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​PART I: THE WITCHFINDER'S FOLLY (Summer, 1962)
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The calendar in the world beyond the tree line read July 1962, but in the suffocating depths of the Salem woods, time had stopped three centuries ago. Here, beneath the dense canopy of ancient pines and twisting oaks, the Congregation lived exactly as their forefathers had. There were no paved roads, no electric lights, no whispers of the modern age. There was only the soil, the scripture, and the ever-present shadow of the Adversary.

And on this blistering afternoon, the Adversary had been found.

Inside the stifling, rough-hewn timber of the Meeting House, the air was thick with the smell of sweat, fear, and damp wool. Jeremiah, the settlement’s appointed Witchfinder, stood by the heavy oak doors, his posture as rigid as the wrought-iron iron cross hung above the pulpit. Clad in a heavy black coat despite the sweltering summer heat, his face was a mask of dogmatic stone. It was his duty to observe, to discern, and to deliver the final verdict of God.

But today, his absolute certainty was beginning to fracture.

At the center of the room, chained to an iron ring in the dirt floor, was Mercy. She was barely twenty, her homespun dress torn at the shoulder, her dark hair falling in tangled, sweat-dampened sheets over her face. She was weeping, her slender frame shaking with every sob.

Looming over her was Father Abner. The priest’s face was purple with hysterical rage, his eyes wide and feverish.

"She is the root of the blight!" Abner screamed, his voice cracking as spit flew from his lips and caught the shafts of dusty sunlight. He paced around the chained girl like a rabid hound. "The crops rot in the soil! The milk sours in the pail! The Devil dances in her eyes, just as he danced in her sister's! The blood is tainted, brethren! She must hang before the Solstice moon rises!"

Jeremiah gripped the iron buckle of his belt, his knuckles turning white. At the mention of Mercy's older sister, a phantom scent of woodsmoke caught in his throat. Jeremiah had condemned the sister only three months prior. He had seen the guilt in the older girl’s defiant sneer, had lit the pyre himself without a tremor of doubt in his soul.

But as Mercy looked up from the dirt, her tear-streaked face finding Jeremiah’s in the crowd, he felt a strange, terrifying lurch in his chest.

Her eyes were wide, doe-like, and utterly terrified. There was no defiance in them. There was only the desperate, pleading innocence of a trapped animal. When she looked at him, she didn’t look at a terrifying inquisitor; she looked at a savior.

She is not her sister, Jeremiah thought, his pulse quickening beneath his heavy coat. Abner has lost his mind to paranoia. The priest sees shadows where there is only light.

"I am innocent!" Mercy cried out, her voice a melodic, heartbreaking rasp. "Please, Father, I only prayed to the Lord! I know not of the blight!"

"Lies born of soot and brimstone!" Abner shrieked, kicking dirt toward her bruised knees. "The Witchfinder will decree it! We build the gallows tonight!"

The congregation murmured in fervent, frightened agreement. Jeremiah kept his face impassive, but beneath his ribs, a dangerous seed of pride and repressed desire had just taken root. He alone could see the truth. Abner was a hysteric, drowning in his own zealous madness. But Jeremiah was a man of reason. A man of true justice.

And as the meeting adjourned and the guards dragged a weeping Mercy down to the darkness of the root cellar, Jeremiah knew what he had to do.

*
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Midnight descended on the woods like a heavy velvet shroud. The heat of the day lingered, accompanied by the deafening, rhythmic shrieks of summer cicadas.

Jeremiah moved through the sleeping settlement like a ghost, a single shielded lantern in his hand. He unlatched the heavy iron padlock of the root cellar with a stolen key, the metal cold and slick with the humidity. He stepped down into the dark, earthy bowels of the earth, the scent of turning potatoes and damp soil filling his lungs.

In the corner, huddled in the hay, Mercy gasped and scrambled backward against the stone wall.

"Please," she whimpered, raising her bruised wrists to shield her face. "Please, Witchfinder. Do not hurt me."

Jeremiah set the lantern down. The golden light flickered over her pale, flawless skin and the soft curve of her neck. He felt a sudden, agonizing tightness in his throat. He had spent his entire life denying the flesh, starving his desires to serve the Congregation. Yet, looking at her, he felt a profound, intoxicating weakness.

"I have not come to hurt you, Mercy," Jeremiah said, his baritone voice uncharacteristically soft. He stepped closer, kneeling in the dirt before her.

