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Chapter 1: The Frost on the Oak Beam
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The clay did not yield with a sign from heaven. It gave way with the sucking, wet tear of rotten swamp sod.

Elara’s chin hit a flat chunk of shale as her lungs dragged in their first draft of air. The vapor tasted like rancid tallow, crushed hemlock, and a foul, greasy chemical sharpness that made her throat close in a violent coughing spasm. Her mouth filled with grit—not sweet pasture loam, but cold, dead silt blackened by iron ash.

Her fingers clawed into the ditch. Her knuckles, swollen and cracked from twenty winters of scrubbing floorboards with boiled lye, scraped against jagged shards of broken green bottle-glass.

Beside her, a bundle of wet, fraying linen thrashed in the mud.

"The iron," Editha gasped, her teeth knocking together so hard that blood welled where her tongue caught between her molars. The youngest sister curled into a tight knot, her knees pressed into her belly. Her left hand was clamped across her right wrist—protecting the mangled, scarred skin of her right palm, where the bailiff’s branding rod had charred the tendons to raw string thirty hours before they led her to the tree. "Elara... the brazier. He is heating the pincers on the hearth. He said he would take Mother’s feet next."

"Hush, little one," Elara rasped. Her own voice sounded like dry gravel dragged over a timber sill. She pulled herself forward on elbows that burned with friction, dragging her bare shins across roots and wet stone. She wrapped her heavy arms around Editha’s shuddering ribs, pinning the girl’s thrashing limbs against her chest. "Look up. Look through the thorns. There is no brazier. The coals are dead."

Editha flinched violently as a distant, metallic thunder rolled across the horizon. It was not the low, rolling boom of a summer tempest; it was a rhythmic, hammering roar—hundreds of iron hubs grinding against a hard surface without the clopping of hooves or the crack of leather whips. At the sound, Editha buried her face into the wet wool of Elara’s bodice, her scarred fingers digging frantically into Elara’s ribs.

Beatrice rose from the mire like an ancient boundary stone pried from the clay.

Her broad, square frame strained the seams of her torn linen shift. She did not weep. She rubbed the heavy, pale ridge of scar tissue running along her jawline—the mark left by the constable’s lead-weighted cudgel when she had barred the barn door against the confiscation squad. Her pale eyes, flat and grey as winter pond-ice, swept the dense scrub.

"The white pines are cut," Beatrice rumbled. Her thick chest rose and fell in heavy, ragged surges. "The timberline on the ridge is bald. There are no sheep tracks. There is only a black stone road that cuts the hill in twain, smelling of boiled pitch."

Matilda was already on her feet, crouching low among the wet sumac bushes. Her fingers hovered at her waist, searching instinctively for the horn-handled pig-sticker she had carried since her twelfth summer. Finding only frayed hemp twine against her hip, her jaw locked into iron. She picked up an eight-inch piece of sharp river slate, testing the edge against the callous of her thumb until a thin bead of dark blood welled across the skin.

"Horses do not run upon that road," Matilda whispered, her eyes tracking two blazing circles of yellow fire that tore through the autumn fog a half-mile off, accompanied by a deafening, mechanical roar. "No beast moves with such an unbending gait. If the town has summoned iron demons to guard the highway, we do not walk into their teeth."

Clara did not look at the roaring road. She was on her knees in a stagnant pool of runoff water, her shivering fingers hovering over Rosalyn’s throat.

Rosalyn lay flat on her back, staring at the leaden belly of the sky. Her long, dark auburn hair was matted with burrs and dried mud, clinging to the hollows of her neck. Beneath her jaw, the dark, purple-black band where the hemp had bitten deep into the skin was still raw, swollen, and weeping clear fluid.

Her hands clutched the torn collar of her shift, pulling the coarse fabric up to her ears with frantic, jerking motions.

"He tore the hooks," Rosalyn whispered, her green eyes dilated, reflecting only the blank grey of the clouds. A tear cut a pale channel through the dried mud on her temple. "The constable tore the pewter hooks from my bodice on the meetinghouse bench. He told the elders he was searching for the devil’s tit. He put his thumbs upon my collarbone, Elara. He laughed while the clerk wrote down the marks."

Elara crawled to her side, pressing her cold cheek against Rosalyn’s wet forehead.

