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Dedication

TO MY DEAR FRIENDS EVANGELINE, HANNAH, AND SUSIE,

FOR SHOWING ME HOW POWERFUL WOMEN CAN BE








Epigraph

Had I as many souls as there be stars,

I’d give them all for Mephistopheles.

—CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE, DOCTOR FAUSTUS
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Prologue

She remembered little of her creation, save that it was painful for all those involved, and that she immediately punished those responsible for it. In hindsight, she had acted rashly, leaving herself with questions that would be forever unanswered—but still, she did not blame herself for it. As she plunged her bloody hands into the frigid waters of the Baltic, her only regret was that she had not taken the time to learn her own name.

Once her skin was clean, there she remained: naked and unflinching, despite the snow that fell listlessly onto her shoulders. The nascent night curled around her waist, curious at this new shadow that seemed somehow deeper, darker than the rest. She petted it idly as she stared across the sea, considering the wild chain mail of froth and foam, the glass shards of ice that spun from wave to wave. She was hardly ten minutes old, but she had all the knowledge and wisdom of an ancient evil. That was what her creators had believed her to be, after all. And thus, so it was.

What meager memories she did have were hazy, indistinct: the ritual with its circle of bone-pale faces; the chanting in an invented language; the acrid scent of burning herbs. Her creators had offered themselves to the shadows, believing their pact would summon a demon—but the demon they had believed in did not exist. The shadows had to birth one for them instead. And so, this new shadow, this pact-made creature, had stepped forward and found herself pressing against an intangible barrier. Her feet burned where they touched something fine and crystalline on the floor. A circle of salt.

One of the men had said, “We would like to make a deal.”

She had looked at him and smiled with sharp teeth, reaching a hand toward him. Flinching, he had stumbled back. His foot skidded on the ground. Salt scattered, and the circle was broken. Suddenly the barrier between her and her creators was gone; the burning faded. She heard the blood running in their veins and saw the dimpled imperfections of their flesh. She hated them.

They had made her what she was, and she had killed them for it. Death for life. An exchange, just as all magic was, though not the trade they had wanted. And here, standing at the precipice of the ocean, she understood the defining principle of her existence: there was no one else like her. She was alone.

She would always be alone.

High above her, a crow flew, weaving through the air. Delighted by this new creature, and still uncertain of her corporeal form, she seized the shadows and pulled them around herself. Her arms became wings, her mouth a beak. She launched into the sky, flying beside the crow like a mirror image. Farther inland unspooled the seething streets of a dying city, a labyrinth of dirt roads, squat stone houses, plague carts rolling from door to door. She soon heard the shrieking, the desperate voices of a thousand unquiet minds: hope and fear, desire and anger, sorrow and regret. She saw a starving woman at a street corner, clutching her child to her chest, desperately imagining deliverance. There was a faint ember glowing at the point the woman’s heart would be, a light barely visible. It was her potential, her being, her soul.

That light was an absence in the shadow’s own self that, once apparent, felt impossible to ignore. She felt the darkness within her as an emptiness, a hunger. And as she saw this stranger’s soul, she knew that all she wanted—all she needed—was to take it for her own.

Still a crow, she alighted on the street corner and then took human form. She chose the shape of a woman, dark-haired and dark-eyed, a reflection of the person she was watching; but the shadow lacked the fragility of her victim’s expression, and the vulnerable hunch of those slender shoulders. Instead, with instinctive curiosity, she sent the shadows forth to seep into the stranger’s skull: they brought her back memories, each bright and sweet as berries. The shadow made herself as tall as the man she could see in the stranger’s past, the one who had kissed her goodbye that morning before he went to beg for alms at the church gates. She gave herself his clothes, his gait, his heavy eyebrows—becoming an amalgam of the woman and the man whom she loved. In her newborn naivety, the shadow believed this would be pleasing.

The woman watched as she approached, wide-eyed and silent with astonishment. As the gap between them narrowed, the baby squalled.

She was so hungry. They both were. The shadow wished to tear the woman apart, crack her open and feast. But this mortal soul, enclosed within its fragile shell of skin and bone, would only flee if its cage were opened. The shadow instead turned to the principles of her creation; she was a creature of exchange, after all. Blood for blood. Magic for magic.

“Please,” the woman said. “Do not hurt me.”

“Do not hurt me,” the shadow echoed, delighting in this first creation of sound, in the churning of muscle in her throat and the press of her tongue against her teeth.

“Who are you?” the woman asked.

“Who are you?” the shadow replied.

“Miriam Richter.”

“Miriam Richter.” The shadow liked the name, how it was soft, then sharp, a kiss before a grimace. It seemed another shadow she could slip into. She thought of the words her creators had spoken to her when she was born, and she felt the rightness of them, the potential. She smiled as she said, “Would you like to make a deal?”

The woman said, “A deal? What deal?”

And so, the shadow told her.

And so, the pact was made.

That woman was the first. She sold both her soul and her name to the shadow in exchange for relief from her hunger. Eventually, the human would still starve, of course—she had not specified otherwise, in the deal she had made—but that did not matter. She would not feel the emptiness of her belly, even as it hollowed her cheeks and carved furrows in her flesh. She would feel nothing, now her soul was gone.

