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RHODE ISLAND, 1695

 

A spell for stealing beauty:

 

Flowers in the spring.

Sunlight on the waters.

A man overcome by a woman’s loveliness.

 

Those ingredients seemed as though they could be right. Sixteen-year-old Elizabeth Cooper readjusted her place on the meadow grasses as she took up Aunt Ruth’s kit. Inside was the precious jade charm her great-grandmother had managed to find; this jade allowed for the casting of spells few other witches outside the Orient could ever match. Elizabeth was counting on that now.

“Are you doing it?” Pru said from where she lolled on her back, playing with the end of her braid. The wind caught at her long black skirt, revealing her ankles and calves, but she paid it no mind here; they were half a mile out from the village of Fortune’s Sound, far from any men who might see. “Because I don’t notice anything different.”

“Hush,” Elizabeth said, closing her eyes and beginning the spell.

Buttercups glinting like nuggets of gold within the first pale-green grasses of April.

“Look, my girl. Look.” Mama whispering as they stood on the deck of the ship that had been their prison for weeks, Elizabeth hardly able to remember England, where she had been born, and sick from days upon days of storms, but now able to see placid waters ahead and finally, finally, sunshine coming down through the clouds to paint brilliant light on the waves.

Nat Porter looking up from his work to see Pru walking by, a tendril of dark hair escaped from her cap, and his face alight with a smile.

Elizabeth felt a shiver pass through her, a shiver that might have been the magic—or jealousy. Quickly she opened her eyes and demanded: “Did it work?”

Pru rolled over on her belly to study Elizabeth for a moment, then shrugged. “You don’t look so different to me.”

Her new spell had failed. Elizabeth slumped back against the nearby tree trunk in disgust. Aunt Ruth and all the other witches said the creation of a new spell was difficult work—so difficult most witches never even tried it, and few who tried it succeeded. But didn’t they always compliment Elizabeth’s abilities, marvel at her potential? If anyone could do it, she could.

“I don’t see what you’re so worried about,” Pru said. “You’re very pretty.”

Elizabeth assumed this to be true. Nobody in their small community had brought a mirror with them from England, nor had anybody traded for one, so Elizabeth’s only glimpses of herself since childhood had been her reflection in water. That reflection was pleasing enough, and ever since she’d reached marriageable age, she’d noticed boys and men both paying attention to her.

But not Nathaniel Porter.

“Besides, who were you going to steal beauty from? Me?” Pru laughed. “You’re lowering your bucket into a dry well.”

“You’re lovely,” Elizabeth said, because she liked Pru and because—well—she had intended to steal from Pru. It would only have been for a little while, more borrowing than stealing, which was why she thought it wouldn’t be so very bad. Really, though, Elizabeth wanted to discover just what there was to steal.

By any sensible standard, Prudence Godwin was not beautiful. She was short as a child, and slightly plump, though not stout. Her eyes were brown, and her skin no less freckled than Elizabeth’s own. Her features were neither ugly nor particularly arresting. And yet Nat Porter—like most of the other boys they lived with—looked admiringly at Pru whenever she walked by.

Perhaps it had something to do with Pru’s smile. Every day, virtually every moment, Pru was smiling or laughing, finding humor in everything from the splay-legged wobble of a new calf to the awkward tilt of a child’s cap. Elizabeth privately thought it was foolish of Pru to find this hard and savage New World a never-ending source of delight. But if Pru’s smile was so winning, if it changed her simple face into something beautiful, then obviously there was something there worth the taking.

Pru rose to her feet, brushing off her apron. “Come on. They’ll be looking for us soon.”

“You just want to walk through the street while Nat Porter’s leaving his shop,” Elizabeth said.

“You’re the one who’s taken with Nat,” Pru said. “Like nearly every other girl in town. I don’t understand the lot of you, and I don’t care, either, because it leaves Jonathan Hale for me.”

Pru often spoke of Jonathan Hale, which made no sense to Elizabeth. Jonathan wasn’t unappealing, she supposed. He was a bit short, though that would hardly be a flaw in the eyes of tiny Pru, and certainly he laughed as much as she did.

That didn’t make him a match for Nathaniel Porter. Never had Elizabeth seen the boy who could match him.

Nat stood a head taller than any other man in the town. He had thick hair the color of ripened wheat, and eyes as pale and rare as the beach glass she had once found in the sand after a storm. His chin had a cleft, and while Elizabeth couldn’t say precisely why this made him even more handsome, she knew that it did.

She realized Nat wasn’t in love with Pru. Smile though he did when she walked by, that wasn’t any special regard—only admiration. Yet it was more attention than Nat had ever given Elizabeth, so she envied it.

Had they still lived in Dorset, where they’d been born, Elizabeth thought it unlikely she and Pru would be friends. They liked each other well enough, and of course they shared their fascination with witchcraft; other than that, they had little in common. Pru was part of a large, bustling family, all of them as giddy and playful as she; Elizabeth’s parents had died years ago, and she lived with a stern aunt who mostly wanted her to take care of her cousins. Pru liked early mornings; Elizabeth preferred the night. In every way they were different. Here, though, on the cold, rugged coast of Rhode Island Colony, they each had to take friends where they could find them.

The town of Fortune’s Sound contained fewer than three hundred souls. They all lived in small houses the men had built by hand, most of which had paper windows and dirt floors. Elizabeth knew the name of every single person, from old deaf Thomas Gaskill to the Pruitts’ new baby girl, Mercy. Sometimes she thought she even knew every single cow, every single sheep, every single chicken. When she was a little girl, Elizabeth had found this very boring.

Now, however, she found herself coming to like the smallness of town, her world. When you knew people well, you knew what to expect from them.

As they walked back to Fortune’s Sound, Pru was uncharacteristically quiet. Elizabeth glanced over at her a few times before finally saying, “Cat’s got your tongue.”

“Elizabeth—I’ve been wanting to ask you—” Pru hesitated, and Elizabeth’s heart seized with fear.

Did she love Nat after all? Was she about to confess it?

Instead Pru said, “Why do you even let yourself think about Nathaniel Porter? You can’t marry him any more than I could. It’s impossible. You know that.”

Nat Porter was a witch’s son; his mother, the Widow Porter, led their coven. The First Laws decreed that no witch could ever marry the son of another. And there was no breaking the First Laws; they defined the Craft, governed all witches, and set the only limitations on their powers. Elizabeth had been taught since earliest childhood that the penalty would be beyond anything she could bear.

She said only, “Thinking about a boy isn’t against the Laws.”

Pru laughed. “That’s why I like you. You think for yourself.”

Elizabeth smiled back, forgetting her jealousy for a moment. Pru ran ahead, an invitation to a race—which Elizabeth accepted, dashing as fast as she could and easily outpacing Pru. They giggled as they ran, their long skirts swishing. She could almost pretend they were little girls again, new to the colony, and convinced the New World was boundless and free.

 

That night, Elizabeth and Aunt Ruth left just after dinner so that they might join their quilting circle—or so they said. This was a perfectly respectable thing for women to do of an evening, and one no man would ever ask to take part in or even observe. Not every woman in their small colonial town was a part of the quilting circle, and a few of those excluded felt quite insulted. Weren’t they as good with a needle and thread as any of the others?

Of course it wasn’t really a quilting circle.

The coven gathered together in the Widow Porter’s home. Nathaniel always went to visit with friends on “quilting circle” nights, but Elizabeth liked just being in the place where he lived. She usually sat on the wooden floor by the small corner bed she assumed was his, and imagined him lying there, so near her they could touch.

They always began by spreading out the sewing, and those witches who would work that night took up their thimbles and spread out patches of spare cloth. (In order to sustain the illusion of a quilting circle, it was necessary to occasionally produce quilts.) Elizabeth expected this to be an ordinary late-spring meeting, one at which they would perform spells to ensure the bounty of the crops, the health of the newborn calves and lambs, before turning to more delicate work. But when Widow Porter spoke, her voice was sharp. “Tonight a dark task lies ahead of us. Tonight, we must censure the weakest among us, and cast her out.”

Elizabeth’s eyes sought Pru’s instantly. Pru sat there, motionless, thimble still glinting on her thumb. At first Elizabeth had thought Pru might have told someone about the stealing-beauty spell, that now they all knew Elizabeth loved Nat in defiance of the First Laws—but no, Pru was as surprised as she.

Widow Porter looked across at Goodwife Crews, who had hung her head. Her long, thin hands shook in her lap. After a long moment of silence, Widow Porter continued, “Catherine Crews did yesterday cast a spell of healing upon her son’s leg.”

This was hardly out of the ordinary. Everyone in Fortune’s Sound knew that little Ezekiel Crews had taken a bad fall two days ago, and that the break in his bone was a serious one, the sort that often led to infection and death. This was precisely when a spell of healing should be cast. Pru shrugged, and Elizabeth shook her head slightly, meaning, I don’t understand, either.

But then Widow Porter said, “This she did in the presence of a male witness.”

Gasps echoed around the room, and Elizabeth had to cover her mouth to keep from crying out in shock. Catherine Crews had broken one of the First Laws. Elizabeth had thought if you did this, surely your magic would rip you apart instantly, or the One Beneath would leap up from His dark throne in hell to snatch you down. Yet Catherine Crews sat there, downcast but alive and well, waiting meekly for her punishment.

“What have you to say for yourself, Catherine Crews?” demanded the Widow Porter.

“Timothy—my husband—he wouldn’t leave the boy.” A sob broke Goodwife Crews’s voice, but she kept on. “Not for an instant. He was so frightened for him. Ezekiel grew worse and worse, and Timothy only became more desperate, and finally I knew that I would have no chance to cast the spell alone until my son was beyond the saving.”

“You ought to have let him die,” the Widow Porter said. Pru’s face darkened angrily, but she knew better than to speak out of turn in the coven circle. Elizabeth, meanwhile, studied the faces of those around them. None of the other witches appeared to object. Many of them were crying, thinking perhaps of their own small children, or of a worried father’s devotion. But not one of the adult witches who might have contradicted Widow Porter said a word.

“I couldn’t,” Goodwife Crews said. “I was weak. But—I came to you right away, I did, and together we cast the spell of forgetting on Timothy. It worked perfectly! He’ll tell no one now, and our neighbor believes sure that Timothy was just ranting after, not having slept and having been so afraid. That’s what Timothy believes, too—”

“That’s what he believes today. What all the men will believe, this time. But what happens the next time you are so weak? The next time you think you can cover your tracks?” Widow Porter rose from her seat. Despite her name and her authority, she was not yet an old woman; she looked regal now as she stood over trembling Goodwife Crews. “He will remember what has happened before. Yes, it will be confused, disjointed. But he will recall it. Then he will put two and two together. He will realize that he has been witched. And he will know that you are the one responsible.”

Many of the other witches were visibly agitated now—wringing their hands in their laps, breathing faster, struggling not to weep. Even Pru wouldn’t look directly at Catherine Crews any longer. Elizabeth did, though. She studied Goodwife Crews’s face, searching for any sign that she was fundamentally changed by breaking one of the First Laws. But Elizabeth saw nothing but a shaking, crying woman.

Widow Porter’s voice became quieter, but more dangerous. There was something in the tenor of it that made Elizabeth shiver. “Do you think that your husband loves you too much to name you a witch? Other wives have thought so. Others have believed that men would look upon their works and see that our Craft can further the will of God, rather than work against it. And what has become of those women? Burned at the stake, most of them. They died screaming as their flesh burned from their bones. Sometimes, to show mercy, the judges would have the men build a fire that smoked, so our sisters might fall unconscious from breathing it in. But not always. Sometimes they make sure we will be alive as long as possible, that our suffering might be the greater. This is what they do to us, for daring to heal the sick or bring in the crops. This is what they do to us, for attempting to protect those we love. We possess a power no man can ever share or understand, and they respond to this in one way only: They destroy us.”

There were other ways to execute witches. Elizabeth knew this very well. Sometimes women were drowned. Sometimes they were tortured to death with hot pokers or by being pressed with stones. Even the most powerful witch would lose her casting materials when she was arrested, were she not swift enough to avoid capture; once the casting materials were lost, the witch was powerless. Then she could be torn apart like a lamb for slaughter.

It ought to be harder to take the materials away, Elizabeth thought. It ought to be near impossible. She wondered whether it might be possible to carve the jade and malachite into rings—people looked down on women who ornamented themselves with jewelry, but what would that matter if it meant her charms would be harder to steal?

That was only a stray thought. Elizabeth found it difficult to concentrate for long on anything besides Catherine Crews’s pale face.

Widow Porter put out her hand. Shaking like an old woman, Goodwife Crews held out the small bag that Elizabeth knew contained all of her charms. Instantly the Widow Porter took it; the materials would not be returned.

“You are cast out,” Widow Porter said. “You are no longer of this coven. You are no longer of the Craft. If you are seen by one of us to be practicing witchery, you will be punished. But if you go now and live as any other mortal woman, this will be at an end.”

Sobbing, Catherine Crews rose to her feet and walked out, never to return.

For a few long moments, nobody spoke. Several of the women had tears in their eyes, including Pru. Widow Porter said they should sew for a while—“lest we fall behind”—but Elizabeth knew no witchcraft would be done tonight. Even the Widow Porter seemed downcast now that her edict had been given, now that Goodwife Crews was gone. This meant Elizabeth had time to consider her thoughts.

She had always thought breaking one of the First Laws would violate magic itself—that the magic would sour, or twist itself into thorns. But this had not happened. Catherine Crews might be cast out of this coven forever, but she remained alive and well. Her spell had worked precisely as she had desired; her son had survived and would recover. Her husband’s memory had been altered well enough, and despite the Widow Porter’s warnings, might easily have been altered again.

So far as Elizabeth could tell, Goodwife Crews had broken the First Laws without harming her magic at all. The only punishment was that handed down by the coven.

Later that night, when she and Pru were walking back toward their homes, Elizabeth said as much and earned herself a shocked stare. “Elizabeth! We have to have rules, to protect ourselves and those around us.”

“I don’t think the rule was fair,” Elizabeth said. “Do you?”

Pru had to consider this for a while. “I—I think the rule is fair, generally, but that they might have shown more mercy here. But, then, it’s one of the First Laws. We can’t break the First Laws. If we start saying sometimes it’s all right to use magic in front of men, then do we start saying sometimes it’s all right to serve the One Beneath?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know. I know. But it’s difficult. Poor Goodwife Crews.” Pru’s eyes were red from crying. “At least we don’t have to cut off all contact with her. We can still be her friends. Let’s walk by tomorrow and see her, shall we?”

