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  Nancy has been a Bram Stoker finalist three times, a finalist for the Aurora Award five times and, in addition to winning several short fiction contests, won the Arthur Ellis Award for best mystery.
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  “…But we loved with a love that was more than love—


  …With a love that the winged seraphs of heaven


  Coveted her and me.”


  “Annabel Lee”


  by Edgar Allan Poe


  


  THE DARKER PASSIONS: THE PIT AND THE PENDULUM


  Prologue


  I was sick—sick unto death with that long agony; and when they at length they bound me, and I was no longer permitted movement, I felt my senses leaving me. The sentence—the dread sentence—was the last of distinct accentuation which reached my ears. After that, the sound of the inquisitorial voices seemed merged in one dreamy indeterminate hum.


  I glanced at the black-robed judges hovering in the shadows. They appeared thin even to grotesqueness; thin with the intensity of their expression of stern contempt. I heard them fashion the syllables of my name, and shuddered when no full sound followed. My eyes fell upon seven white candles—were they slender angels who would save me? Suddenly a deadly nausea fell over my spirit and I felt every fibre in my frame thrill as if I had touched the wire of a galvanic battery; the angel forms became meaningless spectres, with heads of flame—they would be of no help.


  He who has never swooned is not a person who finds strange places and wildly familiar faces in coals that glow; is not one to ponder over the sensual perfume of an exquisite flower; is not someone whose brain grows bewildered with the meaning of a musical cadence that rouses his passions yet has never before caught his attention.


  I could no longer doubt the doom prepared for me. And despite my delirium, I began to remember, remember how it all began, how it came to this…


  


  Chapter One


  The contents of the cauldron dangle seductively over the flames in the brick fire wall. The intoxicating scent of sweet-smelling herbs and oats, a handful of hay, seven spoons of dark, thick honey. I whip the brew until it stiffens with a fat, smooth branch carved from a nearby oak.


  My cottage is far from the main road leading through the town. Here, I live alone, a female recently of age, and no doubt, subject to gossip. My parents preferred to investigate life in England, where the long reaching tentacles of the Spanish Inquisition could not stroke them. I have always been persuasive, and now am more so. I have become accustomed to my will dominating the will of others, and there was little effort to having them leave me here, a most unusual circumstance. I sprinkle more Devil’s Claw into the cauldron and watch it overwhelm the other ingredients.


  In truth, I could have left with my parents, probably should have, but my work is too important to me. I am still learning The Craft, and it is best to do that in a village where I can tend to my plants and animals with minimal disturbance. I chose this cottage hidden in a dark wood because of its very obscurity; for all intents and purposes, by the world’s standards anyway, it has never existed. Even the Inquisition has not found me, for which I am grateful.


  No doubt there is whispered gossip in the nearby village, for I must on occasion mingle with the populace there. Also no doubt, much of the gossip would be truthful. My ways compared to normal ways would give many pause. But people do not have the luxury of sufficient time for gossip these days. With conspiracy surrounding them, and the sickness from which most will never recover, the villagers occupy themselves with mundane chores, struggling to survive, trying to forget.


  Filipe and Hugo guard the cauldron, their beady eyes aglow, brilliant as sunsets in the firelight. “It is not for you, this time,” I tell them. “The people suffer a terrible fever, and I alone can aid them.”


  I know the rodents do not understand the words, but I sense they suss out my intent, and truly, prattling passes the time as the medicine cooks and then eventually will cool enough that I may deliver it to Senora Gonzales and her precious amante.


  As I wait for the broth to finish cooking, an image comes to mind, the man who has set himself up as a “physician,” who drove the former plant woman from the village and into the arms of the Inquisitors. “It is ridiculous that he refuses to listen to his heart, to submit to nature’s instruction as to the balance, and how it is being tipped to one side here. People should not be dying from this illness. Not when a remedy exists which can help them. But it is their souls which suffer most.”


  Filipe, the more handsome of the two, leaps upon the top shelf where I store my roots and stares down at me. His hair is so long and black that people often mistake him for a cat. That is, until they see his naked tail. At that point, the most unenlightened scream, as if such harsh sounds will endear them to my darling pet. But rats are very clever and more dexterous then cats. And Filipe possesses a somewhat arrogant attitude.


