
  
    [image: Witchfinder]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Series Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Book Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2026 Wendy Saunders

        All rights reserved.

        www.wendysaunders.com

      

      

      
        
        The Guardians Series 1

        Book 4 Witchfinder

        Published by Underside Press

      

        

      
        First Published 2017

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the prior written permission of the author/publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

        All brand names and product names used in this book are trademarks, registered trademarks, or trade names of their respective holders.

      

        

      
        The Guardians Series Universe, its characters, storylines and content are all the original work of its creator Wendy Saunders.

        All copyrights pertaining to this novel and the Guardians Universe are owned solely by Wendy Saunders.

      

        

      
        The author Wendy Saunders does not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarise, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, multimedia, audio, or other medium.

        The author supports the right of humans to control their artistic works. No part of this book has been created using AI-generated images or narrative, as known by the author.

      

        

      
        This work of fiction utilises the online versions of the Merriam-Webster Dictionary and The Chicago Manual of Style as primary style sources. Please be aware that there are instances where the work deviates from these sources due to their inherent limits for fiction-writing and the personal choices of the author. Region-based idioms, age- or era-appropriate slang, US spelling and style rules, and other deviations based on specific dialects may inform some of these choices.

      

      

      
        
        Cover design by Deranged Doctor Designs

        Proofreading by Imogen Wells

      

        

      
        Please note that this book contains adult situations, violence, graphic language and sexual content, and is intended for mature and adult audiences.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Part 1. 1685

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

      
        
          Part 2. 1983

        

        
          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

      
        
          Part 3. 1695

        

        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

      
        
          Part 4. Present Day

        

        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Book 5 Infernum

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Writing as Wendy Saunders

      

      
        Writing as Vawn Cassidy

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: King James Quote]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 1685]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1685

      

      

      Olivia struggled with the unfamiliar clothing, her fingertips fumbling with the ties of the petticoats she’d pulled on over her plain shift. Sitting down on a low cask she pulled on a pair of long woolen stockings and slipped her feet into a pair of plain leather shoes that pinched at her toes uncomfortably.

      She gazed longingly at her favorite boots which were laying amid her growing pile of discarded clothes. Sighing in resignation she stood and pulled on a simple woolen gown, taking care to carefully tuck the small golden compass, which still hung from the delicate chain around her neck, under her clothes so it could not be seen. She’d spent a long time studying Salem and this time period in particular. She knew the women of this era did not wear things like that, they were not even allowed to wear gold or silver, lace or buttons, a practice enforced by strict laws. Reaching up Olivia removed the small silver hoops from her ears, hoping no one would notice the tiny pin prick piercings in her ears.

      She pulled on a jacket made of the same coarse material as the dress and fastened it. It was a deep russet color she knew would have been dyed from the Madder root which produced red-based colors. She remembered this particular color had been popular as it was supposed to represent humility. It was also scratchy and uncomfortable and no doubt made of wincey, that strong coarse fabric, which was a combination of linen and wool, and very popular for colonial clothing. However, reading about it in an historical reference book was a hell of a lot different from having to actually wear the unforgiving fabric, she thought grimly.

      She tugged at the stiff starched white collar and eyed the matching white apron distastefully. Her gaze once again drifted to her beloved jeans as she blew out a resigned breath and picked up the white apron, pulling the damn thing on. Finally, she pulled her hair free of the ponytail and refastened it in a neat bun at the nape of her neck and secured a close-fitting coif over her head. It was lucky she hadn’t painted her nails before they’d left Mercy, she thought idly as she looked down at her hands. She’d just have to make sure no one saw her barefoot as her toenails were still a bright bubblegum pink. Shaking her head in amusement at the thought she glanced up and caught Theo looking at her with a strange expression.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” he answered after a moment. “It’s just…it’s strange seeing you looking like that.”

      “You can talk.” She smiled, her eyes tracking down his body.

      He was now dressed much as he had been that night in Mercy when he’d appeared in the middle of the road and she’d nearly hit him with her car; a night which seemed like a lifetime ago. Her head tilted as she studied him absently, he now wore a loose-fitting linen shirt under a sleeveless cloth jerkin which was fastened at the waist with a simple leather belt. His thighs were covered with a pair of breeches which fastened at the knee, his lower legs and calves were covered with long woolen socks much the same as she wore and plain leather shoes covered his feet.

      “You look like you’ve just stepped off the set of The Crucible.” She laughed quietly.

      “What?”

      “Never mind.” She shook her head in amusement.

      He watched her thoughtfully as she bent down to scoop up her discarded clothes.

      “We should probably burn our clothes.”

      “Burn them?” She glanced up at him with a pained expression. “But these are my favorite boots.”

      “We can’t risk anyone finding them.” He frowned. “The backpack will have to go too. What have you got in there?”

      “Not much.” She unzipped it and rummaged through the contents. “A flashlight, a small first aid kit, an empty water bottle, and Hester’s Grimoire.”

      “Most of that won’t burn,” he mused. “Maybe we could bury them.”

      “That won’t work.” Olivia shook her head. “You can’t bury it deep enough without the risk of discovery, and we can’t have anyone finding a flashlight nearly two centuries before it’s invented. Same goes with the water bottle, plastic won’t be around for another couple of hundred years.”

      “We’ll have to hide them then.” He scratched the stubble at his chin thoughtfully. “If we hide our clothes and the backpack, we’ll just have to make sure we take them with us when we leave.”

      “If we leave,” Olivia murmured, glancing down at Sam. “In case it’s escaped your notice our ticket out of here is out cold and we have no way of knowing if he’ll have the juice to jump us through time when he wakes up.”

      “We’ll deal with that problem when we come to it.” Theo frowned. “Gather up the clothes and put them in the backpack. We’ll find somewhere to hide it for the time being.”

      “Not Hester’s Grimoire.”

      “Olivia,” he replied carefully as she stuffed their clothes into the bag, “we’re in Salem now, you can’t go wandering around with a magic book. If you’re caught with it in your possession you might as well flat-out ask the magistrate to hang you for witchcraft.”

      “I’ll be careful.” She dropped the bag and stood, approaching him slowly. “I can’t leave it, Theo, it’s my responsibility, wherever I go the book goes.”

      “I understand that.” He ran his hands up her sleeves, unconsciously pulling her in closer. “But you haven’t lived this life. You may have studied it in your books but you don’t know…you can’t know how dangerous it really is. So much was omitted from the official record.”

      “What do you mean?” She frowned.

      “You remember I told you there were discrepancies in the historical books you showed me?”

      “I remember.” She nodded. “There was no mention of Nathaniel.”

      “That wasn’t the only thing wrong with them.”

