects of the magic
stirred beneath her feet, vibrating through the earth as all within
the circle became protected. The moon cast a pale glow over the
clearing and she looked around. Yes, this would do for now.

Inside the tent, she took bread from her bag and devoured a
chunk like an attacking beast. Days ago she'd had no option but to
exchange her last valuable possession - her wedding ring - to pay
for lodgings. This morning, in return for the bread, she'd given up
her body. The whole thing had lasted a few moments, the baker
climaxing before he could enter her.

Careful to keep aside some food, she put the rest back in her
bag. Cloak wrapped tightly around her, she lay down and thought.
The forest appeared void of people, so she would take the chance to
rest for a day or two. Maybe try and catch a couple of animals to
sell in the nearest village.

Birdsong woke her the next morning. The smell of rain was in the
air, forewarned by the murky grey sky that greeted Isobel when she
emerged from the tent. A crow stood on a fallen log close by,
watching her. Isobel kept eye contact as she bent down before
launching the stick at the creature. The bird was too fast and,
with a loud caw, flew away. Isobel exhaled a small laugh. Stupid
bird, she thought, you could have fetched a coin or two for me.

The sound of crunching leaves nearby alerted her to a presence.
It was too late to grab the stick, or cast another protection
spell. A man emerged from the trees and spotted Isobel standing by
her tent, and stopped. His bushy silvery-brown eyebrows dipped.

'I'm looking for a girl. She belongs to me.' His voice was
rough. 'Seen her?'

'No girl has passed this way,' Isobel answered, with a shake of
the head. She hoped he would leave, but he didn't.

His waistcoat and shirt clung to his large frame, the buttons
straining to escape from the holes. He scratched at a spot where
his brown hair receded. His tongue darted out to lick cracked lips.
He nodded at the makeshift tent behind her. 'What you doing in
these woods? A woman alone?' He smirked, before adding: 'Might get
into all sorts of trouble.'

Isobel ignored him, and went about picking up sticks for a fire.
She was ready to drop her haul and scoop the dagger from her boot
if necessary.

'Here, I'm talking to you, woman.' The man was quick on his
feet. Before Isobel knew it, he was by her side and gripping her
arm tightly, causing her to drop the pittance of twigs and bracken
in her hands. She bent to grab her weapon but the man took hold of
her wrists, a leer on his face. 'Well, she won't have gone far. No
reason why I can't have a bit of fun in the meantime.'

He shoved her with such force, she fell backwards and banged her
head on the ground. He dropped to his knees but Isobel was quick
enough to slam her feet against his chest and push him over. He
tumbled to the right. Isobel grabbed her chance to stand up but a
thick hand clamped around her ankle and pulled hard. She cried out
before falling face first to the rough terrain, a searing pain on
her cheek. The man began to pant then her cloak and dress were
thrown up around her. As he fumbled with his trousers, Isobel
managed to twist herself around. With a clenched fist she reached
out and punched him in the face. His head jerked back but he stayed
upright.

'You bitch,' he hissed. 'I'll teach you a lesson.' He pulled
back his balled hand. Isobel faced away, eyes closed, ready for the
impact.

Seconds passed. No punch had been landed. Isobel opened her eyes
again just in time to see the man fall forward. She scrambled to
her feet before he hit the ground, her spell stick protruding from
the back of his neck. A young girl stood where the man had been,
trembling, her mouth slack.

With all her strength, Isobel pulled the stick out and grabbed
the girl's arm, hauling her inside the tent. Then, with shaking
hands, she cast another protection spell around them before the
world dissolved into nothingness.



*****



A grimy, damp blanket greeted Isobel when she opened her eyes.
Someone had moved her inside the tent. The girl, perhaps?
Remembering the knife this time, Isobel emerged from the tent and
stood underneath an indigo sky. A poor attempt at a fire had been
made. One solitary flame waved helplessly from a handful of
bracken. The girl was nowhere to be seen.

Isobel's attacker still lay in the same position where he had
fallen. Nevertheless, Isobel tightened her grip on the knife and
approached the body with caution, wincing with every crunch of a
leaf underfoot.