She lowered her hands, her large, dark eyes shimmering with unshed tears. "Father Abner says I am to hang on the morrow. He says the Devil is in me."

"Father Abner is a fool," Jeremiah whispered, the blasphemy tasting like copper on his tongue. "His mind is poisoned by fear. He sees the Devil in every shadow because he lacks the strength to face the light. But I see you, Mercy."

Mercy shifted, closing the distance between them. Her breathing was ragged. Slowly, with trembling hesitation, she reached out. Her cold, delicate fingers brushed the rough, scarred knuckles of Jeremiah’s hand. The contact sent a jolt of electricity straight to his chest.

"You see me?" she breathed, looking up through her dark lashes. "You do not think I am wicked like my sister?"

"Your sister was lost to the dark," Jeremiah said, his voice thickening as her thumb gently stroked his skin. "But you... you are pure. I see no wickedness in you. Only grace."

"But they will kill me, Jeremiah," she wept, leaning closer until he could smell the sweet, intoxicating scent of her hair—wildflowers and summer rain, entirely out of place in the damp cellar. "They will put the rope around my neck. No one is strong enough to stop Abner. No one but you."

She looked up at him, her lips parted, her gaze burning with absolute, total devotion. It was exactly what his pride demanded. To be the sole arbiter of her salvation. To be her god.

"If I die, my heart dies with you, Witchfinder," she whispered, her voice a silken thread wrapping around his mind. "I have watched you for so long. You are the only righteous man in this hollow. The only true man. Save me, Jeremiah. Take me away from this madness. Take me into the woods, to the outside world. If you spare my life..."

She leaned in, her lips a mere breath from his ear.

"...I will give you my life. My heart, my body, my soul. I will be yours, in this life and the next."

The remnants of Jeremiah’s iron dogma crumbled into ash. The severe, untouchable Witchfinder was dead, slain by a terrified girl in a root cellar. His blood roared in his ears, hot and demanding.

He grasped her delicate hands in his rough palms, his eyes burning with newfound, treasonous conviction.

"I will not let him touch you," Jeremiah vowed, his voice trembling with dark resolve. "When the guards change at the third hour, I will return. We will flee into the trees before the sun rises. They will not catch us."

Mercy smiled—a fragile, beautiful thing bathed in the lantern’s glow. "My savior," she whispered, kissing his knuckles.

Jeremiah stood, his heart pounding a frantic rhythm against his ribs, and slipped back up the stairs into the oppressive summer night to prepare for their escape.

Had he looked back down into the darkness of the cellar just one moment longer, he would have seen the terrified, doe-like innocence vanish from Mercy’s eyes. He would have seen her features flatten into a cold, predatory mask.

And he would have seen her smile twist into a cruel, venomous sneer in the dark.

The third hour of the morning hung thick and suffocating over the settlement. The moon was a pale sliver, offering barely enough light to paint the dirt paths in shades of charcoal. 

Jeremiah moved with the silent, practiced grace of a hunter. Over his shoulder, he carried a canvas satchel packed with stolen rations, a waterskin, and a heavy iron-wrought dagger. In his hands, he gripped his Springfield rifle. With every step, a lifetime of sacred oaths splintered beneath his boots. Thou shalt not bear false witness. Thou shalt not steal. Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live. He was damning his eternal soul, yet as he approached the root cellar, his blood thrummed with a fierce, intoxicating vitality he had never felt before. 

Outside the cellar doors, Brother Thomas sat slumped against the timber frame, snoring softly, a half-empty flagon of cider by his boots. Jeremiah didn't hesitate. He stepped out of the shadows, reversed his rifle, and brought the heavy wooden stock down hard against the man's temple. Thomas slumped into the dirt without a sound.

Another vow broken. Jeremiah felt nothing but the urgency of the moment.

He ripped the iron ring of keys from the unconscious guard’s belt and unlocked the padlock. The hinges groaned in the humid night as he pulled the heavy doors open. 

Mercy was waiting at the bottom of the earthen stairs, a pale phantom in the gloom. When she saw him, she let out a breathless sob and rushed up the steps. She threw her arms around his neck, burying her face in the coarse wool of his coat.

"You came," she breathed against his collarbone, her small body trembling against his solid frame. "I prayed, but I feared..."