      “What?”

      He shook his head as if trying to clear his thoughts. “Olivia,” he told her seriously, “everything you think you know about Salem and the trials is wrong. They recorded the absolute minimum they could, but the persecution of the witches started much earlier than the ravings of a couple of spiteful pre-pubescent girls. Nathaniel is here now, in his true form. Accusations of witchcraft are already being whispered in every corner of not only the village but Salem Town itself. Why do you think I went to such lengths to hide the gift of foresight that both Temperance and I have? People have already begun to disappear.”

      “They are taking people?” Olivia’s eyes widened. “Why?”

      “I’m guessing Nathaniel is already searching for the Wests, he knows they have the book. He’s using the excuse of witchcraft to take these people and torture them, trying to gain information.”

      “How do you know?”

      “There were whispers,” Theo replied. “I heard a great many things in the village and I had dreams. I dismissed them as nothing but nightmares at the time, but knowing what I do now…”

      “Why didn’t you say something before?” Olivia whispered.

      “There was no point, it was in the past, it didn’t impact what we were doing at the time but now…”

      “Your past is our present,” she breathed out heavily. “Well shit.”

      “Olivia”—he pulled her close—“it is so dangerous for you to be here. These people are so paranoid they are accusing friends, neighbors, even family members, but the truth is none of them have ever seen a real witch in their lives. If they find out what you can do, what you really are…”

      “They’ll kill me,” she finished for him.

      “Only if Nathaniel, the Nathaniel from this time, doesn’t get to you first. You have to remember he is in his true form not that rotting mess your mother forced him into. I barely harmed him back in Mercy and that was when he was already weakened. If it comes down to a fight here and now we have no weapon that would be effective against him.”

      “Well then, we’ll just have to make sure he doesn’t find us,” she soothed him. “But regardless, the book stays with me. I’ll just have to take my chances. I can’t risk it falling into the wrong hands.”

      “Olivia,” he breathed out as his hand snaked around the back of her neck gently and he pressed his forehead to hers.

      “I know,” she whispered as she looked up into his dark eyes. “We’ll be okay.”

      “I’m not worried about myself,” he murmured, “but I can’t lose you.”

      “You won’t.” She grasped his wrist firmly and stepped back. “We can do this, but we just need to lay low until Sam regains consciousness.”

      “That may be a while.” Theo glanced over at their friend who was still unconscious on the ground as Temperance sat next to him, smoothing back his hair and pressing a damp cloth to his forehead.

      “I think your friend has a fever.” She looked up at Theo.

      “Damn it!” Olivia moved closer and dropped down next to him, checking his pulse and peeling back his eyelids.

      “What do you think?” Theo crouched next to her. “Can you do anything?”

      “That’s Louisa’s gift not mine.” She shook her head. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “You need to get him someplace safe.” Temperance looked up at her brother. “I could go back to the farm and fetch the cart. We could hide him in the stables or the barn.”

      “No.” Theo shook his head as his gaze once again fell on his little sister.

      His heart gave a helpless thud as he watched her trying to make sense of the situation she found herself in. She had come to this place to find him because she had seen it in a dream, a waking dream she called them but he knew it was a vision she’d had. Even though she knew she would find him and his companions in their neighbor’s barn he could see she was still struggling with the concept that there were two versions of him.

      “The younger version of me is still at our farm, remember, Tempy?” he told her gently. “He doesn’t know anything about this.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” She frowned, coughing slightly.

      Her skin was pale and drawn, her eyes held dark circles and a persistent cough was beginning to wrack her body. His heart clenched again painfully, she was already starting to show the symptoms of the fever which would claim her life. It wasn’t fair, he had finally been given a second chance with the sister he loved more than anything and he was as powerless to save her as he had been the first time. It was cruel, the worst kind of irony, to be allowed to see her again only to be fated to watch her die once again.

      Swallowing back the sudden rush of emotion threatening to choke him Theo opened his mouth to speak but stopped suddenly, his head turning in the direction of the barn doors. His eyes widened at the unmistakable sound of nearby voices.

      “Quick hide,” Theo hissed as he yanked Sam off the floor and threw him over his shoulder.

      Temperance scrambled deeper into the barn, ducking down into the shadows between several large casks of cider and open barrels of apples. Olivia scooped their belongings off the dusty floor and followed. Theo dropped Sam down behind a large barrel and dove into the shadows himself just as the doors were flung open and the sound of three distinctive voices broke the silence.

      “Didn’t manage to make it to market,” a deep booming voice echoed from the rafters. “You have quince you say?”

      “I do,” a smoother, deeper voice replied. “I also have a few plums left.”

      “You don’t say, Wilkins,” the booming voice mused. “Bit late in the season for plums, isn’t it?”

      “Not that late, Reverend Alcott.” James Wilkins shrugged. “But you are right, most of them were harvested shortly after midsummer, these were late ripening.”

      “Hmmm.” George Alcott scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Are they inferior quality?”

      “Not at all,” James answered easily, “but if you prefer you can just take the quince.”

      “Margaret is partial to plums, and I must say she makes a fine plum cobbler,” he decided. “Very well, you win, Wilkins, I’ll take the plums, the quince, and a couple of casks of your apple cider. I hear you’re now using one of those fancy machines.”

      “I do have a cider press now.” James nodded. “It presses more apples in a fraction of the time.”

      “Incredible,” George mused. “I have to say, Wilkins, yours is the finest cider for miles.”

      “Well thank you very much, Reverend Alcott.” James acknowledged the compliment with a slight inclination of his head.

      “Have you tried Wilkins’ cider yet, Nathaniel?”

      “I’m afraid, Reverend Alcott, I have not yet had that pleasure,” a smooth oily voice replied.

      Olivia’s breath caught in her throat and she sank further into the shadows as a tall slim man stepped forward. Her eyes narrowed in contempt as her gaze locked on the true form of the demon Nathaniel. He looked deceptively like a regular human, which is probably what he wanted everyone to see. Beneath his wide brimmed hat his hair was as black as pitch. The crisp white of his stiff collar was in stark contrast to the austere black of his coat and a medallion hung from his neck, pure silver and disk like. Although she couldn’t make out the details from this distance, Olivia knew it was the serpent seal, the symbol which had been seared into the flesh of her mother’s murder victims back in Mercy. The symbol, which was depicted as two intertwined serpents in the shape of an infinity symbol, represented Nathaniel and his brother, the demon Seth, who was trapped deep in the Underworld at the mercy or pleasure, depending on your point of view, of the God Hades. Olivia’s gaze narrowed as she took in the medallion, it surprised her that he wore it so brazenly over his clothes and that no one seemed to question it.

