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To be a witch is to love and be loved,
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To be a witch is to harm none.

To be a witch is to know the ways of old.

To be a witch is to see beyond the barriers.

To be a witch is to follow the moon.

To be a witch is to be one with the gods and goddesses.

To be a witch is to study and learn.

To be a witch is to be the teacher and the student.

To be a witch is to acknowledge the truth.

To be a witch is to live with the Earth, not just on it.

To be a witch is to know, to dare, to will.

And to keep silent!

––––––––
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CHAPTER 1
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Call Justice upon another, call it upon thyself.
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Chelmsford, Essex,

England,

October 1645

––––––––
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The young woman was tied securely to the wooden stake in the center of town, where she was soon to face her death.  Her arms and feet secured with thick rope ensured no chance of escape.  She was as naked as the day she had been brought into this world twenty-one years previously.  The hushed crowd gathered around the scene of the impending execution gazed upon her nakedness.  Some with lust in their hearts, some with a tinge of sorrow, but mostly anticipation of the imminent execution.  Matthew Hopkins circled the woman warily.  Although he knew she was securely tied, he also knew from experience that a witch about to die was capable of any amount of trickery to save her godless soul.

—
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Matthew Hopkins had been in Chelmsford since late June, fresh from a highly successful few months in Bury St. Edmonds where he had brought terror to the demon witches in that place.  On the last day of May, no less than eighteen witches—sixteen women and two men—captured in Bury and the surrounding areas had been executed in a public hanging; there were too many to burn.  That was an exceptional month, and he and his team had been kept busy.  They had worked tirelessly for their coin, but the rewards had been well worth the stress they had all endured.

Hopkins had hoped that Chelmsford would bring the same sort of results for him, his second in command, John Stearne, and the rest of his team.  And it had!  The accused woman afore him was to be the sixteenth witch to die by fire in this pitiful, heathen part of England.  They would move on in the morning having been summoned to a small village named Witham, but not before he had settled with the tithe collector.  Hopkins and his right-hand man, John Stearne, always had the same small entourage of men and women, a handpicked team of trusted souls: Hopkins’s witch hunters.  This entourage did the bidding of their leaders without question.  Hopkins and Stearne were judge, jury, and executioners; their entourage merely gathered the evidence to present to their superiors.

Born in 1620, in Manningtree, Essex, to a Puritan clergyman, Matthew was the fourth of six sons for James Hopkins and his wife.  He had begun his infamous reign of terror two years previously in 1643, after appointing himself ‘Witchfinder General.’ Once word of Hopkins’s efforts to rid the Kingdom of witchery reached Charles 1st, the King of England had been only too happy to bestow the title upon him officially.  

The craft of witchcraft was considered ‘crimen exceptum,’ a crime against Christianity so foul that the King deemed it necessary, by any means, to wipe it from the face of the earth.  And the Witchfinder General, encouraged wholeheartedly by the King, considered it his godly duty to hunt down and wipe the scourge of evil from every corner of England.  He took to his ordained mission with enthusiasm, becoming the executioner of countless women and men accused of witchcraft, whether guilty or not.

—
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Hopkins faced the naked woman before him paying no heed to her nakedness.  He removed his black, high hat exposing his grey shoulder-length hair and stroked his short beard.  Pulling his black cloak tightly around him, he addressed the alleged witch before him: "Elinor Greene, thee have been accused and found guilty of witchery, which is a crime punishable by death under the law decreed by our King, in this year 1645.  My people gave thee every chance to prove thine innocence of this ungodly crime.  Thee faced the 'water test,’  but the water cast thee out—evidence enough of thy guilt.”  He then pointed to a visible, blotchy-red strawberry-shaped birthmark on her stomach. “The Devil’s mark, further evidence of thy guilt!  Numerous folk saw thee conversing with a black cat.  A cat is most often a witch's link with Satan; a witch's familiar as thee would call it.”

Hopkins turned away from Elinor and addressed his audience while still talking to the accused. "Thee failed all of the opportunities granted to thee to prove thy innocence of the crime of witchery.  Therefore under the law of crimen exceptum, established by the King, I find thee guilty and sentence thee to death by fire.  May the Lord have mercy on thy godless soul, Elinor Greene.”

Elinor paid no heed to Hopkins’s speech.  Her only shame was her inability to hide her nakedness as she stood there, bound tightly, in front of the mass of people whom she had known, had spoken with, socialized with, during her short life.  There would be no sympathy from this crowd tonight though, no rescue.  Not that she expected it.  She had known from the day of her capture what her fate would be; she merely had to endure the absolute agony of the next few minutes.  Her suffering would be horrific but would not last long, and then she would return to the Summerlands while waiting for her wheel to turn.  The goddess would look kindly on her as she did all the witches who suffered during these dark times.  

The anticipation in the air on this frigid October evening was palpable.  The townsfolk had turned out en masse to witness the execution of a witch. Catcalls, boos, and hisses rang out from the crowd as Hopkins pronounced her guilt and fate.

Hopkins turned back to Elinor and pointed at her with a leather-gauntleted hand.  The crowd shushed with his next words, “What say thee, Elinor Greene, for thy final words on this good earth afore Satan takes his prize: thy godless soul?”

