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Chapter 1: The Inheritance

The key ring landed on the solicitor’s desk with the weight of a small dumbbell, and the first thing I thought, God help me, was that the iron was warm.

Not warm like it had been in a pocket. Warm like something alive had been holding it a minute ago and walked out the back door when I knocked.

“That’s all of them,” Tom Palliser said. “Seven keys. The estate, the gates, the outbuildings, and a few I couldn’t tell you about if you held me upside down by the ankles.”

I picked the ring up. Counted. Seven keys, all different. Some looked older than the building we were sitting in, which in central London was saying something. One was nearly black, one had a head shaped like a leaf, one was so plain it could have come off a budget padlock. They clinked against each other and I swear the warmth moved between them, like water finding its level.

I put the ring down again.

“Mr. Calder,” Tom said. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. They’re just warm.”

He looked at the keys, then at me, and something in his tired face went very carefully still. “It’s a warm office.”

It wasn’t. There was a radiator under the window doing about forty percent of its job and a draft coming under the door that I’d been feeling on my ankles since I sat down. I let it go. I was twenty-nine years old, I’d driven two hours to be told a relative I had never met had died, and I was not going to argue about thermodynamics with a country solicitor.

“Tell me about her,” I said. “Greta. My great-aunt.”

Tom Palliser was about fifty-eight, lean and slightly stooped, the kind of man who folded his hands when he wanted to choose his words. He folded them now. His office smelled of old paper and the rain coming off his coat on the rack and, faintly, whisky he’d had at lunch and thought no one noticed.

“Greta Calder was your grandfather’s sister,” he said. “Estranged from the family for reasons that predate me. She lived alone at Wickwether for the last forty years. She passed three weeks ago. The death was natural.” A pause that lasted a half-second too long. “She was eighty-one.”

“And she left me a house.”

“She left you Wickwether Estate. The manor, the grounds, the outbuildings, the boundary wall, the woods to the treeline, and everything inside the property line.” He slid a folder across the desk. “The taxes are settled for one year. After that, you’ll need an income, or you’ll need to sell.”

I opened the folder. It was thick. Deeds, a survey older than I was, a hand-drawn map with the manor in the center like a spider in a web, and a photograph paper-clipped to the inside cover.

The woman in the photo was old and severe, grey hair pinned back hard, a cardigan over what looked like a man’s work shirt. Heavy boots, caked with mud. She was standing in front of a stone wall with one hand resting on a granite post, and her eyes were the exact grey-green of the ones I shaved around every morning.

“She has my eyes,” I said.

“She had everyone in your family’s eyes, I’m told.” Tom unfolded his hands and refolded them the other way. “Mr. Calder, before you ask: yes, you can sell it. No, I won’t pretend it would be easy. The property has been off the market in every meaningful sense for a century. There are complications.”

“What kind of complications?”

“The kind I’d rather you saw for yourself.”

There it was. I’d heard a version of that line three times since I walked in, always at the moment I got specific, and I was tired enough to find it funny instead of suspicious.

Here’s where I was in life, so you understand why I didn’t get up and walk out.

Six months earlier I’d had a property maintenance business. Small, mine, built over four years of nights and weekends until it could pay two employees and almost pay me. Then my partner, a man named Davies whose handshake I’d have vouched for in court, drained the operating account into an account I never knew existed and got on a plane. The business folded inside a month. The lawyers I could afford told me what the lawyers I couldn’t afford could maybe have done about it.

So I’d been living in a rented room above a kebab shop in Croydon, doing day labor and odd jobs and not answering my mother’s calls because I couldn’t stand the gentleness in her voice. I had a van, a toolbox, four hundred pounds, and a phone bill I was thirty days behind on.

And a dead great-aunt had just left me a manor house.

“How big is it?” I asked.

Tom almost smiled. “Bigger than you’re expecting. Go and see it today. The light’s better than the photographs suggest, and you’ll want the light.” He stood, which meant we were done. “There’s a village. Barrowfen. There’s a pub called The Furrow and a hardware shop run by a man named Gareth, and you’ll want both before the week is out. My number’s in the folder. Call me when you’ve decided what you think it is.”

“What do you think it is?”

He picked his coat off the rack and shrugged it on, and for a moment, in the grey light from the window, he looked at me the way the woman in the photo was looking at the wall. Like a grave and a promise, both at once.

“I think,” he said, “that it’s been waiting for someone for a long time.”

I drove north out of London with the key ring sitting in the cup holder, and somewhere past the M25 I noticed I’d turned the heater off and the cup holder was still warm against the side of my hand.

The countryside emptied out the way it does, towns thinning to villages thinning to hedgerows and the occasional church spire leaning at an angle that would have failed any inspection I’d ever run. The radio lost its signal an hour in and didn’t find another, and the silence was the comfortable kind. I’d had a lot of practice with silence lately.

Barrowfen announced itself with a sign half-eaten by ivy and a war memorial with eleven names on it. The Furrow had a hand-painted board and two old men outside it who watched my van the way old men everywhere watch a strange vehicle. A hardware shop. A post office that doubled as a shop that doubled as, by the look of the window, the only place in three miles to buy a birthday card. A church with a spire so crooked it looked deliberate.

I stopped at the shop for water and a sandwich, and the woman behind the counter rang me up without a word until she handed back my change and said, “You’ll be the new one, then. At the big house.”

“News travels.”

“Doesn’t have to travel far.” She bagged my sandwich. “You take care up there.”

It wasn’t unfriendly. It was the way you’d tell someone to take care on a road you knew flooded.

The drive up to Wickwether was three-quarters of a mile of gravel turning to weed turning to two wheel-ruts with a green spine of grass between them. The trees pressed in close on both sides, old oaks and something darker behind them, and the light went from grey afternoon to underwater green. Then the trees opened and I stopped the van and just looked.

The photographs had lied by omission. They’d shown me a house. This was an estate.

The manor was three stories of grey stone with two wings reaching back from a central block, leaded windows in long ranks, and a slate roof that dipped and rose across enough square footage to put a primary school in. A walled garden ran off to one side, the wall gone soft-topped with moss. Behind it I could see the rusted skeleton of a glasshouse and the squat shape of some outbuilding, and beyond all of it a boundary wall ran off into the trees, broken-backed in two places I could see from here.

I got out of the van and the assessment started before I decided to start it, because that’s what four years of property work does to you. You stop seeing buildings and start seeing the bill.

Gutters: rotted through on the east face, you could see daylight under them. Pointing: gone to powder along the whole ground course, which meant water in the walls, which meant everything. Window frames: warped, half of them, paint blistered down to bare wood gone grey. The iron gate I’d driven past hung off one hinge. The drive was a drainage problem. The roof had at least three slipped slates I could count standing still, which meant a dozen I couldn’t.

I did the math the way you do, fast and ugly, and it came out somewhere north of everything I would ever have, and I sat down on the van’s bumper and ate my sandwich and felt sick.

Then I went inside, because I’d driven all that way.

The front door was oak, banded in iron, and the largest of the seven keys fit it. I expected to fight the lock. Instead the key turned with no resistance at all, and the door opened on a sound I felt in my chest more than heard, a long low release, like a held breath let go.

I stood on the threshold with the warm key in my hand and the cold dark of the entry hall in front of me and the hair on my arms standing up for no reason I could name.

“All right,” I said, to the house, to myself, to nobody. “Let’s have a look at you.”

Inside was an entry hall the size of my old flat. Flagstone floor, a split staircase rising to a gallery, furniture hulking under dust sheets gone grey-brown with age. The air was cold and dry and smelled of dust and stone and, under that, faintly, something I couldn’t place. Crushed herbs. Old smoke. The smell a kitchen has the morning after a fire’s gone out.

On the wall by the stairs hung a cabinet. It was the size of a wardrobe, glass-fronted, and behind the glass were hooks. Dozens of hooks, in neat rows, most of them empty. A few held keys, dark with age, and as I crossed the hall toward it I had the strong and stupid sensation that the keys had been arranged differently a moment ago.

I looked away. Counted six on the top row. Looked back. Counted five.

I did it three more times, the way you’d test a step you thought was loose. Look at the cabinet. Look at the floor. Look back. The count changed twice and held once, and the keys themselves had a way of seeming to settle, like birds on a wire deciding I wasn’t worth flying for. There was a faint clouding on the inside of the glass that I took for grime until I breathed on it and watched my own breath fail to fog it, which is not how glass works, and I straightened up and stepped back.

“Right,” I said, and turned away from the cabinet, and decided to leave that particular discovery for a moment when I’d had more sleep. There were a lot of things going on that list. The list was getting long.

I worked through the ground floor the way I’d work any survey, room by room, clockwise. Some doors opened. A drawing room full of sheeted shapes. A library with shelves to the ceiling and a smell of leather and damp that made my heart hurt a little, because I’d always wanted shelves like that. A dining room with a table that could seat twenty and probably hadn’t seated anyone in years.

Some doors didn’t open. Two of them I put my shoulder to and they didn’t even rattle, solid as the wall, no give at the hinge or the latch.

And twice, I swear on my own two hands, I passed a door, registered it, walked on, and turned around to find smooth wall where it had been. The first time I told myself I’d misremembered the corridor. The second time I stood in front of the blank plaster for a long while with my heart going hard and quiet, and then I said, out loud, “Okay,” and walked on, because there is a point past which a tired man simply runs out of capacity to be afraid, and I’d hit it somewhere around the third missing door.

I found the kitchen at the back of the central block, and it stopped me the way the house’s first sight had stopped me.

It was enormous. Stone-floored, low-beamed, with a scrubbed pine table down the middle long enough to butcher a deer on. Copper pots hung from a rack overhead, every one of them gone green with verdigris. There was a pantry off one side, shelves bare. A deep stone sink with a single iron tap. And at the far end, taking up most of the wall, a fireplace big enough to walk into. Walk into, stand up in, set a chair beside the fire and another and a third. A walk-in hearth, black with old soot, cold as the grave, an iron crane swung out over ashes that had to be decades dead.

I stood in the middle of that kitchen and I felt something I had no business feeling, which was want. Not the want of a man calculating resale. The want of a man who has been sleeping above a kebab shop and eating cold food off his knee and who is, very suddenly, standing in a room that was built to feed people and keep them warm.

It was the saddest room I’d ever loved on sight. It had been built for a full house and it had been empty for years and you could feel both things at once, the way you can feel a person’s whole life in their hands.

“I can’t afford you,” I told the kitchen. The words came out before I’d decided to say them. “I want you to know that up front. I’m not the man you needed. I’ve got four hundred quid and a van and I should sell you to someone with a trust fund and let them turn you into a wedding venue.”

The cold room said nothing.

I walked the length of it, ran my hand along the table, found the wood greasy with old dust and, underneath, good. Solid. Pine that had been oiled and scrubbed by a hundred years of hands. I thought about Greta with my eyes, in her boots and her cardigan, and I thought about the fact that whatever else this house was, it had been her home, and she’d been alone in it for forty years, and now she was dead and I was the only Calder left who’d answer the letter.

“But I’m not selling you,” I said. “Not today. Today I’m too tired to sell anything.” I put my hand flat on the cold lintel of the hearth, the iron beam over the fire-mouth, and felt how cold it was, and said the thing I’d come three hundred miles to be able to say to something. “I’m not selling you. I just can’t afford you. Those are both true.”

The fireplace lit.

I want to be precise about this, because I’ve gone over it a thousand times since.

There was no fuel in the grate. No kindling, no log, no coal, not so much as a sheet of newspaper. The ashes were decades dead and packed flat. There was no match in my hand and no flame anywhere in the room.

And then there was fire. It didn’t catch the way fire catches, that hesitant orange crawl. It arrived. A low amber flame, the color of honey held up to a lamp, the height of a sleeping cat, sitting on the dead ash as calmly as if it had been burning all afternoon. It made no smoke. It threw no sparks. It just burned, gold and steady, and the cold went out of the room around me by three full degrees, I felt it move across my skin like stepping out of shade.

I did not run.

I want that on the record. I’d like to tell you it was courage. It was mostly exhaustion and the four missing doors and a kind of fatalism that had settled over me somewhere on the M40. A man can only be astonished so many times in one afternoon before astonishment starts to feel like the weather.

I crouched down in front of the fire. Held my hand out toward it, the way you would to any fire. It was warm. Real warmth, the kind that gets into your knuckles. I could smell it now, and it didn’t smell like burning wood. It smelled like bread, and crushed herbs, and rain on hot stone, and something older underneath that I had no word for.

“All right,” I said quietly. “All right. You heard me.”

The flame leaned, very slightly, toward my open hand. Then it stood up straight again and burned.

I made my camp in the kitchen because it was the only warm room in the house and because, if I’m honest, I didn’t want to leave the fire alone. I hauled my gear in from the van in three trips with the front door propped open: sleeping bag, roll mat, the camp stove I hadn’t expected to need, a box of food, my toolbox out of pure habit. The light was going outside, the underwater green deepening toward black, and the windows of the kitchen went from grey to gold as the fire claimed them.

