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      *Lila*

      

      The stage lights dim, leaving only the ricochet of footsteps and lines reverberating in the rafters. My palms are damp as I smooth the coarse fabric of Martha Carrier’s plain dress, still hoping to calm the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. This is only a rehearsal, I remind myself. Yet, standing here in the stiff collar and bonnet, I feel something more than performance. Martha’s defiant words linger like a bitter taste in my mouth.

      “Which of you have I wronged?” I had shouted just minutes ago, emotion carrying across the auditorium. For a moment, I wasn’t myself anymore. I was her: exhausted, furious, and unyielding. I was the so-called Queen of Hell, the one who would not bend, not even with a rope tightening around her neck.

      The director calls, “That’s it for tonight.” His words break the spell.

      The others laugh and chatter as they peel away their costumes, but I move slower, reluctant to shed Martha’s persona. I tug at the ties beneath my chin and slide the bonnet free. My curls tumble down, sticking to the sweat at my temples. Tonight I’m too tired to change clothes here, so I’ll wait until I get home, strip off these layers, and let the hot water of a steamy shower wash the day away.

      Jenna strides over, her apron half off, and stops beside me. “Lila, seriously,” she says. “The way you cry when Madison acts like she slaps you—I got chills! You really made me believe she slapped your face.”

      I manage a tired chuckle. “Thanks, Jenna. I’ve always liked the physical part of acting. I just try to imagine what Martha was going through.”

      “Well, it works,” Jenna says. “Even Joanne and Miles were watching you. They’ve never been that impressed in rehearsal.”

      I glance toward the group of seasoned actors. Each of them brings their own perspective to the story. Joanne’s Rebecca Nurse is quiet and unnerving in her calm, while Miles’s John Proctor practically bursts with fury every time he speaks. They make history come alive on stage. And Jenna is doing a wonderful job playing Mary English, a wealthy woman who was accused of witchcraft but later escaped Salem.

      “I’m just happy I was chosen again this year. Last year I played ‘Village Woman,’ so having a speaking role has been quite the upgrade.” I smile.

      “You’re going to make people remember Martha for her heart and fire, not just the trial,” Jenna replies. “Don’t lose that edge, and that courage she had when she faced them all.”

      I nod, letting her words settle, grateful for the reminder of why I love acting, why I endure the long practices and stiff costumes to step out there and bring these stories back from the scaffold.

      “We’re sticking around for a bit, ordering takeout, going over lines one more time. You should stay. Hang out with us a little longer?” Jenna pleads.

      I shake my head, rubbing my temples. “I wish I could, but I’m wiped. It’s been a long day, and I have class early in the morning. Thanks for offering, though.”

      Her smile softens with understanding, and she claps a hand briefly on my arm. “Fair enough. Don’t let me guilt you. Just know we’ll be here if you change your mind.”

      “Thanks, Jenna. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      When I step outside, the cold breeze smacks me awake. February in Massachusetts doesn’t play gentle. The pavement glistens with frost, street lamps haloing pale light over the brick facades.

      I walk slowly, my bag thumping against my hip, exhaustion tugging at my limbs. This afternoon I was buried under case files at the firm, paralegal drudgery that chews through my soul one stapled packet at a time. Tomorrow I’ll drag myself to the lecture hall, highlight rules of evidence until my eyes cross, and pretend I don’t hear the nagging in my head asking what the hell I’m doing with my life. I’d so much rather be practicing law already and defending people who are innocent instead of being in class all morning and working for corporate lawyers all evening. But here at the theater, I feel a sliver of freedom.

      Unlike Martha, who lost everything–her home, her dignity, her life–and still she refused to admit to lies, even to the very end. I can’t shake that. I’ve been haunted by foster homes, by the way adults scowled at me and judged me like I was already broken, when I was just a child.

      My parents died in a car accident when I was ten, and I was shuffled around like a problem no one wanted to keep. I learned early on in life that silence keeps you out of trouble, but Martha chose the opposite. She raised her voice until history couldn’t forget it.

      The lines from rehearsal remain vivid in my mind, and I feel as though I am still rehearsing, speaking for women who were silenced in the most brutal of ways. Salem lore has always had this effect on me, blending the boundary between history and imagination until both feel inseparable, and I am left walking in the footsteps of the accused even as I return to my ordinary life.

