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Chapter Six.
“Janayna Corsell!”

Eric’s corpse had barely hit the ground, the scream barely left Janayna’s lips when the demon let out a snarl and growled her name. Blinding shock filled her, almost as powerful as the sheer terror sweeping through her. It knew her name? Was that what Eric had meant just before he died…died trying to save her. A million questions flooded her head in an instant, but she did not have time to answer any of them. She held her stare on the two glowing red eyes a moment longer, turned and ran.

The demon leapt after her, crashing through the doorway with deafening roar and tearing the wood from the stone to make a larger hole then the door would fit into. Janayna plummeted into the kitchen, frantically urging her mother and sister to flee through the back door. The demon lurched after her, sending chairs and tables crashing into the walls with its stride. Both Magelle and her mother let out petrified screams as the demon appeared in the kitchen doorway, but Janayna forced them out into the small back garden before they had a chance to think. Gulping down her terror she faced the advancing monster as it smashed its clawed first into the nearest glass cabinet and let out another growl.

“Osit-Isi-Kasi!”

The words tumbled out her mouth amid her scream and nothing happened. By the gods, she had to concentrate! The demon was getting closer…

“Osit-Isi-Kasi! Osit-Isi-Kasi! Osit-Isi-Kasi!”

Finally her concentration paid off, with the monster just a couple of feet before her. Several long bladed kitchen knifes flew out of their holders, circled into the air and flung straight into the demon’s flesh. It let out a furious snarl, stumbling back as a fifth knife embedded itself into its face. None of the wounds it received were considerably deep, but it cut into enough of the scaly flesh to cause the demon pain; deep enough for it to retreat momentarily long enough for Janayna to escape with the rest of her family.

As she charged through the small garden and out into the dirt track beyond where they were waiting, she felt sudden relief. Levitation was difficult enough. It was the first time she had managed under any form of pressure. She did not wait for the demon to catch them. Already its evil screeches of pain and anger meant it would be ready to pursue her again in just a few moments. Without giving any word, she pushed Magelle and her mother ahead of her, desperate to reach the main street where she could take them to safety. Janayna didn’t know what she was going to do about herself. There was no way she could stay in Aneldeth with that monster after her without jeopardising the lives of everyone here. Eric was already dead. How many more had fallen victim to this demon?

The sudden smash of glass and wood as it burst out of the kitchen, not to mention the fearsome roar that came with it, meant the demon was gaining on them again. Janayna screamed for the other two to move faster. She had lost Eric. By the gods there was no way she would lose her family! Every couple of steps, memories of her nightmare flashed in her mind. This was connected, but how? This couldn’t mean she was going to be made evil. Magelle was right. It was just her fears. But what did the arrival of this demon mean? There were no answers as she desperately tried to escape it.

They leapt into the man streets to find pandemonium and chaos. Terrified, screaming men and women were running to their homes to rouse the rest of their families, others rushing for swords and axes. The whole village was awash with panic and fear. The people of Aneldeth only seemed to be shaken up even more as the roar of the demon grew closer behind the row of houses from which Janayna, Magelle and her mother had just fled.

“It’s coming!” Magelle screamed to everyone at once. “Get out of here!”

“Get to your homes!” Janayna yelled at her side. If this thing wanted only her then the responsibility of the villagers’ safety lay in her hands. But it was still the security of her family she cared about above all else.

The demon charged into the street, causing a new wave of screams and terror. Its red eyes fixed on Janayna instantly and it approached her, oblivious to people scattering around it as it called to her with a savage snarl. Janayna stumbled back, pushing her family aside. They were not going to get caught in the way if it managed to attack her now. Slowly it strode towards her, a couple of her mother’s kitchen knives still sticking out of its flesh. Janayna forced the panic down again. She had no more weapons to use against it again. She was as helpless as everyone else. 

“Janayna!” her mother screamed in a flood of tears. 

She looked to her mother and back to the demon. The creature was closing in between them now. “Stay there! You Magelle too! It’s after me. I won’t let you get it.”

“Let me stand stay with you!” wept Magelle, on the verge of collapsing as the demon swept past her trembling body. Indeed, the crowd had parted, gaping in horror as the monster approached Janayna. There was nothing now between it and her.

“I’ll lead it away!” Janayna called out to her family in one last of act of desperation. She broke into a half run. The demon seemed contented to follow at its slow pace. Perhaps she had injured it more than she believed. She glanced at her mother and sister one last time. “I love you!”

