BANSHEE
By Billy Young
She was the banshee, who sought revenge against those she saw as guilty and deserving of imprisonment in her jar. She had called down the curse on those that sent her to her death, falsely accused of witchcraft. Now she looks for new souls to add to her collection of tortured spirits. At night she would go forth from her derelict cottage to hunt the unwary and now she has her sights set on another two victims to fill her with new power
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Mandy pulled down on the handle of the hammer prising the cross from the wall. It fell to the floor, leaving its ghostly shadow behind on the wall. It bounced once noisily echoing in the little basement. She had thought they had removed the many crosses from the house but found this one in the cellar on the wooden wall that supported the stairs that led down into the basement as she explore this small underground room.
“Mandy are you down there!” Frankie called down the stairs.
“Yeah I’m just coming!” She shouted back to her boyfriend as she straightened up after retrieving the Christian symbol from the dirt floor. She looked along the wall, she had expected a door to a cupboard yet there had been none. She quickly raced up the stairs to the bare room above, her maxie skirt allowing her ease of movement as her sandals flip-flopped on the stairs, which they planned to make into their kitchen as it had once been in the past.
“What were you doing down there?” Frankie asked. He was dressed just as casually as his girlfriend but in corduroy trousers and a woolly over sized jumper with a zigzag pattern just below the shoulders running across the body of it.
“Just checking it out. I found this on the wall by the stairs,” she handed Frankie the rough wooden cross.
“I thought we’d got rid of all of them, well it will do for firewood,” he said as he broke it in two, dropping it by the old deep sink with its pump handled facet.
“Why do think there were so many?” Mandy furrowed her brow.
“No idea,” Frankie shrugged his shoulders, “maybe it was to keep the ghost at bay.”
“Don’t, you know that sort of thing scares me,” Mandy hadn’t wanted to move into the old house in the woods because it was said to be haunted; only agreeing after all her friends had convinced her there was nothing in the old stories about the cottage, though she still had reservations that she now kept to herself.
“We’re supposed to be meeting the others down the pub for beers,” Frankie smiled broadly at the scolding looks from the slender figure before him.
“Yeah, I just thought I hadn’t seen the cellar so wanted to have a nose,” she explained as they turned to head down the long hallway past the two facing doors half down the passageway, one leading to the front room whilst the other allowed access to the stairs to the upper floor, towards the front door to meet up with their three friends.
Below in the cellar behind the wooden wall the banshee, trapped for so long, knew her imprisonment was over. With those hated symbols removed she was free now to leave the place she now called home in search of vengeance against those foolish enough to have released her. All that stopped her now was the light of day; darkness would come soon enough though.
“Soon,” she said aloud without noticing she had spoken. She thought about the joy she would have with fresh souls to play with. She wandered over to a jar that sat on a granite plinth sticking out of the stone outer wall. She stroked it mischievously watching her ensnared collection of damned souls that had made her who she now was. She felt like screaming out her mournful cry but saved it for she guessed she would need its full force before the night was out.
The years locked away in the confined space had taken a great toll on her as each day melted into the next. She had lost track of how long it had been since last she had called out her wailful song in the moonlight, sending a chill into any who heard it. Now she could once again bring fear and death to those who wandered her woods during the hours of dark.
It was when the old teacher moved into her home in the early nineteenth century, heedless of the warnings that it was haunted, that the banshee had been made the captive. The old teacher had workmen brought in from other towns to sort the place up for her. Helen had tried to scare them off but somehow the old hag had a way of getting them back or finding others to do the work she required.
It was the old schoolmistress who had the room boarded over and a cross placed on every door in the small cottage, locking her behind the wall. It was that old hag that was a true witch, able to imprison the banshee for over a hundred and fifty years as people came then left hurriedly; complaining of strange wailing noises, the only thing the banshee had left to chase them off with.
As time went on she heard less people moving into her dwelling so she contented herself with her jar of souls. Those trapped within grew weaker as she drew her strength from them so she could screech her mournful cry for them, to remind them of the wrong they had done in life.
Night came releasing her from the cell into its embrace. She couldn’t wait to drift through the sweet darkness, between the trees, her senses unable to cope at first with all the things it perceived and she had missed. Slowly she found focus as the long-haired ones returned to her home, as if they could claim it from her.
She waited till they had settled in for the night then drifted back to the cottage. The banshee studied the old structure as she waited for them to go to bed. She finally saw the lights being extinguished so quickly approached, as she knew it would soon be dawn so had to be quick in collecting these spirits or they might escape her clutches.
She struck out at the three sleeping soundly in the old parlour deciding not even to wake them so as not to alert those in the large upper room. She took their souls for her collection without feeling, no time to enjoy her chosen calling.
Mandy woke knowing something wasn’t right so she shook Frankie to half consciousness. “What is it?” He queried blearily, wishing only to get back to the blissful dream he’d been enjoying.
“I don’t know, I’ve just got a feeling that’s all,” she answered looking around the dark room for some sign of what had roused her.