Elinor looked up towards the heavens amid the expectant silence around her, taking notice of the dusk encroaching as evening began to turn to night, the last one she would witness in this realm.  She then looked down at her tied feet, taking in the kindling scattered in a circle around the wooden post that she was bound to. Tinder, composed of a mass of dry twigs and hay, was waiting for the flame that would soon ignite it and transform the fuel into an inferno that would greedily consume her earthly body.  

Though her mind was reeling with the thought of the agony that would soon overwhelm her, she was able to compose herself enough to gaze stoically over the left shoulder of Hopkins.  Her stare fastened on one man on the front row of the bloodthirsty crowd who shuffled nervously from one foot to another, her accuser: Jacob Goode.

Hopkins, maybe expecting words of repentance or for the forgiveness of her sins, drew back in shock at the next words that issued from the mouth of the accused woman.

Elinor spat on the ground beneath her feet and ignored Hopkins.  With her eyes still on Goode, she uttered her accusation loudly for everyone to hear, "Are thee enjoying seeing my naked body, Jacob Goode?  This is what thee wanted all along, isn't it, whoreson? To see my nakedness!" 

Although she couldn't see the change of color in his face due to the gathering darkness, his face turned bright red in shame as he looked around him, everywhere but at Elinor.  The crowd he mingled with stared at him, and to his embarrassment, some laughter reached his ears, which he could feel turning red.  But he held his ground, afraid to slink away, afraid to let the crowd know that Elinor Greene’s words were valid. 

Hopkins recovered his composure and preened a little as a peacock might do.  He strutted up to face Elinor and stood mere feet from her. “Enough, Witch.  Thee choose to accuse instead of repent.” He motioned to someone standing behind Elinor to move forward.  John Stearne, Hopkins's second in command, who stood in the circle of the crowd, stepped forward.  He held in his hand a lighted torch.  Stearne began a slow approach as if playing to the mass, allowing them to grasp the gravity of the situation that was playing out.

Elinor took no heed of this, and her eyes remained fixed on Goode.  She began a chant; the words spat out loud enough for the whole crowd to hear.  Elinor repeated the mantra over and over again.

“Goddess Adrestia and Mother Hekate hear my cry, for Jacob Goode shall not die.  Rather than death, I wish him suffering, leaving his heart dark and blue.  Taking away everything of his will certainly do.  An eternal life of suffering Jacob Goode will see.  These words are my will.  So mote it be!” Hopkins stepped forward to snatch the torch from Stearne.  He wanted this burning over with.  Most of the others he had put to death had either protested their innocence till their final words or begged for repentance; none had spat out these ungodly curses afore.  Though not outwardly showing it, Hopkins felt chilled by the words.

The crowd hearing the woman's chant separated themselves from Goode; he, in turn, melded back into the midst of the gathering, trying to hide from Elinor's words. 

Upon seeing Hopkins with the torch, Elinor’s words changed to a hypnotic chant:

“In Nomine Dei nostri Satanas Luciferi excelsi! In the name of Satan, the dark ruler of the earth, the King of the world, I command the forces of darkness to bestow their infernal power upon me! Open wide the gates of Hell and let my desire be fulfilled. Pains you have served me, so much pain and suffering thee deserve. This chant is my revenge: Jacob Goode will suffer." 

Elinor repeated her chant again and again, loudly.  The crowd began to nervously back away as bloodlust fearfully turned to unease.  Unaccustomed were they to these kinds of words. 

Goode had finally heard enough.  His nerves shot from hearing his name mentioned in these evil words spat with such venom from the mouth of the woman he had accused of witchcraft, he slipped away from the crowd.  Only one other saw him slinking away, someone who stood at the back of the mass of onlookers with a heart full of hatred towards him after listening to Elinor Greene cursing him repeatedly.

Hopkins once more turned back to the crowd to issue his final words.  He almost had to yell over the vile and foul words of the witch. “People of Chelmsford, pay heed to my next act, for I am Matthew Hopkins—Witchfinder General.  My task is to destroy the witch wherever I find her.”  With that, he tossed the flaming torch onto the pile of dry kindling.  As he did so, Elinor spat at him.  It missed him, hitting the ground just in front of his feet.  The world was silent for a moment, except for Elinor's repeated words, then the fuel smoldered, and smoke began to rise.

Elinor's words were cut off, thankfully for the crowd, as she breathed the smoke issuing from just beneath her feet deep into her lungs.  Holding her breath did no good for her.  A violent coughing fit racked her body as the young woman shook her head from side to side, trying to rid herself of the toxic smoke.  Her body instinctively went into self-preservation mode, knowing what was to be, causing her to frantically attempt to free herself from the bonds that held her tight—to no avail.  She heaved impulsively, the noxious fumes causing her to vomit violently.  The smoldering kindling beneath her quickly caught on fire, the flames growing in size and eventually licking at her feet, every nerve in her young body reacting to this outrage.  A shriek of abject horror issued piercingly from the poor woman as the flames, becoming an inferno of red, yellow, and orange, began to torment her.  The blaze quickly took hold and began to move upwards, licking her flesh, savoring the taste of her youth, and wanting to devour her.

Hopkins stepped forward, away from the inferno of flame that was erupting behind him.  He waved his hand to the crowd around him, “Behold, Citizens, the death of an accursed witch!” He did not turn back, just faced the mass, as agonizing screams of pain issued loudly from behind him.  It wasn’t long before he had to move forward even more as the putrid smell of melting flesh began to assault his senses.  