“Aunt Ruth says we’re laundering tomorrow.” That meant hours and hours of backbreaking labor, and no chances to go visiting. Pru nodded, accepting this, and they walked the rest of the way in silence.

Always she had revered the First Laws, but she knew now that she had been thinking about them as something beyond mere human rules. They weren’t as powerful as she had once believed. Breaking the First Laws seemed to have no consequence at all—unless you were caught.

If any of the First Laws could be broken, then so could the one about a witch never marrying the son of another witch.

Nat Porter could be hers after all.

 

The next day, Elizabeth worked alongside her aunt and her cousins to do the laundry. This meant hauling bucket after bucket of water to the largest pot, then taking every piece of fabric in the house (clothes to sheets to rag-cloths) and scrubbing them with their bare hands. The lye seared fingers, turned them red and raw and made them burn, but there was no other way to get the things clean. As she worked, grateful for the midday sun that warmed her, Elizabeth tried to remember whether her mother had done things this way as well. She thought Mother had used the Craft to help things along . . . but she had died so long ago, only a year after their arrival in the New World, that Elizabeth’s memories were unclear.

Aunt Ruth was a witch, too, like nearly half of the women in Fortune’s Sound. (The menfolk believed they had joined together to found this town based on their own common interests and convictions; the fact that so many of their wives were all in the same “quilting circle” seemed no more than a coincidence to them.) But Aunt Ruth was stingier with her magic. She seemed to think spells should only be used when there was no other way. Elizabeth, sweating as she labored over the washing, didn’t agree.

By noon they were ready to hang up the first batch of laundry. Her younger cousins weren’t tall enough to help much, so Elizabeth shooed them off and got to work. The wet sheets were heavy, and she struggled to get each one over the clothesline without letting a corner trail along the ground, get muddy, and ruin it all.

“Need help with that?”

Startled, she glanced over to see that Nat Porter stood nearby.

How long had he be standing there, watching her work? Elizabeth wasn’t sure whether to be horrified or thrilled. Her face was no doubt flushed from the effort, and her hair had frizzed out from the edges of her cap . . . but he was here, now, and she had to make the best of it. “Would you mind? I’d greatly appreciate it.”

“I don’t mind. It’s hard when you’ve only got young ones for help.” Nat got to work right beside her. He was growing into a tall man, easily able to reach and fold, and the extra pair of hands made the work light. At first Elizabeth was surprised that a man should be not only willing to help with the washing but obviously also familiar with the task. Then she remembered that he was the Widow Porter’s only child. No doubt he’d had to pitch in with every chore.

Elizabeth had always found herself tongue-tied around Nat, but had told herself that was for the best. If it was impossible for her to marry Nat, then it would do her no good to get to know him better.

But now she knew the First Laws weren’t as powerful as she’d assumed. The impossible now seemed tantalizingly plausible, and very, very near.

So she said, “Good of you to offer.”

“I don’t mind.” How she loved his simple, easy manner. “Truth be told, I always liked helping Ma with the washing, when I was little.”

“You liked this?” Elizabeth had to laugh.

“Not the lye soap. But I liked working with Ma, because she’d be silly with me, and we’d get to laughing. Once the sheets were hung up, I would pretend they were ghosts and spirits, run around making scary noises. You know. Children’s nonsense. That’s what all the best memories are made out of.”

Elizabeth wanted to tell a story about her own childhood, something to match his. But in truth she had never been very silly, not even as a little girl. So she tried another tack. “Laundry’s not my least favorite chore. I’d do that any day before milking the cow! But at least the little ones are capable enough to handle her now.”

“I imagine the cow likes it even less,” Nat said with a smile. His face seemed to catch all the spring sunlight and make it warm as summer.

Keep talking, keep talking! Yet she found it hard to think of what to say. “My favorite—my favorite chore is sewing. I like to sew.”

“My mother has some of your needlework. You’ve a good hand for it,” Nat replied. It was a commonplace nicety, and yet every word sang in her heart like poetry.

“What about you?” she said. “What do you most enjoy doing?”

“Heading over to New Barton, to trade.” Nat’s face took on a softer expression, thoughtful and almost dreamy. Perhaps New Barton was a more interesting place; certainly it was larger than Fortune’s Sound. Elizabeth had never left Fortune’s Sound since her ship had first arrived from England so many years before. Those weeks spent in the cramped space belowdecks, seasick and wave-tossed and despairing ever of seeing land—to her, that seemed like traveling enough for one lifetime.

She found herself envying New Barton for whatever pleasure it gave Nat. Elizabeth wanted him to be that happy here. With her.

 

That evening, after supper, Aunt Ruth gave permission for Elizabeth to walk over to Pru’s home. Her family was amiable, and would not mind unexpected company. Elizabeth longed to pour out the story of how she had finally spoken with Nat for a while alone.

Laughter rang from the Godwins’ cottage as Elizabeth walked up; she had to pound on the door to be heard over it. Apparently the littlest children had tied some feathers to the end of a stick, and the entire family was taking turns teasing the cat with it so that she would leap in the air, twisting like a mad thing, in the delight of hunting nothing. Though Pru was, as usual, laughing more than all the rest, she quickly excused herself to sit outside in the moonlight with Elizabeth.

No sooner had Elizabeth begun her story than Pru’s face fell. At first Elizabeth paid this no attention; she knew that Pru still considered the First Laws unbreakable, and thought Elizabeth should pay attention to some other boy. Yet as she went on, Pru looked more and more stricken—and when Elizabeth said the words New Barton, she actually clasped her hands together.

Irritated, Elizabeth said, “Oh, stop trying not to make a face. You want to fuss, so, go ahead.”

“I don’t want to fuss at you. Really I don’t. It’s just—” Pru had to swallow hard. “Elizabeth, you know why Nathaniel Porter likes going to New Barton, don’t you?”

“He gets to trade. I suppose he likes seeing new places, too, though I don’t understand why. And he’s so good with horses. Surely he likes to ride.”

“That may all be true, but that’s not why Nat’s been smiling so much lately.”

Suspicion dawned within Elizabeth, shedding harsh light on the dreams she’d hidden in shadow. “What do you mean?”

Pru’s eyes could no longer meet Elizabeth’s gaze. “The preacher over there—Reverend Hornby—he has a daughter a year or two older than us. Her name is Rebecca. Nat’s been courting her.”

It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t. “How do you know that?”

“I was talking with John a few days ago,” she said. Pru’s face lit up at the mention of the boy she favored, and for a moment Elizabeth could have slapped her for feeling happy while Elizabeth’s own dreams were falling apart. “He knows. Nat and the other boys talk about it amongst themselves. Word has it he plans to ask for her hand soon, bring her back here to be married.”

“If that’s so, then why didn’t you tell me?”

“I never could find the words. Besides—Elizabeth, you couldn’t marry Nat no matter what. You know that; you’ve always known it! So I always told myself you weren’t letting yourself get carried away. It’s only been these past couple of days that I’ve realized just how much you care for Nat.”

Elizabeth tried to imagine it—his walking away from her, time after time, to ride to New Barton and pay court to some other girl. It felt too sickening to be real.

Pru put her arm around Elizabeth’s shoulders; Elizabeth was too stunned to shrug it away. “Oh, Elizabeth, I’m sorry. I know it must hurt, wanting someone you can’t be with. But you’ve got to put it behind you. Have yourself a good cry, then think about other things. Like that new spell you wanted to try, or—or some other fellow in town. Roger Brooke’s getting rather handsome, don’t you think?”

Pru must assume I’m as stupid as her cat, Elizabeth thought. She believes that she can twitch a new set of feathers, and I’ll go leaping at that instead. To think that Pru claimed to love Jonathan Hale! She didn’t know the first thing about love, if she thought it could be set aside so easily.

Elizabeth would have said as much, too, had they both not heard footsteps coming up the hill. They straightened to see a shadow taking shape in the night. It was the Widow Porter.

Had she heard them? Elizabeth was seized by a momentary panic—but no. Widow Porter’s hearing was not the best, and they had not been speaking loudly. She was coming to see them for some other purpose.

“There you are, girls,” she said. “Elizabeth, I went looking for you at your home, but I would have come here after. I hoped to speak with you both.”

This could only be about the Craft. Pru said, “Should I get my mother?”

“No, this is for you two.” Widow Porter took something from her pocket; Elizabeth recognized it as Goodwife Crews’s abandoned bag of charms. “These need new homes, don’t you think?”

Pru looked stricken. Apparently she still felt pity for Goodwife Crews. Yet she held out her hands obediently. “Quartz,” Widow Porter said. “I know you have some already, but this one is larger and more pure. It should give your work more accuracy.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Pru bobbed her head. The quartz glinted in the moonlight, a pale and misty pink.

Before Elizabeth could be jealous, though, Widow Porter turned to her. “This is the last of the charms I’m giving away. The last and the finest. It should be with you.”

Into Elizabeth’s waiting palm, Widow Porter dropped a pearl.

It was perfect: smooth, round, seeming to glow from within, like a miniature moon. Pru gasped, and Elizabeth couldn’t even speak. Pearls were rare, and very hard to come by. Usually only the wealthiest witches in the biggest cities could expect to have one, which meant they alone could cast the more difficult magic spells that required a pearl.

“Why—” Elizabeth’s voice broke. “Why did you give this to me?”

“Because you have an exceptional gift,” Widow Porter said simply. “Yes, despite your youth. I believe your potential is vast, Elizabeth. Take this. Use it well. Find out how much more you can do.” With that she turned and walked away.

After a few moments, Pru giggled. “Can you believe it?”

“No,” Elizabeth whispered.

“See, now there’s something to take your mind off your sorrows. Think of all the magic you could perform now!”

Elizabeth was indeed thinking fast—though perhaps not the thoughts her friend had suggested.

Now an entire new set of spells had opened up to her. An entire new set of possibilities for her magic. Did that mean she might have another chance at Nat Porter?

No, she didn’t intend to simply confound his mind, make him forget that there was such a girl as Rebecca Hornby or such a place as New Barton. That would be a childish trick. But there were other kinds of magic. She didn’t want Nat to forget Rebecca; she wanted him to remember that girl and still cast her aside. Elizabeth wanted Nat to love her as hotly and desperately as she loved him.

“You look like you’re cheering up already,” Pru teased.

“Oh, I am.” Elizabeth held the pearl up above her head so that it seemed to float in the sky like a second moon. To her it seemed to shine even more brightly, as bright as the sun.
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Spring flowers plucked by a woman’s hand.

Sunlight shining on a loved one’s face.

A man overcome by a woman’s loveliness.

 

Elizabeth closed her fist tightly around her new pearl charm and called up the ingredients for the spell.

Her hand closing around the green stems of jonquils such a pale yellow they were almost white, closing and pulling hard until the stems broke.

Nat last autumn, hauling in a bushel of apples, and the way the late-afternoon sun had painted him gold and made her realize she’d never truly seen him before.

Nat yesterday, thinking of Rebecca in New Barton, his eyes soft with the adoration that ought to have been Elizabeth’s alone.

No shiver passed through her; no strange energies sparked deep within. But Elizabeth knew, even before she’d opened her eyes, that this time the spell had worked.

She opened her eyes. Her hands, folded in her lap, seemed . . . nicer, somehow. Her fingers a little longer, the shape more elegant. Although she could feel faint prickles of pain from yesterday’s lye burns, the burns were no longer visible. The calluses from her chores had gone, too. These were a lady’s hands.

Imagine what the spell would have done to her face!

Elizabeth rose, smiling. As she began walking through town, she saw how clever it had been for her to try stealing beauty from all the women around her, not just one. That way, the women were not so greatly altered that anybody else would be likely to notice; everyone simply looked a little more tired, a little less rosy, the way anyone would on a difficult day.

But those tiny slivers of beauty taken from everyone else—they added up.

Every single man she passed stopped to look at her. They weren’t startled, as they might have been by a cruder spell of transformation. Instead their eyes lit up, and she could tell they were thinking, How is it I’ve never noticed Elizabeth Cooper before? When did she become such a pretty girl? From twelve-year-old Adam Kent to old Tom Gaskill, one and all, they paid her attention. That strange, solitary fellow Aunt Ruth’s age—Daniel Pike—even stumbled over his own feet, so distracted was he by looking at her. Elizabeth wished violently for a mirror, but what did it matter what she thought of how she looked? Everyone else thought she was lovely, and surely that was the whole point.

Now all she had to do was find Nat.

He turned out to be down by the shore, working on one of the fishing boats. Nobody much else was around. What luck, Elizabeth thought, her heart beating wildly. “Nat! There you are.”

“Elizabeth,” he said, looking up from his task. He saw her, and then he saw her. Nothing had ever delighted her more than the sudden light within his gaze. “What brings you here?”

“I had a few moments free.” That wasn’t entirely a lie. Elizabeth had promised her slice of pie tonight to her little cousins if they would do her share of the chores. “So I thought I’d take a walk on the beach. Won’t you join me?”

“I—well, I ought to finish this—”

“You’ve got plenty of time to do that, haven’t you?”

“I suppose,” Nat said, and he rose from his work to fall in by her side.

She’d done it! But at first, Elizabeth felt more astonishment than pleasure. Here she was, strolling along the rocky beach with Nat Porter at her side, and she couldn’t think of a thing to say. Maybe she didn’t need to say anything; maybe it was enough to look truly beautiful, and show that she liked his company. Most boys didn’t seem interested in much more than that.

Yet the silence was too awkward to bear. Finally Elizabeth said, “I hadn’t taken you for much of a fisherman.”

What a stupid thing to say! Now Nat would think she believed he was incompetent.

Instead Nat simply laughed. “I’m not. It’s as if every time I look at the water, the fish look back and know to swim away. But I’ve a hand for woodworking.”

“Of course.” Elizabeth was relieved to be back on safer ground. “You carved that beautiful mantelpiece for your mother. I was just admiring it a few nights ago, at the quilting circle.”

Nat shrugged. “It made Ma happy. That’s all I care about.”