The woman walked away, nameless and empty-eyed, as the shadow—the new Miriam Richter—watched the glowing mote of the mortal soul she had won dance along her fingertips. She placed it on her tongue, and she swallowed. It blazed a comet’s trail down her throat, filling her with light. For the first time since she was born, Miriam felt satisfaction.

That woman was the first, but not the last.

Miriam Richter was hungry still.






Part One

Suffolk








One

Cybil Harding was born on Christmas Eve, 1576, under inauspicious stars. Her father had drawn the chart himself; it told him that his daughter was destined for an early death, that she would bring calamity to those she loved and those who loved her. But that was hardly surprising, after all. She was a First Daughter, and a First Daughter was always cursed.

It was clearly laid out in the family grimoire, passed down between generations of Harding witches and written in ink that was no longer blood but might once have been: the firstborn child of each Harding generation would be a witch. But if that witch was a girl, then the grimoire was very clear. No woman could bear the weight of such power. She would be tainted, her magic uncontrollable, bringing disaster to all those around her.



Some would call the Harding inheritance evil, even Satanic. The grimoire spoke of dealings with shadows, a dark bargain made in years forgotten that had traded pieces of each heir’s soul for power. But Cybil’s father, a witch himself, refused to believe his ancestors would have made such a pact. Christopher Harding, a man of the Renaissance, saw his unusual inheritance as an angelic blessing. What else could such magic be but a heavenly gift?

The Hardings were an ancient family—a line that may have once been truly venerable, before the rumors began that they dealt with the dark. They had owned their land since time immemorial, had built their great houses on the same Suffolk hill, over and over, through myriad cycles of destruction: walls of daub and lumber and stone falling to war, flood, and flame; the tenants of their village dying from invasion, plague, and famine; and yet, still, they persevered. Now their walls were brick, they had the favor of Queen Elizabeth, and the village prospered once more after decades of failed harvests.

Christopher Harding had been raised within the fervor of the Reformation. He knew the false idols of stained glass windows and golden statues; he knew that God’s plan, inevitable, ineffable, would never afford such power and prosperity to a family that dealt with the devil. Mayhap his misinformed ancestors had believed otherwise, but now he would lead the Hardings down a path of sanctity. With a touch, a chant, he could make lead into gold, sing a storm silent, cause the stars themselves to fade. All “magic” was an exchange, paying with the light of a soul to command the dark—was this not a form of conversion? The spreading of miracles?

To him, the Hardings were nothing less than a line of saints. But if their blessings were biblical, it made sense that—just as Eve herself was tempted—so could little Cybil, squalling red-faced in his arms, someday squander the angels’ blessing and tumble into sin. There was only one thing to do with a First Daughter, the act all Harding witches before him had performed when faced with the same problem. He would leave her in the woods for the wolves to take.



Cybil had often wondered why he had not done it. It may have been Christopher’s first and final moment of fatherly affection, cradling his child in his arms. It may have been the tearstained and pleading face of her mother, begging him to spare her. It may have been the strength of his faith, that great commandment prohibiting murder. But truthfully—and Cybil knew this well, she spent her whole life knowing it—the only thing that saved the little girl-child was Christopher Harding’s hubris. He had heard the wails of his baby and thought, Here is the final puzzle, the final failing of our bloodline; I shall be the one to solve it.

Christopher Harding did not leave his First Daughter in the forest. He took her to the ritual table instead, laying a salt circle around her. He lit candles and chanted an incantation, calling upon the Holy Ghost to release her from her sins innate, to rebirth her pure. And—as he did so—Cybil began to glow with a light that Christopher could not consider anything less than holy. Her cries ceased, and she looked at him with eyes lucid and burning.

Once the light had faded, once Cybil slept and the candles had burned out, he proclaimed the curse cured. It did not matter that he had no proof, that the shadows had swarmed around the edges of the circle and pressed against it, eager and hungry. There was only one thing Christopher Harding feared more than his daughter, and it was the prospect of his own failure. It was the possibility that he was not a saint. It was the realization that God did not favor him, that the Hardings were witches and their souls damned.

Cybil sometimes wished he had accepted the inevitable and left her to the wolves, after all.

CYBIL GREW. CYBIL LEARNED TO WALK, TO SPEAK, TO FEAR THE darkness that waited for her in the shadowed corners of Harding Hall.

She knew from an early age that her father did not love her. How could he? To acknowledge her, to accept her, would be to accept responsibility for whatever disaster she might cause. He would much rather pretend she did not exist.

Cybil did not seem to have magic, not in the manner he did, but there was something unearthly about her, something alienating. Sometimes, she had more shadows than she should; sometimes, she had none at all. The flames of candles bowed to her. Once, at church, the water in the font began to boil without reason. They stopped going after that. Once she had the words to do so, Cybil told her parents that she saw visions of violence, that she felt phantom pains as if pieces of her were being carved away. Her father told her she was mad. Her father told her not to speak of it, or else she would make her visions reality.

