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            CHAPTER ONE

            
        Forres, October 1661
      

         

         I have to do this. My father is going to be apoplectic with rage and my husband… well, he won’t be happy. But I won’t be here to witness their reactions, and I have to do this.

         My trunk is open on the bed. Last time I packed it was just before I got married, nearly two years ago. I remember laying my shifts and stockings in as slowly as I could, trying to put off the moment when it would be full and closed and ready to go to my new home. Fastening the lid trapping me into a life of…

         No. I’m not going to think about this life, the one I’m about to run from. This time I’m packing for something I want. Something I must do. I’m as excited and jittery as I was supposed to be the night before my wedding. This time I’m stuffing my belongings in any old way. There isn’t time to do otherwise. If I linger to pack neatly, Thomas might wake. My clothes, my pens and knives, the Bible my mother left me – in they all go, fast as if I were stealing them.

         I tuck my coin purse into my bodice and remove my jewellery. The journey to Auldearn isn’t that far and I’m reasonably sure the carter won’t rob me, but there’s no sense in taking chances. All I leave in place is my wedding band. It’s tempting to take it off, but that’s not why I’m flitting. It’s not about leaving my husband. It’s about what I’m going to, not what I’m running from.

         I’m nearly ready. My fur-lined cloak is excessive for the mildness of early October, but I’ll need it soon enough and the wages I’m to be paid won’t stretch to replacing it, so it has to come. I take a last look at my room. It’s a pleasant enough room, all heavy draperies and dark, sturdy furnishings. I know plenty of women would be happy with this. It’s not that I’m unhappy with it, it’s just… I have something important to do now. That’s all it is.

         The trunk is heavy, but I’m not so well-bred I’ve never lugged a bag. I’ve helped my father unload plenty of carts. This is nothing compared to a hefty chest of Edinburgh fashions. I never had to carry those in complete silence, though.

         I left the parlour door open so that I can hear if Thomas stirs – or more accurately, so I’ll notice if his snoring becomes conspicuous by its absence. He’s full of syllabub and port so he ought to be out cold for a good long time. He normally wouldn’t wake until I come and urge him to go to bed, but it would be just like him to choose tonight to resist the temptation to sleep in his armchair.

         Eventually my heavily-laden tiptoeing gets me as far as the door, which I oiled earlier today in preparation for this. The handle turns silently and I set the trunk on the step outside, then turn back and untuck a note from my waistband. I leave it on the stair, where he’ll either spot it or trip over it.

         
            
         Dear Husband, 
      

            
        Do not be alarmed by my absence. I am called away on most urgent and important business, in which the fate of this country is concerned. You may write to me care of 
        Mr John Dixon, witchpricker of Auldearn, if you wish. 
      

            
        I beg you not to attempt to retrieve me, I shall return as soon as our work is done and you must not interfere with it. 
      

            
         Your dutiful wife, 
      

             Isobel.

         

         Whether he’s happy is his lookout. There are more important things at stake than whether or not Thomas is miserable.

         Although I’ve never much liked my husband’s house, it is at least conveniently close to the mercat cross. I don’t have too far to heave my trunk before I see the carter ahead of me. He helps me up onto the back of the cart, where I make myself as comfortable as I can given that I’m sitting on my luggage.

         We trundle out of Forres and into the darkness of the countryside. The carter isn’t a chatty man, and that suits me. Let him think what he likes about my reasons for sneaking out of town during the night, or let him think nothing about me at all. I’d prefer to be alone with my thoughts tonight. Alone with this delicious anticipation of my new life.

         When I was a child I had all sorts of dreams about running away. I thought I’d go to Inverness, the most far-flung and exotic place I could imagine, and I’d meet a rich man and he would build me a castle with a hundred servants and a rose garden. Or I’d vanish into the forest and find a fairy ring to sleep in so that the wee folk would carry me off to their realm. The thought of taking up a position as a clerk hadn’t occurred to me.

         If I’m honest, it hadn’t occurred to me until I met Mr Dixon. I didn’t think of what I do as a job, just a way of being useful. It’s just what you do if you’re a widowed merchant’s daughter, you keep the books and tally the stock and write a few letters. But I’ve never heard of anyone doing it for a man they weren’t related to by blood or marriage, so when Mr Dixon said he was looking for someone it was quite a shock to hear myself say “I could do it.”

         Even more of a shock when he narrowed his eyes and agreed that he thought I could.