From the distant corners of Elizabeth’s memory came her mother’s voice: A good son makes a good father. Until now, her daydreams of Nat Porter had gone no further than a stolen kiss, or an avowal of love. Marriage—yes, she’d dreamed of that, but in the abstract. It was a word, only a word, but one that meant Nat would become hers and never be taken away again.

Now that word came alive for her. To marry Nat would mean that they would share a house. A bed. They would belong to each other body and soul. They would have children, boys who would grow up fine and strong like Nat, and girls who could learn witchcraft and work alongside her. Together they would live in Fortune’s Sound all of their days. All of it seemed so real to Elizabeth then that she could almost believe it had already happened. She wasn’t imagining lying in Nat’s arms, having his baby inside her; she was remembering it. How natural, how right, to remember it on the day it all began.

“Speaking of talents,” Nat said. “I thought I might ask you a favor.”

“Anything,” Elizabeth promised. “Anything at all.”

“You embroidered that cap for Prudence Godwin—”

“Yes, that’s right.” It had been Elizabeth’s birthday gift to her friend. Neither she nor Pru could afford to have lace or fine linen brought back from Newport or Providence; however, Elizabeth was good enough with needle and thread to make something pretty even out of plain cloth.

“If I bought you the fabric—” Nat began. Would he be asking for another gift for his mother? Or maybe he would say that he wanted Elizabeth to wear it herself, something as beautiful as she was? Then he finished: “Would you make a cap for a girl I know?”

He meant Rebecca Hornby. Elizabeth could not have spoken, could not have said yes or no. She only stared at him.

Nat didn’t even seem to notice. Maybe the spell that had given her stolen beauty had also masked her real emotions, hidden the ugliness of anger and hate. He just kept on: “I suppose you know I’ve been courting over at New Barton. Everybody knows now, the way girls talk. Not that men don’t talk, too—ah, listen to me, carrying on. The thing is, I’d love to give her a proper gift. Not just flowers. You know?”

Elizabeth nodded. She tried to imagine Nat walking through the fields, picking flowers for some other girl. She thought again of the memory she’d used to cast her spell—her hands closing around the jonquils’ stalks, twisting them, snapping them in two.

“So would you consider it?” Nat said with a shy smile. “I’d pay you for your time, of course.”

Elizabeth managed to smile back. Because of the spell she’d cast, she knew her smile shone so brightly that he’d never, ever glimpse the anger inside it. “You don’t have to pay me. It would be a pleasure. Why, I’ll get to work on it right away.”

“That’s more than kind of you.” Nat’s expression was fond as he looked down on her. “You have a good heart, Elizabeth. A girl as kind as you, and as pretty—” His voice trailed off, and for a moment her hopes twitched again, unwilling to lie dead. He continued, “You know, Rebecca—she’s got a brother. A good man. I might have him ride back with me sometime, to meet some people.”

Thanks to her spell, Nat now thought she was beautiful enough for someone else.

“Maybe you should,” Elizabeth said. In her heart she meant for Nat Porter to stop riding over to New Barton long before he’d ever get around to asking some other man to come and take a look at her, like she was a milk cow for sale.

Obviously it was going to take more than a pretty face to turn Nat’s head. Fortunately, Elizabeth had much more to offer. She had her Craft, and it was to this that she turned now.

Her work began that night. She explained to Aunt Ruth that she needed some of the soft white cotton fabric, and why. Even though they had precious little left, and Elizabeth had thought they might save that for aprons for the children, Aunt Ruth readily agreed. “Nat Porter’s a good fellow. And something like this . . . it will make that girl think kindly toward you, when she comes here as his bride. Another friend for you, perhaps.”

Elizabeth simply nodded, though she already knew there was no way on heaven and earth that Rebecca Hornby would ever be Nat’s bride.

She sat up late with her needlework, in front of the dying embers of the fire. Aunt Ruth slept with the two smallest children, their bed in the far corner of the house; the other little ones slept on their pallets. Elizabeth’s remained empty. It didn’t matter if she went completely without sleep tonight, or the next night, too. What mattered was getting this done in secret, and getting it done well.

Elizabeth tied a bandage around her ankle—a bandage with her charms inside, so they were all in contact with her skin at every moment. Then she sewed, hour after hour, eyes tearing from eyestrain and the fire’s smoke. Every time the needle pierced the cloth, she imagined puncturing Rebecca Hornby’s skin. Every time she pulled the thread through, she imagined pulling the girl’s hair from her head.

Crude revenges, those. The magic she worked was subtler.

Woven into the cap was a spell that would steal the beauty from its wearer. Nothing dramatic—it would work much like the reverse of the spell Elizabeth had cast on herself that morning. When Rebecca put it on, she would look dingier, older, and wearier. Stitched into the lining was a spell for spoiling the temper. Rebecca wouldn’t be able to simper and fawn all over Nat once she’d worn this; instead she’d be cross, quick to anger. How many times would she have to snap at Nat before he began to realize there might be a better girl waiting for him back home?

What else? Elizabeth thought feverishly as the night wore on. What else can I put into this? Building spells into inanimate objects was difficult, and most of the spells she knew how to cast were positive ones, like good fortune sewn into a bridal veil, or spells of amity and concord cooked into food.

The spells she’d cast here—they’d do what she wanted, but would that be enough? No matter how delicately Elizabeth sewed the cap, there was no chance that Rebecca would wear it all the time. Sooner or later, someone would say it didn’t suit her, or Rebecca herself would realize she always seemed to be in an ill temper when she wore it. If it took more than a few bad visits to shake Nat’s love for her, then this on its own wouldn’t be enough.

Nat seemed like the sort who didn’t fall in love lightly. For him, love would be powerful. Love would endure past the first few tempests—

—so she needed more.

Elizabeth considered. More positive spells swam in her memory, pretty and friendly and utterly useless. There were ways to ensure fine weather, at least for an afternoon. Ways to give a man strength through the stitching of his garments. Ways to—

She gasped as it came to her.

If strength could be given through a spell, then it could be taken away by its opposite, couldn’t it?

Yes. Through a spell, Elizabeth could weaken Rebecca Hornby. Then she’d catch colds right and left, run fevers, not even be able to see Nat when he rode over to visit. Better yet, that spell wouldn’t stop working when Rebecca removed her cap. Rebecca would be weaker forever.

But that’s black magic.

Elizabeth stopped. Her fury had burned brightly, unabated throughout that whole afternoon and evening, but now she felt small and scared.

It was one thing to use magic to tip the scales in your favor. What else was witchcraft for? A witch could even cause damage to those who opposed her, within reason. However, what Elizabeth was contemplating doing to Rebecca Hornby went far beyond that. To wish someone weaker was to endanger them. That would be true anywhere, but here, in the small towns clinging to the coast of the Rhode Island Colony, where few physicians could be found . . . it could very easily prove to be a death sentence.

Elizabeth felt no fear at the thought of Rebecca Hornby’s death. She knew the very thought should repulse her, disgust her, but it didn’t. When she imagined it, she only saw the empty place in the world where Rebecca would have been—the place in Nat’s heart that Elizabeth could then fill.

What scared her was the knowledge that black magic belonged to the One Beneath.

The stories about the One Beneath came down to children in whispers, the most secret of all the many secret truths of witchcraft. He presided over the realm of demons. He gloried in death, destruction, and ruin. Some said the One Beneath was only one of the many names of the devil; others said that he ruled a place even darker than hell. As he strengthened black magic, so did black magic strengthen him—to cast such a spell was to take the first step toward worshipping the One Beneath. It came dangerously close to breaking one of the First Laws.

Even a few days before, these thoughts would have been enough to sway Elizabeth from her course of action. Now, however, she had seen what happened to Goodwife Crews when she broke one of the First Laws: practically nothing.

Tentatively Elizabeth thought of the ingredients for a spell of strength. How best could she reverse them?

 

A hand twisted into helplessness by age.

Something killed by the first frost.

A person exhausted beyond the ability to endure.

 

The jade charm seemed warm against her skin—surely only an illusion, but one incredibly vivid to Elizabeth as she closed her eyes.

Her grandfather attempting to tell her good-bye before they sailed to America, his liver-spotted hand unable to hold hers, only able to manage a feeble pat as their final farewell.

The lamb from three springs ago, the one she’d become so attached to and called Snowy, which had been ailing already, and then the early frost came and left her dead in the field, dark eyes frozen wide open so that Elizabeth had screamed to see them.

Her mother lying in bed that first terrible winter in the Rhode Island Colony, skin gone waxen, grief-stricken from the death of Elizabeth’s father just five days before, and her eyes growing dim as she stopped fighting the fever and just gave up, leaving Elizabeth behind.

Elizabeth opened her eyes, looked down at the cap in her hands and—struck by a sudden inspiration—deliberately pricked her finger with the needle. Her blood beaded up; quickly she pressed it against her black skirt, where the stain wouldn’t show. But she threaded the needle back through the cap; though it was not bloody enough to stain, it had pierced her flesh, then the fabric, and that would strengthen her spell.

It had worked. Elizabeth sensed that immediately. Impossible to say precisely how she knew, but she knew it as certainly as she’d ever known anything in her life.

And in her heart she felt something new, an emotion that was not her own. The feeling didn’t come to her in words; she didn’t hear whispers, imagine a voice, nothing like that. Yet Elizabeth knew that something else, someone else, was feeling this, and that if the emotion could be put into a sentence, it would be this: I’ve been waiting for you.

She trembled, but she refused to think of what might have waiting. Instead she kept stitching the cap.

 

The next day she gave the cap to a grateful Nat, and so far as anyone else could tell, life went on as usual. Spring continued to warm into summer. Elizabeth kept doing her chores, looking after her younger cousins, and practicing magic with the coven.

(Not once in all those nights did one of the other witches realize Elizabeth had performed black magic. Not once. None of her other spells were affected in the slightest, Pru even mentioned how much stronger she was becoming, and Widow Porter smiled approvingly every time Elizabeth joined in their work.)

Elizabeth behaved as though she had not a care in the world, and even pretended not to notice Nat Porter when he was near. Sometimes, out of the corner of her eye, she would see Pru looking at her almost pityingly; Pru knew her too well to think she had so quickly become indifferent to Nat and given up her dreams of loving him. But Pru only thought Elizabeth was being brave. Nobody suspected the truth, not even when the first rumors began that Rebecca Hornby had taken ill.

“Word was they were to marry this summer,” said someone walking by as Elizabeth slopped the pigs. “Nat would’ve brought her back here well before the fall. Now her parents say she’s too fragile to think of marrying for a while yet. Not until she gets better.”

Hearing that sent a shiver along Elizabeth’s spine. Yes, she’d cast the spell. Yes, she’d wanted Rebecca gone, out of Nat’s life, and out of Elizabeth’s way forever. But it was one thing to do that, another to hear the stories of a girl around her age wasting away from fever.

She’s not dead, Elizabeth reasoned. I didn’t cast a spell to kill her. She’s just weaker, that’s all. What happens after this is out of my hands.

Besides, maybe this would be enough. Nat left town less often now, as he couldn’t expect to see Rebecca. Maybe he would forget about the girl from so far away. Elizabeth cast her spell to steal beauty often, now—not so much that the other witches might notice, but enough to be sure that Nat did. His eyes sometimes sought her now even when she hadn’t cast the spell. Wasn’t that proof that he was beginning to put Rebecca Hornby out of his thoughts?

Sometimes Elizabeth even felt generous. Once Nat had fallen in love with her, once they were set to be married and all the world knew it, Elizabeth could undo the spell on Rebecca. She’d set her free, let her get well again and marry some other boy who would no doubt make her happier in the end. Nobody would ever be the wiser, and no lasting harm would have been done.

Everything was going perfectly—except that it was taking Nat so long to fall in love with her. Looking at her from time to time was one thing (and very pleasant to see), but it would take more than the occasional glance to make Nat her husband.

So she tried a few more things, not all of which had anything to do with witchcraft. Elizabeth made sure that her family sat near the Porters in church. She laughed at anything Nat said that might be considered a joke. She played with her young cousins more than usual, and on the common green, so that Nat might see how much she loved having fun, or realize that she would make a good mother.

Then she went to Widow Porter and asked for extra instruction. “Aunt Ruth is a fine witch, of course.” Elizabeth kept her eyes modestly cast down the entire time. “But she has daughters of her own to care for, and besides, I wish to learn more than she has time to teach.”

“I believe you have a greater appetite for your learning than your aunt has ever possessed,” Widow Porter replied. “As you say, she’s a fine witch, but you are something else altogether, child. There is such power within you.”

See? Elizabeth thought. I’m worth making an exception for. Make sure I marry your son, and your granddaughters will be the most powerful witches in generations.

After that, she was invited to spend many afternoons at the Porter home. For hours, she and Widow Porter would go over more complicated spells, working together to cast them with ever-greater skill.

“You always seek the most powerful memory,” Widow Porter murmured one afternoon as they practiced. “That’s natural, but it’s not always the best thing.”

“Why wouldn’t I seek the most powerful memory? Doesn’t that make the spell more powerful, too?”

Widow Porter nodded. “Of course. But sometimes finesse and subtlety matter more than power. A hammer’s more powerful than a needle, but sometimes you don’t need to pound in a nail. Sometimes you need to stitch a delicate thread.”

Elizabeth nodded, considering this. Had she been trying too hard, with Nat? Was something gentler and trickier the better choice?

“Spend some time reviewing your memories,” Widow Porter continued. “The painful and the glad. Keep all of them near you—learn from what you’ve done, from where you’ve been. When you can call the precise memory for a spell, one with exactly the right strength and flavor, that’s when your magic will sharpen.”

That evening, as she went home for dinner, she contrived to walk out of the Porter home just as Nat was walking in. She managed this most nights they worked together; this was the whole reason she came to practice with Widow Porter. (The added lessons in witchcraft were just a bonus.) “Why, Elizabeth,” he said, smiling down at her. “Here again? You’re good to help Ma around the house so much.”

“I don’t mind a bit,” Elizabeth promised. See how good I am? How thoughtful I am? See how easily I could live here with you?

She’d borrowed beauty again today—she did it most days, now. It was worth the trouble to see the way Nat’s gaze warmed to the sight of her. Something about his smile changed. Elizabeth couldn’t name it, but she knew that this was the first time Nat had ever looked at her the way she really wanted him to. Though the spark only lasted a moment, that moment felt as though it could be a beginning.

“I’ve meant to speak with your aunt,” Widow Porter said. “I’ll walk home with you and drop in, if you think she’d welcome the company.”

