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    At the uneasy border where faith, law, and fear converge, The Lancashire Witches probes how a community transforms suspicion into destiny, following the tremors that pass from hearth to courtroom, from the whispering moor to the seat of judgment, and asking how power—religious, civic, and domestic—draws its strength from what people dread, desire, and remember when the wind carries old stories across the hills and every sign, omen, and coincidence threatens to become proof, so that the struggle between justice and persecution, caution and credulity, becomes not only a public crisis but a private reckoning within households and hearts.

William Harrison Ainsworth’s novel is a historical romance with Gothic inflections, set in early seventeenth-century Lancashire during the period associated with the Pendle witch trials of 1612, and first published in 1848 within the Victorian era’s appetite for vividly staged pasts. The book reimagines a well-documented episode in English legal and cultural history while immersing the reader in a rural county of wooded valleys, upland wastes, and tightly knit parishes. Ainsworth frames his narrative within recognizable customs and institutions, yet allows folklore to press upon them, creating a world in which official procedures and ancestral beliefs contend for the reader’s attention.

The premise begins with ordinary lives unsettled by rumors of malefic arts, as gentry, clergy, and magistrates confront unsettling events that may be explainable misfortune or something less easily named. Ainsworth’s omniscient voice moves confidently among manor houses, alehouses, and remote farmsteads, orchestrating encounters that bring disparate households into proximity with the law. The tone alternates between stately, scene-setting description and episodes of heightened suspense, with a penchant for midnight journeys, sudden apparitions, and charged assemblies. Without foreclosing interpretation, the novel steadily tightens its focus on inquiries and accusations, so the reader experiences a mounting pressure that remains morally and emotionally complex.

The novel’s abiding themes address how communities negotiate uncertainty: the uses and abuses of authority, the seductions of spectacle, the social costs of scapegoating, and the fragile line between piety and zeal. In the unsettled climate of post-Reformation England, competing convictions shape how evidence is gathered, narrated, and judged. Ainsworth is attentive to the intersections of gender and class, showing how vulnerability to suspicion often tracks marginality, labor, and lineage. He also gives the landscape meaningful agency; moor, forest, and weather influence movement, rumor, and resolve. In this crucible, personal loyalties collide with communal duty, and testimony carries both truth and peril.

Part of the novel’s enduring fascination lies in its calibrated ambiguity. Drawing on chronicles of the trials while building a crowded fictional canvas, Ainsworth neither reduces belief to gullibility nor confirms every marvel as fact; instead, he stages situations where perception, memory, and motive intermingle. Confessions, charms, and portents coexist with legal protocols and competing interests, inviting readers to weigh how stories become evidence. The result is a narrative that treats witchcraft less as a settled category than as a prism through which power clarifies itself, revealing who can speak, who is heard, and how fear reshapes both language and law.

Ainsworth’s style combines panoramic sweep with theatrical set-pieces, lingering over architecture, costume, and ritual while propelling the plot through swift reversals and carefully engineered confrontations. The prose favors cadence and amplification, supplying a textured sense of place in which local habits and inherited lore feel immediately present. Readers will encounter passages of picturesque description alongside brisk, dialogue-driven exchanges, a rhythm that mirrors the novel’s oscillation between contemplation and alarm. The voice is confident and inclusive, guiding attention across classes and viewpoints so that the reader apprehends both the machinery of prosecution and the quiet, domestic spaces where consequences accumulate.

For contemporary readers, the book matters as a study of collective behavior under stress and as a meditation on how institutions handle uncertainty. The mechanisms it depicts—rumor amplified into policy, testimony shaped by expectation, identities narrowed by fear—still animate public life, whether in debates about due process, the circulation of misinformation, or the pursuit of security at the expense of empathy. At the same time, its evocation of a particular English region, with its histories and weathered landmarks, anchors those abstractions in palpable experience. The Lancashire Witches endures because it asks how a society recognizes harm before it repeats it.
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    The Lancashire Witches (1849) is William Harrison Ainsworth’s historical romance of the 1612 Pendle persecutions, set across the bleak ridges and clustered villages of northern Lancashire. Blending documentary echoes with Gothic coloration, the novel follows gentry, clergy, magistrates, and cottagers as fear of hidden malefice spreads. Ainsworth foregrounds the pressures of custom, rumor, and law, letting belief and skepticism contend without conclusively adjudicating the supernatural. Everyday merrymaking, household quarrels, and pastoral routines gradually tilt toward alarm, drawing private grievances into public scrutiny. The result is a narrative that studies how a community’s crises of faith and authority can coalesce into a prosecution of witches.