  He snatches a small crystal from my basket of precious stones and carries it down to the table, clutched in one tiny hand. Show me a cat that can do that!


  “Thank you, Filipe,” I say to him, and remove the crystal from his grasp. I hold it over the steaming pot, and close my eyes, thinking thoughts which arouse me, which I know will be healing…in the long term.


  Hugo squeaks, as if he is singing along with my simple prayer. I have high hopes for Senora Gonzales and her lover. If I can sneak the brew to them in time, and if they do not tell others from whence the cure originated, their health should return between the sun rise and set.


  But I must be very careful. The Spanish Inquisitors are everywhere. Rumors abound, in the village, and from other villages not far from here. It is almost as if the walls have ears the way these interrogators proclaim misdemeanors and felonies based on the smallest, most private act. Of course, I suspect they invent many of the so-called crimes against the church in order to insure that the common people cower beneath their despotic rule. When I think this way, I wish I had more power and skill at my beck and call. But it will come, in time. Of that I have no doubt.


  Before I continue with the healing spell, I take a moment for myself. I always wear Catalina’s necklace with the oddly-shaped silver stone nearly buried in rock. Catalina was the first bruja with whom I studied. She was driven out of the village by the physician and into the arms of the inquisitors, who burned her at an auto-da-fé, that most horrific public ritual murder. I wear the necklace to not only remind me of Catalina, and of the power of magic, but also as a warning of what could occur if I am not careful.


  I hold the necklace by the delicate chain. I speak to it as Catalina taught me. “Will I always be so lonely?” I ask it. Filipe and Hugo watch the silver glittering in the candlelight as intently as do I, the three of us mesmerized. “It is not that I do not value your company,” I assure my rodent friends with a wink. “But I am lonely because of my powers. And because of this evil time of repression in which I live. Everyone is afraid of everyone. We cannot travel easily because the roads have been sealed off. Perhaps I should have gone with my parents.”


  I shake my head. “Concentrate,” I order myself. “This is my biggest problem.” I take a deep breath and clear my mind. The pendulum does not move and I am nearly ready to put it back around my neck when it begins to sway gently over the pot. From a rocking motion, it soon begins a circular movement, initially just a lazy languorous swirl, almost as if a soft breeze has blown it, but the shutters of the cottage are closed. Soon the pendulum swings with determination, like the hips of a woman trying to seduce a man. It picks up momentum and I feel the pull between my fingers, along my arms, invading my chest. Soon it spins so fast I can hardly see where the stone ends on each pass before my eyes.


  For a second I feel as if this is a sign, that my life will be circular, around and around, the same territory, revisited. Nothing new. No one to succor me, to inspire me, to fan the flames of my passion until I am consumed in that desirable fire. The rats stare mutely at me. “Perhaps I shall be a victim of the Inquisition…”


  The pendulum has confused me. I wonder if my quest is in fact too banal for its liking, not of a high-enough level to inspire a response. It spins in one direction, then pauses and begins spinning the opposite way. The direction is significant, and yet this counter-clockwise motion is not necessarily negative. On the other hand, the former clockwise motion cannot be wholly positive… My head begins to ache from questioning. How I wish I knew more! I must find someone to ask, for I have many questions.


  Even should I encounter one of The Craft, there is no guarantee that they would share their wisdom. And, of course, I might not understand, for much of The Craft is obscure and takes considerable pondering…


  An image forms as I stare at the pendulum. A pit, like a black womb, hollowed into the earth. Emanating from it are sounds and smells that become more vivid as I concentrate. I see flesh of various colors, bodies of different sizes and shapes, yet all appear moist, writhing, twisting, undulating. The sounds reaching my ears are moans and cries of ecstasy. Heat rises through my body and I lose my concentration. The image begins to evaporate.


  “Is there really such a place as the Pit of Delights?” I cry out, not certain that the image which is quickly fading is real or simply my deepest desires manifesting in a hallucination.


  Among those involved with The Craft, The Pit of Delights has been a shared fantasy, a tale told by moonlight, passed down through generations. A place of endless sexual fulfillment. A environ where all erotic appetites are stirred, and copulation involves more than body parts. Legend has it that an underground society of those who enjoy sensual play exists. They are given to extreme pleasures, and pains that lead to more intense pleasure. They use what many would view as implements of torture, and are prone to flogging one another and binding with ropes and chains, and indulging in even wilder pursuits, too odd to imagine. The thoughts of this place revive the vision before me. My nipples tighten and tingle with expectation, and my cunt grows hot and wet.


