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The rumble of thunder awoke her with a jolt. Her aquamarine eyes 
shot open in panic, flashing a brilliant white, as if lightning were being 
reflected in them. As her senses came about her, they cooled back 
to her usual vibrant blue. With a lazy stretch, she pushed herself up 
from her hay cot with a grumble of annoyance, her eyes flickering 
absentmindedly around her. The cobblestone walls of the castle did 
nothing to keep out the chill, and a shiver rippled through her. The 
storm still roared outside, but that would not exempt her from her daily 
chores. A huff slid from her throat as she slipped from her bed clothing 
into a modest woolen gown and wrapped a cloth headdress around her 
hair. 

Despite having awoken early, she still rushed to get to 
the kitchen. The lord and lady always expected breakfast to be 
punctual, and many a servant had been beaten for their lack of time 
management. She, luckily, hadn’t experienced the lord’s wrath yet, 
but he was quite a temperamental man and wasn’t overly fond of her. 
His steely glares caused shudders and shakes to slide fitfully down 
her spine, as they promised many terrible things. His wife, the lady, 
was softer, and yet she still had a backbone to her. She was firm and 
stern, but the respect the servants had for her was not born from fear. 
Instead, they found themselves wanting to please their lady, herself 
included. She always made sure that the lady’s meals were cooked to 
perfection, and she felt pride swell from within her whenever she got a 
compliment for her hard work. 
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This morning, the lord seemed distracted. His grumblings hinted 
at a foul mood brewing, and the lady was tense at the opposite side of 
the table. She seemed wary, which was odd, as she was usually quite 
good at plastering on a content, gentle expression. Her countenance 
clashed harshly with her flowing, bright silk gown and the wrinkle 
between her brows caused her painted face to crease and crack. It was 
rather unsettling to see the lady in such a state, and it caused her to 
shuffle uncomfortably on her feet, her hands anxiously wringing behind 
her back. 

Something must have happened. They must’ve gotten 
bad news. Although she couldn’t ascertain that, it wasn’t altogether 
uncommon. As the lord of the town, there were a multitude of issues to 
worry himself over. Lately, there hadn’t been as many merchants coming 
through town, which meant that he wasn’t receiving as many taxes. Less 
money resulted in more stress. He was currently fiddling with his cutlery, 
his plate mostly untouched. If it remained that way, she’d sneak the 
extras out to the stable boys, as they never got enough to eat. If she got 
caught, there was no telling what consequences there would be. She 
couldn’t afford to be kicked out of this town, as she had already made 
several close escapes from the crusaders in the past. This town was on 
the outskirts of their territory, making it unlikely that they would come 
here. 

She was brought back from her musings when the lord barked 
her name in his brash, grating tone. Before she had even comprehended 
why he might be calling her name, her feet had already carried her to 
him. She bowed respectfully, then waited for his instructions. 

“The market, girl,” he growled unhappily. “Go check and see 
just how many merchants are there this morning.” Her lips pursed and 
she wanted to tell him that it was unlikely there would be many due to 
the storm, but she refrained, simply dipping her head in assent. With 
a flippant wave of his hand, he dismissed her. When her eyes flickered 
down to the dishes, he took notice. “I’ll have another servant clean up 
this mess. I want this errand done now!” An accompanying fist slammed 
onto the table, resulting in an instinctive spasm within her. 

“Yes, right away, my lord,” she quickly assured, scampering off. 
It looked like the stable boys wouldn’t be getting any leftovers after all, 
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and to make it even worse, she’d most likely get drenched and develop 
a chill. It was always unfavorable to be ill, as it made the lord question 
the servant’s ability to accomplish their tasks. Many whose sickness 
had worsened were thrown to the streets, leaving them homeless and 
defenseless. She thought it unlikely that most of them survived for long. 

