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Chapter One




Whirr, click, whirr, click whirr.
The cottage was silent except for the sounds of spinning, and as Lark Willoughby's slim white hands fed the goldenrod-dyed wool onto the wheel, she envisioned what it would become. Little Clara Beck's face would light up when she saw the shawl. "Ooo. It matches my hair," she would say as she rubbed the soft garment against a cheek no longer sallow but rosy with good health.
Lark smiled at the vision. She'd been treating the child for a fortnight now, both with herbal tincture but also with an ancient method as old as time itself. The healing spells were done in the glen under the waxing moon - the perfect time to work for an increase in strength and vigor. But Lark's grandmother had wisely taught magic could be worked anytime, for what was magic but a the force of will sent out to do it work?
Whirr, click, whirr. "The child will heal, the child will heal," the spinning wheel seemed to say, or at least that is what Lark heard as she watched the spindle fill with the yarn that would become Clara's shawl.
On the chair beside her, Shade raised his head and looked towards the door.
Lark stopped spinning and scratched the cat on top of his head. "Are we getting come company then?" she asked. The cat looked up at her as the visitor began knocking on the door, the animal's expression seeming to say, "You dare to doubt me?"
Lark smiled and stood, smoothing her skirts as she made her way across the one-room cottage. It was a small and comfortable home, nestled in the woods on the outskirts of the village. It was smaller than the houses of the village, but Lark would never consider living anywhere else. The tiny cottage was special to her not only because it was the only home she could ever remember, but also because she could remember it being built. In quiet moments, when she found herself missing her grandparents, she would close her eyes and unlock the memory from her third year, when she'd sat under the oak that still towered outside her door and listened to her grandfather sing a jolly Irish song as he thatched the roof that would protect the three of them from the coming winter.
Her grandparents had died when she was in her teens, but had raised Lark with a sense of independence. Her grandfather had taught her how to do everything a man could do because, he said, "men have a way of dyin' on you."
"Women die too," her grandmother had squawked, and Lark's grandfather hand winked at his granddaughter.
"Aye, but usually afterwards so they can nag us in the next afterlife." When Lark giggled, he tapped her on the head with the stick he was whittling before continuing. "Take your parents for instance. Your da died on your ma' before you were born and then she died birthing you."
Lark had known this, but it still made her sad to hear it. She knew nothing of her parents other than the stories her grandparents told her. From what she'd been told, she was her mother's daughter in every way - pretty, and quick to learn. Not just about how to take care of a house but also how to conjure and brew. Her grandmother had started teaching her the Old Ways when she was five or so, but had cautioned Lark to keep what she was taught to herself. "The colonies are Christian," she said. "We old folk can get by with our heathen ways. But you'll be expected to be like them."
It was the only way Lark had failed her grandparents. She was nothing like the other villagers. And they knew it. But it didn't stop them from coming to her door.
She opened it now to find Duncan Beck standing on her stoop, a basket clutched in his large hand. He removed his hat clumsily with the other hand when he saw her.
Lark smiled at him. Duncan was large, with a heart as big as he was. Little Clara's illness had been as hard on him as it had been on his wife.
"Afternoon', Miss Willoughby," he said. "Sara wanted me to come by to give you this." He held the basket out to her and Lark took it, surprised by its heaviness. "There's bread in there, some jam, some eggs., some honey...Sarah wanted you to have it. As a way to say 'thank you." He looked up then, with tears of gratitude in his eyes "I don't know what you did for Clara, but you did what the doctor couldn't. She's up and playing this morning with nary a sign of fever."
Lark felt a flush of warmth. "Oh, that is indeed good to hear, Duncan."
Duncan Beck looked down now and blushed as he rolled his hat in his hand. "I put a few thing for you in the basket myself. Nothing fancy, just some things I carved. I know it's not much and we wish we had money to pay you, but..."
"Don't apologize, Duncan," she said kindly. "I don't need money. Your gift is splendidly sufficient."
"Thank you, Miss Willoughby," he said, backing away. "Sarah says you can keep the basket."
Lark nodded. "Tell her I am grateful. And if your family needs anything else, feel free to call."
"Yes. Yes indeed." He turned, put on his hat and ambled away towards home.
Lark pulled her shawl around her slim shoulders and went back into the cottage, where she placed the basket on the table and removed the cloth covering the top. Grimalkin jumped up to investigate.
"How kind of them," Lark said to the cat as she removed the items. There were fig preserves, two jars holding honeycomb swimming in clover honey, a dozen eggs, fresh bread and a still-warm tart. Then she gasped as she began pulling out the carvings Duncan had made - perfect little forest animals that included a rabbit, a pair of deer, an owl and a wolf. Lark held the carving of the male deer up until it was bathed in a shaft of light coming through the window. She turned it around, marveling at the detail.
"He will be wonderful for the altar," she said to the cat. "Don't you think?" Shade looked up at her and blinked. She didn't have to touch him to know he was purring loudly. "We'll use him tonight."
She looked out the window. It was a crisp, clear day and in a few hours, the moon would rise, full and luminous, on the horizon. Perfect timing for her circle.
But there were things to be done before night fell. Exchanging her shawl for a cloak, she picked up the basket Duncan Beck had given her and headed for the door, scratching the cat's chin on the way out. "Be a good boy and I might bring you something back from town," she said.


* * *


The path to town was littered with leaves that crunched under Lark's feet as she walked, and she enjoyed the sensation of the colorful foliage swirling around her. Unlike so many villagers who trudged through life without a thought of the natural world beyond worries of drought or cold winters, Lark reveled in it. The subtle changes from one season to the next delighted her - the tangle of morning glories and clouds of butterflies that marked summer's end, the smell and sight of frost lacing itself across the landscape, the warm, almost vibrating feel of spring ground set to burst forth with flower each spring, the droning of cicadas through long summer days.
The scent of cooling earth and leaves was soon mixed with the pleasant smell of wood smoke as she passed more dwellings, and then less pleasant smells as she neared the village. The quiet of the forest fell away, too as sounds drifted in her direction. Somewhere a woman called out to her husband, her high, keening voice mixing with the sounds of a blacksmith's hammer and the clop, clop, clopping of hooves on the hard-packed streets.
Lark looked out from under her hood at the shops and decided to go to the general mercantile first. Unlike many women in the village, she knew how to read and write and glanced down at the list she'd tucked in her basket. The time had come to replace the precious sewing needle her grandmother had left her; she'd do that at the mercantile and possibly buy a bit of muslin if it could be had for a good price. She needed flour from the mill and some milk and butter from the creamery. She frowned at the last items on the list --chicken and kidney --not because she did not want to get them, but because she did not care to face the butcher, Lester Hatch.
It was no secret that Lester fancied her, or that his meddling mother Gertrude was obsessively orchestrating a match between the two of them. Gertrude, who was as thin and pinch-faced as her son was plump and jowly, had even gone so far as to spread rumors that Lark and her son were courting. The rumor had put Lark in the uncomfortable position of disabusing the few trusted acquaintances of the notion that she would do such a thing without telling them.
Sara Beck had been the first to ask her about it, drawing a scowl of distaste from Lark. "My lot in life is to be a healer, not a wife," she'd told her friend. "And if I were going to marry, Lester Hatch would be the last man I'd choose. Besides, I suspect his mother is behind all of this anyway and her motives have nothing to do with a loving match for her son."
Sara had nodded knowingly, indicating to Lark that she need not explain, for her solitude and unconventional healing abilities were only part of Lark's mystique. Her grandparents had been seen as equally odd, and when they died a rumor began circulating that they had come to the village from Ireland with more than the clothes on their back. Village lore had it that Lark was in possession of a large amount of gold, safely buried somewhere near the cottage. The only thing that stopped less scrupulous villagers from digging up her property was the notion that something more than personal eccentricity made Lark different. Astute visitors to her cottage noticed small signs of a religion brought over from the old country - a small poppet here, a sigil carved into a beam there, the smell of exotic herbs only she grew. Her near total absence from the local church reinforced suspicions; she only made an appearance at weddings, christenings and funerals.
But despite the strict religious leanings of the village, Lark was left alone, partly because some of the villagers feared her a bit but more so because they loved her. In a time when hard winters could spell the death of beloved children and grandparents, her tinctures worked where they local physicians remedies did not. And when hers failed and she kindly requested their permission to request Divine Intervention, not one villager refused, or asked just whose help she'd sought when their loved one recovered.
As she walked through the village, Lark was greeted with polite smiles by the women and not a few appreciative glances by the men, for she was as kind as she was beautiful. Her long red hair cascaded in waves over her slim shoulders, coming to a stop between her slender waist and nicely rounded hips. Her skin was as fair as porcelain, her green eyes strikingly expressive.
Many a man found her attractive and many potential suitors had been gently rebuffed. The only one who hadn't gotten the message was Lester Hatch. Now, finished with her other errands Lark reluctantly entered his shop.
His mother was behind the counter, and her lips curled into a scheming smile when she saw Lark coming through the door. "Lester!" she called. "You have a visitor!"
Lark tried not to visibly show her repulsion. "It's not necessary to bother your son, madam," she said. "I only need a chicken and a bit of kidney."
"Fie. It's no trouble for Lester to help you. And there's no cause to play coy with me." The ugly smile remained plastered to the older woman's face. "Every young single woman in the village fancies my handsome son." She walked over and looked Lark up and down with the same expression Lark had seen her use on geese she was keen to slaughter and dress. "But we -- I mean, he fancies you. You must feel very lonely indeed, being of marriageable age and yet without a husband. Rather than being stuck out in that stuffy cottage mixing up salves for sick peasants you should be sitting in a fine house, suckling a fine, strong baby son."
When Lark didn't respond, she turned back towards the door. "LESTER!"
A clattering noise came from outside and a split second later a back door opened and Lester Hatch burst in, huffing and puffing. In his hand was the limp body of a freshly-plucked chicken. "What? What?" he asked his mother. Lark looked away, trying not to smile. He reminded her of a very slow, slightly confused troll from one of her grandmother's fairy stories.
Gretrude Hatch's smile tightened as she jerked her head towards the other side of the counter. "I was calling because Miss Willoughby is here, asking after you."
"No, I wasn't ---" Lark began, holding aloft her list, but Lester interrupted her.
"Miss Willoughby, you're looking well," Lester said, openly leering at her as his face split into an unattractive, gap-toothed grin. "I'm glad you came by. You saved me the trouble of walking out to your place with my gift."
"Gift?" Lark shook her head, puzzled.
"Aye," he said, tossing the chicken aside and wiping his blood-and-feather coated hand on his apron front. From a nearby corner he pulled out a dirty burlap bag and thrust it at her, still grinning stupidly. "Down feathers. A whole bag of them." Lester looked at his mother, as if seeking her approval. She smiled and nodded at him and then looked at Lark, gauging her reaction.
"I --well, thank you. But really, I cannot accept your gift, sir."
The door opened and Greta Pratt, the minister's wife walked in along with Constance Bell. Lark let out a sigh of relief, hoping that the arrival of other customers would divert the mother-and-son initiative, but Gertrude seemed not to notice.
"What?" she asked indignantly. "A man offers you a gift --a fine batch of feather to stuff your bed and you turn him down? Let me remind you, Miss, that any number of women in this village would love to have his attention. And the feathers. So you should --"
"Then let them have both!" Lark had not meant to raise her voice, but she was at her wits end with Gertrude Hatch's endless manipulations. Blushing a bit, she lowered her voice. But her tone was just as firm when she emphasized her final point. "I am not interested in your son, madam." Turning to Lester, she nodded. "I apologize if you are affronted by this, sir, but it is my stated intention to remain unattached. When and if I do decide to take a husband, it will be one of my own choosing, and not one that is shoved upon me."
Everyone in the shop was looking at her now, none so intently as Constance Bell, who - in addition to being friends with the pastor's wife - was also the village gossip. Lark suddenly regretted speaking in front of her, and felt an urgent desire to leave.
 "I would like a chicken and a bit of kidney if you have them available," she said to Lester.
"We don't --" Gertrude Hatch began, but Lester was already wrapping the requested purchases in paper, his face nearly as red as the blood that stained his apron. Behind her, Lark could feel the delighted gaze of Constance Bell burning into her back.
She dropped the money onto the counter and took the packages as Lester slid them over. For a moment their eyes met and in them she saw not embarrassment, but the same cold fury that she'd seen reflected in his mother's eyes. A chill suddenly blew the front door open, and Lark shuddered. Bitterness and anger could have powerful, negative influences, and she recognized an omen when she saw one.
Turning, she walked out the door of the shop to find that the sky had turned an ominous gray. Above her a flock of ravens circled, disturbed and she reached beneath her cloak to clasp the talisman she wore to ward off the Evil Eye.
Lark walked faster, shifting the basket in the crook of her arm as she sought to envision a ball of protective light surrounding her as she walked. But she felt distracted and unnerved and found her energies scattered. Her heart was beating in her chest, and all she could think of was her cottage, her sanctuary, where she would feel safe. Just outside the village she was walking so fast she was nearly jogging, and with her cloak pulled up around her face did not see the man until she had run into him.
His large hands grabbed her when she nearly fell, and suddenly, in a rare moment of panic she began to struggle, dropping the basket on the ground. The flour sack thudded to the ground, spewing a white wispy cloud through its fibrous surface as the paper-wrapped meat and other purchases landed beside it. But Lark didn't even seem to notice.
"Let me go!" she cried, frantic.
But the man ignored her. "No," he said. "Stop your struggling, Lark Willoughby. Stop your struggling this instance!"




 