Cybil’s only real parent, then, was her mother. Bess Harding loved her daughter. She combed her hair out every night, called her “my dove,” taught Cybil her letters, and read her Aesop’s Fables. Together they explored every nook and cranny of the Hall, which had so many rooms and corridors, Cybil felt she could never see them all. With its vaulted ceilings, its pale brick, its sprawling gardens—the Hall was a monument, not a home. It exposed its innards to the surrounding countryside through windows so wide and tall that if Cybil stood before them she would get vertigo, feeling herself falling, tumbling over the edge of the glass to impale herself on the rosebushes below. Bess tried to make it feel friendly, feel familiar: she sang little songs as she carried Cybil from room to room. “Harding Hall, more glass than wall. Harding Hall, wonders all.”

But meanwhile, outside the safety of the walls, whispers of the cursed girl began to spread through the village.

The Hardings employed only a dozen servants, not quite enough to keep the entire place clean. Solitude was Christopher’s preference, and as many rooms in the building were shut up as were used. His father had built the Hall to entertain, as a home magnificent enough for a Royal Progress. But Christopher Harding was not a man who wished to entertain. He had a holy calling, and he would not be distracted from it.

Only a dozen servants, then, but enough to notice the child’s strangeness. Cybil was too intelligent for a girl, too brazen for a lady, and there were further oddities about her, too: she would sometimes whisper words to people who were not there, pluck and swipe at the air as if fighting something off. When she was only four, one nursemaid claimed she had seen little Cybil leaking light in her sleep, a glowing substance running down her cheeks like tears. But then she had been dismissed, and the servants spoke of it no more.

By the age of nine, Cybil was fluent in four languages and had yet to make a single friend; at twelve, she had read all of Machiavelli and had found him to be very reasonable; and at thirteen, she was interrupted by her mother in the midst of a virginal recital—performed to an audience of empty chairs—to be told that she ought to be betrothed. When she heard this, all the chairs began to tremble, as if fearing her reaction. Bess smiled tightly and said, “No fear, my dove. All will be well.”

The next week, Cybil was introduced to the son of a local lord, sixteen and pimpled, with one tooth already rotted from a diet of sweetmeats. The boy’s father had come too, and he had taken a lock of Cybil’s hair in his hand and grunted in approval, for Cybil had the queen’s hair, flaming red, and this was considered beautiful enough to make up for her low forehead and squarish jaw.

The boy spent the entirety of his visit bullying her and trying to peek down her bodice. As the sun set that day, he had shoved her into the garden pond. Cybil, silent and sodden and furious, had stared and stared at him as he laughed and wished that he would die. A bough from the oak tree above them cracked and fell on top of him, breaking his neck. Shocked, Cybil stood in the water, skirts pooled around her, hands balled into fists. She did not know whether to laugh or to cry.

“A terrible accident,” Bess had said. “Oh, how terrible, my dove. Trouble yourself not over it.”

But Cybil’s father did not believe it was an accident. He believed it was magic. Not the wild, uncontrolled power of a curse—of course not; to admit as much would be admitting defeat—but perchance something more useful. Perchance Cybil did have the powers he and his forefathers laid claim to: not doomed and uncontrollable, but the sort that could be honed and applied—the stuff of miracles, the blessings of a saint. So, for one extraordinary year, Christopher Harding had cared for his daughter. He had permitted her to read from the grimoire. He provided her incantations and elixirs, and showed her strange dances to do around ritual circles, teaching her an alphabet of angel letters that squirmed upon the page like leeches. Then he had taken her to the gardens, standing her before the apple trees in the orchard. “Break the bough, Cybil,” he would say, watching her with wads of parchment notes crumpled in his fists. “Break the bough.”

But nothing ever occurred. When Cybil saw the darkness begin to surge beneath her feet like floodwaters swelling across a plain, when she felt the furious, hungry tug of those shadows reaching within her, eager to swallow her whole—Cybil had feared the power too much to allow it purchase. She felt the burning of magic within her, and she made herself douse it. The pain was too much, as if a wound deep within her were being opened anew—and even more so, the possibility was too much, the sense that if she gave the darkness what it wanted, she would set the world itself aflame. She closed her eyes and pulled her light within her until it was smothered. She was not a saint—she was a First Daughter. Cybil had seen the grimoire, and she knew the legacy she carried.

Cybil felt the hunger of the shadows; she heard the voices in the dark.



Her father may have believed the curse was gone, but Cybil knew that he was wrong.

ONCE IT WAS CLEAR HIS DAUGHTER HAD NO TALENT FOR magic—or, at least, none that she could control—Christopher ignored her once more.

No more local lords sent their sons for courting. Cybil told herself she did not mind. She had never liked the manner in which young men observed her, as if she were ripe fruit on the turn, as if they wanted to both eat her and throw her away to rot. Better for her to be alone, surrounded by her books and her mother’s love, without any distractions within the walls of Harding Hall.