      “Then please”—James stepped toward a small cask—“allow me.” He broached the top and retrieved two tin cups from the shelf nearby. “I’ve been working on something new, perhaps you’d like to sample it?”

      George lumbered forward in interest, his thumbs tucked into the wide leather belt which was cinched in under his ample paunch. Nathaniel followed politely behind, his dark eyes glittering with an unreadable expression as he watched James dip each cup in turn into the swirling amber liquid. George took a cup, giving a loud sniff before taking a mouthful. He swished it around his mouth and swallowed.

      “Well, James”—George stared at the liquid in the cup—“I think you’ve outdone yourself this time, what is that flavor?”

      “A blend of peach and apple cider.”

      “Peach and apple you say?” His eyebrows rose as he drained the rest of his cup. “That certainly is good, very good. I’ll take two casks.”

      “As you wish.” James smiled, inclining his head.

      “Margaret will enjoy it.” George turned to his companion. “What about you, Nathaniel? How do you like it?”

      “Very good,” he muttered quietly, handing back the cup, which looked as if it hadn’t been touched. “You certainly have a talent, Mr. Wilkins.”

      “It’s good of you to say so,” James answered.

      “So, you live here alone?” Nathaniel asked studying James’ face with more curiosity than he’d shown for the cider.

      “I do.”

      “Forgive me,” Nathaniel apologized smoothly, a cool smile curving the corner of his mouth, “I am still quite new to Salem and have not yet had a chance to become acquainted with all of Reverend Alcott’s congregation.”

      James nodded in understanding, watching Nathaniel carefully.

      “The orchard passed to me from my father,” he answered after a moment.

      “You need a wife,” George snorted gruffly. “Perhaps I should have a word with Wilmott Howe, he has two daughters of marriageable age.”

      “A generous offer.” James resisted the urge to grimace. He was well acquainted with Wilmott and his daughters, who in his opinion were barely old enough to marry, and if he was ever going to take a wife, it certainly wouldn’t be one of the Howe girls. “I appreciate the thought, Reverend, but I am not looking to take a wife just now.”

      “Suit yourself,” he replied, “but I wouldn’t leave it too long. You’re not getting any younger you know, and you’ll need a son sooner or later. It would be a shame to allow the secret of your cider to die with you.”

      “You’re too kind.” James smiled.

      “You have no other siblings?” Nathaniel asked, his beetle-like eyes narrowing in interest.

      “A sister,” James replied uncomfortably. He didn’t know what it was about the young-looking cleric but he seemed to have some sort of interest in him and his family, that he was certain had nothing to do with his orchard nor his cider.

      “Does she live close by?”

      “No,” he answered cagily. “She married and moved away.”

      “I see,” Nathaniel murmured, his gaze scrutinized James’ face slowly.

      “Well,” George interrupted, “as pleasant as this has been I must be getting home. You’ll see to it that the casks are delivered?”

      “Of course, Reverend Alcott.” James inclined his head. “The Burroughs boy has been helping out, and I’ll see to it he has them delivered to your house by supper time.”

      “Excellent!” He extended his hand. “Shall we, Nathaniel?”

      “As you wish, Reverend.” He bowed slowly, his eyes lingering on James’ face a fraction longer.

      James watched warily as the two men headed toward the barn door. After a moment he moved to follow but a sudden glint in the dim light drew his gaze to the dusty ground. His brow furrowed in confusion at the tiny silver ring, but before he could stoop to pick it up, a sudden small cough came from behind him down between two large casks.

      Nathaniel stopped suddenly and swung around, his eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      James covered his mouth and coughed loudly as he stepped forward, covering the small silver ring with his foot.

      “Forgive me.” James gave another small cough. “The dust, you understand?”

      Nathaniel’s gaze darkened, narrowing on James’ face once again.

      “Of course,” he replied after a moment.

      “Come along, Nathaniel,” George called, “let’s not keep Margaret waiting, she has a rabbit stew waiting for us.”

      Nathaniel forced a cool smile for James before turning and following Reverend Alcott from the barn. After a moment James bent down and scooped the small silver ring off the ground and turned it over in his palm, studying it carefully. It was tiny and delicately crafted with a tiny hinge on one side. He’d never seen anything like it. He frowned wrapping it tightly in his fist he walked over to the door, watching through the crack as the two men hauled themselves into their saddles and headed out, their horses picking up the pace to a brisk trot.

      He waited patiently until he was sure they were gone before closing the door and stepping back into the dimly lit barn.

      “You might as well come out,” he called into the shadows, “I know you’re there.”

      Temperance finally stepped out.

      “Temperance,” James greeted her, although she couldn’t tell whether his tone conveyed surprise or censure.

      “Mr. Wilkins,” she replied hastily, “I wasn’t stealing nothing I swear.”

      “I didn’t think you were.” He smiled in amusement. “You might as well tell your brother and his friends to come out, I know they’re here too.”

      Temperance said nothing, simply stood staring at him.

      “Alright, Mr. Wilkins.” Theo crawled out of his hiding place followed by Olivia, who he kept tucked protectively behind him. “How did you know we were there?”

      “I heard your sister’s cough.”

      “No, I mean how did you know she wasn’t alone?” Theo asked suspiciously.

      James ignored the question and stepped closer, his eyes narrowing as he studied Theo’s face carefully.

      “You’re older,” he murmured as his gaze drifted over Theo’s shoulder to Olivia. “And you don’t belong here,” he spoke to her softly.

      Theo stiffened and pulled her further behind him, his expression hard and guarded.

      “I mean her no harm.” James held up his hand gently as he stepped closer to them, as if approaching a skittish animal. “I believe this is yours?”

      He held out the small silver hoop and as Olivia reached for it he dropped it gently into her outstretched palm.

      “Thank you,” Olivia replied softly, she clutched her earing in her hand, mentally admonishing herself for being so careless.

      She could feel the waves of anxiety pouring off Theo, his spine was as rigid as steel, his jaw clenched, and when she reached out to touch his arm, she could feel his muscles corded tightly.

      “It’s okay, Theo,” she murmured as she stepped out from behind him and got her first good look at James Wilkins.

      He was as tall as Theo and of a similar build. His hair was dark and wavy, hanging almost to his collar, with streaks of gray. If she had to guess, she’d peg his age at late forties perhaps, his suntanned face was slightly lined, he had dark chocolate brown eyes, and his mouth curved into a smile as she continued to appraise him.

      For an older guy he was seriously good looking but more than that there was just something about him, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. One thing was for certain he was not as he seemed, but even then she didn’t feel threatened by him, if anything she felt completely the opposite.