And then she ran. The demon began to move faster, but still slow enough that she made some short distance between it as she reached the end of the street. Its ferocious roars and growls filled the night air. The calm needed to protect her family was breaking apart now. Janayna wanted to scream, to collapse in tears, to wake up from this living nightmare but still the demon continued to close in on her. By the time she had reached the edge of the village, her family and most of the crowd was lost from sight and she was running frantically to escape the demon.

The street broke away suddenly to lead into a stone, uneven road that led to the town of Calfretian. Janayna ran onto it, with no idea how she might escape. The demon was not going to tire from stalking her until she was dead. The light of the moons seemed to have been shielding by grey clouds in the sky too, and soon she was running in darkness, only her instincts keeping her from falling.

Luck finally came her way as she charged past the last of Aneldeth’s pastures on the roadside. Two horses stood silent in the grassy field, dimly lit by one of the moons, their master, Janayna saw, laying bloody and broken against the gate. The demon’s first victim she realised with dread. She staggered to a halt just long enough to gasp a few breaths and ran towards the fenced pasture. She could not see the demon, but its loud growls told her it was still too close. Panting for breath, cramp seizing her side and energy seeping out of her exhausted, frightened body, she clambered over the fence and quickly approached the first horse.

It was a tall black stallion, one of its master, Johan Mirgon’s, prize horses. The beast stamped edgily on the ground, snorting with unease. He could sense the demon was close by. The other horse seemed just as uneasy, stood in the grim darkness of the night. Cautiously Janayna approached the stallion. Her best talent as a witch was her ability to communicate with animals but she didn’t want to frighten it as she tried to make contact. 

Coming to a halt, she concentrated on focusing her mind with the stallion’s. She had often considered it to be a form of telepathy. Janayna was able to speak with any animal, directly through the mind, assuming the animal was willing to listen. There were some creatures she would never consider speaking to. A wild boar for instance. Aware of the demon creeping closer to the pasture she pushed all her energies in the direction of the stallion. 

‘I am a friend,’ she told the beast soothingly. ‘I mean you no harm. Four legs I need…’

‘The monster is close! Its coming for us!’ The horse’s thoughts were just as frightened as hers, she realised. Taming the stallion might be more difficult then she expected. But at least he was communicating back. For animals, if they chose to talk to her, speaking through the mind seemed the most natural thing in the world.

‘I need your help,’ she communicated back. ‘Let me ride you and we can both escape.’

‘Wind Mane! She needs my protection!’

Janayna looked at the other horse, smaller brown mare. She was backing away into the corner of the field. ‘We will lead the monster away from your companion.’

‘We will lead the monster away.’

‘Yes! Please, I need your help. I will do all I can to protect you!’

 The stallion actually seemed to stare at Janayna a moment. ‘You will help me save Wind Mane?’ 

‘Yes! But we must act quickly!’

‘You may be a good friend two legs. I am yours.’

 Janayna let out a sigh of relief. The deafening growl of demon was barely beyond the fence of the pasture now. It would attack at any moment if she did not flee. She soothingly patted the stallion’s hide with haste and mounted. It was a little uncomfortable without a saddle and she wished she had divides in her maroon dress, but now was not the time for comforts. 

‘Run four legs! Run while we still have time!’

‘I shall run like the wind, two legs.’

Janayna liked the horse’s optimism. Any speed would be enough. With a sweep of his mane, he jumped forward and Janayna had to hold on for dear life, clutching the sweaty neck of the beast. Behind her she saw the lumbering form of the demon smash through the fence, fangs and claws bared as it charged towards her. The other horse, the mare, let out a squealing neigh and backed further towards the edge of the field. Thankfully the demon did not pursue the rider-less beast. The stallion broke into a gallop, and leapt over the high fence, landing with a graceful thud on the far side that almost threw Janayna from its back completely. The demon continued to pursue, tearing through the second fence just as they raced onto the road and escaped into the cover of darkness.

They followed the heavy flagstones of the road in darkness for a short while, until Janayna realised the stallion’s hooves ringing on the stone road would only be signal for the demon to pursue. And Calfretian lay ahead too. The last thing Janayna wanted to do, was lead the demon straight into a large populated town. People had died in Aneldeth. It would be a slaughter in that place. Quickly checking behind and finding no immediate sign of the demon, Janayna told her steed to move back off the road and they sped up onto the hills beyond Aneldeth. The Great Forest of Climion, named after the central Ellerigan city beyond it, hung black on the horizon a few miles away. Janayna chose not to enter it just yet. They would make more distance on open ground, and the further they got from the monster that had attacked them, the better. 

