Chapter 1
The Devil
The devil lives in the spaces between droplets of rain, but magic—true magic—pulses in the salt-spray that stings my cheeks and the copper taste of blood when I bite my lip too hard while drawing. The good people of Swampscott watch me from behind their curtains as I walk the shore, my leather-bound sketchbook pressed against my heart like a second skin. They don't understand that real evil doesn't dance with demons. It preaches from polished pulpits and strangles truth with strips of scripture.
My name is Katherine O'Leary, and I was born with second sight burning behind my eyes. The visions writhe and twist inside my skull until I set them free with charcoal and ink. They spill across parchment in violent blooms—flowers made of owl feathers and stars, serpents that weave themselves into letters that spell out warnings in languages dead for a thousand years. Sometimes they show me beauty: the secret language of tide pools speaking in bubbles and swirls, the green fire that dances between trees at twilight. But lately, they've grown teeth. They claw their way onto the page with movements sharp as broken glass, whispering of a storm that smells like burning flesh and iron.
This morning, the January wind howls up from Hell itself, carrying stinging pellets of frozen ocean. I watch Mrs. Abigail Putnam march her three daughters to church, their spines rigid as cemetery stakes. The youngest one, Verity, catches my eye and for a heartbeat, I see her true self—a crimson-feathered hawk screaming behind the bars of her ribs. My hand moves before my mind can catch up, scratching the truth onto paper: wings bound with thorny chains, bleeding dark prophecies onto pristine snow.
"Devil's work," Mrs. Putnam snarls, her voice cracking like a whip. She yanks Verity closer, but I've already seen the spark of wild magic flickering in the girl's eyes. It matches the one I glimpse in my reflection when I dare to scry in still water.
I say nothing. Words are waste when dealing with those who've sealed their minds like tomb doors. Instead, I press on through the biting wind, my boots crushing frost-rimed seaweed as I make my way to my sanctuary—a womb-like hollow between two ancient rocks where the tide never reaches and the air tastes of secrets.
Here, the veil between worlds grows tissue-thin. Here, my fingers tremble with power as visions possess them. Today's drawing births itself in violent strokes: a woman standing in a column of flames that curl around her like lovers' arms. The fire flows from her palms like liquid light, transforming into moths with ember-wings and eyes made of starlight. They spiral toward a blood moon that hangs impossible in the morning sky, leaving trails of burning symbols in their wake.
"Now that's the kind of truth they're terrified of."
The voice slides into my consciousness like a silver knife. I slam my book shut, but not before catching sight of its owner. She's tall as a shadow at sunset, with hair black as a raven's secret heart and eyes that shift color like tide pools at midnight—green to gray to something older than names. I've never seen her in Swampscott before. I would have remembered a presence that makes the air crack with witch-light.
"I'm Eleanor Webb," she says, flowing onto the rock beside me as gracefully as spilled ink. "You see them too, don't you? The things that dance in the spaces between heartbeats, in the shadows that shadows cast?"
My pulse thunders in my throat, spelling out ancient words of power. In seventeen years of life, no one has ever named the thing that burns inside me. "I—I don't—"
She smiles, and darkness curls around her like curious cats made of smoke and starlight. "Of course you do, Katherine. That's why they fear you. Fear us. And they should." Her fingers find mine, and the touch ignites something in my blood—like lightning trapped in honey, like the first spark that set the stars ablaze. "Would you like to learn why the night sings when we walk beneath it?"
Behind us, the church bell tolls its iron judgment, and I hear the shuffling flock of Swampscott faithful filing in to pray their fears away. But here, between sea-carved stone and salt-heavy air, something older is awakening. It tastes like storm-wind and freedom, smells like burning sage and possibilities.
I open my sketchbook once more, and the vision that possesses my hands shows two women haloed in witch-fire, their raised palms holding back a tide of darkness. Power flows between them like living lightning, writing a new future in flames against the sky.
"Yes," I whisper, and the wind catches my voice, carrying it out to sea like an invocation. "Show me everything."
Chapter 2
Sacred Marks
Eleanor led me through salt marsh and shadow to a place where the moon seemed to hang twice as large as natural. The path twisted between weather-worn stones that looked like sleeping giants in the darkness, their surfaces etched with spirals that matched the ones I'd been drawing in my dreams.
"Your art," Eleanor said, her voice carrying on the wind like smoke, "it's not just pictures, Katherine. It's a language older than the stones themselves." She moved like water in the darkness, her black cloak rippling. "The same marks appear on cave walls in France, in temples in Ireland. Places where the veil grows thin."
The air changed as we entered a natural amphitheater formed by towering rocks. The wind that had been biting at my skin all day suddenly felt warm, heavy with the scent of herbs I couldn't name. Eleanor turned to face me, her eyes reflecting starlight.
"Show me your drawings," she said. "All of them."
My fingers trembled as I opened my book. Page after page of my visions lay exposed in the moonlight—women wreathed in flames, serpents forming letters, birds made of lightning. Eleanor's breath caught as she turned each page.
"These aren't drawings, Katherine. They're spells. You've been writing magic without even knowing it." She traced one of my sketches with a finger, and I swear the ink moved beneath her touch. "Tonight, we're going to wake it up."
She shrugged off her cloak, then began unlacing her dress. I stood frozen, my heart hammering against my ribs. "The body is sacred," she explained, reading my hesitation. "Your Puritans wrapped it in shame and wool, but the old gods knew better. To work true magic, we must be as nature made us."
The moon painted her skin silver as she moved to the center of the stone circle. My charcoal stick found its way to my hand as if pulled by an invisible thread. Without thinking, I began to draw—not on paper this time, but in the air itself. Dark lines hung suspended, glowing faintly blue.
"Yes," Eleanor breathed. "Now on me. Draw what you see."
I let my hands move freely, guided by the same force that filled my dreams. Symbols flowed from my fingers onto her skin—spirals around her shoulders, ancient letters down her spine, wings spreading across her shoulder blades. Each mark glowed briefly before sinking into her flesh like ink into paper.
"Your turn," she whispered.
I shed my clothes like snakeskin, feeling strangely powerful rather than exposed. The night air kissed my skin, and for the first time in my life, I felt truly seen. Eleanor's fingers traced signs of power across my body—protection on my chest, strength down my arms, wisdom at the nape of my neck. Each touch left trails of silver light that tingled like static before disappearing beneath my skin.
"The marks will fade by morning," she said, "but the power remains. This is just the beginning, Katherine. Your art, combined with the old ways..." She smiled, and in the moonlight her teeth seemed sharp. "We're going to wake something that's been sleeping far too long."
Standing naked under the stars, covered in glowing symbols of power, I finally understood what my drawings had been trying to tell me. This wasn't devil's work—it was something far older, far truer. Something that the church had tried to bury but couldn't kill.
I pulled out my sketchbook one more time that night. The vision that poured onto the page showed two women haloed in blue fire, their skin marked with living light, holding back a tide of darkness with raised hands. But this time, I recognized our faces.
"Tomorrow," Eleanor said, helping me back into my dress, "I'll show you how to make the marks permanent. How to turn your art into weapons and shields." She traced the sigil of protection she'd drawn over my heart. "They burned our books, Katherine, so we'll write our spells on our skin. Let them try to burn that."
I looked back at the stone circle as we left. In the moonlight, I could have sworn the ancient spirals carved into the rocks were moving, writhing like serpents, awakening from a long sleep.
Just like me.
Chapter 3
The Weight of Watching Eyes
The marks Eleanor drew still burned beneath my dress like remembered kisses, but Swampscott's suspicious glares burned hotter. I felt their eyes on me in the marketplace—sharp little needles of hatred trying to pierce my skin. My basket was half-empty though I had coin to spend. No one would sell to me today.
"Witch's money's cursed," Martha Proctor spat when I tried to buy bread. Her own daughter Anne stood behind her, eyes downcast, fingers tracing patterns in spilled flour that looked eerily like the symbols Eleanor had drawn on my skin. I caught her gaze for a moment and saw the same wild light I carried. She quickly brushed the marks away.
"Take your devil's arts elsewhere," Martha continued, making the sign of the cross. "We all saw you, Katherine O'Leary. Dancing naked in the moonlight like a heathen savage."
Ice flooded my veins. Someone had followed us to the stone circle. I kept my face calm, though my heart thrashed like a trapped bird. "I was drawing the sunset at Phillips Beach, Mrs. Proctor. As I do most evenings." The lie felt holy on my tongue—a shield for something sacred.
"Lies!" The word cracked across the marketplace. Reverend Phillips himself stood in the door of his church, thin face twisted with righteous fury. "Samuel Wardwell saw you consorting with a strange woman. Practicing ungodly arts!"
Samuel. Of course. The boy who'd been watching me for months with eyes that burned with equal parts desire and hatred after I'd refused his clumsy advances. I saw him now, strutting beside the Reverend like a rooster in his father's borrowed importance.
"Drawing pictures is not a crime, Reverend Phillips." My voice stayed steady, though power pulsed beneath my skin, making the hidden marks tingle. "Neither is walking the beach at sunset."
"Witchcraft hides behind innocent faces," the Reverend proclaimed. "Behind pretty words and pretty pictures. But God sees the truth!" He pointed one bony finger at my sketchbook. "Show us what devils you've been drawing, girl."
The crowd pressed closer. I clutched my book tighter, feeling the weight of my latest drawings—Eleanor teaching me to weave spells from starlight, our bodies painted with sacred symbols. They'd light the pyre themselves if they saw those.
Then I saw her—Verity Putnam, the youngest girl with hawk's wings hidden in her soul. She stood at the edge of the crowd, eyes wide with recognition and fear. Fear not of me, but for me. I'd seen that same terror in my own reflection too many times.
Power surged through the marks beneath my dress. I could feel them awakening, responding to my anger. It would be so easy to show them true magic, to make them pay for every sideways glance and whispered curse. Eleanor had taught me enough now. I could—
But Verity was watching. And Anne Proctor. And three other young girls I saw in the crowd, all with that same wild light behind their eyes, all watching to see what I would do.
I straightened my spine. "My art is my own, Reverend. God gave me this gift, though you may not understand it. I'll not apologize for using it."
"Insolent witch!" Samuel stepped forward, reaching for my book. "We'll see what wickedness—"
Power flared. Not the kind Eleanor taught me, but my own. Every piece of paper in the marketplace—letters, account books, even the Reverend's bible—suddenly caught a gust of wind that didn't touch anything else. Pages fluttered like angry birds, scattering their contents to the four winds.
In the chaos, I walked away. Slowly. Deliberately. Let them see I wasn't running.
"This isn't over, Katherine O'Leary!" the Reverend shouted after me. "God's justice comes for all sinners!"
"Then pray you don't meet it first," I whispered, too softly for any but the wind to hear. The marks Eleanor had drawn hummed against my skin, and I felt other powers stirring—older ones, that remembered when women like me were priestesses, not prey.
I had hoped to stay hidden longer, to learn more from Eleanor before forcing a confrontation. But looking back at the marketplace—at Verity's desperate hope, at Anne's secret symbols drawn in flour—I knew hiding was no longer an option.
They wanted to make me a villain. Fine. I would become something far more dangerous:
A savior.
Chapter 4
Iron and Ash
The next morning bloomed bruise-purple, storm clouds gathering like spectators to a hanging. I stood before my mirror, Eleanor's marks still ghosting beneath my skin, and painted new ones with ink of my own making. Elderberry, iron dust, and three drops of blood—my small defiance against their righteous fury.