She rushed back to her meager quarters, swiftly bundling herself 
up with her sheepskin cloak, woolen hat, and mittens in an optimistic, 
but ultimately fruitless, attempt to keep herself warm. As soon as she 
stepped outside of the castle’s protective walls, the howling wind 
viciously clawed at her. Her cloak billowed uncomfortably wrapping itself 
around her legs as she fought against the storm. She trudged miserably 
along, her shoes squelching in the mud on the scraggly dirt path. Relief 
flooded her as the town square came into view, and she picked up 
her pace, straightening her posture into something more confident. 
Merchants were known to cajole people into purchasing their products, 
and they had a keen eye for weakness. The buildings encompassing the 
square acted as a cover, meaning the wind wasn’t as harsh. Hopefully, 
that would prompt more merchants to set up their wares, but she wasn’t 
all that convinced. As she scanned the area, her fears were confirmed: 
there were none to be seen. 

The lord is going to beat me if I bring back bad news. Dread 
swamped her, and her shoulders physically slumped at the thought. 
As she turned to head back to the castle, she took note of the tavern. 
Perhaps… if I were to bring back a barrel of the lord’s favorite wine, my 
punishment won’t be as severe. It was an idea born of desperation, but 
she had become a desperate person. The door creaked as she pushed 
it open, but no one paid any attention. Townsfolk were sprawled across 
the room at various tables, and all of them were either drunk or working 
their way to it. The savory aromas caused her stomach to grumble, and 
it made her realize that she had yet to eat today. Although the tavern 
was pleasantly toasty due to the fireplace, and a delightful respite from 
the storm, she knew that she must not linger for long. Even wine would 
not spare her from the lord’s wrath if her absence was prolonged. She 
advanced to the counter, and caught the attention of the brewer. He 
recognized her at once, for she had come often to collect wine for the 
lord, and he arched his brow in acknowledgment. 
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“The usual?” he grumbled deeply. 

“Yes,” she replied hastily, not wanting to take up too much of 
his time. “Unless you’ve made a higher quality wine?” His eyes flashed in 
offense, but they quickly shifted to a more thoughtful look. 

“As it so happens, I’ve brewed up a new variation. Would the 
lord like to be the first to taste it?” This was a gamble. She could stick 
to what she knew the lord liked, or she could bring him fresh stock. If he 
enjoyed it, she might just be forgiven for the merchants’ absence. 

“I’ll take it,” she declared. “I’ll be sure to let you know what 
the lord thinks.” He hummed in lieu of response, and then turned to the 
cellar doors. 

“Be right back,” he said gruffly. Just as he vanished down below, 
the front door swung open with a startling bang. Unlike when she had 
entered, everyone’s heads shot up to observe the newcomers. When 
she glanced over, all she saw was the red. That awful red cross that was 
emblazoned onto every crusader’s uniform was seared so starkly into her 
memory that she could never forget it. 

✧ ✧ ✧ 

Wailing and screaming reverberated throughout her village. She 
staggered out of her family’s hut, hacking and wheezing violently. Blazing 
flames engulfed many of the cottages around her, and when she turned 
around, she saw that her own home had started to burn. Her eyes stung 
from the smoke, so she wiped at them, only to discover tear tracks sliding 
down her face. Men, women, and children were all flying about her in an 
attempt to find their families, but their cries were steadily being drowned 
out by the crackling of fire. 

“Mama!” she howled, terror gripping her. “Mamaaaa!” A 
villager heard her sobbing and quickly picked her up sprinting out of the 
settlement. “No!” she screamed. “I want my mama!” Just as she said 
that, the villager jerked to a stop, stiffening imperceptibly. When she 
looked ahead, she saw why they had halted. Big, scary men in matching 
clothes all stood in a line, grins stretching their smiles wide. She curled 
up, shriveling in the villager’s arms out of fear. 

“She’s just a child!” the villager pled. “Please… please let her 
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live!” Instead of answering, the crusaders simply began to 
advance toward the pair of them. She let out a shrill scream, and a cry of 
fury echoed it. Her mother ran out in front of them, her eyes positively 
aglow with rage. The ground began to rumble, causing the crusaders to 
stumble on their feet. 