"I gave you my word," Jeremiah said gruffly. He stripped off his heavy outer coat and draped it over her shoulders. It swallowed her fragile frame, hiding the bright, conspicuous white of her linen shift. "Keep this tight around you. The briars will tear your skin, and we must not be seen."

"Where do we go?" she asked, her wide eyes looking up at him with total, unquestioning trust. 

"Beyond the boundary stones," he replied, pointing toward the dense, black wall of the ancient forest. "Into the Devil's Country. They will not dare follow us deep."

He took her small, cold hand in his, marveling at how perfectly it fit within his callused grip. Together, they abandoned the settlement, slipping past the sleeping cabins and into the suffocating embrace of the trees.

They had been walking for perhaps twenty minutes, navigating the thorny underbrush and thick, grasping roots by memory alone, when the night shattered. 

Clang. Clang. Clang.

The iron bell of the Meeting House violently struck the heavy summer air. The sound rolled over the canopy, echoing through the timber like the hammer of God. Jeremiah stopped, his grip tightening on Mercy’s hand. 

"Abner," Jeremiah muttered, his jaw locking. "He could not sleep. His paranoia drove him to check the cellar."

Back in the settlement, chaos erupted. Even from a distance, Jeremiah could hear the frantic shouting of men shaken from their beds, the terrified shrieks of women, and the unmistakable, shrill voice of Father Abner rising above it all like a shrieking gale. 

"The Adversary has breached the flock!" Abner’s voice carried over the wind, warped by distance and sheer hysteria. "The Witchfinder has fallen! He has taken the whore of Babylon into the dark! They make a mockery of the Lord!"

Through the trees, a faint, flickering orange glow bloomed on the horizon. Torches. Dozens of them. 

Then came the sound that made the blood freeze in Jeremiah’s veins. It started as a low, rumbling chorus, rising rapidly into a cacophony of vicious, throaty bays. 

The hounds. They had loosed the mastiffs. 

"Jeremiah!" Mercy cried, stumbling against him as panic seized her. "They will tear us apart!"

"They have to catch us first," Jeremiah snarled, his protective instincts surging. He scooped her up effortlessly for a moment, lifting her over a rotting, moss-slicked deadfall, before setting her back on her feet. "Run. Do not look back. Run!"

They plunged deeper into the uncharted woods. The heat was oppressive, the air thick with mosquitoes and the smell of rotting pine. Branches whipped at Jeremiah’s face, leaving thin trails of blood across his cheek. Beside him, Mercy gasped and stumbled, her bare feet cutting against the jagged stones and roots. Every time she faltered, she reached for him, and every time, Jeremiah was there to pull her forward, fueled by a terrifying, euphoric pride. He was her shield. He was her god now. 

Behind them, the woods were coming alive with fire. The glow of the torches was spreading rapidly, cutting through the darkness like veins of lava. The crack of a rifle shot echoed through the trees, the bullet tearing through the canopy high above their heads. They were firing blindly into the dark.

"Find the traitor!" Abner’s voice shrieked, impossibly closer now. "Shoot him like the dog he is! Bring me the witch's head!"

The baying of the hounds grew deafening. They had caught the scent.

"The water," Jeremiah gasped, his lungs burning. He could hear the faint, rushing sound of the Black Creek ahead. "We must cross the water to break the trail!"

They slid down a steep, muddy embankment, splashing into the freezing, knee-deep water of the creek. The shock of the cold was paralyzing against the summer heat. Mercy whimpered, her dress soaking through, the heavy coat weighing her down. Jeremiah threw his arm around her waist, half-dragging, half-carrying her against the current. 

They scrambled up the opposite bank, their boots slipping in the thick, black mud. Jeremiah pushed Mercy up over the ridge and turned back just as the vanguard of the hunting party broke through the brush on the other side of the creek. 

Three massive mastiffs, their jaws slavering, surged to the water’s edge, barking furiously but hesitating at the rushing current. Behind them, torches flared, illuminating the wild, sweat-drenched faces of the militiamen. 

Jeremiah raised his rifle, his hands remarkably steady. He didn't aim at his former brothers; he aimed at the dirt at their feet and pulled the trigger. 

The deafening crack of the Springfield echoed over the water. The bullet sprayed dirt and pebbles into the hounds' faces, sending them yelping backward. The militiamen dropped to the ground in a panic. 

"He's armed! He’s firing upon us!" one of the men screamed. 

