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PROLOGUE
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Abigail woke choking on a mouthful of her own breath, legs tangled in the wool blanket. The noise of her struggle echoed off the bare plank walls, but there was no one to hear it. Her heart pounded so hard it made the skin at her collarbone jump.
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She had been dreaming again. Not a real dream, not the kind that faded by morning. She always remembered these. Mary Easton at the foot of the bed, hands folded at her waist, the rope-mark purpling her neck like a painted stripe. Mary never moved. Never spoke. Her eyes followed Abigail anyway.
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Abigail pressed her back to the wall, feeling for the cold seam between the boards. It grounded her. She forced herself upright and pressed both palms flat to her thighs. The room was black except for the thin lines of moon and starlight that bled through the cracks around the shutter. Her breath smoked in the air, even inside. She wished she had put more wood on the fire, but the wood was low and she’d told herself she didn’t mind the cold.
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She reached for the candlestick on the small table next to the bed. The stub of tallow candle left a greasy ring on the wood. Abigail fumbled for the flint. Her hands shook hard enough that the first strike sent sparks scattering to the floor. She tried again, slower, and the wick finally caught. A weak flame bloomed, then steadied, throwing her own face onto the opposite wall.
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She sat with it a moment, letting her pulse slow. The wax guttered, shivering against a draft she could not feel. Abigail leaned closer, cradling the candle in both hands, watching the way the flame rose. It bent, deliberate and slow, toward the far corner of the room where the wall met the low ceiling. There was no window there. No seam or hole she knew of.
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She set the candlestick down and stared into the corner, the flame tilting almost horizontal, unwavering. The hairs on her forearms rose. She held her breath and listened. At first she heard only her own blood rushing in her ears. Then, so low it might have been a trick of the cold, a voice said her name. Not a voice. Voices, folded over each other, out of time. “Abigail Warren.” Clear, layered, each syllable drawn out, the first slower than the second, the third dragging. She pressed a hand over her mouth and tasted old salt and candle wax. The voices paused, then repeated, and she thought of the way children’s skipping songs overlapped in the lane, one group starting before the other finished.
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She knew the sound was meant for her. She did not answer. She could not have answered if she tried.
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The whisper stopped. The flame straightened. Abigail’s fingers left damp prints on the brass candlestick. The cold pressed in, heavy and close, as if the air had thickened with it. The voices did not come again.
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Abigail did not sleep. She sat awake, knees pulled up under her chin, watching the corner where the candlelight left a trembling pool of gold against the planks. She tried to remember a time before these dreams, before the voices, before she had to check the corners of her own room for something she could not name. She failed.
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When the candle died, she let the dark come. Her eyes never closed.
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CHAPTER 1



[image: ]


Abigail woke choking on a mouthful of her own breath. Her legs tangled in the wool blanket. She kicked once, hard, and knocked her shin against the bedframe. The noise echoed off the bare plank walls, but there was no one to hear it. Her heart pounded so hard it made the skin at her collarbone jump.
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She had been dreaming again. Not a real dream, not the kind where things are soft and unremembered by morning. She always remembered these. Mary Easton at the foot of the bed, hands folded at her waist, the rope-mark purpling her neck like a painted stripe. Mary never moved. Never spoke. Her eyes followed Abigail anyway.
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Abigail pressed her back to the wall behind her, feeling for the cold seam between the boards. It grounded her. She forced herself upright and pressed both palms flat to her thighs. The room was black except for the thin lines of moon and starlight that bled through the cracks around the shutter. Her breath smoked in the air, even inside. She wished she had put more wood on the fire, but the wood was low and she’d told herself she didn’t mind the cold.

––––––––
[image: ]


She reached for the candlestick on the small table next to the bed. The stub of tallow candle left a greasy ring on the wood. Abigail fumbled for the flint. Her hands shook hard enough that the first strike sent sparks scattering to the floor. She tried again, slower, and the wick finally caught. A weak flame bloomed, then steadied, throwing her own face onto the opposite wall.
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She sat with it a moment, letting her pulse slow. She wiped sweat from her upper lip with the back of her hand. The wax guttered, shivering against a draft she could not feel on her skin. Abigail leaned closer, cradling the candle in both hands, watching the way the flame rose. It bent, deliberate and slow, toward the far corner of the room where the wall met the low ceiling. There was no window there. No seam or hole she knew of.
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She set the candlestick down and stared into the corner, the flame tilting almost horizontal, unwavering. The hairs on her forearms rose. She held her breath and listened. At first she heard only her own blood rushing in her ears. Then, so low it might have been a trick of the cold, a voice said her name.
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Not a voice. Voices, folded over each other, out of time. “Abigail Warren.” Clear, layered, each syllable drawn out, the first slower than the second, the third dragging. She pressed a hand over her mouth and tasted old salt and candle wax. The voices paused, then repeated, and she thought of the way children’s skipping songs overlapped in the lane, one group starting before the other finished.
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She knew the sound was meant for her. She did not answer. She could not have answered if she tried.
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The whisper stopped. The flame straightened. Abigail’s fingers left damp prints on the brass candlestick. The cold pressed in, heavy and close, as if the air had thickened with it. The voices did not come again.
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Abigail did not sleep. She sat awake, knees pulled up under her chin, watching the corner where the candlelight left a trembling pool of gold against the planks. She tried to remember a time before these dreams, before the voices, before she had to check the corners of her own room for something she could not name. She failed.
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When the candle died, she let the dark come. Her eyes never closed.
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Three days before the anniversary, Thomas Reed sat at his table in the constable’s office, reading the same three lines of complaint for the fourth time. His handwriting, precise and measured, made the events sound less strange than they were. Still, he did not enjoy reading them.
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The first sheet was from the Hollis family, written in Martha Hollis’s careful script and signed by her husband with a crooked mark. Their livestock — all of them, sheep and goats and the single milking cow — found pressed tight against the far fence line at dawn. The animals would not turn for feed or water, nor could they be coaxed apart. It had taken two men with ropes to pull them free. Afterward, they refused to enter the barn and stood in the yard until dusk.
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Thomas tapped the paper against the table’s edge. He
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