“Take her and run!” her mother instructed the villager. “Don’t 
you dare wait for me!” With that, she turned back to the crusaders with 
a ferocious cry. Her mother’s words sank in, and she began to kick and 
punch the villager with all her might, but it was no use. She was a small 
child, and her hits barely affected them at all. Booming and shouting 
could be heard behind them, but the villager didn’t turn back. They ran, 
and ran, and ran, and she never saw her mother again. 

✧ ✧ ✧ 

The dread that she had felt in the square was nothing compared 
to the pit in her stomach at the sight of the crusaders. In fact, she would 
take dozens of the lord’s thrashings over being captured by them. She 
abruptly pivoted back to the cellar door, and thankfully the brewer came 
up right then. He locked eyes with the crusaders that had come in, and 
gave them a subtle nod in greeting. They strode purposefully toward 
him, their boots thudding menacingly against the wooden floors. 

“Who’s the barrel of wine for?” one asked brusquely. 

“The lord of our humble town,” the brewer answered cautiously. 

“And who’s to take it to him?” another chimed in. 

“The girl,” he replied. “She’s one of the lord’s many servants.” 
The group of crusaders’ eyes roved over her searchingly, and she silently 
cursed her bad fortune. Their stares felt as if they were stripping her, 
and she felt queasy. The brewer gave her an apologetic look, but said 
nothing. Everyone knew that to raise a voice against the crusaders was 
a death sentence, even if the Church claimed otherwise. Once they 
seemed satisfied, the one who had spoken first peered right into (it 
seemed) her very soul. 

“The lord has graciously allowed us to take refuge in his castle 
for the endurance of our stay. We’re heading there now, in fact. Would 
you like to be escorted back? It would certainly be easier to put the 
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barrel onto one of our wagons.” 

You have got to be joking. She thought back to this morning, 
and remembered both her lord’s bad temper and her lady’s uneasiness. 
It is not the lack of merchants that caused that, but the crusaders’ 
impending arrival. 

“That would be delightful, thank you,” she hurriedly replied. 

“Of course,” he rumbled. “We were just about to grab a few 
barrels of wine ourselves as a gift for the lord’s generosity.” 

“I’ll grab his usual,” the brewer offered. He lumbered back 
down the stairs, leaving her with the awful men. The once inviting and 
warm space no longer held any appeal, and she’d much rather face the 
downpour outside than remain any longer. At least out there in the rain 
she couldn’t be inspected so easily. The brewer made several trips, and 
they ended up with four additional barrels of wine. The crusaders lifted 
them and began taking the barrels to their carts. Not one reached for 
their coin purse and she felt a pang of sympathy for the brewer. She dug 
about in her dress, and managed to scrounge up a few coins. When she 
placed them on the counter, the man’s eyes crinkled appreciatively, and 
he gave her a hearty farewell. Outside, the storm had somehow gotten 
worse, and she fought to make out much. 

“Over here, girl!” one of the crusaders shouted. She was just 
able to make out the voice, and with her head lowered down protectively, 
she made her way over. A hand grabbed her roughly and a flash of terror 
rushed through her, but she quickly controlled the impulse to lash out. 
She was lifted into the wagon, and after a few moments, they began to 
move. The ride back was spent in silence, as no one could be heard over 
the roaring storm. When they reached the castle walls, the stable boys 
were already prepared to grab the crusaders’ horses, and they were 
swiftly led off to be tended to. The barrels of wine made their way inside, 
and she timidly followed. The lord was sat upon his throne in the main 
room with the lady perched on a smaller chair at his side. 

“Greetings, lord and lady,” a crusader called. 

