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Prologue: 1693

There would be trouble this night.

In the last hour before dawn, Granny Brind arose. Master Peter Brind was awake, and saw her tall figure steal from the house, heading for the woods to the north and at the edge of Province. Quiet as a cat, Peter slipped from bed and followed her, keeping a safe distance. His grandmother seemed to know where she was going; she was stern, and if she caught him she would reprimand him. Her reprimands could be harsh.

Peter followed her by the dripping moonlight that filtered through the overhanging branches as she proceeded for a half mile and then abruptly turned off the path. There was a chill in the air; though this was late April, at this deep time of night it felt as if February were still with them. Pulling his light gray coat about him, he found where she had turned off and followed.

The path that was there, barely, led down a soft slope and then opened abruptly into a small clearing. Peter had to draw himself back, since he stepped into it so suddenly.

This clearing seemed magically lit, as by fairy light. Granny had told him of fairies, and of the other creatures which she said inhabited the woods around Province and which had been more prominent in the times before it had been settled by the Puritans. The Brinds had been there even before the Puritans; had been on one of the first exploration ships over from the Old World. They were persecuted by the Puritans, who quickly outnumbered them almost from the beginning, and Granny spoke angrily of these “religious hypocrites. They want our land,” she told Peter’s father, a quiet, peaceable man named Robert, “they want our land and will stop at nothing until they get it. They’re not the Christians they say they are.” Neither were the Brinds Christian, but what Granny called “more Christian than these others. We’re a mixture of things from all religions. Things that work.” She was proud of their independence.

The fairies, she said, had been there when she was a little girl just over to the New World. They had been easier to spot then. Sometimes they could be talked to. They knew things, how to live. The woods were their joy. When the Puritans came, they all but disappeared.

Master Peter peeked around his tree and saw that Granny Brind had stopped in the center of the clearing. It was a shallow depression of earth, roughly circular in shape, and filled with the most beautiful flowers Peter had ever seen. They were of every color and kind, and so closely bunched together that he would be afraid of stepping into the glade for fear he would crush them.

Granny was standing deathly still, her head thrown back. Her head was silver with moonlight; it seemed as though actual beams were passing down from the purple sky to radiate about her hair and face. She raised her hands slowly, and then turned slowly round, lowering her hands to her side. She was still for a few moments and then, reaching into her tunic, she withdrew what looked to be a flat stone or coin. In a voice so low that Peter could not hear what she was saying, she began to recite, holding the round object out before her.

She completed her litany, but just as she did so her head cocked up; Peter thought she had heard him, but she was looking back beyond him. Now Peter heard it, too—a loud crashing through the forest and loud voices; and as he turned he made out a bobbing line of lit torches. He now heard distinctly the voice of Magistrate Corman above the others. His steeple-crowned hat became visible through the trees.

“I’ll warrant our good witch Granny is in this glade; she hath been seen here on occasion by Mistress Worthingtown and Mistress Wade.”

Panicking, Peter looked back. But Granny Brind had not made a move to hide. He was going to call out to her, but at that moment the torches crashed through just to his right and he had to bend back around the bole of his tree to avoid being detected. Peering out a few moments later, he saw his grandmother confronted by the five town magistrates aided by the town beadle and a few townspeople.

“Granny Brind?” Magistrate Corman intoned deeply.

“You know me, Magistrate,” answered his grandmother in an even, strong voice.

“I do,” Magistrate Corman answered haughtily, “though I wish I might say I did not. I see no reason for coyness. Granny Brind, ye have been accused by certain … townspeople and goodwives of consorting with the devil Satan—”

“You would know about that yourself, Magistrate,” Granny Brind cut him off. “Was it not you seen consorting with Goodwife Wade this past Sunday after service, behind the very pulpit from which ye gave your sermon?”

Magistrate Corman turned red, letting it pass for rage. “I will not,” he began, having to stop to catch his breath. “These abominable lies alone are enough to prove your evil. Such foul lies—”

“Such truth,” Granny said evenly, smiling slightly.

“Damnable lies!”

Granny said nothing, only continuing to stare straight at the magistrate.

There was an uncomfortable silence, during which Magistrate Corman fought to regain his composure.

“We are here for a purpose, Granny Brind,” he finally managed to get out.