“Aunt Ruth is always glad to see you.” This was stretching the truth a bit; her aunt sometimes complained that Widow Porter was too bossy. But she wouldn’t object to a brief visit.

“Well. Good night, Elizabeth,” Nat said.

“Good night,” she repeated softly.

As they walked away from the house, Widow Porter said, “There’s something I see I need to talk to you about.”

“Yes, ma’am?” Elizabeth’s heart pounded.

“My boy has grown into a handsome young man.” The widow’s voice was softer than Elizabeth had ever heard it. “He’d turn nearly any girl’s head. I know because he’s the spitting image of his father, who turned my head fast enough when I was your age.” She chuckled softly.

“He is, ma’am.” Surely it was safe to agree with her, especially about something so obviously true.

“You’re a fine witch, as dedicated to the Craft as any other I’ve ever known. That’s why I don’t want to see you lose your way.”

She knew. She knew about the black magic. How? There were spells of detection, but Elizabeth had thought she’d know if the Widow Porter were suspicious enough to cast one. Had she been wrong?

But Widow Porter wasn’t looking at Elizabeth with the cold anger she’d directed at Catherine Crews. In her eyes was something a thousand times worse: pity.

“When you’re a girl, it’s easy to let your heart run away with you,” Widow Porter said gently. “That’s why I wanted to speak now, before you found yourself hurting.”

She thinks it’s passing affection. She has no idea I’ve been in love with him all my life and I have no intention of giving up on him—

“The First Laws are not ours to question, Elizabeth,” Widow Porter said. “They can never be disobeyed, ever. You saw that when you saw what became of Goodwife Crews. Of course you’re too sensible a girl to ever get yourself in such trouble, but I wanted to say a word of warning. To spare you the pain.”

“Of course,” Elizabeth said. They were the only words she could get out of her mouth. It would sound as though she were agreeing with Widow Porter, when really she meant nothing at all. She only knew she had to fill the silence, lest Widow Porter realize how Elizabeth actually felt.

“From now on, I’ll see that you leave a little earlier on our afternoons,” Widow Porter said. “Keep you out of the way of temptation. Nat, too. You know he was courting the sweetest girl, over in New Barton, but now she looks likely to become an invalid.”

“What a shame,” Elizabeth said, wishing Rebecca Hornby dead, dead and buried, only a pile of bones moldering in the ground.

“We’ll find some young man worthy of you soon.” Now Widow Porter was beaming at her as though her matchmaking was the greatest gift she could bestow. Here she was, declaring that Elizabeth should stay away from her son forever, and she wanted Elizabeth to be grateful.

Elizabeth simply smiled, nodded, and repeated, “Soon.”

Widow Porter went back to her own home then, leaving Elizabeth to walk the final few steps to her house alone. She did so almost in a trance. Anger and desperation clouded her thoughts, made it impossible for her to focus on anything around her—only the calculations in her mind.

Still, the Widow Porter hadn’t given any real reason for Elizabeth not to marry Nat, other than the First Laws forbidding it.

But it would take more than smiles and chance meetings and stolen beauty to get him. Nat was close to his mother, and if she discouraged him from courting Elizabeth, then he would never do it, no matter how fond he might become of her. And if Widow Porter would make no exception for Elizabeth, then there was no hope of them ever marrying in Fortune’s Sound, not without earning her condemnation.

Elizabeth tried to imagine Widow Porter shouting her down at a coven meeting the same way she had Catherine Crews—declaring her a witch no more, taking away her charms. If that was the price Elizabeth had to pay to be with Nat, could she bear it?

Elizabeth refused to contemplate that ever taking place. She’d have Nat and the Craft, and nobody would stop her. Once they were married, and she was carrying Nat’s child, everyone would have to accept it.

How?

They would have to . . . elope.

Yes. She and Nat would have to run off together to be married. They could go someplace far away, like Providence, and live as man and wife there. Elizabeth was willing to go even farther if need be, to Boston or New York or even all the way back to England.

That would work. But Nat would have to be deeply in love with her. More than in love. He would need to be wild with the need to have Elizabeth, so much so that he would be willing to abandon his mother and the only life he’d ever known, for good.

Elizabeth didn’t know what spells could possibly affect a man so deeply, but she could find out.
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PRUDENCE GODWIN MIGHT HAVE BEEN SILLY AT TIMES, always laughing and easily distracted, but she wasn’t stupid.

“You’ve been awfully quiet lately,” Pru said one afternoon as summer drew on. “Keeping to yourself a lot.”

“I’ve been studying with Widow Porter.” Elizabeth hardly paid attention to her friend; her mind was filled with thoughts about the creation of a new spell. “Takes up a lot of my time.”

Pru crossed her arms. “You mean you’ve been spending as much time as possible running into Nat Porter.”

Embarrassment flushed Elizabeth’s cheeks—not at loving Nat, but at being so easily seen through. “We hardly see each other at all now,” she said. “Widow Porter makes certain of that.”

“And she’s not wrong to do it. You understand that much, don’t you, Elizabeth?” With a sigh, Pru propped herself on the fence, near where Elizabeth was contending with the milk cow. “Honestly, I can’t imagine what you’re thinking.”

Elizabeth’s little cousins had woken her three different times during the night. She hated milking the cow, which was stubborn and cross, and smelled bad. It had been days since she’d gotten more than a distant glimpse at Nat, which meant that it felt like years since she’d had any reason to be happy. Her temper got the better of her self-control, and she snapped, “I think the First Laws are stupid and ridiculous, if all they do is keep people who love each other apart!”

Pru’s eyes went wide. To deny the justice of the First Laws—it wasn’t done. But Elizabeth knew that wasn’t the part that had shocked her friend.

“Is Nat Porter in love with you?” Pru said, sounding incredulous. “Really and truly?”

No. Elizabeth knew he wasn’t. “Maybe my words were too strong. But he’s—he’s taken with me, Pru. It’s not like it was a few months ago. He sees me now.”

“What does that matter?” Now Pru hopped off the fence to come closer. “First of all, it wasn’t that long ago that Nat was thinking of marrying another girl. It’s not as though she spurned his affections. She’s sick, is all.”

“If he forgot her so quickly, then it wasn’t really love, was it?” Elizabeth demanded. She tried very hard not to remember that Nat’s only distractions from that other girl were the ones Elizabeth herself had caused. Soon she’d have the spells she needed; soon the love Nat would feel for her would eclipse anything he’d ever felt for Rebecca Hornby.

Pru hesitated at that. “Well. Maybe not. I wouldn’t know. But that’s beside the point. You can’t marry Nat. It’s impossible.”

“Impossible! Impossible! I hate that word.” Elizabeth had so rarely spoken her mind before. It turned out to feel glorious, like flying. “We’re witches! We melt ice in January and make it in July. We pull crops from barren fields. We bring the sick back from the brink of death. We take fire, wind, water, and spirit and turn them into our tools. Our playthings. So why do we spend so much time talking about what’s impossible? Nothing’s impossible, Pru, except that our rules make it so. I’m tired of those rules. Why aren’t you?”

For a few long moments Pru didn’t speak, and when she did, her voice was low and controlled, the way someone might talk to a horse that had been spooked. “You’re upset. You’re not thinking clearly.”

“I’m upset,” Elizabeth agreed, “but I’m thinking very clearly. I’ve never seen things so clearly in my life.”

“You can’t break one of the First Laws, Elizabeth. You can’t. You know that.”

“Or what? Widow Porter will scold me as though I were a bad little girl, take away my charms? Near as I can see, she can only do that if I let her, and I wouldn’t.”

Pru stumbled backward until she collided with the fence; her hands gripped it, and it seemed as if she were bracing herself against Elizabeth’s words. How shocking it must be to hear the truth, Elizabeth thought. But if Pru thinks about it, really thinks, she’ll see that I’m right.

“Elizabeth—please, please think about what you’re saying.” Pru’s lower lip trembled. “If you go against Widow Porter, you go against the coven. You’d be cast out. Friendless.”

“Why? Would you turn your back on me, too?”

Instead of answering that question, Pru went on. “Are you thinking that Nat would run away with you? He’d never leave his mother alone with no one to look out for her. He’d never want to leave his friends. His plan was always to bring Rebecca Hornby back here, remember?”

With a shrug, Elizabeth began tucking her escaped curls back into her cap. “Well, now he’s not thinking of her any longer. He’s thinking of me. So everything can change.”

“Not the First Laws.”

“They’re just made-up rules. Like the laws of the colony—no, not even that. Like the rules of a childhood game. I won’t live by them—not when they’d cost me the man I love, and not when there’s no good reason.”

“But there is good reason.” Pru was pleading. “We obey the First Laws to limit our powers. To understand that there should be limits. If we claimed ultimate power for ourselves—can you not see how wrong that would be?”

That made Elizabeth hesitate, but only briefly. Her anger was tempered, now that she better understood Pru’s fear. “I don’t want to claim ‘ultimate power.’ I only want to marry a man I actually love. That’s what we all want, isn’t it?”

Pru shrugged; her eyes welled with tears. “I’m scared for you. That’s all.”

“Don’t be.”

“Promise me you’ll think about what you’re doing. There are other men in the world, Elizabeth, but you’ll never have another family or another home.”

I can create my own family. I can make a new home.

Elizabeth only smiled. “I’ll think,” she said. She didn’t say about what.

 

In the afternoon, some of the men got into the whisky—which wasn’t unusual. Instead of shouting or getting into fights or making nuisances of themselves, though, one of them went and got his pipe, and before long they were all singing and clapping in the town square. This meant the same people who would once have scolded instead drew near, laughed, and even began to dance.

By the time Elizabeth reached the gathering, her hands chapped from work and her apron muddy, the revelry was in full swing. She saw little children hopping up and down, and Aunt Ruth dancing with one of the old men (who used a cane but was managing fairly well, considering). At the edge of the crowd, Pru danced with Jonathan Hale, both of them smiling into each other’s eyes as though nobody else existed in the world.

Nearby stood Nat Porter.

His face lit up when he caught a glimpse of her. “Elizabeth! There you are. You’ve been hiding from me lately, haven’t you?”

“Never,” she swore. “I never would.” Your wretch of a mother has been keeping us apart.

“Will you favor me?” Nat said, holding out his hand. Elizabeth’s heart sang as she took it, and they joined the dance.

The next few minutes were the closest thing to real happiness Elizabeth had ever known, or would ever know. Sunlight dappled the square and turned Nat’s hair to gold; his hands were warm on hers, and his smile was for her alone. Her feet seemed to dance the steps without her having to think about it, or about anything else besides Nat being next to her. The beat of the music sped her pulse, and before Elizabeth knew it she was singing out loud, not caring if anyone else heard her terrible voice. What did it matter? The important thing was to sing.

When that song ended, people clapped, and Nat said, “You’re a lovely dancer.”

“As are you.” Should she not have called a boy lovely? He didn’t seem to mind. Elizabeth beamed up at him.

The men struck up another song, and Elizabeth knew Nat would again reach for her hand—but just then, the Widow Porter stepped out of the crowd. Her smile might have disguised her emotions well enough for anyone else, but Elizabeth could sense her fear.

“Nat, my dear boy,” Widow Porter said. “I know you’d rather be dancing with pretty girls, but even we old ladies sometimes like a lively tune.”

“Of course I’ll dance with you, Ma.” Nat gave Elizabeth a sunny smile before sweeping his mother into his arms and making her laugh as he twirled them both in a circle.

It wasn’t as though Elizabeth hadn’t made up her mind even before Widow Porter interrupted their dance. She had. But seeing how the world kept trying to pry her apart from Nat only strengthened her determination, and her impatience.

Let Pru quote her rules. Let Widow Porter try her distractions. Elizabeth meant to work her magic now, and all their efforts would never be able to stop her.

 

That night, when Aunt Ruth and the others had fallen asleep, Elizabeth pulled out her Book of Shadows.

Every witch created her own Book of Shadows, if she was lucky enough to have access to paper, and to have been educated enough to write down her spells. Elizabeth’s “book” was still mostly a collection of paper fragments she’d bound together with twine, but someday she intended to have it properly bound. She would turn it into a volume as real as any sermon book or Bible.

This was not merely a desire to keep her spells together and safe, though surely having a bound Book of Shadows would do that. Nor was it sentimentality, even though some of the scraps of paper were from Elizabeth’s childhood, and she could remember her mother’s hand on hers, helping her to form the letters. No, Elizabeth wanted a real Book of Shadows because—over the course of a witch’s life—her spell book could change. It could become more than a mere repository for magic spells; after decades of holding magic within its pages, the Book of Shadows could possess magic of its own. There were legends of witches old and powerful enough that their Books of Shadows even had a sort of consciousness. Those spell books weren’t merely reference sources; they were partners in a witch’s spellcasting.

Elizabeth was tired of people arguing with her and setting limits on her magic. She liked the idea of a partner, even if it were only a book.

Paper had been in short supply for a while. By now she was “crossing” spells—writing one atop the other, at an angle so that both sets of instructions remained legible. Elizabeth went over each and every page, from her oldest spells to her newest, searching for guidance.

I want to create a spell to inspire the deepest love, she thought—then hesitated. No. Even very deep love for a woman might not be enough to make a man leave the rest of his family and life behind, not if he felt he were needed at home.

Elizabeth focused anew. I want to create a spell to inspire . . . overwhelming passion. Uncontrollable desire. I want Nat to be unable to think of anything in the world but me. Love alone could not make him abandon Fortune’s Sound; only obsession could do that.

So she would create a spell of obsession.

What would be the right ingredients? Love, surely. That had to be a part of it; Elizabeth wanted that for herself, and besides, obsession without love could easily turn to hate.

Single-mindedness, too: Nat shouldn’t be able to worry about trivial details such as his work or his chores. He shouldn’t ask himself what the preacher would say, or what his mother might think. He shouldn’t so much as remember that a girl named Rebecca Hornby even existed.

Passion. She longed to know what Nat would be like, when he was overcome by passion. Would he be tentative, longing, almost shy but unable to keep himself from acting? Or would he be eager, even desperate to be with her? Just the daydreams made Elizabeth’s cheeks go hot.

Those were the three key elements—but Elizabeth felt as though something might still be lacking. He could love her, even love nothing in the world but her, and yet still fail to do what she needed him to do. If they didn’t elope from Fortune’s Sound almost immediately, Widow Porter would find a way to stop them.