"Witch!" The first stone shattered my window with Samuel Wardwell's voice behind it. This time, I didn't run.
Instead, I opened my sketchbook and began to draw. Power surged through my fingers, dark and sweet as blackberry wine. The symbols Eleanor taught me flowed onto the page—protection, reflection, justice. Outside, Samuel cursed as the next stone he threw curved back toward him. I heard his surprised yelp with savage satisfaction.
"Face us, witch!" More voices now. More stones. I kept drawing, letting their hatred fuel my art. Each new mark blazed like foxfire on the page.
When I finally stepped outside, seven men waited in my garden. Samuel's father William stood at their head, clutching his magistrate's staff like a weapon. The others carried rope and iron chains that made my stomach turn. But it was the look in their eyes that chilled me—that self-righteous certainty that makes men into monsters.
"Katherine O'Leary," William's voice dripped false piety, "you stand accused of witchcraft and consorting with dark powers."
I laughed. The sound scattered the gathering ravens and made the men step back. "Dark powers?" Lightning crackled between my fingers as I held up my sketchbook. "You haven't seen darkness yet."
The first man who rushed me fell screaming as the protection marks on my skin flared violet. The second stumbled back as his chains turned to writhing snakes in his hands. My power surged, wild and intoxicating. I felt invincible.
That was my mistake.
I never saw the iron bar that struck the back of my head. Never saw who wielded it. Just felt the sudden explosion of pain, tasted copper and ash as I fell.
Through blurred vision, I watched William Wardwell tear pages from my precious book, my spells, my soul made manifest. "Burn them," he commanded. "Burn it all."
They dragged me through my own garden, past the herbs I'd tended, the roses I'd loved. Past the hidden symbols I'd carved into every doorframe for protection. My power felt distant now, muffled by pain and the cold bite of iron around my wrists.
"You'll confess," Samuel whispered, his face close enough I could smell the sour mix of fear and triumph on his breath. "They all confess in the end."
I spat blood in his face. It left a mark like one of my symbols, and for a moment, fear flickered in his eyes.
They locked me in the root cellar beneath the meeting house. No light. No air. Just darkness and the weight of earth above me. But as consciousness faded, I felt something else—a tremor in the ground itself. A stirring of ancient things.
My last thought before the darkness took me was of Eleanor's words: "They burned our books, so we'll write our spells on our skin."
They could burn my drawings. They could chain my body. But the marks I'd made on my soul were written in eternal ink.
And when I woke, there would be a reckoning.
Chapter 5
The Art of Pain
Darkness has textures. I learned this in my underground prison, where each shade of black held different meanings. Velvet darkness meant sleep approaching. Silk darkness meant dawn somewhere above. But iron darkness—that was when they came with their whips and questions.
"Confess your sins," they demanded, their righteousness staining the air like cheap wine.
I had no paper, no charcoal, no ink. But I had blood. And in the darkness between their visits, I remembered Eleanor's words about the oldest magic being written in life's own fluids. My fingernails became my stylus, my skin the parchment.
The first cut was an accident—my nails catching on rough stone as I traced patterns in the dark. But the pain... the pain sang. It spoke in voices older than Swampscott's stones. Each drop of blood that fell to the earth awakened something hungry.
I began to experiment. In the pitch black, I could feel the symbols forming beneath my fingers. Protection. Power. Vengeance. Each mark I carved into my flesh burned like frozen fire, but the pain was no longer an enemy. It became my ink, my paintbrush, my prayer.
"You'll break," Samuel Wardwell hissed through the trapdoor. "They all break."
But with each lash they gave me, I felt stronger. Their torture became my ritual. My blood soaked into the earth beneath the meeting house, and in my fever dreams, I heard the ground growling.
On the ninth night (or was it the ninth century?), as I traced yet another symbol into my forearm, the darkness shifted. A presence entered my cell like purple smoke, smelling of night-blooming flowers and graveyard soil.
"Katherine." Eleanor's voice, but different—deeper, older. "Oh, my beautiful, savage artist."
"They burned my book," I whispered into the dark. "They burned all my spells."
"Books burn." Her hand found my face in the darkness. "But what you've written here, in blood and pain? That's eternal." Her fingers traced the patterns I'd carved into my skin, and each touch ignited them like stars.
"I understand now," I said, as power thrummed through my self-made scars. "True magic isn't in the ink or paper. It's in the sacrifice. The transformation."
"Yes." In the darkness, I felt her smile. "Pain is just another kind of power. They think they're breaking you, but you're becoming something far more dangerous—you're becoming free."
She pressed something into my palm—a shard of mirror. In the faint light that seemed to emanate from my freshly carved sigils, I saw my reflection. My face was gaunt, but my eyes... my eyes blazed with witch-fire. The marks I'd carved into my skin glowed like constellations mapping a path to vengeance.
"They fear us because they know," Eleanor whispered, her lips brushing my ear. "Every witch they burn, every woman they break—we come back stronger. Pain is our pen, blood our ink, and our bodies hold stories that will outlast their churches."
I looked again at my reflection. Blood trickled from fresh marks, forming patterns that moved like living things in the mirror's surface. I wasn't just surviving anymore. I was becoming something else. Something that could turn torture into power, pain into art.
Let them come with their whips and chains. Every drop of blood they drew would fuel the spell I was becoming. Every scar would be a word in the curse I was writing.
In the dark beneath Swampscott's righteous feet, a new grimoire was being written.
And I was both the book and the author.
Chapter 6
For Want of Mercy
They released me from the cellar to witness justice. That's what Reverend Phillips called it, his thin lips twisted in what passed for a smile. My fresh-carved marks still stung beneath my dress as they dragged me into the bitter March air. I knew then this was no accident—they wanted me to see what waited for those who refused to confess.
Her name was Bridget Bishop. I learned this from the crowd's whispers as they led her past. She owned a tavern in Swampscott Town, wore a red bodice that the good wives called scandalous, and had outlived three husbands. Three days ago, several girls accused her of sending her specter to torment them in the night.
They'd stripped her of that red bodice. Now she wore only a rough shift, soaked through with March rain. But she walked with her head high, dark hair tangled in the wind. When she passed me, I saw the marks of torture—fingernails torn from questioning, skin purple-black where they'd pricked her with needles searching for the Devil's mark.
"Look well," Samuel Wardwell whispered in my ear, his fingers digging into my shoulder. "Look what happens to proud women who don't repent."
Bridget stood straight as they tied her to the stake. Her eyes swept the crowd—not with fear, but with recognition. She knew, as I did, that half these righteous faces had drunk in her tavern, had laughed at her jokes, had sought her herbs for their wives' difficulties. Now they held stones and righteous fury.
"Confess!" Reverend Phillips demanded one last time. "Renounce Satan and beg God's mercy!"
Bridget Bishop threw back her head and laughed. The sound cut through the crowd's muttering like summer lightning. "I'll not confess to your lies," she called out, voice strong and clear. "I've seen true evil, and it wears a minister's collar!"
The first torch touched the kindling at her feet. I tried to turn away, but Samuel forced my head forward. "Watch," he hissed. "Watch what waits for you."
I watched. I owed her that much.
As the flames rose, Bridget's eyes found mine. In that moment, something passed between us—something older than Swampscott's stones, deeper than its righteous fury. I saw in her eyes the same wild light I'd drawn in my sketches, the same power that sang in my blood-carved spells.
She smiled at me, a fierce and terrible thing.
Then she began to sing. Not hymns or prayers, but an older song—one that spoke of midnight dances and ancient groves, of women's mysteries and moonlit power. The flames caught her shift, but still she sang. Her voice never wavered, even as the smoke turned thick and black.
The crowd fell silent. In that silence, I heard them—the ravens gathering in the trees, the wind rising to a howl, the earth itself groaning beneath our feet. Nature itself seemed to cry out against this perversion of justice.
As the flames reached her face, Bridget Bishop looked directly at me one last time. Her eyes blazed brighter than the fire, and in them I saw a command, a prophecy, a curse: Survive. Remember. Avenge.
Then the smoke took her.
I felt something break free inside me—some last chain of fear or hesitation. My blood-carved spells pulsed beneath my dress, and I swear I felt Bridget's power flow into them, joining with mine. The ravens screamed overhead, and every horse in the village began to kick at their stables.
"Time to go back to your cell," Samuel said, tugging at my arm. He couldn't hide the tremor in his voice.
But I wasn't the same woman they'd locked away. I watched the flames die down, watched them reduce a woman's life to ash and ember. I breathed in the smoke and made a vow with every scar on my body:
They would burn for this. All of them.
And I would paint their doom in blood and starlight.
Chapter 7
The Spider's Thread
I learned to walk differently after Bridget burned. Small steps, eyes down, wearing gray like chapel shadows. The bruises from the cellar helped—no one questioned a beaten dog's newfound obedience. Even Samuel Wardwell relaxed his watch, satisfied he'd broken my pride.
"See how the Lord's correction improves even the wickedest soul," Reverend Phillips proclaimed when I appeared at Sunday service, head covered, hands folded.
If only they could see the blood-inked spells writhing beneath my modest dress.
At home, I made a show of burning my art supplies in the yard. Martha Proctor watched from her window, nodding approval. That night, I drew on the walls behind my bed hangings with charcoal and spit, symbols of patience and retribution.
A spider had made its web in my window corner. When Anne Proctor visited with her mother, she reached to crush it.
"No," I said, then softened my voice at their sharp looks. "It... it kills the flies that spoil food. God's creature doing God's work."
Martha sniffed but nodded. "Perhaps there is hope for you yet, Katherine."
After they left, I watched the spider weave, admiring how it crafted beauty they were too blind to see. "We understand each other," I whispered. "They call us both wicked for spinning our arts in corners."
That night, the air changed. The wind carried night-blooming jasmine—impossible in March New England. Eleanor's signal.
I waited until the town slept before slipping out, following the scent to the highest cliffs over the churning Atlantic. The moon hung swollen and red as a witch's heart.
They waited in a natural hollow of rock—Eleanor, Verity Putnam, and Anne Proctor herself, all naked in the moonlight. Paint made of crushed herbs and secret liquids marked their skin with spiraling patterns that seemed to move in the darkness.
"Welcome, sister," Eleanor said, holding out a hand painted with ancient signs. "We've waited for you to be ready."
I shed my gray dress like a snake's dead skin. The marks I'd carved in the cellar caught the moonlight, and I heard Verity gasp at their power.
"You bore witness to Bridget's passing," Eleanor said. "Her power couldn't die—it needed a vessel worthy to receive it."
"I saw her burn," I whispered.
"No." Anne's voice carried new strength. "You saw her transform. As we all must."
They formed a circle around me. Eleanor began to paint my skin with something that smelled of graveyard earth and crushed roses. The designs she drew pulsed in time with my scars, creating patterns that danced like northern lights.
Verity's voice rose first—a keening note that made the rocks vibrate. Anne joined next, her deeper tones weaving through. Eleanor's voice added harmony in a language older than Latin. Finally, my own voice emerged, carrying Bridget's last defiant song.
The clouds above us began to spiral. Salt spray from the ocean below rose up instead of falling, forming shapes like women dancing. My skin burned where paint met scar, and suddenly I could see what my art had always tried to show me—the threads of power connecting everything, visible as spider silk in moonlight.
"Your suffering carved new channels for power to flow," Eleanor said, tracing my scars. "But pain was only the chisel. Now we sculpt with ecstasy."