“So I would imagine. And is this, then, to be my garden of Gethsemane?”

Once again the official fought for control.

“Ye have been accused of witchery,” another of the magistrates, Breker, said. Granny Brind turned to him.

“Are there things ye would like to know about yourself, sir?”

Breker, too, turned red with anger and embarrassment.

“Ye stand accused of witchcraft,” Magistrate Corman said, “and how do ye answer these charges?”

“I stand in awe of them, good Magistrate Corman. I have been accused of witchcraft for one reason. That is because you good magistrates, and you other good masters and mistresses and goodfellows and goodwives of Province in the colony of Massachusetts, have decided amongst yourselves that the family Brind has too much land; and I submit that you have decided that the good people of Province, Puritans all, would be better served by having this land for Puritan use and in Puritan hands, and have so conceived a plan to drive the Brinds from that which is by God rightfully theirs in the eyes of the good colony of Massachusetts under our good King, and to take it for yourselves. And since you are the law, ye may do this. And so you have named me witch.”

“Granny Brind—” Magistrate Corman began, his face once more beginning to flush crimson.

“If ye call me witch, have I performed witchly tasks? I suppose you, Goodwife Wade, have seen me riding the broomstick across the bright face of the full moon? Perhaps I have been spied eating the innards of freshly killed wood beasts? Perhaps I have performed the foul Black Mass, chanting my prayers to the antichrist? Have I danced with demons? Mated with them also? Have I been agent to any of these things, good Magistrate Corman?” She was nearly shouting.

“Well …” Corman began, beginning to bluster.

“As I thought. Mute in the face of truth. And yet,” Granny said, her voice rising as she turned an accusing tongue on them all, “and yet there are things of which ye know nothing. There is one older than me and all of you, older than the good colony of Massachusetts, but one who knows nothing of your foul Satan. Or your Christ. And powers he does have, over things ye have no power over. Things in the good forest and in the earth, and fouler tamed things when needs be—”

“Witch!” shouted one of the townspeople from the back of the group, and the chorus was picked up by a few of the others.

“Witch?” Granny Brind shrilled. “Because I walk in the fairy wood and worship things older than you?”

“Witch! Burn her!” The chorus was louder now.

“So be it!” Granny screamed, suddenly quieting them all. “‘Tis witch you call me, though you have no proof save your own foul imaginations and hearsay, and the over-strong lust to drive me and mine from our land. If witch you want, witch I’ll be. I’ll give you something to call me witch for, since burn me you will anyway.”

As Peter watched from his place of safety, she gave a loud howl, something of a wailing call that sounded like an animal cry, and at that moment the ground beneath all who stood in the flowered glade trembled violently. With shouts of surprise they moved back to the edge of the clearing. Two of the magistrates held Granny Brind, who was laughing.

“Call me witch, then.”

The clearing was heaving now, the beautiful flowers churned under by the spasms as soil from underneath was thrown up. The entire surface of the clearing seemed to subside as the soil on top collapsed, making a pit of it. And in the pit something moved.

No one came forward to see what it was, but then Magistrate Corman, aware of all the eyes upon him, stepped toward the slowly churning mass of earth.

“Jesus preserve thy sinners,” he said, stepping quickly back.

Something reared up from the pit now, something ugly and white. With a sickening sound it fell back down, only to be followed by another of the same appearance, and then another. At that moment the new morning sun crested over the edge of the trees, and the brown light added to that of their weak torches gave them a clear vision of what was in the pit: the pale ridged bodies of a half-dozen foot-long, roiling worms.

Above, the sky was turning a faint, hazy purple.

“This is Satan’s work!” Magistrate Corman roared. Another worm was twisting up from the ground, and another quickly behind it. “It be best that we summon some more townsfolk, and deal with this pestilence before it deals with us.” He looked at Granny Brind, who only stared back at him proudly. “You’ll burn alive for this, woman,” he said.

“Would not I have anyway, Magistrate?” she said in a low voice.

“God help your soul.”

“And yours, Magistrate.”

The townspeople quickly set to work putting up a barrier around the pit. The creatures were sluggish and seemed confused by the daylight they found themselves in.

“Shall we burn them, good Magistrate Corman?” one of the men asked.

