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Crow’s Crossing

Elizabeth Holt weathered the storm that was the Andover witch hunt in 1692, using her magic quietly. Like every first-born in the long Holt line, she’d inherited the power of seeing into the future, one she cherished, and foresaw the growing tempest as it spun into a furious force, but her gift of prophecy couldn’t stop the hunt’s deadly tide. Lizzie had to watch as hysteria took over the town, claiming her neighbors, all while avoiding being swept up in the maelstrom. The future of the Holt line depended on it.

Centuries later, Emmeline Holt Parker inherits the house her ancestor Lizzie called home, along with her gift. As the first born of a new generation, she can see not only into the future but into the past, although it’s not often clear enough to prevent mayhem. Once she takes on the restoration of the house, where Lizzie’s spirit lives on, the connection between the two women grows stronger, and history begins to repeat itself. As Emmy unravels the mysteries hidden within the house, she explores the messages left by her ancestors, clues woven into the fabric of the house itself. Shadows lengthen, and the line between past and present blurs. Hysteria has its citizens in its grip again and there’s a warning of danger Emmy can’t quite decipher- until it’s almost too late.

At Crow’s Crossing, both then and now, the past is alive, the future is fragile, and some destinies are meant to intertwine. In a place where magic and memory collide, Emmy and Lizzie must stand together across time to protect what matters most.


Praise for Faith O’Shea and S.F. Campbell

Faith O’Shea is a contemporary women’s literature writer who loves writing about romance, magic, conviction, and loyalty, with strong women and the friendships they build. She has created many series of stories to make us laugh, cry and feel empowered and writes in a voice that speaks to women of all ages. Faith believed there were subjects and life that needed to be written about. ~ Loyce M.

I truly love the Everyday Goddess series. The strong, leading women characters, in this day and age, are inspiring to me and keep me coming back for more! The books are light, fun, extremely relatable and I can't put them down! ~ Kathryn B.

I just finished the Fire and Ice series. It had romance, strong friendships between the women characters and complex stories that were clearly very well researched. Loved all of them and looking forward to the goddess series next! ~ Gail N.

Oh wow! I just finished reading the Magic Bean Café and I must say that I was hooked from the first chapter and loved every page. The characters were full and believable. The child, Willow, had my heart with her wild imagination, gift of laughter, and the way she melted Aisin’s heart and helped him to realize that you can love a child that wasn’t yours. Thank you for gifting me this awesome read. ~ Your newest fan, Carol F. 💕[image: Two Hearts with solid fill]

Magic Bean Café is a fantastic book of compassion for others with realistic characters. Plus a generous millionaire to help fulfill dreams. ~ Belinda

Coming Home to You grabbed me from the start! The storyline was very different from other books and it captured my interest. And of course the dynamics in the Scalera family is always amusing. ☺ I laughed out loud but there were a few parts where my eyes teared up as well. Great story, definitely worth the read! ~ Robin

Good Bones is an illuminating story offering a heartfelt love of old homes and how two antagonists found common ground in the good bones of an old house. Intriguing elements of restoration. Jord and Noah make taking chances on love an exciting ride built on respect and finally trust. ~ Bunny

“I finished At Your Service in just 2 days, it was that addictive. The perfect mix of sweet moments and steamy tension, it kept me hooked from the very first page. If you're looking for a romance that makes your heart flutter and your cheeks flush, this is it!” ~ Courtney
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To My Readers

I’ve been a fan of history for as long as I remember. I chose it as a major in college and always thought that one day I’d write a historical fiction novel, although I had no idea where or when it would take place.

That day has finally come. I found a topic that intrigued me and like they say the rest is history.

It happened the day I found a book about the Andover witch hunt which took place over the course of six months back in 1692. Living in the town, I found it compelling and dug further. For such a small town it has a long and rich history, one I was itching to explore. I ordered some books and maps from North Andover’s Historical Society, drove around town looking for first-period houses, and read every book I could find on the area.

It's how Elizabeth Holt Foster came into being. She’s a woman with an inherited skill she uses for good, in an age when magic is considered sinful and leads to damnation.

I also wanted to show the cyclical nature of history, how it does repeat, the good, the bad, the highs and lows, and the patterns that exist in family lines. Emmaline Holt Parker is an example of the threads that bind generation to generation, be it black hair or intuitive knowingness.

We must never forget that women are magical beings, imbued with the power to create, heal, and nurture. They have a resilience that knows no bounds and the kind of wisdom that needs to be listened to. Otherwise, humanity will never find the peace and harmony we all strive for.

