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Susannah




Susannah Wright was going to become a witch tonight.

She had been preparing for this day for years, studying hard while assisting the elder witch who sponsored her; there was nothing to fret over. When she stood before Mrs. Dornröschen’s mirror and placed the flower wreath on her head, it might as well have been a coronation.

So why did her palms sweat so?

“Ready, dear?”

Susannah screamed.

Never had such innocuous words elicited such a response. Though still a young lady, Susannah’s hand flew to her heart, as though she expected the rapidly beating organ to burst in her chest.

Her mentor and sponsor, Mrs. Dornröschen, stood behind her. Though the elder witch’s hands were clasped meekly before her, there was mischief in her eyes. “You shan’t be a very good witch if my creaky joints can take you unwitting. We’ll have to work on that, soon as you’re my apprentice.”

Susannah bowed her usually high chin at the chastisement. Meanwhile, her hands curved into fists. Her own disappointment in herself made a harsher master than the kindly witch ever had. “Yes, Mrs. Dornröschen.”

“Now there’s an agreement too quick for comfort. You young folk are so sure nothing can touch you, even in a time of war. Industry Township was founded for a reason. You cannot forget it. Even in the clearing, you cannot forget the danger that could come to you as a witch.”

Susannah fought the urge to retort. Even if the Red Coats marched through the wood itself, the magic of the assembled witches was sure to keep them out. The Township itself could only be found by those with latent magic.

That was how a much younger Susannah had found it, through a mixture of determination and surprise. Until the very moment Susannah set foot in the Township, she hadn’t actually known she’d had magic. She’d simply wanted it to be true. She’d wanted it more than anything.

“Well, do I look as though the goddesses will favor me tonight?” Susannah asked, turning in the plain linen shift their tradition required.

“You look ready,” came Mrs. Dornröschen’s evasive reply.

Yet as they walked side by side toward the door of the whitewashed little house, Susannah’s nerves didn’t dissipate. She was beginning to feel a pressure in the back of her head—the start of a most inconvenient headache, it might be.

“Are you sure this shift isn’t too short?”

“It’s fine, dear.”

“And my crown,” she tried as Mrs. Dornröschen touched the door handle. “How is it?”

“You’re fishing for compliments, dear.”

Susannah touched the handcrafted wreath, betraying a bit of the self-consciousness she felt. She had spent all day weaving the wildflower crown that perched atop her painstakingly combed dark hair. In the mirror, she fancied she looked like some kind of a faerie girl.

So why did everything now feel so wrong?

“Let’s go,” said Mrs. Dornröschen, waving her through the doorway. “It won’t do to be late.”

I would never! Susannah fixed an offended expression onto her face. If they were late to anything, Susannah was never the one at fault. But as they set out into the thickened air of the August night, Susannah began to worry—something that was also entirely unlike her. She was Miss Confidence—Miss Haughty as the Witch Queen herself, according to the elder ladies of the Township.

Her headache was growing worse.

“Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts,” Mrs. Dornröschen said, hefting her lantern to better squint at Susannah’s face. Susannah’s attempt at a smile came back as more of a grimace.

“I’m just eager to start.”

“What’s to be eager for? We can’t begin until the whole coven is present. You’ll spend more time waiting than doing the actual ceremony tonight. And when it’s time, it goes by in the blink of an eye, so you should savor that boredom. There’s a full moon overhead, the weather is still generously warm, and you’re still young—more or less.”

This time, Susannah frowned outright. Had she been romanticizing this night? And what was that about being more or less young?

True, Susannah would’ve been married years ago if she’d stayed at home. She would now be deemed an old maid. But for a witch, she was barely beginning her life and career.

She wiped her palms along her shift, hoping the movement was discreet.

Of course you’re anxious, Susannah told herself. It would be strange if you weren’t. It was simply too important that tonight go well. For a woman cursed to the most ordinary and uncontrollable life possible from almost the moment of her birth, she’d wrestled a better fate for herself.

She belonged in Industry Township’s coven.

A dull, plain life, marrying some boy with a lick of land to his father’s name was never going to be enough for Susannah. She needed magic. She craved the extraordinary.

