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A Time of Leaving

Gretchen feared that the village of
Newbury was catching the “Witch Fever”. The horrors of what was
happening in Salem and Ipswich were spreading and it was getting
harder to count how many innocents had died in the fires of madness
born of the Puritan’s radical beliefs. She considered fleeing to
some other part of the world where the risk of being branded a
Witch and burned alive was something that a young woman need not
fear. Of course, unlike those poor unfortunates in Salem and
Ipswich, Gretchen really was a Witch.

Not since the Inquisition had any of
her kind really been caught by the church, whose leaders were the
truly evil members of society, purging anyone they even suspected
of standing against their pale prophet. Long before some dried up
old long-beard of a mage had invented that fable, her kind had been
the hidden backbone of a people that knew war but revered peace.
The coming of the Dove had reversed that, making men puppets of a
false god, and leading them to rape, murder, and steal in the name
of peace. Sure, their book and teachings suggested just the
opposite, but the idea that they could do as they willed and then
beg forgiveness and be forgiven without any real penance for what
they had done made them capable of any barbaric act.

Gretchen’s bloodline could be traced
for several thousand years, and at least one in every generation
had had the gift. It was stronger in some, barely noticeable in
others. Gretchen had been given to understand that her abilities
were exceptional. It was suggested that not since her grandmother’s
grandmother had there been a witch with such power. As much as some
might consider this a great blessing, it was well understood among
her own people that the greater the power the greater the hardships
that the witch would face in her life.

“Good morning Gretchen”
came a voice she had dreaded hearing for the past few years.
Nathaniel Cavendish was the son of the wealthiest man in Newbury,
and was used to getting whatever he desired. What he appeared to
desire most of all was Gretchen, and in that he was destined to
discover that no amount of riches could purchase some
things.

“Nathaniel” she responded
with only the slightest hint of the revulsion she felt in her
voice. Nathaniel was short and portly and despite having spent most
of a year traveling the world, about as worldly as the toad which
he resembled.

“I didn’t see you in church
this morning” Nathaniel said, catching her completely off guard.
Nathaniel wasn’t exactly the churchy type, and Gretchen wondered
exactly where this was headed. “In these trying times, a young
single woman should attend regularly to avoid unwanted attention”
Nathaniel said ominously.

His words sent a chill down her spine.
In light of what was happening elsewhere, the implicit threat in
his words caused her to turn sharply toward him. “If anyone wants
to cast allegations in my direction, they will find that it doesn’t
take a witch to remove the promise of children from a man’s
future.”

“Gretchen, hush up that
kind of talk” Nathaniel said, looking around to make sure no one
had overheard them. “I wasn’t threatening you; I was trying to warn
you. The reverend has been talking about what is happening in Salem
and has the whole congregation up in arms to keep an eye out for
witches in our midst.”

It was as bad as she had feared, and
Nathaniel was right, she was in danger of accusation though she had
never given anyone cause. It was always the same; the single woman
with a mind of her own was the easiest target for these pigheaded
misogynists. Given time and even the slightest provocation and this
irrational mindset would indeed lead someone to point a finger at
her, and that simply was something she couldn’t abide.

She left the town proper that evening
intent upon disappearing into the frontier before anyone had the
time or chance to paint her a bane upon society. She had little
enough, and with her skills and the gift she could easily survive
on her own in the wilds until she found a better place to build a
new home. Her family had learned the hard way that it was wise to
be prepared to leave a place in a hurry, and Gretchen had learned
that lesson well. It took her less than an hour to prepare for her
journey; packing the things she would need for the trip along with
a selection of herbs and the tools to work her spells.

She could survive in this land utterly
alone for months or years, though as a Witch she was no more or
less able to deal with loneliness than a person without the gift.
She could always go to one of the tribes of natives that still
lived in the region. They distrusted the whites but would accept
Gretchen without question, recognizing her as one with the gift.
The shamans of their people shared the gift, and it was accepted
within their tribe. In many ways Gretchen envied the native people
of this land, but she also knew that the stubborn need to control
everything that pervaded her own kin would someday bring these
people to the verge of destruction.

That night she made camp in a small
glade, miles from the nearest town. She was in no particular hurry,
but she wanted to put plenty of space between herself and Newbury
before it was noticed that she was missing. It could be days of
course, as she rarely came into town more than once a week. The
deep forest was always a thrill in the late night hours for one who
had the gift. The animals paid little attention to her, and were it
not for the chill of the evening air she would have let the fire
die down allowing the local wildlife to move in closer. She knew
that her presence was an interruption in the natural order of the
wilderness, and did whatever she could to minimize her impact on
the denizens of this place.

Gretchen was sleeping peacefully when
the change in the sounds of the forest brought her awake in the
early hours. The animals that had been singing their night songs
were suddenly silent, and that could only mean one thing. There was
a human in the wood, and close. Her fire was mere embers, but it
would still draw the attention of anyone close. She had to make a
choice between smothering the flame and letting it build. She was
in no real danger, and though her exodus had the flavor of being on
the run, no one hunted her that she knew of. Carefully she placed a
number of small twigs on the coals, encouraging the fire with her
gift but not so much that it appeared unnatural. In seconds the
twigs were burning brightly, and she added some larger limbs that
she had gathered over those. In only a couple of minutes the fire
had grown to light the glade and surrounding forest.

