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      Sinners Aren’t Just The Wicked.

      Bryna Gilchrist thought her worst nightmare was burying her husband until she was accused of Witchcraft.

      Secluded in the Corwin’s dungeons, she will have to enlist the help of her new lover Bartholomew to escape from Judge Jon Corwin’s grasp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      “I cannot believe he is gone, Hedria. God wanted him, and I should take comfort in that, but it does not seem fair!” Bryna shouted out between whimpers in the middle of the burial.

      The morning mist was still present on the green blades of grass that surrounded the dirt pile waiting to consume her beloved Brody.

      “This is difficult, but you need to hush! Be strong for those daughters of yours so the town does not turn on you in your time of need! An outburst like that will make them think you have gone mad. Remember what happened to Sarah?” Hedria hissed.

      She then stroked Bryna’s hair. “This too shall pass. Pray to the Lord for strength. You will need it when they put the dirt over him.”

      Despite the pit of her stomach becoming tied with knots in protest of Hedria’s words, deep within her gut, Bryna realized that Hedria was right. Death is common in these times, and for someone Brody’s age, it was even more common.

      Their marriage was more unique than most. It was a close bond, more so than any of the other couples in the town. This might have explained why some did not show for Brody’s funeral, but the real reason never eluded Bryna.

      They did not show because of the suspicion cast upon Brody and Hedria. Many in the town would not suspect either of these upstanding members in the community to be witches, but as the rumors festered, so did the suspicion.

      Bryna glanced out towards the few oak trees on the burial grounds while contemplating a life without Brody. She tried to concentrate on several of the knots in the tree instead of focusing on the fact that living without him would be next to impossible. Now more than ever, she had to find the strength from within her to carry on, and if not for her own sake, she had to for her girls.

      Vast and boundless were the two best words to describe Brody’s mental strength. He had so much that it often spilled over onto her and the four girls they had together. And now that strength that Bryna always looked to for her own security and sanity has died too.

      Bryna’s hands tightened into a ball as the preacher reached for the spade. She tried with all of her might to press out the sphere of despair that was growing within her heart, but as the preacher shoveled a scant pile of dirt over the light wooden casket, she realized her attempts were futile with the globe that gained as much momentum in her chest as a snowball would in an avalanche.

      A tear formed within her right eye. It was a relief for Bryna to catch it. Concentrating on anything other than the preacher was the comfort she needed as more and more dirt was piled on the casket.

      Her hearing and comprehension were minimal. Bryna’s eyes were the only part of her body willing to operate properly. She stared at the casket looking over each grain and knot that was still visible so they would remain forever etched in her soul. The reason for her joy was suffocating under a pile of dirt, causing her to wonder how she would ever revive her smile again.

      A hand brushed her shoulder, interrupting her mournful thoughts.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Bryna.”

      “Thank you, Arwood. That is very kind.”

      “If you need anything, do not hesitate to ask. Your land is a huge undertaking.” He said holding her left hand with both of his.

      Bryna politely smiled. The land was the furthest thing from her mind, but as she scanned around the gathering of townsfolk that did come for Brody, she realized she needed to put it closer to her forefront.

      The crops bustled overnight and many of the people of Salem depended upon her and Brody to get them through the winter. They needed to harvest and then plant additional crops in the mid-Summer and Fall.

      Letting the property go would prove detrimental. Most of the town did not have the proper acreage of land for corn and counted on Brody and Bryna Gilchrist for their harvest. They became prominent members in the town of Salem because of their farm and lived comfortably off of the corn crop.

      “I mean it, Bryna. This is not a time to be proud. If for nothing, think of my offer as helping the entire town of Salem.” Arwood continued.

      Despite her not wanting to admit it, she agreed with Lord Arwood Cromwell. Bryna needed help with the farm. And since Arwood had the second largest farm in Salem, he would possess the proper expertise with harvests.

      The heavy equipment and long hours in the Summer’s heat would wear on Bryna and her four daughters. And if her daughters were helping in the field, the house chores would not get done.

      No, Bryna could use the help, and she might as well accept it from Arwood’s welcoming ultramarine violet eyes, sturdy shoulders, and warm smile.

      “I might take you up on that kind offer.” She found herself saying before she realized her thoughts touched her lips.

      “That is music to my ears, Bryna. Why don’t you and your girls come on over to my place this evening for dinner. Your warm smile is delightful and shall enlighten my evening.”

      “Sounds lovely! She excepts!” Hedria Coleman said to Arwood Cromwell while placing her hands upon Bryna’s shoulders. Arwood left with a smile.

      “Hedria! What are you doing?” Bryna said in an explicit whisper. She didn’t want the lingering funeral goers to hear since that would most definitely raise a scandal among the community. Lord Cromwell had been friendly with the Gilchrists for years and it would not set well with some Salem townsfolk to see Arwood being so quick to invite Bryna into his home.