“No,” he answered, gravely. “I have been thinking on this. They must be dealt with carefully. If burned, they will only prosper, for it is from the red heat of hell that they come. I warrant that they must be handled in a manner suitable to their foul calling upon this earth. Summon the ironsmiths to construct a box, that we may bury them in the earth from which they came, and yet imprison them for all eternity.”

“Can we not kill them?” another townsman said.

For a moment fear crossed the magistrate’s face. “I think not. They come from hell and are already dead. Doing battle with them would only serve Satan’s purpose. But in this other way do we foil the foul Tempter’s mission on Earth.”

In short time messengers were sent and the metal smiths of Province set to work. The day wore on to early morning, and as it became lighter, the worms gained in energy, moving around in their pen restlessly and balancing on their hind ends, seeming to look around them.

“It is clear, Magistrate,” the town beadle said, an edge to his normally calm, gray voice, “that they will soon be able to break their fence.”

“Tell the ironsmiths to hurry.”

By noon the box was completed, a metal crate six feet on a side and tightly sealed. The worms were making sounds now, low mewlings, as they wandered restlessly around in their confined space.

With the skill of shepherds the townsmen were able to move the creatures into the opening of the metal box, which they had placed at one end of the crude fence and then opened. When all the worms were inside, of which Peter counted twelve, the box was closed and sealed. The pit was dug deeper.

Above, they saw, the purple mist that had been forming was gone.

“So will your beasts from hell reside for all time,” Magistrate Corman said to Granny Brind, who glowered at him but said nothing. “And so this very day will you die for your deed.” The last vestiges of the flowers that had graced this spot were now gone as the townsmen widened the pit to receive the metal box. What had once been a garden had turned into a grave site. “From this time onward,” the magistrate said, “no man or goodwife of Province shall tread this spot except under threat of censure. This is Satan’s abode, and here do we bury his spawn.” The box was lowered into the huge pit, and the townsmen then set about packing the remaining earth tightly around it. “Come, Granny Brind, we have things to do.”

As she passed the spot where Master Peter stood, she made a turn of her head and smiled, letting him know that she knew he was there. Feigning a cough, she reached into her tunic and produced an object that she surreptitiously dropped to the ground. The town beadle, holding her firmly, led her past and in a matter of moments the quiet of the woods had returned.

Peter stood silent for a few seconds more, frightened to move, and then stepped from his hiding place. Bending to retrieve what Granny Brind had dropped, he stood suddenly with it in his hand to see one of the magistrates standing before him.

“‘Tis Master Brind, is it not? I thought I spied you as we passed by. No doubt ye were helping Granny Brind with her witchly ritual?”

As the man reached out to grasp him, Peter ducked to his left, slipping from the magistrate’s fingers and running off into the forest. The magistrate followed, but Peter soon lost him in the dense underbrush. He didn’t stop running until he was well away from the clearing, and even then he took a roundabout route.

He returned home to find all in chaos. There was a wagon being loaded, and his mother was moving around frantically, trying to gather whatever could be taken. His father was tethering what horses and farm animals could be moved.

“Peter!” his mother cried, smothering him to her breast. “Mercy on us, we thought you had been found. We’ve been told that Granny Brind is to be tried for witchcraft this day, and that all of us are to be tried as well.”

“Must we go?” Peter asked, for the first time beginning to realize the true import of what was happening. “Can they really drive us away?”

His mother looked at him silently and then said, “Yes.” The tone of her voice, the fear that was there behind that single word, did more to frighten Peter than all he had seen or heard up to that point.

His father came in. “Magistrate Corman and the other town magistrates are coming up the lane,” he said. “And there are other townspeople in the woods around us.”

“God’s mercy on us,” Goodwife Brind said.

“There’s nowhere to run to, Sarah.” There was desperation in Peter’s father’s voice.

His mother turned to Peter. “You must run away. You must run far and not look back. Do what you must, but you will have to leave the colony of Massachusetts.”

“Mother—”

“You must, Peter; there is no other way. Perhaps someday you, or your own family, can return—”

There was a fierce knocking on the door.

“Out with you, Peter,” she said, pushing him to the back door. “Through the woods and away.”

He looked back once to see tears in her eyes, and his father’s haunted face, as the pounding continued on the front door behind them.

He ran as his legs had never carried him before. At one point he thought he had been spotted; but it turned out to be someone shouting
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