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Ecstasy In Exile

Florence trudged through the muddy grass, hood up and head down against the torrent descending on her from the pitch black sky above. She couldn’t see much, but it didn’t matter, her destination was simply East.

She was bound for the great mountains, where one goes to hide away. A haven for bandits and beasts, hermits and heretics, and now for one wicked woman accused of witchery.

Not half a day ago she had been brewing a sweet nettle tea in her cottage, when some whisper on the wind had told her it was time to leave. She knew better than to disregard her well-honed intuition, but when a great raven had come cawing right at her window, the message was clear and she wasted no time.

Even before the tea had cooled, her pack was filled with her most needful herbs and oils, all the implements of healing and protective magick, a hearty loaf of seed bread, extra woolen hose and a large blanket that could serve as a shelter in case she found no hospitable place to stay before the imminent storm arrived.

No sooner had she slung the pack over her back than she heard the rumble of many angry voices a little ways off.

She ought to have run straight away, but was immensely curious just what peril the winds and the raven sought to save her from, so she hid nearby and watched.

A pious mob with a priest at their head stood outside her door and demanded she come out and face them, condemning her for many “crimes” and “sins”. They peered in the windows and saw no sign of her. One of their more zealous members suggested she had made herself invisible by magick, and they were all of them so ignorant of the true nature of magick that they believed it. Fearing what else she may be capable of, they dared not break down her door, but shouted at her from where they stood.

As it turned out, she had in fact done nearly all the things of which they accused her: she was indeed a witch, had certainly forsaken god and scripture and church, and had in fact “seduced” the priest’s comely young wife into witchery and into her bed.

If by “seduced” one meant that she had encouraged the sad woman to take hold of her own power and desire for once in her life.

She had done all of it and regretted nothing, but it was likely that woman’s guilty conscience or carelessness in concealing herself that had brought the wrath of that hateful god to her door.

Being part of a village had always brought a certain sense of comfort and convenience, even if she had been an outlier and kept to herself most of the time. She would miss the bakers and the butchers and the fine work of her favorite seamstress.

But she had known this day would come, and she was happy to be free of the plague of dogma and deceit that emanated from the white cross atop the high roof of the chapel.

She would defy convention as she had always done. She would find ecstasy in her exile.

***

After many bitter hours, the weary witch now found herself at the foot of the great mountains, the mouth of a winding canyon before her. She could hardly see, but she would try her best to find a cave where she could wait out the storm and dry her sodden clothes. And hoped that whatever refuge she found wasn’t already occupied by a beast, or worse.

Along the way she had stolen a few pieces of dry firewood from a hunter’s cabin and now held the bundle under her cloak. She wasn’t certain she’d be able to make a fire in a cave, but she had to try. If the storm continued beyond the night she would have no other way of drying her clothes and she would catch her death by cold. Unless of course she found a kindly old widow to care for her, or perhaps an abandoned domicile of some kind with a feather bed and a ready hearth and… No, she’d best stop her wishful dreaming and expect the coldest reality.

The ascending slopes of stone and sparse forest on either side of her provided some relief from the gale. Her eyes peered out from beneath the heavy hood and continuously searched the scene for any opening in the mountainside. And just when she thought she could search no more, ready to resign herself to the largest bush or thickest tree she could find, she saw it: the dark shadow of a deep penetration in the rock. It was higher up than she had hoped, but within reach.

She climbed over rock and root, using her one free hand to pull herself up the slope on sodden tree trunks and slippery ragged boulder edges, until finally she reached the shadowy arch of the cave mouth and stumbled inside.

Finally, the constant volley of cold droplets on her head and shoulders ceased. The tension in her body released, including her left arm, which allowed the bundle of wood to drop and clatter unceremoniously on the stone floor. She stood there for a moment, chest heaving and heart pounding from the effort of her journey. She desperately wanted to rest, but still had work to do.

Next she dropped her pack, knelt down and removed the heavy brown blanket she had brought with her. She was relieved to find it entirely dry, as it would be her sole covering for the night, save for the wool stockings. She set the rolled blanket on the ground began to remove her soaking raiment.

She released the small metal clasp at the neck of her cloak and pulled it off her shoulders. She looked around and noticed the crop of jagged rocks jutting out of the ground and ascending the wall of the cave to her right that would have to serve as her clothesline.

She draped the cloak over the largest rock, then removed her auburn kirtle and linen shift, the latter of which had been kept safe from the rain but was thoroughly dampened with cold sweat. She laid them all out on the rocks and now stood there in the chill dark wearing nothing but her muddy leather boots and threadbare stockings that had lost their grip on her calves and fallen into crumpled heaps at her ankles.

The chill air raised goosebumps over every part of her bare body and made her nipples almost painfully tight. She had never felt so vulnerable or foolish, and as such was incredibly grateful that she seemed to be entirely alone.

But just then, as she bent over to roll out the blanket for a comfortable place to sit as she removed the boots, she heard a ragged voice from the black depth of the cavern:

“Who are you?” it asked.

It wasn’t threatening; a simple inquiry, gentle even, but it nonetheless frightened Florence more than perhaps anything had in her 30 years on this good earth.

She shrieked and jumped, stumbled backwards away from the sound and tripped on the uneven ground. Her hind end hit the stone hard, sending a jolt up her spine almost taking her breath away. Normally she would have stayed on the ground a moment to recover from such injuries, but adrenaline had her scrambling to her feet immediately, giving whoever was watching her a brief but full view of her arse and slit.

She got to her feet and risked a fast lunge forward to grab the blanket by the corner, unfurl and wrap it around herself in one deft movement. And finally, as she prepared to answer the invisible voyeur, she realized: the voice had been female.

Then, it laughed.

She laughed.

“Didn’t mean to scare you, but…no way not to, I think,” she said in a low and earthy voice with an accent unfamiliar to Florence, ragged consonants and strangely formed vowels, like a song of tumbling rocks.

Florence stood fast, clutching the blanket tightly around her, green eyes narrowed and searching the abyss for the source of the voice.

Then she heard the sound of heavy armored boots and there materialized before her the imposing form of a female orc.

As the creature drew closer, Florence could see it in greater detail.

It was clad in layers of hardened leather and fur, with plates of roughly hammered armor covering her forearms, shoulders, and chest. Beneath her tunic she wore breeches, also of leather, like a man. She held a deadly axe loosely at her side.

Florence had only ever heard tell of these beings, spoken of as demons and abominations, beasts and barbarians beyond the reach of god’s grace. And as she stood now in the presence of one, she understood why she had been told such things; this female of their kind was as broad and mighty as any knight of the king’s cavalry.

Even if the orcs had come in peace bearing treasure and gifts and great wisdom, men would never abide a world where they could possibly be dominated by something resembling a woman.

And, to Florence’s immense surprise, she did resemble a woman.

Far from being a malformed monster, her features were…pleasing.

A proud jaw, prominent cheek bones, full lips, and arched brows over keen deep-set golden eyes shining out through pools of smeared black paint.
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