      “Bryna! Need I remind you that the dead is buried? Lord Cromwell’s interest in you will be a Godsend for you and your daughters. Besides, Brody wouldn’t want to see you struggling and a man like Lord Cromwell will help you sleep a night.” She said with a mother-like stern tone with a wink.

      Bryna opened her mouth, wanting to protest. Instead, she sucked in the afternoon breeze because disagreeing with Hedria meant disagreeing with herself. Arwood’s advances are a Godsend to her, the farm, and the town.
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        * * *

      

      Bryna bustled around the house looking for the perfect dresses for her and the girls to wear for Lord Cromwell’s dinner invitation. Once her children looked respectable and their hair done up, Bryna focused on becoming presentable, herself. She peered into the one mirror she owned and noticed her pale complexion.

      Darkness had circled her steel gray eyes. She yearned to hide the drawn sense they made upon anyone who gazed into them. Instead, she tried desperately with shaking hands to brush out every knot in her hair hoping that its perfection might cover up her blemished feelings of sadness. Her best efforts included gathering her long red locks in a loose fitting bun to showcase her high cheekbones.

      “Come girls! We must leave for Lord Cromwell’s house.”

      The girls gathered with faces almost as blemished as her own.

      “Now girls, dinner is a nice gesture on Lord Cromwell’s part. You need to be on your best behaviors and show him how appreciative you are of his generosity.”

      “Yes ma’am” they chimed in unison and gathered towards the wagon to head off towards the Cromwell place.

      Bryna drove slower as she pulled up to the estate. The bright white siding and large sparkling glass windows made it more ornate. Bryna and Brody, though comfortable, never felt the need to build such a lavish house.

      The girls each had individual space to call their own. This was something many families did not have the privilege of in Salem, but bragging about good fortunes was not becoming of a Gilchrist. Bryna shared the same sentiments as Brody when he would say to the girls,

      “You are born poor into this world and you will die poor. What you must do in between is to bless each and every person you come across with as many riches as you can afford.”

      It was one of the most beautiful sentiments that Bryna had ever heard and she hoped her girls remembered it for a lifetime.

      As Bryna stared at the magnanimous estate, she wondered if Brody labored disappointment in her. The girls meant the world to them both and she knew Brody would want them to carry on with life, but something stirred inside her as she applied the break on the wagon.

      “Well, hello Gilchrist family! Glad you are joining me for dinner!” Said an approaching Arwood. The statement broke her thoughts, and she shyly smiled at him.

      “Allow me!” Arwood said as he helped to assist the girls and her from the wagon. “Margaret has prepared a wonderful meal for us! Come!” he said with eyes beaming towards the front door.

      Inside the front door a man in a dark suit greeted Bryna. He offered to take her riding gloves and escorted her and her daughters through a long hall decorated with stark walls and a lavish red and gold tapestry. The man opened two large white doors that revealed a long dining table ornately decorated with fine English china and silverware.

      Bryna was not used to seeing so much elegance in a house so far from the mother country, but always imagined the Queen fussing over these little details. She glanced over at her girls’ widening eyes and gaping mouths and scowled with disapproval of their manners.

      The four girls were lead to chairs in the middle of the long table by the man in the dark suit. Arwood appeared in front of Bryna, took her hand, and lead her to a seat diagonally to the right of the head of the table. He pulled out the chair and Bryna fluffed out her dress to sit proper.

      “I will inform Margaret that you are here so she may serve the hors d’oeuvres.” He said to Bryna as he spun towards a door on the opposite side of the dinning hall they had come in. He spun back after a moment asking, “And is a port to your liking? I enjoy a good wine with guests.”

      “Yes. A port is fine.” Bryna swallowed out. Another luxury she was not used to. Brody almost never pampered her with imports.

      Arwood waved at the man who left through the door that Bryna assumed to be the one leading to the kitchen. He then returned and sat himself down next to Bryna and smiled when a woman came from the door to produce a tray of fruits and cheeses. Bryna took a few blocks of Swaledale cheese and smiled at the woman she concluded to be Margaret.

      “Please take some of the Gruyere cheese. It goes well with the wine I’ve paired for the evening.”

      Bryna timidly took a couple pieces of the suggested cheese. She had never been spoiled this way before and had little idea on how to react. She knew how to please someone by simply doing what is asked, but responding to this act seemed strange to her, almost trite.

      “You are spoiling me and my girls, Arwood!” She honed.

      Brody would have never treated her this way. He respected her and never pushed her towards any direction except the one she wished to go. Arwood’s distinct differences made her shift uncomfortably in her chair.