The tap fought me, then surrendered. Coughed brown water, then rust-orange, then ran clear and cold and so sweet I drank three cups standing at the sink. The pipework under it groaned when I shut it off, a long settling moan that traveled away into the walls and stopped somewhere deep, and I made a note of that too, on the list, under plumbing, with a question mark I didn’t like the shape of.

I tried the camp stove and thought better of it. The kitchen had a fire in it now, a fire that smelled of bread, and lighting a gas burner in front of it felt vaguely like turning up at someone’s house and microwaving a ready meal in their good kitchen. So I ate a tin of stew cold, scraping it out with a folding spoon, sitting at the end of that long scrubbed table with the amber fire at my back. I’d done a lot of meals like this lately, cold food off my knee in the dark. This was the first one in months that didn’t taste like losing.

The dark pressed on the windows. The fire held the cold off my spine. And after half a year of feeling like every room was temporary, I felt not happy exactly, but held. Like the room had closed its hand around me and meant to keep me there.

I should have been terrified. I’d watch myself in a film and shout at the screen. Instead I unrolled my sleeping bag near the hearth, far enough back not to cook, close enough to feel it, and I lay down on the stone floor of a kitchen that lit its own fire, and I let my eyes close.

The fire popped, once, which it hadn’t done all evening.

I opened my eyes.

In the flames, the way you’d see a shape in a cloud except that I knew, I knew it was being shown to me, there was a woman.

She was in a kitchen that was burning, a real burning, orange and violent and wrong, stone walls cracking and a roof beam down in a fountain of sparks behind her. She was braced against a heavy door with both hands and both shoulders, holding it shut against something on the other side that was buckling the wood inward in shudders, and she was screaming a word I couldn’t hear and wouldn’t have understood. She had blonde hair, come loose and wild, lit gold by the fire around her. Soot streaked one cheek. Her dress, or what was left of it, was torn black across a body that even in a flame-shape, even in a flash, registered as built on a heroic scale, her chest heaving with the effort of holding the door, every breath a war.

She turned her head. And for half a heartbeat she looked out of the fire, out of whatever world that was, and she looked straight at me, amber eyes wide and furious and lit like the heart of the wickfire, and her mouth shaped something, and the door behind her gave another shuddering inch, and

The fire popped again and it was just fire. Just amber flame on dead ash, calm as a cat, no woman, no burning kitchen, no eyes.

I was on my feet. I didn’t remember standing. My heart was slamming and my mouth was dry and I stood in that warm gold kitchen with my hands half-raised toward a fireplace that held nothing but quiet light.

“Hello?” I said, like an idiot. “Hey. Are you, was that, hello?”

Nothing. The fire burned. The pots hung still on their rack. The dark sat on the windows.

I told myself it was a dream. I’d lain down exhausted and slid into the front edge of sleep and built a story out of firelight and a long strange day, and that was all it was, and in the morning I’d laugh.

I almost believed it.

Then I felt the heat on my hip, sharp and sudden, and I dug the key ring out of the pocket where I’d shoved it and spread the seven keys across my palm.

Six of them were room temperature. Cooling, ordinary iron.

The seventh, the plain one, the one that could have come off a budget padlock, was hot. Hot enough that holding it stung the soft skin of my palm, hot the way the lintel had been cold, the way the cabinet keys had moved when I wasn’t looking, hot like something on the far side of the world had taken hold of it and was pulling.

I closed my hand around it anyway, until it hurt, and I stood in my dead great-aunt’s kitchen in front of a fire that should not exist, and I understood, in the way you understand weather changing, that I had not inherited a house.

I had inherited a door.

And something was on the other side of it, holding it shut with both hands, and looking for me.


Chapter 2: The House Wakes

I woke at dawn with grey light in the high windows and the fire still burning, and my sleeping bag was three inches closer to the hearth than where I’d lain down.

I knew it was three inches because I’d set up on the seam between two flagstones, the way I’d pitch a tent on a known line, and now the seam was three inches behind my head. I lay there and looked at the gap and ran through the explanations a sane man runs through. I’d shuffled in my sleep. The bag had slid on the smooth stone. I’d dreamed the whole thing and dragged myself toward warmth like a dog.

The fire popped, gently, the way it had before it showed me the woman.

“No, thank you,” I told it, and got up.

The kitchen was warm. Not just the fire-radius warm of last night but a settled, all-over warmth, the kind a room has when it’s been lived in, and when I put my bare feet on the flagstones they weren’t the cold I expected. The pots on the rack overhead had a shine to them. I looked harder. Most of them were still green with verdigris, but two, the two nearest the fire, had come up to a low copper gleam, like someone had spent an hour on them with vinegar and a rag while I slept.

I did not remember cleaning any pots.

“Okay,” I said, which was becoming my word for it. I’d need a better word eventually. For now okay was holding.

I made tea on the camp stove, decided the fire wouldn’t take it personally, and drank it standing at the window looking out at the grounds in proper daylight. It didn’t make the repair bill smaller. But the morning light did what Tom said it would. It put a gold edge on the wet slate, turned the overgrown garden from a tangle into something that had been beautiful once and could be again, and made me understand, in a way the afternoon hadn’t, that someone had loved this place enough to fight for it for forty years.

I noticed other things while I drank the tea, small ones, the kind of detail my eye snags on without permission.

The dust was wrong. Yesterday the whole house had worn a forty-year coat of it, grey and undisturbed. This morning the kitchen was clean. Not cleaned, there were no streaks, no marks of a cloth, no pile swept into a corner. Clean the way a thing is clean when the dust simply decided to be elsewhere, the flagstones dark and bare, the table top free of it, the windowsills wiped to honest stone. The dust was still thick in the corners of the ceiling, on the high beams, on the copper rack out of reach. But everywhere a person stood or worked or sat, it had withdrawn, as if the room had tidied itself around the places a body would go.

And the second copper pot, the one that had come up to a gleam overnight, hung very slightly out of line with its neighbors. Lower on the hook. Closer to the fire. Like it had been the first to wake and wanted to stay near the heat.

“You’re showing off,” I told the kitchen, and the fire ticked, and I went to find out how far the showing off went.

Then I went to work, because work is the only prayer I know.

I mapped the ground floor again, properly this time, with a notebook and a pencil, drawing the rooms as I found them and marking the doors that opened and the doors that didn’t. I’m good at this. It’s most of what surveying is, walking a building until it tells you the truth about itself, and Wickwether told me a great deal and lied about the rest.

It lied about a corridor.

Off the entry hall, where yesterday there’d been a blank stretch of paneled wall between the library and the drawing room, there was now a hallway. A real one, dim and narrow, running back into the house at an angle the floor plan in my folder said was solid stone. I stood at the mouth of it with my pencil stopped on the page and I felt the back of my neck go cold and then, slowly, decided it could go cold all it liked. I’d told the house I wasn’t selling. It seemed to be taking me at my word and showing me what I’d bought.

I went down the hallway.

It ended in a room I’d have paid money to find on purpose. A bathhouse. There’s no other word. The floor and walls were old stone, the ceiling vaulted, and set into the floor were three pools, stepped down one into another, the lowest deep enough to stand in to the chest. The water moved. It came up from somewhere underneath, I could see it welling at the bottom of the deepest pool and feel the faint current, and it was steaming. Hot. Spring-fed and hot, with no boiler, no pipe, no heat source I could find when I went looking, and I went looking hard, because hot water with no visible means of production is the kind of thing that gets people killed by carbon monoxide.

There was no boiler. The water just came up warm out of the ground, perfect bathing temperature, the way the fire just burned. I traced the walls for a heat source out of pure professional stubbornness, ran my hand along the stone looking for a pipe run, a flue, a duct, anything, and found only old dressed stone gone slick with a century of steam, and a drain in the lowest pool that took the overflow away into the dark with a contented gurgle. The whole system was a closed loop with no machinery in it. As a contractor it offended me. As a man who hadn’t been properly warm in a week it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever failed to understand.

I crouched at the edge of the deepest pool and put my hand in and it was glorious, and I hadn’t had a proper hot wash in three days, and I want it on record that I am only human. I stripped and got in and sat in spring-warm water up to my chest in a vaulted stone room that hadn’t existed twelve hours ago, and I laughed, once, helplessly, at the ceiling.

“This is insane,” I told the bathhouse. “You know that. This is completely insane and I’m in it anyway.”

The water warmed, very slightly, around me. I chose not to think too hard about whether that was an answer.

I sat in it longer than I should have, watching the steam curl up toward the vaulted dark, feeling the ache of a week of cold and bad sleep and worse months go out of my shoulders. There was a stone shelf along one wall with the ghosts of old soap dishes worn into it, and a single iron hook by the steps where a robe would have hung, and I thought about how many people had used this room, over how many years, and how long it had sat dark and dry waiting for someone to come back and need it. The house hadn’t just preserved the bathhouse. It had grown me a hallway to find it on the exact morning I’d have given anything for hot water. That wasn’t preservation. That was attention. That was a house that had been watching me come in cold and stiff the night before and had decided, overnight, to do something about it.

I didn’t have a word for how that made me feel. I still don’t, entirely. The nearest is the word a dog must feel when a hand it didn’t expect turns out to be kind.

I drove into Barrowfen mid-morning for supplies, because warmth and strange water don’t fix gutters and I had a long list. The hardware shop had a bell over the door and a smell of creosote and cut keys and a man behind the counter who I took for Gareth before he said a word, on account of the shop apron and the look of a man who’d worked the same counter for thirty years.

“Wickwether,” he said, when I started reading off my list. Not a question. He’d clocked the van through the window.

“That’s me.”

“Mortar, salt, glass, tarp, gloves.” He was already moving, pulling things off shelves. “You’ll want more salt than that.”

“Will I.”

“You will.” He set a sack of it on the counter, heavy, the coarse kind. “Big house eats salt. Always has.” He said it the way you’d say a big house eats firewood, flat, no weight on it, but he didn’t look at me when he said it, and I filed that away with the other things on the list that had question marks.

I bought the salt. I bought two more sacks of it, because something in the way he’d said it made me want to, and Gareth nodded like I’d finally got a sum right and rang it up without comment. He asked me nothing about the house. Not how I’d found it, not what state it was in, not whether I’d seen anything. A man who sold to Wickwether and asked no questions. I added that to the list too.

He did say one more thing, though, when I had the sacks loaded and was counting out the notes. He looked at the salt in the van, and then at me, and his face did the careful thing the solicitor’s had done, the going-still.

“Greta bought salt the same way,” he said. “Every month, regular, more than any one woman could ever use. Forty years. Never said why. I never asked.” He handed me my change. “I find a man does better up there if he keeps a deep store of it. That’s all. Deeper than seems sensible.” He turned back to his shelves. “Mind how you go.”

I loaded the extra salt without arguing. Something about the way he said it made the back of my neck tighten, and I had already learned that Wickwether punished men who ignored small warnings.

The pub was open and I needed lunch. The Furrow was low-beamed and dim and smelled of woodsmoke and spilled ale, and the man behind the bar pulled my pint and slid it over and said, “New one at the big house, then,” with the exact knowing tone the shop woman had used yesterday, like the village had a single shared sentence about me that everyone took turns saying.

“Word’s out,” I said.

“Word was out before you turned off the motorway.” He wiped the bar that didn’t need wiping. “Greta drank here. Once a month, Sunday, half a stout, never more. Good woman. Hard.” A pause, and then, lower, not quite to me: “You staying up there, or selling?”

“Haven’t decided.”

He nodded slowly, like that was the right answer and also a dangerous one. “Stay or go,” he said, “but decide proper. That house doesn’t like a man with one foot out the door.” Then he straightened up and was a bartender again and asked if I wanted the ploughman’s or the pie, and I had the pie, and nobody in The Furrow said another strange word to me, which after that one I found I preferred.

I spent the afternoon on the kitchen, because the kitchen had earned it, and because work is the one thing I’ve always been able to do when the rest of life has stopped making sense. There’s a rhythm to it that thinking can’t touch. You find the broken thing, you understand why it broke, you fix the cause and not just the symptom, and you move to the next. It had kept me sane through the months above the kebab shop, jobs other men wouldn’t take, gutters and damp courses and other people’s neglect, and it kept me sane now in a kitchen that lit its own fire.

I scrubbed the table down to honest wood and oiled it, working the oil in along the grain with a rag until the old pine drank it and came up warm and dark. I cleared the dead ash from the edges of the hearth, working around the fire, which burned steady and let me, drawing back from my hands the way a cat draws its paws in for a person it has decided to tolerate. I repointed the worst of the fireplace mortar with the bag I’d bought, raking out the powder-soft old stuff with a screwdriver and pressing the new in with my thumb, smoothing each joint while it was green. I checked the flue and found it half-choked with a forty-year fall of soot and old nests, and made a note to brush it before I trusted the fire much further, because a blocked flue is how a warm house becomes a dead one. I washed the windows, four of them, the panes coming clear under the cloth to show me the garden gone gold in the failing light. I took the verdigris off two more pots and decided the rest could wait.

The work took hours and I lost myself in it, and somewhere in the losing I stopped flinching every time the house did something, because the house kept doing the small useful thing alongside me, and you cannot stay afraid of a thing that keeps quietly handing you the tool you were reaching for.