The stallion must have galloped at speed for nearly an hour, until finally it let out an exhausted neigh and broke into a trot. The road lay a good few miles to the east now, the town of Calfretian behind them too. Tiredness ached in her limbs and muscles, as she slumped against the neck of the horse. He too was becoming weary, snorting quick breaths amid a few mumbled neighs. Janayna was cold too now. The air was no longer warm, but even with the lack of a breeze, riding at breakneck speed for so long had certainly chilled her skin. Taking deep breaths, she rubbed her arms furiously to return some warmth to them.

The night was quiet around them, the only sound coming from the faint rustling of the trees on the edge of the nearby forest. The stallion took a few nervous steps towards the glades, sniffing out the air. Two of the moons were clear in the gloomy skies above, the third obstructed by the thick mass of grey clouds that hung oppressively above. Janayna prayed it did not rain. The forest might prove to be some shelter tonight, but the last thing she wanted was a cold to hinder her as she tried to escape the demon.

She was about to urge the stallion to move into the forest, when she heard the soft trotting of hooves on the ground behind her. Janayna held her breath, desperately trying to adjust her eyes to blackness of the night, but saw nothing. The approaching sounds were not that of the demon, but she was still wary. Who would be out in the open, close to the same edge of the forest as she, at night and on horseback, by coincidence? Her stallion however, did not seem the least bit concerned. In fact, he almost relaxed as they waited for the trotting to reach them.

She realised why as soon as the figure emerged into the moonlit gloom before her. It was the mare, the stallion’s companion from Master Mirgon’s pasture. Janayna relaxed in her seat, stroking her steed’s mane as he trotted to meet the other horse. Quickly she reached out with her mind. As the mare approached, Janayna could sense the fear and apprehension the mare’s vibes were giving off. No doubt it had followed them all this way, with the risk of the demon attacking her close by. 

‘Welcome my four-legged friend.’ Janayna’s mind reached out to the mare soothingly.

‘I came to find Storm-Hoof.’ The mare responded slowly. She obviously didn’t trust Janayna as much as the stallion.

‘I am glad you are safe. I did not want that monster to harm you.’

The mare looked at her a moment. Janayna could sense some suspicion. ‘If he has agreed to help you, so will I. Why does the monster hunt you so?’

‘I do not know. But it killed to find me.’ Janayna swallowed hard as the mare raised its head to her, and added hastily ‘I am deeply sorry for what happened to your master.’

‘That is passed. Now where do you wish us to take you? Storm-Hoof must be tired running this far with you on his back. I will be your steed for the while.’

Janayna smiled her thanks, slowly dismounting Storm-Hoof. The stallion nuzzled his head against her as she stroked his shaggy mane. He at least, seemed to be completely trusting of her, and this act of fondness might help to reassure his companion. Janayna didn’t want to be tossed off the mare the moment she broke into a gallop. Slowly she walked towards her new steed, realising how much her legs ached and tiredness filled her limbs. With the immediate danger over for at least a while, she patted the mare warmly on the hide but made no step to mount.

‘I would rather walk for a while.’ She told the horse apprehensively. She didn’t want to offend the mare. ‘Return some feeling to my legs. But I would gladly take up your offer when we leave the forest.’

‘As you wish.’ The mare said with a sharp snort. ‘Perhaps riding me through the dark trees would be dangerous. The monster is not close. I last saw it on the road before the walled place my master took us on occasion.’

Janayna wasn’t sure to sigh with relief or anxiety. If the mare had last seen the demon on the road to Calfretian then it was a good distance from her now. But at the same time, would it dare attack the town. The Calfretian Guard might be able to kill it, with luck there might even be a wizard passing through…but how many would die before it was slain? When she looked at it like that, she hoped it was still on her trail, albeit a safe distance away. Until she found a way to deal with it, she had to make sure no one else was brought to harm by the creature. And that meant staying away from anywhere populated.

The Great Forest of Climion was as good a distance as any. Janayna and the two horses, her only companions now, walked towards the trees slowly, as she peered into the eerie darkness that hung between the heavy oaks, slender birch and tall redwoods. The strong, clean smell of nature filled her nose as they stepped under the first overhanging eaves and branches. Janayna realised she felt as safe here as in her own home. Perhaps more so now since the demon’s attack. There were plenty of places to hide should the creature find her; herbs, shrubs and fungi she knew to make potions that renewed strength or were simply edible. And there was life everywhere, she could sense animals sleeping, animals awake. Any of them could aid her should she get lost or warn her when the demon was close. 

Janayna knew she couldn’t stay here forever, but it was the best place she could rest for now. Only the Mountains of Silu Par Tu a week away, or the heavily fortified cities of Epallion or Climion, with their soldiers and wizards, both days walk from here, might offer her better protection now. The one most depressing thought was that she could no longer return to Aneldeth, her home. She couldn’t risk more death. And both Magelle and her mother were safe without her. It was their lives that mattered to Janayna more than anything.