Jeremiah didn't wait to see if they would return fire. He turned, grabbed Mercy's hand, and pulled her into the inky, impenetrable darkness of the deep woods, leaving the screaming priest, the hounds, and his entire life behind him. 

They ran until their legs gave out, diving deeper into a part of the forest no member of the Congregation had ever dared to tread.

They ran until the sky above the canopy bled from bruised purple to a soft, hazy gray. The baying of the hounds had faded, swallowed by the vast, suffocating expanse of the deep woods. Still, Jeremiah did not let them stop. He pulled Mercy through brambles that tore at his trousers and over moss-slicked ravines, driven by adrenaline and the terrified grip of her hand in his.

By the time the first true rays of morning sun pierced the trees, they were completely exhausted. Mercy’s bare feet were bleeding, and she collapsed against the trunk of a massive, twisted elm, her chest heaving. 

"I can go no further," she gasped, sliding down to the damp earth. "Jeremiah... let me rest. Just for a moment."

Jeremiah leaned his rifle against the tree and fell to his knees beside her. His lungs burned, his muscles screaming in protest. He reached for his waterskin, uncorking it and holding it to her lips. She drank greedily, water spilling down her chin to wash away the dirt. 

"We have crossed the boundary ridges," Jeremiah panted, wiping the sweat from his own eyes. "Abner’s men do not know these woods. They will not easily find our trail."

As he spoke, the morning wind shifted. Instead of the scent of rotting pine and stagnant bog water, a sweet, impossible fragrance drifted through the trees. It smelled of blooming honeysuckle, fresh-turned soil, and baking bread. 

Jeremiah frowned, his instincts flaring. He grabbed his rifle and stood, peering through the dense thicket ahead. "Stay behind me," he whispered. 

He pushed aside a heavy curtain of weeping willow branches, and the breath caught in his throat. 

The dark, oppressive woods abruptly gave way to a massive, sun-drenched valley. It was a staggering contrast to the bleak, dying dirt of their settlement. Here, the grass was a vibrant, impossible green. Rows of towering corn and golden wheat swayed gently in the breeze. Clustered in the center of the valley were a dozen quaint, timber-framed cottages with thatched roofs. Smoke curled lazily from stone chimneys, and colorful wildflowers exploded from wooden window boxes. 

It was a painting of absolute, idyllic perfection. 

"Jeremiah..." Mercy breathed, stepping up beside him. Her eyes were wide with wonder. "What is this place?"

Before he could answer, figures emerged from the tall grass. They were men and women dressed in simple, clean linen—soft earthy browns, muted greens, and bright whites, entirely devoid of the severe, suffocating black wool of Jeremiah’s congregation. 

Jeremiah instantly raised his Springfield, his jaw clenching. "Halt!" he barked, his voice echoing across the valley. "Stay where you are!"

The people did not look afraid. They stopped, their expressions open and serene. From the center of the group, a tall, older man with a long silver beard and kind, crinkling eyes stepped forward. He held his hands out, palms open, showing he was unarmed. 

"Peace, traveler," the older man called out, his voice as smooth and warm as river stones. "There is no need for iron here. You are exhausted. Your companion is bleeding. Put down your weapon. War does not enter this hollow."

Jeremiah’s finger hovered over the trigger. His entire life had taught him to suspect the unknown, to see the Devil in the stranger. But as he looked at the man’s warm smile, and then down at Mercy’s trembling, hopeful face, his resolve wavered. 

"We are hunted," Jeremiah said, his voice raw. "If you harbor us, they will bring fire to your homes."

The older man smiled gently. "My name is Silas. And these woods protect their own. No hunters will find you here. Come. Wash the dirt from your skin. Break bread with us."

Slowly, his arms aching with the weight of the night's terrors, Jeremiah lowered the rifle. 

*
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By midday, the horrors of the escape felt like a distant nightmare. 

The commune had welcomed them with open, unquestioning arms. The women had whisked Mercy away, bathing her and dressing her in a soft, clean cotton gown of pale yellow. Silas had taken Jeremiah to a sturdy, sunlit cabin, providing him with a basin of warm, soapy water and a fresh linen shirt. 

When Jeremiah finally stripped off his heavy, black Witchfinder’s coat, it hit the floor with a heavy thud. He stared at it for a long time. That coat was his identity, his authority, his life’s work. And yet, leaving it in a heap on the floorboards, he felt a sudden, euphoric lightness in his chest. The oppressive weight of his guilt, the constant search for sin in his neighbors—it was gone. 