And the house worked alongside me, which I can only describe and not explain.

A cabinet I’d tried that morning, swollen shut, stood open when I came back to it, the door swung wide and the hinge oiled and silent where it had shrieked at me before. A windowpane I’d left half-cleaned, gone to dusk before I finished, was clear and bright when I glanced at it twice. The two copper pots had four friends now, all of them gleaming, and I had cleaned exactly two of them, and I stood in the middle of the warming kitchen with a rag in my hand and felt the house doing the work with me, the way a good crew does, the way I hadn’t had since Davies got on his plane.

“You’re not subtle,” I told it. The fire flickered, amber, like a man trying not to grin.

When I went back through the entry hall toward evening, the key cabinet had changed.

Two keys had moved. Yesterday they’d hung on the high empty hooks at the top, out of easy reach. Now two of them sat on the lowest row, at the height of my hand, and one of them, when I opened the glass and lifted it free, was warm. Not stinging-hot like the plain key on my own ring last night. Just warm, friendly, like a mug of tea.

I followed the warmth the way you’d follow a divining rod, room to room, until the key got warmer near a door under the stairs I’d marked as a cupboard. The lock took it. The door opened on a linen closet, deep and dry, and the shelves were stacked with sheets and blankets and pillows, and the whole closet breathed out a smell of lavender so strong and clean it made my eyes sting. The linen was old but unrotted, folded in tight squares, and on the top shelf sat a stack of pillowcases embroidered at the hem in a thread I didn’t recognize, little looping marks that weren’t letters.

Greta’s, I thought. Or older. Someone had kept this house in linen for a household that wasn’t here, year after year, for who knew how long.

I took an armful upstairs and found a bedroom that opened for me, and I made a bed. A real bed, with sheets and a blanket and two pillows that smelled of lavender, in a room with a window looking over the garden. I sat on the edge of it and pressed both hands flat to the mattress and didn’t let myself think about the kebab shop or the camp mat or any of the last six months. Just sat in a made bed in a house that was, slowly, deciding to keep me.

I almost slept right there. But the light was still in the sky and there was a gate I hadn’t opened yet, so I went out to the walled garden before dark.

The garden gate was iron, vine-choked, and the leaf-headed key off my own ring fit it. Inside was a green riot grown to chest height, brambles and nettles and the gone-wild descendants of plants someone had once put in rows. I waded into it with my gloves on and a billhook from the toolbox and cleared a path toward the center on instinct, because there’s always a center, gardens are built around them.

The work was hard and good. I sweated through my shirt in the cool afternoon, and the brambles fought back, and twice I had to stop and dig a thorn out of the meat of my palm through a gap in the glove. But a path opened ahead of me as I cut, and the deeper I went the more I could see the bones of what the garden had been: raised beds edged in old brick, gone soft and shapeless under the green but still there, laid out in a pattern, paths between them now lost. Somebody had built this for growing things in rows. Somebody had knelt in this soil for years. I found a hand fork rusted into the dirt where it had been dropped and never picked up, and I worked it free and cleaned it on my jeans and pocketed it, because a tool left in the ground is a tool that wants using, and the thought of Greta dropping it one day and never coming back for it sat oddly heavy in my chest.

I found the ward stone by walking into it.

It was a granite pillar, waist-high, square-cut, half-swallowed by ivy, set into the ground at the dead center of the garden like a boundary marker that had decided to stand guard over the heart instead of the edge. When I tore the ivy off it I found symbols cut into all four faces, deep old grooves, geometric and exact, nothing I could read, the same cold precise hand as the marks embroidered on the linen. I put my gloved hand flat on the top of it the way Greta had in the photograph.

The symbols lit. A low blue glow ran up out of the grooves, cold and clean, pulsing once, twice, in time with something, and a thin hum came up through my palm and into the bones of my wrist, a vibration just below sound. Then it faded, the blue sinking back into the stone, the hum dying away, like a thing that had woken up enough to see who’d touched it and then gone back to sleep, unsatisfied.

“I felt that,” I said to the stone. “I don’t know what it was, but I felt it.”

The stone said nothing, which by now I was used to.

I went back inside as the light failed, and the house was waiting for me, and it had stopped being subtle hours ago.

The fire was wrong. That’s how I knew before I knew anything.

I came into the kitchen and the fire that had burned honey-gold for a full day and a night was burning amber shot through with green, sick green-gold flickers chasing up through the flame, and the air in the room had a pressure to it I felt in my ears, the way air feels before a storm or in a lift dropping fast. The copper pots hung dead still and then, as I stood there, began to swing. All of them, in their rack, swinging on their hooks in a slow circle with no draft to move them, no door open, nothing.

“Okay,” I said. My voice came out thin. “Okay. Last night you showed me something. I’m asking nicely. Whatever you’re doing, I’d appreciate a warning next time, before, not during.”

The pots stopped. All at once, mid-swing, dead.

And in the back wall of the kitchen, in the blank stretch of stone beside the pantry where I had scrubbed mortar four hours ago and there had been nothing but wall, a door grew.

I don’t have a better word. It didn’t appear, snap, there. It came up out of the stone over the space of three breaths, an iron-banded door, narrow, ancient, the wood black and the bands red with rust, and across it, holding it shut, a heavy oak beam dropped into two iron brackets. A barred door. Barred from this side. Built to keep something out, or somebody from coming in.

And the beam was straining.

I could hear it. A creak under load, the brackets groaning, the beam bowing the smallest fraction toward me as something on the far side pushed. The fireplace surged, the green-gold flames leaping up the flue, and the pressure in the room cranked tighter until my teeth ached with it, and a smell came through the seams of that door, smoke and burning and crushed herbs and panic.

The beam cracked.

A split ran up the middle of the oak with a sound like a gunshot, and through the gap, through the inch of open dark, I saw fire. Real fire, orange and violent, a stone kitchen on the other side of that door coming apart in flame and falling beams, exactly the kitchen I’d seen in the hearth last night, and braced against the door from the far side, holding it shut against something clawing through behind her, was the woman.

She was real. She was right there, an inch of cracked oak between us, close enough that I could see the soot on her cheek and the sweat in her loose blonde hair and the torn black of her bodice straining over a chest heaving with each desperate breath. Amber fire wrapped both her fists where they pressed against the wood. Her arms shook with the effort. Behind her the orange fire roared and something dark hammered the door and she was losing, I could see she was losing, the door bowing inward under whatever was on her side of it.

She turned her head and saw me through the crack. Amber eyes, wide, blazing, furious, not afraid.

And she shouted at me, in English, in a voice raw from smoke and rage and three feet of splintering oak:

“If you’re the anchor, OPEN THE DAMN DOOR.”

The beam screamed in its brackets. The fire surged green-gold up the hearth and orange behind her, and the whole kitchen, mine and hers, both at once, filled with the roar of it, and I was already moving, already reaching, both hands going for the cracked beam while everything I knew about anything fell away behind me like the bottom of a lift.


Chapter 3: Fire and Fury

The beam was hot.

That’s the detail my hands gave me first, before fear, before sense. I grabbed the cracked oak where it bowed toward me and it was hot as a radiator on full, and the split running up its middle was widening as I touched it, and on the other side a woman was screaming at me to open it, so I did the only thing the situation allowed.

I lifted.

The beam came up out of its brackets in a shower of rust and a sound like the house itself crying out, heavier than it had any right to be, and I staggered back with it across my forearms and dropped it ringing on the flagstones, and the door blew open.

Fire came through first. Green-gold, a roaring column of it that punched up the chimney and out across the kitchen ceiling, and the heat hit me like a wall and I threw an arm up and the woman came through it.

She fell. Out of the burning kitchen on the far side, out of the orange and the falling beams, through the door and the gold fire, and hit my flagstones hard, rolled, and came up in a crouch with both fists still wrapped in amber flame and her teeth bared and her amber eyes wild, looking for the thing she’d been holding the door against.

Up close she was overwhelming. There’s no honest smaller word. Even soot-streaked and bleeding from a cut above her eyebrow, even crouched and snarling on my kitchen floor, Sigrid Kindler hit the room like a hearth door slammed open. Blonde hair come fully loose, lit gold at every edge by the fire she’d brought with her. A body built on a scale I’d have called impossible an hour ago, full and lush and powerful, her chest heaving against the torn laces of a black bodice that had clearly given up the fight some time ago, her bare arms corded with the strength of someone who held doors against monsters for a living. She was fury made flesh and she was, I registered with a part of my brain that had no business being awake, magnificent.

She saw the open door behind her and screamed something in a language that wasn’t English. Then her eyes found me, frozen by the table with a splintered beam at my feet, and her face went from rage to bafflement to a fresh and specific rage.

“Where am I?” she shouted. “Who are you? Why is this wickfire STARVING?”

I didn’t get to answer. The first parasite came through the door.

It poured out of the dark beyond the flame like smoke that had decided to have a body, a translucent grey thing the size of a rat, too many legs, a suggestion of mandibles, and it hit the floor and didn’t slow down, scrabbling straight for the pantry wall. Then another. Then a dozen, a stream of them, smoke given teeth, flooding out of the burning world on the other side of my kitchen and scattering across my floor, and the first one to reach the pantry simply burrowed into the stone, into solid stone, like it was mud, and was gone inside the wall.

“They followed me,” Sigrid snarled, on her feet now, fire roaring back up her fists. “Of course they followed me. Anchor, are you going to STAND there, ah, you ARE going to stand there, useless, of course you are.”

One of them leapt at my face.

I didn’t think. There’s a thing that happens when something comes at your eyes, older than thought, and my hand was already moving and what it closed on was the cast-iron skillet, the big one, the one I’d cleaned that afternoon and hung back on its hook within arm’s reach because some part of me likes a heavy pan where I can find it.

I swung.

The skillet caught the thing mid-air and it burst. Just burst, popped like a soap bubble full of ash, a puff of grey nothing and a smell of cold smoke, and the iron rang in my hand and I was already turning to find the next one.

Sigrid stared at me. For two full seconds, in the middle of the fire and the chaos, she stared at me with an expression I’d spend a while trying to name, and then she threw her head back and laughed, a huge delighted roar of a laugh, and said, “OH, I LIKE you,” and waded into the swarm with both blazing fists.

What followed I could only ever tell you in pieces, because that’s how it stayed in me.

The skillet in both hands, swinging flat and hard, two of them, three, each one bursting to ash and cold smoke. Sigrid beside me, a head shorter and twice the force of nature, grabbing parasites out of the air and crushing them in fists of amber fire, the wickfire flaring brighter every time it ate one. The two of us back to back without deciding to be, her heat at my spine, the pantry shelves coming down as a clutch of the things tried to nest in the wall and she burned them out of the mortar with a gout of flame and a curse.

A poker. I dropped the skillet at some point and came up with the fireplace poker because it had reach, and ran one of them through where it crouched on the table, and the iron killed it as dead as the pan had. That was the pattern I worked out in the middle of it, the way I work out anything, by failing at it twice and then seeing the rule. Iron killed them. Fire killed them. They feared the firestones and they loved the soft places, the mortar joints, the gaps under cabinets, the cracks where a wall had given up, and they went for the dark and the soft every time, which meant if I put my back to a solid wall and kept iron moving they had to come to me across open stone where I could see them.

So I did that. I put my back to the great hearth, where the fire at my spine meant nothing could come at me from behind without burning, and I let them come, and I killed them as they came, and Sigrid, fighting loose and savage in the middle of the room, glanced back once and saw what I’d done and barked a laugh.

“You found the trick,” she shouted, fire roaring up her arms. “Back to the fire, force them onto the open floor. Who taught you that?”

“Nobody,” I shouted back, bursting another. “It’s just where the wall is.”

“It’s just where the wall is,” she repeated, delighted and disbelieving, and waded back in.

Out into the entry hall. Three of them broke for the front of the house and we chased, Sigrid’s fire throwing our shadows huge up the staircase, and I cornered two against the wainscoting and Sigrid took the third out of the air over my head with a sound of pure savage joy.

And the last one.

The last one went for the key cabinet. It hit the glass and stuck and started to burrow, into the wood, toward the hooks and the keys, and Sigrid was across the hall and I was closer and I got there first and I did not hit the cabinet with iron, because some instinct told me not to, and instead I grabbed the thing in my bare gloved hand and tore it off the glass and crushed it. It burst against my palm, cold and foul, and I stood there shaking it off my glove with my heart going like a hammer.

The cabinet glass was scratched but whole. The keys hung untouched. And one of them, the plain one I’d watched move yesterday, was glowing faintly, like it had been frightened.

Then it was quiet.

Behind us, in the kitchen, the green-gold column had died back. The iron-banded door stood open on blank stone, just stone, the burning world on the far side gone as if it had never been, and as I watched the door itself began to sink back into the wall the way it had grown out of it, the rust fading, the wood going smooth, until there was only the stretch of stone by the pantry where I’d repointed mortar that afternoon. Sealed. Whatever it had been a door to, it wasn’t a door to anything now.

The fire in the hearth settled. The green went out of it. It came back to honey-amber, steady, calm, a sleeping cat again, and the whole kitchen exhaled and the pressure went out of the air and my ears popped.