  I hear cries. The snap of leather against flesh. Fear courses through me, but instinctively I know this is no inquisitor’s palace of torture, but another type of torture, distinct, leading to erotic heights! My cunt spasms and seeps juices. Moisture bursts from the pores of my skin and the heat from the cauldron intensifies. I see the pit clearly now, and the sight of the bodies with their hardened nipples and exposed clitorises and hard cocks stirs me further.


  The pendulum circles faster, the arch widening. It pauses and swings back the other way, then back again, changing direction at a furious pace now. I watch the silver twinkle like a star, like the eye of a lover, like the flash of a chain, and I am fascinated.


  Would it not be grand if it were true? A place of endless delights. Who would not dream of it?


  The thick soup bubbles and I sing softly to it, fearful that if my voice is too loud, I too, might be hauled off and tortured by the murderers who no nothing of love, only of violence.


  The vision continues. By the light of my thirteen candles, both black and white, and one red, I see in the silver an image and begin to shiver with anticipation and fear. A form appears in the center of the glinting metal. A face, indistinct. Severe. Punishing, yet with promise in the glittering eyes, a promise of a fulfillment I cannot even identify.


  I want to turn away, break the contact. My heart pounds. My cunt burns and throbs with desire. I long to be penetrated. Yet in this land, fear of crying out pleasure prohibits me from touching myself. Catalina’s death is too fresh in my mind.


  But the figure pierces me with eyes like knives, cold enough to burn. Those eyes stake me with the assurance that, like an insect pinned to a board, there is no escape. I tremble with terror and desire. I find myself removing my dress as if obeying a silent command. I let the flax slide to the earthen floor. My hungry pores open more to the heat. My throbbing nipples turn in the direction of this metallic being, poised, an offering.


  As I watch, the glinting force seems to move out of the silver in wisps, like silver smoke. I feel the smoke reach my nipples in two waves. The smoke brushes my tits, first gently, then sharply, like a knife cutting, and I look down to see if I am bleeding. Both movements cause me to shudder and gasp. Again, as if complying with a demand, automatically, I reach for the rag knotted around my hair and yank it off. My red-gold hair cascades to my shoulders. I use the fabric for a different purpose, and tie it around my mouth, knotted at the back of my head. Then I hang the necklace above the cauldron, on the crossbar which holds the pot’s handle, letting it spin wildly. I am dizzy from watching it, dizzy from the sensations soaring through me as these metal fingers find my sensitive spots and torment me.


  The wisps circle my nipples, each from the opposite direction, stroking, pinching, tweaking, and cutting without piercing the skin. I clasp my hands behind my neck, elbows out, and stand with parted legs.


  Cool strands braid together and undulate toward my cunt. They enter me like a phallus, staking me, lifting me to my toes, forcing me to gasp. I feel filled with hotness, like dry ice, yet sense I am forbidden to move, to speak, so I remain still, waiting.


  I shiver as further wisps crawl up my legs. I feel them twisting together at the crack in my behind, then snake down to my anus and enter the puckered hole. My rectum has never been penetrated, and I find myself quaking uncontrollably in terror. My response does not cause this entity to hesitate. In seconds I am penetrated deep. I cry and scream into the rag jammed into my mouth, grateful that I may freely express my reaction without fear of drawing unwanted attention.


  I am connected by icy-hotness, my nipples, my cunt hole, my asshole. Each strand of silver smoke works my body, thrusting, twisting, rubbing the flesh until I can do nothing but tremble and moan into my gag. The heat is intense, threatening to incinerate me, yet I welcome this cold burning, for it sears away my loneliness and brings with it passion that thrusts me out of my misery and toward ecstasy.


  Instinctively, I close my eyes. Again, it is as if the entity in the silver has commanded this. And while its metallic tendrils torment me in the most exquisite manner, I am suddenly surrounded by cries of pain and pleasure from The Pit of Delights.