S.F. Campbell aka Faith O’Shea


LIZZIE

September 1690, Andover, Massachusetts

Elizabeth Holt Foster plucked the weeds from her garden, a smile on her face. The scents of basil, and thyme assaulted her, and she breathed in deeply. This year her crops had been bountiful and the days ahead would be consumed with canning and preserving, but tonight she’d be cooking a stew with fresh venison meat, using the root vegetables she’d pick today. It was one of Caleb’s favorites. Each time she plucked a turnip from the ground and placed it in her bucket, she felt the day blossoming before her. It was her quiet time, after her early morning tasks had been completed. The fire was banked, the water hauled from the creek, the bread dough rising, and she’d collected the eggs from the chicken coop to make a hearty breakfast. The only thing left to do was wait for Caleb to get back to skin and butcher the deer he’d gone to hunt.

Her smile broadened as she thought about her husband. The last year and a half had been magical. Being married to Caleb was everything she’d imagined. He was kind and patient, and he spent hours of backbreaking labor before their marriage clearing the woods and building a house for them to live in. And he worked the land like he’d been born to it. Their fields were edged by a stone wall, which marked the boundary between their plot and her father’s, and she gazed over it toward the woods hoping to find him coming home to her.

She sat up, her back tweaking a bit and rubbed her burgeoning belly. Neither of them could wait for his birth, which would come in the next few months. She peeked back at the house, so different from when they’d started it. Caleb began adding to it as soon as spring introduced itself, working nights after long hours out in the fields. He’d raised the roof, and the second floor was almost finished. It would have five rooms, instead of the original three, and he was crafting the furniture that would fill the spaces, long past dark.

Glancing around, first at the house, then the trees swaying in the autumn breeze, she sensed a sudden danger wafting through the air. She closed her eyes, needing to see where it was coming from. The garden suddenly lost its appeal, even with the scents of basil, mint, and thyme teasing her. Her vegetables had thrived this year, and there would be long hours spent pickling, canning, and preserving, for the long winter ahead.

Her smile drooped as unease slithered up her spine.

She stood on shaking ground, frozen in place, sniffing the air like a bloodhound searching for danger.

Nausea hit her like a hammer on an anvil when it came to her.

With trembling hands, she gathered up her skirts and raced through the row of beans. After flinging open the door to the house, she ran in, grabbed the musket and rod, stuffed the bag of gunpowder into her pocket, and bolted through the door, the pounding of her feet against the ground matching the throbbing of her pulse. Instinct and terror drove her through the woods at the edge of their property, the newly fallen leaves crunching beneath her boots. She stumbled over a root, almost losing her balance, but managed to stay upright, her focus on the spot she was running toward.

She pressed on, her black hair escaping the confines of her cap as she ran in and out of the tall conifer and pines, the eerie quiet of the forest making her skin crawl. The absence of bird calls and squirrel chatter spelled trouble.

As she stumbled into a clearing, her stomach twisted. Her husband was wrestling with a bear. There was blood seeping from a head wound, and the skin on his shoulder had been sheared off. She stopped, aimed, and fired at the black animal. Dazed, he sprung back on his hind legs, and roared. With her in his sights, he backed away from the body sprawled on the ground, but the ball had done its damage, and he fell to a heap two feet away from where Caleb lay. After re-loading, she shot once more, this time right between the eyes, then rushed to her husband’s side, and took his head into her lap with shaking hands.

Now that one danger was over, her tears threatened to spill.

She rasped out, “My love.”

Blood gurgled from his mouth, but he managed to choke out, “Your brother…I should have listened...”

That morning, she’d felt the prickles that usually came as a warning and had told him to be careful, and to take someone with him while he hunted. He obviously hadn’t heeded her advice.

A howl rumbled in her chest as she scanned his body. She knew there was nothing she could do for him. No tincture, no poultice, no balm would stitch him back together. The injuries were too severe to be staunched.

He placed his hand over her swelling abdomen, as if sending a message. She’d seen death come before but hadn’t felt the soul’s agony as a loved one passed out of this world and into the next. She anticipated it now, the gaping hole yawning ever wider.

She brushed a lock of his hair off his face, and looked deeply into his eyes, the blue reflecting her own black ones, hoping to convey her abiding love. She was a tall woman, but always felt small beside the strapping man, his shoulders broad, his muscles corded from days out on the farm, felling trees, splitting logs, and plowing the fields. He’d worked the Holt land deeded to them on their marriage with every ounce of strength he had, allowing her to be a true partner in the endeavor. They’d planted in the spring, tended the crops, harvested in the fall, and built and repaired the fences needed to keep the animals safe and tethered to home. He didn’t keep her tied to the house, as other men in the village had done to their wives but valued and respected her mind and her gifts.

A half sob turned to a moan as she felt the kick of the babe within. He’d never know this child who’d been created out of the purest of love.