The screams of agony were drowned out as a single, solitary voice from somewhere at the back of the crowd started to chant: “Witch, witch, witch!”  More voices took up the chorus until the words became as one voice.  As Elinor's agonizing screams and shrieks grew louder, so did the crowd's curses.  The woman’s agonized cries didn't last long as Elinor Greene succumbed to the raging inferno, which quickly and greedily consumed her.

––––––––
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A good cause makes stout the wand and strong the arm.
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Morwenna Ramsey stood on the outskirts of the crowd with disgust in her heart as it dispersed around her. Their entertainment over for the night, their bloodlust satiated, no one paid her any heed. She was all but invisible to them.  She had watched Goode creep away with his head down, like the whoreson that he had proved to be.  With Elinor's curses towards the man, she now had another name on which to direct her hatred.  Morwenna was determined to find out in what way Goode was involved in this.  With the last few words uttered by her sister, it was apparent that lust was involved, but she wanted to know everything; in two nights' time, she would.  She would ask Elinor herself if her spellcasting to raise Elinor's spirit proved successful.  

She also watched Hopkins and Stearne scurry away like cockroaches, deep in conversation.  They had been the cause of the destruction of her coven.  Sister Agnes and Sister Elinor were both gentle souls, but both were now dead at the hands of Hopkins.  Morwenna could only consider herself blessed that she still survived. The young witch was blessed, maybe, but alone and lonely.  She had suffered the agony internally that Elinor had endured during the blessedly brief moments of her torment.  Every word that the sister had uttered had impacted Morwenna, hitting her solidly in her heart and bringing the witch her version of the pain and suffering that Elinor had just endured.

Hatred filled her heart, and revenge consumed her mind.  Visions of slitting the three men’s throats from ear-to-ear appeared in her tear-filled eyes, but that would be too easy a death for them—too quick.  They would die, that was a given, but Morwenna knew she would have to be patient.  The first one to perish at her hands would be Goode; she vowed that to all of her gods.  He must have been the one who had run to Hopkins and accused Elinor of witchery.  Although Morwenna had no idea of the reasoning behind his accusation, she would find out.

—
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Agnes, Elinor, and Morwenna did not practice dark magyk.  They celebrated Goddess Hekate—the supreme lady of all gods, and mother of all witches.  Even though they were not the dark priestesses that society painted them, there was still a price on their head, and either they would dangle from the end of a hangman’s noose, or, as Agnes and Elinor had discovered, they would find a place on a burning stake.  Morwenna determined that she was not going to perish at Hopkins’s evil hands, tied to a stake, or hung from a noose, while he strutted maniacally around in front of a bloodthirsty crowd of heathens.

Hopkins was only the tip of the iceberg regarding the slaying of accused witches.  He was only one man and couldn’t be in two places at one time, and countless executions went on without the Witchfinder’s presence.  Many an alleged witch had been dragged out of her home by an unruly mob, sometimes without even a trial, to a place of death all because of an allegation, a rumor, or an argument between neighbors.  Their fate was always the same: pushed off a dais with a noose around the neck for the long drop ending with a snapped neck, or suffering the absolute agony of the burning stake.  

As full night blossomed all around, her path back to her simple home was lit by a high, cold waxing moon above her.  Her home was a small cabin deep in the forest, about five miles from Chelmsford, where she had lived all of her years on this earth.  Her step-parents had found her abandoned there, outside the cabin door, as a newborn babe.  They had taken her in and raised her as their own.  When the people she had called her parents’ wheels had turned, Morwenna had stayed in the cabin alone. 

Stars began to twinkle above her, cold shimmering lights in the heavens.  Dressed in a dark-blue cloak, with the hood pulled over her head, she entered the forest, becoming almost invisible in the shadows.  She led a simple life, fending for herself, catching whatever she needed to eat.  As she ventured towards home, the tall, thick trees surrounding her started to cut off all light from the heavens above.  The lack of moonlight didn't concern Morwenna, though; she knew all the possible routes through this place like the back of her hand.  She slipped silently amongst the dark, shadowy trees, the woodland around her coming alive as nocturnal creatures awoke from their daily slumber and began their hunt for sustenance.

—
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The first English Civil War, caused by deep divisions between the King and Parliament, was coming to an end, with two significant battles fought earlier that year: the Battle of Naseby, and the Battle of Langport.  The Parliamentarians under the command of Sir Thomas Fairfax and Oliver Cromwell had routed the Royalist forces of Charles 1stin bloody massacres.  The Royalists were now scattered, and King Charles was in hiding, with a price on his head.  That didn't make life any less dangerous for the witch, though.

Chelmsford had remained staunchly Parliamentarian during the war.  Thus, gangs of Royalists—fearing capture and execution for treason— roamed areas adjacent to Cromwell's strongholds in the surrounding areas, still trying to fight a war they knew was lost.  There had been rumors of Royalists around the area recently, looking for soft targets.  These rogue forces were bandits; they would attack and move on, looking for other accessible opportunities.

Thus, with her senses heightened, she made her way, as silently as possible, through the deep, dark mass of trees, listening for any possible sound of these brigands.  She knew that her cabin was just as dangerous for her as out here in the forest, but she wasn't willing to move; the little cottage was the only home that she had ever known, but there was always the chance that cut-throats might happen upon her one day.  She could handle herself, she did not doubt that, but there was still a possibility that life might end for the young woman one day with rape and, then afterward, a slit throat.  Morwenna would face that day if, or when, it came; she wouldn't go down without a fight.  The witch always had a protection spell in place around her home, and so far, she had never had any problems. “Blessed be!” She muttered out loud.