She remembered that afternoon in the crowded parish hall. She remembered the seventy men standing on the benches, their wet wool smelling of cider and sweat, craning their necks to gape at Rosalyn’s bare shoulders while the reverend read from his black leather book. They had not seen a witch; they had seen an unmarried daughter whose father was dead and whose six acres of marsh hay were unmortgaged.

And when they turned to Elara, they had brought the irons for Martha.

Twelve-year-old Martha, shivering by the woodbox, her pinafore soaked with tears.

“Put your mark to the sheepskin, Elara,” the magistrate had whispered, leaning so close she could smell the rotten meat between his teeth. “Claim the cows. Claim the blighted rye. Or the child sits in the billows until the frost takes her toes.”

Elara had taken the quill. Her hand had been so stiff with cold the ink had spattered across the table. She had confessed to every vile lie they set before her—that she had flown over the salt marsh, that she had choked the cooper’s swine, that she had signed the black book of the wilderness—simply so that Martha could be dragged out of the courtroom by their weeping mother.

As the cart carried her away toward the execution ridge, Elara had dropped a single, crushed blue blossom from the creek bank into Martha’s small palm.

“Keep the sheep,” she had told the weeping child. “Forget me not.”

"Martha lived, Rosalyn," Elara said now, her voice hard as a seasoned oak pin. "Your silence gave her bread. My signature kept the irons from her throat. We paid the bailiff his blood."

"Then why are our feet upon the grass?" Matilda demanded, turning from the brush, the sharp slate held tight in her fist. "If the debt was paid, why has the parish unburied our bones?"

Beatrice pointed down the long slope toward the salt bay.

Through the drifting curtains of sea-mist, the outline of a settlement flickered beneath an unnatural, pulsating glow of orange and violet light. High towers of cold glass cut into the low clouds, humming with a continuous, low-frequency drone that made the water in the puddles shiver. But nestled along the curve of the rocky cove sat the familiar, steep-pitched rooflines of the lower parish.

"Our father’s frame still stands on Charter Lane," Beatrice said, her scarred hand tightening into a fist. "I see the rake of the north gable through the fog."

Elara stood up. Her bare feet sank two inches into the freezing mud. The cold wind off the harbor bit through her tattered shift, but her spine straightened, bearing the ancient, unyielding weight of the eldest sister.

"We go to the timber," Elara said. "We do not skulk in the briars. If the town still stands upon our father's pasture, we will see what crop they reaped from our blood."
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Chapter 2: The Ticket at the Door
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The transition from the wild ditch to the paved town was a nightmare of noise and chemical stench.

The dirt bridle paths where their milk cows had once walked were entombed beneath dense, black rock that smelled of boiled oil. Tall, creosote-soaked poles carried spiderwebs of thick black cords that vibrated with an invisible, angry current, hissing whenever the wet ocean wind sheared through the crossarms.

As they reached the edge of the historic lane, the world turned into a grotesque mockery of the scaffold.

Shopfronts of plate glass were filled with grinning skeletons made of white paper. In the windows, life-sized dolls with green-painted wax faces, hooked noses, and ragged black pointed hats hung suspended from iron wires, their mouths contorted into mocking, toothless cackles. A cardboard sign painted with dripping crimson letters hung above a gift shop: THE WITCHES' BREW: BUY ONE SPOOKY ALE, GET ONE HALF PRICE.

Matilda stopped in the middle of the brick sidewalk, her bare feet tracking wet mud across the clean masonry. Her chest rose and fell, her eyes darting from window to window.

"They make a pageant of the gallows," Matilda hissed, her fingers white around her piece of slate. "They dress us as swine with curved snouts. As if we were beasts of the woods."

"Look at the gate," Agnes warned, her voice cracked, her hand reaching out to pull Matilda behind the brick corner of a seafood tavern.

At the end of Charter Lane stood the two-story frame house.

It was their father’s house, yet it looked like a corpse painted for burial.

The heavy, hand-rived cedar clapboards had been stripped away, replaced by smooth, machine-planed boards painted an oily, theatrical pitch-black. The small, diamond-paned leaded casements were gone, replaced by massive sheets of modern plate glass that revealed the interior of the parlor.

