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To the darkness that dares us to know ourselves, and the stories we weave from its depths.








  
  Prologue


The woods lay silent, a black mouth swallowing sound. Pines stood jagged and skeletal against a sky bruised with dusk, their branches reaching upward as though clawing for the last veins of light. Spanish moss hung in long, gray shrouds that swayed in the still air, heavy with damp. Drops fell slow to the earth, each bead glinting like a tear suspended in its fall before breaking the mud with a soft patter. The rhythm drummed through her skull as if the forest itself possessed a pulse. 
Thickened air, sharp with resin and the sour rot of leaves half-swallowed by the earth. Their decay whispered beneath her feet, a slow gurgle winding through the quiet, curling into her lungs until she breathed the forest’s sickness. Roots jutted from the soil, slick with moisture, glistening as though the land itself bled. Strips of bark peeled away and caught the faint wind that moaned through the trees, a thin sound that climbed her spine and urged her deeper.
The old hag moved with care, her steps halting, her weight dragging in the mud. The cloak about her shoulders hung heavy, its hem soaked and torn by thorns. Each rip made a small sound, a sigh against the quiet. Behind her trailed a rope, coarse hemp, thick and frayed. It rasped over the ground as it followed, taken from a wagon long ago, once reins guided by a hand she had loved. What was a lifeline then had become a burden, a shadow that followed her wherever she went.
Her breath came in shallow bursts, pale wisps trembling in the cold. Her chest ached beneath the weight of the air. She had entered the wood where the frost still lingered, and the river’s murmur wound through the trees like a warning. Moss brushed her face, damp and cold as a dead hand urging her back. But she pressed on, stumbling over roots that caught her boots and clawed her ankles. Mud sucked at her soles with greedy lips. Each step drew her deeper, as if the forest bent to watch.
The rope snagged, caught fast in a root’s grip, and jerked her backward. She stumbled, her arm shuddering from the strain. Mud clung to the hemp, dark and thick, and the weight of it sank into her gut. She freed it with trembling hands. Her fingers were gnarled and cracked, her nails rimed with dirt. She tugged the rope loose and it rasped wetly against bark. The sound reminded her of her own pulse.
Her face was a map of years carved by grief and sun. Beneath her thin skin the bones jutted, her color leached by time and cold. She lifted her hands before her, turning them in the dim light. Once they had been small and sure, deft with the reins, steady in their work. She remembered the child’s hands that had learned knots at a father’s side, the young woman’s hands that had tied rope in defiance, the mother’s hands that had reached toward flames and found only smoke. Those memories blurred together until they belonged to no one she knew. Now her fingers shook, dragging the rope behind her through the muck while the forest closed in, its shadows writhing like breath.
Whispers of the townsfolk still clung to her, thin as cobwebs but impossible to tear away. They spoke of curses and foul power, of a woman too long alone in the woods. Their words followed her through the trees like smoke. They had not seen the things she had, the flicker at the corner of the eye, the glint of steel, the flash of fire. She had tried to warn them, tried to shield them. But her cries were met with stones, her pleas with prayers muttered through clenched teeth. They saw only a witch, a shadow to cast out.
Her heart felt like a stone she could no longer bear. The rope grew heavier in her hands as she moved. Mud coated its coils, the noose she had carried in silence, tracing it through years she could not name. Faces returned to her in the dark: the laughing child by the wagon, the same face streaked with terror. Each memory pulled at her until she thought the weight of them would drag her down.
The forest stirred. The wind sharpened, its voice rising through the branches. Twigs snapped like bones underfoot. She came to a hollow, a place where the ground sank low and the air hung thick with rot. Roots twisted like veins through the mud, pulsing faintly beneath her touch. The scent of decay stung her nose and filled her mouth with the taste of iron. She swallowed and steadied herself.
She sank to her knees. The rope pooled beside her, wet and heavy, gleaming in the weak light like a serpent poised to strike. Her breath trembled as she looked down at it. Her fingers moved without will, lifting the coils she had stolen hours before, taken from trusting hands. The rope’s fibers were rough against her skin, darkened by age and use. She ran her hands over its knots and felt the strength still held within them. Then she rose, slow and deliberate, and looped it over a low branch. The bark tore her palms until thin lines of blood slipped down her wrists. The color shone dark against the pale rope.
She placed the noose around her neck. The fibers scratched her skin. Her breath came shallow again, clouding the cold air. She stood still for a moment, her boots sinking in the wet earth that seemed to hold her there.
This was her offering, the only act left to her. The forest pressed close, the air waiting. She drew in a long breath, let it shiver out, and stepped forward. The branch gave a low groan, the sound of wood surrendering to weight. The rope tightened, bit, and eased. Her body swung, light now, turning slowly in the chill air. Droplets fell from the rope and struck the mud below. Each spark of water caught the dying light and vanished.