A stately prologue rewinds to the Tudor suppression of Whalley Abbey, where the last abbot, Paslew, faces downfall amid the religious upheavals of the sixteenth century. Ainsworth uses this episode to mark the landscape with sacrilege, forfeiture, and a sense of unsettled debt. The fallen monastery, the forest of Pendle, and neighboring halls bear physical and moral traces of these convulsions. Hints of imprecation and memory cling to ruins and wayside crosses, establishing a mood in which transgression seems to invite retribution. This inherited unease becomes the background weather of the tale, preparing readers for later confrontations over conscience, allegiance, and occult suspicion.

The main action shifts to 1612, among the Device family, whose poverty and marginal standing make them conspicuous in a watchful parish. Alizon Device, gentle in manner and eager for improvement, attracts notice after an encounter with a traveling pedlar is followed by sudden misfortune. Whispers multiply; neighbors revisit old grudges; charitable impulses harden into caution. Roger Nowell, a diligent local magistrate, begins to inquire, balancing pastoral concern with the statutes against witchcraft. What begins as a single grievance expands into a docket of suspicions, as ailments, accidents, and stray portents are gathered and cross-referenced into a case that seems to demand official action.

Ainsworth enlarges the canvas through convivial and clerical circles, especially the Asshetons, who represent county leadership trying to manage unrest. The zealous legal clerk Thomas Potts appears, his appetite for proof and precedent shaping the inquiries’ tone. Rival matriarchs of reputed cunning, associated with Demdike and Chattox, complicate loyalties within cottages and farms. Rumored meetings near Malkin Tower, gifts of charms, and claims of familiars enter testimony, while a shadowy tempter—sometimes styled the Man in Black—haunts the margins, pressing characters toward bargains they barely understand. Superstition and opportunism mingle, blurring the line between evidence and performance.

Alice Nutter, a wealthy gentlewoman of reserved bearing, emerges as a pivotal figure whose poise and secrecy draw both admiration and alarm. Her protectiveness toward Alizon and her own past entanglements place her at the heart of town talk. Ainsworth situates her amid the era’s confessional divides, where recusant sympathies and private devotions can be misread as forbidden rites. The moor, the abbey ruins, and forest glades become theatrical spaces for vows, temptations, and clandestine meetings. Through Alice, the novel probes the costs of independence and reputation, showing how charity, kinship, and faith can be weaponized when fear seeks a target.

The machinery of prosecution gathers speed, carrying the accused toward Lancaster Castle for examinations. Depositions accumulate: visions of sprites, borrowed milk, curdled beer, lamed animals, and uncanny recoveries. A child’s testimony splits households; confessions—whether coerced, credulous, or strategic—feed a narrative that courts and pamphleteers will later refine. Ainsworth interleaves folklore with nods to contemporary sources associated with the cases, while keeping the outcomes beyond immediate reach. He emphasizes competing motives—piety, ambition, vengeance, and survival—so that judicial process appears at once authoritative and precarious, a stage on which belief can harden into irreversible judgment.

Without disclosing final reckonings, the novel sustains tension between rational inquiry and metaphysical dread, asking how communities decide what is credible, what is wicked, and who must bear the cost. Its enduring significance lies in fusing local history with a cautionary study of panic, persuasion, and power. By dramatizing the Pendle story for a broad Victorian audience, Ainsworth helped shape popular memory of the trials, emphasizing the perils of credulity and the seductions of narrative certainty. The Lancashire Witches endures as a romance of place and period that invites readers to examine justice where fear and conviction intertwine.
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    The Lancashire Witches unfolds in early seventeenth-century Lancashire, a county of moorland, upland farms, and dispersed settlements around Pendle Hill and the Ribble valley. Under the new Stuart monarchy of James I (reigned from 1603), local governance rested with justices of the peace, parish officers, and manorial lords, while serious criminal cases went to the northern assizes held at Lancaster Castle. Parish churches enforced conformity to the Church of England, backed by ecclesiastical and civil penalties. In this relatively remote region, customary practices, folk medicine, and neighborly quarrels intersected with national laws defining witchcraft as a felony.