A sudden scuffle in the brush just to the left of her halted her progress; she immediately crouched down to make of herself as small a target as she could.  She held her breath, trying to still her thumping heart.  She waited, ready to dart and run for her life if needed.  But the source of the disturbance was quickly revealed as a mother and her young deer emerged from the trees right next to her.  The doe and fawn nonchalantly stopped to eat grass; they carefully watched her but sensed that Morwenna had no mind to hurt them.  She allowed herself to breathe again as her heart slowly started to settle. “Careful, girl, calm thy nerves.”  Morwenna was a wreck after seeing her last remaining coven sister put to death at the hands of the immoral Witchfinder, Matthew Hopkins.  Needing solace, she made her way over to the mother and baby, speaking softly to them in a language they understood.  She petted the leathery hide of the fawn as the doe looked on proudly, but still cautiously.  She stayed with them a while, conversing with them, until the young witch eventually decided she needed to move on, but not without wishing the pair well in their future; the doe bobbed her head in understanding, and thanks. 

The witch soon came upon the small clearing where the coven of three, Agnes, Elinor, and Morwenna, would—though not anymore, she thought sorrowfully— convene in the dark of the night, and divest of their clothing, ‘skyclad.’  Different covens made their own choices, whether to work skyclad or not.  It was felt that being naked while meeting, or working magyk, made one more in tune with the earth and nature, but it wasn’t a strict rule.  Morwenna’s coven was one that preferred to practice this way.  This clearing was about halfway between Chelmsford and Morwenna's cabin.  On these nights, they lit the fire at the beginning of their ceremony.  And in the end, it was always scattered to dispose of any evidence of their meeting. 

The last time the coven had met was the night after Sister Agnes’s arrest.  Under a waning moon, Elinor and Morwenna had shed tears and clung to each other in despair and horror at the loss of their 'mother-hen.'  They both knew what the outcome would be for Agnes.  They cast their spells to commune with Hekate, and the goddess answered them.  The witches were advised to prepare for the inevitable death of their sister and were warned of one more burning during this current witch hunt.  The next victim’s name was hidden, but each of the witches had their reasons to believe it would be one of them that would perish.  

After the information was given, Morwenna argued that they needed to take action against the Witchfinder before the foretold future had a chance to unfold. “Elinor, we need to do something about Hopkins, before one of us dies at his hands.”

The fire, the only light in the dark clearing, spat sparks of light and heat from its heart as Elinor took a moment to respond.  Then: “What do thee suggest, Morwenna?”  Greene crossed her legs and tried to warm her hands in front of the fire.  Her breath frosted as it issued from her mouth. The cold of the October night caused her naked skin to dimple with goosebumps.  The portent shown to the pair had caused her to shiver despite the fire, for that held no warmth, it was solely for light, and spellcasting.  

Morwenna shuffled further forward towards the fire and took Elinor’s hand in hers. “I  know not, but we both heard Goddess Hekate’s proclamation that one more of us would not survive Hopkins’s visit.  I don’t want to die, especially by the way he devises, and I couldn’t survive on my own if thee died, Sister.”

Elinor shook her head at that statement. “Thee are strong, stronger than thee think, Morwenna.  I know that, and thee know it too.”

“Maybe, but I don’t feel...” Her voice trailed off.

“Hush thyself, Morwenna.  We both know that we could cast down all manner of hell on Hopkins and his followers.  Hekate would truly love revenge against the man who proclaims to revere his god but is truly a demon in human form. But we need to balance the pros and cons before taking action, Sister.”

“Please explain what thee say, Elinor.” Morwenna, though older than Elinor, was naïve and often needed facts explained to her more than once till she grasped the truth.

The fire was dwindling, so Elinor threw more kindling on it to bring forth more light. “Listen to me, Sister, and follow my thoughts.  The Witchfinder was appointed by the King, not by Parliament.  Right now, the forces of Parliament have routed the King's army, and they are in disarray.  Who knows where the King is, he could be anywhere in this country.  Do thee follow me so far?”

Morwenna thought she did.  She nodded. “So, Elinor, Hopkins is in a difficult situation right now.  Aye?”

“True!  Right now, the Witchfinder must tread carefully.  It was the King who bestowed the title on Hopkins, not Parliament.  He must know that the King is a dead man, and he doesn't want Parliament’s forces to turn against him, or he will find his neck on the chopping block.  The thing known as Hopkins is walking a fine line.  Cromwell’s forces are not in favor of him; they would love nothing more than to separate his head from his body.  The only thing keeping him alive at this moment is both the Catholic and Protestant hatred of us and our way of life.  But even so, the man will not get free reign as he did previously.  The Roundheads are watching him, mark my words, Morwenna.”

Morwenna stared into the fire, her mind thinking through Elinor’s words.  An owl hooted in the distance as it searched for food, disturbing her thoughts.  “Elinor, I think thee should come and stay with me, at least until Hopkins leaves.  For both our sakes!”

Elinor shook her head. “I cannot.  I need to be in the village where I can keep abreast of the happenings there.  If I were here with thee, as tempting as it is, we would be blind.”

Morwenna stared solemnly at Elinor, “I understand that, but fear for thee.”