      I have known these stories for as long as I can remember, woven into the fabric of the town where I grew up. Children here don’t learn fairy tales first. We’re raised on accounts of trials and executions, on whispered tales about spirits and witches, on the quiet dread that never seems to fade from the soil itself.

      Those stories made their home inside me, and with them grew a fascination that set me apart. I wanted to know all things witchcraft, so I learned to recognize herbs by sight and name, to recall their uses without needing to check a book, to brew teas and tinctures that seem harmless today, but once carried suspicion heavy enough to destroy lives.

      The costume I’m still wearing suddenly feels absurd here in the parking lot full of cars. Luckily, no one else is around. I grip my keys tightly, the frozen metal digging into my palm as I walk between rows of vehicles gleaming with a brittle sheen of frost.

      A sharp gust of wind cuts across the asphalt, stinging my eyes with tears. I don’t notice the danger beneath me until it is too late. My boot strikes a patch of black ice, and in the same instant, my balance vanishes.

      I lose my footing and fall violently, my keys slipping from my hand with a metallic clatter against the pavement and the stiff dress tangling around my legs. The ground rises fast, and then a sharp burst of pain explodes at the back of my skull as it meets the concrete.

      For an instant, I am aware only of the cold rushing into me, bone-deep and merciless, and my eyelids dragging closed as though held down with stones. There’s a ringing in my ears, and then darkness claims me completely.

      When I open my eyes, I have no idea how much time has passed, and my head throbs. My body is heavy and unresponsive. Light shimmers at the edges of my vision, bright then dim, until it becomes silver, and soft like moonlight on snow.

      Snow… I’m lying in a field I don’t recognize. My breath puffs into tiny clouds, and the nearby crunch of boots on frozen ground sends a jolt through me.

      Tall, cloaked shapes glide across the white ground. I try to speak, to demand they tell me who they are, but when I open my mouth, nothing comes out. My neck tightens sharply, a dull, sinking ache spreading from the base of my skull down to my shoulders, as if I’m feeling the pressure of those hanged. It’s a paralysis that creeps through me, and I can’t lift my head.

      The field blurs, dissolving into the dim orange glow of parking lot lamps. Salted asphalt gleams in my peripheral vision. I’m back at the theater. Relief almost unravels me--until the darkness pours back in again.

      Shapes flash: a woman standing proud with bound wrists, lanterns swinging, people being pulled from rough wooden homes. My chest tightens as my pulse slows, the echo of voices like accusations across generations.

      Sparks dance, and shadows bend and twirl. I try to call out, to beg for help, but my lips refuse, and all my energy is swallowed by the freezing night.

      Then briefly, I see other figures: men and women with garments stitched from animal hides, their faces painted with streaks of red and black. Their peaceful presence feels necessary, a lifeline in the dark.

      I roll my head back and forth, trying to stay conscious and remember where I am, but my strength fails. I can’t lift my arms, and the shapes and sounds, the ice and snow, all collapse together into one endless gray void. My last thought is of Martha Carrier, standing fearless at the gallows, before everything goes black.
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      I wake to the sting of snow against my face, every muscle screaming in protest. My costume is soaked, sticking to me, and the cold gnaws through my gloves and boots. If I lay here much longer, I will definitely freeze to death.

      Above, trees stretch upward like dark, frozen watchmen. I try focusing, but the white haze and shadowed trunks blur together.

      Where in the hell am I?

      I try to move, and my body protests in sharp, stabbing pain. My arms feel like lead, and my legs are heavy and uncooperative. A shiver wracks me from toes to scalp, and panic flares. The forest is silent except for the faint whistle of wind through skeletal branches. I’m completely alone.

      Slowly, stubbornly, I inch an arm forward, then the other. The snow compresses beneath me as I push onto my hands and knees. Every movement sends pain lancing through my joints, but finally, I sit upright. My head spins.

      I plant my feet into the icy ground, testing my balance. I rise, my knees wobbling and my chest tight with fear, and take a careful step. I’m standing. I’m moving. I have no idea where this place is, or how I got here, but I am alive.