Belief in witchcraft was embedded in law and monarchy. James VI and I had published Daemonologie in 1597, endorsing prosecution of witches, and England’s Witchcraft Act of 1604 broadened capital offenses to include invoking evil spirits and causing death by sorcery. Enforcement depended on local magistrates taking examinations, binding suspects to appear, and sending cases to assize judges. Evidence typically comprised witness testimony, reputed maleficium, and confessions; English common law did not admit continental inquisitorial procedures or routine torture. The climate encouraged communities to interpret illness, livestock loss, or failed remedies through a legal lens that could escalate neighborhood tensions.

In 1612 the Lancaster Assizes tried an unusually large cluster of cases now known as the Pendle and Samlesbury witch trials. Sir Edward Bromley and Sir James Altham presided in August sessions at Lancaster Castle. Contemporary numbers vary, but multiple defendants from the Pendle area were convicted and executed, while the three women in the Samlesbury case were acquitted. A child’s testimony played a decisive role in some convictions. The clerk Thomas Potts compiled an official account, The Wonderfull Discoverie of Witches in the Countie of Lancaster (1613), stating that the judges reviewed his text, which shaped how posterity remembered events.

Lancashire’s religious landscape sharpened conflict. After the Reformation, the county retained strong pockets of Roman Catholic recusancy, supported by certain gentry households and missionary priests. Penal laws imposed fines for nonattendance at Anglican services and for harboring clergy, while the 1606 Oath of Allegiance tested loyalty after the 1605 Gunpowder Plot heightened suspicion of Catholics. Ecclesiastical and civil authorities sought conformity, yet practices varied widely in rural districts. This contested environment—where conformity, clandestine worship, and popular piety overlapped—formed a backdrop for accusations, as officials read disorder and nonconformity through confessional as well as criminal categories.

Economic and social strains contributed to vulnerability. The Pendle region relied on small pastoral farming, cattle rearing, and occasional textile outwork, with many families near subsistence. The dearths of the later sixteenth century and fluctuating prices intensified dependence on parish poor relief under the 1601 Poor Law, while vagrancy statutes punished the idle and itinerant. Cunning folk offered healing, charms, and lost-property divination, services sometimes sought even by those who disapproved of them. When cures failed or charity was refused, quarrels could harden into accusations of maleficium. Depositions from 1612 repeatedly draw on such neighborly resentments and everyday misfortunes.

Legal process framed the narrative contours. Justices such as Roger Nowell of Read received complaints, took examinations, and committed suspects to Lancaster Castle pending the assizes. Grand juries returned indictments; petty juries judged guilt. The Samlesbury trial exposed coached testimony and confessional polemics, as judges probed allegations embellished with sensational motifs common in European witch literature. Potts’s printed report, authorized by the bench, emphasized judicial diligence and the triumph of English common law over superstition and popery alike. That publication furnished later writers with names, speeches, and topography, giving unusually granular documentation for a provincial criminal episode.

William Harrison Ainsworth, a Victorian historical novelist, drew extensively on Potts’s 1613 tract and on regional lore popularized in works such as John Roby’s Traditions of Lancashire (1829). The Lancashire Witches appeared in 1849, part of a mid-nineteenth-century vogue for romanticized yet document-based narratives of earlier English history. Antiquarian interest in county topography and customs, together with the expanding market for serialized fiction, encouraged detailed scene-setting around Pendle Hill, the Ribble valley, and Lancaster. Ainsworth’s method—melding archival quotations, legal episodes, and folklore—placed his story within a recognizably mapped landscape while amplifying the dramatic stakes of the assize courtroom.

Set against 1612, the novel stages collisions among law, religion, and popular belief that preoccupied both the Stuart past and Victorian readers. By following Potts’s proceedings, it highlights magistrates, judges, parish oversight, and local elites, while its attention to cunning folk, beggars, and accused families underscores how poverty and reputation fed prosecution. The work reflects nineteenth-century reassessments of witch-hunting as a cautionary episode, foregrounding due process and official responsibility in contrast to rumor. Its regional specificity and legal focus echo contemporary debates about historical justice and confessional identity, using Lancashire’s trials to explore authority, credulity, and communal fear.
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Eight men guarded the beacon on wind-scoured Pendle Hill. Two sentinels, swords and arquebuses at the ready, scanned Clithero’s towers, Bleasdale’s moors, the black fells above Lancaster, and the winding Pendle Water as it slipped through forest toward Whalley Abbey. Around them stretched dreary wastes of peat, tarn, and thorn, broken only by Clithero, Colne, Burnley, six lonely halls and scattered herdsmen booths; yet grouse, deer, and even wolf still filled the forest. Between the armed watchers a banner showed a mailed churchman pointing a sword toward twin abbey towers—John Paslew, Abbot of Whalley, self-styled "Earl of Poverty.