We danced. Not like the modest reels of Swampscott's gatherings, but something older. Wilder. The rocks themselves seemed to pulse beneath our feet. Paint and sweat mingled, turning our skin iridescent as beetle wings.
In the depths of our revelry, I saw her—Bridget Bishop, wreathed in flames that didn't burn, dancing with us. Her eyes still held that fierce joy I'd seen at the stake. When she smiled, I felt power surge through my scars like lightning through iron.
Near dawn, we collapsed in a tangle of limbs and cooling sweat. The paint had merged with my skin, turning my scars into something beautiful and strange. I felt drunk on power and possibility.
"They'll notice a change in us," Verity whispered, fear briefly crossing her face.
"Let them wonder," Eleanor said. "Secrets can be weapons too."
I thought of my spider, spinning beauty in shadows. "We'll give them what they expect to see," I said. "Modest frocks and downcast eyes. They'll never suspect that beneath our gray wool, we're painted with revolution."
The moon's last light caught the web in the rocks above us. At its center, a spider danced on threads that glowed like witch-fire.
Chapter 8
The Hound's Heart
The market square wore autumn's first chill like a shawl. I kept my eyes down, counting cobblestones, while my painted skin hummed beneath my wool dress. The morning felt wrong—too quiet, like a held breath.
I saw the tomato coming but let it hit. Red pulp dripped down my gray dress like blood.
"Witch's whore!" Someone in the crowd. They'd been waiting for me.
I remembered Eleanor's warnings about patience, about playing the longer game. But the juice running down my chest reminded me too much of my cellar-carved spells. Power stirred beneath my skin.
"Decent folk don't want your kind here," Martha Proctor called from her stall. Her eyes glittered with righteous malice. But Anne wasn't with her today—no, Anne was home nursing the marks we'd painted on her skin three nights ago, preparing for what was to come.
I turned to leave, feeling their stares like hot needles. That's when I heard the chain rattle.
"Get her, Kaiser!"
Samuel Wardwell's prized hunting hound lunged from the alley. I'd seen Kaiser tear a wolf apart last winter. Now his eyes blazed with that same killing fury, jaws foaming as he charged.
Time slowed. I felt the paint beneath my dress spark to life, saw the threads of power Eleanor had shown me—glowing strands connecting all living things. Kaiser's thread burned fever-bright with human malice. This wasn't the dog's natural rage. They'd worked him into this frenzy.
I couldn't dodge, not without revealing too much grace for a beaten woman. But I had other weapons now.
As Kaiser leaped, I whispered words Eleanor had taught me—a phrase in a language that slithered like smoke. My scars blazed beneath my clothes. The dog's eyes met mine.
Kaiser froze mid-lunge, muscles trembling. Recognition flickered in his gaze—not of me, but of something far older that now looked out through my eyes. His growl turned to a whimper.
"Kill her!" Samuel shouted. "Tear the devil out of her!"
But Kaiser sank to his belly, crawling forward to lick my hand. I felt the curse they'd laid on him—bitter herbs in his meat, ritual abuse to turn nature against itself. Beneath that was a good creature, poisoned by human hatred.
"I'm sorry," I whispered, too softly for any but the dog to hear. Then I spoke three words that made my tongue bleed.
Kaiser shuddered once and lay still, his tortured thread severed as gently as I could manage. Better a quick death than remaining their weapon. I'd learned that much from Bridget.
"Witch!" The cry went up. "She's murdered Kaiser with a curse!"
I ran then, letting them see my fear. Behind me, Samuel's howl of rage nearly drowned out the market's chaos. Nearly.
I didn't stop until I reached the shelter of my house, bolting the door with shaking hands. A spider scuttled across my fingers as I leaned against the wood, and I let it pass unharmed.
"I had to," I whispered to its retreating form. "They made him into something he wasn't meant to be. Like they try to make us all."
The spider began to weave a web in my window. Outside, I heard the search parties forming, their righteous voices carried on the autumn wind. But their anger felt distant now, muffled by the power thrumming through my renewed marks.
Soon, Samuel Wardwell would learn what it meant to twist nature for his own ends. Soon, they would all learn.
But for now, I watched the spider spin, and planned, and remembered how it felt to sever a thread of life. The power terrified me.
But not nearly as much as how right it had felt.
Chapter 9
Blood in the Water
The week after Kaiser's death, they poisoned my well. I smelled the corruption before I drew the bucket up—nightshade and worse things mingled with the water. In the moonlight, something thick and dark dripped from the rope.
My blood-marks burned in warning. A curse swam in that water, crafted by hands that thought they knew magic. Amateur work, but deadly all the same.
"You see?" I heard Martha Proctor's voice carrying from the road. "Even the witch won't drink from her own well now!"
I turned slowly. A small crowd had gathered to watch my morning routine, their eyes gleaming with anticipated victory. Samuel stood among them, his father's magistrate staff gripped white-knuckled in his hands.
Power surged through my scars. It would be so easy to turn their curse back on them, to make them drink—
But Eleanor's voice whispered in my memory: "Let them think they're winning."
So I stumbled back from the well, letting fear show on my face. Their laughter followed me inside.
That afternoon, they killed my chickens. All six lay twisted in the yard, their necks broken with ritual precision. Feathers formed a pattern that might have been a cross, might have been something older.
I buried them at moonrise, whispering thanks to each small body for the eggs they'd given me. As I dug, I heard Verity Putnam's voice, shrill with forced righteousness: "The witch's familiars are dead! God's justice comes for all!"
Verity's eyes met mine through the gathering dark. The paint beneath her dress burned like mine, but she played her role perfectly. We both knew what was coming.
That night, they set fire to my herb garden. I watched from my window as Samuel led the torch-bearing crowd. The flames caught my lavender first, then the rosemary. The smoke carried memories of Bridget Bishop.
But they didn't know about the roots I'd planted deeper. The ones fed with blood and moonlight, growing into shapes that would serve me when the time came.
Dawn brought red paint on my door—not the crude crosses they'd used before, but symbols that made my skin crawl. Someone in Swampscott had learned dangerous things. Someone was trying to speak the old language without understanding its price.
I walked to market anyway. They parted before me like water around a stone, their whispers following like snakes:
"Witch."
"Devil's whore."
"She killed Kaiser with a look."
"My milk curdled when she passed..."
"My baby won't sleep..."
"My husband dreams of her..."
A stone caught my shoulder. I didn't flinch. Another split my lip. The blood tasted like iron and electricity.
"Show us what you really are!" Samuel's voice cut through the market noise. "Show us the devil's mark!"
I touched my bleeding lip and looked at him. Just looked. But something of what I'd become must have shown in my eyes, because he took a step back.
That's when I felt it—a surge of power from the east. Eleanor was calling. But beneath her summons, I felt something else: my buried roots had started to grow.
I wiped the blood from my mouth and walked away, letting them think it was retreat. Behind me, I heard them planning worse things for tomorrow. Let them plan. Let them think their nets were closing.
They didn't understand that everything they did—every curse, every stone, every drop of spilled blood—only fed the thing growing beneath Swampscott's pious streets.
Soon, the roots would break the surface.
Soon, they would learn what real magic cost.
But for now, I walked home through their hatred, counting stones and keeping my eyes down. Each step left a mark only I could see—symbols written in blood and spite, spelling out promises that would make Bridget Bishop smile in her ashen grave.
Chapter 10
The Hunter's Moon
Samuel Wardwell's eyes followed me everywhere now, a greasy thing that left trails across my skin like slugs. I felt him watching as I drew water, as I gathered what few herbs survived their burning. His gaze always lingered longest when I had to bend or reach.
"Such a waste," I heard him tell the other men at market. "Pretty thing, before she turned witch." Their laughter carried undertones of something that made my teeth ache. "Maybe there's still ways to save her soul."
I remembered his hands on my shoulders in the cellar. The way he'd made sure to be present for every questioning. How he'd watched, breathing heavy, as they searched me for witch's marks.
"The devil marks his creatures," Reverend Phillips had proclaimed, while Samuel's eyes devoured every inch of exposed skin. "We must be thorough in our examination."
Now, walking home through November's early dark, I heard them following. Multiple bootfalls, trying to stay quiet. They'd been drinking at the tavern that replaced Bridget's—liquid courage for whatever righteous act they'd planned.
"Shouldn't walk alone at night, witch," Samuel's voice carried from the shadows. "Never know what might happen to an unprotected woman."
I kept walking, but my blood-carved spells began to sing. Power rippled beneath my dress like heat waves. The marks Eleanor had painted, renewed in secret midnight rituals, pulsed in time with my rage.
"We've been patient," Samuel continued, closer now. "Given you every chance to repent. To submit to proper authority."
The word 'submit' dripped from his mouth like poison. I heard others moving to surround me—five, maybe six men. All breathing heavy with wine and what they thought was power.
"Maybe she needs a man's firm hand," one voice suggested. "Drive the devil out the old-fashioned way."
They thought they were hunters. They thought I was prey.
I stopped walking.
"No true god-fearing woman walks proud like you do," Samuel said from behind me. "No proper female holds her head so high."
I felt him reach for my hair. Before he could touch me, I turned.
Whatever they saw in my eyes made them stumble back. The marks beneath my dress burned so hot I thought they might set my clothes aflame. Power thrummed through my scars like struck iron.
"You want to see a true woman?" My voice carried echoes of Eleanor's lessons, of Bridget's defiance. Of every woman they'd ever tried to break. "You want to know what lies beneath these modest clothes?"
I took a step forward. They took a step back.
"You hunger for witch's marks?" Another step. "For devil's signs?" The shadows around us began to move strangely. "For female mysteries you'll never understand?"
Samuel raised his father's magistrate staff like a ward. "Witch," he stammered, but the word sounded weak now. Frightened.
"Yes," I whispered. "And you have no idea what that really means."
Power surged through my scars. Just a taste of what was building inside me. Just enough to make the shadows rear up like waves, like wings, like vengeance given form.
They ran.
I let them go, but I marked each face. Each name. Each sin they'd planned to visit upon my flesh.
They would gather reinforcements. Come with chains and crosses and righteous fury. Try to drag me to the stake like they had Bridget.
Let them come.
Every violation they'd planned, every lustful thought masked as holy duty, every time they'd used God as an excuse to break women—it had all been feeding something dark and hungry inside me. Inside all of us.
I walked home alone through shadows that bowed as I passed. Behind my house, the buried roots pulsed with hidden life. Soon they would flower into something terrible.
Soon, Samuel Wardwell and his kind would learn what happened when you pushed a woman too far.
When you mistook a witch for prey.
Chapter 11
Half-Written Curses
Judge Nathaniel Putnam's house stood like a black tooth against the winter sky. Inside, behind those respectable walls, I knew what happened. Verity had told us everything—how her uncle entertained wealthy merchants in his private study, how serving girls emerged with bruised wrists and silver coins, how his wife turned her face away and counted her silks.
"Let me curse him properly," Eleanor had urged. But I wanted this revenge to be mine alone.
I'd spent three nights drawing his likeness, working by candlelight until my fingers bled. Each stroke contained my hatred, each shadow held a curse. I mixed my blood with the ink, speaking the words Eleanor taught me, adding darker things I'd learned in my cellar dreams.
The spell was beautiful in its cruelty: wherever he sought pleasure, he would find pain. Whatever power he wielded over young flesh would wither like autumn leaves.
I buried the drawing at midnight beneath his doorstep, where the foundations met earth. My blood-carved scars hummed as I spoke the final words.
For two days, nothing. Then the whispers started.