      I stumble through the snow, each step sending a shooting pain through my legs. My head pounds, my breath comes in bursts, and for a moment, I wonder if I’m even awake.

      Every so often, I think I see movement between the trees, but I can’t tell if it’s real or my imagination. My breath puffs in clouds, and my hands are numb, gripping my frozen dress tightly.

      Then I see figures stepping out from the shadows, their long, dark braids adorned with beads and feathers. They wear deerskin tunics and leggings, decorated with intricately stitched fringe that sways with each step of moccasins crunching softly on the snow. They move with a quiet precision, closing in around me almost like they’d been watching all along, encircling me before I even realize they are there.

      I nearly shriek. Every cell of my body buzzes with terror. These are real people, women from a world centuries before mine, and I have no idea if they mean to help me or if I’ve just wandered into a danger I can’t even name.

      “Follow,” one of them says in a calm voice. Relief floods into my veins. I nod, my legs trembling as I take a cautious step forward. The women exchange glances, then gesture again for me to keep close. I do, careful not to stumble.

      They move with authority, guiding me along packed paths between thick trunks. One lifts her bundle, reaches into it, and hands me something warm. It’s a fur-lined shawl, and she wraps it tightly around my neck. I grasp it and nod in gratitude.

      We navigate deeper into the forest. Occasionally, one speaks a word or two in choppy English: “Fire.” “Food.” I nod, repeating them under my breath, clinging to any connection I can make.

      At last, we reach a grove where the women kneel, gathering dry bark and twigs from beneath the evergreens and coaxing a spark into flame. They motion for me to sit near the warmth. One offers a fresh change of clothes. Mine are so frozen, I peel them off and change immediately. I can feel my body seconds away from hypothermia, and frost-bite is threatening the tips of my ears.

      The women hand me dried meat and nuts, which I accept with shaking hands, marveling at their kindness. An older woman, her hair streaked silver, fans the flames, while a younger, incredibly striking woman with high cheekbones and a braided crown of dark hair lifts a small pot she carries on her belt, setting it onto the fire. Soon, the water hisses, steam rises, and the older woman drops in a handful of herbs. I recognize them as sweet fern and red raspberry leaf.

      When the tea is ready, she pours it into a cup and holds it out to me. I wrap my fingers around it, the scent of herbs curling into my nose, and take a careful sip, feeling the warmth spread through my frozen limbs. Their company, the fire’s crackle, and the gentle warming of the tea and the food in my belly feels like a lifeline in the endless cold, and I let myself draw strength from it.

      Eventually, they rise and motion for me to follow. I push myself to my feet, my legs weak but willing. The warmth of the fire stays briefly on my skin as we leave the clearing behind, its glow swallowed by the growing dusk.

      We wind through narrow, twisting trails. The women move ahead with confidence, their eyes constantly scanning the forest, their lips pressed in concentration. I try to match their pace, despite my stiff muscles and scattered thoughts. We pass gnarled branches coated in frost and ice-laden streams glinting in the weak sunlight.

      Soon, more voices drift through the trees, low murmurs, along with the distant clatter of wood on wood. Smoke curls from chimneys farther ahead. My stomach knots with fear, yes, but also a spark of hope. Life exists here. People live, work, and survive here. Perhaps I’m not trapped in some endless wilderness, after all.

      When we emerge from the edge of the forest into open ground, the signs are unmistakable. This is Salem. I grew up here, and even in a primitive form, I’d recognize my hometown anywhere.

      One of the indigenous women glances back at me, her expression firm but gentle, and she gestures for me to keep moving. I obey, though my steps falter, each one weighed down by disbelief. I scan the buildings, noting their details.

      A small girl crosses the path ahead carrying a basket, her skirts dusted with snow. She pauses, regards us with a curious expression, then continues on.

      My legs ache, but I manage to keep walking. As I turn to the women who brought me this far, I choke out a “Thank you” between shivers, the words spilling out breathless and clumsy. I don’t know if they understand me, but it’s the only thing I can offer–gratitude, and the realization that I would have died without them.