Near the peat fire stood two Cistertian monks, a broad-shouldered bowman in Lincoln green, two herdsmen holding mules and a war-horse, and their tall leader cloaked in black velvet trimmed with minever. It was a clear November afternoon in 1536, season of the great rising called the Pilgrimage of Grace[1]. Thirty thousand northerners, led by Robert Aske and urged on by militant abbots of Whalley, Jervaux, Furness and others, had seized York, Hull and Pontefract, besieged Skipton, and forced Norfolk to parley at Doncaster. During the armistice beacon fires were to summon the host again, and Paslew now fretted for the flame.

"Night falls and no beacon," Paslew muttered. "Does Norfolk accept our terms?" He repeated the rider’s message: "Pardon for all save ten—John Paslew, William Trafford, Adam Sudbury, Robert Aske, John Eastgate, William Haydock among them." "Was my name spoken?" Eastgate asked. "It was." The monk cursed "that tyrant." Paslew said envoys now sought full pardon, a York parliament, Mary’s right, the Pope’s authority, monks restored; he himself had opposed the armistice, but York’s archbishop and Lord Darcy prevailed. Eastgate warned, "Your title enrages the king." "I wear ‘Earl of Poverty’," Paslew answered, "because church is stripped and the poor starve." "You do well," Eastgate said.

“Poverty will fall not only on the Church but on all England if the king and his heretical counsellors prevail,” thunders Abbot Paslew. “Cromwell, Audeley, Rich demand tribute for each baptism, for every loaf of wheat, for flesh of fowl or swine, for every ploughed acre—the poor stripped, the king fattened.” Father Haydocke answers, “This must be a jest.” “A jest no man laughs at,” the abbot retorts, scanning the sky for the beacon. “From Tweed to Mersey the land is ours if we stand firm.” Father Eastgate warns of foes and Derby’s force at Preston. “We will give him a warm reception,” Paslew vows.

Haydocke suggests the Don may be swollen or their leader lost; Paslew rejects the fear. “Robert Aske is Heaven’s chosen. A one-eyed worm shall save the faith, and Aske lacks his left eye.” Eastgate chants, “‘Forth shall come an Aske with one eye… Chief of the northern chivalry.’” Pressed, he adds Nicholas Demdike’s new verse: “‘One shall sit at a solemn feast, half warrior, half priest; the greatest there shall be the least.’” The name sparks Paslew’s wrath: “Demdike of Worston, whose wife is a witch?” Forester Cuthbert Ashbead protests her beauty; the abbot sets penance, renews her ban, and asks about her shadowy husband.

Ashbead points to the hill-crest where Demdike stands with a black hound. Haydocke mutters omens; Paslew yearns to confront him. The stranger sings: “‘He shall be rich, yet poor as me… hang’d at his own door,’” then laughs. “Send a bolt,” the abbot commands. The quarrel misses; Demdike bows, traces a circle, scatters heather, leaps an orchard wall, and vanishes. Paslew dispatches Ashbead to the heaving turf to seize the knave. Night falls, the forester stays away. A sentinel shouts; beacons blaze on Blackstone Edge, Cliviger, Ightenhill, Boulsworth, Padiham. Paslew thrusts a torch into the peat. “May this light damn our foes

With a hiss the abbot thrust a blazing brand into the beacon’s tar and brushwood; monks copied him, and a tall spear of flame stabbed the night. Instantly red tongues sprang from Trawden, Foulridge, Cowling, Skipton, Clithero, Longridge, Ribchester, Bowland, Wolf Crag—hill after hill until Lancashire’s skyline burned like sorcery. Pendle’s summit glowed, forest depths flickered, Pendle Water gleamed blood-red. Sentinels cheered each fire. At last nearly every height carried its torch, and the abbot, heart racing, vaulted to his horse. "Holy fathers," he cried, "follow as you can. I ride ahead, send two hundred archers, meet our brethren at midnight. Heaven be with you

"Stay! Stay!" barked a harsh voice. Nicholas Demdike stepped into the beacon's glare, eyes blazing, black hound at heel, gaunt frame wrapped in tatters. "I warn you, lord abbot—hear me or ill will befall you." Paslew snorted, "Ill will befall me if I heed a wicked churl. What of Cuthbert Ashbead?" "I have not seen him since he shot at me," Demdike replied. "Beware his safety," the abbot said, then turned to the monks: "High mass at dawn; attend." Demdike blocked the horse, staff planting. "You will never ride," he vowed. The charger reared; Paslew shouted, "Stand aside or be trampled!" Demdike held the bridle.

