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Chapter One
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They called her the Witch of War Creek, but she was perfectly fine with the ruse. It was part of their steadfast agreement; the townsfolk would care for her as long as she kept to herself in the allotted cabin in the woods. They would protect her, in a sense, by respecting her aloofness. She wouldn’t cast any wicked spells on their crops or on them. 

Still, the pact did not prevent whispers or gossip. She knew what they all thought of her, especially after all these years. She had long ago stopped caring about her reputation or what others murmured about her when she ventured into town twice a month. She was perfectly content, in truth, living mostly alone in the middle of the dark forest. She had chosen not to leave because the agreement suited her. She had always been comfortable with nature and knew how to live off the land. It was one good thing he had taught her. 

She sat on the whining rocker, back and forth, back and forth, sipping her herbal tea. Her long, straggly hair hadn’t been cut in years. It wrapped around her like a blanket, billowing gently from the rocking motion as she stared out into the forest. Her cabin was a tiny fortress in the middle of the woods, the forcefield of her so-called powers the perfect moat to keep others out. She had survived for decades on the fringes of it all, just the way they all needed it to be. 

She didn’t regret a thing, listening to a few birds singing their final songs of the day as night cascaded down on them. Still, as she rocked and thought about it all, a tiny shiver worked its way through her skin. Tonight was Halloween. There was always a sense of tension in the air on this date. Perhaps it was negative energy from what she’d done all those years ago. Maybe it was him, if that sort of thing were possible. Or perhaps it was just because on Halloween night, the kids got a bit braver. She didn’t like to think about the potential interactions. It made her anxious. There had been a few particularly rough run-ins in the past. She always cringed to think there could be more of the same.

There had been a few harmless run-ins over the years, too, of course. Caught up in the festivities, there were always a few, usually male teenagers trying to impress the girls in the town, who tried to make their way to her. Emboldened by a dare and their lackluster costumes, they would roll up to her front door and knock or make noises or whatever other tomfoolery the kids came up with. It never frightened her, though. She was decades past being afraid for her wellbeing. Besides, her reputation preceded her, so usually just walking out the door with a snarled look on her face was enough to scare away the culprits. She had gotten good at scaring others. They would scurry away and she would be left again in the solitude she’d come to know as a friend.

The sun sank into the horizon, though, and she realized the dread in her was building. She must’ve had too much tea today. That had to be it. For what was there to fear? Her. The people of War Creek feared her, even if a tiny piece of them also revered her for what she had done for them decades ago. She was a legend passed down, a relic still residing in a living tomb.

There is a thin line between reverence and terror, though, and both usually result in a sense of otherness for the person earning either.

The Witch of War Creek gathered her energy and turned to go back inside. She fiddled with the dishes, turned on a lamp, and went to close the back bedroom door. You couldn’t be too careful, after all. There was only one thing she worried about, so she would protect that with all costs.

The rest didn’t matter.
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Chapter Two

Then
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She sighed as she exited the train, her father checking his pocket watch as he waited for Marvin to gather their trunks. She looked about the foggy station, watching the hustle and bustle of people about her. Where were they all hurried to get to? She was always puzzled by the rush of everyone because, as she’d learned, the days passed regardless and life could end whenever it wanted anyway. You may as well linger a bit longer in case it was your last moment.

She followed her father who was, as always, preoccupied by the scent of money he saw sitting straight ahead. They’d come to War Creek for exactly one reason—the same reason he dragged her anywhere. To cash in on another business investment opportunity—and also to exact revenge for a family disturbance from generations ago. He was able to do both in one, so War Creek was a profitable win for him, in his eyes.

She came along because she had no choice. At fifteen, she had no resources to escape. She’d tried her best to follow her mother, but the plan had been foiled. She hadn’t been experienced enough. Maybe she could try again. These days, though, she didn’t even have the drive to do anything, let alone muster the courage and wits to pull off an escape like that.

“You’re going to love it here, Dear. I’ve heard War Creek is just a quaint little town. It will be a nice change of pace. But don’t worry. I’ve secured for us a perfect residence for the autumn. It’s a mansion that’s rumored to have belonged to a relative of royalty, I forget the name. But it’s big enough to suit us comfortably, especially since Marvin will be back to Chesterfield once we’re settled. I thought it would do us some good to be just you and me this fall.” He eyed his daughter, studying her face and winking. He looked away then, his eyes busied by the imagined sights of glittering gold he saw laid out before him.

She cringed at the words, her heart palpitating. She should have tried again. She should’ve been brave enough. He’d gotten so much worse since her mother died. Without her there to protect some semblance of propriety in the family, he’d let his sick, twisted whims take flight. And who was there to stop him? 

She’d thought about killing him time and time again. But with all the servants at Chesterfield, there was hardly a chance. They took care of every aspect of their lives—except one important one. Protecting a child from the twisted ways of a father with too much political and financial power. She hated them for that. She wanted to kill them, too. The rage bubbled within her chest. She quieted it out of habit.

“Just don’t get comfortable here, Darling. We’re only
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