Worse, Widow Porter would realize her son had been spelled, and it wouldn’t take long for her to realize who was responsible. Although Elizabeth no longer feared the so-called First Laws for their own sake, she feared Widow Porter’s magic. She wouldn’t hesitate to hurt Elizabeth if she thought Elizabeth had hurt her son.

But I’m not hurting him. I’m helping him, Elizabeth told herself. Nobody else in the world could ever love Nat as much as I do. Nothing else could ever make him as happy as I’ll make him. I just have to . . . show him the way.

So she would need a fourth element, one that would ensure Nat went along with her plan to elope.

It was impossible to weave such a specific suggestion into a spell. Elizabeth had often listened longingly to fairy tales in which wicked sorceresses were able to bewitch people into doing precisely what they wanted; real magic didn’t work that way. Spells would let you push someone in the right direction, but it was up to the witch to know precisely which way to push.

After some consideration, Elizabeth decided that the easiest way to be sure of Nat would be to make him highly suggestible. Ideally he would only be controlled by her suggestions, but probably he’d be slightly vulnerable to the words of others as well. She decided it didn’t matter. Nobody else would be likely to argue against their plan, especially not after Elizabeth told Nat to keep it secret.

Reenergized, Elizabeth began considering which ingredient would exactly fit each element of her spell. She wouldn’t be able to try this one out on Prudence Godwin ahead of time. She’d have to cast it for the first time on Nat himself. That meant nothing could go wrong.

She sat by the fire late into the night, creating what she already knew would be the most important spell of her entire life.

 

Some spells were more powerful under certain conditions—by the light of a full moon, for instance, or when performed by a witch who was great with child. Elizabeth’s instincts told her that this spell would respond best when the winds were fierce. So she waited, days and then weeks, for the stillness of early summer to give way to a breezy day.

Finally it happened.

The wind came in from the ocean, far more brisk than usual. It seemed to turn back time, transforming midsummer heat into the pleasantness of spring. Elizabeth made excuses to get out of watching her cousins, the better to stroll around town until she found Nat.

As it happened, he was working in the field, putting his muscle into keeping the plow down as his horse dragged it along. For a while she simply watched him, captivated by the strong lines of his body, and the way sweat made his white shirt stick to his well-formed back. Lovely though this was, she didn’t linger too long. They were alone. The time was right. She needed to act.

Ironically it was the pearl charm that she knew would help her. Widow Porter had given Elizabeth exactly the charm that would help her defeat the First Laws. Elizabeth liked imagining Widow Porter’s consternation if she ever realized that.

For now, though, she concentrated, took hold of the pearl charm, and thought of the ingredients.

 

A man so in love with a woman that he will change his whole life to be with her.

Someone hurting herself to attain a goal.

Pure lust that would not wait to be slaked.

A weathervane turning in the wind.

 

The breeze caught her hair, pulling it free from her cap. Elizabeth didn’t tuck it in; she let it blow about wildly as she brought the right memories into her mind.

Nat smiling down at her, love for Rebecca Hornby glowing from him like light from a lantern, as he hinted about getting married.

Elizabeth driving her sewing needle into her flesh, again and again, not minding the blood because it was the price of keeping Rebecca far away from Nat.

The time she’d seen those two people in the barn, Mrs. Henson and a man Elizabeth hadn’t been able to see clearly—but not Mr. Henson—both of them grappling with each other hungrily, crying out as though in pain, and Elizabeth had flushed all over before she could make herself tiptoe out again.

The vane atop the Godwin home, carved in the shape of a cockerel, spinning madly in this morning’s breeze.

Something shuddered deep within Elizabeth—a sensation she found it difficult to describe or understand. But it reminded her of that night by the fire when she’d worked her first black magic, and that strange presence had told her it had been waiting for her all along. . . .

Then, in the distance, she saw Nat stop walking. As she focused on him, he turned his head toward her. Elizabeth knew the spell was drawing him toward her and no other. Even standing so far apart, she was able to glimpse his eyes, and smile.

The spell wasn’t instantaneous, she thought. Even black magic couldn’t cook up something as deep as overwhelming love on only a moment’s notice.

But she knew now it had worked. It had begun.
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NAT BEGAN COMING BY AFTER DINNER EVERY NIGHT.

“Well, Nat, it certainly is good to see you again,” Aunt Ruth said, though her smile bore signs of strain. “But surely your mother must miss you at the house.”

“Ma’s fine,” Nat said absently. His eyes never left Elizabeth, who smiled demurely. She could afford to be demure now. In fact, it worked better if Aunt Ruth and the others had no idea Elizabeth welcomed Nat’s attentions. She simply poured Nat some cider and took her seat on the far side of the table, where she knew the firelight would catch the glints of red in her hair.

Nat didn’t talk a lot when he came over. He’d always been quieter than the average young man—less likely to boast or call attention to himself. However, his silence had taken on a different quality now; it seemed almost to be a presence in the room, something heavy that lay upon him, and set him apart from everyone else. Yet his attention was more focused than ever before. He seemed to want nothing more than to watch Elizabeth by the fireside, or catch a glimpse of her about her chores during the day.

“He’s far too taken with you,” Aunt Ruth murmured to Elizabeth one night after they’d finally shooed Nat out, well after the little ones were usually asleep. “I’m surprised his mother isn’t discouraging him.”

“It will pass,” Elizabeth said airily. “You know how young men are.”

Aunt Ruth gave her an appraising look. “Very sensible of you not to take it to heart. Yet there’s something different about this, I think.”

It was all Elizabeth could do not to laugh.

At first, when Nat watched her during the day, it was from a distance. Elizabeth would be minding the little ones or carrying back water from the well, and she’d see Nat standing down the road or in the field where he was working. Sometimes, when no one else seemed to be looking, she’d wave. But he never waved back. He only stared. No doubt it was hard for him to understand—this new emotion welling up inside him, demanding so much. Elizabeth had loved Nat long enough that she felt she was used to it. It would simply take him a while to catch up.

For her part, Elizabeth had almost never been so happy. Months of waiting for Nat in vain, fearing she could never be with him and not knowing what to do—they had lifted from her like a weight from her shoulders. Every morning when she awoke, she had a moment of disorientation; she knew she felt good, incredibly good, but why? Then she would remember and smile so broadly that she had to pull the sheets up over her face, lest one of her little cousins ask her what was so funny. No matter how heavy the yoke might be across her neck as she toted water, no matter how surly the milk cow became, Elizabeth’s spirits soared high above it all.

Eventually Widow Porter came to see Elizabeth on her own. She chose an hour when Aunt Ruth would be home, too, but no one else.

“Nat’s taken quite a fancy to Elizabeth,” she said, both hands folded around the cup of water Aunt Ruth had given her. “I don’t have to tell either of you what a bad idea that is.”

Now that Elizabeth no longer felt the need to argue with the First Laws, she was able to simply nod, very seriously.

Aunt Ruth wrung her hands in her lap. “I’ve been polite to him—he’s always such a kindly young man—but I’ve told him he ought to be at home with you.”

“I tell him the same,” Widow Porter said heavily. “The thing is, he hears me. I know he hears me. When I say to him, sit down, rest easy, let’s talk awhile, he does it without a moment’s argument.”

The suggestibility Elizabeth had woven into the spell: It let other people have influence over Nat’s actions, too. Although Elizabeth had foreseen that, she still didn’t like knowing he’d been made vulnerable to the manipulations of others.

Widow Porter stared into an unseen distance. “So he sits. But he doesn’t talk. It’s like he wants to, but he can’t keep his mind on anything. I know what he’s thinking of—who he’s thinking of. And after a while, it’s as though he can’t stand it any longer. He can’t stay put. I watch him sit there, fighting with himself, and then he hurries out without a word to me.”

“Elizabeth doesn’t encourage him,” Aunt Ruth said. She put her arm around Elizabeth’s shoulders, a motherly, sheltering gesture that she hadn’t made in years, not since the year Elizabeth’s mother died. Almost against her will, Elizabeth felt deeply touched. It wasn’t that she didn’t know Aunt Ruth loved her, but she was so hard most of the time—like a dried-up peel long after it had been skinned off with a knife, and tossed away. “She’s polite, cordial, but she doesn’t say a word to lead him on.”

“I realize that. She’s a promising young witch. She knows the rules,” Widow Porter said with such confidence that Elizabeth could have laughed. “I know it’s a sacrifice for you, Elizabeth. You—well, you favored him. I don’t blame you for it. Only natural. When you saw the problem, though, you kept your distance. The difficulty is, we can’t tell Nat why he shouldn’t pursue you.”

No man could know of the existence of witchcraft, much less the ridiculous First Laws. Elizabeth said, “I’m sure we needn’t worry about Nat. He’s always been so—levelheaded. So responsible. I won’t encourage him, and sooner or later, he’ll get over it.”

“Perhaps,” Widow Porter said, but she didn’t look convinced.

 

On the next laundry day, Elizabeth was aware of Nat watching her from afar the entire time. She didn’t mind. Her heart sang with joy that lightened the arduous work.

Once she wondered why he didn’t come down and help her—the way he had in springtime—but Elizabeth didn’t pay much attention. With his mother fussing at him every time he came near Elizabeth, no doubt Nat felt he should hang back. He wouldn’t always feel that way.

When they brought the dry laundry in from the line much later, Elizabeth couldn’t find one of her aprons. It was one of the ones she’d embroidered a few flowers on, just a few little ones on the pocket. That made it one of her favorites. She wanted to question her cousins, thinking one of them might have taken it as a prank. Surely they wouldn’t have done so by accident; none of them was big enough to wear her apron yet, and the embroidery would have made it clear to any of them that it belonged to her . . .

. . . clear to any of her cousins, and to anyone else who was paying her close attention.

Elizabeth had to stifle a smile. She’d heard stories of boys taking little tokens of the girls they admired. Granted, those boys usually asked the girl for the token—a handkerchief or scarf she didn’t mind lending, and something small that could be kept secret. But Nat probably felt shy. He didn’t really understand his feelings yet. So he’d hurried down and taken the first thing he could get his hands on.

Yes, she liked that apron—and needed it—but that hardly mattered. It’s one less thing I’ll have to pack when we run away together, Elizabeth told herself.

By now the men in town had begun whispering about Nat. They kept their conversations to themselves, mostly, but once Elizabeth realized who they were talking about, she could contrive to stand close enough to hear.

He’s not himself. Used to be as hardworking a fellow as you’d ever find. Now he can’t keep his mind on what he’s doing.

The boy’s besotted, that’s what it is. No wonder he’s lazing around. I did when I was his age! He needs to get married, that’s all.

When he was to wed Rebecca Hornby, Nat still had his head on straight. Yes, he went woolgathering from time to time, but that’s only natural. This is something else altogether.

Just means he needs to get married sooner! Not fair to a young man, to prepare to take a wife and then have her snatched away like that.

They spoke as if lust were the natural ruler of man, as if no male could ever be trusted to think or act sanely if lust had him in its grip. To them, the fulfillment of that desire seemed to be a man’s natural right, and something that would sour the soul if left unattended for too long.

Elizabeth didn’t know whether that was true. Surely her wizened old uncle had never been so overcome by passion, and Aunt Ruth didn’t seem likely to have inspired much. (Though all her little cousins must have come from somewhere, she reasoned.) Probably the men were exaggerating, as men were wont to do.

But if lust could have that power over any man, it had power over Nat now.

Sometimes she worried that Pru might catch on. Pru alone understood the depth of Elizabeth’s feelings for Nat, and she was also the only one who knew that Elizabeth no longer respected the First Laws. If anyone were to guess that Nat was bewitched, and that Elizabeth was responsible, it would be Pru.

However, that dance between Pru and Jonathan Hale had been a sign of things to come. These days, Pru never seemed to have time to spend with Elizabeth (not that Elizabeth asked—knowing she needed her secrecy). Instead Jonathan and Pru walked through the streets together hand in hand, gleaming with new love. Neither of them seemed to be able to keep their mind on anything else. Nobody talked about them the way they did about Nat, Elizabeth noticed, but she reasoned that this was because Jonathan didn’t love Pru quite as much as Nat was coming to love Elizabeth. Jonathan kept going about his day-to-day business, more or less. Real love, true passion: That was the fire burning Nat from inside.

At midsummer their engagement was announced. Pru was a bit young, the wives muttered, but Elizabeth thought it was a fine idea. They were more than old enough to marry. Besides, when Nat heard that one of his friends had proposed to the girl he loved, he was sure to pick up on the idea.

So she rushed over to the Godwin home to give Pru her best wishes.

“I still can’t believe it,” Pru bubbled as she and Elizabeth sat together outside the house. “I’ve always been a happy person, but now it’s like . . . like I didn’t even know what happy meant, before.”

“You deserve it,” Elizabeth said. She couldn’t stop smiling. Nat would speak for her soon—any day now. When that time came, she wouldn’t be able to celebrate with Pru like this, so she thought she should be happy for them both.

“Jonathan’s going to build a house of his own in early autumn. We should be able to marry before the first freeze.” Hugging herself, Pru said, “Then we’ll be together all those long, dark, cold nights of winter.”

Elizabeth giggled. “Not cold for long, I bet.”

Pru pretended to shove her, and the two of them collapsed in laughter. When finally they could breathe again, Pru wiped tears from her cheeks. “Elizabeth . . . I wasn’t fair to you.”

“What do you mean?” Elizabeth leaned against the nearest tree, pleasantly tired from all the fun.

“I didn’t think you’d be happy for me,” Pru admitted. “I thought you’d be—not jealous, exactly, but that you’d feel lonely. Because I can marry the man I love, and you can’t.”

Elizabeth knew better than to react. “Of course I’m happy for you. Ever since we were little girls, you’ve hoped to marry Jonathan. How could I not want your wish to come true?”

After all, hadn’t she wished just as long and hard for Nat?

Pru smiled. “You’ve got a bigger heart than you let on. Sometimes you pretend you’re only a walking Book of Shadows, storing up magic but thinking of nothing else. I know better, though. This is the real Elizabeth, here and now.”

How silly Pru was. How little she knew anything about anyone—even her precious Jonathan, who loved her, but not enough to cast aside the rest of the world. Elizabeth simply smiled back. “I’m sure I’ll have my day to be happy.”