That winter, the winter of her fourteenth year, Cybil’s mother bought her a marchpane-and-jam dollhouse for her birthday. It was a reproduction of the Hall: a perfect confection of quince-paste brick, blown-sugar windows, oozing black-red raspberries from its foundations and almond-studded roof. There was even the orchard in miniature, the marchpane trees growing comfits for leaves and fruit: sugar-glazed seeds of fennel and caraway, stained red and orange with beet and turmeric.

Cybil did not like sweet things; she never had. Bess continued to hope she would, for loving sugar was that most basic of childhood traits, a last hope of Cybil’s normalcy. So, she pretended to like it, pretended she would eat it later, but then she brought the entire thing down to the servants in the hopes it might make them like her better.

It turned out the jam was tainted. Many fell sick, and one man died—Cybil would never forget his limp face, the manner in which his body had spasmed. “Terrible,” Bess had said, pale and weeping. Christopher Harding examined the corpse before returning to his study, silent.

The servants had been wary before, but now they were frightened. Although Cybil had never been close with them—she was a lady, it would not have been right—these were among the few faces who were familiar: Mrs. Verney, the ruddy three-toothed laundress with a cloud of gray hair, who on occasion had taken pity on her, and listened to her play the virginal; Mr. Stapleton, the gardener, who hummed tunes as he trimmed the hedges; even Jane Lennard, a young housemaid the same age as Cybil, who had once smiled at her and complimented her hair. All of them now blanched to see her, turning away after stuttered bows to busy themselves with chores. Jane did not smile at her anymore. Once, she dropped a glass in the same room as Cybil, and apologized so profusely, so fearfully, that she began to cry and had to flee to another room.

Afterward, Cybil went to her mother.

“She despises me,” Cybil said to her. “Mother, Jane despises me. What should I do?”

Bess’s face collapsed in sympathy and regret.

“My dove,” she replied, “there is nothing to be done. There is a Great Chain of Being that determines how each of us is born and lives and dies. Jane stands below us on the chain; your father stands higher. We must not worry ourselves with those who live on a different link than ours.”

“What if I wish not to be chained?” Cybil asked.

“You must be,” Bess said.

And Cybil imagined this chain, the Great Chain of Being, wrapping tighter and tighter around her, until her flesh was bruised and she could not breathe.

WHEN CYBIL WAS FOURTEEN, BESS BECAME PREGNANT ONCE more. A miracle at her age, past forty, with no sign of another child since Cybil. Every morning, the two of them prayed at their private chapel, and every night, Cybil washed her mother’s swollen feet and rubbed soothing tinctures into her shoulders, then pressed her ear to Bess’s belly to hear the baby move.



“Your little brother,” Bess told her. “I cannot wait for you to meet him, my dove.”

Cybil told herself, He will be perfect. We will be happy.

He was born a week before Cybil’s fifteenth birthday. He was born silent and unbreathing, with an extra finger on both hands, and gold-brown eyes the same color as Cybil’s own.

The last time Bess Harding ever left the Hall was to stand over her son’s grave as he was buried. After that, she became a different woman. Whenever she tried to pass the threshold, she trembled in fear and turned back. She stopped brushing Cybil’s hair, stopped reading to her. She began to have screaming nightmares and fits of terrible, overwhelming grief. After one night when she went to the roof and stood on its edge, Cybil’s father had had enough. He brewed a tincture of mandrake and forced it down his wife’s throat. Cybil would never forget the manner in which her mother’s eyes had gone matte and dark the moment the tincture hit her stomach, a beatific smile spreading across her face.

Bess soon started taking mandrake every day, and Cybil—alongside everything else—was forgotten.

Cybil soon grew accustomed to solitude: her own link on the Chain, iron, unmoving. Each morning, she checked the accounts for her father and brought her mother her mandrake and pottage. Upon her own initiative, Cybil siphoned funds to purchase more books, taught herself Greek and Latin and the basics of mathematics. She even arranged for singing lessons with a music master who was too intimidated by her to tell her she was awful at it. She knew she was awful—she had ears—and sometimes she sang badly on purpose, to see if he would complain, if someone, anyone would be honest with her. But still, he never did. And after their lessons were done, she would return to her mother’s room to play her the virginal. Sometimes, Bess would even smile when the song was finished.

But on the worst days, the days when her mother refused to even wake up, Cybil could feel the burning again. She would feel a grief that was as much anger as sadness, and as she swallowed her tears and her fury, she could sometimes see a curious light that leaked out of the tips of her fingers and the corners of her eyes. And around her, the darkness would deepen in response, just as the sun at noon casts the starkest shadows: her light made it stronger. The shadows would follow her, form strange shapes on the walls, mime curious plays of grinning devils and screaming women. They would stretch out their hands to her, and, in a trance, Cybil would follow. They would lead her to the orchard, to the stillness of the Suffolk night.

Break the bough, Cybil, they would whisper to her. Break the bough. A familiar pain, bright and searing, would build—until Cybil broke from her trance, and realized where she was. She would close her eyes and tell herself, Enough, enough, douse the flame, enough.