The forest dimmed around her. The trees blurred, their edges softening into black. A coolness spread through her veins, not peace but something like it. She had sought to end the circle that bound her, but even as the world fell away, she knew it would not release her.
Faces flickered in the dark, gentle at first, then twisted in terror. Hands reached for her through smoke and blood. Their voices rose and broke against her fading breath. The forest leaned close, the moss above her swaying like shrouds over a grave eager to close. The wind lifted again, carrying a long, low wail that wound through the trees.
The witch in the woods,
 a shadow of her own making,
 hung between earth and sky,
 caught forever in the dark she had called home.






  
  Chapter 1


The wagon jolted over rutted earth. Its creaks answered the sea Earnest York had left behind, that fickle beast that swallows men and keeps no ledger. Salt still seemed to cling to his skin. His hands, toughened by years on wet decks, held the reins until his knuckles blanched. Calluses rasped the leather as he guided the horse through Charleston’s dusk-soaked outskirts. 
Trees lifted their black arms against a dimming sky. Veils of moss swayed, brushing his cheek with cold damp as the light thinned. The air pressed heavy and warm. It pooled in his lungs with the tang of silt and resin, and something sour beneath, like a grave disturbed.
Beside him, Iris sat rigid. She cradled their daughter, Cassandra, whose head lay against her shoulder. The girl slept in starts, breath soft and even, a small shelter Earnest envied. He scanned the timberline where shadows gathered in the hollows. The forest carried a rhythm he recognized from bad water and a falling barometer, the hush before a break.
The sea had written itself into him. Nets and lines had scored his forearms. Old rope burns mapped the places where the deck had heaved and the rigging snapped. He kept those memories locked down with a seaman’s habit, but they moved in him all the same.
The wagon rattled. His fingers brushed a coil of hemp tied to the board, a length saved from a storm off Virginia. He had lashed himself to the mast that night while the ship came apart, the rope cutting his wrists until they bled. Tom went over the rail laughing at the wrong second, and the wave took him. Eli shouted once and then the wind swallowed the sound. After the blow passed and rain thinned to needles, Earnest had cut himself loose and watched gray water fold and unfold. Gulls circled the place where men sank. Their cries followed him south like a hymnal he never asked to learn.
“Steady now,” he said, more to himself than to the horse. Hooves beat a dull time. Leaves whispered. Somewhere a twig cracked, clean and close. He turned his head. Moss lifted and fell as if a body had just passed through and left nothing behind.
Iris leaned forward. Her hand brushed the worn pouch at her waist where she kept her simples. Yarrow and sage rustled as she moved. Her gaze cut up the road and then into the woods, searching like a blade for a seam.
“It’s too quiet,” she said, voice low.
Earlier, a mile back, she had knelt at a ditch and picked a few sprigs that should have been healthy. Their edges had already curled black despite the heat. Stems snapped brittle in her fingers as if a frost had crept where no frost belonged.
“The air’s wrong here,” she had told him then. Now she crushed a leaf and lifted it. Green stained her fingertips. A bitter reek rose sharp enough to sting her nose. She wiped the color on her skirt, and it stayed like a mark.
“It’s too thick. Hard to breathe. Feels like something is watching.” She had tucked the wilted sprigs away, brow furrowed and muttered about signs she had seen north of Danvers: plants that soured before storms, a stillness before a scream, sickrooms where she had stitched torn flesh while fever burned too hot.
A branch popped deeper in the trees. She started and set her feet as if to meet weather.
Earnest clucked the horse on. “There’s something queer about this place. But I ain’t never seen a siren, and I ain’t about to say the air’s alive. Superstition, that’s all.”
His grip found the rope again, the coil a weight that steadied him while the forest’s pulse seemed to rise.
They had stopped twice before dusk. First at a narrow creek where he had checked the axle. The wood had groaned with the load and showed a splinter from a jolt two days back. Iris had sifted roots and leaves along the bank and found a cluster of sage gone gray and sour to the touch. It crumbled in her palm.
“Was that a deer we heard?” she asked him.
A deer places four steps, not one, he thought, but said nothing. He was a man who believed the ocean had a temper. He did not believe in ghosts. Still, the feeling of eyes on their backs had ridden with them since noon, and they had passed enough native hunters on the road to earn a little watchfulness.
“That or them injuns watching us,” he said. “No call to be spooked.”
He had tightened the rope then. The hemp bit his palm, and the old habit calmed him.
“Time to move on,” he said, and they had climbed back up. The wagon creaked. Far off, a river sounded louder than it should, a steady growl that worked under the trees and settled into his bones.
The second stop came in a thin place where the pines opened to a patch of sky the color of pewter. He watered the horse. Steam rose from its breath as the heat bled out of the day. A wavering cry rode the wind and was gone. Iris stiffened and drew Cassandra closer. Earnest clicked his tongue and set them moving again.