  I feel what they must feel: harsh strands smack my bottom, my thighs, my back. This agony merely intensifies what I already experience, and I tremble so out of control I am in danger of catapulting into the cauldron. The whipping continues, accelerating my pain and pleasure, and in my mind I beg this harsh Master or Mistress to permit me release. Even before the answer washes over me, I know it is “No!”


  I concentrate hard, for it is difficult to not give myself over wholly to this experience, yet permission has not been granted, and more than anything, I wish to please this being who pleases me. I long so much for the moment of absolute connection. And then I begin to fall, as the orgasmic moment presses in on me and I can no longer escape or contain it.


  Suddenly I am chilled to the bone. The tendrils tormenting my nipples, fucking my cunt and my ass, whipping my behind and my back, vanish. I scream with this horrible agony of abandonment. My body trembles as if the earth beneath my feet is quaking. I am frozen, unfulfilled, my body yanked back from the edge of ecstasy and left hanging and hungry.


  I fall to my knees, burst into tears then sob relentlessly.


  My eyes have snapped open. Through the streaks of tears I see that the pendulum has stopped. The silver stares at me like an accusing eye; the metallic entity is no longer there. I try to see this Master or Mistress with my third eye, and reach out with my hands, but I am alone. I call silently and then rip the gag from my mouth to call aloud, begging, pleading. Suddenly, a voice like one I have never heard comes to me and says: “You require discipline.”


  I sob in despair. I have failed this being. My powers of control, of concentration are not enough. I feel defeated, forlorn. I beg for forgiveness, but only silence meets me, and I can do nothing but collapse to the ground and sob.


  By the time I come to my senses, it is near dawn. The fire beneath the cauldron has gone out. The beeswax has burned to the holders. The room is utterly dark and cold, and I become aware that I am trembling, my limbs stiff and icy. Quickly I dress, and stare at the contents in the pot. There is nothing for it but to toss them into the yard and begin again. I know that my own weakness has kept the mixture from succeeding. This fills me with even more defeat. But I also know that I must continue. My work is what sustains me in the face of my existential aloneness. And truly, the people need me. I must not succumb to my own despair.


  Filipe and Hugo are asleep, for their nocturnal eyes cannot take even this minimal daylight which peeks through the cracks in the shutters.


  I need the silver being to bless my medicine. I need him or her or it to fill me with more power. To fill me with ecstatic voluptuousness. To connect me to the universe. And it is my own weakness which prohibits this.


  My hands run along my body, over my swollen nipples. There are small cuts across them, as if a sharp blade had severed the outer layers of skin, but not deep enough to draw blood. I feel my behind; there are welts across my hot bottom. Energy surges to the surface of my flesh. Silently, with the profound weight of submission, I offer myself to this mystic Master or Mistress, to do with as he or she pleases, if it so please this being. My nipples are like pebbles, and I pinch them hard, making them more erect. I cup my breasts, feeling the smooth flesh against my fingers. A sensation so familiar to me yet so new each time.


  I pretend my hands are that of the Master or Mistress, and some of the passion returns. I knead then roll my nipples, and thrust out my behind, yet a sinking feeling tells me that pleasure at my own hands, which was once so fulfilling, will now be otherwise. Still, I cannot resist the call of the flesh.


  I think of the men I have had. And the women. My hand strays up under my skirt, between my legs, remembering their cocks, their tongues. Some long, others short ones, wide as a tree trunk, slender as a sapling. All those cocks and tongues have brought me joy, for there is no greater power as when the flesh sings together in a beauteous harmony. From the creation of time until now, the eternal dance.


  I reach to the table for a taper and slowly push it inside me. Instantly I am aware that it is not cold-hot, like the tendrils of smoke, but simply cold and inhumanly hard. Still, I am past the point of resistance, and I use this wax phallus to fuck myself until my cunt contracts around it and a wave of pleasure washes over me.


  The orgasm was exquisite. But instantly I am crying, sobbing out my loneliness, for I can no longer masturbate. It has been this way for some time now, each session leaving me more and more alone, longing for the touch of another, the touch of one from a different realm, who can raise me to heights and lower me to depths I see only in my dreams and nightmares. The tears cannot wash away my sadness. All I can do is again beg the entity to return to me, and the next time, I swear, I will do better.


  I hear nothing but the birds outside my window. And then the din begins, the sounds drifting up from the valley below, where the village is situated. One does not need to be a witch to know what is occurring.