“Oh, you will! I know you will.” Pru hugged Elizabeth tightly, and she returned the embrace, wondering if even now, Nat was watching her from the shadows.

 

Nat’s appearance began to subtly change.

It wasn’t as though anything unnatural happened to him: In no way did he look different from an ordinary man. But he began to look less like himself.

Once he had kept his hair trimmed fairly short; now it had grown well past his collar. Nat had shaved every day, too, joking that he wasn’t old enough to start a beard, but his chin began to sport stubble. Although nobody could have called him a dandy, as he wore the same homespun clothing as everyone else in Fortune’s Sound, Nat had always been careful of his attire. His shirts had been carefully tucked, his shoes and belt shined. Now he looked rougher, almost unkempt.

Elizabeth found his ruggedness perversely attractive. There was something undeniably delicious in the thought that he was too distracted by her to even dress himself properly.

By now Widow Porter was distraught. The coven had not met in almost two months—an exceptionally long time, especially with crops in the field. Elizabeth and her aunt went out one night to perform spells of abundance by themselves, just in case.

“We’re surely not the only ones,” Aunt Ruth said as they stood out under the light of the full moon. “Probably we’ll have a better harvest than ever before, because the fields have been spelled so many times!”

See? Elizabeth thought. One more reason nobody needs a coven.

And even then—even in the dead of night—she knew Nat was watching her. He wouldn’t be able to tell they were working magic; probably he wouldn’t have cared if he had. His mind was full of nothing but her.

She began to have daydreams about slipping out by herself late at night. If Aunt Ruth caught her, Elizabeth could claim she’d wanted to work on her magic. And if she weren’t caught . . .

Nat would come to her then. Elizabeth knew it. He’d come to her, sweep her up in his arms, and then—and then they’d be as good as man and wife.

Afterward he’d insist on running away together, and Elizabeth would pretend to bashfully agree.

Everything was working perfectly. Any doubts she felt from time to time—any odd quiver of fear that went through her when Nat stared blindly in her direction, looking so little like his old self—Elizabeth brushed aside. This was her plan. It was unfolding more or less as she’d foreseen. The journey didn’t matter as much as the destination.

 

In late July Nat came to the house nearly every night, until the evening when he refused to leave.

“Now, Nat, you know we have to get the children to sleep,” Aunt Ruth said, eyes darting nervously toward Elizabeth, who kept her face serene.

“I’ll stay,” he repeated. “Elizabeth can sit here with me.”

The children all giggled, but Aunt Ruth went pale. “I’m sorry, but no. You can come back tomorrow.” She paused, obviously realizing she’d given him permission to do something she didn’t want him to do.

Nat’s expression clouded. The suggestibility within Elizabeth’s spell made him want to obey Aunt Ruth, and yet his compulsion to remain near Elizabeth still won out. “I can’t go,” he said; he looked so confused, almost lost. “I . . . can’t.”

“Why don’t I walk you out?” Elizabeth said sweetly, brushing his arm with her fingers. She knew that moment of contact would be enough to convince him to do what she said, anything she said, for the hope of touching her again. “Come along.”

She walked out into the warm night. Midsummer had thickened the air, stilled the breezes. Insects’ chirps had found their rhythm, slow and pulsing, surrounding them like high grass. There wasn’t much moonlight that evening; clouds hung low, silvering the night sky. Yet the glowing windows of her house and others nearby gave enough light for Elizabeth to see Nat by. He stared at her so intently that it took her breath away.

Finally they were alone. Finally he was ready. She could quit pretending. They could begin.

“You have to be more careful, Nat,” she whispered. “The others don’t understand us. They’d keep us apart. We have to keep this a secret. Do you understand?”

“A secret.” His face lit up as he realized that she longed for him, too, and he repeated, “Us.”

In that moment, when he was smiling down at her in the new delight of love returned, he looked like himself again. Down deep, he was still her Nat. Elizabeth hadn’t allowed herself to doubt that—but seeing the proof that she’d been right, that the spell hadn’t fundamentally changed who Nat was on the inside, filled her with joy.

“Yes. Us. You and I.” Elizabeth turned her face up to his. Her entire body trembled with hope. She couldn’t look away from Nat, from the lines of his mouth as he leaned down toward her and parted his lips.

When they kissed, she gasped. It’s really happening. He’s really mine. And the kiss felt so different from the way she’d thought a kiss would feel—warmer. Wetter, too. Nor had Elizabeth guessed that she wouldn’t only feel it on her lips, but throughout her whole body, her skin and gut and breasts and bones all responding immediately to the nearness of him.

Nat’s arms slid around her as he pulled Elizabeth against his body. The kiss deepened, and she felt as though her mind were spinning, as though they should never be any farther apart than this.

Inside she heard Aunt Ruth talking to her cousins, and that reminded her—not yet. Not quite yet.

Elizabeth pulled back. Nat didn’t so much let go as he froze, hands still outstretched, as if he didn’t understand how she could have left his arms. She didn’t understand, either, really, but she said, “Remember. We have to keep this secret.”

“When can I see you?”

“Tomorrow,” Elizabeth said, feeling hope’s warmth like sunshine on her cheeks. “Find me tomorrow by the far west field.”

Nat nodded, but he still stood there, mutely refusing to leave.

This part was a bit annoying, honestly; at least it didn’t have to last forever. “Run back home, Nat. Be sweet to your mother. Let her feel like everything’s all right.”

“Yes.” He seemed relieved to know what to do. “Yes, I will. But—tomorrow? Do you promise?”

“With all my heart.”

Finally Nat walked away, walking backward so that he didn’t have to take his eyes off Elizabeth. She watched him go for a while, then quickly wiped her mouth and fixed her apron so that she looked right when she went back inside.

Aunt Ruth had managed to get the children tucked in. Her face was creased with worry. “Did he trouble you?”

“Not really,” Elizabeth said, trying to strike the right balance. She should sound concerned, but not actually afraid. “But I was thinking—I ought to keep out of his way as much as possible, during the day.”

“You should indeed.”

That sounded like Aunt Ruth had her own plan for keeping Elizabeth hidden; Elizabeth knew she needed to speak up right away. “We’re running low on some of our medicinal plants. Why don’t I go gathering tomorrow? Out past the field on the far west of town. Nothing should take Nat over that way.”

After a moment, Aunt Ruth nodded. “That should do. I’ll tell Widow Porter about it in the morning. She can steer him in some other direction. I’m worried about that boy.”

I’m not, Elizabeth thought. For the first time in years—since she’d been old enough to know how she felt about Nat Porter—she wasn’t afraid of losing him. For the first time she felt sure her dreams would come true.

 

Nat came to her in the far field so early in the day that the grass was still cool and damp with dew. Nobody else would come out this way, so Elizabeth didn’t have to hide or wait. She simply stood there amid the tall waving grass, untying her cap so that her hair would flow free as she watched Nat walking toward her. His steps quickened until he was practically running to her, and she held out her arms for him.

Together they tumbled onto the soft ground, and Nat’s mouth found hers, and Elizabeth surrendered to the tidal wave of feeling sweeping her away.

They lay like that for hours, kissing until her lips were swollen and sore, tangling their bodies together until their clothes seemed to be only an inconvenience. Elizabeth let Nat touch her everywhere he wanted, thrilling to the warmth of his hands, and knowing each moment only made him wilder to finally have her for his own.

If that happens, then he’ll marry me, she thought in a blissful daze, her head lolling back against Nat’s forearm on the ground. He’ll know that if our families found out, they’d force us to marry. Even the First Laws couldn’t prevent that! Surely some laws of man were even greater than the rules of witchcraft.

Yet every moment Elizabeth thought Nat would finally abandon all restraint, he would suddenly pull back. “We can’t,” he would pant against her shoulder. “I can’t do that to you.”

Elizabeth would have liked to plead with him to do exactly that. Yet she knew to do so would mark her as a completely improper young woman—a slattern rather than a virtuous girl he would want to marry. Although Nat would always love her, of course, he would not always be so thoroughly in the grip of her spell. When he remembered these days in years to come, she wanted him to remember only how fiercely his desire for her had burned, instead of her behaving in a way he would never want for his wife.

So instead she meekly whispered, “We won’t, Nat. I know you’re a good man. You’ll take care of me.”

Besides, this was wonder enough for today, maybe for a lifetime. Elizabeth had imagined how good it would feel to lie beneath Nat, to feel him move against her as he kissed her again and again. Yet her imagination had fallen so short of reality.

By midafternoon both their bellies were growling with hunger, sharp enough for Nat to release her for a while. She’d thought to pack some cheese and bread in a little checked cloth she’d tied with a bow. Nat ate like a starving man, and with a tiny twinge of guilt she wondered how long it had been since he’d sat down to regular meals and eaten as much as he should.

Not for much longer, she thought as she stroked his hair. Soon I’ll cook all your meals, and we’ll be happy together somewhere far away from Fortune’s Sound.

They had spoken little that day, so it was startling when Nat said, “I don’t understand myself any longer.”

“It’s all right,” Elizabeth replied, smiling over at him. “We’re in love. People can’t help themselves when they’re in love.”

He hardly seemed to have heard her. “One day—one day I was still praying every morning and night for Rebecca to get well. I knew that I intended to spend my life with her if God granted her the years for us to share.”

Just hearing Rebecca Hornby’s name again soured Elizabeth’s mood. What was it about that girl that allowed her to linger in Nat’s mind, despite the spell? Inwardly Elizabeth resolved to cast a spell of forgetting on Nat as soon as she got the chance.

Nat continued, “Then the next day I realized I couldn’t think about anything but you. I didn’t want anyone but you.”

That was more like it. “Nat, you’ve always been the one for me. Always. I used to wish and pray you’d notice me.”

“I don’t understand.” Nat’s voice sounded broken. “Ma doesn’t want me to be with you—and I don’t know why, but she doesn’t, and she’s never been one to hold me back. If I marry you, it will hurt her, so badly. I never wanted to hurt Ma.”

“She’ll see reason someday,” Elizabeth lied. They’d never see Widow Porter again, which was fine by her. “These things work out with time. They always do.”

“I hear you and everything makes sense. But inside—inside—” Nat made a gesture across his heart, as though he were trying to tear off something that had gotten in the way. “Everything’s turned upside down, and I don’t even know my own mind any longer.”

“Shhh. Nat, it’s all right. Trust me. You trust me, don’t you?”

He nodded at her, saying nothing, but his wide blue eyes told the whole story.

Elizabeth lay back on the ground again and smiled up at him invitingly. Sure enough, the confusion in his eyes faded, replaced by desire. The spell had him again, which meant Elizabeth did, too. When he kissed her, the sun beat down on them so brightly that even closing her eyes couldn’t keep out the light.

 

She’d managed to pick enough weeds and herbs first thing that morning to keep Aunt Ruth from being suspicious. Still, Elizabeth wondered at how blind her aunt could be. It seemed as though her entire body glowed with the memory of Nat’s kisses, as if the entire world should be able to see it.

But as they worked together to prepare supper that evening, Elizabeth felt flickers of doubt.

Elizabeth had never doubted whether she ought to have cast the spell. That much was obvious. She loved Nat. He should love her. The spell would make that happen.

Still, magic had taken a toll on Nat. Even her happiness couldn’t blind her to that. It had to be frightening to feel as though your thoughts weren’t your own, and upsetting to be at odds with your mother. (Elizabeth’s own mother was nothing now but an unmarked grave and a series of ever-fading memories, but she knew she’d never have wanted to make her sad.) Yes, Elizabeth’s spell could make Nat forget Rebecca Hornby . . . but would she also have to make him forget Widow Porter, his friends here in town, and virtually everything else about his life before Elizabeth?

If she did, and she emptied out that much of Nat’s history—at the end, would he still be the man she loved?

Elizabeth stirred the stew on the wood stove, wiping her forehead as steam frizzed her curls. Fear curled in the pit of her belly now, fear and guilt.

Had she hurt him? Was he always going to be injured and lonely because of the spell she’d cast?

He won’t be lonely, Elizabeth thought with a fierce rush of determination. He’ll have me. I’ll make it up to him, all of it. He’ll never have one day where I’m not doing everything I can to make him happy. He’ll never have one night where we’re not as thrilled by each other as we were today. Wherever we go, he’ll make new friends. We’ll settle in, create a home together. And when I give him children, his life will be complete. No man could ask for more.

Smiling, Elizabeth settled back into her work, so cheerful she even sang to her cousins as she stirred. Already she was looking forward to tomorrow—tomorrow, when she and Nat had already agreed to leave Fortune’s Sound together, forever.

 

Before going to sleep, Elizabeth managed to roll several of her things into a little bundle under the bed. Come midday tomorrow, it would be easy enough for her to dash in while Aunt Ruth was busy, collect it, and meet Nat at the edge of town. She dozed off quickly, despite her excitement; between all her preparations to elope and the vigorous afternoon she and Nat had spent together, she was exhausted.

Which was why it took a while for the sound to wake her.

Thump.

“What?” Elizabeth murmured, lifting her head from the pillow. The children were already awake, calling out questions, and downstairs, someone . . . someone was pounding at the door.

“Go on home!” Aunt Ruth called. “Get back home right away!” She sounded terrified.

Then, from outside, Elizabeth heard Nat call her name.

He had come for her. He’d come for her and he didn’t care who heard, who saw. As reckless as Nat’s behavior was, Elizabeth couldn’t help glorying in it.

Slowly she rose from her bed. She wore only a simple shift, so light it was very nearly transparent. How Nat’s eyes would light up when he saw her like this.

As the pounding continued, Elizabeth walked toward the door. Aunt Ruth had it barred, and had braced her shoulder against it. She realized Nat wasn’t so much knocking on the door as throwing himself against it, trying to batter it down.

“Elizabeth!” he shouted again.

Aunt Ruth glanced over and saw Elizabeth standing there. Her face was pale and drawn. “Child, you should go to bed.”

“He’s calling for me.”

“He’s run mad,” Aunt Ruth said. “I don’t know what’s become of him, but he’s not the Nat Porter we used to know.”

Elizabeth knew her magic had worked in ways she didn’t yet fully understand—but she also knew the real Nat remained, only temporarily crazed by the spell she’d cast and the unsatisfied desire she’d created. She felt only the faintest tinge of fear, and that only made the thrill more delicious.

From outside, Nat called raggedly, “I’ve got an ax. I’ll take down the door. Don’t make me do that.”