I leaned on the table with both hands and breathed.

Sigrid stood in the middle of my kitchen, fire dying off her fists to nothing, and finally looked around her. Not at me. At the room. At the hearth, the table, the pots, the stone, and her face changed, the fury draining out of it inch by inch, and she walked slowly to the fireplace and put one bare hand flat against the warm lintel where I’d put mine the night before.

“Oh,” she said, very quietly, in a completely different voice. “Oh, you poor thing. You’ve been alone for so long.”

She wasn’t talking to me.

I let her have the moment. I picked the skillet up off the floor, and hung it back on its hook, and found that my hands had decided to start shaking now that there was nothing left to hit, and I let them. I’d learned that much in a hard year: you don’t fight the shake, the shake is just the fear arriving late, after it’s safe, and the only thing to do is let it run through and out.

I took stock the way I take stock of a finished job. The pantry was wrecked, two shelves down, a clutch of broken jars, a hole burned in the mortar where Sigrid had cleaned a nest out of the wall, soot up the plaster. The key cabinet glass was scratched but whole. The table had a long scorch-mark across one end. There was grey ash powder drifting down out of the air, the last of the things we’d killed, settling on every surface like dirty snow and then, as I watched, simply ceasing to be, dissolving into nothing, leaving the stone clean. Even their bodies didn’t want to stay in the world.

The damage was real and the damage was survivable, and cataloguing it steadied me more than any deep breath could have, because a list of broken things is a list of things that can be fixed, and a man with a list is a man with a morning.

After a while she turned around and looked at me properly, and the assessment in her amber eyes was as thorough as any I’d ever run on a building.

“You hit it with a pan,” she said.

“It was coming at my face.”

“You hit a smoke-wraith with an iron pan and it worked because iron grounds them, and you didn’t know that, you just had iron in your hand and the sense to swing it.” She folded her arms, which did remarkable things to the strained laces of her bodice, and I dragged my eyes up to her face by main force and mostly succeeded. “You’re the anchor.”

“I’m Wes. Wes Calder. I inherited this house yesterday and I don’t know what an anchor is.”

She stared at me. Then she laughed again, but tired this time, leaning back against the warm stone of the hearth and sliding down it until she was sitting on the flagstones with her knees up, suddenly looking like exactly what she was, a woman who had been fighting for her life in a collapsing world and had fallen through a hole in reality into a stranger’s kitchen.

“Of course,” she said to the ceiling. “Of course the house finally finds an anchor and it’s a mundane who fights with cookware and doesn’t know his own name for it. Of course it is.”

“Are you hurt?”

“What?”

“You’re bleeding.” I nodded at the cut over her eyebrow, the soot, the scrapes on her forearms. “Are you hurt. It’s a simple question.”

She touched her eyebrow, looked at the blood on her fingers like she’d forgotten she had a body, and something in her face went briefly, completely undefended.

“No,” she said. “Not badly. I’ve had worse.”

“When did you last eat?”

That got me a sharper look, suspicion snapping back up like a portcullis. “Why.”

“Because you fell through a fire into my kitchen and helped me kill a swarm of smoke-rats and you look like you haven’t eaten in three days, and I’ve got bread and a tin of soup and a fire that apparently does what it’s told, and feeding people is the one part of all of this I actually understand.” I was already moving to the box of food. “So. When did you last eat?”

She watched me the way a person watches a thing they’ve decided not to trust and can’t quite stop looking at.

“Why do you care,” she said. “When did I eat. You don’t know me. You don’t know what I am. For all you know I’m the dangerous thing that came through the door and the smoke-rats were running from me.”

“Are you?”

“No. But you don’t know that.”

“No,” I agreed. “I don’t. But you fought beside me instead of burning me, and you put your hand on my fireplace like it was a sick animal instead of a weapon, and you’re swaying on your feet because you’re running on nothing, and I’ve been running on nothing myself lately, so I know the look. I can find out what you are tomorrow. Tonight you’re a person in my kitchen who needs feeding, and that I can do something about right now, which is more than I can say for most of the rest of this.” I set the pot on the stove. “So. When did you last eat?”

She stared at me a moment longer, and something in the set of her shoulders gave way, just slightly.

“I don’t remember,” she admitted.

So I fed her.

I warmed the soup over the camp stove, and the fire let me, and while it heated I found the bread I’d bought in Barrowfen and cut it thick, and dug out the small block of cheese and the apple from my box, and laid it all out on the cleaner end of the scorched table like it was a meal worth setting. It wasn’t much. It was a tin of soup and a shop loaf and a man’s camping supplies. But I’ve come to believe that the setting of it matters as much as the food, that there’s a difference between handing someone something to eat and putting a plate down in front of them like they’re a person worth the trouble, and she’d just fallen out of the end of her world, and the least I could do was the trouble.

She ate the way I’d eaten the night before, the way you eat when you’ve stopped expecting food, fast and without grace and with a kind of disbelief. She got through the soup and most of the loaf and two cups of clear sweet water from the tap, and somewhere in the middle of it the trembling came out of her too, and she let it, the same way I’d let mine, and neither of us mentioned the other’s hands.

“This bread’s stale,” she said, around a mouthful of it, which was the first thing she’d said in ten minutes.

“It’s two days old. Shop bread. I’m not a baker.”

“No.” She tore another piece. “No, you’re not.” But she ate all of it, stale and all, and there was something in the flat way she’d said it that I didn’t understand yet, a kitchen witch tasting a man’s bad bread and filing it away as a problem she intended to solve.

When she’d eaten she looked better, and stronger, and like she’d remembered she had a temper.

“All right,” she said. “Mundane. Wes. You want to know what you are, I’ll tell you what you are, because you’ll get us all killed faster if you don’t.” She gestured at the hearth, the room, the house breathing warm around us. “This is a witch-estate. A refuge. Built to shelter women like me when our sanctuaries fall, and they all fall, eventually, every one. The house is alive. You’ve noticed.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“It can’t run itself. A house full of witches and no anchor goes bad, the magic turns on itself, the rooms eat each other, the whole thing curdles. So it needs a human at the center. An anchor. Someone who chooses to keep it, and tend it, and not exploit it, and the choosing is the whole of it, the choosing is the magic.” She tore a last piece of bread. “It used to take powerful witches generations to make an anchor. And this house, this poor starving house that’s been alone for forty years, reached across the dark and got” she waved the bread at me, “you. A mundane with a pan.”

“You keep saying mundane like it’s a slur.”

“It is a slur.” But there was no heat in it now. She looked at the fire. “It lit for you. You said something to it and it lit, didn’t it. That’s why I came through here and not somewhere else. The kitchen was the hungriest room and you’d already started feeding it.” She shook her head slowly. “Wickfire doesn’t lie. It burned for you. I don’t understand it, but it did.”

“Last night,” I said. “Before any of this. The fire showed me you. Holding a door.”

Her jaw tightened. “Cinderfall,” she said. “My sanctuary. It’s gone now. It was going when you saw me, and now it’s gone, and I’m here, and I didn’t choose this.” She looked at me, and the grief was right there at the front of it, raw and recent. “I want to be clear about that. I didn’t choose to come here. The house took me because I fit the wound in its wall. That’s not the same as choosing.”

“I know it isn’t,” I said.

She blinked. Whatever she’d braced for, it wasn’t agreement.

“You’ll have heard,” she went on, slower, watching me, “that an anchor and a witch can bond. The wickbond. You’ll hear a lot about it before this is over. I’ll tell you the only part that matters tonight, so you don’t get any ideas while I’m too tired to set you straight.” She leaned forward, and her voice dropped, and it was steel. “The house can open doors. It can light fires and warm water and shift keys and put the two of us in the same room. It cannot make me want anything. It cannot make me trust you, or bond with you, or so much as pass you the salt. The wickbond is a choice, made awake, by both, or it’s nothing, and the house knows the difference even when men don’t. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” I said. “Completely. And for what it’s worth, I wasn’t going to get any ideas. I’m three days into owning a haunted kitchen and I’ve just learned the smoke can bite. Romance is a long way down my list.”

She looked at me for a long moment. Then, grudgingly, the corner of her mouth moved.

“A pan,” she said again, to herself, like she couldn’t get over it.

“There’s a bathhouse,” I told her. “Hot spring, the house grew it overnight, it’s clean and it’s warm and you’re covered in soot and blood. You can have it. I’ll keep the fire and the door and the pan, and if anything else comes through I’ll wake you. Tomorrow you can tell me what I need to do to keep this place from eating itself. Tonight you eat and wash and sleep, in that order, because those are the three things that fix most things, and the rest can wait for daylight.”

“That’s very organized,” she said, “for a man whose kitchen just bled witches and monsters in equal number.”

“I run on lists when everything else falls apart. It’s a personality flaw. It’s also the only reason I’m still upright.” I started clearing the bowl. “Food, wash, sleep. Then morning. Then the list. You’ll find I’m boring like that. Boring’s underrated. Boring is what’s left standing when the exciting things have all burned down.”

She looked at me a moment, soot-streaked and exhausted, and the ghost of something almost like approval crossed her face. “Boring,” she repeated. “The house found itself a boring anchor.” She shook her head slowly. “Maybe that’s exactly what it needed. The exciting ones, the powerful ones, they’re the ones who let it curdle.” She didn’t explain that, then, and I didn’t ask. There’d be time for the list.

Sigrid Kindler stared at me, the fierce blonde witch with fire in her hands and grief behind her amber eyes, and something moved across her face that I didn’t have the right to name yet.

“You’re not what the house was supposed to get,” she said.

“No,” I agreed. “But it got me anyway. I’m told that’s how anchors work.”

She studied me a moment longer, and the suspicion in her face loosened a notch, not into trust, not yet, but into the early shape of it. “I’ll tell you one more thing tonight and then I’m going to sleep for a day,” she said. “An anchor isn’t a master. I’ve heard the stories you’d be thinking, a man in a house full of witches, the magic doing what he says. That’s not what this is. The house didn’t give you the women, it gave you a job. The job is to keep the place standing and the people in it alive and free, and to choose that, every day, when it would be easier to sell up and leave, or worse, to use what’s here.” Her amber eyes were steady on mine. “Greta did the job for forty years. Whoever came before her did it before that. The house is only as good as the man at the center of it, and it has had bad ones, in its long life, and it remembers them. So it’s watching you. Not just whether you can fight. Whether you’re the kind of man who’d fight for people who can’t pay him back.” She looked away, into the fire. “We’ll find out. We always find out.”

“That’s a lot of weight to put on a man you met an hour ago,” I said.

“You put it on yourself,” she said, “when you asked if I’d eaten before you asked anything else.” She huffed something that was nearly a laugh, and got to her feet, and even exhausted and soot-black she filled the room. “Show me this bathhouse. And, Wes.”

“Yeah.”

“Keep the pan close.”


Chapter 4: Learning the Wick

By the third morning, Sigrid had reorganized my entire pantry and informed me that I had been storing flour like a man who hated himself.

“This,” she said, holding up the bag I’d bought in Barrowfen, “goes here, in the stone crock, near the fire but not too near, where the preservation ward can reach it. Not in a paper bag on a cold shelf where it’ll go to weevils in a week. Did nobody teach you anything?”

“I had a mother. She taught me plenty. None of it involved preservation wards.”

“Then she failed you.” But she said it while pressing a slab of fresh bread into my hands, hot, the crust crackling, and the contradiction was so total that I’d given up pointing it out. Sigrid scolded the way other people hugged. You learned to read the bread.

The bread, for the record, was the best thing I had ever eaten. I want that on the record because it mattered. She made it with wickfire, which I was learning meant she made it with something more than heat. She’d bank the hearth low and gold and lay the dough on the firestones themselves, the flat black stones at the floor of the hearth, and murmur to it, and it would rise faster than dough rises and come off the stone smelling of woodsmoke and herbs and something that got into your chest. I ate four pieces the first morning and would have eaten the whole loaf if she hadn’t slapped my hand and called me a locust.

I asked her how the bread rose without yeast, because I am the kind of man who asks how a thing works even when the answer is magic.

“There’s yeast,” she said, offended. “I’m a witch, not a charlatan. There’s flour and water and salt and a starter I made from the wild yeast in your pantry air, which, by the way, is good, this house has been empty forty years and the air’s still alive enough to raise bread, that tells you something about it.” She thumped the next loaf out onto the stone. “But the rise. The rise is trust. Bread rises when the house trusts the cook. I know how that sounds. It’s still true. A starving house gives you a flat loaf and a fed one gives you this.” She broke the new bread open, and the steam came out of it sweet, and the crumb inside was high and soft and shot through with air. “Three days ago this house would have given me a brick. It’s giving me this. That’s not the yeast, Wes. That’s the house deciding it’s worth feeding the people in it. Eat. And stop looking at me like I’ve said something mad. You hit a smoke-wraith with a pan. You don’t get to be the one who finds things hard to believe.”

We were, in those three days, restoring the kitchen, and we did it the way two stubborn people do anything, which is by arguing about the order of operations.