“Oh,” he said coming too at the notion of some action as her naked form brushed against his, “really.”
“Not that kind of….”
Her words was cut short as the ghastly twisted form of the screaming, hellish banshee rose out of the floor like an insidious plant growing out of the soil to steal the life from all around.
Mandy didn’t wait as the thing turned with that soul chilling scream filling the last of the night. She rolled out of the bed and left Frankie to the thing as she rushed for the small window, fear driving her through it without stopping. The small square glass panes slicing her flesh, as they gave as her weight forced its way through them.
She landed hard onto the broken glass covered ground, chilly air all the more noticeable in her naked state. She pushed herself up then began to run as fast as her injuries allowed as the blood oozed from her wounds. She thought she heard the creature coming behind her, a child like whimpering accompanying it as it came for her. Mandy felt it turn to head back where it had come from as the sky lightened and she turned to head down the hill into the town.
Mandy kept going though afraid that if she stopped that it might return. She ran until she collapsed from exhaustion as well as the loss of blood. When they her found lying on the main street, that ran through the small town, she was barely alive but alive she was. She never told anyone what she remembered pretending to have amnesia to avoid the questions of what had happened, though the police had many they had wished she would answer. Eventually everyone stopped asking though the gossip remained.
Soon after she left the hospital she had been taken to, she also left the town she had always known as home.
Chapter 1
Andy trotted after Micky, after colleting his bag from his locker. “Slow up,” he called after his work colleague.
“You’re a bit slow tonight; you’d think you’d actually done some work today,” Micky smiled at the younger man.
Micky was nine years older than Andy and this was his sixth year working for Lyndon’s Castle Theme Park. Over the past two weeks both men had been working to get the park prepared for the new season after it being closed for the winter. They were tasked with all the small jobs around the park that maintenance didn’t have time to do.
“I didn’t think there would be as much to do as there is,” the young student said wearily. At eighteen this was his first job, a chance to earn a little money before he went to college. He stood taller as well as thinner than the stocky form of Micky. Both men wore similar faded jeans, heavy sweatshirts under their jackets and muddy trainers covered their feet.
“Well it gets easier once the park opens, then you’ll find half the time you’re just standing about bored out your skull,” Micky smiled warmly at the new start as they exited the cabin that acted as the staff canteen and locker room.
Outside the late March sun sat low in the cloudless sky as the two men made their way through the gates that separated the cabin from the public part of the park. Onto the main thoroughfare that ran the length of the park, they turned left heading for the rear gates and the back road to the town of New Mills where they called home.
“What’s it like when it’s busy?”
“That’s when the fun starts,” Micky liked it best when it was mobbed with customers. “With some of the punters you get a real scream.” He chuckled to himself at the thought.
“What if they’re kinda, you know, eh…” Andy was unsure if he could deal with a difficult customer.
“Just let them do most of the talking, which they always seem to do but don’t smile, that just makes them worse,” Micky acted as if he were the fountain of knowledge yet knew every situation was different.
“I don’t know what I’d do if somebody were shouting at me, especially if it wasn’t because of something I did,” Andy smiled nervously.
“You’ll be fine just remember to have fun,” Micky had said this to others on previous years though few seemed to get into the spirit of the job as he did. He felt Andy would, he seemed to have that glint in his eye that said he like a good joke.
“Yeah I heard you all talking at lunch. You didn’t really tell the customers they could fall out the Wheel of Death, did you?” Andy grinned widely at the idea of it. The ride he was talking about was up near the log flume at the top end of the park and the rear gate that they now approached.
“Well, there was a black bag in one of the trees and it looked a bit like a jacket flapping in the breeze,” he giggled at the memory of that summer. Most had taken it well laughing away at the joke; some though had been frightened enough without the prospect of being left clinging to a tree.
“I’d never have the nerve to do anything like that,” Andy wished he did.
“Once you get into it, you’ll find it easier if you do have a laugh with the folks going on the rides,” Micky reassured Andy.
They stayed not far from each other in New Mills, so had known each other in passing, because of this it made sense to walk to and from work together.
“Maybe,” Andy looked sullenly down at the ground as they left the park by the so called back gate as there was no gate, just two fence posts with the wood beyond.
They passed into the long shadows cast by the large mature trees that overhung the narrow back road that local teenagers used to sneak a free day in the park during the summer. Often they would cause trouble leading them to get caught but it didn’t stop them coming back.
“The best ones are usually the old women as they just love a good laugh.”
“So what you got planned for tonight?”
“Nothing much, watch a bit of telly with the girlfriend,” Micky answered. “And you?”
“I’ve got a bit of revision for an exam after the Easter break.” Andy was supposed to be at home studying during the past couple of weeks whilst he’d been working at the park. The chance to earn some extra cash though had been too great an opportunity.
“So you’ve got plenty of time then.” Micky pulled his jacket collar more tightly round his neck as it was chilly in the shadowy wood even though the day had been reasonably warm for the time of year.