As tears streaked down her face, she remembered the first time he’d come to call, hat in hand, dressed in his best clothes. He’d talked to her father one day about courting her and her father had given permission only after she’d given hers.

What is your opinion on this, Lizzie?

Thomas Holt had known, as she had, that Caleb would be her husband. She’d sensed it the first time she’d noticed him, mingling outside the meetinghouse with his parents and siblings after the morning Sunday service. He was the second son of a family who lived on the north side of town, a mere two years older than she, with freckles, a thatch of curly brown hair and the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. Her heart had swelled, her skin had tingled, and her eyes had glazed as they did when her sight expanded into the future. She shivered as she remembered the wave of love that had washed over her the day the magistrate officiated their marriage. Through the grace of the Almighty, she hadn’t seen the horror of what was to come a mere two years later.

The ability to see the future was in her blood and bone, passed onto the first-born Holt, from generation to generation. Her father had it, and her grandfather before him, yet it was a gift that required the utmost secrecy. The villagers were a suspicious lot, and for a millennium, the cry of “witchcraft” sprang from the tongues of individuals seeking revenge, or a zealous clergy who themselves had created the notion of Satan and the devil in order to control the masses. The Congregation ate up the fire and brimstone served on a weekly basis, which espoused and then warned about the battle between good and evil that raged in each of them. From what she’d seen, the only demons in the world were fear and ignorance. Instead of calming the waters, the ministers created waves of doubt in each community member’s innate goodness, sowing seeds of distrust. Their goal might have been to protect the citizenry from sinfulness, but cruelty shone brightly through their fervor.

Caleb had known she had some kind of supernatural power. How could he not? He’d seen her make her healing tinctures and offer them before a request was made. He rode with her through the darkest nights to attend a birth only she knew was coming. He’d walk in from the fields to see her sweating over the fire, cooking meals for a funeral only days away. One only she knew to prepare for.

Yet, there’d been no fear, no judgment, only the deepest respect for who she was.

She half-sobbed, “Oh, my love, how will I live without you?”

She’d never find another man like him and at twenty-two years old, the road ahead offered only emptiness.

When his breathing eased, and his eyes fluttered closed, she leaned down to kiss his red-soaked forehead, the scent of his blood strong in her nostrils.

She startled when his eyes opened wide and he grabbed her wrist.

“I love you, Elizabeth Holt Foster.” His slick fingers grasped her hand in a tight grip. He rasped out, “Be careful, my love. Take care of yourself and the babe. And know that I will be watching over you.”

He gagged, took one last breath, the rattle shaking her to the depths of her being. She fell to his chest once he was gone, fisting his jerkin, and began sobbing, her tears falling on deaf ears.

When she heard rapid footfalls coming her way, she looked up to see her father and brother racing towards her. They looked down on the body, the look of shock and sadness palpable. William had turned the palest shade of white and when he looked over at her, his eyes were glossy. “I’m so sorry.”

She cleared her voice when it failed her and finally muttered, “You mustn’t blame yourself, Will. This was no fault of yours.”

Her father took her by the shoulders, raised her up and embraced her.

“I came as soon as I saw…”

He didn’t have to finish the sentence. The vision had come to him, as well, and he’d raced to find them. The seeing was passive in the men, but their daughters were able to nurture and use it. Her father had been the exception and was able to get a glimpse into the future on occasion. He might not have come in time to give aid, but he was here, and she clung to him. Caleb’s shoulders were thick like his were and there was strength there. She often wondered if it was part of the reason she’d fallen so hard for her husband.

“I was too late, Father. I was too late.”

What good was her gift if it couldn’t save the ones most dear to her? All her life she’d been taught to help those in need, and she’d learned the herbal arts, how to create poultices and tinctures that would give relief to those who suffered before they ever knew they needed them.

Her prescience had confused her at first, but her grandfather and father had given her the gift of guidance as best they could, and her great-great grandmother Holt’s journal had been her North star. When Jane Holt had born a son, she wanted whatever female who came after, to have a map to follow, a sense of the gift and how to use it.

Thomas brushed his hand down her head, like he had when she was a child.

“We were too late, as well.”

He was looking over her shoulder and studying the dead animal carcass, and she felt him wince. The black bear was huge, and no one could have survived the mauling.

“He must have smelled the buck Caleb took down and surprised him.” His voice was gruff.

It was fall and with hibernation around the corner, the animal would scrounge for all he could eat before finding a cave to settle in.

“He was always so careful around this time of year.” She heaved out a sob. “Why didn’t he listen to me?”

“I think he forgets from time to time that you have the knowingness.”

She bit her lips. “How could he have forgotten?”