She found a small clearing a short walk into the forest, surrounded by redwoods, where small trickles of moonlight broke the pitch darkness they had been stumbling through until now. She quickly led the two horses into the open glade and collapsed on the soft, grassy ground. Storm-Hoof and Wind Mane inspected their surroundings curiously, but their restlessness and suspicion was gone for now. Janayna watched them wearily as they nuzzled noses against each other affectionately. She had never imagined she would have such companions when she fled her village.

‘We will rest here tonight.’ She spoke out to the horses softly. They seemed to nod, and then slipped to the ground, resting against each other. Janayna suspected this was the closest thing horses had to a cuddle. She was glad they were back together.

She searched the surroundings in silence; guided by what little light the moons gave her. Occasionally clouds smothered the ghostly spheres above, plunging the clearing into darkness until the clouds drifted past again. But it was more sounds then sight she needed now. Standing as still as she could be, she listened to the rustling sounds of the night.

The hooting of an owl echoed out into the darkness of the forest. Janayna smiled as she walked slowly in the direction of the sound. She had been hoping she would find a nocturnal creature. The owl hooted a second time, the sound coming from somewhere in the branches high above the clearing. Janayna froze, concentrating her thoughts on the bird.

‘My light-footed friend here me! I need your help! Come down to me!’

She waited anxiously, praying the owl had heard her thoughts. There was a moments silence. The hooting had stopped and Janayna wondered if perhaps the owl had flown on. It was not the first time she had frightened a creature by speaking directly into its mind. The silence continued and she was about to give up, when she heard the sudden sweep of wings and the soft creaking of a branch as the owl landed softly on a bough directly above its head. Two yellow balls of light, it eyes, peered down curiously at her.

She looked up with a smile. Being able to see the owl made her focus on its thoughts all the more easier. ‘I’m being pursued by a demon…a terrible creature. But my companions and me need rest. Can you watch this clearing for us? Warn us if the creature is near?’

‘You ask a lot. Are you a witch?’

‘Yes! You have spoken with my kind before?’

‘Witches come to this forest often. Druids too. They treat us creatures well and respect us. I shall do as you say for a price.’

‘A price? What is it you desire?’

‘A trinket. I like the shiny things you humans make.’

Janayna thought hard for a moment. She had her locket, but that bore the frozen image of her parents, she had created by incantation. She was not going to give that up, not now. She removed a small ring from her right hand. A small silver friendship band Magelle had given her. It was still precious but she still had the memory of her sister, and the locket was the thing she held most dear. Still, her heart felt heavy as she held up the ring and the owl took it in his beak.

‘It is shiny. I like it.’ The owl’s yellow eyes peered down into her own. ‘I shall keep watch over you and warn you should trouble come. You shall always be a friend witch. After tonight, if you need anything of me again, I shall oblige willingly.’

‘Thank you,’ Janayna said with a smile. 

It was always good to make a new friend, even if it was an animal, and Janayna felt like she needed all the friends she could get right now. As the owl ascended into the high tops of the trees once more, she lay down on the grassy ground, cold and tired. With a yawn she closed her eyes, listening to the soothing rustling of the trees around her. But for a long time she could not sleep. As the nightmare had done during the day, memories of this night troubled her every thought. She had never been so frightened in all her life. The nightmare paled in comparison with real life. The screams of the people of Aneldeth she had heard before the demon attacked her. The terror that swept through the village as she fled it. The sheer horror on her mother and sister’s faces. Eric’s death. That last thought was the most chilling of all. He had died saving her, ripped apart before her very eyes. She would never forget that; never feel anything but nausea, fear and guilt over what had happened to him. It was her fault he was dead. It was her fault that others in Aneldeth had been murdered by that demon.

As tears filled her eyes, she wondered what she could have done to deserve this much pain. Why was the demon after her? She had never heard of such a monster in Elleriga before. Why was it here now? And why did it want her? The thoughts of the nightmare resurfaced, her fears coming to boil. Did the demon think she was evil, or that she might become evil? It was pursuing her, but it had never struck out at her. It could have slain in that first moment she faced it at her doorway. But instead it called out her name. Why? And how? A demon knew her name. Was it trying to kill her? Or was it something else. Perhaps it was trying to take her prisoner. But then for what …and whom? Who would send a demon to capture her? She had a thousand questions, and no answers. Just the terrible realisation that something of pure evil wanted her.