Which was why, after years of pedagogy under Mrs. Dornröschen, she was finally going to be a full-fledged witch. A novice full-fledged witch, but still. Tonight, the circle would welcome her, and she would be a part of the coven at last. She would begin to learn serious magic instead of hanging herbs to dry or washing out vials and flasks. And fetching water. And cleaning the house.

As they approached the clearing at last, Susannah sighed with relief. Fireflies winked along the edges of the clearing. So many of them danced about as to rival the lanterns held by the witches already present—a sure sign of the goddesses’ favor. It was all the reminder Susannah needed: she was going to be fine.

Standing tall, Susannah threw her shoulders back and marched into the clearing, not looking back to see whether Mrs. Dornröschen kept pace. The sooner she reached the bonfire—already crackling to life under an elder witch’s tending—the sooner she’d become a real witch.

Tonight was going to go perfectly. Susannah could feel it.

How completely wrong she was! Instead of ending the night with the congratulations of her new coven, Susannah’s last memory was of collapsing in a heap, the voice of something unknown invading her thoughts.

The goddesses had not smiled upon her after all. Instead, she had.

Her name was Abigail Hall. And from the moment she arrived, Susannah’s blessed life became a cursed one.
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—Wake up, girl. It’s time to wake up. You’ve been out plenty long.

Five more minutes, Mrs. Dornröschen.

—I’m not Mrs. Dornröschen. Don’t ever mistake me for that middling talent again. Wake up, Susannah.

Just a little longer—

—You need sustenance. Food, water—remember those?

Susannah woke with a start, clutching her head and screaming as dried flowers and herbs scattered around her. The voice was still there. Abigail was still with her.

No, she chanted in her mind. No, no, no! This can’t be happening. I’m supposed to be a witch now! Susannah sprung out of bed, reaching for the hand mirror on her dresser.

Susannah’s hair was in knots, her face pale and drawn. Someone had drawn runes on her forehead, and marks of protection in an arc below her collarbones. She did not see another presence with her. Would she, though?

—Doubtful. But as I told you when we met the other night, I’m new to this, too.

Dropping the mirror, Susannah stumbled back toward her bed for support. She’d gotten up too quickly. She was dehydrated and half-starved. That’s all this was.

—Keep telling yourself that, girl. It won’t make it any easier.

Squeezing her eyes shut, Susannah tried to drown out the voice by narrating her thoughts. I’m going to pull open this door. No, first I’m going to find my dressing robe. That’s it. Then I’m going to find Mrs. Dor—

“Mrs. Dornröschen!” Susannah cried as the door opened as if on cue. She ran toward her mentor with open arms. If anyone could fix this, it was her.

Susannah was, therefore, rather taken aback when Mrs. Dornröschen took a step away from her.

“Is it really you, dear?” she asked, all warmth gone from the term of endearment. “I must test you before you come any closer.”

“Test me how?”

A puffball of lighting burst from Mrs. Dornröschen’s hands, shooting straight into Susannah’s chest. Susannah staggered backward, gasping. Her hands flew to her breast, trying to rub away the lingering burn. “W-what was that for?”

A relieved smile crept across Mrs. Dornröschen’s lips. It quickly dissipated. “Is it still with you? The—dark presence?”

—I’ve been called a lot of things in my day, but that’s a new one.

Wishing she could shake her head, Susannah pressed her lips tight and nodded.

Mrs. Dornröschen sighed. “I’m sorry, dear. Let’s get you some hot tea and some bread. You wouldn’t believe the baked goods we’ve received since that night—”

“How long was I unconscious?” Susannah interrupted.

—Three days.

“Three days.”

A cold shiver ran through Susannah, as if during her three days of unconsciousness autumn had crept in. Her room was suddenly too cold.

“Can you walk? Good, good. That’s a start. Now, come along, dear. We’ll get you fixed up.”

“You mean you can get rid of her?”

“Her?” Mrs. Dornröschen’s thin brows rose. Wincing as though she’d given away a secret, Susannah turned her face away. 

When she reached the bottom of the steps, she wished she’d remained in bed.