      The youngest of the group, her cheeks flushed from the cold, steps closer. She can’t be much younger than me, maybe twenty, but she carries herself with the poise of someone who has endured far more than I can imagine.

      “You,” she begins, her eyes never leaving mine. “Yengees—” she gestures toward the small cluster of houses ahead. “For you.” She leans closer, lowering her voice. “Stay like running stream.”

      She sweeps her hands in a low, flowing motion, then gestures forward, showing me to move along and keep blending in, to not linger here.

      “Yengees?” I ask aloud, tilting my head toward her.

      The girl points toward the people walking through the village and repeats the word, sharper this time, as if emphasizing it.

      Something finally clicks in my brain. Yengees—this is what she’s calling the villagers. The English.

      She taps her hand against her chest. “Naya.”

      “Lila,” I whisper back, pressing my hand to my chest in return. It feels like a fragile kind of pact, something woven in the cold dusk between two women who may never meet again.

      “You,” Naya says, pointing toward the forest path behind us, “follow path. Naya.”

      I swallow hard, my breath fogging in the icy air. “I will.”

      Before I can say more, the sound of voices drifts toward us–women’s voices, calling to one another. A small group approaches from the village, their heavy wool skirts brushing the ground, white caps tied tight over their hair. Their steps are steady, purposeful, their eyes narrowing as they take me in.

      Now that I’m no longer completely frozen, my mind has room for thought again, and the thoughts are not comforting.

      What year is this? What century?

      The indigenous women’s clothing gives me almost no clue. I’m embarrassingly undereducated in their history, though I think these must be Naumkeag, since I remember the name attached to this region. But the village before me… it clicks too late, like a door slamming shut inside my head. Salem in its infancy.

      A few village women step cautiously from the cluster of buildings, their faces a mix of confusion, curiosity, and concern. Their eyes move over the borrowed Indigenous American outfit I wear, the damp, ice-encrusted dress clutched in my hands, and the way the women beside me guide me forward, their hands pressing on my elbows, urging me closer without a word.

      One of the older women, her hair streaked with gray and her posture still firm despite the years, steps ahead. Her eyes scan me quickly, taking in every detail, then shift to the indigenous women. Whispered words pass between them, a soft exchange I can’t understand, and I feel the subtle nudges, the gestures urging me to move.

      “Child,” the village woman says, her voice calm but edged with authority. “Are you all right? You look chilled to the bone.”

      “I… I am cold, but I think I’ll be all right,” I stammer, my teeth chattering despite the warmth of the fur. “I… I was in the woods… and these kind women helped me.” I glance back at the indigenous women, who nod encouragingly.

      The older Puritan woman studies me a moment longer then turns toward my rescuers. “Thank you,” she says, her tone full of respect and relief. “You have saved her life.”

      The indigenous American women exchange nods, murmuring in their own language, their hands pressed together briefly in acknowledgment.

      Turning to me, the woman says, “I am Rebecca Nurse.”

      The name strikes me like a blow. My knees buckle, and my vision fades in and out. Rebecca Nurse, one of the most famous victims of the Salem witch hysteria.

      How is she alive? How is she speaking to me?

      I feel nauseated and begin to sway. Before I can collapse, Naya’s hands catch me, her grip fierce. She steadies me just long enough for Rebecca and the other village women to step in.

      Naya’s eyes meet mine once more, full of concern, before she gently nudges me, and then I am walking forward, into Salem Village, my heart hammering with a dread I can barely contain.
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      I rise with the sun, its pale light spilling across the frost-hardened fields of my small farm. My breath fogs the air as I step into the yard. My boots crunch over the frozen soil, and the breeze bites through my coat, but the fire of purpose and responsibility warms me. My livestock stir as I approach: a few goats, cows, chickens, a pair of hogs, and a mare, huddled in the barn.

      I feed the hogs first, tossing bucketfuls of scraps into their troughs, before my younger brother Phineas appears, trudging through the snow toward me.

      “Morning, Alexander,” he says, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

      I grin at him, shifting the bucket. “And what brings you to my farm so early, Phineas? Come to steal my breakfast before the rooster even crows?”