“Yeah but it’s a lot to take in so I need as much revision as I can get,” Andy tried to sound cheerful though he’d be happier when it was all over with even if he was sure that he could pass it without much effort.
“I’m sure you’ll sail through it,” Micky tried to encourage his young friend.
“I hope so,” Andy raised his eyebrows as he said this; then gave a half grin. He reached into his pocket finding his mobile, his fingers played with it though he didn’t take it out knowing there was little point as there was never any reception in the woods.
They continue, in silence for a short while, along the straight narrow forest road as the sun began to touch the hidden horizon behind the trees. The bluebells swayed as a fresh breeze played amongst the branches of the trees be speckled with new buds ready to explode into the greenery of the not to distant summer.
Micky’s bag moved noisily on his back echoing loudly as the plastic sandwich box bumped against a cup, breaking the quiet peace of the wood. He hoisted it up on his shoulder keeping one hand on the strap to stop it from bouncing around so much.
Ahead an old dilapidated stone cottage with part of its roof missing appeared in the gloom of the forest. Andy looked nervously at the eerie exterior, as the windows seemed to watch as the two men carried on their way. The trees appeared to try to hide the old house, with so many secrets, from view. The small front garden was over grown and the small window of the attic room was glassless.
“That place always gives me the willies,” Andy said with a great exaggerated shiver as if to emphasise how he felt.
“What, the old witchy house,” Micky teased knowing Andy wasn’t alone in that thought, though he thought it was just something made up to keep the local kids from playing around the old house.
“Yeah,” Andy would never have come this way by himself so close to nightfall “you’ve heard the stories?”
“Of course but just cause some hippies away back in the sixties freaked out on acid doesn’t make it haunted,” he chuckled at the thought of the old tale of the drug overdosed hippies being attacked by some sort of evil ghost. He could just picture it in his mind as they got the restless spirit mashed on a big spliff.
“What about all the other stuff that’s happened over the years,” Andy said in a hushed tone afraid that the thing that dwelled in the house, if it were real, might hear.
“Like?” Micky looked slyly up at his young companion, who took the bait.
“There’s the fact that a witch used to stay there,” Andy said then realized he was being goaded for the third time that week and smiled as he shook his head whilst his older friend gave a hearty laugh. “Yeah, yeah okay, I know there’s no such thing,” Andy said feeling stupid at his own feelings of discomfort about the old building.
Chapter 2
She watched the two men as they passed from the upper floor through the attic window. ‘Soon,’ she thought thinking of the revenge she planned to exact on the shorter of the men for his using her home as a latrine. ‘How dare he?’ Her cold white eyes glared angrily as the smaller man laughed out loudly, the warmth of it made her flesh crawl.
It was about time to remind the locals of her presence, to show them that this was her property. It had been too long since last she tasted the fear in someone’s scent as they realized she was more than a myth made up to scare people at Halloween.
The last time long haired fools had thought they could insult her by moving into her ruined dwelling. Though they had released her from many years of imprisonment she still felt little in the way of compassion towards them. It had cost them their souls which she kept hidden in a jar on a stone plinth in the cellar, in the dark secret room hidden by a wooden wall put up to trap her over a hundred fifty years before.
During the day, concealed in her underground place she often heard their tiny voices pleading to be released only to find her ears deafly uncompassionate. She’d smile at their whimpering as she remembered those first glorious years as she stalked the unwary through her woods, punishing those that dared to trespass; she would add to their number soon, as she had added those to her collection who had in life condemned her wrongly to death.
The sun was setting, letting her move more freely around the place she had called home for so long. In the dark of the night she would even go out into the woods hoping some hapless wanderer would overstep their bounds into her domain but seldom did. She sometimes could smell someone near, yet just outside of her reach, beyond her woods. Those that did enter her wood at night seldom hung around for long as if they could sense her near, tracking them.
She sadly looked at the opening in the roof revealing the sky as the stars slowly began to appear in the slowly darkening sky. Remembering how it used to be when she was younger, when life seamed so simple. Her mother had filled the house with laughter during the long candle lit nights of winter. Even in her mothers last day she seemed to fill the house with her light. She dismissed the thoughts of those happy years of life turning back to the darkness that now was all that remained.
How wonderful life had been before her mother’s passing. How happy life had been then and how quickly had it changed when she had died to become so short and filled with hate. She had showed them though, seeking each of the guilty out one at a time to take from them what they had taken from her.
Taking her vengeance as she had promised as they taken all that was hers, even her life everything but this one overlooked glass jar, her mother’s precious jar that she had used to hold her eels pickled in brine. The contents still remained to add to the misery of those entrapped within.
All their fine accusations had meant nothing when she had visited them from the grave, her scream sending fear through every part of their being as she tore their spirits from the bodies they’d inhabited imprisoning them in the glass container to play with, to draw power from; to feed off them.