      “Temperance”—James looked down to the young girl—“run along home now before you’re missed.”

      He sensed her hesitation as she turned to look at her brother.

      “It’s alright, I mean them no harm, they will be safe here with me.”

      Temperance looked up at Theo, unconsciously seeking his approval. At the barest almost imperceptible nod of his head she glanced once more at James before disappearing out of the door, closing it quietly behind her.

      “What are your intentions?” Theo asked warily.

      “I am not going to tell anyone you’re here if that’s what’s bothering you,” James replied, “but we should continue this conversation back at the house. I can’t guarantee Nathaniel won’t return.”

      “What makes you say that?” Theo replied.

      “I don’t know.” James frowned. “There was just something about the way he was looking at me…I don’t trust him.”

      “But you expect us to trust you?”

      “That’s your choice. I am simply offering you a roof over your head, a hot meal, and a bed for your friend. He is sick, is he not?” He glanced to where Sam was hidden in the shadows behind a large barrel. From the light in the barn and their vantage point there was no way he could’ve seen or known about Sam.

      “How do you know about that?” Theo whispered suspiciously.

      “Theodore.” James sighed. “I know a lot more than you might think.”

      Theo stared at him, trying to gauge the man’s sincerity. He’d always believed James Wilkins to be a fair and good man but there was something about him that just didn’t add up.

      “Why should we trust you?”

      “Do you have any other choice?”

      “He’s right, Theo.” Olivia stroked his arm reassuringly. “We can’t do this on our own, not while Sam is still out of it. We need help.”

      “Look…” James turned and glanced uneasily at the door. “I would feel a lot more comfortable back at the house. You have my word I mean you no ill will, but we have much to discuss which we cannot do out here. Nathaniel and his cronies have ears everywhere.”

      “You know what he is, don’t you?” Olivia realized suddenly.

      “I have my suspicions,” James replied.

      “Just how much more do you know?” Theo asked.

      “I know that you are not supposed to be here.” James raked his hand through his hair in frustration, in a gesture so familiar Olivia’s stomach clenched and her mouth went dry. But if the gesture had tied her stomach in knots the next words out of his mouth nearly stopped her heart.

      “I wasn’t expecting you both for at least another ten years.”
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      The light was dying as Olivia got her first look at James Wilkins’ house. It was larger than she’d expected for a rural farmhouse; a south facing timber framed single storey building with a shingle roof. She could see where the house had been expanded beyond its original design. A further two rooms had been built onto the ground floor, which would have originally just been one room, and a small kitchen garden was tucked neatly in front of the house to protect it from the North winds.

      James led the way, glancing around to make sure they had not been seen, before opening the door and stepping aside to allow Theo to enter carrying Sam, who hung limply over his shoulder. Olivia followed, curiously glancing around the darkened room.

      As she’d suspected the ground floor was mostly given over to one large room which was dominated by a fireplace. A table stretched across the room, but upon closer inspection was actually little more than a long rectangular board resting on trestles. A single high backed wooden chair sat at the head of the table with two benches either side. Candles were spaced at intervals around the room, some made from tallow and some from what looked like beeswax. The latter she knew would probably be reserved for special occasions as they were more expensive than the smelly tallow ones. A small bake-oven sat beside the fireplace next to a stack of firewood.

      She jolted slightly as James shut the door abruptly behind her and bustled into the room, crouching down to light the fire. She watched him quietly in amusement, knowing she could have lit the fire and all of the candles around the room without even moving. Even with that errant thought she felt the power pool in her fingertips, heat and light tingling beneath her skin.

      James stopped suddenly and glanced up at her, his eyes narrowing as she ruthlessly reined her magic in. James may not have been what he seemed, but she was still far from trusting him and there was no way she was about to reveal her abilities.

      After a moment James turned back to the fire which had caught and begun to crackle merrily. He took a long taper and lit it from the dancing flames, moving steadily around the room lighting candles and flooding the space with warm golden light. He moved purposefully to the corner of the room where a small chest stood. Sliding it out of the way with a shrill, grating noise he prized up a loose floorboard revealing a small cavity beneath the floor.

      “You can hide your belongings in here.” He glanced up at Olivia.

      She nodded and ducked down to drop in her backpack, which contained both hers and Theo’s clothes. Their boots also followed the backpack, the only thing she retained was Hester’s Grimoire, which was tightly wrapped up in a dull gray utilitarian cloak.

      “A little help here.” Theo sucked in a breath and rolled his shoulder, shifting Sam’s weight. “He’s not getting any lighter you know.”

      “Come.” James replaced the floorboard and shoved the chest back into place before he indicated toward a ladder which led up to an open loft. “We’ll put your friend up in the loft. I have a bedroll up there he can use. He’ll be safer tucked out of eyesight, his condition would be too hard to explain to anyone who would come calling.”

      Theo nodded and followed James up the ladder, leaving Olivia to wander the large room. Two smaller rooms led off from the main one, these must have been the building additions she’d seen from the outside. She was intensely curious as to what they actually were used for but thought it best not to go snooping, after all she didn’t want to offend James when he was risking a great deal to help them.

      “It’s just the keeping room,” a deep, smooth voice spoke behind her so close she jumped.

      She turned to see James standing watching her. She’d heard of a keeping room, a kind of precursor to a kitchen, a food preparation area.

      “I’m too curious for my own good,” she answered carefully.

      “Theo is just settling your friend and will join us shortly,” he replied after a moment. “We haven’t had a chance to be properly introduced.” He held out his hand. “James Wilkins.”

      “Olivia,” she murmured purposefully omitting her last name. After all she wasn’t sure she completely trusted James, and she certainly didn’t want anyone to know she was a West in case that information found its way back to Nathaniel.

      “It’s a pleasure,” he replied softly as his hand closed around hers.

      She felt a sudden rush of power shoot up her arm, her eyes widened and her mouth opened with a small gasp as she pulled away, abruptly snatching back her hands.

      “Please.” James continued as if nothing had happened, indicating for her to take a seat. “You must both be hungry.”

      She took a seat quietly on one of the benches next to the table and watched as James disappeared into the keeping room. If he’d felt the sudden jolt of energy when their hands had touched, he gave no outward indication of it and seemed completely at ease when he reappeared a couple of moments later carrying a large pot, which he slid into the bake oven.

      “That shouldn’t take too long to warm,” he told her as he reached for a small cask and three cups.

      “What is it?”

      “Stew.” He smiled. “Mutton, I believe. Rebecca Foster brought it for me earlier today.”

      “Does that happen often?”

      “Too often.” He chuckled. “All the single ladies of the village seem to feel an uncontrollable need to feed me.”