William had crouched down to pay his respect, and she could hear the low murmurings. He ended paying homage with the words, “I’ll take care of her for you, brother-in-law.”

When he rose, he turned, and she noticed that his eyes were glistening.

“If you want, I can move in, take care of things that Caleb would have.”

At eighteen, he was a man, in almost every sense of the word, but she wouldn’t allow him to give up his life for her benefit.

She left the warmth of her father’s arms and went over to hug him. “I thank you, but the babe and I will have to figure it out on our own. You’ll marry one day and have a family of your own.” Her smile wobbled. “But I’ll ask for your help when I need it, I promise.”

She swiped at her face, straightened her skirt, and tugged on her blouse which was covered in her husband’s blood. She’d save her grieving for later. There was too much to do before she allowed herself to fall apart. “We need to get Caleb home, and the buck and bear skinned and butchered. We can start there.”

The bear parts would be handed out to her neighbors. She wouldn’t be able to stomach eating the beast that had taken all away from her.

A murder of crows swarmed overhead, their caws a warning. There was a quiver in her belly, and she covered the soft mound there. When her eyes glazed over, she saw a swell of black clouds consume the sky, forbidding and reckless. This was an omen of other disasters to come. The rippling tide within suggested that there was a wave building. How high it would crest, and where it would crash, she did not yet know.

March 15, 1692

The crows are back, their caws plaintive and threatening.

Human whisperings have started, while full-fledged accusations and trials have begun in Salem.

Outside the wind howls, inside the fire spits and flashes, mirroring what’s going on within.

I am safe for now, but hysteria blooms as the fear bubbles and rises. Pastors who should know better add fuel to the already growing flames of a raging hell. Religion has never wrought good for the masses, but twists and turns the heart so that it blackens with age. Let the judges be judged in time, the accusers be damned for their lies, and their treachery. Young fools who see not the damage they bring to the world, and their elders who censor and repress, will pass from this life, but the specter of persecution and death will live on.

There will be a day, hundreds of years, hence, when others will look back on this time and wonder how it all came to be. The women future- born will be the heirs of those who have been hunted down, slandered, and murdered. The battle to use their voices will still rage on, perhaps in more subtle ways, perhaps not. May they resist the onslaught and raise up those who have been silenced.

Today I begin to write, chronicling the siege against those women facing judgement for their thoughts and actions. Women who only sought to live life on their own terms. Women who are the mid-wives, the healers, the herbalists, and the wise ones. May my journey pave the way, so those who follow have a better understanding of what was wrought, what was taken away and what must be wrested back if we are to live in harmony with nature once again.

From the journal of Elizabeth Holt Foster

March 20, 1692

Lizzie pulled the covers up and tucked them around her, trying to ward off the chill. The fire was embers only at this time of early morning and she needed to get up to bank it back to life. One of the things she missed was awakening in Caleb’s arms, his heat making flickering flames unnecessary. There were so many things she missed, his smile, his patience, and his strength. And willing to admit it to no one, she missed the carnal pleasure of his lovemaking. Having been around animals all her life, she was aware of the physical joining, but she’d never imagined the erotic feelings his touch could evoke, or the magic of becoming one with him.

There had been several men who had tried to woo her since his death. William Chandler, a forty-year-old widow, with four children had approached her, as had John Osgood, a lean man with a scraggly beard and a shock of red hair, who farmed a property several miles away, but she’d denied them the opportunity to do so. No one could compare with her husband, and she’d vowed she would never give herself to another. It might cause problems for her in the future, but as long as she had her father’s protection, she’d be able to avoid the wolves, out for her land.

She took in the darkness. Colors began shifting and changing, as nagging visions came to play. Ingersoll’s tavern. Magistrates. A pointed finger. An older woman. A crowd of bystanders. A husband’s betrayal. They were merely flashes of insight, but she knew what they meant. The witch hunting season had truly begun. It wouldn’t end with Mistress Osborn, Mistress Good or Tituba who’d been arrested last month, questioned, and imprisoned. The snaking vine was creeping upward, coiling around the brick and mortar of the town. With the chill curling around her muscles and sinking into her bones, she threw off the covers and padded barefoot to the fireplace, lifted two logs from the stand and threw them on the grate. The embers leapt up and flickered but it would take a few minutes for them to catch and burn. She rested her shaking hand on the bricks and focused on James’s light breathing, matching her breaths to his. She began to calm; the harmony of their two hearts now beat as one. He was such a good babe. Able to self-soothe when she was working with her herbs, he was quite content with his own company. And his sunny disposition was very much like his father’s. She regretted he’d be an only child. Her siblings were her dearest and closest friends. William, two years younger than she, was tall and broad-shouldered like their father. He was quick with a joke and had a way of making a detested chore almost fun. Hannah, two years younger than her, was a quiet girl, serious and responsible. She’d already caught the attention of Silas Chandler but insisted she wasn’t ready to marry yet. Stubborn to a fault, there was nothing her parents could do to forward the plan, not that they would have. She was young yet and her mother needed her at home. Besides, the marriage partner they chose was up to them. She smiled knowing that Silas was not going to give up and Hannah would eventually give in to everyone’s satisfaction. Dorothy, named after their grandmother, was fourteen, and a lively girl, full of mischief. She was the one who came daily to help out around the house and watch James when she was pre-occupied. She had the heart of a child and could entertain him for hours. Ben, at ten, had been spoiled by them all. The baby of the family, he was well-versed in how to get his way and usually did. Although her father was coming down on him lately, saying it was time for him to earn his keep. He’d be coming over later today to stack the logs she’d split for the fires. The supply was getting low, and winter still had a long way to go before spring sprung. She’d have to hide her precious chocolate supply, or he’d finish it off with only a gentle rebuke.