A leering smile played across her twisted features as she remembered. She eagerly awaited her next play toys but knew she may need to wait; she was patient though she could wait for she knew someday she would catch some unwary fool, her only hope was that it wouldn’t be to long and that it would be the one who had pissed in through her front window into her parlour.
Chapter 3
The street lamps had just come on as they left the woods behind. They made their way down the steep hill, council houses set back, tall, from the street. Gardens held in by hedges, some looking in need of a shave with the clippers.
“So when’s your kid due?” Andy asked.
“August.”
“What you hoping for or do you already know?”
“No, not yet anyway but a boy would be good,” Micky grinned as the thought of playing football during the summer or going fishing with a son would be great. “And you can’t tell much from the last scan, maybe when we get the next one, who knows.”
Halfway down the slope they crossed the road turning left onto Blair Avenue, nodding to someone they knew heading in the opposite direction out of the street then down the hill to get a drink from the nearest pub.
“Yeah,” Andy agreed though he wasn’t sure what scans Micky was referring too. “So when is the next one?”
“Not for another couple of months,” it seemed like an age away. “Then I’ll know whether it’s a boy or girl.”
“Ah well, I hope it’s a wee boy for you and I’ll keep my fingers crossed,” Andy said.
“As long as the baby’s healthy that’s all that’s important really,” Micky added.
“Yeah, of course,” Andy nodded his head as he spoke.
“Anyways, I’ll see you in the morning,” Micky said as they reached his front gate half way down the street, “about the usual time then.”
“Half seven,” Andy agreed as Micky turned into his gate. Andy picked up his pace to get home quicker, turning at the end of the street down the hill then left along the main street.
Micky made for the fridge on getting in doors. Dropping his bag onto the worktop as he retrieved a can of beer from the tall white oblong box, he opened the can before closing the door to the cooler.
“Hi babes,” he finally said as he turned to his girlfriend who was stood over a simmering pot of pasta sauce. The pasta sat in the sink where she’d drained it moments before knowing that Micky should be home any minute.
“Dinner is ready if you want it now?” She queried yet knew he’d want to have his drink first. Sometimes she wished he didn’t drink so much but when he was working she felt she had to let him get on with it, after all he was working for it. She just hoped with the baby on the way he’d be a little different.
“In a bit,” he answered predictably as he headed to wash up in the bathroom, beer in hand. He took another swig of the alcoholic fluid before putting it onto the cistern next to the sink. He stripped off his jumper and t-shirt to wash at the sink. Once done he threw his jumper into the wash-basket in the corner but retained his t-shirt after giving it a quick sniff to see how bad it smelled; when he was sure it didn’t smell so bad he pulled it on again certain he could use it for the rest of the night but needed a fresh one in the morning.
Collecting his beer he made his way back to the kitchen. The smell of food, as well as a day in the fresh air, now made him feel hungry. His girlfriend had predicted his thoughts and was already dishing a large pile of pasta onto a plate then spooned the sauce over the top. A bowl with grated red cheddar sat to one side for Micky to help himself, which he did liberally.
“So how was you’re day?” his girlfriend finally asked.
Chapter 4
Andy hung his jacket up over his work bag after taking out his sandwich box and flask before heading into the kitchen to leave them on the table for his mum to see to for the next day.
“That you Andy,” his mother’s voice came from the living room as he opened the fridge door to get a drink of milk from the carton.
“Yeah mum,” he said as he took a drink.
“What have I told you,” his mother scolded as she entered, “get a glass, for crying out loud.” She shook her head at him as she stepped past him to get his dinner ready.
“Sorry,” he sullenly answered putting the milk back in its place in the fridge door then closing it.
“Give me out an onion,” his mum said as she took out her favourite chopping knife from a drawer; at the same time turning on the cooker to heat the frying pan, that sat ready for business, “then you best go get changed.”
He put the onion his mother asked for onto the worktop next to the cooker as his mother looked in one of the nearby cupboards looking for something. Andy left his mother to get on with making his dinner.
He bounded up the stairs to his room to get some fresh clothing then as quickly stomped back down them to head for the bathroom. As he stripped off his dirty clothing he allowed the spray from the shower to heat.
Andy didn’t take long to shower as the smell of his mothers cooking lured him to hurry. He left the bathroom pulling on his t-shirt as he went. “What’s for dinner mum?”
“Hash-browns,” she looked over at her son think to herself that he was growing up to fast, “and I’ve got some chops in the oven.”
“Great I’m starved.”
“You’re always starved,” she smiled knowingly at her boy.
“How long till its ready?” he asked as he got a glass from the sink’s draining board to get himself some more milk as his mother got a plate from the cupboard where she kept her crockery.
“In a minute,” she said as she set the plate on the worktop next to where she was cooking. “So how was work today? Have you been painting again as you did yesterday?”
“Yeah, it wasn’t too bad but we will probably be working late tomorrow to get things ready for the opening on Friday,” he said as he took a drink from the glass.