Chapter Two




For the briefest moment, Lark had feared she'd fallen into the clutches of Lester Hatch. She hadn't even looked up, not wanting to stare again into those hate-filled, pig-like eyes. But when she heard the voice she stopped struggling, slightly embarrassed.
"Oh, it's you, Col. By the stars, but you gave me a fright!"
"So it seems." Since he'd migrated to the village with his family as a child, Colin Magregor had grown tall, broad and handsome. But the years had not robbed him of his thick Scottish accent. "What are you so afraid of, lass? You fought me like Old Nick himself were after you!"
Lark scoffed. "Old Nick. Don't tell me they've convinced you that their devil is real, especially since he looks so remarkably like our god."
"Shush, child," snapped Colin, looking down at her. He noted her irritation at being called a child, especially when he was but three years her senior, but ignored it.
"Keep your tongue in check where our allegiances are concerned," he continued. "From what I understand, there are more fervent villages up the coast that would put you in stocks just for not going to the Sunday services."
Lark's green eyes narrowed and she snorted in derision, bending down to collect the things that had fallen from her basket. "What are you jabbering about, Col?"
He leaned down to help. "The old religion. The one you practiced and the one I was raised to practice --"
"--and yet have abandoned," Lark finished for him, the resentment apparent in her voice.
"--not abandoned.Just not followed, Lark. There's a difference. My parents put more stock in being accepted by the flock than your folks did. That's why they joined the church, even if their hearts are not in it. How would it look for me to go dancing about in the moonlight with them studying the Bible?" He looked around. "Besides, as Gran says, it's not the same without the standing stones."
Lark stood, picking her basket up. "You don't need standing stones for the gods to hear you. And what's this you're saying about stocks?"
There's talk afoot of ministers seeking out those who still practice the old way and doing things - terrible things - to make them admit they are still followers of the Lady and Lord. Only now, as you realize, they say the old god is an evil thing and that those call upon him are his consorts in sin."
Lark looked for a moment as if she may laugh. Then her pretty face clouded over in disgust. "Poppycock!" she said. "Tis can't be true. That's the silliest thing I've ever heard of."
"Well, silly it may be, but I've heard it from more than one person. There are special ministers who come to villages for the purposes of holding investigations and trials. That's why I've come. To warn you." He looked down at her, his handsome face etched with concern. "We've been friends for a long time, Lark, since we were children running about among these trees."
Lark smiled for a moment, looking wistfully at he forest around them. "Yes," she said. "They are our friends, so full of spirits, some playful, some protective."
Colin shook his head. "The trees can't protect you, Lark. You must protect yourself, and not just with spells and talismans. You must be prudent and go as the village goes..."
"What are you saying, Col?" Lark asked, her voice barely a whisper. "That I can no longer raise enough energy to protect myself? That the gods won't protect me? That they've turned coward? For shame."
She started to walk away but he stopped her by taking hold of her arm.
"Let me go, Col," she said.
"No," he said. "You will listen to me on this Lark. You will listen or I will take a switch to you as I once did."
She narrowed her eyes at him, her pale skin flushing in embarrassment at the memory. Oh, she remembered the memory.
Colin had always been protective of her, even though she did not feel his protection was needed. But Colin would not be deterred and would scold her for climbing too high in the trees or wandering off in the forest, which is what he caught her planning to do day just before a storm.
She'd been seventeen at the time, and already on her own, and on this particular day was planning to go in search of a particular plant that lay deep in the woods.
Colin had stopped by her cottage to find her on the way out clutching both her small basket and her boline, the ritual knife she used for cutting vegetation she needed for her magical work.
"Where are you going?" he asked.
She ignored the question. "What are you doing here?"
"A wicked storm is blowing up," he said.
"I know," she said. "Isn't it great. This is the perfect opportunity to cut cranesbill. It only blooms after a good rain."
She made to move past him but he took her arm as she did.
"No, Lark," he said. "This is no ordinary rain. This is a storm. A bad one by the looks of it, which is why I've come to fetch you. You'll be safer at my family's house. Come on."
But she held her ground.
"Are you mad? I need to harvest this plant while it blooms! And it only blooms during a good, hard rain. Now get out of my way!"
A streak of Lightning lit up the slate grey sky outside as she spoke.
"No!" he said. "You're coming with me!"
A clap of thunder nearly drowned out his words. Colin still held fast to Lark's arm, and she realized that there was no way of pulling free of him.
"Very well," she said with a sigh. "I'll go with you then."
He smiled is relief and let go of her. "Good, because that storm..."
She did not hear the rest of his sentence. As soon as he dropped his guard Lark was out the door, running like a deer through the trees.
"Damn you minx!" he called, and took off after her. Colin could see her red hair through the trees, see the way she wove in and out of them. But then he saw nothing. The rain was coming down now in sheets. He looked around - where could she be? Colin guessed she'd placed a glamour over herself, a type of magic to mask her appearance and help her blend in. It was a short-lived spell but lasted long enough to help her find one of the many hiding places she had in the forest, which Lark knew like the back of her hand.
A blinding flash accompanied by a deafening crack rent the air in front of him. Colin ducked and looked up to see a tree cleaved nearly into by lightning. It was no use. He would not find her now. But he'd decided even as he chased her that the wild, impetuous Lark needed a good lesson. She did herself no favors, living out in the edge of the village alone by her own dictates. Reason had fled the girl and he decided then and there he was the only one who could get close enough to restore it to her.
So instead of going home, he went back to her cottage. He walked in, leaving the door open so that she would think he had given up and gone home to his own place. His plan worked. An hour later when Lark walked in, set down her basket and removed her cloak, he was waiting.
He stood still in the dark corner, waiting for Lark to remove the cloak and shake the water from it. When she turned to hang it on the hook by the door, he stepped from the shadows and grabbed her.
She cried out. "Unhand me!"
"No, you listen," he said.
"Col?" She turned her head to look up at him, fear replaced by irritation. "What is wrong with you?"
"You could have been killed out there?"
"I wasn't!"
"You could have been. Why is it you never listen?"
"Because," she spat. "I am beholden to no man."
"It's time that changed," he said. "You have no respect for authority, lass, and like it or not, authority always exists."
"You have no authority over me!" she cried, but he was determined to show her he did. Dragging her over to a short stool by the fire, he sat down and pulled the struggling witch over his lap. Lark kicked and cursed, but he had his own tricks and had cast a protection spell over himself before she'd come into the cottage. Her words were useless against him and only served to increase his resolve.
Pulling her simple skirt up, he looked down then at her perfect white bum. He'd long thought of what her skin beneath the skirt was like and fancied it flawless. It was. But this was no time for admiration. He had a lesson to teach.
Raising his hand, he brought it down hard on the white bottom. An imprint of his hand bloomed instantly across the fair skin and she cried out in pain and indignation. Colin ignored her, and began to spank her, each blow reddening the fair skin until her entire bottom was pink from the dimples at the top of her buttocks to the butter-soft crease of skin just above the tops of her thighs.
Lark - her dignity stripped - sobbed against the humiliation and painful burn of the spanking.
When he let her up, she turned and glared at him. Colin could see the curse in her eyes and smiled.
"Save it for someone else," he said.
"Coward," she said, rubbing her bum. "You honor the old ways when it benefits you and yet in public you reject them."
He stood. "Perhaps so, Lark, but all the better if it protects you. With my hand in the old world and my ears in the new I can better look out for you."
"I don't need looking after," she said.
"You say that now, but you may find that my guidance isn't such a bad thing. In the future I trust you'll be more careful when I ask you to be."
He turned to walk to the door.
"This changes everything between us!" she cried, following him to the doorway.
He turned back to her and smiled his handsome, self-assured smile.
"No it won't," he said, chucking her gently under the chin. "You'll forgive me soon enough. We've been friends too long."
And he'd been right. Initially she'd refused to speak to him, but Colin was the one person who understood her and soon a glance on the path became a word which became a conversation. Soon things were back to normal. But now, as he stood there warning her to assimilate into the village, she felt her anger grow anew.
 "Just what are you suggesting, Col? That I profess faith to their one God and abandon the many who have been so good to me?"
Colin threw up his hands in exasperation. "No, not profess faith. Just pretend to. And if you must follow the old path, do it in secret." He paused and looked down. "And if not then at least accept my protection. I could stay near your house, just in case. And if this madness comes to the village I could take you away."
Lark made an exasperated noise and moved past him, resuming her march down the path. "I am not one of these frail goodwives, Col. I've told you a dozen times that I need no protection."
Colin frowned and walked after her, catching up and taking her arm to spin her around towards him again. "That is where you are wrong, Lark," he said firmly. "You do need protection."
"Says who?" she asked angrily.
"Say I," he shot back.
"I thought after that one time...," she reddened at the memory of the spanking. "It's not been repeated. I thought it meant that you realized you were wrong."
"And that's where I made a mistake, not being firm with you from the start." he said. "All those times we tussled as children." He shook his head. "I should have thrashed your bottom then, just to show you the order of things. If I had, perhaps you'd respect me enough now to accept my offer."
Lark's face flushed red with anger, and for a moment she forgot the ugly incident with the Hatches and even Colin's warning about the rumored assault upon her religion.
"How dare you!" she hissed, and pointed a finger at him, her green eyes flashing. "For such a threat I should hex you."
Colin threw back his head and laughed. "You're forgetting who you're talking to," he laughed, looking down at her. "We both know I mean well, and if you hex me I can counter it. Perhaps my magic is weak, but an unjust hex is easy enough to answer."
Lark dropped her finger, but her green eyes were still burning with indignation. Her face had colored up, too, from a combination of the wind and her high temper. It occurred to Colin to tell his friend he'd never seen her look more beautiful, but he thought the better of it.
"Very well," she said, picking up the hem of her cloak. "I shall spare you. This time. But threaten to skelp me again, Colin Magregor, and I shall gladly risk retribution to avenge my affronted spirit."
She turned and stalked off, leaving Colin looking after her, amused. Lark Willoughby was a fine woman, and the only one in the village who stirred his loins. He'd long been in love with her, and it seemed curious to him that such an astute soul as she had not seemed to detect this fact. As she walked, she hugged the cloak to herself, briefly revealing the outline of her hourglass shape. Yes, he would certainly risk a hex to thrash her pretty bottom again. She needed it. But then he felt a seriousness descend over him. Frivolity aside, the rumors he had heard disturbed him and he suddenly felt a deep frustration at having his warning go unheeded by the woman he cared about. If they were true - and he had no reason to believe they were not - it meant Lark had a great deal to worry about.


* * *


 "The rudeness of that chit of a girl is unspeakable." Gertrude Hatch paced the floor of the house she shared with her son, her arms crossed in front of her so that her elbows stuck out from her sides like a pair of skinny wings. With her beaklike nose and long neck, her son thought she looked a bit like one of the chickens he'd killed earlier in the day.
But he did not say this. His mother was mad enough, although she may have felt better if she'd known that the incident in the shop had done what she'd failed to do: pique Lester's interest in Lark Willoughby. Up until that afternoon, he'd thought her pretty but a bit too high spirited and different for him. He also wasn't sure he believed his mother's assertion that Lark was in possession of the rumored gold. But now everything had changed. He'd been rebuffed and within thirty minutes - thanks to Constance Bell - the whole town knew about it. And while Lester may not have been particularly handsome or bright, he was a man of considerable ego. No little red-haired wench was going to make him the laughing stock.
"She won't be so rude after I bring her to heel," he said, looking at his mother. "And make no mistake. I will do just that. In the end I'll find a way to make her marry me, and on our wedding night the first thing I'll do before I take my pleasure is stripe her backside with a nice thick willow switch so she starts married life learning who's in control."
Gertrude smiled admiringly at her son. "A fine idea, son, if you ask me. And since I'll be living with the both of you she won't be able to say 'boo' to a goose without my informing on her. A good beating never hurt a woman, but a lack of it has made many a man miserable."
Lester thought of his own father, nagged to death he believed, but again said nothing. Instead he mindlessly whittled another chunk of wood from the stick he was holding, watching as it jettisoned into the fire and burst into flames.
"Yes, and when she's sufficiently tame she'll give us babies to play with and I'll finally have some help around this house." Gertrude looked around at the sooty walls and scuffed floor. Even if was one of the nicer homes, it could use a good cleaning. She smiled to herself, imagining her bouncing a smiling grandchild on her knee as a plumper and more subdued Lark scrubbed the floor at her feet.
"But how are we going to make her marry me?" Lester said a bit miserably. "You heard her this afternoon. She's not interested."
He whittled off another piece of wood. This one missed the fire, instead ricocheting off the mantle and to land back at his feet. "She'd rather stay up there in the woods dealing with sick peasants. Most women I could at least see at church, but she doesn't even come to services."
Gertrude, who'd been kneeling down to stir the dying coals of their fireplace suddenly stopped and looked over her shoulder, the thoughtful expression on her face slowly replaced by a mean, calculating smile. She put the poker aside, stood and started to pace the room. She tapped the side of her beaklike nose with her finger as she walked. Lester knew what that meant; his mother was scheming.
"Reverend Pratt's wife came in today, along with that gossipmonger Constance," she said. "Before they left we had a conversation that I didn't think much of. But now, in light of Lark Willoughby's arrogant actions..." Her voice trailed off.
"Well, what did she say, woman?" Lester found his mother's attempts to be mysterious irritating.
Gertrude glared at her son. "Don't take that tone with me, boy. I didn't brook it from your father and I won't brook it from you!"
Lester drew back, intimidated. "Beg pardon," he mumbled, looking down at his feet.
Gertrude smirked at her son's ready compliance and continued. "I asked her what Reverend Pratt's sermon topic would be for this Sunday morn and she said he would be discussing 'the devil in our midst.' There is, she said, a growing fear that some unsavory religious practices have followed some families from across the sea to take root here."
She turned to Lester. "There are those among us who are practicing the Dark Arts in cooperation with Old Nick himself."
Lester looked at his mother, his expression indicating he was clueless to what this had to do with his current dilemma. "How's knowing the topic of a sermon going to help me get Lark Willoughy to marry me?"
Gertrude gave him another moment to make the connection before snorting in derision and cuffing him on the side of the head.
"Sometimes I think you're as slow and stupid as your father, God rest his soul," she said. "Isn't it clear? Lark Willloughby is different. She always has been, with her strange herbs and unnatural beauty. She doesn't attend church services and cures where the doctors can't. Clearly this is the work of the devil."
Lester wondered how healing sick people was the work of the devil, but knew better than to ask.
"Go on," he said.
"So we go to Reverend Pratt with our suspicions," she said. "And then when she is formally under suspicion we - as good Christian folk - offer her the chance to clear her name by entering a respectable marriage to a good Christian man."
"And that would be me, right?" Lester asked.
His mother cuffed him on the other side of the head. "Of course," she said. "Oaf!"
She began to pace again. "And after you are married and her property is yours we shall dig up every inch of the place to find the gold."
"They say if there is gold it may be under fairy enchantment," said Lester, returning to his whittling. "Touching it will turn us into rocks or something."
"Don't say such a thing!" his mother screeched, wringing her bony hands. "We must not even pretend we believe in fairies and sprites and the like. They are of the devil!"
Lester cowered, fearful that his mother would strike him again. When she did not, he ventured a timid look at her. "But just how are we supposed to raise suspicions and then offer her protection? Won't it look suspicious? Knowing Lark, she'd rather spend her life in a stone cell than marry the man that informed on her."
Gertrude smiled. "Oh, I think not. From what I hear, the penalty for consorting with the devil through the old religion is punishable by death. Specifically, burning."
Lester gawked at his mother, suddenly less comfortable with the plan. Gertrude saw the faltering look in her son's eyes and rushed over, taking his hands in hers. She was close. She wasn't about to let him break ranks when the gold, a grandchild and a full-times house servant were all within her grasp.
"We will not be tainted by this, Lester, if that is what you're worried about. I know I said we'd take Reverend Pratt our suspicions, but not directly. We'll get someone to do it for us."
"Who?"
"Millicent Salter." Gertrude smiled triumphantly.
"The washerwoman's daughter?" Lester looked skeptical. Millicent, while buxom and pretty, was a simpleton. Even he was smarter than she was. The girl came in several times a week to see if there were any scraps that could be cheaply had or begged off the butcher. Gertrude generally refused, but Lester sometimes gave her a bit of something behind his mother's back, if only so he could ogle the girl's tits as they strained against her threadbare bodice.
"Of course!" Gertrude said. "She fancies you."
"She does?" This was news to Lester.
"Yes," his mother said. "But then again she fancies any man who could get her out of that stinking hut she shares with her sick mother."
Lester considered this. "She is pretty," he mused.
Another cuff from Gertrude brought him back to his senses. "Yes, but she is not as pretty as Lark Willoughby. And she has no property." She stood. "And she has no gold."
Lester rubbed the side of his head. The whacks had given him a headache, and he was eager for the conversation to end so before he said anything else out of line. "And how are we supposed to get Millicent Salter's word against Lark?"
Gertrude stood, turning back to the fire. "You," she said, "just leave that to me."




 


Chapter Three




Moonlight bathing the frost covered ground would have given the isolated glen the appearance of being a large milk bowl, were it not for the presence of the nine-foot circle marked in stone. In the center stood a beautiful naked woman, also bathed in moonlight. Her skin was so white it seemed to glow, her hair so red and shiny it looked like flames licking down her back.
As a solitary practitioner, Lark knew the circle need not be nine feet; five would have sufficed. But out of a sense of nostalgia - and perhaps a bit of wishful thinking - she'd established one large enough for a whole coven, just in case like-minded souls should find their way across the sea.
Four candles were spaced evenly around the circle, marking the north, south, east and west points. Lark had lit them after symbolically marking the parameters of the circle with the ritual knife that had once belonged to her grandmother, calling upon the elemental spirits associated with each direction to protect her during the ritual - Earth Gnomes for north, Fire Salamanders for south, Air Sylphs for east, and Water Undines for west. The spirits, which she'd learned about at her grandmother's knee, were friendly allies in a witch's magical workings; they kept bad things out and positive energy in.
On the ground before her was a small altar fashioned from a short tree stump, which held a goblet, a bowl of salt, an exaggerated female torso fashioned from clay and the recently consecrated image of the stag carved by Duncan Beck. Earlier, she'd taken a sip of the wine from the goblet and poured the rest out as a libation to the goddess Brighid, whom she'd call upon the heal Clara Beck via a poppet fashioned to represent the child. Now she held up a freshly made talisman, letting the moonlight bathe it as she called upon Athena for protection.
It was the fall of the year, time more for Gods than for Goddesses. Based on the wheel of the year, the colder months were when the Gods were most powerful, reborn in all their masculine aspects while their female counterparts rested and awaited spring. But Lark had always felt more comfortable with the Goddesses. It wasn't that he did trust the Gods. Cernunnos, particularly, had been kind. But when she felt afraid, calling upon the Goddess felt comforting to Lark, a bit like running to a mother for help.
Now she asked Athena to bless and charge the talisman she held aloft, feeling as she did the energy emanating from the shaft of moonlight down, down, down into her open palms. Somewhere an owl hooted, and Lark smiled. The owl was Athena's sacred bird. She was near.
Kneeling, Lark placed the talisman gently on the altar, keeping her head bowed in thanks for several moment. She fancied for the briefest moment that she felt the soft pressure of a feminine hand on her head and mouthed the words, "thank you," before finally standing.
Picking up her ritual knife, she moved then to deconstruct her protective circle, but stopped when she heard a twig snap in the nearby woods. For long moments she stood. Was someone - or something - out there? Magical workings attracted all sorts of beings - not all of them kind. A cold breeze blew through the glade, and for the first time she felt a bit chilled and more than aware that the nipples on her upturned breasts were hardening to almost painful points. But still she stood for a few moments longer, listening, until she satisfied herself that what she'd heard was probably just the footfall of a deer in the nearby thicket. Lark dropped down to ground any remaining energy that had not gone into the talisman. Then, moving around the circle, she dismissed each spirit one by one, blowing out its corresponding candle as she did. Finally, she traced the circle again, this time in the opposite direction, effectively pulling the energy she'd lain down pulled back up into her knife. The circle was now gone. Quickly, she donned the cloak that lay on the ground beside her, draping it over her naked form before gathering up her ritual items and talisman. Her work, for this night, was done.


* * *


Colin MacGregor knelt silently in the thicket, barely breathing. He'd not intended to spy; his intentions in coming had been to try again to talk some sense into Lark about his concerns for her safety. When he'd found her cottage empty and her back door standing open, he'd worried that something had happened to her. Then he'd heard the soft chanting and felt pulled, as if by invisible string, to the glen.
He'd known it was wrong to stay and watch, but he could not look away when he saw Lark's exquisite form bathed in moonlight. So he'd ducked into the thicket and watched her as she performed her ritual. It was, he had to admit, a beautiful as she was. He could still remember his own mother and grandmother dancing naked, or sky-clad as they called it, in the moonlight or around a bonfire set among the standing stone formations that dotted the Scottish coast. They had sung loudly, these witches, without fear of discovery, holding hands as their voices carried over the sounds of waves crashing into the cliffs below. The singing and dancing, his grandmother had told him, helped raise power for their work. Sex did, too, or so his aunt had told him.
"You're too young to know of such things," she'd said, ruffling his sandy blonde hair. "You'll learn the way when you're older."
But he had not. A hard winter had seen his family book passage to the Americas, where a new religion had driven out the old. Now, having watched Lark make her magical appeal, he felt his sense of wonder tinged by a sense of loss. His family's conformity to the ways of their new village had robbed him of his religious heritage. In a perfect world, he and Lark would be able to practice any religion they pleased, but the truth was that a growing threat existed that could make Lark's brand of spirituality a matter of mortal peril.
Colin itched to tell her this, but to go knocking on her door now would be to give himself away. She'd know in an instance he'd been spying on her. He'd seen her looking towards the thicket where he'd been hiding. In his mind, he could still see how he looked, the breath forming a misty cloud from her parted lips, her red hair cascading down to her rounded hips. He'd marveled at her perfect breasts, her flat stomach, the small patch of red hair between her legs. When she'd turned, he'd caught the shape of her buttocks, round and smooth. In his breeches, he could feel his cock stirring anew at the memory. No, he certainly couldn't face her now.
Lark was likely still angry with him anyway. He'd threatened her with a spanking, after all, and had forced her to remember the one time he'd been brave enough to follow through on his threat. Lark was a wild spirit, but one that needed taming.
He thought back on the spanking he'd given her so long ago. He'd be lying to himself to say he'd not been aroused by punishing Lark's fair bottom. It was a perfect set of haunches the girl possessed. But it wasn't just sexual arousal that had been awakened in Colin MacGregor the day he'd turned the fiery redhead over his knee. It had been a deep protectiveness that had also been aroused within him. And something else. Love.
He thought about Lark all the time. What was she doing? Was she safe? Over and over she'd assured her that her magic protected her. It frustrated and disappointed Lark that he doubted the power of the magic to keep her safe. It frustrated him, too. There was a time when he did not doubt the forces of nature, the protection of the gods and goddesses. He'd been a child then. How had growing up here changed his faith while leaving hers intact. What was it about Lark that kept her unfettered to the grinding convention of life in the colonies?
Perhaps it was because she was still a child of nature, while the cloud of mysticism no longer shrouded his vision. New forces were afoot, forces blown in on the winds of religious change. This was a religion run not by the gentle give and take of nature, but by the whims of man. Danger abounded.
Lark would have to be warned - and soon. Even if Lark ignored the danger, Colin Magregor could not. And he knew that if it threatened Lark Willoughby he'd lay down his life to protect her if that's what it took.