She wept long into the early hours of the morning before exhaustion crept over completely and she finally fell asleep…

It felt like she had only had her eyes closed a minute when a frantic hooting filled her ears. Janayna’s weary eyes shot up and she scrambled to her feet in terror. The two horses were trotting about the clearing with fear and hesitation. The owl was fluttering above them, its hoot ringing out into the night. No, not night…the first glimmers of dawn were already sprinkling over the trees.

A sudden crash, followed by the dreaded roar of the demon thundered through the forest somewhere beyond the clearing. Janayna staggered back in wide-eyed terror. The monster had found them. The owl was still hooting and flying about frantically, circling the tops of the trees. Another crash thundered through the forest as what must an entire tree was ripped from its roots by the demon’s approach. The stallion and the mare were neighing frantically. Janayna’s heart was pounding, her body trembling as she found herself rooted to the ground with terror.

“Run!” she screamed out loud as she finally managed to tear herself away. The horses understand the tone of her voice and the indication, if not the word themselves. The two beats galloped into the trees, Janayna behind them, the owl sweeping over their heads. The rising sun was filling the sky with gradual light with every step they took, but there was still enough gloom and shadow between the trees that Janayna stumbled and nearly fell several times. The growls of the demon bellowed out behind them, the sound screeching in her ringing ears. The horses were ahead of her now, carefully navigating the gaps and clearings between the trees with speed and grace. A cloud of dirt swirled around their hooves. Janayna glanced back just once and saw the demon closing in.

‘Help me!’ her thoughts screamed out to the two horses. The demon was barely beyond reach of her now. 

The mare spun round galloping back and staggering to a halt barely in front of her. Every muscle and bone in Janayna’s body was aching incredibly, but she threw herself up onto the horse’s back with every drop of energy she had and clung on for dear life as the demon barely missed swiping at the mare’s rear. The horse galloped ahead, joining the stallion, the furious roars of the demon still pounding in their ears. Light was spilling into the forest now, but Janayna was barely aware of anything more then the trees swimming past her as the mare turned and galloped around each oak, birch and redwood. The owl still flew above them, its wide eyes scanning the ground for any more immediate danger. 

As the demon ripped another birch from its roots behind them, hundreds of birds soared into the now blue sky above them. Fiercely gripping Wind Mane’s neck, Janayna gazed up and concentrated every one of her terrified thoughts on the ascending birds.

‘Creatures of flight I need your help!’ Several of the birds above stopped mid-flight, shaken as Janayna’s thoughts yelled out of her mind towards them. ‘We need to escape the demon! Distract it. Hinder its attack. Please, I call out to you in a time of desperate need! Help us here below you!’

The birds massed above the trees and shot down, fluttering towards the demon with squawks and a flapping of wings and claws. None were able to cause harm to the monster, but provided enough commotion as they snapped and fluttered around its horned head that it was forced to halt and fend the irritating attacks off before it could continue its pursuit. The birds dived and swept up out of its reach, none coming within any harm of its fangs and claws. Janayna glanced round one last time as the mare thundered through the forest.

‘Thank you! I am forever in your debt!’

The demon and the birds were gone from sight as she called out to her animal allies, but she could still hear the creatures’ attack and the monstrous roar of the demon as they vanished behind a blanket of trees and undergrowth. Wind Mane continued to gallop around one tree to another, Storm-Hoof leading the way ahead, and strangely, despite the rising sunlight that was now pushing back the shadows of the forest, the owl above them. 

‘Thank you my winged creature!’ she called up to the wide-eyed bird. ‘You have saved all our lives!’

‘Anything for a witch and friend!’ the owl called back. ‘Until we meet again!’ And with that, the owl plunged into the trees ahead and vanished from sight. 

Janayna saw the mass of birds ascend into the skies in the distance, the roars of the demon bellowing beneath them. Janayna gripped the mare’s neck tightly, gasping for breath, her heart still beating. Unless she could find other animals to aid her, the pursuit was on again.

‘Run like the wind!’ she spoke softly but eagerly to the mare. ‘We must escape it!’

‘Fear not!’ Wind Mane replied confidently. ‘The winged ones have aided us well. The monster will not catch us now!’

Janayna glanced back into the trees. The roars of the demon were distant now. For the moment they were safe again. Above she saw the birds fly beyond the eaves of the Great Forest. She called out, thanking them again, but she did not think they would hear her now. The two horses continued to gallop through the trees, racing over roots and undergrowth with ease and speed. 

As Wind Mane had said, the demon would not catch them now. But he had found them even when they had ventured into the safety of the forest. The trees would make tracking them hard, but if it had done it once, it would do it again. Janayna urged the mare on. They would not rest for long until the demon was far beyond catching them. And that might take days, even longer. For now she had no solution, save run. Until she found a way to kill the demon, she would run. And run she did…