He walked out onto the porch of the cabin. The sun was warm on his face. In the center of the village, Mercy was sitting on a wooden bench, a crown of woven daisies in her dark hair, laughing as a group of children showed her a carved wooden toy. 

Jeremiah leaned against the wooden post, overwhelmed by a profound, unfamiliar emotion. Peace. 

He had done the right thing. Abner had claimed Mercy was the cause of the settlement's blight, but looking at the lush, blooming paradise of this hidden valley, Jeremiah knew the truth. God was not in the severe, starving dirt of his old home. God was here, in the warmth, the harvest, and the laughter. He had passed a divine test by choosing love and mercy over dogmatic slaughter. 

Mercy looked up, catching his eye across the courtyard. Her smile radiated pure, angelic gratitude. She stood and walked over to him, her bare feet stepping softly in the grass. 

"They are so kind, Jeremiah," she said softly, stepping onto the porch and resting her hands on his chest. Through the thin linen shirt, her touch was electric. "Silas says we may stay here. We can build a life. A real life."

Jeremiah looked down into her deep, dark eyes. He raised a callused hand, gently tracing the curve of her jaw. "No more fear," he whispered. "No more hiding."

"You saved me," she murmured, leaning her head against his shoulder. "I am yours, Jeremiah. Forever."

He wrapped his arms around her, breathing in the scent of her hair, feeling like a king who had just conquered a new world. He had forsaken his vows, betrayed his brothers, and abandoned everything he knew—and he would gladly do it a hundred times over for this moment. 

"Rest now," Silas called out warmly, walking past the cabin with a bundle of thick firewood in his arms. The older man gave them a knowing, grandfatherly smile. "Tonight is the Summer Solstice. We are building a great bonfire in the clearing. There will be feasting, dancing, and wine. You must be our guests of honor."

"We will be there," Jeremiah promised, a rare, genuine smile breaking across his stern face. 

He held Mercy tighter as the afternoon sun began its slow descent toward the tree line, blissfully, tragically unaware of the darkness waiting for them in the ash of the coming bonfire.

The sun did not simply set on the valley; it bled out. As the summer dusk deepened, the sky bruised into a violent, pulsing crimson, casting long, unnatural shadows across the lush grass. 

In the center of the clearing, the promised bonfire had been built. It was massive, a towering spire of interlocking logs that stood higher than the rooftops of the cottages. Silas, the kindly elder, stepped forward with a torch. As he touched the flame to the dry kindling, the fire did not catch slowly; it erupted with a deafening whoosh, a column of roaring orange and unnatural, leaping green that clawed at the darkening sky.

Jeremiah stood near the edge of the clearing, a wooden cup of wine in his hand. The heat of the fire washed over his face, intense and suffocating. Beside him, Mercy watched the flames, her dark eyes reflecting the dancing inferno.

Something was wrong. 

The idyllic, peaceful atmosphere of the afternoon was dissolving, evaporating like mist over a boiling cauldron. The sweet scent of honeysuckle and bread was gone, replaced by the choking, coppery stench of singed hair, raw meat, and brimstone. 

A low, rhythmic pounding began. It was not music, but the primal, synchronized beating of heavy wooden staves against the earth. Thump. Thump. Thump.

Jeremiah watched as the warm, smiling farmers of the commune gathered around the fire. In the flickering light, their faces seemed to distort. The soft linen clothes they had worn all day were being cast aside into the dirt. Beneath them, their skin was painted with soot and dried blood—intricate, jagged runes that Jeremiah recognized with a jolt of pure, ice-cold terror. 

They were the marks of the Adversary. The sigils of the dark arts.

The women, young and old, let their hair fall wild as they began to dance around the flames, their movements erratic, violent, and highly sexual. The men chanted in a guttural, ancient tongue that scraped against Jeremiah’s eardrums like rusted iron. 

"Mercy," Jeremiah said, his voice tight. He dropped the wooden cup. The wine spilled over the grass—it was thick, dark, and smelled of slaughtered livestock. "Mercy, we must go. Now."

He reached out and grabbed her wrist, turning toward the cabin to retrieve his rifle. 

Mercy did not move. She stood perfectly still, anchored to the earth. 

"Mercy!" Jeremiah barked, pulling harder. 

"Let go of me, Witchfinder."

The voice did not belong to the terrified, weeping girl from the root cellar. It was cold, resonant, and dripping with absolute authority. 