Aunt Ruth pulled away from the door, holding her arm as though it had already been struck by the ax’s blade. Elizabeth put her hand on her aunt’s shoulder and said, “I’ll go out to him.”

“Elizabeth, you mustn’t. You don’t know what he’ll do.”

I know exactly what he’ll do. “I have to. It’s the only way to keep you from being hurt.”

“My brave girl.” Tears shone in Aunt Ruth’s eyes, and her hands trembled as she cupped Elizabeth’s face. “The men will come after you. Hold on, do you understand me? Try to—to talk to him. Keep him talking until they reach you. Can you do that?”

“I can.” I could, if I wanted to. “Now keep the children in the back. Don’t let them see.”

Now weeping, Aunt Ruth hurried to the back, shooing the tinier children toward darkness and safety. Elizabeth took a deep breath, then unbarred the door.

Nat burst through before she could even open it.

He had become wild. His golden hair was disheveled, his clothes disarrayed. His breaths came fast in his throat. In one hand Nat clutched the ax. As he looked at Elizabeth, standing there in her thin shift, his eyes darkened. “Come on,” he said, seizing her wrist. “Let’s go.”

Elizabeth followed him, her heart singing. When they stepped outside, she could see all their neighbors had been awakened by the din; they stood in their doorways or slightly farther down on the path, huddled together, whispering. Just as Nat began towing her away from her house, a man appeared holding a rifle.

“Don’t!” she cried, lifting one hand. “I don’t want anyone to be hurt because of me!” That sounded like the right sort of thing to say.

The man with the rifle didn’t move, not until Nat brandished his ax. Apparently fearing Elizabeth would be injured, her would-be defender stepped away, farther into the darkness.

“Hurry,” she whispered to Nat, and he tugged her along, backing up until their watchers were farther from them—and then, together, they ran.

Elizabeth laughed out loud. So now they’d all know. Well, let them know. There was nothing even Widow Porter could do about it now. Besides, she liked the idea. She liked imagining Pru’s face when she heard that Nat had been so wild for Elizabeth he’d nearly beaten down her door. That would show her what a fool she’d been to ever doubt them.

Nat didn’t seem to have a clear idea where to go; he was running away from Fortune’s Sound, but toward nothing. Judging by the superhuman strength of his grip, all he knew was that he didn’t want Elizabeth to be far away. Their destination would be up to her.

“Remember Cornwell’s barn?” she said as they ran. A farmer named Cornwell had tried to plant too close to the coast, and the sandy soil had been the death of his crops. But the barn still stood there, ten years abandoned. “Let’s go.”

Nat’s only response was to run in that direction, even faster. Elizabeth, unused to such vigorous physical activity, found herself struggling to keep up.

In the darkness, they hardly saw the barn until they were fairly close to it. When they reached the threshold, Nat let the ax fall to the ground and swept Elizabeth into his arms. He carried her inside. The barn was no more than a shell of a building—loose boards jutting out, the standing supports looking like the ribs of some dead thing not yet picked clean by crows, but the bare spots in the roof overhead let the stars shine through.

At last we’re alone, Elizabeth thought. At last nothing is in our way.

Perhaps she would have dreamed of a soft bed in a home of their own. But the thick clover growing in what had been the barn—that was soft enough. Nat laid her down, tore away her shift, and looked down at her as though he had never seen anything so beautiful. Elizabeth felt a moment’s nervousness, but only a moment’s. Then she held out her hands to him, and he kissed her, and there could be no stopping.

“I love you,” she whispered, helping him undress.

“Now.” Nat sounded desperate, as though he might be on the verge of tears. “It has to be now. I can’t wait any longer, Elizabeth, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, but I can’t.”

“You don’t have to,” Elizabeth said.

It felt different than she’d thought it would. Not that girls were ever encouraged to think of such things, but of course they did, and Elizabeth had believed she understood exactly how things would go. Of course she understood the basics—no one could help raise livestock and not comprehend that much—but it was one thing to know, another to experience it. In the initial moment, when the pain was so much greater than she’d anticipated, Elizabeth cried out, felt a shiver of real terror, and thought she’d made a horrible mistake—

But that first pain faded quickly. Then Elizabeth knew only that Nat was with her, that they were as close as it was possible for two people to be. She could hear only his ragged cries, and her own, joining in. She reveled in the heat of his skin, the weight of his body, and above all her power over him. This was what it meant to be loved by a man, to be desired by him. This was everything she had ever wanted.

 

Had anyone told her beforehand that she could fall asleep after something so tremendous, Elizabeth would have laughed. Yet when she stirred from her place amid the clover, she realized she had been asleep a few hours at least, because dawn had grayed the sky overhead.

She also realized she lay beneath a blanket—no. Nat’s jacket. He’d spread it over her, to keep her warm.

Smiling, Elizabeth sat up. Nat stood at the doorway to the barn, staring out at the ocean. They were close to the shore here.

He must have heard her move, because he turned his head toward her then. But he did not look her directly in the eyes. “Are you—are you well?”

“I’m fine. Better than fine.” Elizabeth smiled brilliantly. “How are you?”

Nat didn’t answer her. He simply stared back out into the distance.

Probably he thought he’d acted in too much haste. She’d have to reassure him. “It’s going to be all right. You’ll see.”

“It can never be all right again.” His voice was dull and flat.

Elizabeth hesitated. She hadn’t expected him to react this way. “Nat—you know that I—you know I care for you, don’t you? Last night, we didn’t do anything that I didn’t want to.”

Her words didn’t help. Nat said, “You wanted to be married like a proper woman. The only reason you came with me was because—you thought we’d marry afterward, didn’t you?”

“We will,” Elizabeth said. “You want to marry me. I know you do.”

“I did.” A slight shudder passed through Nat. “Back when I thought I could be a decent husband to you, instead of what I am, which is—oh, God. I’m no better than an animal.”

This wasn’t going how she wanted at all. “Of course you aren’t! You simply got carried away, that’s all. So did I.”

His laugh was a terrible sound. “You didn’t take an ax to my door.”

She would have if she’d thought it would have worked. Elizabeth decided she needed to use the power the spell gave her. “Listen to me,” she said, relying on his suggestibility. “We’ll explain to the others. Tell them you couldn’t wait any longer, but we’d already made up our minds to be married.”

Nat nodded, but his stare remained vacant.

“I know your mother discouraged it, but now she’ll see what has to be done. She’ll give her consent. We’ll be married today.” Elizabeth had to pause to revel in the thrill. “Afterward, nobody can keep us apart. We’ll be together again tonight, and the night after that, and every night for the rest of our lives.”

He didn’t quite seem to understand her. Then again—Elizabeth smiled as she realized it—no doubt he was tired, after last night.

She slipped back into her shift; it was torn now, around the neckline, but she could still tie it decently shut. At some point soon they’d have to return to Fortune’s Sound. No doubt the people in town would be unnerved by Nat’s behavior, but surely they would see that Nat and Elizabeth had to be married right away, no matter what. Even now, she might be carrying Nat’s baby.

That gave Elizabeth a start. A baby? As soon as—swiftly she did the math—as soon as next spring? Though she liked playing with her little cousins, sometimes she felt as though she’d spent more time raising Aunt Ruth’s children than being a child herself. They were only now big enough to see to themselves most of the time. Would she be burdened with another baby only a year after she’d finished caring for the others?

But that was ridiculous. It wouldn’t be “a baby”; it would be Nat’s child. That made all the difference. Surely when she saw Nat’s baby in her arms, it wouldn’t feel like a burden at all.

She hadn’t thought Nat was watching her get dressed, but as soon as she had pulled herself together, he said, “You should go back.”

“We’ll go back together.” Elizabeth held out her hand.

But he didn’t take it. “No. I want them to know—at least to know that I let you go, of my own free will.”

With a laugh, Elizabeth said, “What do you mean, let me go? I wanted to be here with you. You know that.”

Nat turned to her then, and the look he gave her—it was as though he had never seen her before. No. As though he had never really known her. His eyes widened, and too late, she realized that he had glimpsed some fragment of the truth. Maybe he didn’t understand what she really was . . . but even those who knew nothing of the true Craft believed in witches.

“Did you do this?” he asked, and his voice shook. “Did you do this to me?”

Elizabeth no longer believed in the First Laws, even the law that said no witch should ever speak of the Craft to a man. So she could have told him the truth. If she believed in his love for her, in the rightness of their being together, why not?

She told herself Nat wasn’t ready to hear it yet. “No, of course not. Why would I do such a thing?” Elizabeth managed a laugh. “You wouldn’t have had to come get me with an ax in that case, would you?”

“I don’t know.” Nat buried his face in his hands. “Please, go. Just go.”

“Is that how you treat your future wife?” She attempted to smile, to make a joke of it.

Nat shook his head, never looking up at her. His shoulders were bowed as though he were carrying a tremendous weight. Why now, when he should be so happy and so satisfied?

The spell was too strong, Elizabeth thought. Sometimes stronger spells leave a person dazed in their wake. She’d simply have to come up with another spell to cast on Nat, one that would restore his good spirits. Once she’d done that, they could begin their lives together properly.

Then, from outside, someone shouted, “Nathaniel Porter! We know you’re in there!”

“Oh, my Lord, have mercy upon me,” Nat breathed.

“Nat!” Another man’s voice cried out. Elizabeth clutched Nat’s jacket to her chest, feeling more naked than she had before. “Is the girl alive? Tell us that much.”

“I’m alive!” Elizabeth called, unable to believe anyone could think Nat a murderer.

“Let her go,” the first man said, “before you make us come in there after you.”

Nat called back, “She’s coming out. I swear it.”

Elizabeth pulled at Nat’s sleeve. “Walk out with me. They’ll see I’m fine, and that you and I—that you’ll make things right.”

“I can’t. Please, Elizabeth, go back home. And try to forgive me.”

She looked up at him in mute incomprehension. “Forgive you?”

His shirt was still half-open, his well-muscled chest still exposed. Elizabeth felt as if he had been holding her against him only moments before. How had this gone so wrong?

It was the men outside—those fools. They were ruining everything. Well, she’d go out and explain to them that Nat was going to marry her, so there was no point in worrying about the night before. Without another word to Nat, Elizabeth tugged on his jacket and stepped out of the ramshackle barn into the early-morning light.

She gasped. At least a dozen men ringed the barn, all of them carrying some form of weapon, whether it was a small knife or a pitchfork. The one who frightened her most was Daniel Pike; he held a rifle.

“No!” Elizabeth held out her hands. “No, you can’t hurt him!”

“Get out of the way, girl,” Pike said. He looked less like he’d come to save her, more like he thought it might be fun to kill a man.

“I won’t!” She dropped to her knees in front of the door so that nobody could go in without getting past her. “You don’t understand what happened!”

“We all saw it,” said another of the men. His voice was gentler. “Come away, child. You’re not yourself after a thing like that.”

They’re going to hurt Nat, Elizabeth thought wildly. She had to stop them. There were spells she could cast, spells of protection and confusion, spells of safety she could wind around Nat like a warm blanket against the winter’s chill.

But she didn’t have her charms. Not her pearl, not her jade, not even the modest bits of quartz and shale and malachite. Without them, it didn’t matter how many spells she knew or could invent; it didn’t matter which memories she called upon. The elements grounded the spells, and if she didn’t have them, she was powerless. Elizabeth hardly ever allowed herself to do anything without her pouch of charms in a pocket or even under her pillow. Last night, in the rush of knowing Nat’s desire for her, she’d made an exception. She’d allowed herself to get caught up in passion.

Now, when Nat needed her powers the most, she was powerless.

Pike stared at her, eyes hard. “This is no place for a woman. Get on out of here.”

Elizabeth shook her head. It felt as though her breath had been stolen from her lungs, as though her legs wouldn’t work even if she tried to walk.

Powerless. The very thought of it paralyzed her. That was a horror even greater than Nat’s plight. To be powerless before men—unable to use her magic, even in the slightest—the reality of it made Elizabeth shudder. How did other women walk around in the world so defenseless, so wretchedly unarmed? If she couldn’t bear one more moment, how did they stand their lives?

It’s only for the moment, Elizabeth reminded herself. Nat needs you now. You’re not only stronger than these fools; you’re also smarter, so use it.

“Nat’s back to himself,” she said. Elizabeth’s voice shook as she spoke, and she despised her own weakness, but she told herself that was what the men would expect to hear. Frightened, traumatized, pleading: Yes, that was the image they needed. “He’s not like he was last night, not any longer.”

“Doesn’t change what he’s done,” said one of the men in the back, who then called out, louder, “Lower than an animal! You ought to be hanged! You will by God be hanged for this!”

“No, no!” Elizabeth held out her hands. Sunlight had begun to break through clouds, but it only made her feel more exposed. Her thin dress was damp with dew, hanging from the few ties she’d made in it. “You mustn’t—you must not make this worse.”

Daniel Pike gave her a look of pity, as though she were a workhorse being beaten by its owner. He must have thought her driven mad. Elizabeth could have clawed his eyes out.

Then, from the other side of the barn, she heard a crash. Elizabeth’s heart leaped; for one instant she thought Nat had simply knocked away one of the loose boards in the walls to escape that way. But no. Her body flushed with the fire of shock as she realized the men were instead breaking in.

They’d drag him into town, but then she could set it right—

“Christ have mercy,” said one man from inside. Another said, “Yank his legs. Be sure.”

Be sure of what?

Pike pushed her aside, impatient to see what the others had seen. Elizabeth sprawled on the grass, but once the door was open and the men were rushing past her, she could glimpse inside the barn. Her would-be rescuers were gathering in the center of the barn, staring upward, at a body hanging from the rafters.

Nat’s body.

You should be hanged, one of the men had shouted. Elizabeth had put suggestibility into the spell. Nat had taken his shirt off and used it to fashion a noose.

“Cut him down!” she cried. It took several minutes for a hanged man to die; everyone knew that.

Everyone also knew that a hanged man sometimes broke his neck in the drop. Nat hadn’t fallen very far—but he’d fallen far enough. Already he was dead and gone, beyond the reach of magic forevermore.