I handled the physical. That was the clear division and I was glad of it because it was the half I understood. I rehung the oven door, which had dropped on its hinges and screamed every time it moved, packing out the worn hinge-pin with a sleeve I cut from a tin can, an old trick, ugly and permanent, and the screaming stopped, and Sigrid grunted approval through a mouthful of the apple she’d been eating while she watched me work. I relaid four cracked floor tiles by the hearth, lifting them, cleaning the beds, setting them true on fresh mortar and tapping each one level with the handle of my hammer while Sigrid told me I was taking too long and I told her a tile set in a hurry is a tile you lay twice.

I cleared the flue, which was the worst job of the lot, a filthy and dangerous business involving a chimney brush on screw-together rods, a tarp over the hearth, and a great deal of swearing as forty years of soot and old jackdaw nests came down in a black avalanche that turned me black to the elbows and put a cough in my chest for a day. But a blocked flue is how a warm house kills the people sleeping in it, and I’d not trusted that fire fully until I knew it could breathe, and afterward it drew clean and true, the smoke going up where smoke belongs, and the fire burned brighter for it, and Sigrid put her hand against the lintel and went quiet and said the house thanked me, and I chose to believe her, because by then I’d stopped finding reasons not to.

She handled the magical, and watching her do it was an education in what wickfire actually was.

It was not, it turned out, just fire. Fire was the visible part. The real thing was heat in all its forms and meanings, and she rode it the way I rode a ladder, without thinking, second nature.

She fed the hearth. That was the phrase she used and it was literal. The fire needed feeding, not with fuel but with attention, with a witch’s presence and the household’s life, and a fire that had burned forty years on nothing but a starving house’s stubbornness drank her attention down like a man out of the desert. She’d sit by it in the evening with her eyes half-shut and her hands open and let it take what it needed, and it would burn brighter, steadier, gold instead of guttering, and the warmth would spread further into the house each night.

The first time I tried to help her feed it, I got a lesson in the gap between us. I sat down across the hearth and opened my hands the way she had and tried to give the fire something, and felt nothing, and the fire did nothing, and Sigrid cracked one eye open and watched me fail with open amusement.

“You can’t feed it that way,” she said. “Not yet. You’re not a witch, you don’t have a fire to give it. What you can give it is the other thing. The choosing. Sit there and decide, properly, all the way down, that you’re keeping this house. Don’t say it. Mean it.” She closed her eye again. “The fire eats heat from me. It eats decision from you. Try.”

So I sat, and I stopped performing it and actually did it, thought about the kitchen and the bathhouse and the woman across the fire and the long list of broken things I meant to fix, and decided, the way you decide to lift something heavy, that I was staying. And the fire stood up an inch and warmed, and Sigrid said, “There,” without opening her eyes, and I understood that the house ran on two fuels, and that I was one of them.

She coaxed the pantry wards back to life, the old preservation magic in the stone shelves, and a wheel of cheese I’d watched go suspect went firm and good again overnight. She got the hot-water pipe to the bathhouse running properly, which I’d failed to do with a wrench because the problem was never the wrench, it was a heat-channel in the wall gone cold for decades that she warmed back up with a hand flat on the stone and a frown of concentration.

And she could feel things. That was the part that unsettled me most and impressed me most, in equal measure. She could read a room. She’d come into a space and go still and tell me whether it was alive or starving or grieving or dangerous, and she was never wrong. She walked the ground floor with me on the second day, room by room, and told me which were merely empty and which were sealed against something, and when we passed the stretch of wall where the door had grown she stopped dead and put her hand on the stone and said, “This one’s healed. Whatever came through, it’s shut now. Good.” She frowned. “But there are others. Not here. Further in. The house has more wounds than this one room.”

“How many?”

“I don’t know. It’s not telling me. It tells you, anchor, or it will, when it trusts you.” She gave me a sideways look. “It’s already deciding it does. That’s faster than it should be. I don’t know if that’s a good sign or a desperate one.”

She tested me, those three days. I knew she was doing it and I let her, because I understood what she was looking for and I understood that she had every reason to look.

The provocations were small. She’d give me an order in the middle of a job, sharp, unreasonable, and watch to see if I’d snap or fold. I did neither. I’d say “in a minute, I’ve got my hands full,” and finish what I was doing, and do the thing she’d asked if it made sense and tell her why I wasn’t if it didn’t. She’d say something cutting about mundanes, about my hands, about a man who’d let a house this fine fall to ruin, knowing I’d inherited it three days ago and the ruin wasn’t mine, watching for the flinch.

“It was Greta’s,” I said, the third time. “My great-aunt. She kept this place alone for forty years and she’s three weeks dead and you’re standing in her kitchen eating her preservation-warded cheese, so maybe go easy on the woman who let it fall to ruin, because as far as I can tell she fought it to ruin and died doing it.”

That one landed. Sigrid went quiet, and looked at the hearth, and after a while said, “I’m sorry. That was unfair,” in a voice that clearly didn’t apologize often.

“You’re testing me,” I said. “I get it. You fell into a stranger’s house and the stranger’s the only thing standing between you and the next swarm. You’d be stupid not to test me. I’d test me too.” I went back to the mortar I was raking out. “But I’ll save you some time. I’m not going to hit you, I’m not going to throw you out, and I’m not going to fold every time you push. I lost a business to a man I trusted. I’m done being soft and I’m done being a doormat both. So push all you want. You’ll just find the same thing every time.”

She didn’t push much after that. Something in her had gotten the answer it came for.

What replaced the pushing was worse, in a way, and better. She started letting me see her. Not all at once, and not on purpose, I think, but the armor came down in small daily increments that I noticed because I notice everything. She stopped flinching when I came up behind her at the hearth. She started handing me things before I asked, the way the house did, a clean knife, the salt, a heel of bread, anticipating me the way you only anticipate someone you’ve started to pay attention to. And she touched me, which she did the way she did everything, directly, without apology, a fist twisted in my shirt to pull me out of the way of a swinging pot, a flat palm shoved against my chest to make a point, a hip checked against mine at the table because she’d decided that was where she wanted to stand. Sigrid didn’t have a gentle setting. She had presence, and she aimed it at you, and being aimed at by Sigrid Kindler was a physical event.

I noticed all of it, and I noticed myself noticing, and I kept my hands to my own work and my eyes mostly on her face, because three days in I’d promised her in her own words that I knew the difference between a house throwing two people together and two people choosing, and I wasn’t going to be the man who forgot it the first time she pressed warm against my side and looked up at me with the firelight in her hair.

The accident happened on the third afternoon.

I was working on the firestones, the flat black stones at the floor of the hearth, resetting one that had cracked and shifted, and the fire was banked low and gold to let me, and I was reaching past it with a chisel to lever the cracked stone up. The chisel slipped. It does, sometimes, even for careful hands, and it skated off the stone and the edge of it opened a clean shallow cut across the heel of my palm.

I swore. Pulled my hand back. And three fat drops of blood fell off my palm before I could close it, and landed on the firestone.

The house woke up.

I felt it before I heard it. A bass thrum came up through the floor and the walls and my own bones, a single deep note below hearing, and the firestones lit, all of them, a deep red glow in the black stone, and the fire surged straight up the flue in a column of gold, and the warmth, the warmth came up through my cut hand and into my arm and across my chest and bloomed there, behind my breastbone, a heat that had nothing to do with the fire in front of me. It spread and settled and sat there, warm, like a coal banked in my own chest, and I sat back on my heels with my bleeding hand held against me and felt the whole kitchen, the whole house, ring around me like a struck bell going slowly quiet.

Sigrid was across the room in three strides.

“Your blood,” she breathed. She wasn’t looking at the cut. She was looking at the firestones, at the fading red glow, at me, with an expression I’d never seen on her, something close to fear. “You bled into the firestone. The house took your blood.” She crouched in front of me and took my wrist, turned my hand over, looked at the shallow cut already stopping. “It recognizes your blood now. Wes. Do you understand what that means.”

“No,” I said honestly. My voice came out rough. The warmth in my chest hadn’t faded. It sat there, banked and steady, and I could feel, if I was still and didn’t fight it, the fire in the hearth, its hunger, its slow gold contentment, like a second sense I’d grown in the last thirty seconds. “No. I felt the whole house just now. Like it was, like I was, I don’t have the words. What does it mean?”

“It means the house has chosen you all the way down,” she said. “Blood-deep. An anchor’s blood is the key to everything, the wards, the rooms, the doors. The house can wake stones with it. Feed wards with it. It’s why anchors used to be powerful witches, you needed the strength to give that much of yourself and not be drained dry.” She was still holding my wrist. “And the house just took yours, freely, on a chisel-slip, and lit every firestone in the room. A mundane. I’ve never heard of it. It shouldn’t be possible.”

“Is it taking something from me,” I asked. “When it does that. Is it…” I didn’t have the word. “Is it spending me.”

She went still, and looked at me properly, and there was a respect in it I hadn’t earned with the pan. “That’s the right question,” she said. “Most men would ask what they can do with it. You asked what it costs.” She turned my hand over again, traced the shallow cut with her thumb. “Yes. It costs. Blood is blood, and the kind of giving the house wants from an anchor goes deeper than a cut, it takes from your strength, your warmth, the thing that keeps you upright. Give it a little and it’s like a day’s hard work. Give it too much and it’s like bleeding out slow, you’ll go grey and cold and your nose will run red and your hands will shake, and if you don’t stop you’ll give the house everything you’ve got and have nothing left to stand on.” Her jaw set. “Which is why anchors were powerful witches, who had reserves to spend. You’re a mundane with a contractor’s stubbornness and a body that thinks pain is just information. That’s the most dangerous combination this house could possibly have picked, because you’ll spend yourself dry to fix something and call it a fair trade.” She let go of my wrist. “So here’s your first rule, and I mean it. You don’t bleed for this house without me knowing. Ever. I’ll tell you when it’s a day’s work and when it’s too much, because I can feel it on you, I can feel the fire pulling at you right now, and you can’t, not yet. Promise me.”

I looked at her, the fierce blonde witch holding my hand to a glowing firestone, more frightened for me than I was for myself, and I understood that the worry was its own kind of confession.

“I promise,” I said. “You’ll know.”

“Good.” She didn’t let go right away. “Good.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Everything here is dangerous.” But she said it absently, still staring at my hand, and then she let go of my wrist and sat back on her heels and looked at me, fully, for what felt like a long time.

I should tell you, in fairness, what I was looking at while she looked at me, because I’d be lying if I left it out.

She was close. Crouched in front of me on the firestones with the gold light all over her, and the soot was gone now, three days washed away, and her skin had a firelit warmth to it that started at her face and went down her throat and into the strained black laces of the bodice she still wore because she had nothing else, and the bodice was losing, and I was a man with a banked coal of new warmth in my chest and a beautiful furious witch six inches from my face, and I noticed. I noticed the heat-flush across her chest where she’d leaned toward the fire, the rise and fall of her breathing, the way the firelight moved on the full curve of her where the laces gave up. I noticed, and I dragged my eyes back to hers, because three days in I’d learned that Sigrid Kindler missed nothing, and she’d caught me.

She didn’t bristle. I’d expected the portcullis. Instead the corner of her mouth curled, slow, and she let me see her catch me, and held it a beat, and then stood up and broke it, deliberately, like a card she was choosing not to play yet.

“Bandage that hand,” she said, brisk again, turning to the fire. “You’ll feed the wards with it eventually, but not today, today you bleed into a clean cloth like a normal person. We’ll talk tonight. There are things you need to understand before this house gives you any more of itself.”

We talked over dinner.

She cooked it, of course. A stew, on the hearth, in one of the copper pots I’d shined, and it was the second best thing I’d ever eaten after the bread, and we sat at the scrubbed table with the gold fire low and the dark on the windows and she told me, plainly, what the wickbond was.

“It’s a bond between an anchor, a witch, and the house,” she said. “Three-cornered. When a witch and an anchor choose each other, truly, the house recognizes it and binds them, and after that the witch can draw shelter and strength from the estate, and the anchor can sense the witch, feel her, know when she’s in danger, even reach a little of her power through her if the bond is deep enough.” She turned her cup in her hands. “It makes a witch stronger. Stabler. A bonded witch in a tended estate is a different thing from a witch alone in the dark. And it makes the house stronger, and the anchor, and the whole household. It’s how a refuge becomes a home instead of just a wall to hide behind.”

“And how does it form? You said it can’t be forced.”

“It can’t.” Her eyes came up, sharp. “I told you the first night and I’ll tell you again because it’s the only thing here worth dying on. The house can put us in a room. It can warm the room and light the fire and make us feel things, and it will, it’s shameless, you’ll learn. But the bond only forms on a choice. Made awake. By both. The estate creates opportunity. It does not create consent. If you ever forget the difference, you stop being an anchor and start being the thing this house was built to keep out.”

“I won’t forget it.”

“See that you don’t. Men forget it. That’s the whole history of why witch-estates need anchors at all, and why most of them have gone dark. A house full of power and a man at the center of it who decides the power is his. It curdles fast, and what it curdles into is the thing the wisps and worse come sniffing after.” She turned her cup. “You’ve been good about it so far. Three days’ worth of opportunity the house has thrown at you, and you’ve kept your hands to your own work and asked me twice whether a thing was my choice. I noticed. The house noticed. It’s half the reason I’m sitting at this table saying what I’m about to say.”