“Still just you and that Micky?” Andy’s mum didn’t like Micky much thinking he was a bit of a waste of space.
“Yeah,” he answered as his mother began dishing out the food from the frying pan to the plate then stooped to open the oven door as she switched it off at the same time, in a well practiced manner.
Chapter 5
Knocking on Micky’s door Andy stood waiting for his workmate to appear. The sky looked grey overcast yet the weather report was for it to brighten up later but he thought it looked like it could start raining before the morning got much older.
Micky pulled the door noisily shut behind him as he joined Andy. “Hi,” he said simply as he stepped past Andy who quickly followed in his wake.
Micky still felt the effects of the alcohol he’d swallowed the previous night yet it didn’t show on his features even if he had drank more than his usual amount after having a row with his girlfriend.
“So did you have a good night then?” Andy queried just to make conversation.
“Quiet, had a couple of beers, watched the telly then bed. You?” He didn’t really like talking about his personal life so kept it simple so he didn’t need to.
“Not much,” Andy replied, “my mate Joey dropped round so we played FF13 for a bit on the PS3.”
“Thought you had revision to do?”
“Yeah, and I did until Joey turned up,” Andy grinned.
“So I take it you didn’t get much work done then,” stated Micky with a knowing smile.
“Not really,” Andy shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly but still with the sheepish smirk.
They turned right onto the steep hill heading for the wooded path that would take them to the park. One or two of the street lamps were still on even though the sun had been up for some time yet the two men took no notice of them.
“Oh, you’ll not pass your exams with that attitude,” Micky jested.
“You sound like my dad,” Andy smiled before adding, “mind you you’re not far off being old enough.”
“Cheeky shit,” Micky said wide eyed and a chuckle of amusement at the younger man’s cheek. They ascended the hill quickly then turned into the tree lined back road.
“So what do you think we’ll be doing today?” Andy queried.
“Well we’ve still got that fence to finish then it will be brushing up before we open tomorrow,” he sounded as if he had resigned himself to some great enduring task.
“I can’t believe we open so soon. It seems like yesterday that we got the induction.”
“Yeah, well that was over two weeks ago now,” Micky reminded him.
They strode on in silence for a short distance towards the old tumble down cottage as the grey skies grew lighter. The fresh breeze, in their faces, gently playing with their hair as they ambled along. Only the clatter of their sandwich boxes rattling in their bags hanging from shoulders and the early morning song of the birds, courting for a mate to be heard.
“See we’ll miss the old firm match on Saturday,” Andy broke the silence between them.
“I’ll have my little radio so I can listen in,” Micky stated.
“Is that not against the rules?”
“Only if you get caught,” Micky said smugly as they past the tumble down, stone ruin with its weed strewn, uneven small front garden.
“What happens if you get caught though?”
“Nothing much, maybe at worst a written warning or a verbal,” Micky said dismissively.
“Is it the same if they catch you with a mobile then?”
“Yeah, but they’ll only be bothered if they see you using it if there’s customers about,” Micky explained as he’d done with other newbie’s in the past.
“So if it’s just in you’re pocket they’ll not say anything then?” Andy was surprised by this news.
“No, how would they even know you had it on you; they’ve not got x-ray vision,” Micky gave a short chuckle at the thought.
“I never thought about it like that.”
Chapter 6
She could sense them passing her abode as she cradled her jar on her lap. Her sharp teeth showing as she watched her prisoners pleading for release, to be freed from the despair that had become their existence.
“What do you think?” She teased the trapped souls within, “some new friends to join you, doesn’t that sound fun.”
She gloried at their added sorrow, the misery all the greater in the confining space of the old thick glass jar sealed on top by a rag wrapped around a wide mouldy cork stopper inscribed with her mark, pushed down into its mouth.
It had been her mother’s, the only thing her accusers had left undamaged after they had come for her and taken her away. Hidden amongst the rest of the smashed and broken belongings it had lain to be found by her after she had risen from death to seek her revenge, so she had used it as their prison.
The morning of the 12th July 1698 was a warm bright fresh day. It was on this morning they had come for her even though it had only been just over a month since she had buried her mother. She had settled into the same routine every morning as had her mother. Up as dawn broke or before in the dark of winter to set the fire under the large caldron, far too large for just her, to reheat the pottage that was contained within. The large pot hung from a hook that was attached to the iron spit that spanned across the fire held high by the andirons. The fire fork rested to one side of the wide large fire breast.
After she had the fire going out of the banked embers from the previous evening, she would ladle out some of the cold stew, made from the home grown vegetables but only enough to start the day. For though she ate better than most she still had to be careful with what she had especially now she had to fend for herself.
Once fed she would put her wood bowl and spoon away after giving them a wipe on her apron that hung around her waist so they would be clean, ready for the next mealtime. After, it was time to collect water from the stream a short distance along the road at the front of her home; to give feed to her one and only cow, which gave a little milk though not as much as it used to, as it was getting on in years.