 

“Shhh, child,” Aunt Ruth kept saying, although Elizabeth had not made a sound. It felt as though her last futile cry to save Nat would be the last thing she ever said, as though there could be no more reason to speak again. Aunt Ruth had shooed out all the children, removed Elizabeth’s torn clothing, washed her off, and put her in one of her own shifts. Although Aunt Ruth had paused as she washed Elizabeth’s thighs and saw the smudge of dried blood there, she said nothing about that. Instead she draped a quilt around Elizabeth’s shoulders and sat her by the fire.

The next few days passed in a daze worse than any nightmare. Elizabeth did not leave their little house; for once she was not expected to look after her siblings or help with any of the chores, but she could take no pleasure in that. The empty hours echoed, devoid of meaning. Yet she lay in bed, hour after hour, trying not to think.

From the front room, Elizabeth could sometimes hear whispers—Aunt Ruth telling other women how brave Elizabeth had been, how fragile she still was. A few of them asked if Elizabeth had revealed exactly how much Nat “did to her.” They were gossips, just gossips, pretending to be horrified when really they wanted to revel in the details.

(Nat’s hands in her hair, his breath hot against her neck, Elizabeth’s legs winding around his as she looked up at the stars—)

Elizabeth shut her eyes tightly and pretended not to hear.

One visitor never appeared: Prudence Godwin. Although Elizabeth noticed this absence, she didn’t wonder at it. Pru was no gossip.

But then, one day about two weeks on, there came a sharp rapping at the door that sounded unlike any of the others. Elizabeth stirred herself as Aunt Ruth went to the door.

She heard Aunt Ruth say, “Widow Porter,” and then she sat bolt upright.

“Is she awake?” Widow Porter said. Her voice was as brisk and firm as ever; she sounded the way she did on any other day. “I must speak with her.”

“Elizabeth’s not seeing anyone at present,” Aunt Ruth began. “The shock has so deeply unsettled her.”

“Do you believe it hasn’t unsettled me?” Widow Porter demanded. “We’ve had our days to mourn. Now it’s time for answers.”

Slowly Elizabeth’s hand snaked under her pillow for her bag of charms. She tucked it into the sleeve of her cloak as she put it on over her nightdress.

Widow Porter was a very powerful witch. If she’d come here for revenge, Elizabeth would have to work quickly. But how could she defend herself against the leader of the coven?

She intended to fight.

Elizabeth walked into the front room before Aunt Ruth could come get her. “I’m here,” she said, meeting Widow Porter’s gaze.

“There.” Widow Porter nodded, grimly satisfied. “I had a feeling you weren’t the type to be easily crushed.”

“No,” Elizabeth replied.

Aunt Ruth looked between them, confused. “What do you mean, answers?”

Widow Porter shut her eyes for a moment—a moment in which Elizabeth realized how drawn she looked. Wisps of her hair trailed from her cap, and though she’d always looked younger than her years, the lines in her face had deepened almost overnight. She had no son now, and Elizabeth felt a jolt as she remembered she wasn’t the only one mourning Nat’s death.

He could have lived and been happy with me, if it weren’t for your rules! But Elizabeth kept her expression steady.

Then Widow Porter said, “I mean black magic.”

Aunt Ruth gasped. Elizabeth didn’t move.

“My son was a good man.” Widow Porter’s voice shook, but she kept on. “As fine a man as I’ve ever known. He did not become obsessed and deranged for no reason. He wasn’t the sort. But black magic can destroy a man’s soul.”

“Who would do such a thing, and why?” Aunt Ruth said.

“Why?” The question was punctuated with a short, bitter laugh from Widow Porter. “For revenge. That tells us who.”

Revenge?

From her pocket Widow Porter withdrew a square of fabric, which she dropped onto the table and spread out. Stitched there in dark red thread was part of a symbol, a circular shape with odd lines through it, though the shape did not appear to be complete. Elizabeth had never seen either cloth or symbol before.

“When I questioned Goodwife Crews about Nat’s—madness—she claimed to know nothing.” Widow Porter’s eyes blazed with righteous fury. “Yet I found this in her sewing basket, and then she could deny her true loyalty no longer. This is a symbol proving fealty to the One Beneath.”

Aunt Ruth sat down heavily. Even Elizabeth felt slightly dizzy as she said, “Goodwife Crews—she broke one of the First Laws, but only to save her child—”

“So she claimed,” said Widow Porter. “Just as she still claims to not to have struck at me through my poor dear boy. But think on it, Elizabeth. Catherine Crews could easily have come to any woman in Fortune’s Sound and asked us to cast the spell of healing on her child’s leg, or to work some magic that would put her husband to sleep or coax him from the house. Even in such an emergency as that one, there were ways for her to save her son without breaking one of the First Laws.”

Elizabeth hadn’t considered that before. Neither had Aunt Ruth, apparently, because her face was white as she said, “Why would she do such a thing?”

Widow Porter braced her hand against the table, staring down at the cloth. “The temptation of power. Selfishness. Greed. Any of the reasons women turn down the path of darkness. We shall never know, for I tell you now that Goodwife Crews is not long for this world.”

She’d already cast a fatal spell, then. Sometime in the next few days, Catherine Crews would succumb to an “illness” that would not raise suspicions among the men in town.

All Elizabeth could think was that she’d been saved by Catherine Crews’s foolishness. Had another witch in Fortune’s Sound not resorted to black magic as well, surely in time Widow Porter’s suspicions would have turned to her . . . but now they never would.

“Goodwife Crews used her son’s sickness as a test,” Widow Porter said. “She wanted to see if she could get away with it. I caught her. I punished her. She struck back, and the price is the blood of my beloved Nathaniel. I have repaid that blood for blood. I only regret that you were made to suffer as well, Elizabeth. Perhaps knowing exactly what happened, and why, will help you in time. It’s always better to have answers, even when they are not the answers we would wish.”

Elizabeth nodded mutely. The dark red symbol on the cloth seemed to be burning its way into her mind; she could never have forgotten it.

“I must ask one difficult question,” Widow Porter said. “Elizabeth, have you yet had your courses?”

Shame heated Elizabeth’s cheeks. Even close female relatives rarely spoke of such things. “Yes,” she whispered. Her monthly bleeding had come only five days after her night with Nat.

“Then you are not with child.”

“No.”

To her surprise, Widow Porter shared her relief. “Praise God,” she said. “Had you started a baby, we should have been forced to cast spells to rid you of it.”

Aunt Ruth jerked back as if struck. “What do you mean?”

Widow Porter recited one of the First Laws: “No witch shall bear a child to the son of another witch.”

“It wouldn’t be as though I’d done it on purpose,” Elizabeth said, though she regretted the words almost immediately. Best for Widow Porter to go on thinking her a good girl, one who had never meant to interfere with the First Laws.

Gently Widow Porter patted her shoulder. “Of course not. And none would blame you for your part in it. We all saw how it happened.” Her voice shook, but only for a moment. “Yet such a child must never be born. There are reasons behind the First Laws, reasons that go far deeper than you have ever known.”

“What reason?” Elizabeth demanded. “Tell me.”

“Such a child would be a perfect vessel for black magic—for the work of the One Beneath. They would be led into temptation, or tricked into submission. That child’s future would be destroyed, and the harm the One Beneath could then do in our world would be—unimaginable. The First Laws are all that protect us from Him.”

Those words shattered something inside Elizabeth, something she hadn’t known was so fragile. She had always believed there was no real reason for her not to be with Nat. But if there had been, then all this—everything she’d done—

She started to cry, and both of the older women hugged her. She hated them for pitying her, so much that it drove out anything else she might have felt, like remorse.

 

After that day, Elizabeth began to resume her normal life. People whispered behind her back, and stared at her, but nobody spoke openly about what had happened that night with Nat. Nor did she.

(One afternoon she allowed herself to walk by the churchyard in the hopes of seeing Nat’s burial place. Only after finding no new grave did Elizabeth remember that he had committed suicide, and no suicide would ever be allowed to lie in consecrated ground.)

It was nearly six weeks on before she came face-to-face with Pru.

They were walking in opposite directions along the main road in town. Elizabeth smiled absently—then was struck by the coldness in Pru’s stare. At first she thought Pru might walk away to avoid her, but instead Pru hastened to her side and said, “I need to talk with you.”

“Really? Bad job you’ve done of it, then, not coming to talk with me since—”

“Don’t say it. Just come along.”

They went together on one of the winding roads that led out of town. Once they were alone, Elizabeth said, “Whatever can you have to say?”

“You know what I’m going to say,” Pru retorted. “You’ve known I was going to say it for a long time, which is why you’ve been avoiding me, too.”

Elizabeth preferred to think she was beyond anything so cowardly as avoiding Pru, but she simply tossed her hair. “I don’t have any idea what you mean.”

“Let’s pretend you don’t. Let’s pretend you weren’t making up spells for stealing beauty, just so you could catch Nat’s eye. Let’s pretend you hadn’t told me you didn’t care about the First Laws if it meant you could be with Nat. Let’s pretend he didn’t become obsessed with you afterward as a result of black magic.”

“You don’t know anything,” Elizabeth said. “You can’t prove anything.”

Pru’s face contorted with anger. “No, I can’t. If I could, I would’ve gone to Widow Porter straightaway.”

“If you’re done—”

“I’m not done!” Pru cried. “How can you live with it? Knowing a good man is dead because of you? That he died thinking himself a rapist and a monster?”

That’s not why he hung himself, Elizabeth wanted to retort. It was the suggestibility of the spell. But she had too much sense to say it out loud.

Voice shaking, Pru continued, “Word came from New Barton the other day. Rebecca Hornby’s dead. A fever, they said, but rumor has it she died of grief after hearing what became of Nat. Two people dead because of you. Why couldn’t you just have let him go?”

“We have no more to say to each other,” Elizabeth said, and she turned to go.

Behind her, Pru shouted at her back, “I thought I knew you! I always thought—that we were friends, we’d be friends forever.”

“I need no friend like you!” Elizabeth said, walking faster.

“You haven’t got one. You’ve got an enemy. Never forget, Elizabeth, one person knows who and what you are. I’ll stand against you as long as I live!”

Her final words were masked by the wind rushing by. It was cold. Autumn was coming.

 

One day not long afterward, Aunt Ruth took Elizabeth aside before dinner. “The young ones can look after that kettle well enough on their own,” she said as she ushered Elizabeth toward the door. “This will only take a few minutes.”

They walked out into the dusk, cool air cutting through Elizabeth’s dress. She hugged herself against the chill. “What is it, Aunt Ruth?”

“Well, child.” Aunt Ruth’s face took on that awkward look she only had when she was trying to talk about what had happened with Nat, without actually saying his name. Elizabeth prepared herself to bear it, whatever it was. “You must realize—you’re of an age to be married.”

A shadow of her old longing for Nat fell over Elizabeth’s heart. By now she’d banished her need for him to the furthest reaches of her mind—and yet it could still find her in moments like this. “I don’t suppose anyone will want me now.”

Men were foolish like that. Even though they all believed Nat had forced himself on her, that she was the victim of a crime, Elizabeth was no longer considered a desirable wife. Every man intended to marry a virgin; everyone knew she was a virgin no longer.

“A woman cannot remain unmarried,” Aunt Ruth said. “Then she has no one to support her. No one to care for her. No children.”

Elizabeth shrugged. “Then I’ll be one of the old crones who lives at the edge of town, near the wood. I can live by my wits and my spells.”

Her aunt’s expression hardened. “That’s who the men come after, whenever they suspect witchery. It’s the old women they burn first.”

She thought she could handle any men who tried, especially now that she was well on her way to carving most of her materials into rings.

Before Elizabeth could say so, however, Aunt Ruth continued, “Besides—you know we haven’t much. We’ve no dowry for you, and—and you need some other source of support. It would all be so different if your dear parents had lived.”

In other words, her family couldn’t afford to keep her. Elizabeth’s cheeks stung, as if she’d been slapped.

Aunt Ruth smiled. “But there’s a man who’s willing to take you without a dowry.”

“What?” Elizabeth hadn’t even considered the idea that her marriage might be arranged in her absence. “Who?”

“Daniel Pike.”

Him? Daniel Pike was Aunt Ruth’s age. He was sullen and silent and suspicious. The morning of Nat’s death, she had seen the meanness in his eyes. When she tried to imagine lying with him in bed, being as close to him as she had been to Nat, Elizabeth’s disgust was so sharp she thought she might be sick. “Oh, Aunt Ruth, no. Please, no.”

“There’s nothing for it,” Aunt Ruth said. By now she felt surer of herself, Elizabeth could see; her voice had become firm. “He is a respectable man and can provide for you. We think you should be married next month.”

Before the winter? Elizabeth longed to flee, thought wildly of stealing a horse, taking her charms, setting out into the night in any direction . . .

But where else could she go? In another town, she would only be even more friendless than she was here in Fortune’s Sound. As an outcast, Elizabeth would forever live on the edge of starvation—or, if she improved her situation through magic, as the likely first suspect anytime anything went wrong.

I must marry, she realized as her heart sank. If she could not marry Nat Porter, then what did it matter who became her husband? Daniel Pike would be just another burden she had to bear.

Yet the thought of kissing him, of his hard, thin mouth against hers instead of the warm touch of Nat’s lips . . .

“Do you give your consent?” Aunt Ruth said, her tone making it clear that there was only one answer Elizabeth could give.

So she gave it. “Yes.”

That night, Elizabeth sat up after the others went to bed. Aunt Ruth would be even more tolerant of her moods and whims now, and Elizabeth intended to take advantage of the chance for a little privacy.

There were reasons not to break the First Laws. And yet—it was possible to break them and to go on. Elizabeth’s own life proved that.

That meant witchcraft contained even more power than she had ever dreamed.

If she was to live a life without love, a life burdened by a husband for whom she could feel nothing but contempt . . . Elizabeth intended to live a life with a great deal of power.

And she still remembered that strange feeling, the one that had said, I’ve been waiting for you.

She dipped her fingers into the ash in front of the banked fire; it was still warm, and slightly oily against her skin. Fingertips grayed, Elizabeth slowly traced a shape on the bricks—the symbol that called the One Beneath.

I’ve been waiting for you, she thought. All my life.

 

 

The First Laws:

You must not reveal the Craft to anyone who would betray it.

You must never speak of witchcraft to any man.

You must never attempt to divine your own fate.

You must never bear a child to the son of another witch.

You must never command the will of another.

You must never suffer a demon to walk among mortals.

You must never cast a curse.

You must never be sworn to the One Beneath and do his bidding.
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