“Greetings to you, crusaders,” the lord returned. His eyes 
flitted over the group of them, and then they landed upon her. His brows 
furrowed in confusion, but he stayed silent. Meanwhile, the lady had 
gone rigid in her seat, as she stared at the crusaders. Despite her actions, 
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her features were smooth and elegant, as if she were plastering 
on the expression for appearances. 

“We met your young servant at the tavern, where she was 
getting you some wine. We thought we’d add to your collection with a 
couple more barrels.” 

“Thank you, your gifts do not go unappreciated. We’ll have a 
massive feast tonight to celebrate your successes in the South, and to 
welcome you to our prosperous town!” With the introductions properly 
taken care of, the crusaders were led off to their temporary quarters by 
various servants. She was about to make her way out as well, as she was 
sopping wet and longed to dry off, but the lord stopped her. 

“Girl!” he exclaimed. “Why were you in the tavern?” 

“We’re running low on wine, my lord. I thought that while I was 
out, I would replenish our stock.” Her explanation didn’t seem to sway 
him all that much, so she quickly continued. “The brewer has created a 
new variation of his normal supply, and you’re the very first that gets to 
taste it.” He immediately perked up at that, and his ire vanished at the 
prospect of new wine. 

“Serve it to me at dinner tonight. We’ll see if it compares to the 
brewer’s usual.” 

“Yes, my lord.” She gave one final fleeting look at the lady, 
who had remained stoically silent throughout both exchanges, but she 
seemed lost in thought. 

“You’re dismissed, girl!” the lord snapped impatiently. She 
hastened away immediately, as she didn’t want to push her luck. It was a 
small miracle that he had forgotten to ask about the merchants, and she 
didn’t want to stick around for him to remember. 

After she had changed out of her soaked clothing, she was 
flung into her tasks. Whenever a banquet occurred, the servants had 
to work for the entire day in order to prepare, so there was a frenzy of 
activity. There was food to be made, a table to be set, and much cleaning 
to do. Those working with her in the kitchen all threw themselves into 
the routine, and their efficiency only grew throughout the hours spent 
working. Despite this, sighs of relief could be heard from everyone’s lips 
when the final touches were finished, and it was time to serve. Platters of 
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food were carried out to the great hall and carefully set into place. The 
sheer amount of food was overwhelming with roasted quail, goose, 
chicken, and venison making up the meats alone. There was also a wide 
variety of fresh fruits and cooked vegetables available, and numerous 
puddings, custards, and tarts were all out for dessert. Any peasant would 
gawk at the meal, but it was only slightly above average for nobility. 
When everything was finally prepared, the lord and lady made their way 
in first, and a few minutes later, the crusaders and a select few other 
guests entered. She had been so preoccupied with her responsibilities 
that her anxiety over the crusaders had abated, but seeing them again 
burgeoned her worries. They paid her no mind though; instead, they dug 
voraciously into their dinner. They ate with an enthusiasm often reserved 
for the poor, and she quickly realized that their travels must prevent them 
from eating such delicacies regularly. She glided over to the lord with 
his glass of wine and waited with bated breath as he lifted it to his lips. 
The lazy hum that escaped him displayed his approval, and he waved her 
away. As the meal progressed, more chatter and conversation arose. The 
nobles were curious about the crusaders’ travels, and gently prodded 
them for details. 

“Alright, alright,” a crusader chuckled knowingly. “If it’s a story 
you want, it’s a story you’ll get.” Everyone else’s conversations abruptly 
ceased, and they all leaned forward in anticipation and eagerness. She, 
on the other hand, felt trepidation rise within her. “A couple of weeks 
back, in a town far more remote than this one, we stopped for provisions. 
The people there were grimy and poor, which isn’t all that uncommon, 
but they acted suspiciously. We could tell right away that something 
wasn’t quite right, but we didn’t let them catch onto our impressions. 
We patrolled around, just looking for something… off, and when a group 
of us entered the medical hut, we found it. A woman, nay, a monster, 
was poised above a dying child’s cot with eyes that glowed white.” Her 
breath hitched, and her hands clenched into furious fists. Gasps of pure 
horror echoed throughout the room and everyone’s eyes widened. 