As she came back from the stream that fateful morning they had been waiting, the local sheriff with his fat chubby cheeks his finery evidently to show how important he was, with him was the laird in even more fine clothing making her feel rather under dressed in her hand-me-down clothing with her bare feet sticking out from under the frayed, soiled hem of the skirt. Though fashions for the poor changed little she knew her upper bodice also looked old with its long sleeves showing its age, as the threads bared and needing more than the usual patching.
Behind the two fine gents, in their long coats over their waistcoats and knee length breeches, stood others though these were not rich; she recognized most as locals that her mother served as the parish fey-wife tending to births, giving out ointments as well as potions to chase the melancholy away in the cold of winter with all it’s aches and pains.
As she approached she looked curiously but smiling at the gathered crowd of five or six good men of the shire. “How can I help you fine gentlemen this good morning?” Helen asked cheerfully as the sun appeared from behind a cloud.
“Miss Helen Robertson, we are here on serious business,” the large sheriff said solemnly.
“Oh, and what sort of business?” Helen asked furrowing her brow wondering what could bring such grand visitors to her humble cottage.
“Allegations have been made so you must come with us,” the fat serious looking official said as two men broke away from the group of men, moving to either side of Helen, grasping her arms to take charge of the prisoner.
“What allegations? I haven’t done anything, you all know me as you knew my mother,” she answered her voice getting louder as the two men began to drag her, the pail she had been carrying fell to the side disgorging its contents. The other men watched from the corners of their eyes unable to look at her straight as she struggled to free herself.
“You are hereby charged with casting spells to the detriment of others and consorting with advocates of the devil,” the sheriff read the charge from memory as if he had been rehearsing this for sometime.
She understood why they were there now and began to struggle all the more, knowing the danger she now faced, too little avail as the two stronger men dragged her to a nearby cart. On reaching it they held her down as her hands and legs were tied then she found herself unceremoniously tossed into the back of the cart to the amusement of the men that were gathered in her little front garden.
She felt every stone, every hole on the mud track road that took the cart to the village of New Mills. She was sore from the bruising journey but gentle hands didn’t help her out from the back of the horse drawn wagon when it came to a stop before the toll-booth that acted as the local gaol and courthouse.
They dragged her to a back room on the ground floor. Inside waiting for her, three women, tight lipped in fine clothing. Helen didn’t recognize them as they moved towards her as one as Helen tried futilely to roll away from them.
“No, come dear,” the largest of the women said in a southern accent, “the sooner we check you over the sooner you’ll be able to go home.”
“Home,” Helen said with hope renewed.
“Of course,” a thin pointy nosed woman said with a sickly smile, “we just need to examine you. Don’t worry about a thing; it’s just to prove you’ve not got the devils mark.”
“But I don’t,” Helen’s fear was returning for she had heard of such thing in whispers and knew that such things could easily condemn the innocent as readily as the guilty.
“Well then you have nothing to worry about have you,” said the third woman her accent told Helen she was English unlike the other two who both sounded like they came from the same area in Southern Scotland.
They seemed kindly as they untied Helen. She was afraid as they undressed her, embarrassment and humiliated was how she felt as they began to examine her, for only her mother had ever seen her naked before.
Unsatisfied at finding nothing the three turned to a needle, ignoring Helen’s pleas not hurt her any more two of the ladies held her down as the third repeatedly stuck the young woman with the sharpened metal in search of some area to call the mark. Small beads of blood formed where the needle was used to forcefully, to the scolding looks of the other ladies and cries of surprised pain from Helen.
Helen whimpered in the corner, pulling herself into a ball once the three had finished their unpleasant business. They left her in the room to pull on some clothing to cover her shame. The three fine women were not happy as this could mean they may not get paid.
“Well,” the impatient sheriff demanded as the women appeared from the room.
“We could find nothing but that does not mean she is not consorting with dark forces,” the thin pointy nosed woman said primly.
“Yes if she is a witch though she must be a very powerful one and should be put on trial as soon as possible in our experience,” the large woman said hearing the clink of money as the man reached inside his long coat.
“I see,” the sheriff said as he held out a bag full of coin to one of the examiners. “I will see to it as quickly as is possible.”
“Then we shall be on our way as soon as we have signed the writ to say of our findings,” the pointy nosed woman said, pleased at being paid so easily.
Helen was taken from the room to the cells beneath the tolbooth as the three signed their names to the main evidence against her. For Helen the time dragged as the word spread about her arrest and the charges brought against her.
The laird hadn’t gone with the sheriff to the tollbooth but set off to his manor house still known as the castle by the locals. He had to make sure the case was solid against the deceased fey-wife’s daughter. He needed to make sure the witnesses he had were ready for the trial that was sure to take place soon and knew what they had to say.
He shouldn’t have worried as his many plans over the past few weeks had seen to all the things needed to regain the wood and cottage his father had given to the old fey-wife when she had still been living. Surely that alone was proof of witchcraft and then there was the sudden birth of her daughter fourteen years earlier, with no man to provide the seed, surely a sign of evil doings as well as loose living.