Bolted directly across the heavy riven-oak doorframe was a polished brass plate. Mounted beside it was a white metal box with a glowing red eye, humming like an angry hornet. On the glass of the door hung a printed placard:

	HISTORIC IMMERSION WALKTHROUGH: $30.00

	VIP SPIRIT SESSION (WITH ACCREDITED MEDIUM): $50.00

	All access by reserved digital credential only.

	No entry without authorized scan.


Agnes leaned forward, squinting through the gloom. Her fingers reached out, trembling as she pointed to a square printed pattern beside the price—a dense, chaotic maze of tiny black-and-white blocks arranged in an unnatural, rigid grid.

"Look upon the parchment, Elara," Agnes whispered, horror draining the blood from her lips. "It is a witch-mark. A binding hex carved in black ink to curse the latch. The bailiffs have sealed our father’s threshold with an unholy sigil."

"It is not a hex, Agnes," Elara said, her hand resting on the woman's shoulder. "It is a lock made of paper. The men of this town do not use God's cross to bar the door; they use their own marks."

Through the plate glass, the great room—the hall where they had carded wool, where Clara had hung dried marigolds from the summer beam, where Editha had sat warming her toes upon the hearthstone—was gut-shot.

The great fireplace remained, but the firebox was empty, cordoned off with heavy red ropes hanging from brass poles. Inside the cold hearth stood two wax mannequins.

Rosalyn took one look through the glass, and a sharp, choking sound tore from her throat.

She stumbled backward against the brick wall, her knees buckling, her hands flying to her mouth as she dry-heaved into the gutter.

"Rosalyn!" Clara knelt beside her in the wet rubbish, supporting her trembling shoulders.

"Look at the wax," Rosalyn wept, her eyes wide with a sick, suffocating revulsion, pointing a trembling finger through the window. "Look at the woman in the chimney."

The mannequin standing in their mother’s fireplace wore a costume of sheer black gauze, cut so low across the chest that the artificial wax breasts spilled over the corset. The lips were painted a bloody, leering crimson, the mouth open in an exaggerated, wanton sneer. A brass placard beneath the figure read: Elara Vance and Her Coven: Seductresses of the Black Man.

"They took our clothes," Rosalyn sobbed, her fingernails clawing at her own collarbones through her damp linen. "They stripped us upon the floor while the magistrates watched. And now they sell our bare flesh to strangers through the glass for thirty pieces of silver."

Beatrice’s jaw worked with a slow, terrifying grind. She took two heavy strides toward the front entrance, her hand reaching for the brass latch.

"Hold, Beatrice," Elara commanded, her voice dropping into a register that made the big woman pause mid-stride.

Before Beatrice could answer, the sharp click of hard plastic wheels sounded on the brick walk.

A young woman in a faded grey coat came hurrying up the granite stoop, pushing a small stroller with one hand while clutching a four-year-old girl by the wrist. The woman was drenched, her coat collar soaked through. Her face was pale, tight with the frantic, brittle terror of someone whose last resource had shattered.

She rattled the brass latch.

The door swung inward two inches. A clerk in a black hooded shirt bearing a cartoon skull stepped into the gap, a flat, glowing glass tablet held lazily in his left hand.

"Intake is closed until eleven," the clerk droned, not looking up from the glowing glass.

"Please," the young mother begged, her voice cracking, breaking into ragged shards. "I booked the ten o’clock historic tour last night. I drove two hours from the western valley. My daughter has been sick with the croup, and she wanted so badly to see the old herb garden... but my phone died in the traffic on the bridge! The screen won't turn on! I have the confirmation number written on this receipt!"

She held out a crumpled piece of white paper with trembling fingers.

The clerk barely glanced at it. He tapped his glowing tablet with a bored thumb.

"If the code isn't live on an active screen, the system can't scan it, ma'am. Unscanned reservations auto-cancel ten minutes after the hour to clear inventory for walk-ins. Policy is posted on the portal."

"I spent fifty dollars on those tickets!" the woman cried, tears breaking over her cold cheeks. She reached into her purse, pulling out a damp, crumpled twenty-dollar bill and a handful of silver coins. "Look, I have twenty dollars left in cash. That was our bus fare home. Just take the twenty and let my baby sit inside where it’s dry for fifteen minutes. Please. Just let her out of the rain."