And so, the bough never broke, except just once: on the evening of her eighteenth birthday. On that day, Cybil stood there for hours in the silence and the rain, and she realized that she had not seen her father for ten days; that her mother had said nothing to her for just as long; and, with a sudden shriek of anger, she lunged at a tree and tugged and clawed and strained until a branch came away in her hands.

The next week, her singing master tried to kiss her. She pushed him away, screaming curses at him. As he scrambled away, he slipped at the top of the stairs and cracked his skull open. The corpse skidded halfway down and laid there sprawled out, feet pointing to the sky. She stood there for too long, watching the blood drip down, down the lower steps, looking into his vacant eyes.

Cybil went to her father to tell him what had happened. Christopher Harding’s response was to instruct her—while he was elbow deep in a bowl of powdered antimony—to return the next day, he was busy now, Cybil, couldn’t she see he was busy? But it didn’t matter in the end; when she returned to the staircase, the body was gone. All that remained was a flickering shadow in the shape of a dead man, twisting its head to look at her and raising its hand to wave.

She received a letter from the singing master’s family the next week: he had gone missing on the way back from their last lesson. They knew bandits frequented the path—would the Hardings, in their wisdom and mercy, be willing to make a donation to aid the search?

Cybil made the donation, but there was little doubt after that. Her father’s ritual hadn’t worked; Cybil was a First Daughter, and Cybil was cursed. The realization didn’t change anything, of course. The seasons continued to turn, and Harding Hall—as eternal and stoic as a Saxon rune stone—remained silent upon its hill.

Cybil was alone.

Cybil would always be alone.






Two

Three months before Cybil’s twenty-third birthday, she was pressing herself against a window on the second floor, watching the fog of her breath stretch across the glass. It was evening, and the sun was setting. In the orchard below, a sparrow flitted from tree to tree. The apples were coming in, despite the unseasonable chill of this year’s autumn. Cybil amused herself by pinching her fingers together around each fruit, imagining that she could pluck them in miniature from the branches.

“Greensleeves was my heart of joy,” Cybil sang to herself, voice sharper than a knife. She always sang loudly, to see if someone would come and complain; no one ever did. She drew a jagged line in the condensation left on the glass by her breath. “And who but my Lady Greensleeves?”



There was movement in the garden. Lifting herself onto her toes, Cybil saw a procession of horses marching down the gravel path.

Visitors. Cybil was so astonished she almost laughed. It had been years since anyone of consequence had stopped at Harding Hall. Her parents had not told her anyone was coming, but then again, why should they? She hadn’t seen either of them in days; they ate at different times, in different rooms, and the Hall was large enough that their paths rarely crossed. When she would press her ear to the door of her father’s study, she could hear him mumbling in languages she did not understand, and there was an awful smell that seeped from the gap over the threshold: burned hair and vinegar and salty sea air, as if Christopher had bottled up the ocean then spilled it upon the floor.

One of the horses in the garden whickered. It had heraldry on its saddle: the Harding three-headed hawk, black-eyed, wings outstretched. It was as familiar to Cybil as her own face, a symbol that was carved into every mantel and stained into every window. Three heads, for past, present, and future, her mother had once told her. The Hardings persevere. Was this a relative, then? She knew there were more members of the family, scattered through England, although few bothered to come to the Hall.

Cybil went back to her chambers, where she painted her lips red with cochineal and put powder on her eyelids. She wrapped her neck in pearls, and studded her fingers with rings. After pulling a few strands of red hair from their pins to frame her lead-white face, she dripped belladonna into her eyes to dilate her pupils. They blew so wide she could hardly see the gold-brown of her irises—could hardly see anything but the pupils themselves, staring back at her, wide and dark as the bottom of a well. The belladonna made her vision cloudy and uncertain. The walls trembled, the glass of the mirror distorting her reflection.

She used two more drops, just in case. When she stood from the mirror, and turned to the door, there was a human-shaped shadow on the wall watching her, cocking its head at an impossible angle.

“Leave,” Cybil snarled. “I do not want you here.”

It turned its head to the other side.

“Leave,” she said again. She took a pot of cochineal from the dressing table and threw it at the shadow. The pot shattered against the wall, flinging red paint across the tapestry there: a peaceful garden scene of a lady riding a unicorn. The lady now appeared to have suffered a terrible accident.

The shadow, with a distinct petulance, faded away. Shuddering, Cybil left the room.

She had to fetch her mother, had to prepare her for the visitor. But when she knocked on Lady Harding’s door, no response came. This was typical. Cybil had had the lock of the door removed years ago, and so it was no trouble to enter the room.

Bess was sitting up on the bed, staring out of the window, the virginal on the mattress in front of her. She was dressed—unusual—and she had even applied paint to her face: a thick layer of white lead, cracking in the creases of her forehead like the impasto of a painting.

“Mother,” Cybil said, “someone has come calling.”

Bess plucked a discordant note on the virginal.

“Mother,” Cybil said again.

“Yes, I am coming,” Bess told her, pushing the virginal away. She slipped off the mattress—Cybil lurched forward to steady her—and together, they left the room and descended the steps to the foyer.