Whilst the fey-wife was alive he had known he could not make his move for she was far too well liked but now who would come to the aid of this waif. Though he still worried about the old Minister he was sure the old man’s illness would stop him from interfering in his business. After all he had done well in stirring up talk of strange goings on at night near her house.
Helen spent a long miserable night on the straw covered floor of the windowless room that served as the gaol from the small town. The only light came from a small barred opening at eye level in the heavy oak door, used to keep an eye on those unfortunate enough to spend a night or two inside.
Hunger gnawing at her as she hadn’t eaten since that morning, thirst making her lips dry and cracked as no-one was there to offer her something to drink. She felt naked for they hadn’t given her the chance to dress fully; she had only managed to get her under gown, which acted as a nightgown, on before being dragged down to the cellar to be locked away like some common thief.
The next day the torture began; at first it was just lots of questions from the sheriff and his inquisitor, taking turns to try to confuse her.
“Name the others in you’re coven, who are they?” Demanded the sheriff.
“What coven?” Confused with hunger she didn’t understand why they were asking these terrible things.
“Where in the woods do you meet your master?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Are there any men in the coven?”
“I don’t have a coven,” she said falling into the trick question designed to trap her.
“Ah, so now you admit you’re guilt,” the sheriff looked eagerly into her eyes as he spat the words in her face.
“Tell us what is you familiar?”
“I don’t know what you mean, please I haven’t done anything,” she pleaded.
“Now she lies!” Exclaimed the indignant court official, his fat face showing the sweat from the exertion he felt in trying to condemn the young girl by her own words to make the case against her all the more air tight.
All morning the questioning, twisting of words and promises of being allowed home continued but still Helen wouldn’t confess. As the morning became midday the sheriff began to think of his empty belly at that he brought the war of words to an end.
“Well, if you will not tell us the truth of your evil deeds then we have no other option left but to extract it from you with force. We shall leave you to think it over but when we come back you must confess or we will make you, do you understand?” The sheriff said firmly.
“But I have told you I haven’t done anything. I go to church every Sabbath ask Reverend Adams he will tell you,” she hoped at least her old Minister would speak out for her.
“We would but it seems he is deathly ill, you wouldn’t know why that is, would you?” The question was meant to hurt which it did. At that he left with the other man, as he did Helen asked for some water, she was ignored; left to cry dry tears.
They returned after they had eaten their midday snack, something few but the better off could indulge in. Lunch had not been as pleasant as the sheriff would have liked, for news arrived that the old Minister was on the mend. The sheriff’s mind whirled as he knew that if the clergyman recovered before they could send this waif to her death the laird’s plan to retrieve the land his father had gifted to the girl’s mother would be undone or at least made a little harder.
As he re-entered the cell containing Helen he knew that he needed to step things up, he need this young woman to give him his confession. To get it he was prepared to leave her in the hands of his hired henchman who was well versed, as well as, highly recommended in how to obtain such information from the guilty.
“Now, are you ready to tell us the truth and admit to the fact that you are a witch?” The large bulbous sheriff asked hoping Helen would be ready to give him what he desired.
“I have been telling the truth.”
“Well you leave me no other options since you continue with these falsehoods. I will leave you in the capable hands of my learned friend here,” at this he turned leaving the large muscular inquisitor with Helen for he didn’t wish to watch as the man did his unpleasant work. He didn’t escape her screams as she was beaten, raped, and sodomized through the afternoon then into the evening by the man and his two helpers that joined him as the fine gentleman left the cell.
Finally, feeling tired, the man left Helen, bloodied naked form to seek out the sheriff. As he left he promised to return if she still refused to tell the sheriff what he wanted to hear. Helen just lay where they had left her, empty in her nakedness no longer caring about what they might do next.
The inquisitor felt little for what he had done, it didn’t even bother him when he found that she was a virgin. It had merely added to the effect that it had on the girl and to his enjoyment in the pain he had inflicted; he looked forward to further testing how much it would take to breaking this wench for he was sure she still had some inner strength left inside so looked forward to the joy of taking it from her.
“Has she confessed yet?” The sheriff hoped the news would be what he wanted.
“I am sure after tonight she shall yield and give you the confession you wish.”
“I see,” the sheriff was unhappy with this news, “well if she doesn’t then we shall have to proceed to trial without it.”
“I shall do my best your honour,” the man bowed low then made off to get some sustenance for himself and his companions that he had hired locally to help him in his godly business.
Helen was continually woken, though she in truth was far from asleep. She was even thankful when at one stage she was dragged from her cell and her head pushed into a bucket of water for at least she was able to get a sip to ease her thirst. She didn’t fight when those hired by the inquisitor to keep her awake whilst he caught forty wink, forced themselves on her again knowing that to fight as she had earlier would only lead to more of a beating.