* * *


Millicent Salter pulled up the dirty hem of her skirt and carefully checked her shoes for mud. She didn't want to track any filth into the village shop and further incur the disdain of Gertrude Hatch, who'd already be irritated to see her show up with only a few coins in her pocket.
Millicent knew she didn't have enough to buy anything choice, and silently prayed to Jesus that it would be Lester and not his mother manning the store that day. As she stepped over the threshold, she gave a silent prayer of thanks. The butcher, his thick arms covered in blood, was chopping meat on a table. Outside the back door, she could see a rendering pot boiling away. The smell drifted in with the breeze and would have bothered most people, but not Millicent. She and her mother took in laundry from the families, and had dealt with their share of stained birthing and deathbed sheets handed to them from people who could afford washing linens but not replacing them.
Lester looked up at Millicent as she entered and smiled. "Good day, Miss Salter," he said. "Come to buy some meat for your table?"
Millicent looked around, expecting Gertrude to fly through the door as she usually did and announce there was nothing available that a washerwoman could afford.
"If it can be had for a good price," said Millicent. "Mama's been sick and work has been scant lately." As she spoke, she reached into the pocket of her apron to finger the three coins she'd brought before bending down and pretending to check her buckle. She lingered a bit, allowing Lester a good view of breasts threatening to burst free of the bodice she wore.
When she stood, Lester was watching her with a slack-jawed, transfixed look she pretended not to notice.
"Uh, yes Miss Salter. I was just thinking of you this morning. I have something put aside, in fact, just hoping you would come in. It's a rather fatty, bit of venison but you'll be able to get a meal or two out of it."
Millicent smiled and bowed her head. "Thank you, sir. How much is it?" She pulled the coins out and held them out to him with her work-chapped hand. "This is all I have."
"No need," he said. "Consider it a gift. Just take it. It's already wrapped and on the counter."
Millicent walked over and picked up the two package of meat, counting her blessings as she did. "Thank you so much, sir," she said and pulled the top of her bodice down a bit. For his kindness, the butcher deserved a reward. But when she turned back to him, his back was to her. She frowned, disappointed.
"Well, good day then," she said, and started towards the door. But before she stepped out, Gertrude Hatch walked in and stood before her, a look of shocked incredulity on her bird-like face.
"Miss Salter, just what do you think you're doing?"
Millicent looked at the older woman, baffled. "I was just leaving, ma'am."
"So I see. And with two cuts of meat I know you cannot afford to buy!"
Millicent shook her head. "No, ma'am. Your son, you see. He was kind enough to give these to me."
"Lester!" Gertrude's high-pitched voice reverberated off the walls of the shop. Her son lumbered over.
"Yes, mother?"
"This girl tells me you gave her this meat? Is that so?"
Lester looked down and shook his head. "I told her she could have this one. He pointed to the package in her left hand. It's just a bit of fatty venison still on the bone." He pointed to the package in her right hand. "But not this one. This is this a choice cut for the preacher."
The two Hatches - mother and son - stood there, looking at Millicent with stark disapproval. The girl shook her head, more insistently now. "No - I..."
"So this is how you repay our charity, you filthy little urchin?" hissed Gertrude. "By stealing?"
Millicent shook her head, her face blanching with fear. Lester had told her to pick up the meat wrapped in paper, and she had. She'd not known there was one she wasn't supposed to take. She opened her mouth to tell them this, but Gertrude advanced on her, her pinched features wearing a look of incredulity.
"Do you know what the penalty is for stealing? It'll be the stocks for you, girl, and worse than that once it get out that you sought to steal not just from us but from the preacher!"
Millicent gasped, the shock of Gertrude's words prompting her to find her voice. "I did not know!" she said.
Gertrude ignored the young washerwoman's attempt to explain. "And just who do you think will hire a thief to take in their things? I can assure you once word gets out not a single person in town will come calling for your -" She looked down her nose in distaste at the girl - "services."
Millicent was in tears now and held out shaking hands imploringly to Gertrude and Lester, who had come over to stand beside his mother. The threat terrified her. Even now it was all she and her ailing mother could do to on some days to scrape together enough buy the essentials that they needed. If she were branded a thief, they would starve. The image of a widowed mother who'd already known so many hardships swam before Millicent's eyes. She sank to her knee, abandoning a defense she knew would not be believed and instead began begging for mercy.
Gertrude motioned for her son to shut the front door. As he did so, Gertrude shot a triumphant smile at his back and then leaned down to the kneeling girl and transformed her smug expression into one of fake compassion.
"My dear, my dear," she said. "I know facing the consequences of your sin must be difficult. But face them you must, and reap the harvest of what you've sown. Unless...."
Millicent looked up, hope in her puffy eyes. "Unless what?" she asked, her voice desperate.
"No," Gretrude said, standing and turning her back on the girl. "It is too much to ask. You probably would rather be in stocks."
Millicent was on her feet now, rushing to the older woman's side. "No. please, tell me. I'll do anything. Please! My mother is sickly these days. Without work I won't be able to care for her."
Gertrude turned back to Millicent and appraised the girl's frantic expression. Oh yes, this would be easy.
"You know of Lark Willoughby, do you not?"
Millicent nodded. "Yes ma'am. Everyone knows of Lark. She's good with herbs and for using ointments and salves and such for making folks well. I've been to her place myself to get treatment for a scalded hand. Whatever she did worked wonders. Not even a blister remained the next morning."
Getrude smiled warmly - as warmly as she could - then her face grew serious. "Well, it has come to my attention and the attention of a few other devoted Christians in the village that Miss Willoughby may not be what she seems and that she is using more than herbs to heal." She paused for effect.
 "Witchcraft," she hissed conspiratorially. "The girl's using black magic, in league with the devil."
Millicent suddenly looked puzzled. "But...if it be helping the good folk of the village, how can it be of the devil?"
"It just is!" screamed Gertrude, and Millicent jumped and quailed before the older woman, whose face was now red with fury. "If it is not of God, then it is of the devil!" She stopped then, and composed herself. "Now," she said, forcing her voice to a softer tone. "Millicent, I'm willing to forget your thievery if you can possibly remember one or two things you have seen at Lark Willoughby's cottage that could stand as evidence of our suspicions."
"You want me to inform against her?" Millicent looked stricken. "Why? To what end?"
Gertrude reached out and took the younger hands gently in her own.
"To save her soul, of course," she said, her high reedy voice shaking with false emotion. "Tis likely that poor Lark doesn't recognize the devil's hand in her work, or how his assistance stands to taint those who come to her for aid. We - the church ladies, I mean - merely intend to help her understand this. But we can't help her without the word of someone who can remember - in detail - something to prove our suspicions."
"And you promise not to hurt her?" Millicent's lip was trembling and a tear slipped down her cheek as she asked the question.
"I promise I won't hurt her," said Gertrude, thinking that the girl before her was incredibly stupid. No, she'd never lay a hand on the high-minded little forest waif. That would be a task for someone else.
Millicent took a deep breath. "Well, she can talk to birds."
"Really? What kind of birds?"
"Owls. There was one outside her cottage the last time I went there. It screeched at her and she threw it a bit of meat. It seemed unnaturally tame. And she has a cat that follows her everywhere. A black one."
Gertrude nodded. "Go on," she said hastily.
"And the day I scalded my hand she gave me ointment but also asked if she could do a bit more to help me. Of course I said yes and she said she would need a lock of hair. I gave it to her and the next day." She looked at her hand. "I never expected it would heal so fast."
Gertrude raised her eyebrows. "Anything else?"
"Yes," said Millicent reluctantly. "Her cottage is full of strange things. There are carvings in the beams that I don't recognize and herbs I've never seen before. There are deer antlers on the shelves and the clay from of a --well --an unclothed female tucked away in the corner cabinet. I saw it when she got the bottle for the salve."
"Hmmm. Thank you, Millicent." The older woman smiled. "You did very well." Then her face grew serious. "In a few days time I will need you to repeat what you have told me to Reverend Pratt. That is the only way we will be able to help poor Lark. After you speak to him, and only afterwards, will we consider this matter resolved. Do you understand?"
The girl swallowed hard and nodded.
"Very well, then," she said. "You may go."
"Not so fast." Lester stepped forward, rubbing his meaty hands together. "I think she needs a bit of a reminder of what will happen if she tells a soul about our deal."
Gertrude looked up at her son, but she knew by his expression that whatever he had in mind would not be denied.
"I'll speak to her alone, Mother," he said.
"As you wish, son," said Gertrude and turned to exit out the back.
As she did, Millicent turned to Lester, her eyes filled with fear. "I don't understand," she said as he took her by the arm and pulled her to the back, where a wooden chair stood by the wall. Sitting down her pulled her across his lap.
"Just in case you think of telling anyone," he said by way of explanation, pulling up her skirts. Realizing his intent, Millicent began to kick and squeal.
"No!" she cried. "Please don't beat me. I'll not tell a soul."
But Lester wasn't listening. The bare bottom before him was a sight to behold, round, plump with charming little dimples where they began to swell at the lower back. He laid a heavy hand on one buttock and squeezed, feeling his cock harden under his apron as he did so. Oh, yes, this was going to be a message they'd both remember. Raising his hand, he brought it down hard across the white globes of flesh, relishing the 'splat' sound the impact made and the way his handprint bloomed across the milky skin.
Millicent bucked and whimpered so charmingly that the only thing he could do was hit her again. And again. And again. Soon she was squirming under his rapidly spanking hand, unaware that as her bottom reddened her tormentor was being worked into an increased state of excitement. He only stopped when he feared her wails would turn to screams that would be overheard by anyone passing the shop, but did so reluctantly and only after casually dipping his fingers between her legs to slide through the lips of her cunny. Millicent groaned in shame, for she was as wet as he was hard. With a grunt, he yanked her skirts down and raised the girl to her feet. Their eyes locked as they did so and at once they knew they were made for each other. But Lester knew the delectably spankable washerwoman would not be in his future, especially if his mother had anything to say about it. On the other hand, if the gold really did exist perhaps once he and Lark were married, he could hire Millicent to work in their house. He could spank both of them, even have both of them at the same time if he so wished, and there would be nothing they could do. He would be the head of the family and they would have to obey. For a man sick of heeding every beck and call of a domineering mother, the idea of having two women at his cruel mercies delighted him.
"Don't forget what my mother said," he barked and directed her, with one parting slap on the bum, towards the door. "Now off with ye."




 


Chapter Four




As the carriage hit a rut in the road, its occupant lifted his cane and banged hard on the roof of the vehicle, a wordless warning to his driver to be more careful. Above him the driver winced at the sound, and reined in the pair of coal-black horses, his eyes scanning the road for any more dips or bumps that would disturb his passenger.
It wasn't that the man in the carriage was particularly important. In truth, his name was just starting to get attention. But there was something in just a single glance from Reverend Maximilian Fordham that made anyone in his presence feel instantly vulnerable and diminished. Perhaps it was his dark, penetrating eyes or his seeming inability to smile. But whatever it was, his knack for harsh, calculating assessment was transforming him into a rising star in a church that had become eager to purge what it saw as a growing threat to its flock..
From the window, Rev. Fordham surveyed the passing landscape. The light had grown dimmer as the day grew long, and the slanting rays of late afternoon were just enough to emit a golden glow along the road that ran through the forest. The village, he knew, was remote. Just the place where so called wise-women - a misleading euphanism for hedge witches - could still practice. When the bishop had received the urgent letter from the village preacher, one Reverend Pratt, its tone and content had made it stand out from all the other requests for investigations. A woman in his village, it said, had begun to raise suspicions among the Faithful. She cured with unnatural ease, had an allegiance with all manner of creatures. There were hints that she was in possession of strange artifacts and likely demonically possessed objects. Cats and owls were sometimes seen in her presence, even by day - an indication that she worked closely with demon assistants, or familiars.
Of course, the letter hadn't been worded in exactly that manner; those were his impressions. And he'd interrogated enough witches by that point to know that what appeared innocent to the average person - an unusually loyal pet, an uncomplicated, easy connection with the natural world, even a broom displayed in a place of prominence within the cottage- could be signs of Satan's influence. This woman also, he'd been told, possessed a great and alluring beauty, with flaming red hair and perfect skin. Another trick, he was sure. Witches were vain creature, and the adept ones were skilled at effecting a glamour - a spell that made them appear especially comely to the weak. He doubted that she was the beauty she was renowned to be. A man of his godliness would take one look and see her for the hag she really was.
But just to be on the safe side, Rev. Fordham had prayed for strength so that when it came time to question Lark Willoughby, the beauty -should it actually exist - would not raise his compassion.
It was always easier to extract the truth from the ugly ones, the ones whose enchantments had not been strong enough to change their appearance from ordinary or wizened village women into supernatural beauties. Once the bodices were ripped away from their sagging breasts, it was all too easy to find the devil's mark - the telltale third nipple used to suckle their Satanic consort. He wondered if - underneath this Lark Willoughby's clothes - such a mark would exist, and his eyes narrowed as he told himself that if she was as beautiful as Rev. Pratt has claimed, he'd be sure to search every inch of her personally, just to be on the safe side.
The carriage dipped again and this time the driver did not wait for the rap of the cane before yelling his apologies from above. Rev. Fordham leaned back in his seat, clutching the cane, and stretched his long legs out in front of him. As he brushed a strand of lank black hair away from his pale face, he resumed his thoughts. If the mark did not exist, then that would be the indication of a truly powerful witch. He'd only encountered two before, but both regrettably died before he could get them to admit that their arts and beauty were gifts in return for their allegiance to the devil. The last one, the midwife Mary Winfield, had screamed in such exquisite agony on the rack. Even now, when he closed his eyes, he could hear the sound of that scream, along with his voice calmly offering her relief if she would only confess., as had her sister the day before. But Mary had defied him, thrashing her head and whipping her thick mane of chestnut hair back and forth over her beautiful face. When she'd begun to wheeze, Rev. Fordham had moved closer to her, sure that she was about to break. But when he commanded her to speak he saw that she could not. Her eyes were fixed in a stare and her lips were turning blue. Moments later, the shallow breaths had stopped and she was dead. Her family, already devastated over her sister's confession - for who want a witch in the family? - was distraught over Mary's death, and tearfully claimed that she had suffered breathing problems from the time she was a small child. But Rev. Fordham knew better. He knew that the devil had come and taken her soul just to deny him the joy of a double confession. He'd been disappointed, for he'd planned to beat the girl personally if the rack did not work. But disappointments were part of the territory, and part of the sacrifice he was willing to make for his job, which was in a constant state of refinement. No, the best thing to do when dealing with suspected witches, especially beautiful, young suspected witches was to start with the beatings first and then employ the rack.
He looked out again at the blazing autumn foliage and wished the ride would be over soon. And then, as if God himself had heard his heart's desire buildings came into view - small cottages at first, sparse and Spartan no doubt. Pig pens stood beside the poorer folks' abodes. The wealthier ones had a milk cow tethered nearby. The wealther still a horse or two. Soon the cottages became closer together and then just over the hill appeared more buildings lining the tree-lined path. At he center of the village stood the church, the cross casting an upside-down distorted "T" across the steep, shingled roof.
The carriage stopped in front of the church, next door to which stood a simple but comfortable looking parsonage. Rev. Fordham heard the driver scramble down to open his door just as Reverend Pratt and his wife emerged from the cottage to hasten in his direction. He stepped out of the carriage as they approached and drew himself up to his full 6'2" height. The couple stopped in their tracks for a moment, gawking. He was used to that. An imposing man, Rev. Fordham towered over most everyone in the villages he was called to. His severe black suit and long black traveling cloak only served to make him seem more intimidating. . He knew he looked frightening to some people, but also knew they'd be more comfortable once he reminded them that only the guilty had anything to fear.
"Reverend Fordham?" The short, squat Rev. Pratt stepped forward and extended his hand. "Well, of course you're Rev. Fordham. Welcome! Welcome! We're so glad to have you here."
He stepped aside. "This is my wife, Greta."
Greta Pratt dropped into a sharp curtsy that set both of her chins to wiggling. "So pleased to meet you."
"Likewise," came the deep-voiced reply. "I only wish I were here on better circumstances. The shepherd's flock is under increasing attack from the dark forces, more often those cloaked in kindness and beauty. I have received your letter of a fortnight ago and as you know believe an investigation into this matter is warranted." He stopped and looked both at the couple, his eyes lingering on Reverend Pratt's wife. "I trust you honored my request and spoke of this to no one. I know how tempting it is to gossip."
"No, I've said nothing to my parishioners," Reverend Pratt said.
"Nor have I," said Mrs. Pratt. It was an honest statement, and she did not elaborate on how difficult it had been to keep the news of the investigation to herself. The Reverend Maximilain Fordham coming here - to her village - to investigate witchcraft! It would have been the juiciest gossip of the day. But now, looking at this stern, black-robed man she was glad she had resisted.
"Good," he said quietly. "Very good. We do not want the young woman to be forewarned, for if she is indeed a witch she would use the knowledge to create enchantments to bolster her resolve and resist the questioner. It is always best to get to witches before they can call upon Old Nick to help them."
"Indeed," said Rev. Pratt. "But, of course, we don't yet know if she is a witch. These are just suspicions, and Lark Willoughby is well-liked in the village."
"Tell me, Rev. Pratt." Rev. Fordham's dark eyes bored into the smaller man's watery blue ones. "Is this young healer among your flock? Does she attend services?"
Rev. Pratt shook his head with a sigh of regret. "No. She does not."
"Then might I suggest you ruminate on your shortcomings as a preacher of the gospel?"
Beside her husband, Greta Pratt gasped in outrage, but both kept silent as the visitor continued.
"This young woman should have already been made to account for her avoidance of the house of God. Those not firmly brought into the flock and held there - especially women - are easy prey for the devil when left to their own devices. Does she have a husband?"
The couple shook their heads..
"Another problem," Rev. Fordham continued. "Women are, by nature, full of mischief, wanton and deceit. They need male leadership and a firm hand to mold them into their proper place as obedient helpmeets. Why have neither you nor any of the elders of your church not arranged for a marriage for this young woman? From your letter I understand she is quite alone, and has been so from a rather young age. Do you not see how your neglect may have created an open door for Satan himself to enter your community?"
Reverend Pratt stammered while beside him, his wife was now covering her mouth with her hand, looking a bit sick as she frantically searched the streets in front of her house for signs that anyone walking by heard the comments.
"We--we didn't know," stammered Rev. Pratt. "She's a healer in the community and, as I said, well liked..."
"So for the sake of a few tincture and salves for your flock you may have compromised their very souls." Reverend Fordham shook his head, a look of grave disappointment crossing his pale face. Then, turning his dark eyes towards the house, he began to walk towards it while announcing that he expected an early supper after such a long trip.
Behind him, the couple exchanged stricken and embarrassed glances before hastily rushing to show their guest inside, eager to being redeeming themselves in his eyes. 