When she had almost reached the prone figure, the sound of
someone sniffling made Isobel to spin round. The girl's face peered
over the top of the blanket. Five large strides and Isobel's hand
was tight around the girl's thin neck. 'Why are you still here,
child?' She brought the knife to the girl's throat. 'What do you
want?'

The answer was barely audible. 'I wanted to make sure you were
all right.'

'Why should you care? You don't know me.' She pressed the knife
against the child's skin, not enough to draw blood though Isobel
knew never to trust even the most innocent-looking of people.

The girl turned to face the direction the dead man lay in, and
spoke with a sudden cold calmness that unnverved Isobel. 'He is a
bad man.'

'Was a bad man,' Isobel corrected. 'You killed him. Well done. I
assume it's your first kill so here's a tip, young one. If you plan
to survive in this world by yourself, this won't be the last time
you take a life.' She released the girl, expecting her to run away
but the girl remained in front of her. Of course, thought Isobel,
the protection circle. She cannot leave unless on my say so.

A man's voice, loud and desperate, reached them through the
trees. Isobel held onto her knife and hissed at the girl to hide in
the tent but the girl appeared not to hear her. She was listening
intently to the voice. Isobel pushed the girl towards the tent and
ordered her to hide. She turned around in time to see a man appear
at the other side of the clearing.

She could not make out his features in the dim light but he was
tall and had a broad frame. The man bent down to examine the dead
attacker and turned the body over, then he let out a curse of
exclamation. His eyes found Isobel and he got to his feet
quickly.

'Don't come any closer,' Isobel spoke. 'What do you want?'

'Did you do this?' he asked, nodding down at the body.

'No, sadly I didn't have that pleasure. I ask again, what do you
want?'

'I mean no harm. I'm looking for a girl. She's twelve but looks
small for her age. Have you seen her?'

'He was looking for her, too,' Isobel told him. 'Why would two
men want a little girl?'

'Father!' The girl had emerged from the tent. She got as far as
the circle line before she fell to the ground, as though she'd hit
an invisible barrier.

The man started forward. 'Teresa!'

The girl called out for her father again, reaching out a hand.
Isobel moved towards the girl and wrapped her hand around the
girl's neck again, the knife back at her throat. The man froze.

'Stay back or I swear I will slit her throat,' Isobel warned
him. 'Who are you?'

The man spoke with a menacing calm. 'Let go of her right now, or
I'll -'

'Oh, please don't make the mistake of thinking you can threaten
me. Now tell me who you are.'

'Give her to me!' the man barked. He stalked forward but stopped
short of the circle. He tried to take another step but his foot
would not cross the line. His eyes narrowed. 'What is this?'

'She cast a spell,' Teresa blurted out.

'That's right,' Isobel said, her eyes never straying from the
father. 'She cannot get out, you cannot get in.'

'You're a witch.'

'I suppose I am.'

The man paused for a second. 'I have no quarrel with you, woman.
I just want my daughter back.'

Isobel studied the man and girl for a moment. They didn't pose
much threat, really. She put her knife away. ‘Leave.

'With a cautious step, Teresa crossed over the circle boundary
and threw her arms around her father.

He lifted her up with ease and started chuckling. 'We're free!'
he exclaimed. Eventually, he put her back down and looked across at
Isobel. 'Thank you,' he said, solemnly. 'I promise, we won't tell
anyone we saw you.'

'You'll forgive me if I don't quite believe that.' Isobel
settled down in front of the paltry fire and began adding more
twigs to stoke it.

The man shrugged and turned to his daughter again. He took her
hand. 'Come on, lass. We need to go.'

She expected them to leave at once but when Isobel looked up,
they were still standing there. Teresa's eyes fixed on the dead
body.

'I'm in trouble, aren't I? For killing him.' She spoke with a
whisper.

Peter stooped down so he was level with the girl, cupping her
face in his hands. 'No, you're not. I won't let anyone harm you but
we need to go. Find somewhere to rest for the night. There might be
a village not far from here.'