“Well, are you ready to confess witch?” The fat sheriff asked not really caring any longer if she did, just wanting the whole business over with as speedily as he could. When she refused to answer he turned to his hired thug, “clean her up and put some clothes on her; we shall allow fifteen good men of the parish to judge for themselves her guilt.”
At that she found herself doused in water then she found her gown being forced over her head to hide her bared flesh and dried blood down her legs. As she pulled the clothing down to cover her naked battered body she felt her inner strength renew as she thought maybe now she might find justice and be allowed to return home.
She soon found out how wrong she was as she wasn’t allowed to speak in her own defence as the evidence was presented to the court. The sheriff egged the witnesses to say more damning things about Helen and her mother with little regard for truth or justice.
Many had gathering in the small room used for the court proceedings making it overly hot for the young tired woman standing in the makeshift dock. She understood little of the things being said but knew that it was not good. When she tried once too often for the sheriff to refute the things she did understand, he ordered her gagged. The two hired hands at her side happily complied with more force than was needed tearing the corners of her bruised swollen lips in the process, her broken jagged teeth hurting all the more.
She didn’t understand why everyone was so ready to say such wrongs against her; after all they had known her all of her life. She was one of them, wasn’t she? They had respected her mother, who had always shown kindness to everyone; ready to help anyone in needed of it.
When the last of those called to give evidence against her had testified to how questionable her ways were, the sheriff began summing up before sending the jury of fifteen men to deliberate on the verdict.
“Gentlemen,” he began, “you have known this woman for all of her life as you knew her mother but I must ask that you put this to one side so you shall come to a fair and impartial decision.” He let them consider this for a moment before continuing, “You have heard much to my mind that would suggest to me that this woman has consorted with the devil and cast spells to the detriment of many of those here present. Then there is the fact that we have no knowledge of who her father was, is it possible we have a seed of the dark lord in our very midst or that her mother was a loose woman of the lowest demeanour, to my mind this is indeed most likely. After all you have heard for yourselves that men had been seen on numerous occasions going to the witches dwelling. To add to this we have the statement given by the three women hired to examine the accused for marks commonly known to be of the devil, used to feed the imps and demons who plague the common folk of the parish with pains as well as many other ills of the flesh. I say to you good men of the jury remember these things as you discuss how you should find this retched excuse of a woman. Now you may retire to the upper floor to come to you’re verdict.”
The court broke up for the jury to come to their decision. After they had left Helen was taken through the mob, hissing spitting their hatred towards her to the cells below. The time past slowly as she sat in the corner, awaiting her fate.
The jury was in no rush to come to their decision as the laird had made sure food had been laid on for all who had come to see the trial, as well as the jury. Everyone knew that the laird himself had been wronged by this witch and her mother casting spells on his father to obtain money and land they had no right to. But the laird in all his kindness had not wished to come forward to testify about how his poor family had suffered in fear of this witch.
It was mid afternoon before the court reconvened, Helen knew from the gloating glances that things were not as she hoped. The smell of alcohol seemed to be on all those near and as she looked around she could see it was not just those nearby but all present who had been enjoying a jug or two of claret.
“Order, order,” the sheriff thumped his big clammy hand down on to the table before him bringing a hush to the room, “bring in the jury.”
The jury staggered their way through the crowd to the seats kept empty for them. Helen’s heart sank even more at the sight of their ruddy cheeks and the way they refused to look in her direction.
“Have you come to a decision on the guilt of the witch,” the sheriff wanted to get this over with as soon as he could so as he could get back to the free food and drink.
A man nearest the over weight official shakily pushed himself too his feet, “We have.”
“And how say you.”
“We find her guilty your honour sir,” the man happily sat back down, job done.
The sheriff turned solemnly to Helen, “You have been found guilty of witchcraft which leaves me with no option but to sentence you to death. You shall be held till the morning then taken to the crossroads where you shall be strangled at the stake then burnt and your bones buried at the place of you execution and may god have mercy on your evil soul.”
The crowd cheered, whilst Helen felt as if she’d be slammed from a great height. She found it hard to breathe as she was dragged through the baying crowd, blows reigning down on her from all sides. The world spun around her as she was tossed back into the cell to await the new morning.
As the night past she was left alone but only found snatches of sleep as thoughts raced through her mind. She had been sure the Minister would have come to her defence or one of the many people she had known all her life. Tears did not flow from her instead a twisting anger grew within. Bitter words were barely held from spilling out. As the night moved towards the dawn her thoughts turned darker consuming her every fibre.
When they came for her she no longer was the young naive girl they had brutalised. She was the witch they had feared, full of evil intent, revenge foremost in her mind; her hatred burning all reason away.
She was taken, on the cart that had been used to take her to captivity, to the crossroads outside of the small township. A post had been erected at the other side of the road furthest from the town. Fire wood was piled nearby; the crowd had already gathered to watch the death of this evil doer, happy for the distraction to their otherwise gruelling lives.
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