         I know how that sounds. I know everyone is going to think I’ve taken up with him, but it’s not like that. It’s not. It’s just that I was in the right place at the right time, and I think I’ve got a duty to consider the greater good above my own reputation. These are dangerous times, and if the King sees fit to send out witchprickers to put a stop to what’s going on in this country then I believe every right-thinking person ought to be willing to do whatever it takes to support their endeavours.

         It’s not a pleasant thing, of course, witchpricking. I wish it wasn’t necessary. But it can’t be denied that we’ve had year after year of storms, wrecked fishing boats, blighted crops, plagues, and all following on from decades of war and upheaval. There’s hardly a family I know that hasn’t suffered. We’ve been lucky in my own family – we didn’t lose our lands, we’ve never starved, and even when evil fixed its glare on our house and stole my mother from me, my father and I were spared. I used to wonder why God let me live, why he didn’t take me instead, but now I think I know.

         This is a battle we all have to fight. I’m not going to sit and darn my husband’s socks while witches kill my neighbours. Sometimes you have to do things that people won’t understand in order to do good. Sometimes we must be cruel to be kind. Sometimes we must do a moonlight flit to be virtuous.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         It’s daybreak. Auldearn is coming to life, shutters opening and stalls setting up, and the carter has deliveries to make. I don’t want to hold him up. I climb down, bones aching from the state of the roads, and as he unloads my trunk I look around the square for Mr Dixon’s man, Andrew. He’s supposed to meet me and take me the rest of the way, but I’ve never seen him before and I don’t know what he looks –

         “Mistress Gowdie?”

         I turn round to see a tall, heavy-set man in a homespun cloak. This must be him. “Andrew? I’m sorry, I don’t know your surname, Mr Dixon didn’t –”

         “Yes, you look exactly like he said. Come with me.”

         The polite thing to do would be to offer to take an end as he lifts the trunk, but the idea that he would need my help is so laughable that it would be ridiculous to bring it up. Instead I just focus on keeping pace as we walk through the village and out, off the main path and onto dirt tracks. I pick my way carefully through the mud, not wanting to look a mess by the time we reach the house.

         “Is it far?” I ask.

         “Another two miles or so,” says Andrew.

         “And you live out here too?”

         He shakes his head. “I’m on the outskirts of Auldearn. Mr Dixon gets me in every few days to do the heavy work, or to ride with him when he’s working and needs a guard.”

         I can imagine Andrew would make an excellent guard, brawny as he is. A shame that Mr Dixon should need guarding, but it makes sense. I’ve heard of witchprickers being attacked and beaten bloody by people who don’t take the news of a loved one’s accusation very well. An occupational hazard when you’re dealing with the world’s most wicked, I suppose.

         “Are there any live-in servants?” I ask.

         “Just you,” Andrew says. I bristle at being called a servant. That’s not really what I am. But I let it pass. No sense in picking fights at this stage, especially if I don’t want to carry my own luggage the next mile and a half. “He’s been looking for a new maidservant for a while after the last one left.”

         “What happened?”

         He shrugs. “She had to go back to her family. Sick mother or something. That was about a month ago, and after that he was away over to Forres, so there’s no-one new been taken on yet.”

         “And how do you find Mr Dixon to work for?”

         Another shrug. “He’s fine. He pays well, and promptly. Keeps himself to himself. We never see him down in Auldearn unless it’s on business. Folk think he’s a bit strange, but that’s to be expected in his line of work.”

         I leave a gap in the conversation, hoping that Andrew will feel the need to fill it with further information, but he doesn’t. The certainty I felt last night is beginning to curdle. Have I made a mistake in coming here? Perhaps I should have insisted on knowing more about Mr Dixon’s domestic arrangements before agreeing to take this position, before I committed myself to living out in the woods with no-one but a silent recluse for company.

         We trudge on until we reach a bend in the track. There’s a post jammed into the ground with a bell suspended from it. Andrew grabs the rope and rings long and loud before continuing.

         “Why is there a bell so far from the house?”

         “He doesn’t like to be taken by surprise,” Andrew says. That’s all I get out of him, because before I can ask anything more we round the bend and the house lies before us.

         It’s less elaborate than my father’s townhouse or even my husband’s, but it’s a substantial cottage, neatly whitewashed, with a small stable adjoining. While it’s nothing grand, it’s solid and respectable. I’ve not run away to some crumbling shack. That’s some comfort, at least.