Now that the heat had begun to spread through the room, she stuffed her feet into her slippers and put on her robe before walking over to the cradle. She gazed down at the sleeping form, her heart near to overflowing. He was a true combination of her and Caleb, his hair a jet-black like hers, his eyes a startling blue like his father, instead of her dark chocolate brown ones. His eyebrows would be thick, his jaw strong and determined, like Holt’s, but his nose was hooked like Foster’s. From what she could see, he’d be big, as well. She sighed knowing he was outgrowing the cradle that his father had crafted so tenderly. She’d have to seek out a carpenter to build a bed big enough to accommodate his growth, yet small enough to fit in the hall. Silas’s brother was becoming a master carpenter, and she’d reach out, find out what the cost would be. She wouldn’t have any choice but to pay it.

She fingered the pink cheek, tucked the quilt around him, and hurried out to put on her boots and shrug into her cloak. She took the lantern and lit it before opening the door hoping the wind wouldn’t douse the fire. After struggling to get to the cows that had taken refuge near the lean-to, she milked them and when she was done, hefted the pail, and sloshed her way back to the house. Next, she got the bucket for water and trekked out back to the well out by the garden for the morning supply. Upon her return, she stepped into the fireplace and poked the embers to life, adding a few more logs to get it hot enough for washing and cooking. There were still a couple of eggs left from yesterday’s raid on the coop so she wouldn’t have to rush back out until later.

She put the skillet over the flames, along with a pot filled with water. Only when it was warm would she attempt to wash and dress for the day.

“Mama.”

“Good morning, my love. I’ll be right there to get you.”

“Ba.” The voice was closer now.

She whipped around to see him standing at the threshold, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. It was the first time he’d escaped his cradle on his own. He was way too young for that, at only thirteen months old, but he’d been walking for a few weeks now and she could barely keep up with him.

She went over and picked him up, cuddling his body against hers. “You’re becoming such a big boy. How did you manage that?”

He stuck his thumb in his mouth and his eyes fluttered closed, proving that he was still her babe, just as Doro came rushing through the door.

“Ooh, it’s cold this morning.” She stomped her feet to get the clinging snow off.

Even though she was bundled up, her sister looked almost blue. They might live on the same patch of ground, but there were acres between them and Doro had a long hike up the path to get here.

She reached out an arm and Doro quickly tucked herself against her for a warming hug.

“Go sit by the fire. It should be warm by now.”

She did as instructed, taking James with her, and sat on the stool, shivering before the open flames.

Lizzie ladled water into another pot, added the oats for porridge along with a dash of salt and stirred.

Doro was licking her lips as she waited for the meal to be ready. “What do you have planned for this day?”

Lizzie was about to add butter to both cast iron pan and porridge but found little left at the bottom of the tub.

“It would seem I just added churning butter to the list.”

Doro shrugged. “I can do that while I watch James.”

She gave her a wan smile. “Thank you. That would be extremely helpful. I need to drop off some tinctures of fennel and catnip for Charity’s son. He’s been up with colic the last few nights and I promised her some relief.”

Charity Holt was married to her cousin Moses. They lived on another parcel of Holt land less than a mile away. Although her great-great grandparents had settled in Ipswich upon arriving from England, one of their sons had relocated to Cochichwick, later named Andover. The original parcel of land held by George and Ann Holt, had included over four hundred acres. It had taken years of back-breaking labor to clear the woods, build homes, and farm the land but Holt’s never shied away from arduous work. Today, among all the descendants, they had five hundred acres of fertile land, set on a hill with verdant pastures and meadows that fed all their animals during the summer months. Some of them owned sheep, some cows, others goats and they bartered for whatever they needed. Charity was an excellent weaver who owned a loom. She made most of James’s clothes and some for her, so when they needed herbal solutions for what ailed, she was always quick to offer her assistance.