Her father was standing by the front door, already in conversation with their visitor. He was a tall man, pinch-faced, with dark, greasy hair, and deep lines carved into his forehead—somewhat younger, mayhap, than Cybil’s parents. There was something vaguely familiar in his countenance; Cybil had the impression they might have met when she was young.



The stranger paused in his speaking to watch them as they approached. “Ah. Bess. It has been years, has it not?”

Bess gave him the same distant sort of smile she always used—as if he were standing very far away, a dot on the horizon. “Gilbert.”

The man’s gaze then fixed on Cybil. He had the same gold-brown eyes as her and her father.

He said, “This is the girl.”

“Yes,” her father replied. “Cybil, this is Sir Gilbert Harding, your uncle.”

Cybil dropped into a curtsey to hide her confusion. She had known that her father had a younger brother who had taken a position at Court; but she could not recall Gilbert ever visiting the Hall or taking an interest in their affairs.

Sir Gilbert swept her a stiff bow. Afterward, there was an awkward, expectant silence, which was interrupted only by the bell ringing for supper.

That night, for the first time in years, Cybil ate at the same table as her parents. The cook had reacted to the prospect of visitors with excitement, and there was a vast array of dishes, far more than the four of them could eat: chicken stewed with plums and caraway seeds; red wine spiced with cinnamon; candied roses, so delicate they crumbled to powder when pressed with the blade of a knife. Her parents had known, clearly, that Gilbert was coming. And yet Cybil had not been informed. She did not know if that was a result of ignorance or malice.

Once the plates were cleared and the servants gone, Gilbert said, “There has been a witch trial in Ipswich.”

Cybil’s father looked mildly betrayed. “This is the reason you came?”

“A witchfinder came to investigate the accusations and found them credible. Four women have been accused of maleficium.”

Maleficium: the legal term for witchcraft. Cybil knew, now, why Gilbert had come. For all his insistence on an angelic origin for his gifts, her father’s work often resembled the satanic. Cybil had seen Christopher break the neck of a rabbit then bring it back to life, had watched him stir water and whisper over it until it thickened and reddened into blood. When he had tried to teach Cybil the same, she had felt the darkness reach for her and pushed it away. The rabbit remained dead, and the water remained water.

“These are peasants,” her father said to Gilbert. “Women, as you say.”

Gilbert replied, “They had formed a coven. I heard they killed almost an entire herd of cattle. The cows grew great buboes on their feet and could not walk.”

“What a pointless curse,” Cybil said. “For what cause would anyone bother?”

Bess flinched at the word curse, crushing her napkin in her fist.

Gilbert looked at her archly, his face that of a stranger’s still, but his familiar eyes as cold as her father’s. He replied, “According to the prosecution, merely for mischief. The farmer said he saw them digging in the field, laying down charms for their magic.”

“So they were judged guilty?”

“Yes. All four are to be hanged.”

Bess crossed herself and whispered, quietly, “God save their souls.”

“Surely, if they are capable of killing a cattle herd, they could find some manner to escape the execution,” Cybil said. “If they go to the gallows, would that not prove their innocence?”

Her father clicked his tongue. “That is not how the authorities see it, Cybil.”

“How do they see it, Father?”

He scowled at her, clearly considering the question impertinent.

“Regardless,” Gilbert said, “none of these women were actually witches; that much is obvious. But they were scolds and gossips. The village wanted to remove them. If not through the courts, it would be done by some other method, and no doubt more cruelly.”



Cybil pictured the women’s dangling feet as they hanged. “More cruel?” she asked. “How could that be possible?”

Gilbert shrugged. “At least they had the privilege of a trial.”

Cybil said, “From what I have heard, once someone is accused of witchcraft, they are as good as dead. In that case, is a trial a privilege, or a pointless delay?”

“That is not something for you to decide,” her father snapped at her. “Nor discuss, Cybil, in civilized company.”

It was Gilbert who had brought it up; but Cybil fell silent regardless, plucking at the tablecloth.

“The issue remains,” Gilbert said. He steepled his fingers beneath his chin, leaning with both elbows upon the table. There was a sudden earnestness to his expression, perhaps calculated, perhaps not. “Suspicions are rising, Christopher. We live in a time of fear: Papists at home and abroad; the Crown’s succession uncertain. I hardly foresee things will improve. Already I have been questioned in regards to your activities. With our family’s reputation . . .”

Christopher snapped, “The queen herself granted me funds for my research. We are richer, more protected, than we have ever been.”

“You believe that will save us? Considering what you have done?” Gilbert laughed, coldly and cruelly. He glanced quickly to Cybil, and that glance was an indictment: there was a First Daughter sitting at the table, and he was clearly no more convinced of her father’s “cure” than she was. “Among the first imprisoned for witchcraft in England was a duchess. Merely two years ago, an earl in Scotland was convicted.”

“We are not witches, brother. Our family carries a heavenly gift.”

“That has always been your opinion, but that does not mean it is that of others. You have been living in denial for so long, you refuse to see the danger within your very home.” Gilbert did not look again at Cybil; he did not need to. His steepled fingers rippled back and forth in vexation. “If you had done what I had suggested, we might not be in this position. The curse—”



“Not here,” Christopher barked, and stood up from the table. “Come. We will speak in private.”