      “I guess you’re considered a catch.”

      “A catch?”

      “A desirable prospect for marriage,” she clarified.

      “Aye.” He smiled. “Something of that nature.”

      “And no one has yet tempted you into matrimony?” Her lips curved. “Sorry.” She shook her head. “It’s that curiosity thing again.”

      “Well,” he answered after a moment, placing a cup down in front of her, “there is a long and complicated answer to that question, but for now let us say that I have no desire for a wife.”

      Knowing not to push the subject further she took a sip from her cup, allowing the light fruity liquid to dance across her tongue, releasing the unmistakable flavor of sweet peaches and tart apples to burst in her mouth.

      “That’s delicious.” She stared into the cup in surprise.

      “Thank you.” He looked up at the sound of Theo climbing back down the ladder. “How is your friend?” he asked as he handed Theo a cup of his own.

      “Still sleeping. He has a fever though.” Theo took a seat next to Olivia as he studied James contemplatively. “Are you going to explain what you meant when you said that you weren’t expecting us for another ten years?”

      James sighed as he shook his head. “Theo, there is so much for me to tell you. I’m not even sure where I should start.”

      “At the beginning would probably be a good idea.”

      Olivia hid a smile behind her cup as she took another sip. Theo had obviously spent too much time with Jake, he was beginning to sound like him, right down to the sarcastic undertone.

      The sudden thought gave her heart a sharp tug, it had been so long since they’d seen their friends and she missed them terribly. Knowing there was nothing she could do about it, she pushed the thought aside and tried to focus on the conversation in front of her.

      “Let me prepare supper first and then we will talk,” James told Theo, who nodded begrudgingly, after all they were guests in the man’s house, and he had been nothing if not courteous and considerate.

      They sat in silence watching as James laid out three wooden bowls and spoons. In the center of the table, he laid a thick dark loaf of bread which he cut into chunky, uneven slices. He filled a small jug with the delicious cider and set it beside the bread. When he deemed the stew ready, he spooned it out into the bowls, setting one each in front of Olivia and Theo with a thick slice of bread laid over the top. For the most part they ate in companionable silence, unless you counted the suspicious glare Theo kept casting in James’ direction.

      Olivia took a spoonful of stew and froze, her cheeks puffed out like a squirrel. She sat for an uncomfortable moment debating on whether or not to spit it discreetly back into her bowl or swallow. Unfortunately for her she didn’t want to give any offense and unaware of the etiquette of spitting into one’s dinner bowl in the seventeenth century, something that hadn’t been covered in her beloved history books, she decided to err on the side of caution.

      Steeling herself, she forced herself to swallow down the greasy meat, ruthlessly fighting back the urge to gag. It was absolutely disgusting. She’d never had mutton before, if that was what it was, and to be honest she wasn’t entirely sure, then there was no way in hell she was ever eating it again. As if the stringy, greasy meat wasn’t bad enough, the gravy was thin and watery and a rather distressing gray color. She wasn’t entirely sure what vegetables had been used but they were a strange mixture of soggy overcooked mush and hardened uncooked lumps. If this was what the ladies of the village were serving up to James, she wasn’t surprised the guy was still single.

      She glanced across to James who was contentedly scooping it into his mouth with all the enthusiasm of a guy who’d obviously never tasted fillet steak in his life. Theo was also spooning the evil mixture into his mouth without any outward sign of distaste, his gaze locked on James as if he was a puzzle he couldn’t quite figure out.

      She shook her head and picked up the bread which hopefully was a little more palatable. She wasn’t really surprised at Theo, he grew up on this type of food, and probably had a cast iron stomach. No wonder he liked her cooking so much. She bit into the thick bread which wasn’t too bad, just dry, which made it hard to swallow. What she wouldn’t give for some butter and a jar of Liddy Mayberry’s strawberry jam. She picked up her cup of cider and took a deep gulp. At this rate she was going to spend her entire time in Salem hungry and drunk.

      Theo finished his meal and pushed his bowl away before sitting back and taking a swig of his cider, waiting patiently for James to finish. He took his time, seemingly unaware of Theo glowering in his direction. He mopped up the last of the stew with his bread and swallowed it down slowly before pushing his own bowl back and reaching for his cup. Their eyes met over the rim of his cup as James took a casual sip.

      “Thank you for the meal,” Theo broke the silence.

      “You’re welcome,” James replied. “Unfortunately, Rebecca Foster has limited skills when it comes to cooking but she does try.”

      His gaze fell to Olivia’s almost full bowl in amusement before rising to meet her apologetic eyes.

      “Perhaps now you will tell us what you meant earlier and why you are helping us?” Theo asked.

      “So impatient.” James shook his head. “So like your mother.”

      “My mother?” He frowned in confusion. “What has my mother got to do with this?”

      James glanced at both of them seriously. “First, we must make an agreement that nothing discussed here is repeated, all of our lives depend on it.”

      Olivia nodded, glancing at Theo who also inclined his head in silent agreement.

      “I knew your mother very well,” James began quietly, his eyes distant and lost in memory. “I remember the very first time I saw her. We were barely more than eight years old but I remember thinking she was the sweetest, most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my life. She knew…” He smiled to himself. “She knew the very first time she saw me.”

      “Knew what?”

      “That we were the same, not like the others.”

      “I don’t understand.” Theo frowned.

      “Theo, haven’t you ever wondered where you and Temperance got your gifts from?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Theo replied stiffly.

      “Yes, you do.” James’ voice was soft and sympathetic. “But it’s alright, I know the feeling of denying your true nature, of hiding for fear of discovery. You don’t have to admit anything, I know the truth and so did your mother.”

      “And that truth is?”

      “That you can see things before they happen, a kind of foreseeing.”

      “Are you saying my mother could see things too?”

      “Yes, your mother was gifted too.”

      “And you?”

      “I have my own gifts,” he replied vaguely, “but we both knew we were the same, it’s quite easy to identify others with power. We certainly weren’t the only ones.”

      “I really don’t understand.” Theo shook his head, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Everything I thought I knew about my mother, you’re telling me it was all a lie?”

      “A lie that kept you safe,” James told him, “that kept your sister safe.”

      James watched carefully as Theo struggled to reconcile the dead mother he thought he’d known with the woman James had obviously known very well.

      “Theo”—James’ hand twitched involuntarily as if he was fighting the instinct to reach out and comfort him—“all of us with gifts of power are second or third generation. Our parents and grandparents fled England and Europe, thinking they were fleeing persecution toward a new life, a better life. They saw the Americas as their New World, a chance to flourish, but what they found was a new society even more rigid and unforgiving than the one they fled from. In order to survive we learned to hide in plain sight. Most of us do not discuss our gifts with anyone, not even among each other. If you recognize one of your own kind, it is never spoken of. Emmy and I were the exception.”