"Listen," Demdike said, steering the horse aside, "by dawn Whalley Abbey will be lost, and if you return you die." Paslew growled but followed. "Your cause is lost," the wizard continued. The abbot flung an arm toward thirty spires of flame. "Lost? Those beacons will call five hundred swords to my gate!" "They will follow not the 'Earl of Poverty' but the Earl of Derby," Demdike replied. "He rides from Preston with Lord Mounteagle." "How know you this?" Paslew demanded. "Believe or not, the rising has failed," Demdike said. Paslew struck his hand, crying, "Liar! Release me!" Demdike refused, offering rescue for a price.

"Name your condition," Paslew sneered, "though it imperils my soul." Demdike smiled coldly. "Lift the curse from my wife and baptize her daughter—nothing more." "Never will I christen a child of Satan," the abbot answered. The wizard pressed the bit, backing the horse to a sheer drop. "You are in my power, yet I would spare you. Look!" One by one the watch-fires winked out: Boulsworth, Cliviger, Padiham. "The Pilgrimage of Grace is over," he said. "The insurgents took the king's pardon; your abbey and your life are forfeit." Paslew shuddered, whispering, "It is the Demon." Demdike offered another bargain: vengeance on the coming foes.

Paslew snarled, "Who are they?" "John Braddyll and Richard Assheton, come to seize Whalley," Demdike said. "Hell consume them!" "Your speech gives consent," the wizard answered, towing the horse toward the hill's edge. The monks trailed; herdsmen asked about the beacon—Paslew growled "No." As they descended he asked, "Where are the foes?" "You shall see," Demdike replied. Paslew balked at the magic circle. "I will not enter." "Stand firm," Demdike soothed, ordering weapons ready. A shout rose; forty soldiers vaulted a wall and stormed the gully. Beacon light flashed on steel. "Stir not, if you value life," the wizard whispered, and the trap was set.
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  The Eruption
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Demdike strode to the green patch, drove his iron staff three times into the sod where he had tossed heather; each withdrawal loosed a tall jet of black water. Up the dry channel rushed the royalist band; John Braddyll cried, “’Tis he, the rebel abbot! The devil has delivered him!” Richard Assheton added, “We’ll gibbet the villain where he lit the beacon.” Demdike only laughed. Spurring his horse, Paslew shouted, “Heretics, I’ll strike you down!” but the wizard yanked the bridle and thundered, “Hold, or share their fate.” A subterranean boom answered: the turf slid away and an inky torrent exploded toward the soldiers.

The flood, lit hellish red by the beacon, swallowed men, stones, and screams alike, hurling Braddyll’s troop headlong, battering them with turf and rock, ripping orchard trees, smashing cottages, bursting a mill-dam, then roaring on to swell Pendle Water. Paslew and his monks watched aghast, blood frozen, while unearthly laughter peeled behind them. Demdike turned and said, “Your vengeance is full—will you baptize my child?” “Never, accursed one!” Paslew shrieked. “Better you sacrifice her. Yet one man still fights the torrent—I must save him.” “That is Braddyll,” Demdike sneered, “and yonder stone holds Assheton. Rescue them and they own your abbey.

Paslew plunged in with a crook, hauled half-drowned Braddyll from mud, then hurried on as a voice jeered, “One half the abbey gone!” He reached Assheton’s stone; when the knight caught the pole the surge dragged both away. They were swept into an eddy at the hill’s foot. A black hound, urged by a figure, hauled Assheton ashore. “The other half gone,” the man called. “Shall I send my dog if you baptize my child?” “Never!” Paslew gasped and sank. He awoke on a couch; the man stood near. “Saved from one death to meet a baser one,” he said. “Thou here?” the abbot cried.

"Ay, I watch thee," said Demdike. "Thou art a prisoner at Whalley; Derby holds the abbey, Jervaux and Salley’s abbots lie in Lancaster, and thou shalt follow." The abbot groaned, "I’ll yield all if I may die in peace." "Useless," snarled Demdike, "attainted, all is forfeit; Braddyll and Assheton will rule. Thou shalt hang at thy own door while my wife looks on." "Who art thou?" "Thou shalt know before death. Farewell." He left; the broken man crept to his oratory and tried to pray. Years later Pendle Hill burst, flinging earth and stones; Charles Townley blamed trapped rainwater forcing way between rock and turf.