“So, the stories of witches are true?!” a guest shrieked. 

“Of course they are,” the crusader scoffed, waving his hand 
absentmindedly. “Who knows how long they protected that witch for, but 
we couldn’t let it go on. We burned that beast, and the rest of the town 
too.” Angry tears blurred her line of sight from the corner of the room, 
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and her chest heaved brokenly as she remembered her own home 
burning, leaving nothing but ash behind. She knew that the woman 
had probably been that child’s only hope of survival, but she had been 
depicted as an abomination instead of a healer. It was unfair, and 
she hated that she constantly had to live in fear over what she was 
born as. She hadn’t noticed before, but the platters and cutlery had 
begun to lightly rattle on the table. The floorboards and walls rumbled 
threateningly as well, and she panicked as concerned murmurs mounted. 
The combination of utter loathing and unadulterated terror were a 
deadly concoction, resulting in an explosion of energy. Items and people 
alike were flung haphazardly around the great hall. Alarmed shouting and 
screaming arose in a chorus of voices. Hearing such distress transported 
her to a day she’d spent so long trying to forget, and a ringing pounded 
in her ears as her emotions heightened. The crusaders quickly scrambled 
up from the floor, frantically reaching for their weapons, only to realize 
that they hadn’t brought them to dinner. Their faces contorted in rage, 
and they began sprinting toward her. 

“Witch! Witch! Witch!” the guests screeched. “Get her! Kill 
her!” The lord’s face was scarlet, and he quivered intensely. Wine had 
spilled all over his elegant attire, and it was such a vivid red that it looked 
like blood. There was certainly a bloodlust in his eyes, and his mouth 
wrenched open in a snarl. 

“I want her burned! Do you hear me crusaders?! I want her 
BURNED!” The lady was still sat upon the floor, and she seemed stunned, 
but not livid like her husband and his guests. The crusaders were almost 
to her when she made the split-second decision to run, as she didn’t 
know how to fight. She tore out of the great hall and dashed for the 
entrance doors. 

I have to leave, now! I’ve started anew before, and I can do so 
again. As these thoughts were whirring in her mind, a heavy body tackled 
her. They slammed into the wooden floor, and a yelp slipped from her 
unwittingly. The crusader’s hand lunged for her throat, and she wiggled 
ineffectively, her own hands wrapping around his in a desperate attempt 
to gain back her breath. She tried to call upon her hatred and her fear, but 
found that her previous outburst had exhausted her. The world blurred, 
and all she could make out was a visage filled with wicked satisfaction. 
Soon after, she could no longer see even that, and her vision went dark. 
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✧ ✧ ✧ 

Her eyes fluttered open to find herself in a dimly lit room. She 
was immediately struck by how cold it was, and when she huffed out 
a breath of air, she could see it billow in front of her. The action itself 
was difficult, as her throat ached. The pain was an unpleasant reminder 
of her capture and current predicament. She had never been in the 
lord’s dungeon before, but she knew it existed, and that its description 
matched her surroundings. Despair welled up, and tears followed, 
running in rivulets down her cheeks. She curled up on the uninviting 
stone floor and openly sobbed. 

I don’t want to die. She cried until her throat demanded she 
stop, and even then, she remained on the ground, tracing the cracks 
in the stone with her fingertips. It was so blatantly silent that when 
footsteps made their way down the dungeon hall, she could hear each 
individual step taken. She couldn’t muster the energy to get up, so she 
stayed where she was. Keys jangled, and the door handle rattled as it was 
shoved open. She would have never predicted the person who entered, 
but when she glowered upwards, there stood the lady. Instantly, she 
dropped her glare, and simply watched her. The lady did the same, and 
as usual, her expression was indecipherable. 

“My lady?” she croaked. 