* * *


 "You're in danger!"
Lark, who had been stirring the coals of her fire jumped from the stool she'd been sitting on. But if the sound of a voice in her house had startled her, it wasn't nearly as surprising as it's source. Standing before her was her grandmother.
"Gran?" Lark closed her eyes and shook her head. But when she looked up again there was her grandmother, standing there with a frightened expression on her face.
"You can't be here, Gran," Lark whispered in disbelief. "You're dead."
"I know," said the old woman. "And I don't want you to be alarmed. I'm in a better place, just as I promised I would be. Both your grandpa and ai are here with your parents. But I don't have time to explain. I've come to warn you. You are in danger! Grave danger!"
The old woman rushed to the window and pointed out. "Look!"
Lark rushed to her side and looked through the glass. Outside, yards from her door sat the biggest wolf she'd ever seen. She'd spotted wolves in the forest before, and they'd never harmed her, for she and they had an understanding that if they did not bother her she would not tell the villagers where they were. But she did not recognize this wolf, which was solid black and stared directly at her without the usual wolf-like shyness.
"See, about it neck? It carries the mark of the oppressor!" Lark's grandmother pointed her bony finger at the wolf and Lark narrowed her eyes, trying to get a glimpse of what the old woman was talking about. And then she saw it. The wolf was wearing a large cross hanging from a chain. And just as she figured it out, the animal stood, baring its teeth. It began to advance on the house and Lark's first thought was to protect her grandmother, but when she turned the old lady was gone. The wolf was moving closer, running now. Instinctively, Lark backed away from the window and watched, helpless, as the animal launched itself at the cottage, shattering the window with it massive body as it plunged through the glass.
Lark screamed and the sound of her own voice pulled her back from the dream and into her own bed, where she was now sitting bolt upright and shaking from head to toe. Rays of light were slanting bright through the Irish lace curtains. The curtains had been made by her grandmother, a grandmother who'd just appeared in a dream so vivid that she didn't doubt for an instant that she'd received a very real warning.
Standing, she rushed to the window and looked out, her eyes scanning the outside of her cottage for the huge wolf. She was just about to breathe a sight of relief when she detected movement in the forest - subtle movement but still movement. It was human movement, and - heart pounding - Lark picked up the fire poker and moved towards the door, just in case the warning in her dream was connected to the person lurking in her forest. A rap on the door caused her to jump and when she didn't open it right away, a familiar voice called her name impatiently. With a sigh that mixed both relief and frustration, she opened the door.
"By the stars, Colin Macgregor," she spat, reaching for a shawl to pull on over the thin chemise she was wearing. "What are you doing lurking about like that? Do you have any idea of what kind of fright you gave me?"
"Is that why you screamed?" His handsome face wore a look of genuine shock. "I was passing when I heard you and came to check to see if you were alright. It's not like you to be frightened of strangers, given how people tend to show up at your doorstep unannounced." He looked at the poker she still held in her hand.
"What on earth is going on, Lark. Why are you armed?"
Lark looked down at the poker as if she didn't remember how it got there and then rushed to put it aside. As she turned, Colin Macgregor followed her.
"I had a bad dream," she said. "That's why I screamed. When I awoke I was walking the bridge between what wasn't and what was. The first thing I saw as I got my bearings was you in the forest. I was already nervous, so my immediate thought was to defend myself in case..."
"...in case the dream was real?" he asked. "G'lord, lass. That must have been quite a dream. What was it about?"
Lark turned towards the fireplace and knelt to put a log on the coals. "I don't remember," she lied and then stood to face him, not wanting to discuss it further.
"And it is I who should be asking you questions," she said. "What are you doing lurking in my wood, anyway?"
"I wasn't lurking." Colin Macgregor reached to hand her another log. "I was passing."
"On your way to where?" she asked, shooting him a skeptical look. "I'm off the path."
He paused for a moment and then shook his head. "Very well. You got me. I am on my way to the village but thought I'd just take a little trip by your house to see if you needed anything and to make sure you were safe and well."
"Colin..." Lark stood and brushed past him. "We aren't seven years old anymore, playing at knights and princesses. I don't need rescuing."
Colin shook his head and laughed. "I know that," he said. "As I recall you once said you'd make a better knight than princess, and we all had to agree. Few women could handle themselves as you do." Then his face grew serious. "But sometimes it's handy to have someone about in case you need help slaying the dragons."
He paused. "Have you given any thought to what I told you the last time we spoke?"
"About what?" The fire was building now and Lark moved to put a pot of water over it.
Colin gritted his teeth in frustration. "About the preachers in some villages taking a closer interest in those who they believe are still practicing the old religion."
"Ah, that. No, I haven't, Colin." And then she stopped, and in her mind she saw the black wolf with the cross round its neck. She felt the blood drain from her face.
"What?" he asked suddenly. "Is something wrong?"
Lark shook her head, as if by doing so she could shake the image out of it. "No, nothing," she said.
He stood and walked over to her, taking his friend by the shoulders. She looked so troubled and it was all he could do not to enfold her in his arms, insist that she come back to his little stone house where he could look after her, care for her.
"Don't lie to me, lass," he said. "Something is wrong. Now tell me. Has someone come here and threatened you? Was it the Reverend Pratt? Has he come snoopin' around?"
"Col!" she shrugged him off, his words only making her more anxious. In fact, now that she thought about it, her friend's paranoia was probably to blame for the realistic dream. She felt a sudden urge to rid herself of her friend's presence.
"Listen, Col," she said, pulling the wrap around her. "I do appreciate your concern and your attempt at chivalry. But really, I am fine. I do not share your worries about the church sending someone after me. I help those villagers. They have nothing to fear. And I have no enemies."
Colin couldn't resist. He reached out his hand and rubbed the back of it against her cheek. She was so beautiful and in his mind's eye he could still see her standing naked in the moonlight, her long red hair swirling about her in billowing copper waves.
"No, but you never know when some may arise. If they do, promise me I'll be the one you'll trust to champion you."
He wondered for a moment if she knew how much he loved her, but when she rolled her eyes and smiled he knew she did not.
"Silly man," she said. "Of course if I need you I will call you. Just don't tarry about waiting for it."
"You could always stay with me," he persisted. "I could protect you."
"Colin," she said with an exasperated sigh. "Boarding with an unmarried man would bring me even more of this attention you fancy I'm getting."
"But if we were married..." he said, trying to keep his voice casual.
"Me? Marry you?" she asked, and threw back her pretty head, her tinkling laugh filling the cottage. "Lark the Goodwife? You'd expect me to go from living here by my own leave to joining you in a Christian marriage where women are forced to obey?"
"Would it really be so bad?" he asked.
"Yes," she said, adding some fragrant herbs to the now boiling water over the fire. "I think it would."
"You could take the vow and not mean it," she said.
"Aye," she agreed. "But a man will hold a woman to any promise she makes so long as it is to his advantage. And I think we both know you could force me to obey."
He pondered this, remembering the spanking. He did not tell Lark that as far as he was concerned that was just what she needed - someone caring and kind who would force her to obey, for her own wellbeing. He knew just how such a comment would be received and said no more on the matter.
He managed a smile, too, then, and turned to leave. "Very well, then. I'm off to town to deliver hides to the tanners." He turned. "If you don't mind my asking, Lark, what was your dream about?"
"Like I said," she replied. "I don't remember. I only know my grandma was in it."
But the shadow of fear that crossed her face betrayed her. He knew even as she stood there that she was lying.
"Hmm," he said. "Very well then. Have a good day. Stay safe. Keep the wolves from your door."
The words hit her like a fist in the stomach and when she closed the door after him, she leaned up against it for a moment, knowing that there were no such things as coincidences, and despite her attempts to deny it, there was indeed something to fear. She just didn't know what.




 


Chapter Five




 "There's really no need to be afraid, my dear child." Rev. Maximilian Fordham leaned towards Millicent Salter and looked into her large blue eyes. "I know you are nervous, but it is so important that you repeat for me that which you told the Widow Hatch and the Reverend Pratt."
Millicent swallowed hard and glanced at the three people seated to her left. Reverend Pratt and his wife were staring at her, with an expression almost as fearful as their own. She had no way of knowing that they feared this man as much as she did, and were petrified at having their star witness' memory fail. But Gertrude Hatch's face showed no fear, only determination.
"Millicent, dear," she said, leaning over to take the girl's hand in a hard and bony grasp. "Please do tell the good Reverend Fordham what you told us. Just think of how disappointed your dear mother will be if you don't do the right thing."
She gave Millicent's hand an extra squeeze, and the implication was clear. The older woman was still more than willing to make good on her threat of accusing Millicent of thievery if she did not do as she was instructed.
"You promise no harm will come to Lark?" Millicent looked at Rev. Fordham imploringly.
"If she accepts our help she will receive only the Lord's grace, child," he said. "Do you doubt the mercy of our Lord?"
His tone was silky, dangerous.
"No!"
The girl sensed that this man's purpose in the village was of an official and important nature, and also that he wielded some sort of power. She did not want to make him angry.
She took a deep breath, and when she spoke again, it was in a low and defeated voice. "I've been to Lark's cottage on several occasions," she said, and preceded to tell him what she'd told Gertrude Hatch about the strange little female figure with the exaggerated female form, the owl that rested by day in her ceiling beams, the cat and the strange carvings in the stonework round her fireplace. As she spoke, Rev. Fordham took notes.
But when she got to the part about Lark's requesting a lock of her hair, he stopped her.
"Did she say what she intended to do with this lock of hair? Did she offer you anything after that, such as a special elixir or potion?"
Millicent shook her head.
"Did you ever see any strange dolls in human form?" The dark eyes were on Millicent's face now, searching, questing.
Millicent scanned her memory and then brightened.
"Why, yes," she said. "Last winter when she was treating so many of the elderly for the cough, I went by to pick up some wash that she didn't have time to do. While I was there she was finishing up a little doll. And sewn to it chest was a locket. Widow Bright's locket."
"Widow Bright?" Rev. Fordham looked up at the others sitting in the room.
"Yes, Rev. Fordham," offered Greta Pratt. "She's the old woman who lives down by the mill. As I recall, she was very sick with the cough, and no one expected her to pull through. But she was one of the few who did. The cough took many of the elderly, some younger than Widow Bright. God's blessings were with her."
Rev. Fordham' mouth narrowed into a grim line and he fixed a disapproving gaze on his fellow clergyman. "Were they?" he asked. "Or was Widow Bright willing to exchange her soul for her health? These witches often barter the promise of life for the sick's sworn allegiance to their master."
"Witch? Millicent Salter was looking from one face to another now. "Is that what this is about? Are you saying you think Lark's a witch?"
"Our suspicions are none of your concern, silly girl," Reverend Fordham snarled. "How old are you?"
Millicent looked flustered. "I'm just now into my eighteenth year, sir."
"And you've lived in this village all your life?"
Rev. Fordham leaned in towards her again, but his tone had gone from coaxing to menacing as the girl nodded, unsure of what he was getting at.
"I've been all over the world, child," he said softly, his eyes narrowing in anger. "I've seen firsthand the work Satan does, witnessed how he lulls the unsuspecting into trusting those imbued with the false gifts of healing and beauty. This Lark Willoughby is no physicians and yet by your own account she heals with unnatural ease. The dolls you describe are not jut dolls, but poppets used by witches when working their spells. The dolls stand in the stead of their target in unholy spell work, which is why a personal object like hair or jewelry is needed to personalize the doll. You say you did not know what she was using the hair for, and for that reason - and your testimony here - I am forgiving your complicity in the devil's work. But should you ever seek such assistance again I would hope the church fathers strip you naked and beat you until you cry out for God's unending mercy."
Millicent sat listening, tears gleaming in her eyes as she twisted her apron nervously in her hands.
"Is it really the devil's work if it heals? I saw the death from cough, saw it claim my neighbors. It was a grievous sight!"
Fordham's face grew stormy. "A few days suffering before death? Is that more grievous than the endless torment that awaits those who work with or benefit from the ministrations of Old Nick? Is it worse than an eternity of having the skin stripped piece by piece from your body by demonic knives? Is it worse than the painful blisters that erupt in the hellfire and burst only regrow and burst again. And again. And again, each time with worse pain? Is it worse than having your fingers and toes chewed off and consumed by blood-thirsty imps?"
The girl was cowering now and sobbing from the imagery.
Seeminly satisfied snapped his notebook shut and turned to face Millicent Salter and the Pratts, who sat in wide-eyed admiration of his ability to instill such holy fear through words alone.
"And as for this Widow Bright," he said. "I shall need to talk to her next to determine whether she was aware of what her locket was being used for, and if so whether she understands the grave implications of her actions."
He rose to his feet and the Rev. Pratt rose with him.
"I'm quite sure that if she did she doesn't now," Rev. Pratt offered. "The Widow Bright has become increasingly frail of mind since the spring. Age, you see."
"More likely enchantment," Rev. Fordham said, pulling his cloak about his shoulders and shooting his host a condescending look. "I've seen this before. Witches will often confound those they help, just in case they are questioned."
When Reverend Pratt continued to look skeptical, Gertrude Hatch stepped forward.
"If I may be so bold, Reverend Pratt, what this man says makes perfect sense to me. We are isolated here and are not accustomed to the sophisticated methods this man has seen the devil employ. Much about Lark Willoughby has seemed alarming to me, and when dear Millicent here confided to me what she'd seen I knew I could no longer call myself a Christian if I did not take what I knew to the church."
Millicent turned in shock at the older woman's pronouncement and started to differ with her over events, but a warning glance silenced her before she could begin.
"Wise words, madam, wise word indeed." He turned towards the door. "There is no time to waste. Now, take me to this Widow Bright."