“I’d also like to ride out to check on Ann. I haven’t seen her in a few months and want to make sure she is warm and well-fed.”

“That’s Caleb’s aunt, right?”

“Yes. I made a promise that if anything ever happened to him, I’d check in on her. She’s become feeble and if I don’t do it today, I don’t know when I’ll get to it.”

She picked up her pocket and tied it to her apron before going back to the fireplace. “I’d also like to go to the Chandler’s Mercantile and talk to Silas and his brother, Ephraim. The cradle is getting too small for James, and I’d like to see a bed made.” While there, she could see if they had any sugar to spare.

“Did you hear, their sister’s getting married.”

“No. There were no bans read.”

“They’ll be reading them this Sabbath.”

As she cracked the eggs into the sizzling pan, she chuckled. “Silas visit Hannah yesterday?”

“He did. He brought the cloth that Mother ordered.” She laughed. “Any excuse will do to bring him to our door.”

That branch of the Chandler family were merchants and sold a wide variety of wares. They were doing quite well for themselves and Silas’s future looked promising, something her father would be looking for in a son-in-law.

“For as much as Hannah complains about his constant presence, she’d be devastated if he stopped dropping by.”

“I fear you’re right. No matter what she says, she set her sights on him when she was younger than me.”

Lizzie laughed again at the face her sister made. “She did, didn’t she? It does seem to be the woman who decides these things.”

“And all a man can do is follow along, no matter how long it takes.”

It hadn’t taken long for her. Once she’d decided on Caleb, she’d moved ahead with the wedding plans as soon as he started calling on her. She’d known she was getting married young, could see that in her future but didn’t know who she’d be sworn to until she walked into the meetinghouse one summer day, and he’d smiled at her. His family had been part of the congregation as far back as she could remember, but there’d been no prior interaction. The glint in his eye hit her like a gust of wind, taking her breath away. She was glad she’d rushed the marriage, or else she wouldn’t have had the time she’d had with him. James would always be a reminder of the love they’d shared.

The spit of the bubbling porridge hit her on the cheek, bringing her back from that memory. She lifted it off the hook with her potholder and filled several bowls full of the mush, adding fresh blueberries before handing them out.

“Would you like some eggs?”

“Yes, please.”

She flipped them onto the trencher and set it on the table, then lifted James onto her lap to feed him. His voracious appetite made it necessary to add the porridge to his first nursing. As he sucked at her breast, she shared a bit of gossip with her sister who was spooning the porridge with a piece of hardtack she’d made yesterday.

Lizzie raised an eyebrow. “Rebecca Johnson came by around dinner time last night. She asked if I was looking for help around the house. She wants to place her daughter in someone’s home.”

Doro shook her head. “You don’t want to take her on. She’s willful and I’m not sure even you could tame her.”

“I know. There’s word around town that she’s been causing trouble for her parents. Sneaks out at night, and she’s already been fined once for walking the green on the Sabbath.” There was a restlessness afoot with the younger girls that came from a strict Puritan upbringing. The authority of the church was central to their beliefs and the tenets rigid, and in her opinion, deceptive. The power of love was secondary to the fear of damnation. Reverend Dane had been different, but he’d stepped aside, leaving another man of the cloth in is stead.

Doro leaned forward, her eyes bright. “And you don’t need help, right? You have me.”

She gave her a reassuring smile. “I know that, too. And I couldn’t find anyone better suited to watch James.”

She trusted her sister completely with her son’s welfare. Doro had taken on the role of second mother and loved him as if he were her own. When Hannah chose to marry, Doro would have to remain at home to help her mother, but that was a way off and she’d worry about finding a servant when the time came.

She shifted James to her other nipple and began to eat herself.

When he was satisfied, she put him on the floor to explore and cleared the bowls and cider mugs from the table. Placing them in a basin of boiled water, she added another few cups in and headed for the parlor.

“I’m going to wash up and dress. Don’t let him get into too much trouble.’

“I won’t.”

Once she’d shed her nightgown, washed, and had put on a clean blouse, skirt, apron, hose, and boots, she gathered her things in her satchel and stepped out into the chilly morn before turning back.

Doro was there holding out her cap, and she snagged it on. It didn’t matter that her long hair was pinned up and would be hidden under her cloak. Women had to have their head always covered when out in public or they’d be fined, or worse. It was only in winter that she didn’t mind so much, not that it kept her head warm, but it covered her ears and that was something.