      “I truly hope it is something you will learn to get used to.” He stated flatly between the loud guzzling sounds of the cups of tea being poured by the man in the dark suit.

      “Thank you James.” Arwood stated.

      The man in the dark suit that Bryna now knew as James bowed his head slightly to Arwood and Bryna before leaving the room.

      “So my dear children,” Arwood asked Bryna’s daughters, “Was your day at school productive?”

      Bryna dropped her appetizer fork at the statement. The clank echoed in the room. She promptly picked it up out of embarrassment.

      Brody was the only man to ever ask the children how they were. As Bryna felt a slight stare from Arwood, she collected herself and turned towards her girls for conversation.

      “Brodie, why don’t you answer about the essay that the teacher liked?”

      “The essay? Nothing to make note of.” Brodie said as she lowered her head into the plate.

      “I’m sure it had to be something spectacular or your mother would not have mentioned it.” Arwood persisted.

      “I didn’t find it to be something spectacular, sir.” Brodie said with an emphasis on her last word. She was so much like her father right from birth that they decided to bestow his name unto her.

      Brody was not someone to keep company with people who were polite just for the sake of being polite and as Brodie pushed her fork into a piece of melon and swirled it on the plate, Bryna knew her namesake was a perfect choice. A scratching sound from Brodie’s plate pierced through the quite of the table, making Bryna wince.

      “Well, perhaps the teacher and your mother here feel differently.” Arwood said trying to break up the irritation.

      “Perhaps.” She said as she continued to swirl the piece of melon. This time, doing it in silence.

      Bryna thought it best to say something to Brodie regarding her manners, but was interrupted by James.

      “Your port Lord Cromwell.” He said as he held the bottle out for Arwood to inspect.

      “Perfect choice, James.” Arwood said.

      James opened the bottle and handed the cork over to Arwood. He touched the tip of the cork and handed it back. James poured a glass and handed it to Arwood who in turn swirled the goblet and tipped it to one side. He then tilted it back in an upright position. Bryna watched as the wine lingered before returning to pool of port at the bottom. Arwood closed his eyes in contentment while taking in a long savory sniff of the port.

      “A perfect choice for this evening.” Arwood said once he reopened his eyes.

      James poured a glass for Bryna and handed it to her while Arwood lifted his.

      “A toast to the start of what seems like a beautiful friendship.”

      Bryna smiled and turned her attention to the floor. This all became too real, too quick, and she needed time to either stop or slow down.

      Arwood seemed nice enough, but the constant gnawing in her stomach was making her think otherwise. Of course, the port mixing with the sparse appetizers she had chosen for her plate, and the memories of Brody were not helping the matter either.

      These memories took hold of her mind while ravaging her body. She wondered if this was a sign from Brody himself, but she could not be certain until she was alone with her thoughts. Bryna decided it was best to try to cut the evening as short as possible after her stomach did a second summersault.

      The dinner soon came and it was in the form of a rare fricacie. Bryna had not tasted such a delicate recipe before. She merely boiled her beef or lamb with vegetables over the fire for several hours before she served it. The simmering gave her time to finish the other household chores.

      Bryna gingerly placed a small morsel of the tender lamb and gooseberries on her fork and chewed. The task was effortless with the tenderness melting upon her gums. She closed her eyes to allow the flavorings to infuse within her mouth. Upon opening her eyes, she noticed Arwood starring. Her cheeks flushed.

      “Don’t be embarrassed! I enjoy sharing good food with good company.”

      “It is very delicious, Lord Cromwell. Thank you.” Bryna choked out of her failing throat. She tried to moisten it with another sip of port.

      “Lord Cromwell? Are we no longer on a first name basis, Bryna?”

      “I am merely trying to be polite, Arwood.”

      “Ah! Well it is also polite to call me by my first name.” he said while gesturing over to the girls. “And the four of you may do the same. Adulthood is not far off and it’s only fitting to act as so. Please, call me Arwood.”

      Bryna’s eyes widened at what she understood as Arwood’s kind gesture towards her children, but the shock was still a hard blow. She straightened out her napkin on her lap to lessen the look of amazement on her face.

      Bryna’s daughters then glanced her way for approval with a youngness that clearly pierced through their blues eyes. It was clear they could also not handle such a progressive gesture from Arwood. Bryna lowered her head once more and noticed a wrinkle that had appeared on her dress. She tried to rub it out while wondering if any of this was a good idea.

      Arwood’s hand then brushed Bryna’s forearm.

      “I mean it, Bryna. Your girls are young women. They should be treated as such. And besides, it will help them to understand that I have no intention of replacing their father. I just merely want to be friends with you and them.” He said with a reassuring smile. “Come! Let us retire to the conservatory and relax with some music! It will be fun!”
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