“I don’t have much time. I wish I could help you more, but I 
can’t.” She pulled out a glass vial filled with a dark substance. “Drink 
this,” she urged. She pushed herself to her feet and grabbed the vial, not 
asking any questions. Her lady had gained her trust, and her insistence 
was convincing enough. She downed the entire drink in one long gulp, 
and immediately retched, wrinkling her nose in distaste. A ghost of a 
smile appeared on the lady’s face, and then she turned to leave. 

“Why are you helping me?” she impulsively asked. The lady 
stilled in the doorway, then abruptly turned around. Her eyes glowed so 
fiercely in the dark room that they illuminated the entire space, which was 
an answer in itself. In the next moment, the lady was gone. After her visit 
though, she no longer felt so alone. 

✧ ✧ ✧ 
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She didn’t know precisely how much longer she spent in there, 
but the next person who came for her was a crusader. His face was alive 
with relish and anticipation, which caused her hatred for them to swell 
even more. He violently grabbed her and dragged her through the halls 
by her hair as she thrashed, whimpering in pain. When they made it 
outside, she was unceremoniously tossed into a wagon. There were six 
crusaders surrounding her, which made her shrink into herself fearfully. 
If either she or the crusaders cared to look deeper, they’d see the same 
hidden fear behind the hatred in their enemies’ eyes. If she had noticed 
it, she might have even cracked a laugh, for the idea of them being 
terrified of a young woman had never crossed her mind. The wagon 
rocked on the unsteady path, and she realized they were heading back 
into town. Her breaths grew shallow when she saw the wooden cross 
set up in the center of town square. The only thing that prevented her 
from struggling as they carried her to it was the confidence the lady had 
in the elixir. She was tied with course ropes to the cross, which is when 
she began to shake in earnest. The structure was then lifted into the air, 
and she had a complete view of the entire square. The townsfolk were all 
gathered, and their chants were drowning. 

“Burn the witch! Burn the witch! Burn the witch!” She felt a pang 
of sorrow, for she had come to know many of the people shouting. The 
brewer was there, but he looked subdued, as if he were only chanting 
along for appearances. The lord and lady were nowhere in sight, but that 
was to be expected. It wasn’t often that nobility hung around executions. 
She watched as straw was strategically arranged around the beam, and 
then it was set alight. 

“Listen, my dear people. You may look at this witch and see a 
young, innocent girl, but let me tell you, she would murder you and your 
children in your beds at night if she had the chance. Let God cleanse us 
of this demonic creature, and let your town be safe again!” The crowd 
roared at the crusader’s words, and they threw their fists up repeatedly as 
they began shouting once more. 

“BURN THE WITCH! BURN THE WITCH! BURN THE WITCH!” 

As the townspeople watched on, the flames slithered up the 
wood until the entire cross began to burn, but strangely enough, she was 
not scorched with it. Her body remained cool with the chilly air, but her 
ears were filled with the crackling of wood and the cheers of triumph that 
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emitted from the crowd. Embers swirled all around, and the fire 
continued to burn. Outwardly, she must’ve looked charred, for when the 
fire died down, the townspeople all strolled away to their homes and 
normal lives. She, on the other hand, was still strung up on the structure. 
The ropes had held, so she wiggled to get them loose. In the process, 
the cord dug into her wrists and ankles, rubbing them raw. Eventually, 
she fell, slamming onto the ground, and it was the first pain she had felt 
during the whole ordeal. Her eyes flitted around to see if anyone had 
noticed her, but the square was dead. She limped away, hobbling into 
the nearby woods with bitterness and contempt in her heart. Through 
her rage and her pain, she didn’t notice that the gentle rain that had 
persisted throughout her “execution,” crescendoed into a torrential 
storm. Flashes of lightning lit up the sky, and the town began to burn. 
She was so far gone that she couldn’t even hear the townsfolk as they 
began to scream. 

I’ll get them. I’ll kill every last crusader until the Crusade is no 
more. 
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