         Andrew swings my luggage down from his back and bangs on the door. “Mr Dixon!” he bellows. “She’s here!”

         A moment later the door opens and he emerges, my new employer. As soon as I set eyes on him, my fears are dispelled. Even in this domestic setting, he has as much presence as when I saw him in the kirkyard in Forres. Small wonder the people of Auldearn think him strange. I could easily believe that he’s not of this world. That’s what it is to be chosen by God, I suppose.

         “Mistress Gowdie,” he says, and bows low to me. “Welcome. I hope you had a smooth journey?”

         “I did, Sir, thank you. And thank you for sending Andrew to meet me, I doubt I’d have found my way here without him.”

         He smiles. “We are a little remote here, it’s true. But you’ll soon find your way around. Let me show you the house.”

         I follow him across the threshold and from room to room. The wood panelling looks and smells new, and the draperies and rugs also speak of recent refurbishment. It looks as if Mr Dixon is anticipating a lengthy stay in this area, or that he intends to make a home here. Perhaps I’ll be here for longer than I anticipated.

         On the upper floor he shows me the study, which will be my main workplace. “You’ll be handling correspondence for the most part,” he says, “though as some of the trials progress it might be useful to have you with me so that I have records taken by someone I can trust. I sometimes suspect that parish clerks are in the pay of men with agendas of their own, and we can’t be too careful. If you’re there, you can at least check the accuracy of their notes.”

         “Don’t you read over the notes yourself, Sir?”

         “God gave me particular gifts, Mistress Gowdie, but reading was not one of them. Make no mistake, I’m not hiring you because I need a little help keeping on top of my letters. I can pay a few coppers to any clerk or deacon and get them to read my post to me and write down my replies. I’m hiring you because I need someone who can be more than just a clerk. I need you to be my voice in writing. I need to be able to trust you with the most confidential parts of my work.” He fixes me with his solemn gaze. “I need a confidante. Can you be that to me?”

         I have so many questions. How can a man with such fine tastes, a man so eloquent, be unable to read? Illiteracy seems to me the domain of labourers and lower servants, not men who command audiences with lairds and ministers. Not men whose jackets are so finely woven that my father would already be courting his custom. Not men who make the Devil’s servants tremble with their words. I heard that he was apprenticed to the legendary John Kincaid, a witchpricker so prolific and accurate that his fame has reached us all the way up in the north. It never occurred to me that Mr Dixon might not be a man of letters.

         He’s still waiting for an answer. How long have I been staring?

         “Yes,” I say. “Of course. Whatever you need, Sir. I can keep your confidence.”

         “Good,” he nods, then steps back into the passageway and leads me into the small, neat room next door. “This will be your room. No-one else will enter it for as long as you remain here.” He hands me the key. “Take your time unpacking, but when you’re ready come and find me and we’ll set to work immediately. There’s much to be done.”

         “I will. And Sir?”

         “Yes?”

         “My father had a clerk for a while, after my mother died but before I was old enough to take the work on. He called him Walter, Sir, rather than by his surname. Perhaps you could call me Isobel, instead of Mistress Gowdie?”

         He looks puzzled by my request. Have I overstepped the mark already? I open my mouth to retract but then he speaks. “Isobel. Certainly.” He gives me a nod, then he turns and goes. I think he’s happy enough to call me by my name, but time will tell, I suppose. I’ll find out when I go to start the work.

         Andrew has left my trunk by my bed. I unfasten it and throw the lid open, then I begin to pull out my belongings as swiftly as I packed them.

         As Mr Dixon said, the work won’t wait.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            
        March 1662
      

         

         I already know what the letter will say. Sincere apologies, deepest respect, etcetera etcetera, we can’t possibly meet your price. I know it. We’ve been back and forth on the matter of payment for weeks now, and Mr Ogilvie isn’t going to budge.

         But neither is Mr Dixon. He’s going to be annoyed. He always is when people won’t pay, because they’re not doing their duty. If you’re a parish officer and you’ve got a witch accused, you’ve got to deal with the matter properly. You wouldn’t want an innocent person wrongly executed, but more to the point, you wouldn’t want to release a guilty person back into the community just because some church elder didn’t know what he was supposed to be looking for. You need a witchpricker. And if you need a witchpricker, you find a way to pay for one, just the same as if you need a surgeon.