There, in Mrs. Dornröschen’s sitting room, were six of the most powerful witches in the coven. And their wide eyes were all upon her.

[image: Image]




It took an hour to explain all their theories. In the meantime, Susannah mindlessly drank cup after cup of tea, almost not caring that it was too hot. She was cold. So cold.

The only time witches stopped speaking was when she had to excuse herself to use the outhouse. “All that tea,” she’d said, tittering nervously.

In that brief period of quiet, her ears rang. Then the elder witches’ words played back through her mind.

“We cannot accept you into the coven.”

“The goddesses clearly have other plans for you.”

“Everyone has their own skills. Yours are just more unusual—“

“…a dark spirit.”

“We suspect it might be that of another witch.”

“If you stay in Industry Township, the presence might offer us wisdom from her lifetime.”

“Are you mad? We shouldn’t listen to such a dark spirit!”

“Just because there is a darkness about her doesn’t mean she hasn’t learned from her life of sin against the goddesses!”

“Oh, my, imagine the power—“

“Don’t imagine it. This could only be the work of a dark witch who’s met an unfortunate end.”

A dark witch named Abigail. Who was hitching a ride in Susannah’s mind like it was a hay wagon heading to market.

“A trap, yes! The goddesses are testing us.”

“Hold on, now.” Mrs. Dornröschen spoke up, the voice of reason. “Would the goddesses use this poor girl so cruelly? This has nothing to do with them and everything to do with the spirit itself.”

“We should expel her before she contaminates the coven!”

“She isn’t in the coven, Ramona dear.”

Mrs. Dornröschen was right. That ceremony was the most important night of Susannah’s life. Now it was her biggest failure.

This couldn’t be happening. It can’t be—

—Believe me, girl, it is. The sooner we get used to one another, the better.

In her dazed state, Susannah forgot she was ignoring the dark witch spirit—or whatever she was—and instantly replied. You need to get used to me? It’s my body you’re riding along in like a—like a rum-soaked pirate with a parrot on his shoulder!

—Ha! You’ve practically just described my fourth husband.

Don’t get used to me! Just—get out!

—Sorry, girl, that shan’t happen. I like to think I found you for a reason.

Get out of my head!

—Maybe that reason is so you won’t be so uptight, hm? My goddess, the dreams you had while you were out—not a single raunchy one to give an old woman a bit of joy. If you’re any more tightly wound, I might pop out of your body entirely.

My body? You’re in my body?

—Do you always repeat yourself so much? I took you over completely that night, I’ll have you know. I’m no one to trifle with.

Just—just be quiet! You don’t belong here. And I don’t need some creepy old caster watching me use the outhouse!

—As if that’s how I wished to spend my afterlife! I told you, girl. We’ve got to get used to each other. That means getting used to sharing the same body.

We don’t share a body. You’re just—just an interloper.

—There’s that repeating thing again.

Susannah growled in frustration.

“Is everything alright, dear?”

Mrs. Dornröschen. Is she supervising my trips to the outhouse now? “Everything’s—fine.”

“Good. You should hurry back inside, dear.”

“Yes, Mrs. Dornröschen.”

—Aren’t you the obedient little pupil!

Though the urge to tell the spirit to be quiet was strong, Susannah held it in. She was going to ignore this Abigail Hall. If the spirit didn’t have someone to talk to, eventually she’d leave. Spirits needed acknowledgment. Didn’t they?

Susannah squeezed her eyes shut. The very mention of it opened the door for an assault of loneliness. It threatened to swallow her own spirit whole.

She had felt it, among those powerful women she’d so admired. They didn’t understand her. They couldn’t empathize with her. They barely even understood what had happened to her. Susannah had gone into that clearing a nervous but driven young woman and come out as something different and unnatural.

Yet Susannah was also still herself. Why couldn’t any of them see it? Why couldn’t they treat her as they had before?

In that moment, Susannah Wright saw her future unfold like the dried petals of a long-dead, thorny rose.

She was completely, utterly alone.

Except for Abigail.

Susannah would rid herself of the spirit if it was the last thing she did.
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