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​Prologue: The Casting Out

Somerset, 1919

The air in the room didn’t smell like salvation. It smelled of wet wool, stale incense, and the copper tang of blood bitten from a lip.

Young Bathsheba crouched in the linen closet, the door cracked open just enough to slice a beam of gaslight across her face. She was seven years old, and she knew, with the cold certainty of a child, that the men in black cassocks were making a mistake.

"restrain her!" Father Thomas hissed, his voice cracking. He was sweating, the holy water sprinkler trembling in his grip like a divining rod finding a grave.

On the bed, her mother wasn’t screaming anymore. That had been the worst part—the screaming. Now, she was making a sound like a wet bellows, a rhythmic, grinding gasp that rattled the iron bedframe against the floorboards. Her wrists were bound with strips of torn bedsheet, the fabric pulled so tight her hands were turning the colour of a bruised plum.

" Exorcizamus te, omnis immundus spiritus..."

The Latin words felt heavy, thudding against the walls. Bathsheba watched her mother’s back arch, defying anatomy, the spine bowing like a sapling in a gale. Was it the demon fighting back? or was it just the body, terrified and breaking under the weight of their fear?

A heavy porcelain basin crashed to the floor, shattering. The water spread toward the closet, soaking Bathsheba’s socks. It was freezing cold.

"It’s not leaving," the younger priest whispered, terror bleeding through his resolve. "Father, she’s... she’s turning blue."

"It is the Deceiver!" Father Thomas roared, stepping forward, pressing the crucifix down hard onto her mother’s heaving chest. "Do not be fooled by the flesh! We must drive it out!"

Bathsheba saw her mother’s eyes roll back, catching the light—white, empty, and terrified. For a split second, the woman looked directly at the crack in the closet door. There was no demon in that look. Just a plea.

Help me, Batty.

Then the convulsing stopped. The bed settled with a heavy, final clunk. The wet breathing cut off into a silence so loud it made Bathsheba’s ears ring.

Father Thomas stepped back, panting, wiping his brow with a trembling hand. "It is done," he murmured, though he didn't sound sure. "The beast is gone."

Bathsheba pushed the closet door open. She didn't look at the priests. She looked at the woman on the bed, whose stillness was heavier than sleep.

The beast hadn't gone anywhere. The beast was the men standing in the room.
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​Chapter One: The Invocation
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Oxford, 1939

The room smelled of wormwood, sulfur, and unwashed laundry.

Bathsheba "Batty" Vane stood in the center of her living room floor, her toes gripping the faded Persian rug. She held a silver chalice in one hand and a lit cigarette in the other. The smoke curled up, mixing with the thick, yellow haze of the incense she’d burned three sticks of—frankincense, for focus, though so far it had only given her a headache.

" Per Adonai Elohim, Adonai Jehovah..." she muttered, reading from the grimoire propped open on a stack of encyclopedias.

She took a drag of the cigarette, squinting against the smoke. The ritual required purity of intent, but said nothing about nicotine.

Technically, she should have been wearing white linen robes. But the robes were in the wash, and the heating in the flat was broken again, and frankly, the spirits didn't care about fashion. She was wearing a pair of loose wool trousers and nothing else. Her blouse was draped over a bust of Aristotle in the corner—she’d taken it off an hour ago because the heavy velvet curtains she’d nailed over the windows made the room stiflingly hot, and she had simply forgotten to put it back on.

Her hair, a chaotic nest of dark curls that defied gravity and hairpins alike, fell over her bare shoulders as she leaned forward to inspect the chalk circle.

"Is the geometry off?" she murmured to the empty room. She nudged a line of chalk with her big toe. "It looks elliptical. If I summon a lopsided angel, the Dean will never let me hear the end of it."

She took a sip from the chalice. It wasn’t sacramental wine; it was lukewarm absinthe, diluted with water from the bathroom tap. The Green Fairy. A necessary lubricant for the Sight.

The air in the room grew heavy. The pressure dropped, popping her ears. The hair on her arms stood up. This was it. The static charge. The threshold.

" I invoke thee, spirit of the air!" Batty shouted, throwing her arms wide, ash falling from her cigarette onto her bare chest. She ignored the burn. " Come forth and—"

CRASH.

The windowpane exploded inward.

Batty shrieked, dropping the chalice. Absinthe splashed across the chalk circle, breaking the seal instantly. The "magical pressure" vanished, replaced by a draft of freezing October wind and the sound of shattering glass.

Something grey and feathery tumbled through the broken window, skidding across the floorboards and coming to a halt at her feet.

It wasn't a demon. It was a parrot.

An African Grey, looking ruffled and furious. It shook itself off, a cloud of dust puffing into the air. Batty stared at it, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird itself. She covered her chest with one arm, belatedly realizing she was half-naked in front of an intruder, even if the intruder was poultry.

The bird cocked its head, fixing her with a beady, intelligent yellow eye. It opened its beak. The voice that came out was not a bird’s squawk. It was a dry, raspy baritone—an old man’s voice, cultured and mocking.

"The ceremony of innocence is drowned," the bird croaked.

Batty blinked, the absinthe buzzing behind her eyes. "Yeats?" she whispered.