         I go straight to the study, but Mr Dixon is not there. The door to his room is a little ajar and I can hear the sloshing of water. An unbidden image takes shape in my mind, Mr Dixon stripped to the waist to wash, droplets snaking across lean muscles, his body thin but surprisingly powerful and –

         “Isobel? Is that you?”

         He knows I’m here! He’s heard me in the hallway and now he knows I’m skulking by the door, what must he think? I try to sound as calm as I can. “Yes, Sir. I’ve got a letter from Mr Ogilvie but I didn’t want to disturb you.”

         “Come in.”

         Come in? To his room? He has never asked me to do that before. Is this…

         I mustn’t think about it. Just walk into the room. It will be perfectly innocent. It will. He won’t be waiting for me there ready to –

         He’s before the mirror, fully clothed. Of course he’s fully clothed, of course he is, I must get that wicked image out of my mind. There’s a pitcher of water keeping warm by the fire and he’s leaning over the ewer, shaving his head. The razor glints in the firelight. I can never get the one in his tool bag to shine like that.

         I break the seal on the letter and read it aloud. Sure enough, Mr Ogilvie won’t go past ninepence a day – and sure enough, Mr Dixon won’t drop the price below two shillings. Even the offer of a premium of two pounds for every witch found is insufficient, since it risks wasting Mr Dixon’s time should the accused turn out to be innocent.

         “If he would rather suffer a witch to live than empty his pockets,” Mr Dixon says, “let him answer to God for it on the appointed day.”

         The answer being clear, I turn to leave. He calls me back.

         “Another letter came while you were out.” He points to where it lies, on his bed. “From your father, I think. The messenger was from Forres.”

         I know what this letter will say too, and I don’t relish the prospect of reading it. It’s addressed to me, but my father often instructs me to pass on his remarks to my employer. I open it, skim it and sigh.

         “The usual concerns, Sir,” I say. “Asks me to come home until you’ve found a new maid. Says my husband’s asking after me… as always.”

         Mr Dixon has a way of retreating inside himself for a moment when he’s marshalling his patience. A slight pursing of the lips, a suppressed sigh, a tiny pause before he speaks. None of his correspondents provoke this reaction so frequently as my father. “It’s time your father and I had this out, man to man. When am I next in Forres?”

         “In three weeks’ time, Sir, to meet with the elders.”

         “Good. Tell your father to expect me to call on him then. Once he understands the nature of our work, he’ll see that you and I are above such earthly concerns as flesh.”

         I nod, but my eyes flick from his face to his bed and I can feel my skin turning as scarlet as my sordid soul. Let him look away, let something else, anything else catch his attention, don’t let him see me betray myself…

         But of course he sees. He never misses a thing.

         “You are above such concerns, are you not, Isobel?”

         I gabble something in response, meaningless words if they’re even words at all.

         “Don’t be so alarmed. You know you need never be afraid to speak the truth to me.” His tone is not gentle, but it’s not censorious either. I risk a glance at his face, but his expression gives nothing away.

         “There are times when I have… thoughts.”

         “And their nature?”

         “Please, Sir, they’re just foolishness, nothing to –”

         “Speak, lass. You’ll tell me nothing I don’t already know.”

         My blood is on fire, as if my very sins were coursing through my veins. If he knows, if those piercing eyes can look into my soul and read my wickedness the way he has read it in so many others, he’ll send me away. Won’t he? Surely he must. Surely. But I’m fighting it, I fight it so hard, and isn’t that the important thing, to resist temptation?

         There’s no point in denying how I feel. I believe him when he says he knows. All I can do is speak the truth and throw myself on his mercy.

         “Sometimes… I catch myself wondering what it would be like if… if you and I were man and wife. I imagine what it would be like to… to be your… helpmeet, much as I am now, but to know that I could never be taken from you by my father ordering me back to my husband. I think about standing at your side, opposing the Devil.”

         He reveals nothing. “And?”

         “Don’t make me say it,” I whisper. And he doesn’t. But he leaves the sort of silence I have to fill. “I picture myself lying with you.” I watch his face as I say the words. I will him to glance at the bed, or at my body, or to flush scarlet and betray himself for having similar thoughts.

         He does not. His gaze doesn’t waver. “Omit nothing.”

         “Oh God –”

         “It is in his name that I ask this of you.”

