
CHAPTER ONE 

Devil 

 

She wiped at the dribble of spit sliding down her cheek as another landed on 
her skirt. She didn’t reprimand those who spat or hurled insults or looked upon her 
with loathing. She deserved every ounce of their condemnation. More than a few 
were here solely due to her hysterical accusations. So Susannah Sheldon allowed the 
disdain of the accused to follow her through the damp, stinking dungeon that had 
been their home for many months. 

A tentative smile played upon Tituba’s lips as Susannah approached. A 
tightness gripped Susannah’s chest at the sight of the disheveled woman—a friend 
who’d only meant to provide a bit of entertainment, something to make their dull 
days a bit brighter. And Susannah and the others had turned Tituba’s friendship into 
a dark, evil thing.  

“Missy Sheldon,” Tituba said. 

Susannah couldn’t stop her lips from turning up into a weak smile. She put her 
hands on the bars that separated them. “Tituba.” 

Tituba lifted herself from the floor with some difficulty, her movements stiff 
and awkward as she took the few steps that brought her directly in front of Susannah. 
“What you doing here?” 

“Have you heard?” Susannah asked. 

Tituba studied Susannah a moment, eyes glittering with knowledge. 

“You have heard.” 

“Haven’t heard nothing,” Tituba said, nodding once. “I know.” 

“What do you know?” 

“They gone. Vanish. Poof,” Tituba said with a flourish of her hand. 

Susannah nodded. “I saw it with my own eyes. The plank was pulled out from 
beneath them and they started to fall. Before the noose could tighten, Merry and 
William disappeared into thin air.”   

“He took ‘em.” 

Susannah frowned. “God?” 

“Pffft. Not God.”  

Tituba stared at Susannah with her dark, piercing eyes. They conveyed an 



unspoken truth. Susanna’s hand flew to her mouth as she shook her head back and 
forth. 

“Uh huh. He came saw me,” Tituba said. “Saw you too.” 

Tears streamed down Susanna’s face. That evil being, the Tall Man. Of course he 
took them. After stirring up chaos at the last witch trial, it was clear the Tall Man 
wanted William for his own. “But why?” 

“Master Darling got something he want. Why else?” 

“What, Tituba? What does he have?” 

Tituba stared at her for a moment. Finally, she said in a grave tone, “He have 
light, Missy Sheldon. And what do darkness want more than light? Hmm?” 
 

Minutes. Hours. Days. William had no way of knowing how much time had 
passed since Merry had leapt back through her colors. The surrounding darkness 
afforded no context by which to judge the passage of time. No waning shadows or 
hint of dawn. Its blackness was complete.  

He stumbled through the dark for a while, hands searching for some form of 
egress—a crack in the wall, a tunnel, a door. At some point, he succumbed to 
exhaustion. His limbs became leaden weights, every step a labor, and he collapsed 
against the rough walls, making a bed of the dirt beneath him. His dreams were the 
same as his surroundings, filled with nothing but blackness. 

He awakened covered in sweat, the chill of sleep offering little relief in the 
oven-like cave. Thirst and hunger gnawed at him. His neck throbbed where the noose 
had so recently tightened around it.  

William resumed his search, pressing his hands against the stone wall, inch by 
inch, so as not to miss the slightest puff of air or drift of sunlight. He believed he was 
still in the area where Merry’s colors had taken her away. Thankfully, she’d made it 
into the colors. He hoped she’d made it back to Liz and Sophie. There was no 
guarantee in which direction of time the colors would take her, but at least she was 
far from this hell.  

A low chuckle sounded behind him.  

At first he thought the corpse hands were back, reaching toward him, poised 
to land on him at any moment. But the sound was too singular. The chuckle came 
again and with it a churning in his chest as the curse inside him responded. He knew 
then who was with him in the dark.  

He pressed his back against the wall, wishing it would absorb him. Steady 
footsteps made their way toward him, but William’s focus turned to steadying the 
internal beast that yearned to consume him in the presence of its master. Two red 



orbs shone through the darkness as the Tall Man’s visage appeared. William’s uneven 
breathing was the only sound between them until the Tall Man spoke in his deep, 
gravelly voice.  