Elinor attempted to reassure her coven sister. “Do not fear for me.  Whatever the goddess deems necessary will come to pass.  Mayhap I am in danger in the village, but thee are equally at risk in thy home in the middle of this vast woodland.”

“Sister, I wander during sunlight, I become one with the trees and stay within their divine protection.  During the hours of the moon, Hekate protects me and sends beasts to watch over me during the dark hours.  The beasts are my friends, my protectors.  While the gods watch over me, I am in no danger.  Thee, on the other hand, Elinor, in that den of the forsaken—I worry so much!  That's why I want thee close so that the beasts can watch over thee too." 

Elinor took a stick and poked at the fire, starting to spread the small embers around to extinguish it, signaling an end to the meeting.  She truly understood Morwenna's reasoning. “I miss Sister Agnes”—the witch admitted as she stared at the glowing end of the stick—“she was the wisest of us.”  Elinor hated to admit that she was lost without Agnes, but it was the truth.  The witch shook her head in despair, so many questions she couldn’t answer. “Why did that man-beast, Hopkins, and his demons, ever come here?  He has split us asunder.  I wish him dead.”

“One day, thy wish will come to pass.  Whether it be by the executioner or other causes, his time will come.”

“Now who sounds like the wise one, Morwenna?”  Elinor let out a laugh.  She skootched over next to her coven sister and rested her head on Morwenna's shoulder, staring intensely into the smoldering embers, trying to see signs in the dying fire.

“These are dark times, indeed, Elinor.  But so far, the two of us have survived the bloodlust, and hopefully, with Hekate's guidance and help, we will survive this.”

“Understand though, Morwenna, that we cannot cast any spell to hurry the Witchfinder’s death.  Do thee hark my words?”

“Aye, I do.”

“At this time, we need him to be wary.  Anything we do to harm him may have undesired consequences for us.  We do not want the Royalist and Parliament forces in this area to have any reason to declare a temporary truce to run us to ground.  An enemy divided is better than an enemy united.  Remember that although both armies fight on different sides, they both have a common enemy...us!”

The small fire eventually died with both witches deep in their thoughts.  Elinor spread the ashes to try to hide any evidence of their meeting.  Both women then stood and put on their clothes and cloaks.  Elinor took Morwenna in her arms one final time; they clung to each other for comfort and support.

“Go home, Morwenna.  We both have a long trek.  Stay safe.”

“You too, Sister.”

Both women set off in separate directions.  Those were the last words ever spoken between Elinor and Morwenna.

CHAPTER 3
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A crooked branch has a crooked shadow.
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As morning broke and a cold, pallid winter sun rose beginning to dispel the shadows of the night, Hopkins and his crew began saddling up, preparing to leave this place, their work here done for now.  They had broken camp after eating breakfast; words were scarce due to early morning tiredness.  Each man and woman had an assigned role to play in both setting up, and breaking down, camp.  Hopkins, Stearne, and their entourage of six others packed their gear and supplies into the wooden cart that was attached to the last horse in line.  Once everything was secure, Hopkins, dressed almost all in black—a tall, wide-brimmed black-felt hat, black cloak over dark-blue doublet, black-velvet breeches tucked into bucket-top boots that reached up to his knees—mounted his cherished chestnut-mare.  She stood seventeen hands high, and horse and rider cut an imposing figure—an image which Hopkins cultivated, lest anyone doubt his importance. 

Once everyone was mounted and settled, Hopkins looked back at his troupe.  Satisfied that everyone was ready, he shared a word with Stearne behind him. “One more stop, then we head to Witham.”

“We will see what witchery awaits us in that region.”

“Aye, we will, Mr. Stearne, aye we will!” With that, Hopkins spurred his horse on, beginning a short trip back into Chelmsford along the dirt track, which passed as the main route through the hamlet.  As they entered the hamlet, civilization encroached on them.  Timber houses on both sides of them, the dirt track became somewhat of a road.  Only a few people were out at this early hour.  The few that were out were either dressed in their finery or workwear.  Women wore bonnets and coifs through necessity—only the rich were allowed to have uncovered hair.  

The smell of sewage running freely along the road hit Hopkins again, as it always did in these heathen places.  Pity the folk on these streets, walking, working, socializing amid the shit and piss.  No wonder they succumbed to disease, living among this.  People often wondered why Hopkins refused to camp within the protection of wherever he visited; the stench around him was his unspoken answer to them.  His troupe rode past the villagers, ignoring them, and being ignored by them.  His destination was the tithe collector's office.  

Hopkins and his band rode by the meeting-house where Elinor Greene and Agnes Hale had been found guilty, sentenced to burn, and dragged off to their jail cells.  Their last few hours were spent alone, cold, bewildered, afraid, and hungry—food wasn’t to be wasted on a condemned witch.  Their clothing was taken, lest they try to fashion a noose to beat the hangman or the stake—leaving them open to leers from any passerby who felt the need to stare through the windows at them.

The last two buildings before the town square were the tavern and the building he was heading towards, which housed both the tithe collector and the jailhouse.  The inn was quiet for now, but later on, it would become a loud, evil hellish den of whoring and drunkenness.  Hopkins’s strict Puritan upbringing would never allow alcohol to pass his lips.  He was mindful of the fact, though, that some of his people were not opposed to drinking, and Stearne himself would often go missing for days on end, spending his coin on women and drink.  Hopkins allowed them this concession; the work they did for God, and him, was abhorrent at times, but it had to be done.  They were chosen for this duty.