         God help me, I tell him everything. I must. “Your arms around me, your skin… the smell of you, like no other man I’ve ever met. I imagine you with them, the accused women, your hands as you strip them and examine them, and… Oh God, I tell myself not to think this way but then when I close my eyes I see myself in their place. And I burn at night for thinking about it.”

         With other men it’s so easy. My father’s thoughts and opinions are an open book to me, as are my husband’s, though most of the pages are blank. I thought I would learn to read Mr Dixon in time, but after months in his service he’s as inscrutable as I found him on the first day. I suppose that’s to be expected, since he is no ordinary man, but it’s difficult to be the Magdalene to his Jesus.

         …did I really just let myself think that?

         His words wash over me. They’re what I expected – calm, clear, definite rebuttal, making sure I understand that he has a higher purpose, that he respects the sanctity of my marriage and knows in his heart that I do too. He’s getting closer to me, beginning to usher me towards the door. “You must learn to govern your lust,” he admonishes me. “This is the trial you have been given.”

         And I don’t know what possesses me to say this -“But if anything ever changed, if there ever was – if there had ever been a way, would you… would you want me?”

         He almost touches me. He comes so close, his hand within an inch of my arm, and then he changes his mind. “Better for us both if we only think of what is,” he says, “and not of what might have been.”

         The door closes behind me. I want to walk out of the house, walk all the way back to Forres and back to my husband where I will spend my whole life cursing myself for every word I’ve ever spoken and for ever wanting anything more. But I don’t. I stumble into the study instead and collapse into my chair. I need to find something to distract myself.

         There’s a letter I’ve been trying to draft for more than a day now. That will do. I read over my previous attempts, searching for the right tone. It has to be carefully judged – it’s going to a Mr Hay, a member of the King’s Privy Council, and we’re not giving him the answer he wants so the phrasing must be perfect.

         His request isn’t unreasonable. He asks that Mr Dixon come to Inverness to present his license, and under normal circumstances I’m sure he would. At present, though, he’s preparing for a huge case over at Wardlaw. Word is that there could be as many as twenty witches in the coven and there’s a lot of planning to be done with his Lairdship, so Mr Dixon will need all his strength. What he doesn’t need is to wear himself out with a visit to Inverness, a full day’s ride in the opposite direction, for a task that could easily wait if Councillor Hay will allow it. So it falls to me to make sure he will allow it.

         I did suggest that Mr Dixon send Andrew with the license, but that didn’t go down well. I’ve learned that he can be a little bit sensitive about his paperwork. I don’t think it comes easily to him to rely on someone else to do it for him.

         I still find it odd that Mr Dixon can’t read. He’s a well-spoken man, silver-tongued in fact. In the letters he dictates he holds his own against learned men from universities. When he talks to Mr Innes, you’d never know that one of them is educated and the other not. He says he had the good fortune to be put into service in the home of a minister when he was a boy, and that the old man would practise his sermons on him, inadvertently teaching him to better his speech and to love God. His learning comes entirely from listening.

         That was before his gift was discovered, of course. Back in easier times before all the troubles with Cromwell and the King. I don’t know whether those days really were easier or whether I was just younger, but what I am sure of is that we had fewer witches then. They weren’t everywhere the way they are now. But I have faith that I will live to see things improve, because God sends men like Mr Dixon to do his work and rid us of evil. And I am grateful that out of all the men and women who could have been chosen to support that work, I was the one sent to cross Mr Dixon’s path.

         I just wish it didn’t have to be this way. I understand that he has a higher purpose, so he can’t have a wife. Even if my husband dropped dead tomorrow (God forbid, of course, I’m not wishing that on him but if it happened). Even if I’d been unwed when we met. Even if he was… even if he loved me, if he burned for me the way I find myself burning for him, he couldn’t abandon his mission for me. Not that he does burn, of course, not for me or anyone else. I should be glad that he is the man he is, because God knows that so many men would have taken advantage of my weakness. If he’d been any other man he’d have had me in his arms, crushed beneath the weight of him and halfway to damnation before I –

         I mustn’t think it, I mustn’t think it.

         It’s as well for me that he’s due to go to Spynie first thing tomorrow. With this fever in my blood I barely trust myself around him, and a few days of solitude will give me time to get control of myself. If he can master himself so completely, I can learn to live by his example.

         I can.

         I can.

         And I will.

         I pull the letter towards me again, and this time I will not stop writing until it is done.
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