* * *


It was raining by the time Colin Macgregor reached the village, and the weather did not improve the mood he'd been in since leaving Lark's cottage. For the second time, he'd been frustrated by their encounter and the clouds seemed to darken along with his state of mind.
He tried to be objective, telling himself to allow for the fact that she was right and he was wrong. The village was isolated; if the rumors of witch hunts were indeed true then the witch hunters wouldn't likely come to such an out of the way place, but focus on larger towns where a woman seeking to profit from or embellish her arts may make a wild boast of magic.
The skins on his back were heavy, and he walked faster and then broke into a run as larger droplets began to fall fast and heavy. To his left he could hear the clanging of the blacksmith's hammer and ducked into his stall for shelter.
Hiram Fletcher dropped his hammer as soon as he saw Colin.
"G'day young man," he said heartily, extending a beefy hand.
Colin returned the greeting warmly. He'd always liked Hiram, who knew every person - and horse - in the village by name. Colin didn't know all the villagers by name, and only most of the horses by sight. Today he noted that Hiram was working on a large black horse he'd never seen before.
"Nice animal," he said, dropping the skin on a nearby table and moving to stroke the horse's nose. It dipped its head down, grazing Colin's hand with a warm muzzle.
"Don't move your hand too fast around him; he's head-shy."
But the warning had come too late. When Colin moved to scratch the animal's neck, it pulled back suddenly, rolling its eyes in fear.
"Easy, lad," Colin soothed. "I'm not going to hurt you." Then he frowned. "Someone's mistreated him. Who does he belong to?"
Hiram walked over and picked up the horse's right foreleg, matching the shoe he'd been pounding on the anvil to the animal's hoof. With a grunt of frustration he took it back to the anvil, picked it up with tongs and sunk it back into a pile of hot coals.
 "Part of a team belonging to some preacher man that came in two days ago," the blacksmith replied, extricating the shoe from the red coals and pounding on it with renewed effort.
Despite the heat coming off the coals, Colin felt a chill go through him.
"Preacher man? What preacher man?"
"Don't really know," Hiram replied. "Not from around here. Came in on a carriage pulled by two black horses and went straight away to the Rev. Pratt's without so much as a 'how-do-you-do' to anyone."
He sank the shoe into a vat of cold water and steam rose in a hissing cloud.
The horse began to move around as Hiram approached it with the reformed shoe still clasped in his tongs. Colin grabbed the lead rope and whispered soothing words to the animal as Hiram leaned down to check the fit again.
"Perfect," he said over his shoulder, shooting a grin to Colin before beginning to nail the shoe in place.
"So what is he doing here?" asked Colin. "Is he preaching Sunday?"
"I don't think so," the blacksmith responded. "I don't think he's a preaching preacher, and if he is half the flock will be hiding under their pews before the first hymn is sung. I caught a look at him when hi and his driver came over with the horses. Scariest looking man I've ever seen. 'Bout as tall as you, only thinner with black hair and a the illest-looking face you ever saw."
"You mean he's sickly?" Colin pressed, feeling hopeful. Perhaps the cold damp weather would drive him away.
Hiram stood stretching his lower back before standing and putting the handle of his tongs back in his leather work apron.
"No, I mean ill as in mean looking. When he looks at you, it's like he's staring into your soul. Made me uneasy, it did, but don't go telling' anyone I said that. I don't want it getting' around that I insulted the preacher's guest."
Hiram walked to the horse's head and undid the lead rope and proceeded to walk the animal to a stall next to another holding its companion.
"At least when he does leave his horses will have a shoe. This team was driven so hard this fella threw his."
"So when is he leaving?" Colin tried to keep his voice casual.
Hiram shrugged. "I don't reckon I know," he said. "The only thing I do know is that they spent the better part of yesterday over to the Widow Bright's."
"The Widow Bright's?" Colin looked in the direction of the mill. What business would Rev. Pratt and a visiting preacher have with an old, addled woman. He looked back at the blacksmith.
"Are they still there?"
"Nope." Hiram chucked some hay into the stalls. "They left and went straight to the church. No one's seen them sense."
"Thanks," said Colin, picking up the skins. The rain had lightened and he decided to get to the tanners as quickly as possible and then find some excuse to check in on Lark again, despite whatever objections she may have. His suspicions were probably being overblown, he told himself. Hiram may have it wrong. The visitor may not be a preacher, but some sort of doctor sent to help an ailing widow who could barely remember her own name. But still, just in case...
He reached the tanner's ten minutes later and after the usual haggling over prices turned over the hides to him before going to pick up a few supplies. He made the short walk to the mill for a small sack of flour that he didn't need but purchased for two reasons. The gift of flour would give him an excuse to stop by Lark's and while the miller was bagging it Colin could keep an eye on Widow Bright's house. Moments later, when the miller came over to give him his purchase, he still had caught no sign of life from the house.
But Colin didn't want to question another person about the goings-on, so he started back, deliberately taking a path by the church and casting glances towards both the parsonage and the church windows. The wind was blowing now, and he heard something and stopped. Had it been a cry? He looked around. It sounded like someone had been moaning from inside the church. Atop the steeple the weathervane creaked and turned on its rusty pivot. Colin shook his head. It was probably just the wind playing tricks on him. Then he heard the moan again and something else, the distinct sound of crying coming from the graveyard.
Moving towards the cemetery gates, he looked around scanning the wooden crosses and headstones for the source of the noise he knew he heard. Then he saw her. Sitting with her back against a rickety wooden cross sat Millicent Salter, sobbing uncontrollably into the hem of her dirty apron. Putting his sack of purchases down against the back of a nearby tombstone, he walked over to the young washerwoman and knelt down beside her.
"There, there, lass," he soothed "Why are you crying so?"
The girl looked up at him, her eyes swollen and puffy in her red, tear-stained face.
"Oh," she said, barely able to speak. "Oh God, what have I done?"
"Whatever it is, surely it cannot be that bad," he replied.
"It is," she said. "It is, and even though they say he's only here to help I don't believe it. They say he is a man of God, but if that is true, how can a man of God cause such pain ---"
The moaning sound returned and this time Colin knew that he'd not imagined it, and it had not been made by the girl. Someone inside the church had cried out.
His head began to swim.
"No," he thought. "No. Not here."
"Millicent," he said. "That I your name, right? Millicent?"
The girl nodded.
"What is going on in there? Who is in there?"
The girl began to rock back and forth and Colin shook her, not hard, but just enough to get her to focus. "I need to know! Who is in there?"
"That man," she said. "That Reverend Fordham. And the preacher. And ---" she began to sob anew. "and the poor Widow Bright. He - Fordham - he says Lark used witchcraft to cure her of the cough. Oh why? Why didn't I just let her say I'd stolen?"
"Stolen? Colin had no idea what she was talking about but didn't stop to ask her.
"What has Lark got to do with this?" he asked her instead. "Tell me! If she needs help I need to know! She is my friend."
"You're a friend of Lark's?" the girl asked, turning her face up to him now and clutching him madly. "Then you must go to her. Go to her!"
Her voice was shrill, keening in contrast to yet another moan coming from the church. "Warn her, please! Warn her before..."
"ENOUGH!!"
They both turned now, startled at the sound of the deep angry voice. And there, standing on the church steps was the tall, dark man that Colin knew could only be the visiting preacher. The man was dressed in black and holding Bible and a piece of white cloth stained with what appeared to be blood. Upon seeing him, Millicent Salter pulled away from Colin and ran screaming from the churchyard.
Colin stood and for a moment the two men faced each other across the stone strewn patch of ground. Colin started to take a step in his direction but at that instant a gust of wind blew across the churchyard, and the sky began to darken overhead. And Colin knew then that this dark man was the personification of his fears. The witch hunter had come to his village. If he didn't hurry, the next cries to come from the church might be those of his beloved Lark. As much as he wanted to confront this man and challenge him to state his purpose, Colin knew it would be the wrong thing to do. The church was the most powerful entity in the village; one wrong move could bring every able village man down on his head. If that happened, he would not be able to warn Lark. So reluctantly, Colin Magregor backed away, turned and did something he had never done before. He retreated from a definite threat.




 


Chapter Six




Despite his growing feelings of foreboding, Colin knew the wrong thing to do would be to panic. He was Lark's only hope, and if he were going to get her out of the village before the ominous Reverend Fordham hauled her in for questioning, he'd need a plan.
He ran to the edge of the village, ignoring the curious stares of onlookers, and stopped again at the blacksmith's barn. Hiram was not inside, which was just as well. Colin would have had no good way of explaining why he needed to borrow two horses, which would be essential to his and Lark's escape.
Out back, the corral where Hiram kept his own two horses was empty. Colin groaned in frustration, and then remembered that the blacksmith was keeping the visiting preacher's horse for him. The idea of helping Lark escape with Fordham's own horses brought a smile to his face and - hoping against hope - he turned back towards the stalls where the two animals still stood, regarding him with suspicion.
"Whoa. Easy," he soothed and within moments had both bridled and led to the door. It had begun to drizzle again, and a cold wind whipped around the sides of the barn in eerie shrieks. It was a bad day for traveling, but a good day for stealing; the damp, windy weather had driven everyone inside. Mounting one of the horses, Colin held the other by the reins and fought to keep his seat as both animals danced around nervously. Although he preferred to walk everywhere, Colin was still a good rider and soon managed to bring the beasts under control enough to direct them down and off the regular path to the less-traveled one that led to Lark's cottage.
As he rode, he tried rehearsing what he would say to her, and imagined in his mind eye an understanding and compliant response, perhaps combined with a grateful kiss before she agreed to ride off with him. He decided that they would spend a night or two in the woods before proceeding inland, where he hoped to contact some distant relatives willing to shelter him and Lark before until they could decide what to do next.
He was so focused on his plan that when he arrived at Lark's cottage, he didn't even knock before entering. She was making candles at the table, and had just pulled a batch of partially-coated wicks from a vat of melted beeswax as he came rushing in. Her look of shock gave away to one of irritation as she saw who it was.
"Colin, really," she began, putting her hands on her hips. "You must stop these unnecessary attempts to --"
He cut her off without so much as a 'hello.'
"This visit is entirely necessary," he said. "Get a few things - whatever essentials you can carry in a bag. We're leaving. Now."
Through the door, she could see the two horses tethered to the tree by her cottage and looked at him, questioning, but did not move.
"I don't have time to explain," he said. "Just do as I say."
But rather than springing into action, Lark calmly hung the partially-formed candles on a rack and turned towards Colin, crossing her arms.
"I'm not in the habit of blindly obeying the orders of men, Colin," she said with a calmness he found infuriating. "Not even those I call 'friend.'"
"I told you, I don't have time to explain," said Colin, grabbing a sack and looking around the cottage for things a woman might need to take on a journey. Several chemises were hanging by the fire to dry. Quickly he grabbed them and stuffed them into the sack, prompting Lark to rush over and wrench it out of his hand.
"I'm afraid you have no choice," said Lark, angry now. "You've given me no reason why I should flee my house, and unless you plan to stuff me in that sack as well you'd better tell me because at this moment that would be the only way you could get me out of here!"
For the briefest moment, Colin regarded the sack in his hand and pondered whether it was big enough to hold her. Then, confident that he could appeal to Lark's reason, he turned back to her.
"He's here, Lark. He's in the village."
He snatched the sack out of her hand and began to stuff other items in it - a skirt, a blanket, some apples, a loaf of bread.
"Who's here?" she asked, exasperated.
"The witch hunter!" Colin looked around frantically. "What else will you need for a journey?"
She ignored the question. "What witch hunter?"
"The one I warned you about." He thrust the sack at her. "Here. Finish packing what you'll need. We have to get you out of here. I'll explain on the way."
"No!" Lark stamped her foot. "You'll explain now, Colin. I'm not just going to leave my home because you fancy that some visitor is here to do me harm!"
He rushed over then and grabbed her by the arms. "This isn't fancy!" he said angrily. "The man himself is here, Lark. He's already interrogated Millicent Salter and Widow Bright and extracted their word against you as a witch! It is only a matter of time before he shows up at your door!"
"You're mistaken," Lark said in disbelief. "Millicent is my friend. She wouldn't give testimony against me. And Widow Bright couldn't give testimony against me! Age has robbed her of her mind!"
Colin turned away and slammed his hand down on the table. Then he turned back to her. "Don't you understand, Lark? It does not matter! This man doesn't come to this village unless he believes there is already a witch there. For whatever reason, someone has identified you as such and he will simply find a way to back up that which he already believes! This witch hunter --from what I've heard he doesn't even care if the charges are true! If he gets his hands on you he will do terrible things until you confess your allegiance to the old ways!"
"He'd not have to do terrible things," Lark was advancing on Colin now, her face as angry as his. "I'd not deny that allegiance. I never have!"
"Has anyone ever asked you?" Colin shot back.
"No!" Lark responded hotly "And why would they? I have an understanding with the villagers. They come to me knowing that I am not of their faith, although it has never been spoken of.."
"..until now!" Colin said.
He threw up his hands, exasperated. "This - this-quest to find and drive out witches is something new, Lark! It stands to change everything. Before I came here I was at the church. The man himself - Reverend Fordham - he was there. I saw him, Lark! He had terrified Millicent and he had someone in the church cellar. I think it was Widow Bright. He's doing terrible things, and if you do not leave now it will be you who suffers more than anyone. I will not allow that to happen!"
He grabbed her arm. "Now come with me! We must go!"
But Lark pulled away, her eyes flashing in anger. "No!" she cried. "Do you think me such a coward I would flee before this man?"
An image flashed in Colin's mind of his own retreat from the dark stranger and for a moment he was seized by a moment of impotent shame.
"No," he said softly. "You are not a coward. But neither are you a simple fool, and that is what it would make you to ignore my warning, Lark. Danger is coming. It's coming here. And deny it if you must, but I think despite your protests you know it." He paused. "Tell me again about the dream you had. You did not tell me all of it, did you?"
Lark looked away.
"I thought so," he said. "Please, Lark...."
"Very well," she said, looking up at him. Tears were swimming in her eyes and for the first time he saw something else in them: fear. "My grandmother came to me to warn me of danger. She told me to look out the window and when I did there was a wolf - the biggest wolf I ever saw. She said, 'the oppressor comes,' and when the animal turned to look at me I saw it had -" Lark put her hand to her throat. "It wore the Christian cross about its neck, on a heavy chain."
Colin nodded knowingly. "Then you should not doubt me. Not after that."
"Perhaps I can't!" she said. "But I can't just..." She looked around the cottage, the cottage she had grown up in. She was at war with herself, her pride battling her common sense.
"No," she said. "I won't go. I'll face what comes on my own."
The hell you will.
Colin had not wanted it to come to this, but Lark would not listen. The shell of determination and independence she'd built up around herself was like a wall that he needed to batter down, and there was only one way he knew to do that.
He did not like to have to humiliate her, to break her proud spirit, but as he sat down and hauled her, struggling, across his knee he told himself it was for her own good.
"Lass, you will obey me in this. You will!"
She fought like a wildcat as he flipped her skirt up, baring her alabaster bottom and thighs. That creamy white skin, so tender, so soft. He knew the slightest tap would mark it but put the thought out of his mind as he brought his hand down severely on the center of her bum. Lark screamed and clawed at the floor in an effort go get off his lap. He began to spank her fervently, his trained ear listening for the sounds of her anger to devolve into sounds of sobbing submission. To his surprise he did not have to wait long.
He was a strong man and even a powerful witch cannot combat an assault which leaves her energies so scattered. Nor can her protective spells shield her from action taken against her that she needs or deserves. The fact that no beam fell upon his head as he reddened her bottom only served to convince Colin that he was doing the right thing, and he imagined the gods nodding in silent assent as he gave their stubborn servant what she so desperately needed.
When he finally stopped, her bottom was covered in overlaying, pinkish purple imprints of his large, punishing hand. Lark was limp, sobbing softly.
"You will go," he said, his hand resting on her bum even as the other still held her in place. "I want your word."
He knew she would honor it if she gave it and he could feel her now, thinking. Was it worth defying him further? They both knew he would prevail.
"Very well!" she said.
"Swear it, lass. Swear it before the gods."
"Colin!"
He smacked her again - hard.
"Swear it!"
"I swear it!" She screamed the words as his hand fell on her lower left buttock.
Gently he tipped her to her feet and reached own, handing her the sack.
"Pack what else you may need. Take anything that could incriminate you, lass - spell books, potions, anything."
Lark's shoulders slumped and she began circling the room, removing what she could. It had never occurred to her how others may view the items she held so dear, items that set her apart. Her well-worn book, passed down from her mother and grandmother and others before her - its pages full of observations of moon phases and plant qualities and small bits of poetry recited in synch with healing. Instructions for how many knots to tie in a rope to bring about love or healing. Darker spells - sparingly and carefully used only against those who deserved them.
She removed her little clay goddess doll from the shelf, its hourglass shape so familiar in her hands. Little wooden talismans and runes come next. She could not take the potion bottles but removed a loose stone in her fireplace and hid them inside along with the poisonous mandrake and nightshade she kept there where little children and invading mice could not find them.
There were things she could not hide - runic symbols carved into stone, the five-pointed star burning into the corner of the mantle.
"We should burn it," Colin said hastily as he looked at the imprint, faded but still visible in the wood.
It would take half a dozen men to remove this hearthpiece," she said.
"I'm not talking about the hearth piece," he replied. "I'm talking about the cottage. There's still enough here to.."
"No!" she said vehemently. "I will return, Col. I do not know how but I will..."
It was useless to argue with her on this point, he knew. And Colin could not bring himself to destroy her home.
"My cat," she said suddenly. "What will become of Shade?"
"Shade's savvy to these woods," said Colin. "Not to mention leary of strangers. And I know enough of you to know you've heaped protective enchantments upon him aplenty. He'll be fine. If you stay behind they'll burn you both."
Lark sniffed and nodded in resignation. Turning, she picked the cat up and gave him a hug. Colin could see her shoulders heave with silent sobs as she did so and watched as she took the cat to the back door, uttered a quick spell of protection over him and whispered in his ear. When she put him on the ground he ran off as if he were being chased.
"Are you ready then?" he asked as she turned back to face him.
"Would it matter if I were not?" she asked.
He shook his head. "If you refused, I'd take you against your will." Their eyes locked. "I'll have no harm come to you, Lark."
"I love you," he screamed silently, but could not bring himself to say the words aloud. Not now. He watched as she threw a few more things in the bag and then grabbed her cloak.
She did not stop to ask where he got the horses. A very real sense of dread was growing in Larks' chest now as she let Colin throw her up on the back of one of the horses.
"Hold on," he said, and she nodded, locking her legs around the animal as he'd taught her do when they were children. For a moment she wondered if he remembered how he taught her to ride his gray pony when he was ten and she was seven. He did, and briefly enjoyed the recollection as he stood there watching her sit astride the black horse closely matching the one he was now mounting.
"We should follow the river upstream," she said, and he nodded, for it was a good plan. The path to the river was clear, and the brush beside it wasn't so thick that it would impede their travel. They could follow it for several miles and get back on the road only after they were safely away from town, hopefully before anyone noticed their absence.
Turning his horse's head, Colin urged it forward, guiding the animal down the slope to the road. He turned back to see Lark on his heels, the traveling cloak pulled up to shield her face. When they were on solid surface, he spurred his mount to a gallop and Lark followed suit. The sky was even darker now, so dark in fact that it looked nearly night. It was a gloomy omen, but one Colin chose to ignore as he looked back once more to assure himself that Lark was still close by.
But when he looked forward again, his heart leapt into his throat. Ahead of them, the road was blocked by a group of men, some with lanterns, some with guns. He pulled his horse roughly to a stop, as did Lark who had also seen the men. But when they turned to go in the opposite direction they realized there were men on the other side as well.
The crowd of men was growing now, and surrounding them. The horses, as unnerved as their passengers, moved close together, snorting and pawing the ground. Colin turned and caught a glimpse of Lark's frightened face peeking out from under her cloak. His pistol was by his side, but he had no time to load it, not that it would have mattered. All around them, men were now brandishing already loaded weapons.
The crowd parted now and a black-robed man stepped forward, the light of the lanterns gleaming off his black hair. His dark eyes were fixed on the couple and when he spoke his voice was deep and commanding.
"You cannot outrun the justice of the Lord," he said. He turned to the crowd. "If someone would be so kind as to reclaim my horses?"
Several men stepped forward to take the reins of the horses as several others reached up to pull down the riders. Colin lunged towards the ones who had removed Lark from her mount, but was restrained from reaching them and watched helplessly as Reverend Fordham moved towards her, his hand outstretched towards her hood.
He pulled the hood from Lark's face slowly, as if unwrapping a gift he'd been given. For a moment he regarded her in appreciative silence, his lips curling into a mocking sneer. "What darkness lurks beneath this fair light?" he asked, almost to himself.
"No darkness," Lark said coldly. "To claim such exists would be a lie."
He struck her then with such force that she collapsed and would have hit the ground were it not for the men holding her. With a cry of pure rage, Colin hurled himself at the preacher so violently that he broke the grip on the men holding him back. But he was restrained again before he could reach his target and the two men - now inches apart this time - regarded each other once more.
"Note," he said to the crowd, "the effects of a bewitched man. "With but a look this little temptress has enticed him to steal for her, to assist her in escaping the just questions of a soldier of Christ." He looked at Colin in disgust.
"Take him from my sight."
Colin made to struggle but was subdued and hauled away, but not before looking over his shoulder at Lark, whose limp form was still slumped between the two men who held her. Fordham was approaching her again, and upon reaching her undid the clasp of her cloak and watched as the heavy fabric slid to the ground. Underneath she was dressed in a simple country dress, the bodice cinched tightly enough to accentuate the curves of her waist. Above the neckline, the creamy swell of her breasts flared enticingly before his eyes. Lark moaned, still dazed from the blow the preacher had given her. Reaching out a finger, he tilted her chin until she was looking at him. As he did, he noted dispassionately the purple bruise blooming across her cheek from where he'd struck her.
"It is my feeling that this is a powerful witch," he said to the crowd of men, who began to murmur to one another.
 "It is not safe for any of you to deal with her. Only a man of God, one strong enough to resist temptation should expose himself to such a creature."
With one motion he swept Lark into his arms. The men moved back as he did, clearing the way. "I shall bear her back to the church now and extract what I predict will be a full confession of allegiance to the devil," he said. "I ask for your patience. And your prayers."
Somewhere, through her fog, Lark felt the sensation of being lifted and heard the words he had spoken.
"It's a dream," she said. "It must be a dream. But even as she gave in to the darkness once more she knew it was real, and dreaded when she would next be forced to open her eyes."