Cybil rose, also. “But—”

“No,” her father told her, voice thunderous. “Sit down, girl, and be thankful your insolence has for so long gone unpunished.”

She sat back down.

Her uncle followed Christopher out of the room.

Bess watched them quit the dining hall without comment, then looked back to Cybil. The white paint she had applied to her face, combined with the ashen color of her hair, made her mother look skeletal and sickly.

Cybil said, “What does Gilbert suggest Father do? Why has he never before come to Harding Hall?”

There was a glimmer of something in her mother’s expression—was it fear?—and she said, “I must rest, Cybil.”

“It is only just past sundown,” Cybil replied. “Mother, I beg of you. He mentioned the curse. Surely he is referring to me?”

Bess shook her head and laid a bone-colored hand across her chest. “I am very tired,” she murmured, voice nearly too faint to hear. “I will go to bed.”

Bess stood up, then paused.

“Your father cares for us, Cybil,” she said in quiet resignation, her head bowing. “In his own manner. We are women, and thus we cannot know the burdens of such a man. But we might support him as he carries them himself.”

“You believe love is submission,” Cybil replied. “If that is so, then how can he ever love you back?”

Bess did not reply. Instead, she turned, head held high, and left the room. Cybil watched her go without protest; it would be futile to press her any further. It was already the longest conversation they had shared in years.

Once she was certain her mother had reached her rooms, Cybil left the dining hall and ascended the main steps. She had climbed this staircase so many times; she had seen a man die here. She knew with great familiarity the echo of her steps upon the marble, the smooth chill of the oak balustrades beneath her hands. The walls of the upstairs corridors were painted blue to resemble the sky, an illusion broken by numerous portraits and tapestries that floated in mismatched scatterings of faces, frames, and fabrics. These portraits, shrouded in the gloom, regarded Cybil with detachment and dismissal, their pale skin and gold eyes mockeries of her own.

A servant had lit the lamps, casting formless patterns of shadow and light across the floor. There was a suit of armor on display at the top of the steps, worn by an ancestor at Bosworth, its helmet plumed with green feathers, its breastplate showing the three-headed hawk in gold. As Cybil reached it, the suit’s shadow shuddered, then moved: pointing right, toward Christopher’s study.

Cybil took an instinctive step back. “That way?”

The shadow pointed again, more insistent.

She was wary, but she did as she was bid.

Instead of returning to her chambers, she stopped outside her father’s study. The door was closed—it was always closed—but she could hear voices within. The wood of the door was carved with angel markings, the strange, spiraled letters her father used in his rituals. Cybil ignored these, pressing her ear against the door to listen.

“. . . had listened,” Gilbert was saying.

“It was not an option. I lifted the curse.”

“You truly believe that? Christopher, you must see sense. Every time there has been a First Daughter, the house has seen terrible consequences. The last time—”

“That was centuries ago.”

“We nearly went extinct. The pestilence took all but the very woman who had caused their deaths.”

“All England suffered then.”

“And who is to say she did not cause their suffering, too? Our father told us the stories, how shadows followed her and suffering came in their wake.” Gilbert sighed, loudly enough Cybil could hear it through the door. “I reminded you when she was born what was necessary, and you had not the strength to do it. No—you had not the humility. You were so convinced you could resolve it in another manner.”

“I did what I could.”

“You know your measures did not work. If all is well, then why is Cybil not at Court? Why is she not betrothed? It is known that Christopher Harding has a daughter—who, I remind you, is heir to this estate—”

“The queen’s law prioritizes children over siblings, Gilbert. You know that as well as I. If she has no children, your son will inherit—”

“God’s teeth, Christopher,” Gilbert spat. “That is not the issue. You have kept her here her entire life. Of course there are suspicions. People say she must be mad, or diseased. And we both know why she cannot be seen. Now is the time to admit—to yourself, to me, to her—that you did not save her. That you did not save us.”

There was a long moment of silence. Cybil heard her own heartbeat, loud and insistent as a war drum.

“You think I know not my own folly?” Christopher said. He sounded defeated. “After all these years? You think I do not look at her, every day, and know that I failed? She is a shade, a shell. She has been since she was a child. The shadows follow her, and her magic manifests only in cruelty. I will always remember . . . when she was six, she fell into a bramble patch, and her legs were covered in scratches. But still, she did not cry. She just stared at the wounds as the blood dripped onto the ground. And where that blood pooled at her feet, days later, I found a sprig of deadly nightshade—grown from the soil as if it had been there for months.”

Gilbert muttered an oath.

Cybil’s father continued. “I tried to fix her, to transmute her into something purer, but it did not work. I accept, now, that it has not worked. I accept that God has forsaken our family, and we are cursed as you say. And so, I must turn to other solutions.”

“Other solutions?”

“Yes.”

Gilbert’s horror was hushed, the words only barely audible. “You cannot mean . . .”

“I am using a greater quantity of henbane, and more repetitions of the incantations; it is certain to work.”