Jeremiah froze. He turned back to look at her. 

Mercy slowly pulled her wrist from his loosened grip. She reached up and pulled the crown of woven daisies from her hair, dropping it carelessly into the dirt and crushing it beneath her bare heel. As the firelight washed over her face, the transformation was terrifying. The fragile, trembling posture evaporated. Her spine straightened, her chin lifted, and the doe-eyed, desperate innocence melted into a mask of pure, predatory cruelty. 

Her lips curled into a wicked, mocking sneer. 

"You..." Jeremiah breathed, stumbling back a step. His mind frantically tried to reject what his eyes were seeing. "What is this? Silas! They have bewitched her!"

From the circling dancers, Silas emerged. The kindly grandfather’s face was gone, replaced by a grinning, wolfish leer. He held a curved bone knife in one hand and the severed, bloody head of a black goat in the other. He bowed deeply to Mercy, tossing the goat’s head into the roaring fire. 

"They have bewitched nothing, Jeremiah," Mercy laughed. The sound was sharp as shattered glass. "This is my family. My true flock."

Jeremiah’s heart hammered a frantic, dying rhythm against his ribs. The realization crashed down upon him like a collapsing roof. "You... you are a..."

"A witch?" she provided, stepping toward him, her dark eyes flashing with unholy delight. "Oh, yes. A true daughter of the dark. Did you think Father Abner was wrong? He is a hysterical fool, yes, but he was entirely correct about the blight. I rotted the crops. I soured the milk. I whispered the sickness into the bellies of the settlement’s swine."

Jeremiah felt the blood drain from his face. "But... the cellar. Your tears. You said you were innocent. You said you loved me."

Mercy threw her head back and laughed, a cruel, ringing sound that joined the guttural chanting of the coven closing in around them. 

"Love you?" she hissed, stepping so close he could feel the heat radiating off her skin. "Did you really believe I could love the man who murdered my sister?"

The words struck him like a physical blow. He staggered backward. 

"I stood in the crowd, Jeremiah," Mercy’s voice dropped to a venomous whisper, her eyes burning with pure, concentrated hatred. "I watched you tie her to the stake. I watched you light the kindling. I listened to her scream while you stood there, your face like stone, convinced of your own divine righteousness. Did you think I would simply weep and let it pass?"

"No," Jeremiah choked out, shaking his head, his hands trembling. "No, you were afraid..."

"I was acting!" she spat, shoving him hard in the chest. "It was so easy! You are so blind, Witchfinder. You didn’t break your vows for love. You broke them for pride. You saw a weak, pathetic creature, and you wanted to be her god. You wanted to be worshipped. I offered you my heart, and your arrogance swallowed the bait whole."

The coven formed a tight ring around them now. Over fifty men and women, naked and painted in ash, their eyes shining with malicious, feral glee. There was no escape. He had left his coat, his rifle, and his God in the cabin. He was utterly defenseless. 

"You damned your soul for me," Mercy whispered, stepping into his space again, her hand gently—mockingly—tracing the line of his jaw, mirroring the affectionate touch from earlier that afternoon. Her nails were sharp, scratching the skin. "You broke every sacred oath you swore to your Lord. You struck your brother. You fled like a coward in the night. You abandoned your faith, and for what? For a lie. For the illusion of a girl who never existed."

Jeremiah fell to his knees in the dirt. The roar of the bonfire was deafening, the heat blistering his skin. His soul, once a fortress of iron conviction, was completely shattered, leaving only a hollow, echoing void of despair. 

"Look at the great Witchfinder now," Mercy declared, turning to the coven with her arms raised. "Stripped of his armor! Stripped of his God!"

The coven erupted into manic, howling cheers. 

Mercy looked down at the broken man at her feet. The mocking smile faded, leaving only a cold, ancient malice. 

"My sister burned, Jeremiah," she said softly, the words slicing through the roar of the fire. "But you... you shall hang."

The sheer, crushing weight of his ruin finally broke the paralysis holding Jeremiah to the ground. Pure, animalistic survival instinct flared in his chest, overriding his shattered faith. 

He lunged upward, kicking dirt into the faces of the nearest cultists, and bolted toward the dark tree line. He didn't care about his rifle, his coat, or his God—he only wanted the suffocating, protective blackness of the forest. He crashed through the ring of naked, ash-painted bodies. Strangely, they did not reach for him. They only parted, their cruel, mocking laughter chasing him into the dark. 