 


Chapter Seven




Lark Willoughby opened her eyes and winced slightly at her first view of light. Dim though it was, it made her head pound and she blinked hard, willing herself to focus. The light was coming from several dripping candles sitting in sconces affixed to a dark, stone wall. As her eyes adjusted, Lark perceived the outline of a bookshelf stuffed with dusty, leather-bound volumes and a low table up on which sat more books and a quill pen and inkwell. And then movement from the corner caught her attention and she saw him - the man whose black garb and cloak had made him blend in until this moment. Now he stepped forward, his pale face glowing in the light above the cross that hung just below his collar. The expression on it was not kind, but stern and judgmental. Reverend Fervor's lip curled in a slight sneer, and Lark was instantly reminded of how the snarling wolf in her dream had lifted it lip in a similar fashion. A feeling of panic surged through her and she made to flee, but realized as she did that she could not move; her hands and feet were bound to the chair upon which she sat.
"Well, well, well." Reverend Fervor crossed his arms slowly and began walking around her, his eyes locking with hers once he'd come full circle. "Lark Willoughby, the village witch." He paused. "There's no need to deny it."
"I never intended to." She glared at him, defiant and he rushed forward, gripping her arms as his face hovered just inches from hers. 
"So you admit you are the devil's consort?" he snarled.
"I never said that," Lark replied coldly. "I simply admitted to being a witch, although that is the name you would attach to what I do. I consider myself a healer. As for which of us is the devil's consort, I could just as easily make the claim about you."
Reverend Fervor's black eyes narrowed in rage. "Hold you tongue, woman, lest I be tempted to cut if from your mouth."
The words chilled Lark to the bone. The man did not look or sound as if he were making an idle threat.
He stood then and began pacing back and forth in front of her, as if contemplating what to do. "It is most unusual to have a young woman admit to the crime of witchcraft," he said. "Usually they do so only after some persuasion."
"If by persuasion, you mean torture, then yes, I suppose they do," said Lark. "But given that it seems your mind was made up before you even took me from the road, it would be folly for me to allow you to brutalize me for hours simply to extract what I can give you without the use of duress."
She stared at him boldly. From the time she'd laid eyes on the Reverend Maximilian Fervor, she'd known that everything Colin had warned her about was true. He would do horrible things to her until she admitted who she was. She'd be sentenced to death, if she even made it that far. She was not ashamed of who she was or what she believed. Admitting it would buy her more time to figure out a way to escape before ultimate judgment was passed. And if it was, she would go to her fate with dignity. Unlike the villagers, Lark was not afraid of what lay beyond this life. She did not believe in the eternal torment that frightened the faithful into blind compliance. She knew no sooner would her soul leave the body than it would be back as someone - or something - else. Existence, in her belief system, was one endless loop of birth and rebirth, lessons and learning.
She was studying his face now, and knew by the reverend's disappointed expression that he'd expected a fight. Lark looked down, trying to keep him from seeing the look of triumph in her eyes. But it was too late.
Reverend Fervor stood and glowered down at her. For a moment he said nothing. And then his soft, deep voice broke the silence. "I'm not entirely convinced you are telling me the truth."
Lark looked up at him, wondering at this change of tact.
Fervor began pacing again, thoughtfully tapping the side of his angular face with one finger. "The devil loves nothing more than to corrupt innocent souls, and delights in playing games that lead to the damnation of the righteous. In light of your ready confession, child, it occurs to me that he might be afoot this very game with you. For after all, what could be more pleasing than to see a young woman of faith die with the unpardonable confession of witchcraft on her lips?"
He walked back over to Lark and cupped her face in his large, cool hands, tipping her chin up so that she was forced to look at him. "If the devil is in you, child, the surest way to drive him away is to beat him out."
"No..." Lark shook her head as the comprehension of his words sunk in and felt her terror deepen. Her now-obvious fear prompted not mercy in the face of the preacher, but a self-satisfied smirk.
"No, please..." She hated to beg, but could not bring herself to stop as Fervor began deftly untying the knots that bound her. When the last one was loosed, she attempted to spring from her chair, only to have him grab her about the waist and hold her fast. 
"Surely you don't think such a slip of a thing as yourself can outmatch me?" he said.. When a sob caught in her throat, he reached out and stroked her face, his fingers tracing the path of a newly fallen tear. "Save your tears, child," he quietly into her ear. "You will need them for what is to come."
His pulled her to the table then and pushed her back on it. Lark struggled as his hand began unlacing her bodice and cried out in frustration when it became apparent that she would not be able to free herself. Closing her eyes, she silently invoked the gods and goddesses of old for protection, and hopefully opened her eyes when Fervor halted in his efforts to remove her clothing. But her relief was short-lived. The preacher was clutching the talisman she'd put around her neck for protection. With a jerk, he snapped the leather string holding it and held the dangling talisman before Lark's face.
"Made for protection, no doubt?" he asked with a smirk.
"Is it no less than you expect," she asked. "You condemned me before you even spoke with me."
"If you were a witch then where are your gods?" Fervor asked.
Lark wondered that herself. Never before had she felt so alone, so abandoned. All her life she'd been faithful to the old ways, never expecting anything in return. True, she'd asked for boons, but when they weren't granted she understood and when they were she'd expressed her gratitude whether through a heartfelt poem written in honor of her divine benefactors or a little bowl of milk left out for the fairy spirits who'd assisted her in some way. Never before had she questioned the ancient ones. Never. Until now. 
"It is required for me to have witnesses," Reverend Fervor said, his voice resentful. "So you shall remain here and ponder your sins while I fetch godly elders of this church to preside over what must be done, and to attest to my fairness with you."
"I offer my services!"
Reverend Fervor spun around to see Colin standing in the doorway. The larger man's face was a cloud of anger. His fist curled at his side. The pale preacher blanched even paler.
"You," he said, eyeing Colin as the magistrate walked in behind him. "Are you not supposed to be interred for the crime of assisting a witch?"
"Is she to be condemned already?" Colin asked. The preacher pressed his thin lips shut, angry that he'd tripped himself by his own tongue.
"She's confessed!" Fervor sputtered.
"Not to your charges!" Lark spat. Fervor turned to her, his face angry but Colin was at her side now, brushing the preacher out of the way.
"Are you all right?" he asked.
He touched her face. "Yes," he said. "Now that I've explained the situation to the magistrate. He did not know that you recently agreed to accept my hand in marriage, which puts you under my authority and protection..."
Colin raised his eyebrows at her, indicating that it would be in Lark's best interest to go along with the lie he was telling. 
"Please, Lark," he silently prayed. "This is not the time to be stubborn."
But he did not have to say the words out loud. Lark read them in his eyes, and knew that to reveal Colin's lie would not only condemn her, but him as well.
She looked at the magistrate. "I live quietly, treating people who need it. You know this. It should not be a surprise that I did not make news of my betrothal known."
"It is a lie!" Fervor jumped to his feet. "Tis a trick to remove her from my righteous charge!"
The magistrate stepped forward. "I've known Colin since he was nae high," the man said, putting his hand to just above his beltline. "I've never known him to be false. If he says he is betrothed to the accused then so he is."
The pale face of the preacher turned slightly pink with anger. "If that is so," he spat, "then let him marry her now!"
Lark was about to protest, but Colin - sensing it - stepped forward. 
"If that is what is required to prove my claim true," he said, but Lark shook her head. 
"It should not be..."
"Being wed to him will increase his protection of you," the magistrate said.
And Lark knew from the man's expression that she should not protest. The magistrate, who had himself come to her seeking help for his mother's cough, was in a difficult position. While he did not agree with what the church as doing, he could only exert his authority so far against them. Lark doubted that he even believed the claim of betrothal, but realized that the magistrate knew the benefits of what he suggested. It would throw up another obstacle to Rev. Fervor - an obstacle the man clearly did not want.
"Bring the preacher," Colin said.
Lark bit her tongue. She knew Colin fancied her, knew since childhood that he'd wanted to marry her. Now she was torn between resentfulness for his trickery and gratitude that what he was doing may save her life.
"I can perform the ceremony," said Rev. Fervor, his eyes cagey.
"No," said Lark. "I would not have such wretched carrion bind me to this man."
The minister's eyes turned hard as steel, but this time when he spoke he addressed not Lark, but Colin.
"Your 'betrothed' is willful," he said. "I hope as a dutiful husband you will apply the lash until she begs for your mercy. That is the only way to assure obedience in a woman."
"And what would a lonely, bitter man know of matrimony?" asked Lark. 
"Lark, mind your tongue," Colin said, sensing that she was not yet out of danger and knowing that her needling of the minister was not helping. He could protect her, but only to an extent. She was not out of danger yet.
"Don't tell me to mind my tongue," Lark said. "This bitter creature is the one who should exercise caution. Not me..."
"Is that a threat, witch?" Colin asked.
"Convicting me again, you scurrilous dog?" she asked. "Is this your godly justice, then?"
The magistrate stepped between them now. "Listen to your betrothed, now, lass," he said. "Best the two of you remove yourselves now and marry. This matter will yet be resolved, hopefully when cooler heads prevail."
"Indeed it will," said Reverend Fervor, icily. As Colin hurried Lark out she turned to see a new and hungry determination in Fervor's eyes. She did not like the look of it; not at all.


* * *


 "I don't want to wait another minute." Lester Hatch stood and lumbered towards the window and stared out at the direction of the church. "By now she's bound to have confessed."
He turned to his mother. "I'll not take Lark a wife if she's all scarred," he said in what he hoped was a decisive tone.
From her rocking chair, Gertrude Hatch looked up from her needlepoint and glared. "Shut your mouth, Lester," she said. "You'll take the wife I pick for you, no matter how she looks." She drove the needle down through the cloth, pulling a red thread behind it. Then she looked towards the window. "It is odd, though. I'd have thought I heard screams. Perhaps the godly light of Reverend Fervor was enough to make her confess, although it would do my heart good to know she suffered a bit first.
"Mother," he said. "It is not kind to wish such things."
Gertrude Hatch scowled Lester. She did not like being admonished by anyone.
"Remember, my handsome son. This is the woman whose public rejection made you the brunt of three day worth of jokes. Later, when she's safely married to you, I will tell her that I orchestrated all of this. I want her experience with Rev. Fervor to be burned forever into her mind, so when she learns who is to blame for that memory she will never doubt the power I have to destroy her"
Lester frowned. She'd be his wife, he thought petulantly. He should have that power. But he didn't say so. 
"I heard that man killed some women who wouldn't confess," Lester said, looking back towards the church. "What if she dies?" He looked up at his mother with the look of a child worried about whether a playmate might break a cherished toy.
"She's a strong lass, if not a wayward one," his mother replied. "Patience my son. Patience."
Lester sat back in his chair, sulking. He was eager to put the plan into action. At the appointed time he and his mother would go to the church, where they would personally appeal to Rev. Pratt and Rev. Fervor to let them have a word with the girl. Once alone, Gertrude would offer her the chance to extricate herself from her predicament by proving her allegiance to church and community through holy matrimony to her son. She smiled at the thought. She'd allow Lester to have his first night with Lark in her home while she stayed at and searched her daughter-in-law's cottage. Once married, what was once Lark's would now be Lester's, which meant by association it would be Gertrude's. She was sure there were items of value squirreled away in the little house and once she found them she'd sell them for whatever price could be had. Then the second order of business would be to hire men to dig up every inch of property under and around the house until the gold was discovered.
Gertrude rubbed her hands together in glee, picturing the fine carriage she would buy with the gold. She closed her eyes, and let her jaw go slack in her thin face as she pictured the envious glances on the other villager women's faces as she rolled past in her fine new vehicle and emerged dressed in a brand new dress. Perhaps she'd pass out alms to some of poorer villagers as Rev. Pratt stood by, nodding in approval at her generous --
"Mother?" 
"What?" she snapped, irritated at having her daydream interrupted.
Lester had gotten to his feet and walked back to the window. "Lark is coming out of the church. And she's with....him..."
"With who?" Gertrude stood up, her brow wrinkled with worry.
"Colin MacGregor. And Reverend Fordham." He paused. "And the magistrate!"
The old woman dropped her embroidery and leapt to her feet, shoving her son away from the window so she could see.
"Lester," she said. "Something is amiss. She still looks defiant and the good reverend looks vexed. Lark Willoughby should be beaten, defeated. And on her way to jail!"
She turned to him.
"Go get to the heart of this," she hissed. "NOW!"
Her son jumped and then turned, lumbering quickly out the door. She wanted to follow, but was careful not to pay too much more personal attention to the matter. Delicacy was called for now. When Lark was at her lowest point then she would come forward, pretending that marrying the girl to her son had just occurred to her.
She watched her son approach Lark and the men, saw them exchanging words. She saw Colin attempt to shoo him away as if he were intruding. Her son started to turn back to the house but when he did Gertrude stepped in front of the window, her expression harsh as she pointed back to the group. Lester turned and approached them again.
"We've no need of a butcher," Colin said when Lester returned. "And this is no affair of yours."
"I--I know of the charges and...my mother and I are godly people and worried. We thought this woman was to be questioned for practicing the dark arts."
"Lark Willoughby's affairs are none of your business," Colin said, and took a step towards the ponderous butcher. "And I am not patient when another pries into the affairs of my betrothed.."
"Betrothed?" Lester mumbled the word. "No..."
He shook his head then ran a fat, greasy hand through his greasy hair. He glanced back towards the house, as if his mother could will him advice through the walls.
"She can't be betrothed," he said. "My mother won't hear of it..."
Everyone looked at him now.
"And why would your mother care if I am to marry, Lester?" Lark asked, looking intently at the man.
Lester backed up. His mother was going to be angry. Very angry. He had no answer to give. He pointed at Lark. "Don't turn you witch gaze on me!" he cried, and turned to run back to his house. The group watched, puzzled, as he entered his house and the sounds of an argument ensued from within.
"Come on," Colin said. "We need to pay a visit to Reverend Pratt. The sooner we get this marriage underway the better."
Lark looked up at him. "The better for who, Col?"
He put his arm around her and leaned down to whisper in her ear. To the other men it looked as if he were offering her comfort. But Colin decided the time had come to take a stern stance with Lark, even if she hated him for it.
"You may not realize it," he said quietly. "But you are your own worst enemy, Lark Willoughby. You may think I am taking advantage of you by marrying you, but I do mean to protect you. And if there were ever a willful thing in need of protecting it's you. So you will marry me. And until I deem it unnecessary, lass, you will obey me..."
Lark had never heard him speak to sternly. Not even earlier in the day when he head put her over his knee had he been so forceful in his speech. Suddenly she was afraid of marrying him, but his grip had not lessened. She was at the mercy of Colin MacGregor as surely as she was at the mercy of her current, unfortunate circumstances. Even if I escape the charge of witchcraft," she though, "my life as I know it is over."




 