      There was something in his voice when he spoke of Theo’s mother, something so wistful and filled with years’ old hurt.

      “You loved her?” Theo whispered.

      “For my sins,” James admitted. “Yes, I loved her, for all the good it did me. Her father must have known about me, but he didn’t want her married to someone magically descended because it would increase the chances of her children being gifted too.”

      “Why wouldn’t he want that?”

      “Your grandfather was a fearful man, Theo, he remembered the Old World. He’d watched his own grandmother accused of witchcraft when he was but a boy himself, he saw what they did to her. He wanted nothing to do with the legacy which ran through his veins. If his gift had been a limb, he would have severed it without a second thought, but he couldn’t and as he couldn’t cut it out, he thought to breed it out.”

      “So she married my father?”

      “She had no choice,” James replied bitterly. “Her father had her married to Matthias Beckett before she was barely old enough to be a bride.”

      “I’m sorry,” Olivia spoke up her voice soft and sympathetic.

      James shook his head. “Old miseries that cannot be changed.” He blew out a deep breath filled with pain.

      “Your grandfather got his wish,” he continued softly, “for a while at least. Your brother Logan was born without any abilities, so she knew he would be safe, but then you were born. We knew from early on you had the gift of sight. We tried to keep it hidden as much as we could, but you were always jabbering on…” James smiled as he looked up at Theo. “About a girl with golden eyes who had a bow made of fire…” His eyes cut across to Olivia, gaze warm and amused. “You finally found her I see.”

      Theo’s eyes narrowed warily and his lips tightened, choosing not to confirm or deny anything about Olivia.

      “We finally managed to convince you to stop talking about it, and for a while everything was alright but then your mother gave birth to Temperance and she…” His voice broke as he drew in a deep breath. “After Emmy was gone, I had to sit by and could do nothing. Although you didn’t know it, I watched over you both as much as I could, but you belonged to Matthias, there was nothing else I could do.”

      Theo nodded silently. “What did you mean about us being ten years too early?” he asked.

      “Your mother and I knew that as one century gave birth to a new one a great madness would descend upon Salem. Darkness would walk among us and with him he would bring a wave of death. Brother would turn upon brother and the blood of the innocent would be spilled in search of an ancient power.” James’ voice had dropped to a whisper and his dark gaze deepened.

      “You would stand at the center of the madness with a woman by your side with hair of midnight and eyes of gold. She would hold in her hands flames of lavender. To your other side stood a young man who seemed to carry on his shoulders the weight of endless years and in his hands he held time itself.”

      “A vision?” Theo asked.

      “Then there must be a way,” Olivia muttered to Theo, “if they’ve seen us there must be a way for us to jump forward.”

      “Are you certain?” Theo turned back to James.

      “Nothing is certain.” He shook his head. “I can only tell you what we knew, and you, my friend, are not supposed to be here, not yet anyway. I saw you today at market, the younger you. I don’t understand everything, but I know that you have been jumping through time, and now you have reached a place where you have caught up with yourself. We have to be very careful now. Until we can sort this mess out and get you both back to the time you are supposed to be in, we have to make sure no one sees you, especially you, Theo. Not so much Olivia, no one here knows her, and I may be able to pass her off as a relative. My older sister married over twenty-five years ago and moved away to another town with her husband. No one has seen her since they left so I should have no trouble convincing people Olivia is my niece, which may give her a little more freedom.”

      “I see.” Theo frowned. “What we need is a way to help our friend Sam. We can’t leave here until he is recovered, but we don’t know for certain what is wrong with him or how to revive him.”

      “I take it his illness is magical in origin?” James questioned.

      Theo’s jaw once again tightened.

      James sighed in frustration. “Theo, I understand you are reluctant to admit to anything, but we are not going to resolve anything if you cannot bring yourself to trust me. I swear I mean you and Olivia no harm.”

      “That’s easy for you to say.”

      “Yes, it is,” James conceded, “so I will prove it to you.”

      James impulsively reached across the table and grasped Theo’s hands. It was like a door had opened in his mind. Layers and layers of memories crashed in on him, memories of his mother, memories that he knew weren’t his. It was like being thrown into a pool of ice-cold water, the shock and intensity of it made his breath catch in his throat and for a second he found himself unable to release his breath. Suddenly the memories were wrapped up in intense emotions, pain, loss, regret, pride and above all a deep abiding love so intense Theo roared out in pain. Ripping his hands free he stood abruptly, stumbling backward over the bench he’d been sitting on. His vision cleared and fixed on James who was sitting pale and shaking as he looked up at Theo, seemingly just as shocked at the intensity of their link as he was.

      “I’m sorry,” James breathed out heavily as he closed his eyes. “I only meant to show you. Speaking of your mother out loud after all these years has obviously affected me more than I thought. It was not my intention to cause you pain only to prove to you⁠—”

      “Prove what? That you knew my mother? Well you’ve certainly done that,” he hissed from between gritted teeth as he tried to get the trembling in his body to subside.

      “No, to prove you could trust me,” James replied. “You know what I am now, you hold my life in your hands.”

      “He’s right, Theo,” Olivia spoke quietly, her eyes soft and understanding. “I know this is hard for you, but we have to find a way to trust each other.”

      He regarded Olivia silently, turning over her words in his mind before finally turning back to James. “Don’t ever do that to me again,” he warned.

      James nodded contritely in agreement. “I’m truly sorry.”

      Theo resumed his seat at the table.

      “I think there may be a way to help your friend,” James said quietly.

      “How?” Olivia asked curiously.

      “My neighbor Samuel Parris has a West Indian slave in his household. A girl he brought back from his family’s plantation in Barbados. Her name is Tituba.”

      “Tituba?” Olivia’s gaze snapped to his, she’d heard the name before. Anyone who thought they knew anything about Salem and the witch trials knew the name Tituba. She was the slave Betty Parris and her cousin Abigail Williams had accused of witchcraft.

      “She has a great deal of power. Sometimes Samuel would bring her to market, and I could sense it whenever she was near. I’ve heard whispers of her curing illness. She may be able to help. I have a delivery to make to the Parris place tomorrow, Olivia could come with me. I’ll introduce her as my niece and distract the family long enough for her to speak with the girl.”

      Theo sat frowning, it was clear he didn’t like the idea of Olivia going anywhere without him but equally he knew he couldn’t risk anyone seeing him.

      “Theo, we need to help Sam,” Olivia told him. “We have to try.”

      “I know.” He reached out unconsciously to touch her face. “I just don’t like letting you out of my sight.”