Judge Putnam couldn't rise to the occasion with his latest victim. His hands shook too badly to grasp what he reached for. His manhood betrayed him utterly.
I was watching from the shadows when the doctor visited. Through the study window, I saw Putnam rage and curse. But when he caught his reflection in the glass, he saw me instead—just for a moment, just long enough.
"WITCH!"
His roar shattered the winter night. He crashed through his own door, still fumbling with his breeches, face purple with shame and fury. "The devil's whore cursed me! Seize her!"
I ran, but my heart wasn't in it. Part of me wanted to stay, to watch him expose his own sins in his rage. To force him to explain to his proper wife exactly what I'd cursed.
"She's afflicted the Judge!" The cry went up. "She's struck at God's appointed!"
They caught me at the edge of town. My half-formed spell had taken too much energy—I was too weak to fight or work greater magics. Samuel Wardwell's hands were rough as he grabbed my hair, but his eyes showed fear now when I looked at him.
"Not so proud now, witch," he spat, but kept his distance once the others had me bound.
They dragged me before Judge Putnam himself. His wife stood beside him now, her face a mask of proper concern. But her eyes met mine with something else—a desperate question, a hidden rage of her own.
"She has attacked not just my person," Putnam thundered, "but the very authority God granted man over woman! She seeks to unmake the natural order!"
I laughed then. I couldn't help it. The natural order? I'd seen what he did in his study. What all of them did behind closed doors while preaching purity.
The first blow split my lip. The second blackened my eye. But I kept laughing.
"You know what he does," I called to his wife. "You know what all your righteous men do! How many girls has your husband—"
Samuel's fist drove the breath from my body. Through the pain, I saw Mrs. Putnam's face crack just slightly. Just enough.
"Take her to the prison," Judge Putnam ordered. "Let her rot until she confesses her evil."
As they dragged me away, I caught one last glimpse of his face. My spell might have been incomplete, but I saw the fear in his eyes. He knew now that his sins were visible to some. That his kind of evil attracted a darker justice.
They threw me into a cold cell, but I barely felt it. My first revenge had failed, but I'd learned something valuable: their greatest fear wasn't our power.
It was exposure.
Let them chain me. Let them try to break me again. I had new spells to write now, in blood and pain and rage.
And this time, I wouldn't stop halfway.
Chapter 12
The Hungry Crowd
They kept me in darkness this time. No cellar beneath the meeting house—they'd learned from my first imprisonment. Now I hung in iron chains in the prison proper, feet barely touching the ground, surrounded by sacred symbols drawn by trembling hands.
Samuel visited daily, always with others. Never alone. Never close enough to touch.
"Confess," he would say, voice shaking. "Confess and perhaps we'll show mercy."
But I had seen their mercy. Had watched it consume Bridget Bishop in flames.
They brought the prickers on the third day—professional witch-finders with sharp needles and cold eyes. They stripped me naked while the good wives watched, searching for devil's marks. Every scar I'd carved into my flesh drew their special attention.
"See how she's marked herself for Satan!" Reverend Phillips proclaimed. But his eyes lingered too long on exposed skin, and I saw his hands tremble with more than righteous fury.
The crowd outside my cell grew larger each day. Their prayers and hymns became something uglier, more primal. They sang of God's justice, but their voices carried older hungers—the need to see flesh burn, to hear screams, to witness destruction and call it holy.
Through my small window, I heard children playing a new game:
"Witch, witch, burning bright,
Say your prayers and die tonight!"
The irony would have made me laugh if my ribs weren't broken.
On the seventh day, Judge Putnam came. His manhood might have recovered, but his pride hadn't. He brought his wife, pale and proper beside him.
"Do you repent your evil?" he demanded.
I met his wife's eyes instead of his. "Do you repent yours?"
The beating that followed cost me two teeth. But I saw Mrs. Putnam's hands clench into fists at her sides, saw something wake in her eyes that her husband should fear far more than my curses.
They brought Verity Putnam to testify against me. Sweet Verity, with her hidden witch-marks painted beneath her proper dress. She played her role perfectly, crying out when I looked at her, claiming my specter tormented her nights.
"The witch's very gaze brings pain!" she wailed.
But when the crowd's attention turned elsewhere, she met my eyes and I saw her power burning. Not ready yet. Not quite. Soon.
Eleanor came to me in dreams, or perhaps in truth—the lines blurred after enough pain.
"Hold fast," she whispered. "The roots are growing. The time is almost here."
"I'm afraid," I admitted.
"Good. Fear is power if you let it feed you instead of feed on you."
Dawn of the ninth day brought Samuel and his father with formal charges. The whole town would witness my execution. They'd built the stake on the same ground where Bridget burned.
"Any last chance to confess," Samuel offered, still keeping his distance. "To save your soul, if not your flesh."
I looked at him through my one good eye. "I confess that you're all blind. Blind and small and so, so afraid of women who aren't."
"Gag her," William Wardwell ordered. "Let none hear her devil's tongue at the burning."
They dragged me out into winter sunlight gone sour and wrong. The crowd's roar hit me like a physical blow—hundreds of faces twisted with righteous bloodlust. Children sat on shoulders for a better view. Women who'd borrowed eggs from me last spring now called for my flesh to burn.
I saw Judge Putnam in the front row, his wife rigid beside him. Samuel Wardwell clutching his father's magistrate staff like a shield. Verity and Anne hidden in the crowd, their painted skins burning beneath modest clothes. Even Martha Proctor had come, holding her Bible like a weapon.
They bound me to the stake with new rope and iron chains. Reverend Phillips stepped forward with his torch, face shining with holy purpose.
"Let God's judgment be done!"
The crowd's answering roar shook birds from trees. They'd come to see a witch burn. To see evil punished. To witness God's justice made manifest in flesh and flame.
But as Reverend Phillips lowered his torch to the kindling, I felt something stir beneath the earth. The roots I'd fed with blood and spite had grown deep and hungry.
They would have their spectacle.
But not the one they expected.
Chapter 13
Written in Flame
The torch touched kindling as thunder cracked in a cloudless sky. My blood-carved marks blazed beneath my skin, no longer hiding. Power surged through my scars like molten metal seeking shape.
"Burn, witch!" Samuel's voice carried over the crowd's roar. "Burn like your friend Bridget!"
I threw back my head and laughed. The sound silenced the mob like a slap.
"You want to see a witch burn?"
The earth beneath Swampscott split like rotten fruit. The roots I'd fed with blood and spite erupted—twisted things of bark and bone, dripping with dark fluids. They coiled around the stake like lover's arms, crushing iron chains to rust.
Someone screamed. Then everyone screamed.
I stepped down from my pyre as my clothes burned away, revealing skin painted with Eleanor's marks and my own carved spells. Powers old and new writhed beneath my flesh like snakes seeking freedom.
"Look upon me!" My voice carried harmonics that shattered every window in the square. "You wanted to see devil's marks? Witch's signs? Female mysteries?"
The roots surged outward, wrapping around ankles, dragging the righteous to their knees. Samuel tried to run. A tendril caught him mid-stride, hoisting him high.
"You watched us burn." Power pulled my hair straight up, crackling with lightning that shouldn't exist. "You called it justice."
Judge Putnam raised his hands in supplication. "Mercy—"
"Like the mercy you showed those girls?" The ground cracked wider. Things better left buried came writhing up—secrets given form, sins made flesh. Each tendril found its matching sinner. "Shall we speak of what happens in your study, Judge?"
His own shame manifested, wrapping around his throat. His wife watched him choke with the faintest smile.
Martha Proctor tried to ward me with her Bible. The book burst into flames that crawled up her arms, marking her with her own hidden crimes.
"I see you all." My voice carried everywhere now, inside their heads, under their skin. "Every sin. Every secret. Every dark desire you called holy."
Reverend Phillips raised his cross. "By God's power—"
"Your God?" The stake exploded into twisted sculptures of living wood. "Your God is a mask you wear to hide your hunger. Let me show you real power."
I raised my hands. Every drop of water in Swampscott responded—wells, wash basins, blood itself. It rose in coiling serpents of liquid that struck like whips, marking the guilty with signs of their sins.
The roots continued spreading, feeding on buried secrets. Each person they touched saw their own darkness reflected back, twisted into physical form. The proud fell to their knees vomiting lies. The lustful burned with their own desires made manifest. The cruel felt every pain they'd inflicted.
Through it all, I saw her—a stranger at the edge of the crowd. Tall, dark-haired, watching me with eyes that held no fear. Only recognition. Only hunger.
Let them watch, my loves, Bridget's voice whispered in my mind. Let them learn.
Verity and Anne slipped through the chaos to join me, their own witch-marks blazing. Eleanor appeared like smoke, completing our circle. Power arced between us like lightning.
"Remember this," I told the cowering crowd. "Remember what happens when you push us too far. When you mistake our patience for weakness."
The stranger smiled, and something in that smile promised futures I hadn't dared imagine.
"Swampscott is ours now." The words reshaped reality itself. "Every shadow. Every secret. Every sin."
I released them then, letting them flee into the night. Let them live with their shame made visible, their hypocrisy carved into flesh.
Samuel alone I kept held high, wrapped in roots that showed him true fear.
"Shall we speak of cellars, Samuel? Of questions asked with wandering hands?"
"Please," he whimpered.
I leaned close, letting him see what he'd helped create. "Run. Run far. If you ever return, these roots will remember you."
The tendril dropped him. He scrambled away on all fours, leaving a trail any witch could follow.
Dawn found four of us standing in the wreckage of Swampscott's righteousness. And one more—the stranger, still watching, still promising something new.
"Well," Eleanor said, surveying the destruction with satisfaction. "I believe it's time we found you a new home, Katherine."
The stranger stepped forward then, extending a hand. "I know a place. If you're interested in new possibilities."
Power still crackled around me like St. Elmo's fire, but something else sparked when our eyes met. Something that had nothing to do with vengeance.
Behind us, Swampscott's roots writhed with satisfied hunger, ready to feed on fresh sins.
Chapter 14
Freedom's Ride
Two black horses waited at Swampscott's edge, their eyes reflecting moonlight like dark mirrors. The stranger—who had finally given her name as Victoria—held the reins with casual grace.
"Swampscott's chains no longer bind you," she said, extending her hand. "Let me show you what that means."
I took her hand and mounted, feeling the power still crackling beneath my skin. The witch-marks Eleanor had painted glowed faintly in the darkness, matching similar marks I now saw shimmering on Victoria's exposed skin.
We rode into ancient woods where branches curved like cathedral arches. Mist curled around the horses' hooves, and the moon painted everything in shades of silver and shadow. Each hoofbeat carried us further from Swampscott's iron rules and suffocating propriety.
"You've worn their shame for so long," Victoria said as we rode. "Carried their judgment like chains. But look—" She gestured to the forest around us, where fireflies danced like stars come to earth. "Nature knows no shame. Power knows no guilt."
The night air kissed my skin, heavy with the scent of night-blooming flowers that shouldn't grow in winter. Victoria's hair streamed behind her like a banner of midnight silk. Everything felt heightened, electric with possibility.
"Stop here," she said, reining in beside a pool I'd never seen before. The water's surface reflected impossible stars, and steam rose like desperate spirits into the cold air.
Victoria dismounted with fluid grace. "The old ones called this place Eden's Mirror," she said, her fingers working the laces of her dress. "They came here to remember what freedom felt like before men carved their laws into stone."
My own clothes fell away like autumn leaves. The air should have been cold, but warmth radiated from the pool, from our witch-marks, from something awakening in my blood.