“When?” Gilbert asked.

Cybil had never heard such determination in her father’s voice. “Next week. The equinox.”

“I will have returned to Court by then.”

“I know.”

“It is ill-advised,” came Gilbert’s answer, his tone skeptical. “It has been largely accepted such a summoning would require too dear a price.”

“Too dear for some, certainly. But I will pay it. I have no choice.”

“The girl—”

“If this attempt fails,” Christopher said, “then I shall do what must be done.”

Cybil bit her lip so savagely it bled. Her hand pressed more firmly against the door, the tips of her fingers whitening. The grooves of the angel markings dug furrows into the skin of her palm.

Christopher continued. “To end the curse, I must become greater than my forefathers, greater than all those who lay claim to magic. I require assistance. The only path to surpassing Faust . . .”

Cybil stepped back from the door. There was something hot and furious burning in her chest; it grew brighter and brighter, as if she could bring the walls of Harding Hall down with the heat of her anger, and beneath her feet, darkness gathered, the candles on the wall beside her flickering.



I shall do what must be done.

She imagined her father within the study, stooped over his ritual circle—regretting Cybil’s birth, regretting her life, regretting he had not killed her while she was too young to fight back. In an instant, she saw all the little cruelties she had endured beneath him: the callousness and dismissal; the disappointment and anger; staring at the tree as he screamed; watching him pour mandrake down her mother’s throat. Cybil imagined sending the shadow of the suit of armor into that room, commanding it to swallow him whole, to break his neck, to suck the life from him like marrow from a bone. She felt the fire within her intensify—it was painful; it was glorious, burning and sharp and alive. It was almost wonderful enough to bear. Almost.

Desperate, fearful, Cybil reached for the shards of her self-control. She breathed a deep, shuddering breath. She told herself, Enough, Cybil, enough. She took that ember of fury in her fist and encased it in ice, layer upon layer of it, making it colder and colder and harder and harder, until her anger was dimmed and the shadows had retreated.

She turned around and walked in a measured pace back to her rooms. At the basin, she scrubbed the paint from her face. The shadow at which she had thrown her cochineal had returned; it had taken a form to mimic the shape of the lady on the tapestry, albeit with a neck long enough to curve like a snake. It watched her as she wiped the water away.

“You wished to warn me,” she said to it. “You wished me to know what my father was planning.”

The shadow did not react.

Cybil went to the window. Breathing on the glass, she began to draw a symbol in the fog with the tip of her finger, thinking of her father saying, I shall do what must be done.

“Ah, Greensleeves, now farewell, adieu,” she sang again, not minding that her voice was not beautiful, that it was as distorted as the shadows on the wall. “To God I pray to prosper thee; for I am still thy lover true . . .”

She finished the drawing on the window: it was a noose around her own neck.

Cybil’s finger dropped. “Come once again and love me.”






Three

Miriam heard the call on the equinox.

She was in Constantinople. That morning, a drunk and amorous man had offered her his heart and soul in exchange for a smile. He may have meant it as metaphor—Miriam could never really tell—but she honored the deal as it was made. Once she had swallowed the soul and sated her hunger, Miriam had not known what to do with the heart, so she had flung it to a stray dog outside. It had gulped it down in two bites and then followed her down the street with a reverent expression, its tongue lolling out of its mouth. Animals typically disliked her, and Miriam had not known how to react. Eventually, she had become irked by its attention, and she had pulled the shadows around her and flown away.

She existed, as she always had, in solitude; a spider makes no conversation with the flies in its web. Miriam could engage in human pleasures such as food and drink and flesh, but temptation was rare, and indulgence rarer still. The centuries grew tedious, but she did not count the years as a person would. She noticed time passing only with conscious effort. Otherwise, there was no difference between a decade and an hour. On occasion she blinked, and weeks would pass.

Miriam measured her existence in deals instead. She was always hungry, and her greatest pleasure remained the fullness consuming a soul gave her: the brighter it burned, the more intense the satisfaction. And there were always exchanges to be made, because humanity was as hungry as she was, even if that hunger was for other things. She was asked for money, power, magic. Miriam gave her petitioners what they wanted, and she took her rewards happily. She needed them as much as they needed her, after all. All magic was give and take, light for dark. With no light of her own, Miriam needed to take it from others.

Once, utterly overwhelmed by her own inertia, she decided to see how long she could go without consuming a soul. She had lasted three weeks before that howling emptiness howled too loudly and it became difficult to keep corporeal form. When she had finally indulged, she had torn the man apart afterward, seeking some further shred of soul within him that she could eat. If she were capable of shame, she might have felt shame for it, but she did not. Her experiment had been successful. She knew her limitations now.

And so came the equinox. That evening, the streets of Constantinople were awash with rain and crowded with bodies: spice merchants, printers, prostitutes, carpet sellers—all the rabble were there. The air was thick with the scents of sewage, incense, the cool mist from the Bosphorus. Miriam could sense a thousand deals to be made. She wandered between the people and ignored their curious eyes, accustomed to the scrutiny. She was out of place almost everywhere, having retained the same
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