The clerk stepped back, his face hardening into bureaucratic contempt.

"We don't take paper currency at the door. Cashless facility. You have to re-book through the city app when the four o'clock slots drop. Step away from the glass, ma'am. You're blocking the queue."

The heavy oak door swung shut. The lock engaged with a hard, final clack.

The young woman stood on the wet stone stoop for a long moment, her shoulders heaving with silent, ragged sobs. The little girl wrapped her arms around her mother’s knees, coughing weakly into the damp hem of her coat.

In the shadows beside the rain barrel, Elara stood motionless. Her emerald eyes were fixed on the crumpled twenty-dollar bill the weeping mother held in her hand.

She looked at the brass placard demanding fifty dollars for a lie. She looked at the wax figure leering from their mother's cold fireplace. And then, she looked down at the child shivering on the stones her father had laid with an ox team and a broadaxe.

"They did not change, Beatrice," Elara whispered into the autumn gale. Her voice was quiet, but it carried the unshakeable weight of a falling oak. "They do not need the rope. They have their glowing glass, their paper hexes, and their closed doors. They starve the mother and make a bawdy house of our bones."

Elara reached down, picking up a piece of broken brick from the gutter. She weighed the rough red clay in her calloused palm.

"We do not ask for their tickets," Elara said, turning to face her six sisters. "And we will not beg for their entry. We take back our stone. Tomorrow, we build a fire they cannot lock, and we will feed this town an honesty their paper cannot buy."
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Chapter 3: The Alley Behind the Scaffolding
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The alley running behind the tavern was narrow, slick with grease-trap scum and rotting cabbage leaves.

Sarah did not stop running until her shins struck the rusty frame of an industrial dumpster. Her lungs burned with the cold ocean air. She dropped onto a cracked wooden shipping pallet half-submerged in black puddle-water, pulling four-year-old Lily into her lap. She crushed the child against her wet cardigan, her own trench coat flapping loose in the wind.

"Mama... my throat hurts," Lily wheezed.

The child’s skin felt like a warm brick wrapped in damp cloth. A wet, hollow cough tore through her small chest, leaving her gasping, her chin trembling as she choked on thin phlegm.

"I know, baby. I know," Sarah whispered, her voice shattering into helpless, ragged pieces.

She opened her palm. The damp twenty-dollar bill and three pennies were plastered to her skin. Fifty dollars—four shifts of scraping burnt grease off diner griddles—evaporated into a computer server because an old battery couldn't hold a charge in a traffic jam. She had no way to charge the phone, no cash for a taxi, and the municipal bus back to the valley didn't run until four in the afternoon.

A sharp, scraping sound scratched the brickwork behind her.

Sarah jerked her head up.

Stepping out from the dense fog at the mouth of the alley was a woman with shoulders broad as a draft horse, her face split by a jagged, pale scar that ran from her earlobe down into the collar of a filthy, torn linen shift.

Before Sarah could scream, a second figure blurred through the mist.

CLACK.

Sarah’s head snapped back against the rusted iron flank of the dumpster. A hand like an iron clamp locked around the collar of her trench coat, wrenching her forward until her knees hit the wet cobblestones.

An eight-inch wedge of ground river slate, chipped to a jagged, razor-thin edge, hovered half an inch from Sarah’s jugular.

"Who set you upon our heels?" a voice hissed into Sarah’s ear.

It was Matilda. Her lean frame was coiled like a wolf pinned in a sheep pen. Her bare feet were planted wide in the foul puddle, her knuckles grey with cold, her eyes burning with a wild, feral fury that had nothing to do with modern theater. "Did the bailiff send you to watch the lane? Speak, before I open the pipe in your throat."

"Please!" Sarah shrieked, throwing both arms over Lily’s head, curling herself into a ball over the crying child. "Take the money! Take the coat! I don't have anything else! Don't hurt my baby!"

"Matilda, hold your blade," a low, resonant command cut through the alley.

Elara stepped between the garbage bins. Her bare feet made no sound on the wet stone. She caught Matilda’s wrist in a grip that stopped the stone edge dead in the air.

"She is no bailiff's hound, sister," Elara said, her eyes fixed on the
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