We slipped into water that felt like warm silk, our painted skin glowing beneath the surface. Power hummed between us like plucked harp strings. Every brush of skin against skin sent sparks of magic dancing across the water.
"This is what they truly feared," Victoria whispered, tracing one of my scars with a finger that left trails of blue fire. "Not our power. Not our spells. But our freedom to exist without their permission."
The woods around us seemed to pulse with ancient rhythms. Shadows moved like living things, dancing to music I felt in my bones. Every sensation was magnified, transformed into something sacred and wild.
"They burned us because we knew this secret," she continued, drawing me closer. "That pleasure isn't evil. That power and beauty are birthrights they can't control."
Our kiss tasted like lightning and wild berries. Power surged between us, making the pool's surface dance with phantom flames. My blood-carved spells sang in harmony with her painted ones, creating patterns of light that spiraled up toward the star-strewn sky.
When we finally emerged from the pool, steam rising from our skin, the horses waited patiently. Their eyes held knowing secrets now, and their manes were braided with flowers that glowed like captive moonlight.
"There are places," Victoria said as we dressed, "where women like us gather freely. Where power is celebrated, not feared. Where pleasure and magic dance together under open skies."
She mounted her horse and extended her hand once more. In the moonlight, her smile held promises that made Swampscott's constraints seem like half-remembered prison bars.
"Will you come with me?"
The woods whispered with possibility. Behind us, Swampscott's roots still writhed with righteous sin. But ahead...ahead lay freedom.
I took her hand and swung up behind her. The horse moved like smoke beneath us as we rode deeper into the mythic dark, leaving shame and judgment behind like shed snakeskins.
We rode toward whatever magic waited beyond the known world's edge.
We rode toward dawn.
Chapter 15
The Hidden Vale
Dawn painted the sky like fresh blood when we crested the final hill. Below, in a valley no map showed, buildings spiraled outward from a central stone circle. But these weren't the stark wooden boxes of Swampscott—these structures curved like waves, like women's bodies, like the smoke that rose from their countless chimneys.
"Welcome to The Witch's Vale," Victoria said, her arms tight around my waist as our horse picked its way down the hillside. "One of the last true witch-havens in Massachusetts."
Women moved through the streets like bright birds, their clothes a riot of colors Swampscott would have burned at first sight. No downcast eyes here—every face held pride and purpose. Some wore marks like mine painted boldly on exposed skin. Others wore elaborate tattoos that shifted and moved in the morning light.
"Katherine O'Leary." A voice like autumn leaves drew my attention to the central circle. Eleanor stood there—but not the Eleanor I knew. Here, she seemed taller, crowned with ravens' feathers, power radiating from her like heat from a forge. "You've finally arrived."
Others gathered as we dismounted. I recognized Verity and Anne among them, but they too had transformed. Verity's hawk-spirit now showed clearly in her bearing, while Anne's fingers traced patterns in the air that left trails of living light.
"The Council awaits," Eleanor said. "They're eager to meet the witch who brought Swampscott to its knees."
The Council chamber put Swampscott's meeting house to shame. Nine women sat in a circle, each on a throne carved from living wood that grew straight from the earth. Their faces represented every age, every shade of human complexity. Power hummed between them like plucked harp strings.
"Show us," said the eldest, her silver hair moving like moonlight on water. "Show us what you learned in darkness."
I held up my hands, letting my scars blaze with remembered pain and triumph. The marks I'd carved glowed like fresh embers, showing every lesson written in blood and defiance.
"Ah," another Councilor breathed, her dark skin painted with symbols that made my eyes water. "You've learned the oldest magic—that pain transforms, that survival itself is a spell."
"But now," said a third, younger than me but with eyes like ancient amber, "you must learn joy's magic too."
They rose as one, forming a circle around me. Each touched my scars in turn, and with each touch, I felt new power flow into the channels pain had carved. My marks shifted, transformed, became something more than memorial wounds.
"Pain taught you power," Eleanor said, completing the circle. "Now let pleasure teach you mastery."
The next hours passed in a blur of revelation. I learned how the community sustained itself—through magic, yes, but also through vast trading networks run entirely by women. Wise-women and midwives from every settlement secretly connected to The Witch's Vale, channeling resources and smuggling those in need to safety.
"Men's magic works through dominion," Victoria explained as we toured the herb gardens, where plants from all corners of the earth grew impossibly together. "Ours works through connection. Through the spaces between things."
I saw workshops where women crafted tools of power disguised as innocent trinkets. Kitchens where healing potions simmered beside hearty stews. Libraries where grimoires were copied and shared, their knowledge preserved despite the church's fires.
At sunset, they held a feast in the central circle. Women danced without shame, their shadows casting stories on the gathering dark. Verity sang in a voice that called birds from the sky. Anne wove illusions that made the stars themselves seem to dance.
"Tomorrow, you'll begin your real training," Eleanor said as music swirled around us. "But tonight—tonight is for celebrating your rebirth."
Victoria pulled me into the dance, our witch-marks blazing in harmony. Around us, the community moved like one living thing, pulsing with power and possibility.
"There are more of us than they know," she whispered as we spun. "In every town, every village. Waiting. Watching. Growing stronger."
Above us, the moon rose full and hungry over The Witch's Vale's sacred circle. I felt its pull in my transformed scars, in my awakening power.
I was no longer the frightened artist hiding her gifts. No longer the tortured prisoner writing spells in blood.
I was home.
And I was only beginning to understand what that meant.
Chapter 16
Storm Over Boston
The road to Boston wound like a black serpent through autumn woods. Victoria and I rode double again, our witch-marks humming in harmony beneath travel cloaks. Behind us, Eleanor and Verity followed on horses that seemed to float above muddy ground.
"The city has changed," I said, watching smoke rise from Boston's distant chimneys. "Last time I was here, before Swampscott..." Before the cellar, before the stake, before power bloomed in my scars.
"Changed for the worse," Victoria's voice carried winter's edge. "Governor Phips has called for stronger measures. Not content with hanging and burning, now they seek to write their hatred into law itself."
We passed a gallows tree where ravens gathered thick as guilt. Fresh rope still swayed in the breeze.
"Three more last week," Eleanor said softly. "Women whose only crime was living alone and healing the sick."
Verity pulled her horse closer. "Our agents in the court say they're drafting new statutes. Any woman living unmarried past twenty years will face investigation. Any gathering of women without men present will be considered conspiracy to practice witchcraft."
"They fear what happened in Swampscott," Victoria said, her arms tightening around my waist. "Your revenge showed them our power. Now they seek to strangle it in the cradle."
Boston's gates loomed before us, iron-bound wood reaching toward leaden skies. Guards checked papers with suspicious eyes, but the documents Eleanor provided proved flawless—we appeared to be respectable widows traveling to visit family.
Inside, the city writhed with nervous energy. Crowds gathered around posted proclamations while ministers preached fear from every corner. I saw more than one woman dragged toward the jail, accused of some petty magic.
"Look there," Victoria whispered, nodding toward a fine carriage passing. Inside, a man in expensive clothes studied documents with smug satisfaction. "Judge Samuel Sewall. Chief architect of the new laws. He dreams of a New England purged of all our kind."
"He should dream of other things," I said, feeling power stir in my marks. "Darker things."
We stabled our horses at a inn run by one of our hidden allies. The innkeeper's wife wore the same subtle marks we did, visible only to those who knew how to look.
"The Council chambers above the courthouse," she told us quietly. "That's where they're meeting tonight to finalize the laws. Every magistrate and minister who's pushed for our destruction, all gathered in one place."
"How convenient," Eleanor smiled like a wolf sizing up prey. "Katherine, dear, I believe it's time to show Boston what you learned in Swampscott's shadows."
We gathered in an upstairs room as sunset painted the city bloody. Verity laid out papers stolen from court clerks, showing every entrance and exit to the Council chambers. Anne had arrived separately with detailed drawings of the building's architecture.
"They think writing laws will protect them," Victoria said, her fingers tracing patterns of power across my skin. "They haven't learned that true magic predates their precious statutes."
"Let them write their laws," Eleanor added, her own marks beginning to glow. "We'll show them older words, written in power they can't comprehend."
I opened my artist's satchel, drawing out papers and inks mixed with stranger substances. My hand moved with familiar purpose, but now each stroke carried weight of prophecy.
"Yes," Victoria breathed, watching symbols flow from my fingers. "Show them what art becomes when it serves truth instead of law."
Outside, thunder growled like a hungry beast. Boston's respectable citizens hurried home, never noticing how shadows seemed to watch them pass, how the wind carried whispers of revolution.
Soon the Council would gather, thinking themselves safe behind stone walls and iron laws. They didn't understand that they'd created their own doom, gathering all our enemies in one place.
I kept drawing as night fell, each stroke a promise of chaos to come. Tomorrow, Boston would learn what Swampscott already knew:
Laws couldn't chain magic.
And witches weren't finished rising.
Chapter 17
The Blind Man's Watch
Boston's harbor district writhed with forbidden life as rain turned cobblestones to black mirrors. Drunken sailors staggered between taverns while fine carriages carried masked figures to secret revelries. The contrast between day-Boston and night-Boston was sharp as a ritual blade.
"Even their corruption wears a proper face," Victoria murmured as we passed a townhouse where candlelight revealed elegant figures dancing to strange music. "They hunt us while hosting their own dark sabbaths."
A black cat appeared from nowhere, weaving between our feet. Its eyes reflected greenish light that shouldn't exist in the rain-dark streets. When it moved away, something compelled us to follow.
"We're being led," Eleanor whispered, her witch-marks tingling beneath her cloak. "Something old knows we're here."
The cat guided us through increasingly narrow alleys where fish-scales glittered like fallen stars. The smell of salt and secrets grew stronger until we reached the docks themselves. There, among rotting piers and creaking ships, a houseboat glowed with subtle welcome.
An old man sat on its deck beneath a leaking awning, unseeing eyes milky as pearls. The black cat jumped into his lap, purring like distant thunder.
"I've been waiting," he said in a voice like grinding shells. "The tides told me you'd come. You who paint with blood and starlight."
"Who are you?" I asked, feeling power ripple beneath my scars.
"Names are for those who need them." His blind eyes somehow found each of us in turn. "I'm just a watcher who can't see. A keeper of doors better left unopened. But you'll need shelter tonight, before you shake Boston's foundations."
"Why would you help us?" Verity's voice carried hawk-sharp suspicion.
The old man smiled, showing teeth filed to points. "Because I remember. Before their laws, before their chains. When magic ran wild as spring storms." He stroked the cat with gnarled fingers. "Some of us still honor older covenants."
He stood with uncanny grace, opening a door into the boat's warm interior. "Enter freely. Bring your power with you. This harbor's seen stranger things than witches in the night."
The houseboat's inside was larger than seemed possible, hanging with dried herbs and stranger things I chose not to examine closely. Crystals caught candlelight like trapped stars. The air tasted of age and wisdom and things that swim too deep to name.
"Rest," he said, settling into a chair carved with spiraling patterns. "Tomorrow you'll battle their laws and lies. Tonight, let the harbor's dreams teach you older magics."
The black cat led us to sleeping quarters below deck, where bunks waited with fresh linens that smelled of lavender and grave-dirt. Through the walls, we heard water lapping like a hungry tongue.
"Can we trust him?" Verity whispered.
"He's not what he seems," Eleanor said thoughtfully. "But then, neither are we."
"Sleep," Victoria pulled me close, our witch-marks harmonizing in the dark. "Tomorrow we'll need all our power."