“Good,” she said, softer. She drank. And then, in a different voice, quieter, she said: “When you bled into the firestone today. The house wanted to bond us, right then. I felt it pull. It would have been so easy. You’d just given it your blood, the room was lit, you were looking at me like that, and I was looking at you, and the house was practically shoving us together.”

I went still.

“I didn’t,” she said. “Because blood isn’t consent and a warm coal in your chest isn’t consent and the house wanting it isn’t consent. The house doesn’t get to decide for me. I decide.” She set the cup down. “So I’m deciding now, with a full stomach and a clear head and no fire pulling on either of us, away from the moment, where you can be sure it’s me.”

Across the table, the gold light moved on her face, deepening her amber eyes until they looked cut from the fire itself, and she looked at me without a scrap of the fury she wore like armor, just a woman who had fallen out of a dying world and decided to stop falling.

“I want the wickbond, Wes,” Sigrid said. “With you. I’ve decided. The question is whether you do.”


Chapter 5: First Wickclaim

“Yes,” I said. “But first I need to ask you something, and I need a straight answer, because you’d want me to.”

Sigrid’s eyes narrowed across the table. “Ask.”

“Is this you, or is it the house. You said it yourself, it’s shameless, it wants this. You’ve been here three days, you fell out of a fire, you’ve got nothing but the clothes you came in and a stranger’s kitchen. I’m not going to be the thing you reach for because there’s nothing else warm in the dark.” I held her gaze. “If you want it because you want it, I’m yours. If any part of this is the house pushing you or the fear pushing you, then we wait, and I’ll keep the fire and the door, and nothing changes between us except I keep feeding you.”

For a moment she just looked at me. Then she stood up from the table, slow, and the chair scraped on the flagstones, and she walked the length of it toward me with the gold fire throwing her shadow long up the wall, and she did not look like a woman being pushed by anything.

“You want to know if it’s me,” she said. She reached the kitchen door, the real one, the one to the hall, and she dropped the heavy iron latch into place, and the sound of it was loud in the quiet room. “Listen carefully, because I’ll only be soft about it once. The house lit the room. Fine. The house lit the room the first night, before I came through, when it was just you and a pan and a fire that should have been dead. The house has been lighting rooms for you since you said you weren’t selling.” She came back toward me, and her hands went to the laces of the bodice that had been losing its war for three days. “But the house didn’t put you between me and that swarm. The house didn’t ask me if I’d eaten. The house didn’t tell me to go easy on a dead woman it never met. You did that. You. So no, Wes Calder, it’s not the house.”

The laces came loose.

I’d like to tell you I kept my composure. I’d been keeping it carefully for three days, dragging my eyes up by main force every time the firelight found her, and now she stood in front of me in my dead great-aunt’s warm kitchen and pulled the black bodice open and let it fall, and every careful thing I’d built came down at once.

She was extraordinary. I’d known it from the first soot-streaked second on the floor, but soot and torn black had been hiding the half of it, and now there was nothing hiding any of it. Her breasts came free of the bodice and dropped heavy and full into the firelight, bigger than my hands could ever hope to hold, the lush weight of them swaying with the slow sway of her breath, and the gold light poured down the deep valley between them and gilded the underside of each one where it hung. Her nipples had already drawn up tight, dark and stiff and flushed a deep rose against the fair heat-pinked skin, the wide areolae crinkled hard in the cool air, and lower the firelight rode the soft curve of her belly and the strong flare of her hips. She carried the heat of the hearth she’d sat beside for three days in every inch of her, skin gone warm and gleaming as if lit from inside. She watched me look. She wanted me to look. And I looked, openly, dragging my eyes over all of it without apology, because she’d earned the looking and I’d earned the right to do it, and the banked coal in my chest flared up hot and the fire in the hearth flared with it.

“There it is,” she said, low and satisfied, catching the surge of the fire and what it meant. “The house feels what you feel. Did you know that? It’s going to be very loud about this.” She pressed in close, and put one hand flat on my chest and shoved, not hard, just enough, and I let her walk me back until the edge of the scrubbed table caught me. “Sit. On the table. I’ve been imagining this since you hit that thing with the pan and I want it the way I want it.”

“You give a lot of orders for a woman about to find out I give them back,” I said.

She grinned, fierce and delighted, the same grin from the fight. “Do you, now.”

“Lace your hands behind my neck,” I told her, and held still, and watched her decide. “And kiss me like you mean it before you do another thing. I want the first part to be slow.”

She could have refused. Sigrid Kindler refused things on principle. But the order landed the way the bread landed, something she’d been waiting to be given, and she laced her hands behind my neck and pressed the full warm length of her against me and kissed me, and there was nothing slow about how she started it, but I held the back of her neck and slowed it down anyway, kissed her the way I’d told her I would, until the fierce edge went out of it and her breath went unsteady against my mouth and she made a low sound she clearly hadn’t meant to make.

“There,” I said against her lips. “That’s better.”

“Don’t get used to setting the pace,” she breathed.

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

I kissed her again, slower still, and let my hands learn her while I did it, sliding down from her neck to her bare shoulders, down the strong lines of her back, the warmth of her skin a live thing under my palms. She was all heat and weight and want, pressed against me, her fingers digging harder into my shirt every time my hands found a new part of her, and when I brought them up between us and cupped the full heavy weight of her breasts she gasped against my mouth and arched into my hands, and the fire in the hearth leapt with her.

“You’re going to be a problem,” she said, low and breathless, as I hefted the full heavy weight of her in both palms and dragged my thumbs across the stiff peaks, rolling them, pinching just enough to make her grip clamp down on the back of my neck. “I thought you’d be soft. A mundane, soft hands, soft…” She lost the word as I bent and put my mouth to her throat, then lower, to the hearthlit swell of her, and drew one tight nipple deep between my lips and sucked, hard, flicking the stiff peak of it with my tongue, feeling it pull tighter still in my mouth. “Oh,” she said, the way she’d said it when she touched the hearth, undefended. “Oh, that’s not soft at all.” I grazed it with my teeth and she swore, her hands flying to the back of my head, and I moved to the other and gave it the same, sucking the heavy flesh into my mouth until she was arching and panting and the fire roared up the flue with her.

“No,” I said, against her skin, and gave the other the same, and felt her hands fist in my hair, holding me there, her breathing gone ragged. “Tell me what you want, Sigrid. You came in here giving orders. Give me one.”

“I want to taste you,” she said, fierce and certain, pulling my head up so I had to look at her. “I’ve wanted it since the skillet. Let me.”

Then she sank down in front of me, between my knees, onto the warm firestones, and looked up at me with the fire behind her and her hands already going to my belt, and the breath went out of me.

She freed my cock and it sprang up hard and heavy into the firelight, already flushed dark and aching, and she wrapped one warm sure hand around the base of it and squeezed, then stroked once, slow, dragging her fist up the whole length until a bead of clear precum welled at the tip, watching my face the whole time, and the gold light flickered higher in the hearth with whatever it was reading off me. “Already so hard for me,” she said, pleased, possessive, smearing her thumb through the wet at the head and stroking it down. “So big, and so hard, and dripping for me already. Three days pretending you weren’t looking. I felt you looking, Wes. Every time.”

“I wasn’t subtle.”

“No.” She stroked again, firmer, twisting her wrist at the top, dragging the loose skin up over the swollen head and back down, learning what made my hips jerk and then doing it again on purpose. “You weren’t. Every time I bent over that hearth. Every time the bodice gave up another inch. You’d drag your eyes up to my face like a gentleman and I’d feel the heat come off you anyway, the whole kitchen would feel it, the fire would jump.” She leaned in and dragged the flat of her tongue, hot and slow and wet, up the underside of me from root to tip, lapping the thick vein the whole way, eyes never leaving mine, and the fire jumped now, gold climbing the flue. “I kept thinking, there’s a man who wants me and won’t take a thing he hasn’t been given. Do you know how rare that is, where I come from? How rare it is anywhere?” Another long slow lick, and then she wrapped her lips around the head and suckled it, soft and obscene, her tongue swirling the leaking tip before she pulled off with a wet sound that made my hand fist on the table edge. “It made me want to give it to you. Just to watch what an honest man does with permission.”

She rose up on her knees, and gathered her heavy breasts in both hands, and looked up at me with amber eyes gone molten in the firelight. “Watch me. Don’t you dare close your eyes for this.”

She wrapped them around me.

The heat of her is the thing I’ll never have the words for. She pressed those full soft breasts together around my cock from both sides, swallowed me whole between them, buried me to the root in warmth and weight and slick gold-lit skin until only the flushed head of me showed at the top of her cleavage. She squeezed them tight around my shaft, her own stiff nipples dragging against my thighs, and began to move, sliding the warm soft heavy length of herself up and down so that my cock fucked the deep valley between her tits, appearing and disappearing in the firelit cleft of her, and I made a sound I didn’t plan and gripped the edge of the table hard enough to feel the grain bite my palms.

She was made for it and she knew it, and the knowing was half of what made it so good. She’d cup the underside of both heavy breasts and lift them, mashing them tight around me, and the soft flushed weight of her swallowed my cock to the root and then drew slow back up until just the gleaming head pushed out the top, slick and dark, and she’d dip her chin and lap it clean, tongue swirling the wet slit, then sink back down and bury me again, again, again, a rhythm she owned completely. The gold light poured down the deep valley between them where I slid. Her nipples had gone dark pink and stiff, dragging against my thighs as she worked, and every time my cock twitched between her tits she’d make a low pleased sound deep in her chest, like a woman tasting something she’d been starving for.

“That’s it,” she murmured, watching my face, riding the look on it. “Look what I’ve got for you. Look how you fit.” She squeezed tighter and slid faster, her breath coming harder with the effort, the heat of her everywhere, and when the head of my cock pushed up out of the top of her cleavage she dipped her head and dragged her tongue across it, hot and wet, eyes still locked to mine, and the banked coal in my chest blazed and the fire in the hearth roared up the flue.

“God,” I got out.

The heat of her was the thing that undid me, the wickfire warmth in her skin so that her breasts weren’t just soft but hot, a living furnace wrapped around me, and every slow drag of her up my length pulled a sound out of me I had no control over. She knew exactly what she was doing. She’d press them together tighter at the top of each stroke and ease at the bottom, working me in a rhythm she owned completely, and every time I gripped the table edge harder she watched me do it with fierce satisfaction, the firelight pouring gold down the deep line of her cleavage where I disappeared and reappeared.

“You like that,” she said, not a question, gloating, breathless. “Big mundane hands and you can’t do anything but hold the table and take it. Good. I want you to take it.” She spat, slick and filthy, down into the warmth where I slid, and the wet of it made the next stroke obscene, and I swore again, and she laughed, low and triumphant, never breaking the rhythm. “There it is. That’s the sound. Make it again.”

“Tell me,” she demanded, not slowing, the rhythm of her relentless now, her tits sliding hot and tight around me, the gold light shaking on her skin. “Tell me you want me. Not the bond. Not the house. Me. Say it.”

I fisted my hand in her loose blonde hair, not hard, just enough to make her feel it, and tipped her face up so she had to hold my eyes, and I gave her the order she’d been working for since the first night.

“I want you, Sigrid,” I said, low and clear. “Just you. Now keep going and let me watch.”

Her whole body shuddered at that, at the grip and the order both, and the fierce control of her face cracked for one open instant before she pulled it back, and she went faster, harder, her breasts a tight slick heat around me, her tongue finding the head of me on every upstroke, her own breath breaking into sounds now, and the kitchen was getting brighter, the fire climbing, the warmth in the room building past comfortable into something that pressed on the skin.

She felt me getting close before I said it, the way she felt everything, and she doubled down, working me with her whole upper body now, her breasts a tight hot slick channel, her tongue catching the head of me at the top of every stroke, her amber eyes blazing up at me, daring me, demanding it. The heat in the room had climbed past comfortable into something thick, the air shimmering over the fire, sweat standing on both our skins, and through the new thing the house had started building between us I could feel her own want feeding back into mine, a loop tightening, her arousal and the fire’s hunger and my own need braiding into one rising pressure.

“Close,” I told her, because she’d want to know, because she’d want to be the one who took me there. “You’re going to make me come like this. Watching you. That what you wanted?”

“Yes,” she gasped, eyes blazing up at me, squeezing tighter, working me faster. “Come on me. Mark me. Let this whole house feel it. I want it, I want all of it, give it to me.”

I came.

It tore through me harder than it had any right to, my hand fisting in her hair, my hips bucking up into the tight slick heat of her cleavage, and I came. The first thick rope of it shot up out of the top of her breasts and striped her throat and her chin, and she gasped and held me there and milked the rest out of me, squeezing her tits tight around my pulsing cock, working me through every spurt as I spilled hot across the gold-lit upper slopes of her chest, ropes of cum painting her flushed skin, pooling in the deep valley between them, dripping down to slick the very thing that had wrung it out of me. She held me through every pulse, her face turned up to take it, her tongue catching one last spurt at the corner of her mouth, milking it out of me with a low triumphant sound until I was wrung empty and shaking and blind.