Chapter Eight




Colin's trapper's cottage was much as Lark remembered it. She barely visited the home of her friend who - like her - lived on the outskirts of the village. It was Spartan but clean. A table, two chairs. One bed. Herbs hung from the rafters. Lark recognized some as those she'd given him for cooking or for making poultices for wounded creatures. Even though Colin was a trapper, if he happened on a wounded animal he could not eat or trade for fur, rather than kill it he'd mend it as best he could before taking it to Lark for her special "cure." The herbs had come in handy more than once.
"I bought a dress for you."
His voice snatched her from the privacy of her thoughts. Colin walked over and held out a package tied with twine. "Mrs. Simms had made one for a bride who didn't live to see her wedding. She thought you could wear it."
"A dead bride's dress," Lark said, feeling a chill even as she spoke the words. Then when she took note of Colin's dejected face, she felt a pang of guilt.
"I'm sorry, Col," she said. "It's lovely, and I'm sure the bride would be happy knowing that someone was able to wear it if she could not." She paused. "I would have preferred to change in my own house."
He sighed. "It's not safe to take you back there, Lark. Not until all this is over."
She brightened. "So once this is over and that horrible man leaves you'll release me from our vows?"
Colin had to bite his tongue. Did she really not understand how much he loved her? And did she not realize that he would not let her go?
"You know I can't do that," he said. "Vows matter to me. Even if I have to take them to save your life."
"But you don't have to," she said. "I don't expect you to marry me, Col. Especially when we both know it would not work."
"And why wouldn't it?" he asked, trying to keep the anger out of his voice. "We've known each other since we were small. We are more alike than any two people in the village. I understand you..."
"No you don't," she said. "If you did you'd know that most witches prefer not to marry unless they must."
"Well you must," he said. "Put the dress on. Reverend Pratt is expecting us at the church soon."
She looked down at the simple muslin gown with its tiny latchhook buttons gracing the front and the thin strands of lace edging the cuffs of the carefully crafted sleeves. A lot of love had gone into this dress which was sewed for a woman who would give anything to have seen it come to pass. And here Lark stood, dreading the taking of vows. The guilt resurfaced, but she pushed it aside again. This was wrong. All wrong...
"No," she said, laying the gown on the table. "Col, if I take your horse and leave now I could be well away by the time it is realized. You could buy me time, say that I am sick abed. By the time it was discovered that I'd fled I'd be deep in the ..."
"NO!" Colin walked to her and grabbed Lark by her slim shoulders. "You are not leaving, Lark. I won't allow you to put yourself at risk!"
She pushed back at him violently. "And I will not live by another's leave simply because he demands it!"
Colin had had enough. What he was doing was best for Lark, whether she wanted to admit it or not. She could prattle on all she wanted about witches not wanting to marry. This witch wasn't going to have a choice.
Colin took Lark by the arm and pulled a chair away from the table. Sitting down, he tossed her over her lap and flipped up her dress. He'd known ahead of time to expect a fight and as usual the fiery redhead gave him one. But he needed to send her a strong message that in this matter he would prevail, and soon her bottom bore a patchwork of large red handprints.
"Lark Willoughby, are you going to do as you are told and marry me?" he asked. "Because I will not let you up until I extract a promise that you will obey!"
To Lark, this was exceedingly unfair. Witches did not make promises lightly; their word was their bond. Once an oath of loyalty was made it was adhered to.
"Promise me!" Colin said, and brought his hand crashing down on the soft undercurve of her bottom.
"I PROMISE!" Lark shrieked, knowing she'd find no relief until she'd capitulated.
She continued to kick her legs even after Colin's broad, hard hand had ceased punishing the tender skin of her bottom. It was as if she thought she could kick the pain away. Colin held her as she thrashed herself into a state of exhaustion, then he turned her over onto his lap and held her close. He'd hope she soften and fold into his embrace; it bothered him that she was still rigid and stiff with defiance. Down deep he knew she was right. He was taking advantage of her situation to press her into a marriage he'd secretly wanted for as long as he could remember. But he believed just as strongly that once he and Lark were married, she'd realize that she loved him. It was her pride - her stubborn pride - that kept her from admitting it.
There was a knock at the door and Colin tipped Lark to her feet. She turned, rubbing her eyes briskly with the back of her hand, her face reddening to the same shade as her bottom as she worried whoever had come to call heard the sounds of her punishment.
"Reverend Fordham," she heard Colin say.
"Forgive me, but Rev. Fervor is eager for the nuptials to begin. He is convinced that that this is all just a ruse and since you left with Lark he's been convinced it was to spirit her away. He's sent me to escort you back to the church." The Reverend's tone was apologetic, as if he knew there was no good reason why he should be doing the bidding of this visiting clergyman. But like everyone else, he was afraid of Rev. Fervor's influence.
"The good reverend also disapproves of the two of you being alone without chaperone," he said. "He considers it a further sign of...."
"Of what?" Lark asked, turning towards him now. "Of my sinful nature."
"Lark," Colin sighed her name, tired of fighting. "Please prepare for the wedding."
Lark knew there was no time to run now, and that any refusal would land Colin in as much trouble as she. The men stepped outside so she could change, and when she emerged she looked starkly different than she usually did. The buttons went all the way to the middle of her neck and the dress, made her look more restricted than the flowing garments she usually wore. For Lark, the binding feeling of the garment reflected how she felt on the inside.
"You look beautiful," Colin said, and meant it even if he secretly preferred to wed her in the dress he'd always imagined - flowing white. He's always imagined they'd take vows in a woodland glen or under a bower. But as storm clouds gathered they headed towards the village church.
News had traveled fast and the townspeople stood in their doorways to gawk at the accused witch traveling to the church to marry the village trapper. Lark did not meet their eyes, but she could feel them. And two pairs of eyes she could feel more than the others. Lester and Gertrude Hatch stood in the doorway of their butchers' shop. Lester's expression was sullen. But his mother's expression was livid. Lark thought back to Gertrude's reaction when Colin had announced their plans to marry. Something was foot with the old woman and suddenly she felt shame for the pride that nearly had her denying Colin her hand. The old woman, she realized, sought a union between Lark and the doltish brute of a son. The thought sickened her and she reached for Colin's hand.
But as the wagon rolled by, Gertrude's desperation only increased.
"Come, son," she said, picking up her skirts and stomping after the cart.
"Where we going, mother?" Lester asked, tripping clumsily and obediently after his mother's skinny frame.
"We're going to stop a wedding," she said.
"How?" he asked.
"Just do as I say and you shall see."


* * *


It was not at all the kind of wedding Lark had envisioned either. She was not a chuchgoer, and the exterior of the church felt unfamiliar to her. This was not her god who was worshipped here, though she held no ill will the villagers who did call him lord. Reverend Fordham stood by the altar, his eyes flickering nervously between the couple and the man who stood to the side. Reverend Fervor stared hard at Lark, disappointment in his dark eyes. She knew he'd rather she'd gotten her way and fled so he could have brought her back and had his way with her.
Lark took Colin's hand, unaware that people were filling the church now to watch this impromptu ceremony. The crowd parted as Gertrude Pratt pushed her way to the front, determination writ deep into the lines of her homely, pinched face. Lester's scowl, too, had deepened as he watched Colin take the hands of the woman his mother had assured him would be his.
The vows were read. Lester looked to his mother for some sign of what to do.
"If there be any man here who would object to this union," the Reverend intoned after both Lark and Colin had said their parts - he with a certain voice and hers barely above a whisper. "Let him speak now or forever hold his peace..."
"My son objects!" Gertrude grabbed Lester's shirt and jerked him forward as if he weighed nothing. Lester, unexpecting of the move, tripped forward and nearly took out the pew he hit with his leg.
"Ow!" he protested. "But she ignored him."
Reverend Fordham's eyes widened and he looked nervously at the butcher's mother, whom he knew to be the personification of trouble.
"And what manner would that objection take, woman? Let your son speak."
"My son is a gentleman!" she screeched. "And I come to speak for him and to also ask the Lord's forgiveness as a mother. For this woman ...." She pointed a bony finger at Lark. "This woman who now weds another did already use her witchcraft to charm my son to her bed!"
The crowd erupted into gasps.
"No!" Lark said, sickened at the claim.
"You know it is true, witch!" screamed Gertrude Pratt. She shoved her son forward. "Tell them!"
He looked nervously at his mother and then at the reverend. Did she really expect him to lie to a man of God in God's own house. The thought terrified him, but the wrath of his mother was far more terrifying.
"Y-yes," he said. "And more than once. She came to me in dreams and I....I woke up to find myself naked in her bed."
"Liar!" Lark cried, and launched herself at Gertrude and her son. But Colin grabbed her before she could raise her hand and cast the spell he felt brewing in her.
"Silence!" Reverend Fervor stepped between them, his finger pointed at Lark. "It is not for a woman to speak in the house of God."
Lark started to point out that he'd allowed one to lie, but Colin squeezed her as a warning and she bit her tongue.
"This is a lie," Colin said. "What trickery is this, you foul carrion?"
Gertrude smirked. "Call me what you will, but my son as already taken this woman's maidenhead. And under God's law he should take your place by her side for these vows."
"I have never lain with your ugly son," Lark shot back. "And I will never take vows with him." Her voice grew cold now and a flash of lightning lit the sky up outside. "Never."
The crowd began to murmur nervously. Had the witch caused the storm that now sent rain in angry sheets to hammer the chapel? Or was it merely the warning of an angry God to respect his house? Someone here was lying, but who dared defile this place of worship with deceit? The villagers looked from one couple to the other and nearly all thought the same thing. Lark, despite the accusations, had healed them when they were ill. When they could pay no more than a chicken or a loaf of bread she'd accepted it graciously. The Pratts on the other hand were never generous with their meat. Families who'd been good customers for years were cut off if a hard winter found them unable to pay. And Gertrude's penchant for gossip was well known; the women of the village were confidants and victims of her tongue by turns. Only her position in the church and community saved her from the derision she deserved.
"There is only one way to settle this," the magistrate said. "We must have a trial to determine who is rightfully able to claim this woman."
"I am not a horse," Lark said.
"No," Colin said. "But he has made a claim and it is the law."
"The trial will be in two days time," the magistrate said.
"And until then?" asked Colin. "I will keep her with me."
"No." The magistrate was gentle but kind in tone. "She still faces the matter of being charged as a witch and that must be determined after she is wed. She cannot stay with you if this man here has laid a claim to her. She must be imprisoned until such time as her innocence or guilt can be proven in this manner."
"Her guilt will be proven," Gertrude hissed. "And already my gracious son has agreed that he will wed her and make her a proper Christian woman fit to be a member of this community."
Reverend Fervor stepped forward. "And admirable offer, methinks," he said. "But neither man needs put too much hope in wedding with this woman should she be convicted of luring a man to her bed through the dark arts. These are serious charges..."
"Yes!" Gertrude said, trying to lighten her tone now. "But we are good Christians and would rather see her converted than burned. Would you not want the same, my good Reverend?"
Reverend Fervor was no fool. He knew exactly what Gertrude Pratt wanted, and he was not about to become a pawn in her game.
"Ultimately, it will be for me to decide," he said, his eyes scanning the room and then falling back on the Pratts. "And should anyone defy my decision then it will be the same as defying God himself."
Gertrude fell silent, swallowing hard as she did so. This was not the outcome she had predicted. It had not gotten Lester married to Lark, and she was no closer to finding the treasure she was sure lay on the witch's property. She knew if she were braver she would go and search for it herself with her son, but she was sure a protection curse lay over the land and that the only way to lift that protection was to force Lark to do it. And that could only happen once she and her son were wed and he was able to beat her into full submission.
But at least they had succeeded in keeping Colin from marrying Lark, and as the two were parted it was clear that both were concerned one for the other. Colin's eyes followed her as the magistrate led her away and she looked back at him, blinking back tears.
"Be brave, Lark!" he called. "Truth will out!"
"Yes it will." The air next to him was cold and Colin turned to see Reverend Fervor at his shoulder.
"You know this is a lie," Colin said.
"I know nothing of the sort," Reverend Fervor said. "Witches are known to bewitch men into carnal trysts. She tried the same thing on me when I was interrogating her, but I was not about to let her lustful tricks prevail, even though I could tell she wanted to couple with me."
For Colin, this was the last straw. Reverend Fervor was taller, but he was younger, broader and far stronger. He grabbed the reverend by the lapels of his long black jacket and slammed him against the wall.
"You are no man of God," he said. "And there will be a reckoning for you. Mark me."
Reverend Fervor laughed. "I could have you imprisoned for this," he said. "But why would I do that when the better delight would come in seeing you watch the woman you love punished for witchcraft. Perhaps I will spare her and marry her off to that bloody mule and wretched crone he calls a mother. Or you mark me now. She will be found revealed for what she is and you will never hold her again."
The door to the church opened and for the first time Colin realized he was alone with Reverend Fervor. The magistrate was standing at the entrance to the church.
"Unhand him, Colin," he said.
Colin let him go.
"No need to bring charges," the reverend said even though the magistrate had not offered to do so. The young man is merely shaken that his betrothed was revealed to be playing the harlot. He was overwrought, and took hold of me to seek my counsel."
He smiled meanly at Colin. "I advised him to let the matter play out, that everything was in God's hands now. And God will see all put to right."




 


Chapter Nine




Lark sat in the darkened cell wondering why she had resisted Colin. As she was being pulled away from him, the pain in his eyes had been acute. The man did love her and she realized that she loved him, too. She always had. A rare tear ran down her cheek; Lark was not one for crying but the pain of losing him forever filled her with despair.
She heard the click of a door and looked up, half hoping that she would see him coming down the corridor. But the figure that approached was tall and lank with shoulder-length black hair and a pale, angular face.
"Be brave," she told herself. "Do not show him your fear. It is what he wants."
Reverend Fervor stood in front of her cell for several long minutes, saying nothing. He merely studied Lark, who kept her eyes to the side and refused to acknowledge him.
"What? No curses? No spells?" His voice was soft, but mocking. "I know you're tempted, but I know you also realize I am more powerful than you. And you are afraid."
Lark wanted to tell him that he was the one who should be afraid, but she bit her tongue instead.
"An outside magistrate is being brought in," Fervor said. "I insisted on it. The laws of this province are unique and I would have them followed without....bias. I suspect you have bewitched him with your beauty. But your evil sorcery will not work on me."
She smirked at this, and her expression combined with an obvious refusal to engage him infuriated the reverend, who curled his lips in a snarl of anger.
"Better to marry than to burn, the Bible says. But in your case it will be the reverse."
"Reverend Fervor!" The magistrate's voice sounded from the hallway and he approached. Lark was grateful to see disdain in the lawman's eyes.
"Ms. Willoughby is tired," he said. "And it is improper for you to visit her without a chaperone."
Fervor's eyes grew dark with anger. "Are you suggesting that I would do anything untoward? Even if I were inclined, what could I do that this harlot has not already done?"
"Perhaps I have forgotten some of my scripture, but did not Christ himself urge us not to judge, Reverend?" The magistrate cast a reassuring glance at Lark.
"The Bible also says 'suffer not a witch to live.' I am here to determine if she is a witch."
"And since it has not been determined, you should leave her to my care until her guilt her innocence in all matters has been determined," the magistrate replied. "Now go."
The reverend stood for a moment more. He was a head taller than the magistrate and fixed him with a menacing glance. But the magistrate returned it.
"The church will not be pleased to hear of how I'm being treated," Fervor said, and then turned to go. Only when Lark heard the door close behind him did she speak.
"Thank you," she said. "That was very brave. I know he has everyone frightened. I can feel their fear; it is thick in the air."
"I'm less afraid of him than I was when he arrived, Lark," the magistrate said. "Something of the man bothers me." He looked at her. "How are you?"
"Angry," Lark answered honestly. "You don't believe the Hatchs, do you?"
The magistrate shook his head. "Of course not. I've seen how Lester looks at you, and his mother, too. She claims that you are a sinner but she seems unusually keen for you to wed her son. Do you have any idea why?"
Lark shook her head and sighed. "I do not, but I would die before I would be forced to take vows with that swine. As for the charge, I've never had a need to force a man to my bed and if I did it would not be some oaf who smells of piss and tallow."
The magistrate laughed, but shook his head as he did. "You will have to temper your manner of speaking, Lark," he advised. "You're too forward, especially for a woman. They will use it against you come the hearing."
Lark gave a sad smile. "Maybe I should just let them burn me. Sometimes I think it would be preferable to living under the weight of these restrictions. You have daughters, and they are bright. Tell me, does it not trouble you that they will always be encouraged to withhold their thoughts, to stifle their intellect?"
The magistrate shifted uncomfortably. "Marian and I have not raised them to stand on equal footing with men, but to be helpmeets. Does that mean sacrificing gifts they've been given? It does. Does it please me? No. But they will be provided for by men who want proper and meek brides. That will be enough."
He opened the door and offered her a basket. "My wife sent you dinner. Salt pork, biscuits, a bit of butter."
Lark dropped the subject as she reached for the basket. "Your wife is a good woman."
The magistrate smiled. "So are you, Lark. Regardless of what other say. I will pray for you. I will pray that you escape this nonsense.
"Thank you."
He left her and she sat back down on the straw floor and slowly ate her dinner as she watched the moon rise in the sky through the bars of the jailhouse window. She could see the tops of the trees, the clouds floating past the silver orb. Her moon tugged at her spirit.
"I want to be free of this cell," she said, and laid her head back against the wall. "I want to be free....I want to be free....I want to be free...."
She closed her eyes and visualized herself walking out of the cell and out of the jail, hidden from view by magic. She imagined herself walking through the dark wood; the superstitious and fearful villagers lived in terror of what they imagined lurked there even though Lark knew that behind every noise was some gentle woodland creature active by night. She imagined herself watching the deer move with silent grace through the trees, imagined seeing the owl lift from the branch of a tree and glide soundlessly - a white phantom - over the fields. She imagined walking into her cottage, touching her familiar things, finding her cat and holding his warm body against hers. The longing in her grew stronger until it was pulsing against the walls of her body like a force. She could feel it moving through and out of her, living will manifested into force. It surged and she gasped and opened her eyes.
A mist was curling itself through the bars of the prison window. The moonlight gave it a silver, smoky look. She turned and looked at the door. Could it be? Lark stood and walked over. It was open. Not much, but just a little. She realized now that when the magistrate had handed her the basket, he'd not closed the door. She'd not heard a click.
"I will pray that you escape this nonsense," he'd said. But surely he did not mean for her to leave. Or did he? Lark stood there, pondering the door. It stood between her and freedom; she wanted it so bad and could feel her will working, plying. Her will was a gift; it was what made her magic effective. If she escaped, it would be better for everyone. Fervor would look for her, but despite what Colin thought she knew she could disappear. As for Colin...her heart lurched a bit at the thought of him. She did love him and realized in the cell that she could marry him. But not like this. Not under duress.
She looked at the window again. The mist was thicker. Fingers of it were in her cell, reaching, pointing towards the door. A sign. A definitive sign. "Go, a voice in her head said. "Go!"
Lark obeyed. She slipped out the door of the jailhouse like smoke, edging along the side of the building as silent as a cat. Around her the lights in the village windows shown with a golden glow. Dogs padded towards her but laid down in silence when she laid a finger to her lips. She reached the well in the center of the village and stopped. Removing her cloak, she cast it in. Tomorrow they would find it and think she'd drowned herself; they'd waste valuable time plumbing the depths of the well to look for her body.
She ran, slipping past the houses and into the safety of the woods. The mist followed her like a friend, shrouding her movement. An owl hooted encouragement to her left and she could see the eyes of animals watching her as she went.
It was cold but she did not care. Lark felt exhilarated to be free. When she reached her cabin, she was tempted to light a fire but did not. She was grateful that the moonlight was sufficient to illuminate her familiar surroundings. She inhaled the scent of dried herbs, ran her fingers over the runes she'd carved into the wall beams. Her throat was choked with emotion. Her home. She'd not let herself dwell on how much she'd missed it until that moment.
She heard a noise in the corner and turned suddenly. A cat-shaped shadow floated across the wall.
"Shade!" she said quietly, and the cat came to her and leapt into her arms. The cat's body rumbled with its purrs. She buried her face in the black fur, grateful that he was a good hunter. He was as fat as ever.
Suddenly the cat stopped purring and growled. His green eyes were fixed on a point out the window and Lark ducked into the corner. There were people moving down the path towards her cottage.
"Sssh," she said to Shade, and the cat fell quiet, although its tail beat against her as she held him and they walked up the path. It didn't take long for her to realize that the tall, hefty figure and the stopped skinny one were no other than Lester and Gertrude Hatch.
She felt a surge of fear, for at first she was sure they'd somehow seen her leave the jail and had followed her. But then she realized that Lester was carrying a shovel.
"I don't know why we have to do this now," Lester was grumbling to his mother. "Why don't we just wait until after I marry her. Then she'll tell us where it's buried."
Gertrude rounded on her son and hit him in the chest with a sack. "Because I'm not sure anymore that she's going to marry you! You were hardly convincing today, Lester! There was no conviction in your voice when you told the preacher how that witch seduced ye!"
"It's only because it won't true!" he whined.
"Do not say that aloud!" Gertrude hissed. "She did, and you will swear to it before God and man on the morrow. There is too much at stake for you to ruin this. Do you want to be as stupid as your father who left us with so little money?"
"Father left us the shop," Lester said, and it was the first time Lark had ever heard anything akin to anger expressed at his domineering mother.
"Ha!" Gertrude countered. "A meat shop in a poor village affords enough money to get by on and nothing more. We deserve better, Lester. We deserve fine clothes and furnishings that will make us the envy of the village. We deserve a carriage and white horses. Oh, to have that...I would ride by and glance at Millicent Pence with the smallest of smiles, and let my hand dangle on the edge of the carriage so she could see my lace gloves or rings." She paused. "And you, you would have any woman in the village."
Lester's dull faced suddenly looked even duller. "Wait. I thought I was to marry Lark."
"You are," she said. "But a witch is a witch. Later after she's given us a child to play with and we find another suitable woman, we will go back to the church and tell them that she's not renounced her ways and they'll remove her. We'll keep her long enough to get some work and breeding out of her."
Lester smiled. "A bit like a horse! But of course, this would be after we extract the truth from her about where the treasure is buried. However, on the chance things don't go as planned we must look for the treasure. If she is vindicated that would be awful; she'd be back home by sunset and would cast her wicked spells to protect the place anew. The treasure is here. It is rumored to be in the garden, probably protected by magic but without her that magic must be weaker. The treasure must be close. But where?"
Lark's eyes widened. Treasure? They were looking for buried gold? She almost laughed. She'd heard the rumors over the years herself, and weren't sure how they'd begun. Her grandparents had been frugal but they'd never been wealthy. Lark could only assume that the mystique that swirled around the family had somehow incorporated a tale of hidden monies.
Her mind began to work. She now had proof of motive for why Gertrude and Lester Hatch would expose her as a witch. They sought access to her lands. Colin had warned her that some neighbors to the north were accusing women and even men of property of witchcraft just to seize their holdings. It was hard to prove, but now it seemed proof had been offered up. But how could she convince Maximillian Fervor? It angered her that he seemed determined to find her guilty even if evidence was presented to the contrary.
Lark worried her lower lip with her teeth and thought on the matter. If she fled and abandoned her house, Gertrude and Lester would bide their time and eventually pilfer her belongings, unearth her herbs and flowers and destroy her property in their vain search. The satisfaction she would feel knowing they had failed would not be enough to forgive them for destroying her beloved plants.
She had to make a decision. She had to decide whether to flee or take what she knew to Colin.
"Dig faster!" Lester was sinking his shovel into the soil by the well at his mother's sniping instruction. "There are peculiar marks on this stone here. It may mark the spot!"
"I'm digging! I'm digging!" Lester said. "Just let me work!"
"Don't take a tone with me, boy!" Gertrude said, hitting him in the head with the bag. Lester cried out in protest as he continued to dig and Lark, from the corner of her house, whispered secret words in Shade's ears and let him down. She watched from her vantage point then as the cat stole outside and up the holly tree whose thick braches reached out over the well. When he was just above Lester and his mother he released a blood-curdling cry.
Lester cried out, dropped the shovel and began to run. His mother followed and then screamed. She'd fallen into the hole her son had dug in her rush and now bawled in pain. Lester walked over and pulled her up by her bony shoulders. She screamed louder as he tried to set her on her feet. Lark put her hand over her mouth as she watched the older woman collapse.
"My hip! My hip!" she cried. "Oh, it hurts!"
Lester looked around, panicking. "I'll go get help."
"No!" she responded, clutching her son's leg. "Don't leave me. It's the enchantments, don't you see? It's the evil enchantments what's the cause of this! It's the work of that witch! You can't leave me!"
"Well what do you expect me to do! Carry you back in this state?"
Lark did not want to feel pity, but she could not help it. Had it been anyone else, she would have rushed to their aid. But she believed in following her instincts, and hers told her that Gertrude Hatch would not only spurn her offers of help but likely use the offer to make things worse. So she sat listening to the old woman's screams, knowing such pain could only come from a broken bone.
Gertrude was babbling and moaning as her son lifted her up and carried her back down the path. Lark waited long moments until the sounds of the old woman's cries were out of sight. Then she walked over to where they'd dug the hole. The shovel and bag were still there. So was Gertrude's shoe. Evidence. She could use this against them.
But how. But before she could consider it further, a hand clamped over her mouth. Lark twisted her body left and right, trying to evade the strong grip as she was drug back into her own house. She heard the door shut behind her, felt herself released. She reeled back, sputtering in fear and anger and then stopped. Colin was standing there looking at her.
"What were you thinking?" he asked.
"Did you see?" was her only reply. "Did you hear them? They were digging up my yard. They think I have treasure. It was why they exposed me as a witch! This is all about taking my property! Did you know that?"
"Yes I did," he said. "I saw and heard everything you did."
"Then why didn't you do anything?"
"For the same reason you didn't," he replied. "But we'll discuss the Hatch's sins later. At the moment, I'm going to deal with yours, Lark Willoughby. You were reckless to run, even if the cell door was left open. If anyone other than I had found you, it would be assumed that you ran because you are guilty. I told you not to try and escape again and again you have disobeyed me. For that, you're about to get the spanking of your life."