As I drifted off, I heard the old man moving above, humming songs in languages that made my blood stir. The harbor waters answered with rhythms older than Boston's stones.
Tomorrow we'd confront their laws and lies.
But tonight, we dreamed in the belly of something ancient, while a blind man who saw too much kept watch with filed teeth and pearl-white eyes.
Chapter 18
Harbor's Moon
The harbor master's strange boat rocked beneath a blood moon that turned the water crimson. Down in the hold, our witch-marks blazed with building power while the blind man chanted above in languages that made the timbers creak.
"He knows older magic than even Eleanor," Victoria whispered, her fingers tracing my scars. "Magic that remembers when the sea was queen and men feared the dark."
We arranged ourselves in a circle on the wooden floor, which someone—or something—had carved with spiraling patterns that moved in the candlelight. The black cat watched from shadows, its eyes reflecting impossible colors.
"The spell must be perfect," Eleanor said, mixing powders that smelled of graveyard earth and crushed pearls. "Tomorrow's work needs power they can't comprehend."
Our ritual clothes were sea-silk and shadow, marked with symbols that writhed like living things. Victoria painted new signs on my skin with ink that felt like liquid moonlight. Each mark harmonized with my scars until my whole body hummed like a struck bell.
The blind man's chanting grew stronger, though we couldn't make out words. The boat's timbers groaned in response, and salt water began seeping up through the boards—not flooding, but forming patterns that matched our circle.
"Begin," Eleanor commanded.
We started to move, following rhythms older than Swampscott's stones. The painted marks on our skin began to glow, creating patterns of light that danced across the walls. Power built between us like heat lightning, making the air thick with possibility.
I spoke the words Victoria had taught me, feeling them reshape reality:
"By moon's blood and ocean's teeth,
By witch's mark and shadow's wreath,
By pain survived and power earned,
By every lesson Swampscott learned,
We call on forces dark and deep,
To break the laws that make us weep.
Let justice flow like tide unbound,
Let vengeance rise from underground,
Through flesh and fish and fowl and fear,
Let Boston's doom at last draw near!"
The boat shuddered. Above us, the blind man's chanting reached a fever pitch. The black cat yowled a harmony that made my bones vibrate.
Power surged through our circle like a tidal wave. Our witch-marks blazed brighter, and the scars I'd carved in Swampscott's cellar began to move like living things beneath my skin. The salt water patterns on the floor rose up, forming shapes that danced and twisted in the candlelight.
Victoria pulled me closer as the power peaked. Her touch sent sparks of magic crackling between us. Around the circle, the others moved in perfect synchronization, their marks creating patterns of light that told stories of revenge and revolution.
The blind man's voice suddenly dropped to silence. In that moment, something vast and hungry stirred beneath Boston's harbor. Something that remembered when witches were priestesses and magic ran wild as spring storms.
"It's done," Eleanor breathed as the power slowly ebbed. "The harbor itself will help us tomorrow."
We collapsed in a tangle of limbs and cooling sweat, our witch-marks still glowing faintly. The salt water patterns had burned themselves permanently into the wooden floor, creating a spell-circle that would draw power for years to come.
Above us, the blind man resumed his humming, but now it sounded satisfied. Pleased. The black cat curled around our spent candles, purring like distant thunder.
"Rest," Victoria whispered, pulling me close. "Tomorrow we show Boston what real power looks like."
I drifted off feeling the harbor waters pulse beneath us like a vast heart awakening. In my dreams, I saw tomorrow's chaos painted in blood and starlight.
Boston's laws would soon learn what Swampscott already knew:
No chain could bind a witch's revenge.
Chapter 19
Masks of the Morning
"My Beatrice had... particular tastes," the blind man said, opening a vast cedar chest that smelled of mothballs and memories. His filed teeth gleamed in the morning light. "She collected curious things before the sea claimed her."
The clothes he offered were a riot of contradiction—French silk ball gowns cut with Spanish lace, Chinese embroidery mixed with London tailoring, all at least twenty years out of fashion and all slightly damp with harbor air.
"Perfect," Eleanor said, lifting a purple monstrosity heavy with black beading. "Nothing draws less attention in Boston than wealthy widows spending their dead husbands' money."
Victoria helped me into a deep blue gown that might once have graced Versailles before spending decades in a sea chest. The fabric whispered with each movement, and hidden pockets seemed designed for spell components. Beneath the expensive fabric, our witch-marks still tingled with last night's power.
"Beatrice wore this to scandalize the Governor's wife," the blind man said as Verity donned a red dress with impossible ruffles. "She succeeded admirably."
We painted our faces with the skill learned from hiding witch-marks—powder to mask our glowing skin, kohl to disguise eyes that had seen too much magic. Elaborate wigs from the chest completed our transformations into Boston's newest wealthy widows.
"Remember," Eleanor said as we prepared to leave, "we're simply shopping for tasteful mourning clothes. Nothing suspicious about proper widows seeking proper attire."
The blind man's cat led us through back alleys until we reached respectable streets. Boston's morning crowd parted around us like water, their eyes sliding past our outdated finery. Amazing how the right clothes could render even witches invisible.
"The State House," Victoria murmured behind her fan. "Where they write their laws in ink and fear."
We positioned ourselves carefully—Eleanor and Verity studying lace in a shop window, Victoria and I examining funeral wreaths, each position offering clear views of the building's entrance.
"Judge Sewall," I whispered as the architect of our persecution passed. "Looking pleased with himself."
"He won't be for long," Victoria's fan snapped shut like a blade.
We watched as more of our enemies arrived for their morning meeting. Each carried documents outlining new laws against our kind. Each walked with the confidence of men who thought themselves untouchable.
"Ladies!" A street vendor approached with trinkets. "Surely such fine widows need—"
"Our husbands are quite recently deceased," Eleanor's voice dripped with practiced grief. "We couldn't possibly..."
The vendor retreated, bowing. Nobody questioned grieving widows who wished to be left alone.
"Six guards at the main entrance," Verity noted from behind her handkerchief. "Four more at the service door."
"And wards," Victoria added. "Can you feel them? Amateur work, but numerous."
I could feel the protective spells humming against my witch-marks. They'd hired hedge-wizards to shield their precious laws, never suspecting real power might come calling.
"The roof is weakest," I said, sketching quick notes in a diary made to look like a prayer book. "They never ward above."
"Because proper magic users don't fly," Eleanor smiled behind black lace. "Such limited imagination."
We spent hours watching, appearing to shop while noting every detail. Guard changes, delivery schedules, which windows opened and which were sealed. My prayer book filled with drawings that looked like shopping lists but were really maps and spell diagrams.
The blind man's borrowed clothes served us perfectly. Even when Judge Sewall passed close enough to touch, his eyes slid right past us. The dresses seemed to deflect attention like water off a duck's back.
"Beatrice knew her craft," Victoria mused as we finally headed back to the harbor. "These aren't just clothes. They're glamours given form."
The black cat found us again, leading us back through shadows to the houseboat. The blind man waited with tea that smelled of secrets.
"Did my Beatrice's artistry serve?" His pearl eyes somehow found each of us.
"Perfectly," Eleanor said. "Though I suspect she was more than a seamstress."
His filed teeth gleamed. "She was many things. As are you. Will you bring thunder to their hall of laws tomorrow?"
"Thunder," Victoria promised, helping me out of the enchanted dress. "And lightning. And older things that live in Boston's shadows."
The dresses went back in their cedar chest, but their magic lingered on our skin, harmonizing with our witch-marks. Tomorrow we'd wear different costumes for a different kind of performance.
One that would make Beatrice herself smile from whatever deep current claimed her.
Chapter 20
Hidden Signs
Back in the houseboat's depths, Eleanor spread our intelligence across a table stained with ages of spilled wine. "Something's not right with Justice Crawford," she said, tapping a sketch I'd made of a thin man entering the State House. "Did you notice his companion?"
I hadn't drawn the crow that followed him, but it had appeared in my margins anyway—my artist's hand knowing things my mind hadn't caught.
"That bird's been watching him for three days," Victoria said, her fingers trailing over my sketch. "At first I thought it was following us, but..." She pulled out a miniature spyglass from her bodice. "Look at this."
The glass showed more than mortal sight. Through it, we saw Justice Crawford leaving the State House as night fell. The crow perched on his shoulder now, and in the glass's enhanced vision, both man and bird wore matching auras of power.
"Well," Verity breathed. "That's unexpected."
"He writes the cruelest laws," I said, remembering documents I'd seen in Swampscott. "His hand drafted half the witch-hunting statutes."
"Yes," Eleanor's voice carried dark amusement. "Rather brilliant cover, isn't it? Write laws so harsh they create resistance. So extreme they undermine their own enforcement."
Victoria leaned closer to my sketch, where the crow had begun to move on the page. "Look at his seal ring. I thought those marks were just decoration..."
But we could all see it now—subtle sigils worked into the ring's design. Symbols that matched some of our own witch-marks, disguised as mere ornamentation.
"A spider in their web," the blind man's voice made us jump. He stood in the doorway, pearl eyes gleaming. "Spinning silk that looks like chains, but breaks when tested." His filed teeth showed in a knowing smile. "Did you think you were the first to think of infiltration?"
The black cat wound between his legs, watching us with ancient eyes.
"Crawford's been placing his people throughout the system," Eleanor mused. "Every clerk who mysteriously loses witch-hunting documents... every witness who suddenly can't remember accusations..."
"But the laws he writes are monstrous," Verity protested.
"Exactly," Victoria's smile turned predatory. "So monstrous they're creating rebellion. Turning moderate people against the witch hunts. Making the whole system look foolish."
I studied my sketch again. The crow had moved to the margins, where it seemed to be watching its own reproduction. "He's practically begging for someone to strike at the State House."
"Setting the stage," Eleanor agreed. "Creating the perfect moment for everything to... accidentally... collapse."
The blind man's chuckle sounded like grinding shells. "Now you begin to see the deeper currents. Did you think you chose this moment by chance? That Boston's waters welcomed you by accident?"
Victoria's witch-marks blazed briefly. "Crawford's crow has been watching us since Swampscott. Testing us. Waiting to see if we're strong enough to play our part."
"The question," Eleanor said thoughtfully, "is whether we trust this spider in his web. Whether we play the role he's crafted, or write our own ending."
"Perhaps," the blind man suggested, "you should ask him yourselves." His filed teeth gleamed. "I hear he takes evening walks by the harbor. Alone, save for his feathered friend."
We exchanged glances. The power we'd raised last night still hummed beneath our skin, making our witch-marks tingle with possibility.
"Well then," Victoria drew herself up, smooth as silk hiding steel. "I believe it's time for a proper introduction."
Outside, a crow's call echoed across dark water. Whether warning or welcome remained to be seen.
Chapter 21
The Fortunate Accident
Judge Martin Dube loved his routines. Every evening, he walked the same path home from the State House, stopping to admire the same ships in the harbor. The same pretty wives whose husbands were away at sea. The same bottle of port at the Crow's Head Tavern.
"Creatures of habit are so easy to hunt," Victoria whispered as we watched him from the shadows. The salt air carried hints of coming snow, and the harbor fog rolled in thick as grave-smoke.
I'd spent the afternoon drawing Dube's path home, each sketch containing hidden sigils that would guide his feet where we wanted. Eleanor had collected his fallen hair from his favorite tavern seat, while Verity gathered mud from his daily footprints.