She rode through the snowy woods, listening intently for the wolves that roamed the area, but all she heard was the light-footed deer that abounded. She held her rifle tightly, just in case. She took it everywhere with her, never knowing what she could face alone on the trail. The gentle motion as Midnight’s hooves crunched on the icy ground relaxed her, as did the voices she heard in the distance. The dirt road that cut through town was close. Here there was less likelihood of danger, at least the four-legged kind. She waved to Abigail Osgood who was hanging wash in the winter chill and Samuel Preston who was chopping wood. They owned smaller lots than her family, but even though the fields were now fallow they had more than enough to plant and harvest what they needed to live.

As soon as she passed the Guntherson’s she saw the roof of Ann’s house. It was worn down, and in need of repair, the kind Caleb used to provide. Without him around, there was no one who seemed to care. Her son lived nearby, but he had enough to do, taking care of the farmlands. The pond glistened in the distance, and she remembered the times Caleb had taken her swimming in the warm summer waters.

Ann and her husband Andrew had been one of the first families to move from their original homestead in the north, to the south end of town. Her husband had died seven years ago, leaving her bereft and since then the woman had seen her share of sorrow. A tribe of New Hampshire natives had brutally attacked her grandson Simon and although he recovered, he was never quite the same. Two years prior to that, her daughter, Hannah, pregnant at the time, was killed by her husband. He’d been condemned to hang for the murder and when he was counseled by Pastor Barnard on the gallows, he accused Ann of being at fault for Hannah’s death, rather than his own drunkenness. It was an implication she was sure Barnard would never forget. It didn’t take foresight to know Ann was among the most vulnerable, a victim of adversity. The future never boded well for a woman like that.

When she arrived, she was surprised when Mary Lacey, Ann’s daughter, came out to greet her. The Lacey’s had a homestead on the north side of town, and it was a couple of hours’ walk away.

“Good day to you Lizzie. What brings you out here in the cold?”

“I wanted to check in on your mother, is all. I didn’t realize you’d be here.”

“I wanted to do the same and yesterday, with the sun out, I felt it a good day for travel. I’ll be staying a few days before returning home. Please come in. You’ve got to be freezing. I’ve got some cider simmering to warm you.”

“Thanks, Mary. I could use some.”

She tied the horse to the clothes pole and patted his muzzle. “I won’t be long.”

“You don’t have any of your elderflower tea, do you?”

“I do. Let me bring it in with me.”

It was one of her tinctures that was sought after throughout the harsh winters, and she always carried some with her in case there was a need.

She handed over the pouch as she crossed the threshold. The air was cool, the fire not spreading its warmth like at her house. Ann was sitting on a chair by the fireplace, and the tired smile brightened her face. She bent down to kiss the papery cheek and Ann’s gnarled fingers grasped at hers.

“God bless you for visiting an old woman. It’s good to see you.”

Mary, potholder in hand, lifted the mulled cider and poured it into three mugs.

“Please, take off your cloak, and sit.”

When she was seated, she asked, “How’s Mary Jr.?”

She’d run away for a few days, a couple of years after her Aunt Hannah was murdered. At sixteen she couldn’t understand why it happened. Then her uncle, Simon, was injured, sustaining nine bullet wounds in and Indian skirmish and although he survived, he was hampered by pain. The whole family had been stricken with heartbreak after heartbreak.

Mary took a sip of her cider. “She’s better although I’m not sure she’ll ever get over it. She’s got such a vivid imagination…she’s mentioned witchcraft….as a reason for our…misfortunes. It worries me.”

Ann waved her hand as if to swipe that thought away. “Foolishness. God giveth and God taketh away as he sees fit.” She lifted her eyes in supplication. “Only through and in him will I be sustained in my joys and miseries.”

Lizzie broke the following silence after Ann recited part of the devotion. “Is there anything you need?”

She received a grim smile. “Death, perhaps. I’m feeling my age with every breath.”

Mary jumped up from her seat and knelt beside her. “Mother, don’t speak like that.”

“It is lonely here with only my thoughts to occupy my time. Too many thoughts…”

Lizzie knew it was only a matter of time before she succumbed to life everlasting, but she said nothing. She wanted to spirit her away, find her another place to live but she could do neither. Mary had asked her to go live with her and her husband, but Ann had declined.

I have spent my whole married life here and I won’t leave it until I am ready to join your father.

Knowing she could do nothing more for either of them, Lizzie rose to leave.

“As you are doing well enough, I must go. I have a couple more errands to run before returning home. But if there is anything I can do, please send a messenger and I will return.”

As Mary hugged her goodbye, she froze. She saw flashes of jail and shackles, and she knew Mary would also be accused and examined. This family would go through another trauma; one she hoped wouldn’t completely destroy them.