He was ten yards from the edge of the clearing. Five yards. 

Behind him, Mercy’s voice sliced through the roar of the bonfire. It was no longer English, but a guttural, jagged incantation that vibrated in the air like a swarm of locusts. 

Instantly, Jeremiah’s body seized. 

It was as if invisible iron hooks had been driven through his joints. His spine snapped rigidly straight, his momentum violently halted. He pitched forward, expecting to eat the dirt, but his legs moved entirely on their own, stepping forward to catch his balance with mechanical precision. 

No, his mind screamed. Move! Run!

But his flesh was no longer his own. A cold, suffocating pressure wrapped around his brain, plunging his consciousness into the passenger seat of his own body. He was a prisoner behind his eyes. His jaw locked shut so tightly he tasted blood from his bitten tongue, unable to even utter a cry for help. 

Slowly, agonizingly, his boots pivoted in the grass. He turned around to face the coven. 

Mercy stood before the inferno, her arms lowered, her eyes glowing with a dark, predatory light. She did not need to speak again; her sheer will was the puppeteer's string. 

From the shifting crowd, Silas emerged. The old man carried a long coil of thick, coarse hemp rope. He walked up to Jeremiah, his eyes crinkling in that same kindly, grandfatherly smile from the afternoon. 

"The harvest requires a sacrifice, Witchfinder," Silas whispered. He held the rope out. 

Inside his skull, Jeremiah was thrashing, clawing at his own mind, begging his muscles to strike the old man down. Instead, he watched in absolute, unadulterated horror as his own two hands reached out. His fingers uncurled, smooth and steady, and accepted the heavy coil. 

His arms moved with a fluid, terrifying autonomy. His hands found the end of the rope. He looped the coarse hemp over itself. One. Two. Three. His rough, callused fingers—fingers that had signed death warrants, fingers that had held the holy scriptures—now expertly crafted the thirteen turns of a hangman’s knot. The rough fibers bit into his palms, but he felt no pain, only the cold, mechanical necessity of the task. 

When the noose was finished, his legs began to carry him forward. 

He marched toward the massive, ancient oak tree that stood at the far edge of the clearing, its thick, gnarled branches reaching out over the Sabbath like the skeletal fingers of a giant. The coven parted to let him pass. Their chanting grew louder, a frenzied, deafening wall of sound. Naked bodies writhed in the firelight, copulating in the dirt, cutting their own flesh with bone daggers, and bathing in the ash. 

Jeremiah walked through the madness, his eyes wide, shedding thick, hot tears of absolute terror that tracked down his frozen, stoic face. 

He reached the base of the oak. His hands reached up, grabbing a thick ridge of bark, and his boots found a foothold. He climbed. His body hauled itself up into the lower canopy, stepping out onto a thick, sturdy bough that extended horizontally over the frenzied crowd below. 

His own hands threw the loose end of the rope over a higher branch, catching it, pulling it taut, and tying it off with a brutal, unbreakable fisherman’s bend. 

Then, his hands brought the noose down. 

God, please. Please! Forgive me! his mind shrieked into the void. But the heavens were silent. 

He slipped the rough loop of hemp over his own head. His fingers adjusted the knot, settling it snugly behind his left ear. It was the exact, precise placement he had used on dozens of condemned women. He knew exactly what it would do. 

Down below, the dancing stopped. The coven gathered beneath the bough, looking up at him with wide, hungry eyes. 

Mercy stepped to the front of the crowd. The firelight painted her pale skin in hues of violent orange and red. She looked up at him, the man who had burned her sister, the man who had thrown away his soul for the illusion of her love. 

There was no pity in her eyes. Only the cold, dark satisfaction of a predator closing its jaws. 

"Burn in the dark, Witchfinder," she whispered. 

Jeremiah’s right boot stepped forward. Then his left. 

He walked off the branch. 

The drop was sudden and violent. The rope snapped taut with a sound like a cracking whip. The rough hemp bit viciously into his throat, crushing his windpipe. The knot slammed upward behind his ear, but the drop had not been long enough to snap his neck. He was going to strangle. 

Immediately, the spell broke. 

Bodily autonomy returned in a rushing, agonizing wave of pain and panic. Jeremiah’s hands instantly flew to his throat, his fingernails tearing at the unyielding hemp, desperate to pry it away from his crushed windpipe. His legs kicked wildly in the empty air, his boots searching for a branch, a stump, anything to hold his weight. 