"He signed the death warrants for three women in Swampscott," I said, watching him stumble slightly. The port was hitting him harder than usual tonight, thanks to the powder Victoria had slipped into his glass.
"And six more in Boston," Eleanor added. "Always the same charges—corrupting young minds with evil knowledge."
We knew his true crime: finding pretty young serving girls who caught his eye, forcing himself on them, then crying witch when they threatened to expose him. The latest had hanged last week, taking her unborn child with her.
The fog thickened as Dube approached the pier where merchant ships crowded like sleeping beasts. My drawings had led him here instead of his usual route, though his wine-soaked mind hadn't noticed.
"Everything ready?" Victoria asked.
I touched the witch-marks beneath my cloak, feeling them pulse with gathered power. The spell we'd prepared was simple but precise: bad footing, a sudden wave, the natural conclusion of too much wine and slippery boards.
"The harbor is hungry tonight," Eleanor observed as Dube stumbled closer. The black waves seemed to reach for the pier, urged on by our whispered incantations.
He never saw us. Never saw the boards shift ever so slightly beneath his feet, animated by the signs I'd painted in whale oil and starlight. Never saw the wave that rose up like a great black hand.
One moment he stood at the pier's edge, swaying. The next, there was only empty fog and the sound of splashing.
We waited, watching. A few bubbles broke the surface. Then nothing.
"A tragic accident," Victoria murmured. "Too much port, too little care. It happens often enough in Boston's harbor."
Verity spoke the words that would make the witnesses remember it that way—a drunk man stumbling, a natural fall. By morning, even the dock workers now rushing to the commotion would believe they'd simply been too far away, too slow to help.
I felt the harbor's satisfaction through my witch-marks. The water had been glad to take him, to add his bones to its deep collection of secrets.
"One small justice," Eleanor said as we melted back into the fog. "One thread cut from their tapestry of law."
Back at the houseboat, the blind man was waiting with hot tea that smelled of herbs and absolution. His filed teeth gleamed as we told him what we'd done.
"The harbor has always helped balance accounts," he said, pearl eyes seeing everything we didn't say. "Some debts can only be paid in salt water and silence."
I spent the night drawing what we'd witnessed—not the surface events, but the deeper truths. My sketches showed Dube's final moments as the harbor truly saw them: a small, corrupt thing being claimed by powers older than law.
"A good beginning," Victoria said, watching me draw. "But only a beginning."
Tomorrow, another piece would fall. And another. Until Boston's foundations were ready to crumble.
Like water wearing away stone, we would erode their power one life at a time.
Chapter 22
The City Tightens
Dube's death changed something in Boston's air. Like sharks scenting blood, the city's powerful men grew more paranoid, more vicious. New proclamations appeared on every corner, offering rewards for information about suspected witches.
"They know," Victoria said as we watched another young woman dragged toward the jail. "Not about Dube specifically, but they feel the noose tightening around their own necks."
The morning papers carried lurid accounts of witch-marks found on corpses, of demon-cats stalking proper citizens, of mysterious women seen dancing naked in graveyards. Every tavern buzzed with whispered accusations.
"Look," Verity pointed from our vantage point in the harbor master's boat. "Iron crosses on every door now. Salt lines across every threshold."
Even the prostitutes wore crosses between their breasts, and merchants sold protective charms that hummed with amateur magic. The smell of burning herbs tainted every street as people tried to ward off evil.
I sketched the scene in my book, capturing the city's rising hysteria in stark lines. Each drawing showed me something deeper—the fear beneath their righteous fury, the guilt driving their persecution.
"They've doubled the guard at the State House," Eleanor reported, returning from her reconnaissance. "And hired hedge-wizards to strengthen their wards. Crude work, but numerous."
Through my artist's eye, I could see the new protections glowing like sick fireflies around important buildings. They'd even placed iron spikes along the rooflines—useless against real witches, but revealing their growing terror.
"Judge Crawford's crow is still watching," Victoria noted. The black bird perched above the State House steps, observing the increased security with what looked like amusement.
Inside the blind man's houseboat, we planned our next move. The protective waves of panic had made our targets harder to reach. They traveled in groups now, surrounded by armed men and religious tokens.
"Fear makes them careful," Eleanor said, studying my sketches of their new patterns. "But it also makes them stupid. Look how they cluster together, like sheep in a storm."
She was right. Their fear had driven them into predictable habits. Regular prayer meetings, private clubs where they drank away their terror, houses of pleasure where they sought comfort in paid flesh.
"Commissioner Phillips is particularly... regular in his visits," Victoria's smile carried wicked promise. "Every Thursday night, same girl, same room above the Red Hat."
I drew him as I'd seen him earlier—a corpulent man sweating in expensive clothes, eyes darting at shadows while he hurried through crowded streets. The sketch captured his weakness, his susceptibility to feminine wiles.
"He's one of the loudest voices calling for witch hunts," Verity added. "While spending his nights with a girl young enough to be his daughter."
The blind man appeared silently, his filed teeth gleaming. "The louder they shout about sin, the deeper their own corruption runs." His cat wound between our feet, purring like distant thunder.
Victoria leaned over my shoulder, watching me add details to Phillips' portrait. Each line was a curse, each shadow a prophecy.
"Yes," she breathed as the drawing took on power. "He'll do nicely. Some men can only be destroyed by their own appetites."
Outside, Boston's new bells rang out—installed to ward off witch-craft with blessed bronze. But under their clamor, I heard older music: the harbor's hungry song, the whispers of ancient things that remembered when this land belonged to darker powers.
Let them ring their bells. Let them draw their circles of salt and iron.
They didn't understand that true power didn't need to break down doors.
It simply waited to be invited in.
Chapter 23
The Spider's Kiss
I watched from shadows as Victoria entered the Red Hat, transformed by magic and paint into Commissioner Phillips' favorite type—young, innocent, with just enough fear in her eyes to whet his appetite. My witch-marks burned with the need to stop this, to protect her, but she'd insisted on playing this role herself.
"Some men deserve a special kind of death," she'd said while preparing, painting sigils on her skin that made her appear younger, more vulnerable. "Watch and remember, Katherine. This is for all the girls who didn't survive his 'mercy.'"
The Red Hat's windows glowed amber in the foggy night. Through my artist's sight, I could see Victoria's power moving like silk threads, weaving a web around Phillips as he stumbled in, already half-drunk on brandy and self-importance.
"Such a pretty new girl," his voice carried through the thin walls. "Are you afraid of the witches, child? Don't worry. Commissioner Phillips will protect you."
Victoria's laugh sparked memories of midnight rituals and ocean depths. "Oh yes, protect me, please..."
I sketched what I could see through the window—Victoria playing her role perfectly, letting Phillips think himself the predator. Her witch-marks stayed hidden, but I could feel their power building like a storm about to break.
His hands were rough, greedy. Just like all the times before, with all the other girls. But this time, his prey had teeth.
"You taste like sin," he slurred, pawing at her clothes.
"You have no idea," Victoria whispered.
The moment his lips touched her throat, her glamour shattered. Her true form blazed forth—ancient and terrible, marked with signs that made reality shiver. Phillips tried to scream, but her kiss held him paralyzed.
Power surged through the room like black lightning. Victoria's marks blazed as she drew his life force out through that fatal kiss, turning his corruption into power, his evil into energy.
But something went wrong.
A cry went up from the street—"Witch!"
Someone had seen through the window. Victoria's concentration broke for just a moment, her power flaring visible to mundane eyes.
Phillips collapsed, dead but not in the way we'd planned. His face frozen in a rictus of terror and pleasure, skin marked with signs even normal people could see.
The crash of breaking doors. The thunder of boots on stairs.
"Run!" Victoria's voice in my mind. "Remember what we planned. It has to be you, Katherine. It was always meant to be you."
I wanted to help, to fight, but Eleanor appeared from nowhere and dragged me back into deeper shadows. Victoria faced the door alone as armed men burst in.
She went down fighting. Her power lashed out like serpents of light, killing three before they overwhelmed her with blessed iron and salt. Even chained, she laughed—wild and terrible.
"You think you've won?" Her voice carried over the chaos. "You think you can chain what's coming? We are everywhere. We are in your beds, your dreams, your prayers. And soon—"
A blow silenced her, but couldn't erase her smile.
They dragged her away as crowds gathered, drawn by the commotion. I heard someone whisper that they'd caught one of Swampscott's escaped witches. That justice would be swift this time.
Back in the harbor master's boat, I drew the scene over and over—Victoria's perfect moment of triumph turned to tragedy. Each sketch held a promise of vengeance.
"She knew," Eleanor said softly. "She chose this role. Chose to be the spark that lights the flame."
"They'll execute her publicly," Verity added. "Draw all eyes to her while we—"
"While we finish what we started," I completed the thought, my marks burning with renewed purpose. "They think they've caught their witch. They think they're safe now."
The blind man appeared with his filed-tooth smile. "The best bait is always real. The best traps require true sacrifice."
I kept drawing as dawn stained the harbor red as blood. Each line was a promise to Victoria. Each shadow a prophecy of what was coming.
They would learn too late that they'd caught exactly the witch she wanted them to catch.
Chapter 24
Flesh and Fire
They stripped her like butchers stripping meat. Every blow, every violation deliberate as Boston's finest watched with gleaming eyes. The crowd pressed closer, hungry for pain, for flesh, for the spectacle of righteous torture.
We wore dead women's clothes and watched, helpless, as they chained Victoria to the stake. Her witch-marks had been carved away, leaving raw meat and exposed bone. They'd taken particular care with her face, ensuring she was no longer beautiful.
"Look how the witch bleeds," a woman next to me whispered to her child. "See how God punishes vanity?"
The pyre had been built low and green. They wanted it to burn slow.
"Confess!" Judge Sewall's voice carried over the market-day crowds. Vendors walked between the spectators, selling pies and sweetmeats. "Confess your sins before God!"
Victoria tried to speak through her ruined mouth. They'd taken her tongue, but left her enough lips to confess if she chose. Blood bubbled between broken teeth.
"The witch stays silent?" Sewall played to the crowd. "Then let her burn silent!"
They lit the green wood from all sides. Smoke rose thick and black, carrying the first smell of cooking meat. Around us, people licked their lips unconsciously.
The flames reached her feet. Victoria's body convulsed, chains rattling like chapel bells. A sound escaped her throat—not words, not quite a scream. Something worse.
"Listen to Satan's whore sing!" someone shouted. Laughter rippled through the crowd.
I clutched Verity's arm as Victoria began to burn in earnest. Eleanor's nails drew blood from her own palms, but she forced us to keep watching. This was our future if we failed.
The smell changed as the flames reached higher. Sweet now, like pork. A child asked his mother if they could get another pie.
Victoria's eyes found us in the crowd. No recognition showed—they'd taken care of her eyes early in the questioning. But something passed between us. A promise. A curse. A truth written in rendering fat and burning hair.
The crowd's excitement peaked as the flames reached her waist. They pressed closer, wanting to see everything, to miss nothing. Their faces glowed with more than reflected fire.
"See how God's judgment cleanses!" Sewall proclaimed as Victoria's flesh bubbled and dripped. "See how mortal flesh burns!"
It took three hours for Victoria to die. Three hours of cooking meat and crackling fat. Three hours of entertainment for Boston's good citizens.
When it was done, they left her chained remains on display. A warning. A trophy. Crows gathered before the corpse was even cool.
"Time to go," Eleanor whispered as families began heading home for supper. "Remember everything."
The blind man waited at the harbor's edge. For once, his filed teeth stayed hidden.