The man that Hopkins was seeking was stood outside the tithe collector’s building as if forewarned about the Witchfinder’s imminent arrival.  Edmund Bagshaw, the short, fat, balding keeper of the village purse-strings, hopped agitatedly from one foot to the other.  Hopkins dismounted in front of the man and approached him, spying the purse of coin held in the man’s pudgy hands.  Bagshaw was sweating profusely despite the cold morning. 

“Thee has feasted on too many roasted hogs, fat-man.” Hopkins thought disdainfully, as he listened to the low, murmured comments and snickering jibes coming from behind him.  He simply said, “Good morning, Mr. Bagshaw.  Tis a fine day, is it not?”

“That it is, Sir...” Bagshaw hesitated, “...may we talk, alone?”

Hopkins reached out and grasped the man’s left shoulder firmly. “About what, Edmund?” He waved the arm back that wasn’t grasping Bagshaw’s shoulder, encompassing his people. Anything you have to say may be said in front of these good people.  I have no secrets from them.”

“Well...” Bagshaw seemed nervous “...I have pondered long and hard on this, sir, and twenty shillings does seem a trifle excessive for thy services, Mr. Hopkins.”  He glanced at the purse in his hand and closed his fingers over it as if expecting Hopkins to snatch it from his grasp. “The villagers are not happy since I had to raise their tithes to come up with this sum.”

“Oh, come now, Edmund!  Which villagers would this be?” Hopkins looked around him; the road on which people had earlier engaged in their business was bare.  Upon hearing the beginning of dickering about coin, the street had become suddenly empty. 

Hopkins continued, “The people who are complaining about paying their dues, are these the same ones who were celebrating last night as I burned a witch for them?”

Bagshaw stepped back a little, loosening Hopkins’s grasp on his shoulder.  Beads of sweat formed on his forehead and slowly rolled down his face.  The man wiped the sweat from his eyes with a rag produced from the pocket of his breeches. “I...I wonder—"

“Speak up, Mr. Bagshaw, I’m having trouble hearing thee.” Hopkins cupped his hands to his ear in emphasis.

“I wonder if we could renegotiate thy fees, Mr. Hopkins?”  The tithe collector seemed to have recovered his composure a little.  He put the rag back in his pocket.

“Nay, sir!” Hopkins pulled the man close again and spoke conspiratorially in his ear. “These villagers, who may or may not be complaining about my fees, have harbored witches in their ranks, and, if it were not for my brave crew and I, those harlots would still be alive today, casting whatever evilness they wished about this village and surrounding area.  I feel that there may be even more here, hiding out, or being harbored by someone.  By the way, Edmund, how is thy daughter?” Hopkins questioned. “Eighteen, is she not?”

At that moment, a flight of crows took noisily to the skies from a rooftop, cawing loudly and mournfully, adding emphasis to Hopkins’s implied threat.  The Witchfinder followed their flight south until they became just a speck on the horizon.  He slowly became aware again of Bagshaw blustering away beside him, unaware of half of what the man had said.

“...Prudence has done nothing.  Leave her out of this.”

Hopkins glanced back at Stearne, who rolled his eyes in mirth.  Both men were only too aware of the dickering that went on when it came time to pay up.  The same thing occurred on every one of their witch hunts.  The same argument that Hopkins heard every time was about to be rolled out by the sweating man in front of him. 

“These are penniless, pitiable people, Mr. Hopkins, with nay coin to spare.  The village pays what it can for situations like this, but any shortfall has to come from higher tithes.  Paid for by these humble folk.”

“Oh, I bet you've squeezed these people for every coin they have to cover my fees.” The Witchfinder thought this but didn't put his opinion into voice.  The words that came out of his mouth instead were, “Sir, do my crew and I look like rich people to thee?  Are we wearing clothes made from the finest fabrics?  No, sir, we are not.  We are merely lowly people ourselves, like thyself and the villagers here, doing God's good work.  Our only stipend comes from the King's purse and what we raise ourselves, though now with the King's forces routed and Charles on the run, I do not see any more coin coming from him anytime soon.”

Bagshaw couldn’t help but find himself nodding in agreement as he listened to Hopkins’s tale of woe.  He thought of himself as a poor man too, but the truth told a different story.  Compared to the rest of the villagers, Bagshaw lived like a prince among paupers.  The tithe collector saw in Hopkins a man like himself: a man called on a mission, yet struggling to survive.  

Hopkins saw this light of understanding enter and soften the greedy man’s hard eyes, and once more grasped Bagshaw's shoulder, stared him in the face, and continued, “My crew and I have to eat, feed our mares, and survive in this harsh climate.  Our survival is only achievable by collecting our fees.  These dues, Mr. Bagshaw, were discussed with thee before we started our work.  Thee agreed!”

“I know, and I am not disputing what we agreed on.”

That was it.  Hopkins had him now.  This simpleton was so easy, a pushover compared to some of the coin keepers in other places.  But he pushed on with his argument. “We brought to justice sixteen witches.  I feel that the coin we charge thee now is worth it in the long run.  If this witchery had been allowed to continue, who knows where it would have led.  They would have eventually brought this village to its knees, that I can assure thee.” 