Chapter 3.
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A sad, sad change has fallen on Whalley Abbey. For two centuries seventeen abbots feasted poor and stranger, yet now the cloisters echo no chant, the altars are bare of cross and relic, pyx and chalice, staff and mitre, all plundered. Libraries burn; infirmary, kitchen, buttery and cellar lie silent while October ale and Gascon wine swell soldiers’ throats, and an armed earl lodges in the long gallery. Our Lady’s oratory is neglected. Still the March sun gilds grey walls, sends rainbows across tombs of Lacy and Rede, and the Calder laughs beneath towers that surrendered without a blow.

Inside, drums roll and trumpets bray; cannon crown the circuit, archers drill in the cloisters, the royal banner snaps over the north-east gate. Powder fills the grange, courtyards swarm with men-at-arms. Outside, on bridge, riverbank and village, herdsmen, farmhands and threadbare Cistercians stare at the hills, waiting for Abbot Paslew and Fathers Eastgate and Haydock, to be brought from Lancaster this eleventh of March and hanged at dawn. Upon the smooth hill of Holehouses a towering gallows blackens the sky; the rustics curse it, and pikemen stand guard day and night lest angry hands drag it down.

Before the gate Cuthbert Ashbead snarls, “Eh, Ruchot, that gallows is a sight—been up?” Ruchot groans, “Nay; an archer cracked my skull and swore he’d hang me too.” Cuthbert scoffs, “Craven! My fists itch to strike the thieves. King Harry swears England shall have no more monks.” A sturdy hind cries, “God help us—what becomes of the world?” Cuthbert shouts, “Ten men with me can free the abbot!” Ruchot wavers; Hal o’ Nabs roars, “I’ll shed my last drop—Abbot Paslew to the rescue!” Voices echo. A tall man mutters, “This must be stopped,” slips away; Hal gasps, “Nick Demdike!” Crosses flash, whispers fear his sorcery.

Ashbead growls he’ll relate all: the abbot sent him down Warston Lane to watch Owen’s orchard, yet vaulting the stone wall he met thirty pikemen who sprang on him, blindfolded him, gagged him with iron, and beat him senseless. He woke on Rimington Moor, aching but free, and followed a dancing light he first mistook for Friar Rush. It led to a ruined tower where witches sat in a ring among brooms and lanterns, pricking a clay image of the abbot. Then towering Nick Demdike hanged the figure while a dread voice ordered him to bring his unbaptised child for sacrifice at Paslew’s execution.

The listeners gasp, but a monk hurries up and points to a sorrowful line of former bursers, granger, cellarer, sacristan, porter, procurator, and prior trudging toward the gate; the rustics drop to their knees, receive the prior’s blessing, and promise to rescue Paslew. He forbids it, warning their foes are too strong. At once a file of arquebussiers commanded by Richard Assheton, with Nicholas Demdike beside them, marches out to scatter the crowd. Some flee, yet Ashbead wrests a halbert and stands firm. Demdike offers to seize him; the forester yields nothing, and the two grapple while Hal o’ Nabs anxiously hovers with the pike.

In the struggle positions shift; Hal’s thrust fatally strikes Ashbead, who collapses beneath the wizard, blood gushing. Hal cries out, is bound, and the senseless forester is borne toward the abbey while monks and peasants trail helplessly. Within the wall a tall, dark-eyed woman appears—Bess Demdike with the unbaptised infant. She denounces Nicholas, insists the wound be treated, and threatens to leave him if Ashbead dies. Yielding, the wizard guides the party to a recess, pours a mysterious elixir down the keeper’s throat, and presses a soaked linen on the gash. Ashbead stirs, murmurs he would rather die beside Bess; she hushes him—Nicholas is watching.

Ashbead whispered, “I’m dying, Bess; break with Satan and I'll die content.” “You’ll recover,” she said. “If the child isn’t baptized by tomorrow,” he warned, “Darkness claims it; confess, find mercy.” “The priests would burn me,” she spat, vowing revenge on the abbot. “Leave me, wicked woman,” he groaned. “Nicholas stanched your wound,” she argued. “I’ll owe him nothing.” He ripped off the bandage; blood poured. Demdike growled, “Not my fault now.” Bess begged aid; Ashbead refused, gasped farewell. “Bless my child!” she cried. “Give it—” he died. “Lost!” she shrieked. A trumpet blared, “The abbot comes!” Demdike yanked her up: “On your feet—meet him.
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