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​​Witch Reborn

By Mark Heiner

Sometime in the past

The people of Morbidus gathered in the village square, their features twisted in rage. For months they had suffered disease, famine, stink, and death. They were weak, their children disappearing in the night or dying of starvation.

Hatred for life darkened their faces. Some had grown emaciated, others developed sores that pulsed blood and oozed pus. Sickness and lethargy plagued many, if not all. Some lost teeth; many lost the hairs of their head. One, who had been the beauty of the country, had grown obtusely fat. Her beauty, once the envy of all, was now eclipsed by pimples and warts.

Individually and collectively, the town’s people were dying. Those who weren’t already dead were bitter towards existence and increasingly unkind to each other. The frail emotions of the people had pressurized for long enough. They were ready to pop.

Through all the towns suffering, Tabitha’s hair remained golden and shiny, her teeth brilliantly white, her complexion creamy and her countenance cheerful. She hopped from house to house, helping as much as she could. It was expected that she would also be plagued by some kind of loss, but she never was.

At first the people watched her with hope and thankfulness, glad she could help. But as her health and beauty remained consistent with no evidence of decline, the people became jealous and suspicious. In private councils and in whispered conversations, they convinced themselves that she had spawned the evil that laid waste to their town. The word “witch” was nothing more than a suggestion at first, a breath of surprise. But the breath gathered strength and body until it became an entity of itself.

“Tabitha is a witch,” a toothless man lisped.

“Witch!” a bald woman agreed.

“Witch!” they all accused, their voices a croaking symphony of hatred.

Blinded by an unseen evil, they dragged Tabitha by her hair despite how she pleaded for mercy. They pulled and pushed until her clothes tore and fell off, until the dirt and rocks of the ground split flesh and bruised her creamy skin. Her golden hair was stained red with her own blood. They dragged her until she slipped out of consciousness, her brow furrowed and tight even at rest.

“Burn her,” the fat one screamed. Her voice was angry and wretched. “Look what she’s done to my body. I used to be thin and beautiful. Now I’m so fat and my face has warts. Burn her! Burn her! Make me thin again.” Mishliv's fat body moved around the people, incentivizing them to burn Tabitha. “Kill her and restore peace to our town,” she cried.

The town’s square once boasted of a beautiful and lush garden. During better times, the patch of earth was adorned with beautiful flowers and various plants, including a large oak tree firmly rooted in the center. Now the ground was barren and all that remained of the beauty was the weeds and mud that surrounded the great tree.

The people hefted Tabitha’s limp body and moved her to the barren garden. She was still unconscious when they tied her to the great oak and lit the tree ablaze. As the flames licked her bare skin, Tabitha sprang to consciousness and screamed in agony until she died.

The next morning, the people of Morbidus gathered around the tree, expecting to feel some relief from the devastation that had taken them. Their intention with the public execution was to cut out the poison so the body could be cured—Tabitha being their poison.

To their dismay, they felt no soothing balm. Still stricken with sickness, more children had disappeared in the night, and the light from the sun seemed dimmer than ever before. They gazed at the tree, smoking and blackened from the night’s cleansing. Charred and sticky bones lay at the base, all which remained of Tabitha.

“What have we done?” a thin woman cried. She held a starving baby to her chest. “Tabitha was just a girl!”

“She was no more a witch than I am a good man,” the mayor said, a sore on his face oozing.

The previous night’s cries for execution were now the moaning of the damned. If they had thought themselves hopeless before, now they truly felt it. Tabitha had been murdered. They shared the blame, the shame.

Once again, the people of Morbidus were ready for action—final action. Together, the mayor and the townspeople devised a plan wherein their suffering and degradation would be blotted out.

They locked themselves, man, woman and child in the town center and stocked the fire. Men and woman lit torches from the flames and dispersed the fiery instrument of death to the walls and floor. As the flames grew in strength, a low-pitched laugh echoed above the sound of the fire. It filled the air as if amplified by a chorus of demons, a wicked and heartless melody.

“What is that?” the mayor asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” a trembling old man replied. “We will be dead soon.”

The laugh sounded again and grew into words. “Yes, burn my children. Burn like you burned her.” The low and rich laughter came again.

“I know that voice,” the mayor said. “Who is not among us? I thought we gathered everyone.” He scanned the faces in the room, trying to see if someone was missing. His eyes darted from face to face, all drawn, all hopeless, all starved and all thin. “Everyone is thin,” he said to himself. “Where is she who grew fat? Where is Mishliv?”

He remembered the night before. It was Mishliv who led the people in their murderous tirade. He spotted her through a slit in the window and she looked at him, a wicked and twisted smile on her face. The mayor’s eyes saw her in a new way. His mind recalled her proximity and proclivity to the disasters that had plagued the town and now he recognized her: the methodical author of his people’s demise.

“You die and I live. You suffer, and I grow stronger.” In all the days he had known her, she had never sounded like she did now, hollow and evil. Her smile stretched across her face, unnaturally proportionate to her mouth, making her lips appear elastic.

Realizing there truly was someone to blame for the devastation of his people, the mayor’s perspective on their fiery death changed. Amidst the screams and cries of his people, he broke through the barricades they had made to trap themselves in the building. Frantically and swiftly he dragged people from the smoke and fire of the hall. He couldn't save them all, but he worked until all alive were safely out of the burning building.