  I hurry out the door and look down the precipice, through the budding trees. A great swarm of people, the entire village it seems, has congregated below, washed in the glow of sunrise. They laugh and cry and scream with maniacal intensity. A few hold banners symbolizing the colors of the Inquisition. Some carry sticks and stones, even vegetables, as they prepare for the upcoming sport. Their faces are hidden by cruel masks, but I recognize them: the skinny butcher, the cobbler and his dull wife, the old woman who eats cats, who is half insane…


  Their voices boom loud as they chant the glories of a god who likely will have nothing to do with such violence. Flashing in the morning light is silver. But this is not the color of my mystical lover, but the shiny armor of the soldiers who uphold the wrongful law, and the adornment on their horses. It is a cruel and vicious portrait I see.


  With a heavy heart, I know I too must step into the fray. All must be present and accounted for or someone will surely notice. I would be handed over for 30 pieces of silver. Those not present at an auto-da-fé will be present at the next one…as the guest of honor!


  


  Chapter Two


  My shaky legs reluctantly carry me along the dusty road that leads to the village. There are cottages en route road and their number increases. Soon I see the los iglesea with the ornate cross, and the bell in the tower, and before it the square. As I near the church, I am pushed and pummeled by the crowd, so much so that there is no need to exert any energy to move forward. Over the last few months, this area has become an arena. High stone walls were built on three sides of the square, with wooden slats for the wealthier citizens to watch the events in comfort. The peasants, crowded on ground level, barely able to see, jostle one another for a good vantage point.


  In the centre of the arena, before the church, stands a scaffold comprised of wood and ropes and stones. People thought to be in league with Satan are burned at the stake here, but occasionally there is hanging.


  The air is thick with the sweat of those surrounding me. A chant has begun. They are calling for blood, calling for divine retribution. No worthy deity would tolerate the injustices we have witnessed. I used to believe that my neighbors felt the same way. Now, glancing around at the wild eyes and clenched fists pounding the air, I realize that they have all been changed. The dictatorship of the Inquisition has turned peaceful villagers into a turbulent mass of hatred. They see not that the lovely woman being brought forth from the makeshift prison was once one of their own, the daughter of the blacksmith, the wife of the candlemaker. They see only the blood sport to come. They close their hearts against the fact that many of them knew this woman from the moment that she was born. They saw her christened, confirmed, married. They saw her give birth to children of her own. And now they will see her die.


  Everyone in this square has tasted her the lovely hot buns. None seem to recall how she labored for days to give birth to the village’s first set of twins. Perhaps giving the twins life was her crime?


  With a heavy heart, I raise my eyes to glimpse the horror in the young woman’s eyes as she is held down and throttled into unconsciousness. It is easy to spot her family. The crying babies, no doubt hungry for her milk. Her husband, tears streaming down his cheeks as he wonders how to save her.


  Now I notice that a few in the crowd watch in silence, afraid to call out for fear they will be next, yet I can see in their eyes that they hope for a last minute reprieve. A savior to stop the sordid brutality that will leave this woman burnt to a crisp. But as always, there is to be no salvation for this sweet girl.


  When this initial violence is complete, a large soldier stands triumphantly over her. He pokes at her body with a long sharp pole. He and another laugh and call upon the audience to taunt her. She is the devil’s work, they say. For only a witch would give birth to identical babies. The babies are a product of fornicating with evil.


  The soldier hauls the blood-soaked body over his shoulder and carries it to the fires. She is now a giant hunk of meat, tossed into the flames to be consumed—they do not even bother to tie her to the stake. The crowd cheers and jeers, their fear fueling the sickening acceptance of this horrible and unnecessary event.


  I finger my necklace, praying to any divinity anywhere that there will soon be an end to all of this suffering, that the Inquisition will be forced out of our village, out of all of the villages, and that people can live once more without fear.


  A child, one of the dead woman’s twins, breaks free of his father’s grasp and races towards the fire. The candlemaker hurries to catch the boy. I cannot watch what will happen to these grief stricken survivors.


  I turn my eyes from the spectacle and scan the crowd, trying to find a set of eyes that reflects the pain that I feel. They all feel the pain, the fear, the unreal sensation that public executions stir in human beings, whether they want to admit it or not. None will meet my eyes
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