He caught Bagshaw nodding slowly. “Twenty shillings right now may seem like an excessive amount, but the villagers will thank thee when they come to realize what rampant witchcraft in their midst would have cost them eventually.  If unchecked, thy livestock would have been cursed and dead by now, and thy crops would have withered and died, as would have Chelmsford itself.  No crops, no meat, no dairy; the result of that would mean no income, no coin, and no tithes.”

With those words, Hopkins knew that the dickering was over for this time around.  The Witchfinder was correct; Bagshaw's palm slowly opened, revealing the purse.  Hopkins all but snatched his prize out of the fat man's chubby hand.

“Thee are quite correct, sir, the people here may complain now but will recover.  Life will go on for them.  They will survive.” 

“That is true, Mr. Bagshaw,” Hopkins commented as he remounted his mare. “And thee will continue to squeeze every coin thee can get out of these people.” That thought remained unsaid. “We will return sometime soon, sir, God willing.  Thee needs to keep thine eyes and ears open, for the witch is crafty and evil.  She hides among ye, waiting and watching.  I will need names, sir.”  Hopkins tucked the purse into a pocket of his doublet. 

Bagshaw asked, “Where are thee headed to now, Mr. Hopkins?”

“We have been summoned to Witham.  Great witchery is afoot there.  I intend to go there and make things right.”  He couldn't resist the last dig at Bagshaw: “I’m sure the good people there will understand the seriousness of the situation and won’t feel the need to dicker about coin and tithes.”

Bagshaw pretended not to hear that comment.  Instead, he questioned, “Are thee sure thee will not stay another couple of days, Sir, thee know what tomorrow is?”

Hopkins looked down at the man from his perch. “Indeed I do, Edmund.  Samhain!”

“Aye.  Evil will be abroad tomorrow; thee may be wise to wait until it has passed.”

Hopkins spurred his mare onward and urged his crew forward.  As he passed by the man, he spoke once more, with scorn in his voice, “We are not afeared of any demon that may choose to walk the earth, God will protect us.  Tis the demon that needs to fear us!”  He left Bagshaw, staring after him, in his wake, and as Stearne and the rest of the crew passed Edmund, they all glanced down at him with looks of contempt.

As they left Bagshaw in their wake and entered the village square, the scene of the previous night's burning, a team of men were already on cleanup duty.  The remains of the stake were gone.  Elinor Greene's ashes were swept to the winds, and her blackened, charred bones collected for disposal.  Hopkins ignored all of this as he passed by.  His work completed here, the cleanup was the responsibility of the heathens who had harbored such evil in their village.

They slowly left the village behind them, following the road that now became little more than a dirt track again.  Teams of men were at work on the village boundary, putting together the first of many bonfires that would be placed strategically around the village, ready to be lit when the dark arrived tomorrow night, to ward off the evil that walked the earth on Samhain.

“Superstitious fools,” Hopkins thought smugly.  As if fire would ward off evil.  Witches weren't afraid of fire.  Instead, it was their ally; they danced around its flames, embraced the smoke, and frolicked in its heat.  All the while, laughing at gullible fools like these people.

The track they were following led to the treeline in the distance.  The journey ahead brought trepidation to Hopkins, though he would never voice his fears to any of his crew.  This part of England had been under the control of Parliament forces, led by Cromwell and his damned 'Roundheads,' since the start of the Civil War. Still, while Charles's Royalist forces were plaguing Fairfax and Cromwell, Hopkins felt emboldened.  It was the King who had given Hopkins the title of Witchfinder General; Parliament merely suffered him because the one thing that both Royalists and Parliamentarians could agree on was that witchery needed wiping from the face of England.

Since King Charles's routing at the battle of Naseby in the Midlands earlier that year, the Roundheads were feeling emboldened.  Hopkins knew that Parliament considered him a heretic, and didn't agree with his methods of identifying witches.  He knew that right now, he was on the losing side and that a visit to London was in his immediate future to meet with Parliament to plead his case and work out an ongoing treaty with them.  The King wasn't going to be paying him anymore; in fact, Charles's biggest concern right now was keeping his head attached to his body.  Hopkins wasn't a fool, he knew that his allegiances were about to change quickly, and he needed to plan for that. 

Hopkins’s crew followed the dirt track into the midst of the deep forest, always alert for anything out of the ordinary.  Bandits and highwaymen weren't uncommon in this part of England.  Soldiers were a concern too.  Royalist forces were of no worry to them, since the Witchfinder carried the charter signed by the King, allowing him and his people safe passage.  His biggest concern now was Cromwell's forces.  Hopkins figured he could appease them, but one never fully knew. 

––––––––
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A book may give knowledge, but practice gives power.
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Morwenna woke at the same time that Hopkins was leaving Chelmsford behind him.  Her fitful sleep had been plagued with the pitiful screams of Elinor writhing in abject horror on the stake that bound her, the flames creeping incessantly ever nearer.  She rose and prepared a simple breakfast of fruit and berries, while still trying to dispel the horror of what she had witnessed the previous night.  

As she sat eating her breakfast, her cat appeared.  Karma had been with her for more years than she could remember.  The small, female, tortoise-shell feline with piercing green eyes always seemed to sense her moods, and, on occasion, the two of them seemed to share each other's thoughts.  Morwenna felt that the cat understood every word that the witch spoke and thought, often answering her in the cat's way.  This morning Karma wound her way between Morwenna's feet, waiting for whatever tasty morsels would find their way to the floor for her.  Sure enough, a few berries did make their way to the floorboards. The cat would always sniff at whatever dropped to see if she approved of the offering.  After the food passed the sniff test, the cat's tongue would slowly lick, allowing her senses to approve or disapprove.  If the offering passed these tests, then the cat would greedily devour the offerings.  Today the berries passed all of the cat's tests and were soon gone; Karma softly meowed her thanks to Morwenna before slinking away again. 