And the bond snapped into place.

I felt it like a second heart starting. One moment I was a man coming apart on the edge of a table, and the next there was a second pulse in my chest, behind the banked coal, separate and alive, fierce and fast and unmistakably hers, beating in time with the woman kneeling between my knees, and the fire in the hearth surged to a column of pure gold and the whole kitchen flared with light and the warmth crested over both of us in a wave and broke, and I could feel her, all of her, the heat and the fear and the want and underneath all of it a grief so old and so deep it stopped my breath.

Sigrid gasped. Her eyes went wide, fixed on mine, and I knew she felt it too, the same snap, the same second pulse, mine in her now the way hers was in me.

“Oh,” she said, shaken, undefended, my spend on her throat and the gold fire roaring behind her. “Oh, there you are.”

We ended up on the floor.

I don’t entirely remember the move from table to flagstone. We slid down together, my back against the warm firestones at the lip of the hearth, Sigrid tucked against my side with her head on my chest, both of us bare to the gold light, the fire settling slowly back from its column to its honey-amber sleep. The kitchen was warm as summer. I could feel her heartbeat in my own chest, steadying as she steadied, and I could feel the fire’s contentment as a third low pulse under both, and the strangeness of it should have frightened me and didn’t.

For a while neither of us said anything. I cleaned her throat and chest gently with the corner of a clean cloth from the table, and she let me, watching my face do it with an expression I’d never been allowed to see, and that was when the mask dropped. Just for a breath. The fierce blonde witch who occupied every room she entered looked up at me with her grief right there at the surface, naked, and what was underneath the grief was relief, and what was underneath the relief was a kind of terror at how much she wanted to stay.

“I lost the last one,” she said quietly. “Cinderfall. I was supposed to hold it. I held the door until there was no door left and it still fell, everyone I, it still fell.” Her hand pressed flat against my chest, over the place where her own pulse now beat. “I told myself I’d never bond another house. Never love another room enough to fail it again.”

“You didn’t fail Cinderfall,” I said. “You held a door against the end of a world. There’s no failing that. There’s just surviving it.”

She was quiet a moment. Then the mask came back up, but slower, gentler, half of it left down on purpose, and she pushed herself upright against the warm stone beside me and exhaled.

“Good,” she said. The fierceness was back in her voice but there was something settled under it now. “Now I can protect this house properly. A bonded witch in a tended estate. I told you it’s a different thing.” She looked around the kitchen, at the gold fire, the shining pots, the bread crock by the hearth, her kitchen, and her jaw set with something I recognized from the photograph of Greta with her hand on the stone. Ownership that meant defense. “Let it come back. Whatever’s next. Let it try.”

“You taste like smoke,” she said, after a while, into the quiet, her cheek on my chest. “Did you know that? Your skin. Like hearthstone heat and clean sweat. The house is already in you.” She traced a lazy line through the soot on her own chest, unbothered, almost proud of it. “I bonded a hearth before, you understand. At Cinderfall. It’s not the same. That was a fire choosing a witch. This is a fire and a house and a man, all three, and I can feel all three of you, and the man is the loudest, which should not be possible.” She tilted her head up at me, amber-eyed and searching my face. “What did you feel. When it snapped. Tell me. I want to know if it’s the same on your side.”

“I felt your heart start in my chest,” I said. “And under it, the grief. All of it. Cinderfall. The door. I felt how much it cost you to hold it.” I brushed the hair back off her soot-streaked face. “And I felt you decide anyway. Tonight. With a clear head. I felt you choose this when choosing it scared you more than the swarm did.”

She stared at me for a long moment, and her eyes went wet, and she did not let the tears fall, because she was Sigrid, but she let me see them stand there, which was its own kind of nakedness, more than the rest of it had been.

“Yes,” she said roughly. “That’s the same. That’s exactly the same.” Then she cleared her throat and was brisk again. “Right. Enough of that. Sit up. We’re going to test it properly, the way I’d test a loaded shelf.”

She tested the bond before we’d even dressed, because that was Sigrid, already treating the new magic like a kitchen system that needed proving under weight.

“Feel the fire,” she said, taking my hand and pressing my palm flat to the firestone. “Don’t look at it. Feel for it. Through your chest.”

I did. And I felt it, the hearth’s slow hunger, banked and patient, a need for tending that I could sense now the way I’d sense a draft, a low constant awareness threaded through the warmth in my chest. “It’s hungry,” I said, surprised. “Not badly. But it wants feeding. It always wants feeding.”

“It always will,” she said. “That’s the kitchen. That’s me. We run on being needed.” She squeezed my hand against the stone. “And I can feel you. The steadiness of you. You decided to stay and the deciding is still going, I can feel it, like a wall that holds. That’s what the house has been starving for. Not power. That.” She let go. “Get dressed. The house is excited and I don’t trust it not to do something.”

The house did something.

We found the new key together, ten minutes later, when we went out to the entry hall and Sigrid stopped dead in front of the cabinet. A key had appeared on the lowest hook, one that hadn’t been there an hour ago, and it was unlike any of the others. Where the rest were iron, dark and plain, this one was the green-black of old bronze and shaped like a curling vine, a tendril twisting up into a leaf at the head, and when I opened the glass and lifted it free it was warm in my hand and it smelled, strongly and impossibly, of crushed green herbs and wet soil.

“That’s not a fire key,” Sigrid said, frowning at it. “That’s not anything I know. It smells like…” She leaned in and inhaled, and her frown deepened. “Growth. Living things. There’s no room in this house that smells like that. The greenhouse is dead, I felt it the first day.”

“Maybe it’s not dead anymore,” I said.

We turned, both of us, toward the east corridor, the dim hallway off the entry hall that ended in one of the doors I couldn’t open, the solid ones, and I felt the breath go cold in my chest, because the door at the end of it was changing.

It was happening slowly, the way the kitchen door had grown, the way the bathhouse hallway had appeared. Across the old dark wood of the sealed east-corridor door, patterns were rising. Vines. Carved or grown, I couldn’t tell from here, a tracery of leaves and tendrils spreading up the wood from the bottom, climbing the panels, twisting around the iron handle, and faint and green at the deepest grooves of them was a glow, the same blue-green I’d seen run up the ward stone in the garden, alive and waiting.

The vine key warmed in my hand until it was almost hot.

Sigrid’s first reaction was entirely Sigrid. Her face flickered through possessive irritation, a flash of pure territorial outrage, and she said, “Oh, you have got to be joking, we bonded ten minutes ago and the house is already opening another door,” and folded her arms beneath her hastily relaced bodice with a thump.

Then the second reaction caught up, the soldier under the fury, and her arms came down and her eyes went sharp and tactical, scanning the growing vines, the glow, the corridor.

“Something’s coming through,” she said, all the heat gone to cold focus. “Same as me. The house found another wound and it’s about to fill it.” She looked at the key in my hand, then at me, and there was the briefest flash of the open thing under the mask, fear that she’d be replaced before the warmth on her throat had cooled. She buried it fast. “Get the pan, Wes. And whatever else this is,” a jerk of her chin at the vine-wrapped door, the warm green key, the corridor humming with new magic, “it’s still my kitchen.”

The door at the end of the east corridor put out a single new tendril, green and glowing, that reached up the wood and curled around the iron handle, and held.


Chapter 6: Green and Growing

The vine key turned in the greenhouse lock with a sound like a branch cracking green, and the door swung in on ruin.

I’d looked at the greenhouse from the outside on my first day and written it off, a rusted iron skeleton with most of its glass gone, a Victorian glasshouse that had lost its war with forty winters. Inside was worse. Shattered panes underfoot, beds gone to dust, a tangle of dead brown vine sagging from the broken roof, the whole thing cold and grey and finished, the saddest dead room in a house full of sad rooms.

For about four seconds.

Then I stepped over the threshold, with the vine key warm in my hand, and the whole dead place shivered.

I felt it before I saw it, a stir in the air like a held breath. Then the dead brown vines along the broken roof darkened, just at their roots, a creep of green coming up from the dry stems. The grey dust in the nearest bed went dark, wet-looking, soil remembering it was soil. A single curl of new shoot pushed up out of a cracked pot by my foot and unrolled a leaf, pale and trembling, reaching toward the warmth of my hand and the key in it.

“Okay,” I said softly, to the greenhouse, to the leaf. “Okay. You too.”

The center planting bed exploded.

There was no warning beyond the leaf and the green creep, and then the long bed running down the middle of the greenhouse heaved upward and a fountain of green tore out of it, vines and shoots and uncurling leaves erupting toward the broken roof with a violence that sent me staggering back into the doorframe, a column of living growth roaring up out of dead soil, and at the top of it, woven through it, made of it for one impossible second, a hole in the air opened, green and braided, a portal of living plant matter, and a woman fell out of it.

She came down through the fountain of green and hit the soil of the center bed in a sprawl of bare limbs and copper hair and torn cloth, in a cloud of petals and a spray of dark wet earth, and lay there for a second gasping, and then pushed up onto her hands and looked around her with green eyes huge and dazed and crackling at the edges with light.

Briar Fernhollow. Though I didn’t have her name yet. What I had was the first sight of her, and it knocked the breath I’d just got back out of me again.

She was tall, even folded into the soil, long-limbed and built strong, with hips that flared full and round and freckled thighs streaked with dirt where the torn garden dress had ridden up, and her chest, average where Sigrid was overwhelming, hardly registered next to the rest of her because the rest of her was all motion and warmth and freckles, golden freckled skin scattered across every part of her the firelight could have reached, copper-red curls wild and matted with petals and bits of leaf, a mouth open on a gasp that was halfway to a laugh even now. She was a riot of a woman, dirt and petals and freckles and wide green eyes, and she was, I registered helplessly, beautiful in a completely different language than the one Sigrid spoke.

She got her bearings on me first. Her eyes found me in the doorway and locked on, and something in her went toward me the way the leaf had, the way the vines had, the whole of her tilting toward the nearest warmth without a thought in it, and she was up out of the bed and across the broken floor and her hands were on my chest and her face was tilting up toward mine and her eyes were closing and her mouth was

She caught herself.

An inch away. I felt her breath. And she froze, every part of her, and then yanked herself back with a gasp like she’d touched a hot stove, hands flying off my chest, stumbling back a step into the soil.

“Oh, no,” she said. “Oh, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I don’t, that’s not…” She pressed both hands over her own mouth, mortified, green eyes wide over her fingers. “I didn’t mean, you just, you’re so warm, and there’s bread, I can smell bread, and I haven’t, the magic just reaches, it reaches for warm things, it’s been reaching for seven months and there’s never anything to reach for and then there’s you and you’re so…” She made herself stop. Dragged both hands down her face, leaving streaks of soil. Took a breath that visibly cost her. “Hello. I’m sorry. I’m not, I don’t normally fall out of portals and try to kiss strangers. I think. I don’t actually know. It’s been a strange seven months.”

I’d grabbed her elbow when she stumbled, steadying her, and now I let go slow, making sure she had her feet, keeping my voice level the way you do with a spooked animal or a frightened person, which she was both of.

“It’s all right,” I said. “You’re all right. You fell a long way. Easy.”

“You’re so calm,” she said, looking at me like I was the strange thing in the room, which, fair. “Why are you so calm? A woman fell out of your ceiling. Out of a portal. Made of, I think that was my own magic, I think I made the portal, I don’t even…” She looked down at herself, at the dirt and petals and torn dress, at her own dirt-black hands, and her face crumpled for one second into something very young and very tired. “Where am I?”

“You’re the second one this week,” I said, which was the wrong thing to say in that it was true and the right thing in that it stopped her spiraling. She blinked at me, derailed. “A witch fell out of my kitchen fire four days ago. Blonde, furious, set things on fire with her hands. So you’re not the strangest thing that’s happened to me lately, and I’ve had a few days to practice being calm about impossible women arriving in my house, and the practice turns out to help. That’s why I’m calm. Not because it’s normal. Because I’m getting alarmingly used to it.”

It worked. The panic went out of her in a long breath, replaced by a frank, almost greedy curiosity. “There’s another one? A fire witch? Already?” She looked around the dead-but-greening greenhouse with new eyes, eyes that were starting to understand the shape of the place. “Then this isn’t a one-off. This is a, the house does this. It collects us.” Her voice dropped, wondering. “It’s a refuge. A real one. I’d heard there were still refuges. I didn’t believe it.”

“Wickwether Estate. You’re in the greenhouse. You’re safe, the greenhouse is…” I looked around, and so did she, and we both saw it at the same time.

The green was spreading.

Everywhere she’d touched, everywhere she’d fallen, life was rolling outward across the dead room. The center bed she’d landed in was green to its edges now, shoots standing up in rows. The wet dark was creeping from bed to bed across the whole floor. Up the iron frame the dead brown vines were greening in a wave, climbing toward the broken roof, and where they reached the gaps in the glass they paused, curled, and began, gently, to knit across the broken panes, living scaffolding holding the shattered roof together.