 


Chapter Ten




Lark did not try to reason with Colin as he pulled her along after him along the moonlit path. She knew there was no reasoning with him now. He was taking her to his cabin and once there she'd try to talk to him. He could say what he liked; she'd been right to escape. Had she not done so she'd have never found out the truth
She could not believe that Gertrude had accused her of witchcraft as a plot to get her to marry her son so they could gain access to riches she did not even possess. She'd heard tales of fairy gold in her youth and when Lark was bored her grandmother suggest she go dig in the garden and look for it. But real gold? If it had been there Lark would have known about it. And she'd have used it to help the village, unlike the Pratts who thought only of themselves.
It was hard to pity Gertrude, who'd injured herself falling into the hole Lester had dug in her yard. It gave her some satisfaction to imagine the mean-spirited woman explaining to the physician exactly how she'd end up covered in dirt and injured in the middle of the night. They physician's wife as big a gossip as Gertrude. It'd be all over town come next nightfall.
And where would she be? She tripped along after Colin, whose grip on her wasn't getting any less restrictive. She'd never get out of his sight now, not with the law after her.
"Slow down. You're hurting me!" She stopped and tried to jerk away. Colin turned to her.
"Not yet I'm not," he said. "But I'm going to. Lark, don't you even realize you've made yourself look guilty by escaping?"
"Made myself look guilty?" she asked indignantly. "For your information, the magistrate left the door open. And if I'd not come out here I'd have never known why Lester and his mother had these charges leveled against me. Now I do, and..."
"...and what?" Colin asked, turning and pulling her down the path again as he talked. "You'll just explain what you saw after you escaped from jail and that'll magically fix everything?"
"You saw it too!" she said.
"Yeah, and as the man who plans to marry you my word will have all kinds of weight, won't it. And it'll be no match for Gertrude who will claim you injured her through magic. You know how she twists things, Lark! And then there's that reverend, ready to believe anything if it will condemn you."
Lark fell silent. She could not argue with that. For Reverend Fervor, finding her guilty of witchcraft had become some sort of personal mission. She knew why. Every other woman he'd accused had no doubt thrown herself on his mercy, begging and pleading with him to spare her whatever fate he decided would be appropriate for her alleged sins. But Lark was not like that; she'd not fed this man's need to feel power over others. She'd defied him, even mocked him.
They were approaching Colin's hut now. Lark gave one last, futile effort to pull away from her protector as he pulled her inside. He guided her to a chair and forced her to sit, pointing a finger in her face as he did.
"You," he said. "Don't move."
She sat there, glaring at him. She could completely defy anyone except for Colin. There was something about him that she could not help but respect. In many ways he'd been like a big brother to her growing up. He'd always understood her, always tried to watch out for her. He knew she was different and did not care because he carried the same magical history in his blood, even if he did not practice. But her respect for him came mainly from knowing he really cared. He cared about her not because she was beautiful or glowed with an air of unattainability. He cared because he liked her. Now those feelings had grown into something more for both of them. But Lark was determined that if she were going to be with a man, he'd see her as an equal.
He'd lit the lanterns and was rolling up his sleeves in preparation to make good on his threat to spank her.
"You can't be serious," she said in disbelief. "After what I've been through."
"Oh, I'm deadly serious, lass," he replied, placing his hands on his hips. "I told you there'd be consequences for disobeying me."
"You say you want to be with me, Colin, but mark me on this. I will not be with a man who treats me as a child. I'd rather burn."
He reached forward and lifted her up. "As long as I draw breath, the only part of you that will burn is your pretty bottom whenever you disobey me. We will be together, Lark. I love you and I know you love me. And you need my guidance, lass. Don't go lying and say you don't."
He sat down in the chair she'd just vacated and pulled her over his lap. Lark was too angry to fight and decided she would just lay there, stoic, while he spanked her. If he wanted to treat her like a child, fine. Let him see how he liked it when he she not only refused to react, but refused to speak to him afterwards.
But being stoic was easier said than done. She nearly cried out when he lifted the hem of her skirt and bared her bottom. Then she nearly cried out again when the first heavy-handed smack fell. And then, when he began to spank her in earnest Lark realized she'd have to come up with some other plan. Colin was determined to make his point, and to her abject humiliation she was quickly reduced to tears in spite of herself.
"Stop! Stop!" she cried, trying to shield herself from the disciplinary assault. But Colin caught her hands and continued to spank without missing a beat. His punishing hand seemed to fall everywhere, from the crest of her upturned cheeks to the soft undercurve of her bottom where buttock meets thigh. He was especially determined when spanking her there, even tipping her forward to better target the tender skin.
Lark was sobbing now, unable to stop the spanking. Her bottom felt like it was on fire and she knew it would be days before she was able to sit without pain. For good measure, he finished the punishment off with a few hard spanks to the back of each thigh.
Her face was flushed and tear-stained when he raised her to standing.
"Oh no you don't, he said when she instinctively tried to rub her injured backside. "You'll get no comfort from me, and offer yourself none. I told you, Lark, you had to be careful. Now I'm going to have to figure out how to get you out of this mess without getting killed."
She wanted to tell him she could figure it out on her own, but despite the fact that her bottom felt sore and scalded in turns, she knew it would be a lie. Things were more complicated now.
"Sit," he said, taking her to a footstool by the fire and forcing her down on it. She yelped as her punished bum met the hard wood of the seat. "Think about what you did."
The comment was insulting. She'd thought of nothing else, but she didn't say so. Lark wished the kind of magic that common folk often ascribed to witches - the power of flight, teleportation and invisibility - were real. Then the two of them could just disappear and start over somewhere else. Then again, if she were that powerful, she wouldn't need Colin.
"I love you."
She looked up. He was looking down at her, and now he was kneeling down as he uttered the words again. "I love you."
"Men spank the women they love?"
"I spank you because I love you," he replied. "How can I keep you safe when you're determined to be so headstrong, Lark. Do you know why I happened to be at your house tonight?"
She shook her head. "I've been watching Lester and his mother all day. I could tell by the way they were talking closely that they were plotting something. I went to tell the magistrate today and he told me he was going to help you escape. Lark, I urged him not to, but he knows you're wrongly convicted. But at the same time he fears the church man." He sighed. "I tried to talk him out of it and thought I'd succeeded. I followed the Pratts here tonight. And then I saw you. Had you not been here I'd have confronted them both. I'd have beaten a confession out of Lester if that's what it would have taken. Now everything's changed."
Lark put her face in her hands. He was right. Anything the Pratts had done would be balanced against her escape. And with Gertrude injured, she'd play her role of poor, frail, pious victim of a witch's enchantments to her benefit.
"What are we going to do?" she asked.
"We're going to get married," he said.
"You don't have to," she said.
"I want to," he replied.
"I want a husband," Lark replied. "If you can be a husband, perhaps. But all I've known is a man who acts like he's my father."
"Sometimes that's what a woman needs," he said, and took her hand and raised her to standing. Having someone warm her bum reminds her that her man's stronger. But I can be tender, too. Here....let me show you."
He tipped her chin up and kissed her then. Lark did not resist, and opened her mouth to his questing tongue. Colin was gentle as his mouth moved to her neck. His hands pushed her chemise over her shoulder, baring her beautiful breasts. He cupped them with his hands and moved his mouth down to encircle first one nipple and then the other in a wet kiss. Lark forgot all about the pain in her bottom and threw her head back, allowing the sensations his touch generated to sweep over her.
No, they weren't married and what they were about to do would be considered a sin in the eyes of the church. But everything she was doing - her very life - as being labeled a sin. Why not sin for love?
Colin undid her skirt and pushed it and the chemise down to the floor. He stood back and looked at her in the lamplight. She was beautiful, her pale skin glowing. Her legs were well-muscled and shapely and her hair hung like a luxuriant auburn mantle. She took his hand and turned to lead him to the bed. Her hair swung as she walked and he could see how he'd marred her white bottom with handprints. His handprints. He felt himself grow hard with the need to possess her.
She sat down and pulled Colin with her, pushing his shirt off as she lay under him. Her small hands roamed his wide, smooth chest. Her fingers traced the muscle. She kissed him again and then let her tongue travel down his neck in a straight line almost to his belly button.
Colin had tumbled a virgin here and there before, and had never seen a woman quite like Lark. She lacked the reticence and modesty of the others he'd been with. She was open and curious, staring at his body in the warm glow when he stood to undress. She smiled at him when he was finally naked. Her hand reached out and encircled the shaft of his veiny cock. She leaned forward and placed a kiss on the head of it. He groaned.
"By the gods, woman," he said. "You're going to set me on fire before I even have a chance to have you."
She smiled and laid back, holding her arms out to him.
Lark laid back and spread her thighs. Again he was struck by the complete openness and ease with which she presented her body. His eyes were drawn to the auburn tuft of fleece between her legs. He leaned over her, gently lowering his body. He could feel her heart pounding when he lowered his head to her breast, but whether it was from apprehension or excitement he could not say.
Colin moved to her breasts again, lingering more on each nipple now as he teased first one rosy peak and then another until they were firm in his mouth. His fingers traveled down between her legs and she opened herself to him. She was wet already. His mouth found hers. He could wait no more. He pushed into her, slowly at first and then quickly. She breathed her response and then moaned as they began to move together. Colin locked his eyes with her green ones and now he understood why anyone would think she was a witch, even if they did not know. Her eyes held him as surely as her arms did. He was completely and hopelessly enchanted by everything about her.
Lark wrapped her legs around him. Her calves and thighs were strong from years of walking in the woods around the cottage. She squeezed him rhythmically with her legs and her pussy until he could contain himself no more. He cried out with her as they climaxed together.
Afterwards he looked into her eyes.
"I will never let you go," he said.
"I know," she replied with a knowing smile.
They lay together for as long as they dared. But they knew time would not stand still. They had to make a decision about what to do next.
Colin was pulling on his pants when he walked to the window. Lark saw him look out, concerned.
"What is it?" she asked.
"Nothing, I...."
But then the door flew open. Men with torches burst in, and behind them was Reverend Fervor.
Lark pulled the blanket up to her neck and glared at him. He glared back, his face filled with rage.
"Harlot!" he cried. "Jezebel! WHORE!"
Colin strode over to the minister, who ducked behind the other men.
"Seize him! This man is to be incarcerated for fortification, and aiding a criminal in escape!"
The men approached Colin, but he stepped up to the first one.
"You want to be the one who lays hands on me, Rufus?" he asked. "You want to arrest me on the word of a stranger? Me, who helped you dig the grave you thought would be necessary last winter to bury your son until Lark here pulled him through his illness?"
He turned to the next man. "What about you, William? You want to answer to this man? Do you think the....good reverend here will be around to help you bring in your crop next year when you're too drunk to do it?"
The men looked down. He turned to the last man, who was looking apprehensively from Colin to the others. "And you, Fred. You're the only man I've ever known who could face down a bear to protect his family. Remember that spring when you drove that large one away from your door while your wife and children cried from fear inside? And yet you stand here in fear and do this man's bidding? And for what? To harm a woman who's never done anything but good for this community."
Rufus lowered his rope.
"He's right. It's not our place."
Fervor pushed through the pack of men and turned. He raised his Bible. "You would heed the word of the devil? He speaks through that witch and her consort. You see them, having laid here together! You would defend a whore?"
"They'd defend their own wives, and I know at least one of them were no more virginal than Lark at the time of their marriage." Colin smiled at the men. "Which one of you wants to cast the first stone?"
Fervor's pale face grew red with anger. More men had showed up, but none moved to arrest the pair. The magistrate was the last one to the house. He pushed through the growing crowd and walked up to Reverend Fervor.
"Gertrude Pratt is not well," he said. "She's taken with a fever and is in great pain." He looked at Lark. "She requests her help."
All eyes were on Lark, and she could see they were all thinking the same thing. Reverend Fervor would not even have come to the village on is quest had not the Pratt's brought hem to their doorstep.
"You lie!" the Reverend said. "That godly woman would never.."
"That godly woman's son let it slip that she broke her hip falling into a hole in Lark's yard," the magistrate said. "It was a hole they were digging. If it's the truth you seek, Reverend, there are other secrets here that need exploring. But for now, a woman is in dire pain and needs help." He turned to Lark. "You don't have to, but the physician has done all he can."
"Of course I'll help," she said. "But first everyone must leave so I can dress."
The men filed out respectfully, except for Fervor. Colin approached him until they were eye level. "You're not in God's house now, you're in mine. And there are two ways out the door. You can walk or you can be thrown."
The reverend's face was dark as he turned and left. Lark smiled and stood, picking up her shed clothes from the floor.
"It's all but over," she said. "I can feel it."
"You trust her?" Colin asked.
"Oh heaven's no," Lark replied. "But I trust the goodness in most people, and we've seen it tonight, thanks to you."
She walked over and kissed Colin on the lips. "You never told me you could perform miracles."
Lark took his hand. "If this goes well, you won't have to marry me."
"I'd like to see you stop me," he laughed.
She turned and they journeyed out of his hut. By the morning, Gertrude Pratt's fever would have broken, but not before she confessed everything in front of the magistrate and Reverend Fervor. The men would have escorted the Reverend out of town with a stern warning that they considered it their Christian duty to protect all the villagers so long as they were good people and good neighbors.
By the time Spring rolled around, Lark's belly was swelling along with the buds on the tree. She and Colin were married by the stream near her cottage under a rose bower. Everyone attended except for the Pratts. But that was just fine with them. And when their son was born just before Summer's end, his birth was celebrated by all.




The End
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