“And what would you do if you escaped?” 

William said nothing, gritting his teeth against the surge of need emanating 
from the mark at its master’s voice.  

A teasing smile played upon the Tall Man’s lips. “Would you go to her?”   

William forced himself to hold his gaze steady as he stared into the Tall Man’s 
unnatural crimson eyes. William’s fear was nothing against the innate urge to protect 
the love he held for Merry. It didn’t matter that it would no longer be realized. He’d 
not allow such evil to taint the memories of what they’d shared.  

Even the mark couldn’t penetrate his determination and soon a calm came 
over him, the dark receding. Did he imagine it or was the Tall Man’s countenance 
blemished by a moment of uncertainty? If so, it didn’t last. The Tall Man came closer, 
cool and assured, eyes level with William’s. 

“Tell me, William. Was it your light or darkness that killed Jonathan Parish?” 

The question caught William unawares. It was a good question, a powerful 
one. Light or dark, indeed. He’d killed a person. Someone he knew. He could let the 
lie stand as truth that Powder’s hoof had delivered the death blow, but he knew it was 
his desire empowered by the Tall Man’s mark that had landed the horse’s hoof 
perfectly upon Jonathan’s head. William had held the desire. He’d controlled the 
weapon. It was no accident Jonathan was dead. Still, the Tall Man’s question stood. 
Was it William’s light, his heart’s unwavering love for Merry, or the mark and its 
penchant for mayhem that had driven him to end Jonathan’s life? 

William shuddered, wishing the sin away. But it was his to own. He, William 
Darling, was a killer. A murderer.  

“Yessssssssss.” Many voices hissed the word, paralyzing him.  

The Tall Man disappeared, swallowed by the shadows. The sound of several - 
more than several - slithering creatures filled the room. A rolling wave of darkness 
emerged from the dim shadows, forging itself into a mass of snakes—hundreds of 
them. William stared in horror as they neared, their forked tongues flitting in and out 
of fanged mouths, their red eyes focused on him. 

“William,” they hissed.  

He barely breathed. 

Then one of the snakes darted toward him, sinking its fangs into his leg. 
William beat at the creature, yanking it from his flesh, its smooth body writhing and 
flipping back on itself as it tried to bite his arm. He flung it into the sea of snakes 



surrounding him. For a moment they stilled, their beady eyes watching. Calculating. 
Then, as though an order had been given, they surged, jaws open, flooding him with 
their vile venom. His screams were heeded by no one.  

When it was done, they disappeared into the ground, the walls, the darkness, 
leaving William to surrender to the wretchedness of this unending nightmare. Agony 
and suffering in the form of a stuttering heartbeat and ragged breath filled the corner 
where he lay. His agony. His suffering.  

Some time later, cautious steps headed William’s way, and with considerable 
effort, he opened his eyes to the oppressive darkness, broken only by the spare light 
cast from a flickering torch on the wall. Through the gloom, a figure took shape. A 
woman. He didn’t move at her approach—he couldn’t. She knelt down beside him. 
Shining blonde hair swooped forward as Corinne lowered a tray onto the floor. 

He followed her gaze as it trailed down his abused body. The wounds were 
already healing; William’s skin begged to be scratched as they stitched together. 
Splotches of blood, some dried, some glistening in the meager torchlight, covered 
him like a bad art form. Corinne’s gaze locked onto his. 

“What do ye want?” William asked, his voice hoarse from the screams that 
had been torn from him. 

“I brought you some food and water,” Corinne answered, nodding toward the 
tray she’d set down. 

A mirthless laugh escaped him. “Why bother? I’ll die sooner without.” 

“Why would you think we want you dead?” 

“Mayhap ’tis the torture and general mistreatment.” 

“My father likes to keep amused,” she replied with a bored shrug.  

Rage gripped William. The paralyzing venom allowed him only to grit his 
teeth. “You… your father… you are of the Devil.”  
Tentatively, she reached out and touched first her fingertips, then her flattened palm, 
to his chest. William moaned as his skin burned beneath her hand. A knowing, gleeful 
smile spread across her lips. “It seems you’re of the Devil now as well, William.”	  