      Phineas laughs, his cheeks red from the chill. “Better than breakfast, brother. I have gossip. There are murmurings of strange happenings. The girls, Betty Parris and Abigail Williams, continue having fits and claiming they’re bewitched. They point fingers at Tituba, saying she’s a witch who is making them possessed by the devil.”

      I pause, letting the words settle as I toss a handful of hay in for the goats. “Aye,” I murmur, glancing toward Salem in the distance. “I’ve heard idle talk. These aren’t ordinary rumors.”

      “No, Alexander,” Phineas says, lowering his voice. “People say it’s of Satan himself. Tituba is already the talk of the town, and the elders grow fearful. Father and Mother are unsettled, and the whole hamlet is on edge.”

      I shake my head, a prickle running up my spine. “Phineas, don’t swallow every tale you hear. Our faith walks hand in hand with fear, and it was only a matter of time before that fear spilled over into chaos.”

      Phineas nods, a wry grin tugging at his lips. “Aye, brother. ‘Tis the Puritan way, guiding hearts with dread and discipline, and no wonder such unease spreads through every home.”

      “Aye, but let’s not be consumed by gossip. The day grows long, and the animals require tending.”

      Phineas shivers, and I pat his shoulder, not that it will warm him much. “Steady now,” I tell him. “Mind your words and your steps. Salem is in an unrestful season.”

      Together, we begin mending a fence, hammering the post until it holds, but I’m still consumed by thoughts of tension in the town. Every face passing on the road seems shadowed by suspicion. Even neighbors once trusting have been glancing at one another sideways, weighing the chance that someone is not who they claim.

      Witchcraft, they whisper, but I know it is just scandals and fearmongering. Tituba, the Parris family’s Caribbean slave, has become the focus of their accusations, as if her presence alone could stir everyone into a frenzy.

      I can’t help but think the girls chose her deliberately. Tituba is not like the rest of us, and I know the village will gather against anyone who stands apart. Her skin, her speech, and her origins make her easy to blame, and the children have only learned to follow the crowd.

      By midmorning, winter gnaws less insistently, and Phineas and I sling our tools over our shoulders, heading down the frozen path toward our parents’ house. Smoke curls lazily from the chimney, and I can smell the faint tang of burning wood and simmering stew even before we reach the door.

      Mother stands at the hearth, tending a pot, her hands busy. Father leans against the table, carving a piece of seasoned meat, his expression grave but softened by our arrival.

      “Ah, my sons,” Mother says, her voice calm but carrying the undercurrent of worry that never leaves Salem these days. “Come in before your noses freeze off entirely.”

      My brother and I step onto the worn boards, shedding our boots. The warmth of the fireplace hits immediately, and I close my eyes for a moment, savoring it.

      We sit around the table, our plates and bowls soon filled with stew, bread, salted meat, and the last of the winter squash.

      “Words travel fast,” Father says. “I saw Martha Jacobs at the well this morning, and she’s been babbling to half the village. Talk of spirits and fits.” He shakes his head. “The girls in Parris’s house are causing enough stir, but now everyone looks over their shoulder. Fear breeds fear.”

      Mother nods, handing me a hunk of bread. “I remember when Betty Parris first started screaming, rolling on the floor like she’d seen a devil. Everyone was ready to blame it on some wicked spell, but your father and I think it’s nothing more than an act. Those little girls are simply trying to stir up trouble for attention’s sake.”

      Phineas shifts, nudging his plate. “I agree, Mother, but do any of you think part of this is real?” he asks quietly. “I mean, Tituba is from an island where they practice….”

      Father fixes him with a steady gaze, sharp but not angry. “You hold your tongue, Phineas Paine. Tituba is a godly, honest woman. That she comes from a distant land is no reason for idle talk or assumptions against her.”

      Mother passes food around to us once more. “You boys must eat,” she says, clearly trying to change the subject. “Keep your strength in this cold winter….”

      Father leans back, his eyes distant. “Your grandfather used to say no man is guided to virtue by threats. Punishment may silence him for a time, but it can’t teach him righteousness. In the end, it breeds only turmoil.”

      Phineas tilts his head, his face still curious and boyish. “What does that mean?”

      I inhale deeply. “It means our way of life makes folks bind themselves so tight with rules and penance that something in them pushes back. They rebel in secret, even if they never show it, and when enough souls do that all at once, the whole of society starts to crack.”