"Now you understand," he said simply. "Now you know what must be done."
I spent the night drawing Victoria's death. Every detail. Every horror. Every face in the crowd that had watched her burn.
They would all burn too, in time.
But slower. Much slower.
And we would sell pies while they screamed.
Chapter 25
No Safe Harbor
The torches came at midnight. Dozens of them, reflecting off the harbor's black water like hell's own stars. We heard the boots first—hard leather on wooden docks, surrounding the blind man's houseboat.
"By order of the Governor," a voice carried across the water. "Surrender the Swampscott witches!"
The blind man's cat yowled once, then vanished into shadow. Our host himself was nowhere to be seen, though his presence lingered in the stale air and creaking timbers.
"They'll burn the boat," Eleanor said quietly, watching flames approach through grimy windows. "With or without us in it."
Verity clutched her witch-marks, still raw from recent painting. "How did they—"
"Victoria." The name fell from my lips like poison. "They made her talk before they took her tongue."
The first burning brand hit the deck above. We heard wood catch, heard men cheering as smoke began seeping through cracks.
"Out," Eleanor commanded. "Better chains than flames."
We emerged into torch-light, hands raised. The crowd that waited made Victoria's execution mob look tame. Their faces twisted with hatred and something worse—excitement.
They took Eleanor first. Three men held her while a fourth used iron shears to cut away her dress, exposing her witch-marks to eager eyes.
"See the devil's signs!" Someone shouted. The crowd pressed closer.
Verity tried to run. They caught her before she made three steps, dragging her back by her hair. Her screams only excited them more.
I stood still as they stripped me, letting their rough hands expose the scars and marks I'd carved in Swampscott's cellar. Let them see. Let them remember.
They dragged us through Boston's streets like trophies. Women spat. Men grabbed at exposed flesh. Children threw rotting vegetables and sharper things.
"Swampscott's whores!"
"Devil's brides!"
"Burn them all!"
The jail swallowed us into deeper darkness. They separated us immediately—Eleanor to the east wing, Verity to the west. They saved a special cell for me, deep underground where water dripped constant as Chinese torture.
"The artist witch," the jailer said, shoving me onto moldy straw. "The one who draws devil's marks." He held up my confiscated sketchbook. "Won't be needing this anymore."
He burned it before my eyes, letting ash drift between iron bars.
Through the walls, I heard Verity crying. Somewhere above, Eleanor's voice rose in what might have been defiance or pain.
The blind man's boat burned all night. We could smell the smoke even underground, carrying hints of herbs and darker things. By morning, nothing would remain but charred timbers and dark memories.
They'd hang us at dawn, the jailer said. Or burn us, if the priests insisted. The crowd was already gathering, hungry for more entertainment.
I touched my witch-marks in the darkness, feeling them pulse weaker now, contained by blessed iron and salt-packed walls.
But under that weakness, something else stirred. Something that remembered Swampscott's cellar, remembered how pain could become power.
Dawn would come. They would drag us out to face Boston's righteous fury.
Chapter 26
The Devil's Hour
The prison walls wept black water thick with grave-soil. In the deepest hour of night, I scraped my fingernails raw gathering it, mixing each precious drop with blood from my bitten tongue. The old spells required sacrifice—not the clean blood of ritual blades, but the messy fluid of desperation.
My witch-marks burned as I drew the sigils used in the Key of Solomon—not the sanitized versions, but the original signs that made reality shiver. Each mark required its own mixture: grave-water, blood, and substances I dare not name that I'd kept hidden in the seams of my clothes.
The jailer's footsteps echoed on stone. Three hours past midnight—when the veil grew tissue-thin. I whispered the incantation as I'd learned it in Swampscott's cellar dreams:
"By Choronzon's breath and Azazel's horn,
By blood of night and flesh now torn,
Through gates of bone and doors of pain,
Let darker powers rise again..."
The words felt like insects crawling on my tongue. The sigils began to move, writhing like hungry worms in the darkness.
From the corner, something skittered. The prison's rats had come, drawn by power older than witch-trials. Their eyes gleamed with unnatural intelligence as they gathered around my crude circle.
The jailer's keys rattled at his belt as he passed. Through the bars, I saw him pause, swaying slightly. The rats tensed, waiting.
"Who's there?" His voice slurred though he hadn't been drinking. The marks I'd drawn pulled at him like hooks in flesh.
I spoke the final words of the spell, each syllable tasting of copper and rot. The rats surged forward as one, carrying my magic with them. They swarmed the jailer before he could cry out.
What happened next I will not describe. But when the rats returned, their fur was slick with red and they carried his keys in blood-stained teeth.
The locks opened with whispers of iron on iron. In the corridor, what remained of the jailer cooled on stone.
I found Eleanor first, her cell thick with the smell of corruption. She'd been working her own magic—darker things learned from books men had tried to burn.
"The Old Ones heard us," she said, eyes fever-bright. "They're hungry for what comes next."
Verity's cell held only empty chains. But the wall bore marks drawn in substances I recognized—she'd remembered her lessons well.
We gathered in the corridor as midnight's last minutes faded. Around us, rats waited with patient malevolence. Above, Boston slept unaware of what stirred in its foundations.
Eleanor spoke words that made my teeth ache, calling power that hadn't walked since Swampscott's founding. I added the signs I'd learned in darkness, while Verity's voice wove harmony in tongues best left unspoken.
The prison's stones began to weep darker fluids than water.
Dawn would come soon. But first, we had debts to pay in blood and pain.
And this time, we wouldn't work alone.
The Old Ones were awake now. Hungry. Waiting.
Boston would burn.
Chapter 27
Justice's Children
Chief Justice Stoughton's pride was his twin daughters, Emma and Grace. Fifteen years old, identical as mirrors, pure as fresh snow. He kept them locked in his mansion on Beacon Hill, safe from witch-craft's taint.
But no locks could keep out what was already inside.
"Look what the rats brought," Eleanor whispered, holding up a child's ribbon soaked in blood. "The jailer's keys weren't all they collected."
The ribbon bore Emma's scent—sweet perfume masking the first hints of corruption. The rats had followed her for days, gathering what we needed for the old magic.
"Their nurse is one of ours," Verity added, her voice hoarse from prison prayers. "She's been painting their eyes with belladonna, whispering ancient words while they sleep."
I drew the twins in my borrowed sketchbook, capturing how the poison had already changed them. Their pupils were too large now, their skin too pale. In their dreams, they saw things their father's laws couldn't explain.
We waited until midnight mass emptied Boston's streets. Stoughton would be at prayer, begging God's guidance for tomorrow's witch trials. His daughters would be alone but for their nurse, who had mixed special herbs into their evening tea.
The mansion's windows glowed amber in the winter dark. Through gauzy curtains, we watched the twins brush each other's hair, moving in that mirror-perfect synchronization that had always unsettled their father's guests.
"Are they ready?" I asked.
Eleanor's smile showed teeth filed to points—a gift from the blind man before they burned his boat. "They've been ready since birth. Some souls naturally lean toward darkness. They just need... direction."
The nurse had left their window unlocked. We entered like smoke, carrying power that made the air thick as honey.
The twins turned as one, their huge pupils reflecting candlelight like cats' eyes.
"We've been waiting," they said in perfect unison. "The rats told us you'd come."
Their witch-marks were already showing—subtle patterns emerging beneath pale skin like ink bleeding through paper. The nurse had chosen well, selecting girls with natural talent.
"Your father returns soon," Eleanor said, laying out what we'd brought: ribbons soaked in blood and worse things, rat-gathered hair from hanged men, grave dirt from Swampscott's unhallowed dead.
"He doesn't understand us," Emma said.
"He never did," Grace finished.
"He will," I promised, beginning to draw symbols on their flesh with mixtures that made reality shiver. "He'll understand everything soon."
The twins didn't flinch as we painted them with forbidden signs. Didn't hesitate when we taught them words that tasted of copper and corruption. Their natural talent bloomed like night flowers, drinking in power that had waited generations to be used.
When Stoughton returned from prayer, he found his precious daughters changed. They stood nude in his study, covered in witch-marks that moved like living things. Power radiated from them in waves that made his costly books burst into flame.
"What have you—" he began.
"Hello, Father," they spoke as one, their voices carrying harmonics that shattered windows. "Would you like to see what we learned while you were hunting witches?"
The sounds that followed carried across Boston like storm winds. Some said they saw lights dance above Beacon Hill, heard music that made their children wake screaming. Others reported shadows moving against gravity, and rats gathering in circles to watch.
By dawn, Chief Justice Stoughton was gone. Only his clothes remained, turned inside out and soaked in fluids that made hardened men gag.
His daughters vanished too, leaving behind twin dolls with their faces, posed in their father's chair. Each doll held a small book written in blood and other substances, detailing exactly what had happened to Boston's greatest witch-hunter.
The city's foundation stones cracked that night. Power older than law had been awakened, and it wore the faces of innocent girls.
Our revenge had begun.
Chapter 28
When Night Falls
The twins' corruption spread through Boston like a virus. Other girls began showing signs—witch-marks emerging beneath their skin, voices speaking in tongues that made their mothers weep blood. Power called to power, and innocence turned to darkness.
What started at Beacon Hill spread downhill like black water. The harbor itself began to boil, thick with things that shouldn't swim. Ships tried to flee but found their compass needles spinning madly, leading them onto rocks where hungry shadows waited.
"Look what we've wakened," Eleanor breathed as we watched from the North Church tower. Below, the streets filled with chaos as more children turned. Girls who'd accused witches now showed their own marks. Boys who'd tormented suspects began speaking in voices that cracked stone.
The twins danced through it all, leaving destruction in their wake. Their father's fellow judges died horribly—one found inside out but somehow still screaming, another drowned in his own blood while rats watched. Each death more creative than the last, directed by minds that had tasted true power and found it sweeter than virtue.
Verity's voice carried over the madness: "The Old Ones are coming through. The children opened the way."
She was right. Reality had cracked like thin ice, and things long banished were crawling back. The city's foundations groaned as powers older than Plymouth Rock stirred beneath them.
Beacon Hill began to cave in, swallowing mansions and memories. The State House collapsed in on itself as the ground turned liquid, dragging laws and lawmakers into depths where ancient hungers waited.
"Time to go," Eleanor said as the first flames caught. The fire spread unnaturally fast, guided by children's hands and darker wills. "Our work here is finished."
We moved through chaos-filled streets where madness reigned. Parents fled from children they no longer recognized. Priests found their prayers turning to blasphemies. Dogs ran in packs, hunting those who'd once hunted witches.
The twins appeared one last time as we reached the city's edge. Their beauty had turned terrible—witch-marks covered them completely now, moving like living things beneath translucent skin.
"Thank you for freeing us," they spoke in voices that hurt to hear. "Boston is ours now. And those who survive tonight will never forget what true power looks like."
Behind them, the city burned with flames that cast shadows in impossible directions. The harbor's waters had turned black as ink, thick with forms that breached like whales but weren't.
We left them to their reign of terror, heading into woods where older magics waited. Behind us, Boston's screams followed like a blessing.
The blind man's cat found us at the forest's edge, leading us deeper into darkness that felt like home. Somewhere ahead, other covens waited. Other cities would learn what happened when they pressed too hard, hunted too eagerly.
But Boston would serve as our example. Our masterpiece.
By morning, nothing would remain but horror stories and cautionary tales.
And in hidden places, witch-marks would continue to bloom beneath innocent skin, waiting for the next dark flowering.
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