'But we have nothing to trade, father,' the girl replied. 'We
don't get anything for free. You told me that. Why can't we stay
here?'

'Teresa… ' The man glanced at Isobel before continuing. 'Look,
we just can't. Let us leave now, and we'll can find somewhere
before it gets too dark.'

'Get rid of the body and you may stay for one night,' Isobel
said, her focus now back on the fire which was improving with every
passing second. 'You've taught your daughter well. Nothing is free
in this world. I have some bread to share. Your daughter can sleep
in the tent.'

The father got to his feet. 'All right,' he said, eventually.
'Thank you.'

'Don't thank me yet. You have to get rid of the body first. But
if you try anything stupid, I will not hesitate to kill the
child.'



*****



By the time the father had returned from burying the corpse, Teresa
was fast asleep in the tent and snoring quietly. Isobel still sat
next to the now impressive fire, cross-legged and keeping warm. She
had given the girl her cloak to use as a blanket so Isobel
appreciated the fire even more.

'It's done,' he said, settling down by the fire, opposite
Isobel. From the light of the flames she could see him more
clearly. His hair was closely-cropped, brown flecked with grey. The
lower half of his face was covered in days old stubble, his large
green eyes were fixated on the bread Isobel held out to him. 'My
name's Peter,' he said, taking the bread and tearing into it.
Isobel told him her name and he nodded, as though in approval.

'What did you do with our dead friend?' she asked him.

He swallowed the piece he'd been chewing. 'Dug a grave, though
not too deep that the wolves would miss it.' There was an edge to
his voice, she noted.

'So Peter,' she began, getting comfortable. 'What's your
story?'

He glanced across at her. 'What do you mean?'

'Well, a bad man looks for an innocent young girl, the girl
kills the bad man and is then reunited with her father. That's just
the end of the story. It must have started somehow.'

Peter stared into the flames for what seemed like forever.
Finally, he spoke. 'He deserved it,' he said, his face full of
bitterness.

'I agree with that,' Isobel said, remembering the attack all too
clearly.

She listened as Peter told her how his wife, Teresa's mother,
had disappeared five years before, from their home. How Peter and
his daughter had tried to find her but instead had encountered
Ranulf, the dead man who had promised to help them, only to enslave
them as part of his Travelling Show.

'But… you look tough,' said Isobel, when he had finished.
'Surely you could have overpowered him.'

He shook his head. 'It wasn't that simple.'

'What about the other members of the Travelling Show? Won't they
be wondering what has happened?'

'We were the Travelling Show,’ Peter told her. ‘He met us and -’
he stopped. ‘Anyway, it’s over now. We’re free.'

'How did she escape?’ Isobel knew it sounded like she was
interrogating him, but she was showing him and his daughter
hospitality for the night. She had every right to know a bit about
her temporary companions.

Peter finished his bread then leaned back on his elbows. ‘When
we were on the road, we were kept in separate cages in the
wagon.'

'To stop you colluding to escape, I suppose.'

'Something like that. I’d noticed the looks he’d been given
Teresa, for a while now. It was only a matter of time before he
acted on it.’ His voice trailed off for a moment. ‘He stopped the
wagon just as we entered the forest and he unlocked her cage. I
knew what he was going to do. He told me as much. But she has her
mother’s spirit. A swift knee to the crotch, and she disappeared
further into the woods. He gave chase, unsurprisingly. I did my
best to break out of my cage to go and help her, and cut my hand in
the process,’ he said, holding up his bandaged hand.

'Want me to take a look at it?'

'No, thank you. It will heal with time.'

'All right, then,’ Isobel said, not bothering to cover a yawn
which erupted from her mouth. ‘I’m a bit tired myself, anyway.’ She
lay back on the rough terrain then spoke quietly. ‘Just so you
know, the last man who tried to rape me your daughter killed. Try
anything and I’ll kill you myself.'

She heard Peter copy her position and lie on his back, outside
the circle. ‘You don't trust me,’ he said. ‘I don’t blame you. You
can’t trust anyone, these days. But hear this, witch; harm my
daughter while I sleep and I’ll rip your heart out where you stand.
Just so you know.’
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