At the edge of the clearing Iris had knelt by another patch of plants. Yarrow drooped black. The stems were soft and rotten between her fingers, a rot she had seen once in a Danvers field before the first accusations.
“It’s an omen,” she said, standing. She wiped her hands on her apron and left a green-brown smear. “Feels like the ground is waiting to swallow something. I don’t know what.”
When the road bent toward the water they drew up. The river took the last light and cut it fine. Foam turned and broke on the current. Patterns opened and closed as if an eye were learning to blink.
Earnest dropped to the bank. Wet soil took his weight. He set out the blankets, the dented kettle, and the same coil of rope, still sound though the fibers had lifted with age. His hand passed over it by habit.
He glanced toward the timber again. Shadows lay thick where the moss hung low. A chill came that did not belong to the hour, the kind a man feels after another man slips beneath a wave and does not rise.
“Settle in,” he said. The sailor’s edge in his voice had not dulled with land. He touched the whalebone knife at his belt, its curve cool under his thumb, the promise it carried from Danvers still unbroken.
Iris stepped down and tore her skirt on a splinter. She looked to the river, listening to that heavy rush that always sounded like a choice. She steadied Cassandra as the girl stirred.
Cassandra blinked at the dim. Dust and damp tangled her hair. Shadows swam in her gazelike shapes just beneath the surface of a pond.
“Are we there, Father?” she asked.
“Nearly, Cassie.” He tried to smile and failed at the edges. He pointed toward the water. “Fetch us some. Pail’s there. Don’t wander, hear?”
She nodded and slipped away. The pail swung in her hand. Dusk swallowed her faster than it should. Grass gave to bare soil, then to sand, then to cool mud that took her weight.
The ground softened. Mud seeped through the leather and chilled her toes. The river worked in her ears until it was all she heard. Her father’s tales named water treacherous, and now it sounded true.
She knelt. The pail scraped stone. The current churned and stretched her reflection until the dark took her eyes. A girl she barely knew looked back.
Her thoughts bent toward forbidden doors. What if there were power in the places adults warned against. She pushed the thought aside and bile rose with the memory of names thrown at her in Danvers.
“Witch’s spawn. Devil’s child.”
Her mother had hushed such talk with a look. Her father had answered with his fists. Memory did not always obey. The river snarled. The woods pressed close. A stick broke behind her.
She turned. Water slopped over her hands and went cold to the sleeves.
A cloaked figure stood on her side of the river. It was gaunt. The hood shadowed a face leached of color. Eyes black as sockets fixed on her. Tears had carved lines down sunken cheeks and caught the last light in a way that made the wet look like metal. The mouth opened and pulled wide. Teeth showed.
A hand lifted, shaking. Split nails. Skin like parchment. The fingers curled toward her, slow and pleading.
No sound came, only that stare, raw and lost, seeing past her at something she could not name. The body had settled into angles that spoke of long ruin.
“Who are you?” Cassandra whispered. The verse rose in her mind unbidden, Thou shalt not suffer a witch, and her world narrowed to that reaching hand.
The figure broke into a jag of laughter and then forced a single word.
“No.”
It came up from a place that had worn all the edges off. The sound filled the pines.
Her heart struck hard against her ribs. It knows me. It sees me, she thought.
She slid to the right. Mud took her heel. The figure shifted with the same broken timing. Wet leaves flew from the sweep of its cloak. Fear closed her throat until breath rasped.
She backed away. The figure came on. Branches cracked. Its eyes held her like a pin.
She ran. Limbs snatched at her shawl. Cloth tore. Sweat chilled her skin. The river sucked at her boots where the bank dipped low.
The cry rose again behind her, long and ragged, and chased her through the trees.
“No.”
Her lungs burned. She looked back and nearly fell. The hand lifted higher, still shaking, the fingers closing and opening as if working air. Tears slicked the ruin of that face. The eyes sank deeper. She saw herself in it, older and broken, and the sight stole her breath.
She cut left. Roots hooked her foot. Brambles tore her forearms and warmed her sleeves. Panic beat a fast time in her ears.
Another wail clawed the sky.
She saw the river through the trunks and the pale strip of bank. She sprinted. The figure lunged. Cloak flared. For a heartbeat the world went black at the edges.
“Help!”
Her voice cracked and tore. She jumped. Cold closed over her. The current took her legs, then her breath. She grabbed for anything and found a slick root. Nails tore but held. She hauled herself onto the mud while the cry behind her thinned and went strange, like choice turning to fate.
She lay there shivering and smeared with river silt. The woods settled by degrees. The echo of that voice hung in the trees and would not lift.
Shapes formed at the edge of the dark. Cloaks moved. Beads took the last light and gave it back dull. Footfalls rustled leaves with a steady measure that worked into her bones. She tightened both hands around the branch she had used to pull herself free. Blood ran from her knuckles and pooled in the mud while the figures came on, slow and sure, eyes catching what little glow remained.
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