      “Believe me, I know that.” She covered his hand with her own. “But we are going to have to take some risks.”

      He sighed in resignation and turned to James. “If anything happens to her…” he warned dangerously.

      “I will protect her with my life, I swear to you.”

      Theo glared at him silently as if gauging his sincerity. Finally he nodded.

      “You should both get some rest,” James told them as they stood and stepped away from the table. “You two should take my bed, it’s through the doorway in the next room.”

      “We can’t take your bed.” Olivia frowned.

      “I assure you it’s no trouble.” James shook his head. “I have a spare bedroll. I’m quite happy in front of the fire.”

      “You should know we’re not married,” Theo told James.

      “I didn’t hear that.” James smiled as he cleared the bowls from the table. “Now, take your woman to bed, she looks like she needs some sleep.”

      Theo turned to Olivia and saw her yawn. Her skin was pale and there were dark circles under her eyes.

      “Come on, love.” He took her hand and bent to scoop Hester’s Grimoire from the floor before tugging her out of the room.

      Olivia smiled gratefully at James as Theo led her through the keeping room and into another room where a sturdy wooden bedstead dominated the room, and a large chest was pushed against the wall. As soon as they were in the room the candle burst into flame.

      “Sorry.” Olivia yawned.

      He’d noticed she had less control over her power when she was tired, and right now she looked dead on her feet, as if everything that had happened since the moment he was dragged from Mercy through the gateway to the Otherworld had finally come crashing in on her.

      He tucked the book safely under the pillow and turned back to Olivia. She stood still and let him undress her like a doll. He stripped her down to her linen shift before scooping her up and settling her in the bed, pulling the bedclothes up to her shoulders. She was already dozing when he stripped down and slid into bed next to her, pulling her safely into his arms. He blew out the candle but as he closed his eyes an endless reel of memories that didn’t belong to him played around and around in his head. He sighed deeply, a frown creasing his brow. Sleep would be a long time coming.
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      Olivia’s eyes flew open and she shot out of bed, heading for the keeping room. She grabbed the small wooden bucket she’d seen the night before and dropped to her knees as she started heaving unmercifully, violently expelling the contents of her stomach.

      “Olivia?”

      She was vaguely aware of Theo’s voice as she continued to throw up for what felt like an eternity. When the heaving of her stomach finally subsided, she looked up weakly to see Theo standing in the doorway looking at her in concern.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Do I look okay?” she whispered miserably as she turned her head back to the bucket and began to heave once again.

      She felt him kneel beside her, and after a moment his hand was on her back rubbing soothing circles. She murmured something, but the words were lost in a muffled echo.

      “Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that?”

      She lifted her head out of the bucket and drew in a shaky breath as she looked up at Theo’s amused expression.

      “I said I’m never eating mutton ever again.” She rested her aching head against the rim of the bucket. “Tell James to stay away from Rebecca Foster, she’s obviously trying to kill him.”

      “The food is very different here.” Theo chuckled lightly as he smoothed back her hair, which was plastered to her clammy forehead. “And the living standards are too. It will probably take your body a while to adjust. You’ve been through a lot lately.”

      “Why aren’t you sick?” she said accusingly.

      “I grew up without a mother in a house where none of us knew how to cook. Trust me, I’ve eaten some pretty questionable meals in my time.”

      “I hate you right now,” she whispered, “and your lead lined stomach.”

      “I’m sure you do.” He smiled as he stroked her hair. “Are you finished?”

      “I think so.”

      He tucked his arms gently around her back and under her knees. Lifting her easily, she curved into his body as he headed back toward the bedroom.

      “Wait, Theo, I can’t leave that mess. I have to clean up.”

      “I’ll take care of it, love.”

      “You shouldn’t have to clean up after me.” She frowned.

      “Olivia, I spent most of my life on a farm, swilling out pigs, and mucking out cows. I think my constitution is strong enough to handle a little vomit.”

      “Still,” she grumbled as he laid her back on the bed.

      He tucked the bedclothes back over her and laid his hand on her forehead.

      “You don’t seem to have a fever.”

      “That’s because it’s not a virus.” She propped herself up on her elbows. “I told you, it’s probably food poisoning.”

      She squeezed her eyes closed and forced herself to take deep, even breaths, fighting the wave of intense nausea at the mere thought of the oily, stringy meat sliding down her throat. Her mouth flooded with moisture, and she clamped her lips shut, swallowing convulsively. Probably best not to think about it. She fell back against the pillow and blew out a shaky breath.

      “God, I would sell my soul for a toothbrush right now.”

      “I’m sure you would.” Theo smiled. “Wait a moment.”

      She watched patiently as he slipped from the room, reappearing moments later with a cup.

      “Here.” He lifted her head, wrapping her fingers around the cup. “Sip slowly, it should take away some of the taste without making you sick again.”

      She took a small, hesitant sip and experienced the smooth, light, and fruity flavor of James’ peach and apple cider. It wasn’t exactly ginger ale but it soothed her ragged throat.

      “Better?” Theo asked.

      She nodded, resting her throbbing head once again on the pillow as Theo placed the cup on the edge of the chest nearest the bed.

      “Where were you?” she asked, suddenly realizing that not only had he not been in bed with her when she’d woken so abruptly, but that he was fully dressed.

      “I was checking on Sam.”

      “Oh,” she replied. “How is he?”

      “Much the same.” Theo shook his head. “I don’t know what else to do. His fever isn’t breaking.”

      “There’s not much we can do at the moment except wait it out. What time is it anyway?”

      “Still early,” he answered easily as he pushed her hair gently back from her face.

      “And James?”

      “Up with the dawn. He’s down in the orchard and won’t be back for some time. You should rest.”

      “But we were supposed to visit Samuel Parris.” She struggled to get up. “I should get dressed.”

      “Sleep first.” He pushed her gently back against the pillow. “You can’t go anywhere while you’re sick. Rest and we’ll see how you are when you wake. James isn’t expected at the Parris house until late this afternoon, so there’s plenty of time.”

      “I don’t know.” She frowned.

      “For god’s sake, Olivia.” He rolled his eyes. “For once in your life can’t you just do as you’re told.”

      “You’re very bossy all of a sudden.”

      “Then it’ll make a nice change from you being the bossy one,” he replied. “I don’t like it when you’re sick, it worries me.”

      “And it’ll worry you less if I take a nap?” Her eyebrow rose in amusement.

      “Yes.”

      “Fine then, if it makes you happy.”

      “It does.”

      “Well then.”

      He chuckled as he shook his head. “I’ll check in on you later.” He stood and dropped a kiss on her forehead.