She grasped Mary’s hands. “Stay well.”

And watch out for danger.

“Thank you for coming.”

She looked back before retrieving Midnight and prayed that she was wrong.

By the time she got back home late in the afternoon James was napping, the kitchen was clean, and Doro was churning the cream.

She looked around as she hung her cloak on the peg by the door and put the bag of sugar on the table.

“You’ve been busy.”

“And you’ll have butter soon.”

It was one of those chores that took time away from the things she liked doing. What called to her was working with herbs and creating medicinal poultices and tinctures. She lost herself in the work, and the intuitive visions that would come would determine what she’d need for the coming week. That was the magic of her gift. She could help others in ways that mattered although her father was warning her more than usual lately to be cautious with it. He sat on the council, and he could sense a shift coming, not only here but in the villages and towns close by. It was picking up in intensity. Four women had already been arrested, accused of witchcraft, and all were sitting in the Boston jail in shackles, one having just given birth to a daughter. Her heart bled for the new mother.

“Mercy Frye came to visit while you were gone. She wanted you to make her something for her son’s chafing.”

Sensing Mercy would be by, she had already created a salve for him made from aloe and bee pollen.

Lizzie glanced up at the herbs hanging from the window ledge.

“Winter will probably outlast my supply. I best plant some new seeds in my window boxes.”

Caleb had made them for her, so she would always have the ingredients needed no matter the season.

Doro looked up from her chore. “How’s Ann?”

“Frail, much older than her seventy-five years.” And not really of sound mind. “I fear for her now.”

That heavy thought hung in the air until Doro asked, “Did you talk to Ephraim?”

She shook her head to clear her mind at the change of subject. “Yes. He is working on a bed for Job Tyler. With the wedding taking place next week Ephraim promised he would finish it before they are joined. He will get to it after that. I am in for the day if you want to go home. I can finish the butter.”

“Thanks. It gets dark so early it’s easier going when it is still light out.”

She went over to hug her. “Thank you, Doro. I do not know what I would do without you.”

“I love being here with you, with James.”

“And we love having you.”

It not only eased her workload but her loneliness, as well.

“Tell Mother and Father I will drop by tomorrow with some corn meal after I go to the grist mill. I know they are running low.”

Doro gave her a small smile. They were all used to her foresight by now and it never surprised them when she came bearing just the thing they needed.

“I will.”

She stood at the doorway, James in her arms, and watched the young girl walk along the horse path until she was out of sight. The sun was sinking into the horizon, bringing darkness. She shivered, knowing another kind of inky blackness was coming and would devour all in its path.

Her visit to Ann had confirmed her feeling that the older woman and her family would be caught up in it.

A Week Later

Lizzie stood in the burying grounds in the northern part of town, staring down at Caleb’s grave which was marked with a small stone. He had been laid to rest in the family plot, where her grandfather and grandmother were buried, as well as other members of the founding families who’d settled here, the only relics proving they’d lived and died.

She lay the dried flowers she had stored from her own garden on the ground, her son James squirming in her arms. He wanted down so he could toddle around, but she needed his warmth and solidity to protect her from the sorrow she still felt in her husband’s absence. He had been gone over a year, but it had seemed like an eternity. She needed his smile, his patience, and his quiet love which had sustained her. Now more than ever. It was becoming far more dangerous to be a widow with holdings, especially if your land prospered.

She squatted down and placed her hand on the top of the headstone. “We won, my love. Father fought Gray and we won but it proves we are all in danger from people we once called friends.”

The Gray’s had been neighbors for years, their meadows abutting, but Josiah Gray had turned on her.

She shivered in the cold, the snowflakes cocooning her in a silent tomb, but it wasn’t the sub-zero temperatures that was chilling her. Neighbors could not be trusted anymore, and suspicious behaviors were being promoted by those who should know better. Josiah Gray had stolen three of her sheep, which were grazing freely in the meadow that separated the properties. When she knocked on his door and confronted him, he denied the accusation. As a widow, she had no legal standing in any official business, so he had not taken her seriously. He should have known her father would step in. Aggrieved over the theft, and angered by the insult to his daughter, Thomas Holt took him on, in a battle that lasted for months before it came before the judges. The court agreed that the grazing rights were hers, the meadow part of Holt’s Hill and the great pasture part of the parcel given to the Holt family in Perpetua by her great-grandfather upon his arrival in Andover. Gray was forced to reimburse her for the sheep and in the process forfeited the friendship that had been solid for over thirty years. It was a premonition of things to come. An evil presence was invading the town, and she knew before the year was over, death would come to call for some, and suffering would come for others. And not only here in the town of Andover. The surrounding villages would
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