But there was nothing. Only gravity. 

His lungs burned with the desperate, impossible need for air. His vision began to narrow, the edges of the world turning a bruised, pulsing purple. Blood vessels burst in his eyes, turning the whites a terrifying, solid crimson. 

Below him, the coven erupted. As he choked and thrashed, they danced faster, their bodies blurring into a chaotic frenzy of flesh, fire, and blood. Their triumphant shrieks drowned out the wet, gurgling sounds escaping his crushing throat. 

Through his dimming, blood-soaked vision, the last thing Jeremiah saw before the darkness took him completely was Mercy, standing perfectly still amidst the chaos, looking up at him with a beautiful, vindictive smile. 

And then, the Witchfinder hung still.

Father Abner was a man driven by the white-hot engine of divine fury. He did not feel the ache in his knees as he pushed through the dense, thorny underbrush, nor did he mind the deep scratches the branches left on his pale cheeks. He held his lantern high, casting long, erratic shadows into the pines. Behind him, four men from the settlement marched with grim, exhausted determination, their muskets loaded, their breath pluming in the cool night air. The hounds, leashed and straining, pulled them forward, their noses tracking the lingering scent of betrayal.

"Keep moving!" Abner barked, his voice hoarse from hours of shouting. "The Devil does not rest, and neither shall we! They came this way. I can feel the foulness in the air!"

He had trusted Jeremiah. He had viewed the Witchfinder as the sword of the Lord, a man of unshakeable iron. To find the root cellar empty, the lock broken, and the Witch gone had been a shock. But to realize Jeremiah had aided her, had struck down a brother to clear her path—it was an abomination that demanded immediate, violent cleansing. 

Abner pushed aside a heavy curtain of weeping willow branches, fully expecting to confront the fugitives, perhaps hiding in a cave or huddled around a pathetic, desperate campfire. He had his pistol drawn, ready to execute them both without a trial. 

He stepped through the trees and froze. 

The hounds stopped pulling. They whimpered, their tails tucking sharply between their legs, and backed away, pressing themselves against the legs of the guards. 

"Father?" one of the men asked, stepping up beside him, his musket wavering. "What is it? Do you see them?"

Abner did not answer. He slowly lowered his lantern, his breath hitching in his chest. 

There was no village. There were no timber-framed cottages, no fields of golden wheat, no blooming honeysuckle. There was no roaring bonfire, no dancing coven, no ash-painted heretics. 

There was only a vast, desolate clearing of dead, blackened earth, choked with rotting brambles and the skeletal remains of long-dead pines. The air was entirely still, devoid of the sweet scent of harvest or the coppery stench of blood. It smelled only of damp soil and decay. The absolute, suffocating silence of the deep woods pressed in on them from all sides. 

It was a dead place. 

But it was not entirely empty. 

In the center of the clearing stood a massive, ancient oak tree. It was a grotesque, twisted thing, its thick branches completely devoid of leaves, reaching out against the starlit sky like the gnarled fingers of a buried corpse. 

And hanging from the lowest bough, swaying gently in a breeze that Abner could not feel, was a body. 

"Merciful God," one of the guards whispered, dropping his musket into the dirt. He fell to his knees, crossing himself with trembling hands. 

Abner walked forward, his steps slow and heavy, the lantern light pushing back the darkness inch by inch. 

As he neared the tree, the beam of light illuminated the heavy black wool of the coat hanging lifelessly against the trunk. And then, it illuminated the face. 

It was Jeremiah. 

His rigid body hung suspended by a thick, coarse coil of hemp. His hands hung loosely at his sides, his fingernails caked in blood and bark. His head was cocked at a grotesque angle, the noose sunken deeply into the bruised, crushed flesh of his throat. His eyes, bulging and completely suffused with burst blood vessels, stared blankly into the empty night, locked forever in an expression of absolute, unadulterated horror. 

There was no sign of a struggle beneath him. No footprints in the soft, dead earth. No overturned stool. Nothing. It was as if he had simply stepped off the branch of his own free will. 

Abner walked to the base of the tree. He looked at the face of the man he had considered a brother, the man who had burned a dozen witches at the stake to keep their settlement pure. 

"Where is she?" a guard asked, his voice trembling as he stared into the dark woods beyond the tree. "The Witch. Where did she go?"
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