      Phineas turns this over in silence, his brow furrowed. The room grows quiet after my words; the only sound is the scrape of spoons against the wooden bowls.

      After we finish eating, I glance at Phineas. “I’m heading to Hez’s,” I say. “I need to see what he’s heard.”

      Mother frowns. “Keep warm,” she warns.

      I rise from the table and clasp Phineas’s shoulder. “I will, Mother. Thank you for the meal,” I say.

      “Go well, Alexander,” Mother says, her eyes warm. “We love you.”

      Father nods. “Mind yourself out there. Watch your step.”

      I glance at Phineas. “Don’t get into trouble while I’m gone, Phin.”

      He grins, shrugging with the nonchalance of sixteen, and nods.

      I pull my coat tighter and set off down the path, making my way toward Hezekiah’s house on the next ridge, a narrow lane lined with picket fences and a small orchard.

      Hezekiah greets me at the door, grinning. “Alexander! Come in, come in. You’ll freeze out there! Listen to that wind!” He gestures to a stool by the hearth. “I’ve heard a dozen new prats before breakfast, some wild, all concerning.”

      “What’s new?” I ask, shedding my coat, my fingers still stiff from the frost.

      “Abigail Williams,” he says, leaning closer, lowering his voice. “She had a fit at the meeting house last night, twisting and screaming like she was possessed. Screaming, “Witch!” over and over, and saying that she had a demon inside of her. And Tituba, well, people are saying the slave woman encouraged her. Some swear she was muttering incantations the entire time.”

      I frown, gripping the edge of the table. “All this talk of witches is quite unsettling. Makes a man wonder what else he ought to be tending to before the panic spreads.” I look to my satchel. “I should fetch some herbs and supplies from the apothecary.”

      Hezekiah’s eyes gleam. “I’ll join you, friend. I never miss a chance to see the stir of the town.”

      We step into the snow together, the borough unfolding around us. Hezekiah chatters on, filling me in on details of yesterday’s news: Mrs. Putnam scolding her children for speaking to “witchy” people, chatter about a stranger who claims to see spirits in the woods, and how Mrs. Proctor told Mrs. Parris she shouldn’t believe her own daughter, causing Mrs. Parris to slap her and walk away.

      At the apothecary, we wait our turn in a short line. Martha Corey leans toward her friend, Mary Porter, speaking in a hushed, hurried tone. “I swear Tituba was seen in the night, chanting. Abigail followed her like she were in a trance.”

      Mary gasps.

      Hezekiah grabs a few items and glances at me, noticing my distraction. “Did you hear something worth repeating?” he asks, his expression far too pleased under the circumstances.

      “Nothing,” I say quickly. “It’s just disheartening listening to how fast these tales grow.” I tighten my fingers around my satchel straps. Every hissed accusation, every furtive glance could spiral into something much darker before nightfall.

      We leave the apothecary, stepping back into the crisp air. Hezekiah talks excitedly about a new shipment of cinnamon arriving, but I have trouble focusing on his words.

      Finally, we reach the fork where our paths diverge. My home lies to the east, his to the west. I stop, my hands stuffed into my coat pockets, and glance at him.

      “You heading straight home?” I ask, my voice sounding louder than I mean it to in the wind.

      Hezekiah nods, his expression serious. “Aye. Make it home safely, Alexander.”

      I nod back. “You too, Hez. Be careful.”

      By the time I reach my small home on the outskirts of Salem, my fingers are numb and my cheeks sting. I step inside, shutting the wind and the clamor of the world behind me.

      The house is cold, but its walls offer a small comfort. I set my satchel down, thinking of the cousins, Betty and Abigail, who are much younger than Phineas. I consider the way their shrieks have set half the town on edge. I was raised Puritan, yet I don’t believe their cries are of the devil. No, it is mischief, boredom, the desire to see how far they can bend the grown folk, and I can’t help but wonder how many will be caught in the trap of their own credulity.

      Here, in the quiet of my home, I let myself see the truth beneath the panic: superstition can be power, wielded by the smallest hands, and even the most guarded minds may be fooled by folly.
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