Mishliv happily and mockingly fled the town, unaware of the mayor's vow to atone for his ignorance by hunting her down. Just as evil usually underestimates the worth of one soul, Mishliv miscalculated the peril of her flight. She knew nothing of the mayor's determination.

It wasn't enough to destroy her where he captured her; those that remained of the town deserved to see it. He dragged her back to the barren garden, in much the same manner that they had dragged Tabitha. He tied her to the same tree and stacked wood around her feet as she spit at him and cursed. As the flames engulfed her body, Mishliv’s eyes rolled back into her head and she spoke in an unknown tongue. She screamed and vanished into the flames.

The tree slowly turned black, and all signs of life instantly disappeared. The townspeople watched with bated breath, waiting to see if Mishliv would reappear. But after the fire died, all that remained was her tattered and filthy black cloak. They cast the cloak into a fire, but it wouldn't burn. The mayor forbade anyone to touch it. Instead, they buried the shawl at the root of the tree, hidden where no one would look for it.

Slowly, the town of Morbidus began to recover. But the people never prospered. Opportunities arose in neighboring towns, and the chance to escape the memory of the evil that Mishliv had unleashed was too great to pass up. One by one, family by family, the townspeople abandoned Morbidus, pushing it out of their minds never speaking of it, never wanting to think of it. It was a place that would be forgotten.


Into the Water



Trudy slid her legs inside the wet suit. It clung to her skin as she pulled it up and over her shoulders. She situated her BCD and fastened the two straps across her chest. She knew she shouldn't be diving alone, but the idea to come up here had been so last-minute, she hadn’t had time to arrange for a companion.

She ran through her mental checklist, trying to be extra careful. She pressed the button on her regulator, making sure the air tank was properly connected. She had her weights, too. And her compass, and her pressure valve. Everything she needed.

“I think I'm ready,” she exhaled. Before she placed the heavy goggles over her face, she scanned the coastline to make sure she was alone. She had enough air for one thirty minute dive, but she hadn't brought her scuba flag. Without it, other boaters wouldn't know there was a diver in the area. They would see her boat, but that was all, as she would be under water. Not that other people at the lake would be a problem.

The man who had told her about it claimed that no one frequents the lake. “To dangerous,” he said. He was smoking an old corn cob pipe. “You go there and you’ll see what I mean. People don’t like to go there.”

He had spoken true. She scanned the shoreline in all directions and was satisfied that it was just her. There were a few trees poking out of the water which, from a distance, looked like people, but she knew those rotting and erect timbers were one of the main reasons nobody visited these waters. Nobody likes to swim in a lake with full grown trees standing all over the place.

It was the lake's name that beckoned Trudy for a visit. Quake Lake. The man with the pipe had told her about it. He explained that century old maps had patterned the geography before the modern day topography. Hundreds of years ago, a tremendous earthquake altered the landscape and shifted the course of a mighty river. The river pooled in a deep forest valley and got trapped. Modern day Quake Lake formed from the stagnate water.

Over time, the level of the water dropped, revealing trees for miles around the shore. All along the water’s edge, and in various places in the center of the lake, timbers jetted above the surface. The trees looked eerie against the water. They didn’t belong in water, they hadn’t grown there, but there they were—a freak of nature. All dead, all tall, all evidence of the lively forest that used to be.

Trudy couldn’t help but feel a little uncomfortable. Directing her boat through the minefield of wood had been stressful enough. Diving by ones self is dangerous enough, but going in this unexplored and seemingly treacherous water could be considered down right stupid. If she got stuck, tangled up, or couldn't see, no one would be able to help her. A few times she almost aborted the expedition.

But no. This was why she had come. Quake Lake was mostly unchartered, and aside from the tremendous assortment of aqua wildlife, rumor had it that the remnants of an ancient town lay at the bottom. At least that’s what the old man said. Besides, Trudy had her advanced water certification. She could do this.

She secured her goggles and mouthpiece, and scanned the water beneath the boat to make sure she wouldn’t fall into any trees. Convinced she wouldn’t impale herself, she jumped in.

The water engulfed her. For a moment she felt so light and free that she almost ceased to exist. Mentally, she drifted away. Away from her tiny house, away from her job, and away from the world above. She loved diving.

She loved teaching too. Even more than teaching, she loved the children. That's why she’d gotten into teaching to begin with, so she could always be around their innocent and vibrant soles. But that didn’t mean that every once and a while she couldn’t take joy in being away from them.

For the next thirty minutes, she wanted to forget everything up there. Her eyes adjusted to the feel of the water and the darkness that surrounded her. She turned on her light and began to swim downward.

A seasoned scuba diver, Trudy knew the nuances of lake water. Just as expected, she hit the thermocline at thirty feet down. The sudden temperature drop indicated that she was heading for deeper waters. She pressed onward. According to the charts she'd seen, the lake wasn't much deeper than sixty feet in most places. She could descent that low, easy.

But something about the water was starting to bother her. It was getting warmer, when it was supposed to be cooler. She checked her depth gauge. Had she started to surface without realizing it? According to her
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