      “’Kay,” she murmured as she snuggled back down into the bed, already drifting off.
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      James ran his hands down the thick trunk as he glanced down the row of trees either side. The others seemed to be flourishing, all except the one in front of him. The leaves were beginning to curl at the edges and the fruit was small and underdeveloped. Frowning slightly, he ran his fingertips down the rough bark closing his eyes as he felt the tree pulsing beneath his gentle touch. It was sick, he could sense it.

      He dropped to his knees and pressed his fingers into the soil at its roots. His breathing slowed and his heartbeat matched pace. He could feel everything. Pressing his awareness further down into the earth he could feel layers upon layers of rock and sediment. The top layer of soil was not as rich in minerals as he’d have liked but then again the lands surrounding his property were not known for being lush and fertile. In fact, from the moment the colonists had settled it had been a battle to grow certain crops. It was almost as if the land itself was fighting man’s possession, all except his land. He felt the earth, was a part of it. He sensed its moods and needs, he tended it like a lover, made sure it flourished. There was a reason his orchard was known for miles for its quality and abundance.

      The earth felt a little dry, the roots a little brittle. It had been a good while since they’d last had a good soaking as the passing summer had been hotter than usual. Concentrating he reached further into the ground searching for moisture until he finally sensed a small stream of water deep down in the earth. He pressed a little harder, nudging it with his mind, and forcing it open a little wider until a small trickle of water started seeping upward into the surrounding earth.

      Satisfied, he turned his attention back to the tree, some sort of pestilence he mused as he chewed his lip thoughtfully. He could sense dark patches deep in its core. If he didn’t deal with it quickly, it could spread to the surrounding trees. He pressed his palms against the trunk and reached into the tree with his mind. Starting at the roots he checked the sick young tree inch by slow inch, burning away any sign of rot.

      Finally satisfied, he stood and opened his eyes. Reaching for a strip of linen he tied it around the branch to mark the tree so that his laborers would know not to pick from this tree during harvest. It would need time to recover, perhaps by next season it would produce the quality of fruit to suit his standards.

      He stepped back and looked up at the tree smiling softly, anyone else would not be able to detect the difference but he could. A small breeze rippled through its branches rustling the leaves which already seemed to be relaxing like an unclenched fist. The tree itself almost seemed taller as if it had been hunched over in pain. He patted the bark fondly and stepped away, stopping abruptly when his eyes fell on Theo who was watching him with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion.

      “What were you doing?” Theo asked.

      “The tree was sick,” James answered. “I was just treating it before the rot spread to any of the other trees.”

      “How?”

      “Do you really want the answer to that?” he replied in amusement.

      Theo didn’t reply, his eyes narrowed as he studied James. He didn’t trust easily, especially not when one mistake could potentially expose Olivia, but there was something about James, something he couldn’t quite figure out.

      He’d known this man from afar for most of his life, and he’d never once suspected he was different. It was almost as if he’d stepped back in time and he was actually seeing the life he’d lived with different eyes. How could he have been so blind? Had the signs always been there? Had he been so consumed with keeping himself and his sister hidden he’d not noticed that they were not the only ones with a secret.

      “You look as if you are having an argument with yourself,” James murmured.

      “I haven’t been gone that long but I’m finding nothing is as I remember it,” he finally admitted.

      “Nothing ever is.” James patted his shoulder companionably. “Come, walk with me, we have much to talk about.”

      “Such as?”

      “You were not wrong when you said nothing is as you thought it was,” James began as they walked slowly along the rows of apple trees. “You were too young to know the truth before. You were so caught up in protecting yourself and your sister and quite rightly so, but now you can’t ignore it any longer.”

      “Ignore what exactly?”

      “The truth about Salem, about the people in it.” He exhaled deeply as he tried to organize his thoughts. “What I told you last night was true. Many of us with unusual gifts are descended from magical families. We aren’t what they say we are. We don’t worship the devil and we don’t summon evil spirits. We are as god fearing as the ones who would wish us harm. Our families fled the Old World believing this would be a sanctuary for us, a place free from persecution, only for it to be the opposite. If the others find out about us, it will cost us our lives. There is no reasoning with fear and many believe any form of magic is inherently evil. Once we realized it was not going to be the haven we had wished for, we had to make the best of our new home. We knew we could not survive by ignoring who we are, denying our true natures.”

      “I don’t understand.” Theo frowned.

      “You denied your gift for years and now you have no control over it. I suspect it is the same for Temperance, but a gift like that with no control or instruction is a great risk. The less control you have the more likely it is to manifest in front of the wrong people.”

      “I see,” he mused.

      “I can help you,” James offered. “I can teach you how to use your visions instead of letting them use you.”

      Theo stopped abruptly staring hard at James. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why would you help me? Why risk the exposure?”

      James sighed. “Because… because you are your mother’s son, because I care what happens to you and Temperance, because I would give my life to protect you both.”

      “She was that important to you?”

      “Your mother was everything to me,” he confessed quietly, and Theo could hear the pain in his voice.

      “Do you have visions too?” Theo asked after a moment.

      James shook his head and they both began walking slowly once again.

      “No, that was your mother’s gift, I don’t see things like she did. I have more of…a knowing, I suppose you’d call it. I don’t see things before they happen, but sometimes I just know something is about to happen.”

      “I’m not trying to be rude or ungrateful, but if you don’t have visions, how do you expect to help me?”

      “Emmy and I grew up together, we were inseparable, we explored and refined our abilities together. I was there when she learned to control her visions. I can tell you what she told me. The knowledge would have passed to you from her eventually if she hadn’t died. I suppose in a way it still will, just through me instead.”

      Theo continued to walk in silence for a few moments before finally nodding. “Thank you,” he murmured.

      James let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and relaxed the tight set of his shoulders.

      He grinned. “Well then, we may as well begin.”

      “Now?”

      “Are you planning on staying in Salem for long?” he asked pointedly.

      “Not if I can help it,” Theo replied.

      “Then we have to make the most of the time we have,” James told him. “We’ll use the barn, no one should see us in there.”
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      Olivia rolled over and lifted her head. She had absolutely no idea what the time was or how long she’d slept, but she was forced to admit her stomach felt better. She sat up gingerly as if daring her stomach to begin revolting against her once again but it remained still and calm, apart from a loud growl which informed her that she was hungry.

      Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she reached for her petticoats. It didn’t take her as long to dress this time, now that she was starting to get the hang of the fiddly layers of clothing. She stepped into her uncomfortable leather shoes and made sure the compass and chain around her neck was concealed carefully beneath her clothes.

      Pulling her hair back she fastened it in a low bun at the nape of her neck once
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