She could feel the eyes of the person
upon her. Extending her awareness, Gretchen discovered the girl
standing behind her about twenty paces, nervously watching her and
scanning the forest to make sure she was alone. There was something
about the girl that Gretchen found interesting, though for some
time she couldn’t tell what it was. Finally, she recognized what
was drawing her attention. The girl also had the gift. Not as
strong and well developed as it was in Gretchen, but there
nevertheless.

“You can come out. I’m
alone, and not exactly ferocious” Gretchen said softly. The girl
trembled but didn’t run. Something or someone had frightened her
terribly. “My name is Gretchen, and I would welcome you to my
fire.”

The girl remained motionless watching
her for several more minutes, and Gretchen sat back down by the
fire, allowing the heat to soak into her without saying more.
Finally the girl moved, and to Gretchen’s relief she eased warily
toward the fire. The girl looked more like a wraith than a woman
when she appeared in the light of the fire, having moved to the far
side so as to keep the fire between them.

“What’s your name?”
Gretchen asked.

“Lilly” the girl replied.
“Have you any food to spare? I hate to beg, but I don’t remember
when last I ate.”

Gretchen could tell that the girl
hadn’t eaten in days. She picked up a piece of cheese and a hunk of
bread and tossed them over the fire to the girl. She then pulled
out a bit of bacon from her supplies and began to roast it over the
fire using a stick. The smell of the bacon cooking was powerful and
Gretchen feared the poor girl might snatch it from the fire before
it was done cooking.

She waited until the girl had eaten and
had a good long drink from the wine in her skin before plying her
with more questions. In the interim she studied the girl
surreptitiously. She was older than Gretchen’s first guess, perhaps
her own age, or a bit less, but certainly a woman grown. Her
thinness suggested she had been afoot in the wilds for some time,
and there was only one thing that could drive a young woman to such
lengths when a pretty smile and a friendly suggestion could get her
at the least a hot meal and a warm bed.

Gretchen also was aware that the girl
didn’t know she had the gift and had never been schooled in its
use. If so, the forest would provide her what she needed even in
times of great distress. She was disheveled and dirty and in need
of a comb and mirror, though it would be a wonder if she didn’t
need to shear off her golden locks and grow her tangled hair out
anew.

When Lilly was finally sated on enough
bread, cheese, and bacon to have fed Gretchen for a couple of days
she began to the conversation that she knew she needed to have.
“Are you from Ipswich or Salem?”

Lilly studied her carefully. “I’m no
Witch, no matter what those mad fucks say” she hissed.

“So Salem then, you’ve
spent some time in the company of sailors” Gretchen said smiling at
the girl.

Lilly laughed heartily and despite her
ragged appearance Gretchen realized that she was a beautiful young
woman. “Aye, I have at that” she said.

“I suppose you are on the
run from the church?” Gretchen inquired.

Lilly looked at her suspiciously once
more, all trace of humor gone. “Isn’t every woman who has the will
to do her own thinking?”

Gretchen nodded her agreement. “What
happened to you? Spurn the wrong man, or tempt the wrong woman’s
husband?”

Lilly relaxed again, a mischievous
smile on her face. “I guess since I’m to be burned at the stake if
caught, I may as well tell you. I was sleeping with this man and
his wife, and one of the village busy bodies happened upon us
frolicking in the wood. Rather than risk the ire of the church, my
lovers took the opportunity of the Witch craze to accuse me of
bewitching them, and I’ve been running for five days
now.”

Gretchen looked at her new acquaintance
askance. The girl might not know she was a Witch, but she had the
proclivities of one. “It’s a bunch of foolishness. One who is
actually trained as a Witch need not fear the church. Those
withered old men could no more actually catch a Witch than
understand what their dangly bits are supposed to be used
for.

Lilly laughed again but it was brief
and trailed off in puzzlement. “Are you telling me you are a
Witch?” she asked nervously.

“If I were, would you be
frightened?”

“I think you may well be,
but in my situation I’m a bit beyond fear. Frankly, considering the
evils of the church I’m not inclined to believe much that they have
to say about Witches or anything else” Lilly said.

 


 


Companionship

The two of them continued talking until
the sun rose, and Gretchen explained that she was on a journey to
find a new home and that Lilly was welcome to join her if she
chose. Lilly readily agreed, having little other choice, and the
two women set off together covering many miles that day until they
came upon a clear spring on the lee side of a hill in the early
evening.

“This will do perfectly”
Gretchen announced. She sat down her pack and her satchel of herbs,
and began removing her dress. Being fit from the work she did on
her own, she had little need of the torturous undergarments worn by
the soft village women, so underneath the dress she wore nothing.
As she pulled it over her head she kicked off the soft moccasins
that she wore and standing there as nude as the day she was born
she fished a comb from her pack and turned to face
Lilly.

Lilly was staring at her, somewhat
surprised but there was something more in her look; something that
Gretchen recognized as the hunger which had no doubt brought the
woman’s plight upon her.

“See something you like?”
Gretchen asked smugly.

“You are not bashful at all
are you?” Lilly countered.

“Not particularly. Those of
us with the gift are seldom burdened with the foolishness of our
hidebound enemies. I would like to know a bit better what you look
like underneath all that dirt, and maybe we can work this comb
through your hair. It is unbefitting of one of our kind to seem so
unkempt in our natural environment” Gretchen said. She had been
dropping hints all day in hope that Lilly would begin the
conversation that would allow Gretchen to explain that she too had
the gift, though
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