“Where do thee go so quickly, cat, are thee not hungry for more berries?” Morwenna questioned the departing cat.

The cat turned and gave her a haughty look, then turned back and headed for the door.  Karma waited patiently to escape the confines of the cabin for a while.  There were mice aplenty to catch outside to toy with and kill.  

The short, slim woman with long, unkempt auburn hair cast her now empty plate to the far end of the table and stood.  There was no time to waste; tomorrow was Samhain, the witch's final sabbat of the year, the night that the veil between the living and the dead was at its thinnest. Morwenna had preparations to make.  

Morwenna hurried into the room where she slept and pushed her simple bed to the side.  Getting down on her knees, she dug her nails into the gap around a floorboard.  The board was loose but stiff and unwilling to pry up easily—on purpose.  By the end of her struggle, one of her fingers was bleeding slightly, and she had a wooden splinter beneath a fingernail.  The woman stuck the bleeding finger in her mouth to slow the blood loss and went in search of a rag to wrap around the injured finger.  The long wooden fragment came out quickly enough, but the pain of the extraction made her wince sharply.  She didn't complain though, her pain was over now, and was nothing compared to the agony that her two coven sisters had recently endured.

She returned to the gap in the floorboards and reached her hand down into the space under the boards.  When her hand made contact with what she was seeking, she gripped it and extracted it carefully from the hole.  She took the object back to the kitchen and laid it carefully, with reverence even, for it was a precious object, on the table.  Morwenna said a quick blessing to Hekate as she unwrapped the animal skin that protected the valuable book inside.

Morwenna’s grimoire—her book of spells—was bound with leather taken from a deer years before when she had first given her life over to the old gods and goddesses.  She had been distraught having to kill the poor beast for its skin and hoped that Hekate would favor the deer for its sacrifice, and hasten its soul speedily into a new life.  All witches had a spellbook, and Morwenna was no different.  Every spell she had ever cast herself or witnessed was written in painstaking detail in this book by her hand.  Agnes and Elinor were good teachers too; they had given her access to the minutiae of all the spell castings that they knew about whether they had tried them or not.  Each member of the coven knew that a spell was a spell.  An enchantment, though not needed at this minute, might be required sometime in the future. 

The witch opened the book carefully; the yellowed pages were flimsy at best.  Her spidery, scratchy handwriting stared back at her.  She hoped that what she was looking for was in this book somewhere.  The spells she was looking for were spells that she had never had to use before and had hoped that she would never have to use: spells to curse the living and spells to commune with the dead.  The enchantments were in no order and were uncharacterized.  She had just written them down as she had learned them, a fact Morwenna now rued due to the consumption of time.  Time was something she couldn't waste. 

Morwenna started on the first page and eagerly ran her uninjured index finger down the pages, searching her handwriting for what she needed.  After much time spent exploring the grimoire, she finally had what she needed for the next night's spell casting.  She made a mental note of the herbs she needed to go hunting for.  Some of them were easy to find and would be among the herbs she cultivated behind her cabin.  Others, like Mandrake and Wormwood, were harder to locate if you didn't know where to search, but the young woman knew exactly where to look; she had walked this forest in one area or another for most of her adult life.  Candles were no issue—she made her own.  

The book went back under the floorboards—she never took chances leaving it out—and she replaced the board loosely back in place above it; finally, she dragged the bed back into place.  With all that done, Morwenna then grabbed her dark cloak from behind the door and slipped it on over her simple woolen bodice and skirt.  She wrapped it tightly around her thin frame and a linen hat—coif—went atop her unruly, waist-length hair.  Pulling the hood of the cloak over her head, she ventured out into the cold, windy, early morning air.  

CHAPTER 5



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


On the crooked path, there is neither brother nor friend.
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Hopkins and his crew ventured further into the forest, never straying from the track that led them onwards through the ancient trees that surrounded them.  The only sounds, apart from those of the alcohol-loosened tongues behind him—ale and spirits were carried in casks and hip-flasks—were those of forest creatures.  Creatures nearby skittered away from the humans.  He heard distant calls as forest creatures spoke to each other, but Hopkins paid no heed to these, his only concern was for the sounds of human activity.  

The sun overhead never quite managed to break through the thick canopy of branches and leaves high above.  What little weak light that did scatter down upon the ground added to the deep shadows that played tricks on the eye, seemingly moving, but just mere tricks of the light.  Thus it was that when three shadows coalesced out of the trees ahead of the troupe, Hopkins at first thought that it was merely his imagination.  But, alas, no!  The shadows became solid, fusing into three soldiers on horseback, all wearing dull orange tunics under polished breastplates, red sashes tied around their waists.  Tarnished silver round helmets covered their heads.  Dull red britches tucked into black knee-length boots.  Parliamentarian soldiers—Cromwell's Roundheads!  The soldier in the middle carried the Roundhead standard: a plain orange flag with the cross of St. George in the top left corner.  Hopkins silently cursed them as they stood across the path, blocking his way forward. 
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