The bird groomed a tail feather, indifferent. "Bugger off," it added.
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​Chapter Two: The Nightshade Cellar
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London was holding its breath. The blackout was in full effect, turning Soho into a labyrinth of shadows and sudden, muffled noises.

Batty stumbled down the alleyway, clutching a heavy, cloth-draped birdcage against her hip. She wore a trench coat over her hastily buttoned trousers, having realized halfway to the train station that she was still wearing slippers.

She stopped at a pile of rubble near the back of a boarded-up gin palace—the legacy of a gas main explosion, not a German bomb, though the locals were already jumpy enough to blame Hitler. Hidden behind a stack of rotting sandbags was the rusted maw of an old coal chute.

Batty kicked the iron grate three times. Clang. Clang. Clang.

A pause. Then, the grate groaned and slid sideways. A faint, greenish light spilled up from the bowels of the city.

"You're late," a voice drifted up. It was cool, smooth, and utterly unimpressed. "And you brought livestock."

"It's a familiar, Fen," Batty hissed, maneuvering the cage into the opening. "And it's possessed by a dead poet. Now let me in before a warden spots me."

She slid down the chute, landing with a graceless thud on a pile of mattresses arranged specifically for this purpose.

The apothecary didn't look like a shop; it looked like a church dedicated to poisonous things. The cellar was vaulted, the brickwork weeping with damp, but the shelves lining the walls were pristine. Rows of amber glass jars gleamed under the light of chemical burners. The air smelled of drying lavender, formaldehyde, and something sharper—like ozone.

Fenella "Fen" Nightshade stood behind a long slate counter, grinding something in a mortar. She didn't look up as Batty brushed coal dust off her trench coat.

Fen was everything Batty was not. She was tall, with a silhouette as sharp as a scalpel. Her black hair was pulled back into a severe, glossy chignon, revealing a neck that Batty tried very hard not to stare at. She wore a pristine white lab coat over a silk blouse, her movements precise and rhythmic.

"Yeats, was it?" Fen asked, finally looking up. Her eyes were dark, intelligent, and currently narrowed in assessment. "Most people just get a Ouija board, Bathsheba. You have to go and acquire poultry."

"It flew through my window," Batty said, setting the cage on the counter. "It broke my concentration. And my window."

"And you need..."

"Cleansing mix. The strong stuff. Rue, agrimony, hyssop. Maybe some sulfur." Batty leaned on the counter, trying to look rakish but mostly looking exhausted. "The bird is vibrating, Fen. Literally vibrating. I think it’s a vessel."

Fen stopped grinding. She wiped her hands on a rag, her gaze dropping to Batty’s hands. "You're shaking."

Batty hid her trembling fingers in her pockets. "Withdrawal. I ran out of... supplies."

Fen’s expression didn't soften, but the air in the room shifted. A subtle tension, a current running between the chaotic academic and the cool chemist. Fen walked around the counter, stopping inches from Batty. She smelled of crushed mint and danger.

"I run a business, not a charity for junkies," Fen said softly. She reached out, her cool fingers brushing Batty’s jaw, tilting her head to inspect her dilated pupils. The touch was clinical, yet it made Batty’s breath hitch. "You’re running hot. If you try a banishing ritual in this state, you’ll burn your own mind out."

"I have to know what the bird is," Batty whispered, leaning slightly into the touch before she caught herself.

Fen pulled back, the moment broken. She turned to the shelves, her heels clicking on the stone floor. "I’ll give you the rue. And a tincture of valerian to bring you down." She paused, her hand hovering over a jar of dark blue glass. "But the sulfur will cost you extra."

"Put it on my tab?"

Fen glanced back, a ghost of a smirk playing on her red lips. "Your tab is becoming a novel, Bathsheba. One day, I’ll come to collect."

Inside the cage, Billi let out a low, guttural chuckle.

"Horseman, pass by!" the bird shrieked.

Fen raised an eyebrow. "Well," she murmured. "At least he has good taste."
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​Chapter Three: The Ministry of Nuisances
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The Bodleian Library, Oxford

The library was usually Batty’s sanctuary, a place where the silence was respectful and the dust was holy. Today, however, it was merely a place where she couldn't smoke.

She sat at a private research desk in the corner, hidden behind a fortress of stacked books. Billi the parrot was perched on top of a first edition of The Key of Solomon, shredding the corner of the leather binding with methodical spite.

"Stop it," Batty whispered, nudging the bird with her fountain pen.

Billi froze, pupil dilating. "The blood-dimmed tide is loosed," he muttered, then went back to chewing.

"Helpful. Very helpful." Batty rubbed her temples. The valerian Fen had given her was taking the edge off the withdrawal, but it left her feeling floaty and detached. Her mind kept drifting back to the cellar—the smell of ozone and mint, the cool pressure of Fen’s fingers on her jaw.

She shook her head. Focus, Vane.

She had transcribed the bird's squawking from the night before. It wasn't just Yeats poetry; the stanzas were out of order. If she assigned a numerical value to the lines based on the 1899 edition of The Wind Among the Reeds, it looked less like verse and more like coordinates.

A shadow fell across her desk.

Batty didn't look up. "If this is about the overdue fines, Mrs. Gable, I swear I’ll pay them once my stipend comes in."

"Miss Vane?"

It wasn't Mrs. Gable. It was a
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