“Oh,” Briar breathed. All the mortification went out of her at once. She turned a slow circle in the middle of the waking greenhouse, her dirt-streaked face tipping up, her wild eyes filling, and her voice when it came out was small and broken and full of wonder. “Oh, it’s alive. It’s been dead and it’s, it’s coming back, look at it, look.” A tear cut a clean line down through the soil on her cheek. “It’s a real greenhouse. It’s a real, living greenhouse, and it needs, oh, it needs so much, look at the beds, they haven’t been fed in…” She pressed a hand to her chest. “I have a garden. I have a garden again.”

I didn’t say anything. There are moments you don’t talk through, and a woman finding a living thing to tend after seven months of tending the dying is one of them. I just let her stand there and weep at the waking green, and felt, through the new bond and the old warmth in my chest, the house turning its attention this way, pleased, the key cabinet clicking faintly back in the entry hall like a tongue against teeth.

I took the chance to look at the room while she had her moment, because a contractor never stops surveying, even with a witch weeping in front of him. The greenhouse was a wreck and a marvel both. Victorian iron frame, most of the glass gone or cracked, the panes that survived furred green with old algae. The beds ran down both sides and one long one up the center, raised, brick-edged, gone to dust. There was a potting bench against the back wall with terracotta pots stacked under it and a row of rusted tools, and a water system, lead pipe and a great iron tank up in the corner, long dry. A few days ago I’d have priced the whole thing for demolition. Now I stood in it and watched it come back to life under a weeping woman’s bare feet and started, instead, pricing the repair, glass and putty and a new pane order from Gareth and a day on that water tank, because some part of me had already decided we were keeping it, the same way I’d decided we were keeping the kitchen, the same way I’d stopped, somewhere in the last few days, being a man passing through.

“Who,” said a voice behind me, flat and dangerous, “the hell is that.”

Sigrid filled the greenhouse doorway with a skillet in one hand, the skillet, my skillet, and amber fire banked low around her knuckles, having clearly come at a run when she felt the greenhouse wake. She took in the scene, the green, the portal scar, the freckled woman standing barefoot and weeping in the soil, and her face did something complicated and territorial.

Briar spun toward the voice, and her face lit up like a sunrise, every scrap of grief converted instantly to delight, because that was Briar, I’d learn, joy and grief in her ran on the same fast current. “Oh, you’re a witch! You’re a fire witch, I can feel it, you’re so warm.” She started forward with her hands out. “And you smell like bread, are you the one with the bread, is there really a kitchen, I haven’t had a real kitchen in months.”

“It’s MY kitchen,” Sigrid said, not lowering the skillet, “and you’re covered in mud, and you nearly kissed my anchor, I felt that too, the whole house felt it, so before you come another step you can tell me exactly what you are and how you got into my house.”

“Our house,” I said mildly.

Sigrid shot me a look that could have lit the fire. Briar looked between us, delight faltering into confusion, and her hands came down, and she wrapped her arms around herself, dirt-streaked and shivering now in the cool greenhouse air, and the joy ran straight back to grief in front of us.

“I don’t know how I got here,” she said. “I was, there was nothing left where I was. Everything died. I held the last bit of it as long as I could and then there wasn’t, and then there was green, my own magic going somewhere, and I followed it because it was the only living thing left to follow, and I came out here. In your house. I’m sorry. I keep saying sorry. I don’t have anywhere else to be sorry at.” She looked at me, and then at Sigrid, and the fight went out of her entirely. “I’ll go back outside if you want. I just, can I sit down for a minute first. The room keeps moving.”

Sigrid’s shoulders came down half an inch.

I will give Sigrid Kindler this, and I’ll give it to her every time: her fury was real, but it was never the deepest thing in her. Underneath the skillet and the territorial snarl, she was a woman who had fallen out of a dying world into a stranger’s kitchen and been fed, three days ago, and she knew exactly what she was looking at.

“You’re not going outside,” Sigrid said, gruff, lowering the skillet at last. “Nobody falls out of a portal and sleeps in the garden, I’m not an animal.” She jerked her chin at the greenhouse door. “Kitchen. You eat first, you wash second, you explain yourself third, and if you reach for him again I’ll know, so don’t.” But she said the last part with the heat already going out of it, and when Briar swayed on her feet, dizzy, it was Sigrid who got a thick arm around her and took her weight without being asked. “God, you’re filthy. What were you doing, gardening through a war?”

“Yes, actually,” Briar said. “That’s exactly what I was doing.”

Sigrid stopped. Looked at her. Something passed between the two witches, quick and wordless, recognition of a kind, and Sigrid’s jaw worked, and she said, more quietly, “Yeah. All right. Come on, then. There’s bread.”

I fed Briar at the scrubbed table while the fire burned gold and Sigrid stood guard over her own pantry with her arms folded, and I got the story in pieces, because Briar told everything in pieces, in a rushing tumble that doubled back and ran ahead and apologized to itself.

She was a garden-alchemy witch. Plants, potions, growth, medicine, the whole green craft. Her world, she didn’t name it, just called it home and then stopped saying even that, had been dying for years, the way Sigrid’s had fallen in a night, slower, a long withering, and Briar had tended the last living greenhouse in it for seven months entirely alone, keeping a single room of green alive in a world going to grey dust, because as long as one thing grew it wasn’t over.

“And then it was over,” she said, around a mouthful of bread, and her green eyes went briefly somewhere else. “And my magic reached for the nearest living thing the way it does, the way it always does, except there wasn’t anything living left there to reach for, so it reached further. Further than it’s ever gone. And it found this.” She put her dirt-black hand flat on the scrubbed table, on the warm wood. “A greenhouse that needed a witch. And it pulled me through.” She looked up at me, and then at Sigrid. “Same as you, I think. The fire one. You came through a kitchen, didn’t you. I can smell it on you, smoke and grief. We’re the same.”

“We are not the same,” Sigrid said, but without conviction.

“We fell out of dying worlds into a house that needed us,” Briar said simply, “and a man fed us bread. We’re a little the same.” And she smiled, wide and unguarded and a touch wobbly, and even Sigrid couldn’t quite hold the scowl against it.

“It’s good bread,” Briar added, around her third piece of it, and then, looking at Sigrid with sudden shrewd green eyes: “You made this. Not him. I can tell. His would be flat, he’s got honest hands but no craft in them, no offense,” a quick apologetic look at me, “but this rose because the house trusts the cook, and the house doesn’t trust a cook it just met, so you’ve been here longer, you’re the kitchen one. The kitchen’s yours.” She nodded, working it out aloud the way she worked everything out aloud. “I won’t touch your kitchen. I promise. I’m a greenhouse witch, I don’t even want the kitchen, kitchens are too clean, everything in them is dead already, it’s all flour and salt and dead grain, no offense,” another look at me, who had said nothing, “I like things that are still growing. You keep your dead grain. I’ll grow you better.”

Sigrid opened her mouth, plainly braced for a fight over her territory, and found herself instead handed it, unasked, by a woman who didn’t want it, and the wind went entirely out of her sails.

“It’s not dead grain,” she said, weakly, after a moment. “It’s preservation-warded. It’s…” She gave up. “Eat your bread.”

“It’s very good bread,” Briar said again, and Sigrid, despite herself, looked pleased.

It was exactly the right thing Briar could have done, whether she planned it or not. Sigrid had come into the greenhouse braced for a rival, a second witch the house had summoned, a threat to the only territory she’d had since Cinderfall fell. And Briar had disarmed her not by surrendering but by genuinely not wanting the thing Sigrid was ready to defend. You can’t fight someone over ground they don’t want. All Sigrid’s territorial fury had nowhere to land, and what was left underneath it, once the fury had nothing to grip, was a tired woman looking at another tired woman who’d also fallen out of the end of a world, and that recognition did more in five minutes than a week of careful diplomacy could have.

By the time Briar had finished the bread, Sigrid had stopped holding the skillet like a weapon and started using it to nudge a second helping of stew across the table, gruff and grudging, muttering that a woman that thin couldn’t be trusted to tend anything, including herself, and Briar ate it with a wide grateful sound, and the two of them had become, without either of them admitting it, a household.

I asked her, because I had to, about the almost-kiss. About the reaching.

Briar set the bread down and went pink under the freckles, but she didn’t flinch from it, and I respected her for that.

“Growth magic,” she said. “It’s, everything grows. That’s the whole of it and it’s a lot. When my power runs hot, when there’s a lot of life around or I’m overwhelmed or,” she gestured at the kitchen, the fire, vaguely at me, and went pinker, “or there’s warmth I want, everything in me grows toward it. Plants. Healing. And, yes. The other thing. Desire grows like anything else grows, faster, when the magic’s loud.” She picked the bread back up, fidgeting with it. “It’s not a, it’s not something that happens to me, I want to be clear, it’s not a spell that takes me over, I have it. I manage it. Cold water, breathing, there’s a tincture I make from moonvine, hard work, sleep, food. There are a dozen ways to ground it that have nothing to do with anyone else, and I use all of them, all the time.” She met my eyes, steady now under the scatter. “I reached for you because I fell out of the sky and you were the warmest thing in the room and I’d been alone for seven months. That’s all it was, and I pulled myself back, and I’d pull myself back again, because the difference between wanting something and taking it is the whole of being a person. I just wanted you to hear me say it. So nobody thinks I’m,” she waved a hand, “a thing that happens. I’m not. I’m a witch with a hot craft and good manners, mostly.”

“Mostly,” Sigrid said dryly.

“Mostly,” Briar agreed, and grinned, and the kitchen warmed another degree, and the fire, I noticed, was burning a fraction greener at its edges, the way it had before a door grew.

I looked at the two of them at my table, the fire witch and the garden witch, soot and soil, gold and green, both of them fallen out of the end of everything into my dead great-aunt’s kitchen, and I thought about the vine key warm in my pocket and the greenhouse waking behind us and the long list of question marks getting longer by the hour.

“You’ll stay,” I said. It wasn’t a question. “There’s a bathhouse, hot spring, the house grew it. You wash, you sleep. Tomorrow you can show me what that greenhouse needs and we’ll start putting it right. Both of you.” I caught Sigrid’s eye before she could speak. “Both of you. The greenhouse can feed the kitchen and the kitchen can warm the greenhouse, and I’ve got two witches and a list, and I’m not sending anyone into the garden to freeze on principle. We’ll sort the territory out in daylight.”

Sigrid opened her mouth, closed it, and settled for, “The kitchen still gets priority.”

“The kitchen gets priority,” I agreed.

“Good.” She pointed the bread knife at Briar. “You. Bath. You’re getting soil on my clean table.”

Briar stood up, swaying only a little now, and on her way past she stopped beside me, and didn’t touch me, very deliberately didn’t touch me, kept her dirt-black hands clasped in front of her with exaggerated care, as if manners were another tool she was determined not to drop, and looked down at me with her wild copper hair and her green eyes wet again at the corners.

“Thank you,” she said. “For the bread. And for being warm and kind, and for letting me have the greenhouse. You don’t know what it means.” Her voice went small. “I have a garden again. I didn’t think I’d ever have a garden again.”

Then she let Sigrid steer her off down the hall toward the bathhouse, the fire witch grumbling the whole way about mud and manners and people who fall out of ceilings, the garden witch apologizing and thanking her in the same breathless run of words, the two of them already, somehow, a pair, and I sat alone at the table for a moment and let the size of it land on me.

Two witches now. One heartbeat in my chest that wasn’t mine, fierce gold and newly real, and one bright chaotic presence at my table that was not bonded to me at all and still made the whole house feel busier just by breathing in it. A kitchen that lit its own fire and a greenhouse coming back from the dead, and a man who a week ago had been sleeping above a kebab shop with four hundred pounds to his name. I should have been afraid. Part of me was. But the larger part of me, the part that had spent six months waiting for life to be worth getting up for, sat at that scarred table in the bread-warm light and felt something it hadn’t felt in a long time, which was useful. Wanted. At the center of something that needed me and would notice if I left.

The fire burned a little greener every minute, the way it had before the door grew, and somewhere down the east corridor the greenhouse hummed in the dark, alive again, hungry, waiting for morning. I banked the kitchen fire the way Sigrid had shown me, and checked the latch on the door, and set the skillet within reach of where I’d sleep, because in this house a man kept his pan close, and I lay down with Sigrid’s new heart beating in my chest and Briar’s unbonded greenhouse humming beyond the hall, and let the warmth of the room take me under.


Chapter 7: The Greenhouse Witch

Briar slept fourteen hours and woke up a different woman, or rather, woke up as the woman she’d been before seven months of dying had ground her down to nerve and apology. The scattered, weepy, half-feral thing that had fallen out of the ceiling was still in there. But over it now was an alchemist, and an alchemist, it turned out, was a force of nature with a labeling problem.

I took her to the greenhouse after breakfast, and I got to watch her come home.

It was already half-alive from the day before, but where Briar walked it bloomed. She went down the central aisle with her dirt-stained hands trailing along the iron frame and the bed-edges, and behind her the ruin healed in a wave. Dead beds darkened and woke. Brown stems greened from the root up. The shoots that had pushed up overnight stood taller, leafed out, and a smell rolled through the cold glass room, green and wet and sweet, the smell of a garden after rain, the smell that had been on the vine key.

She stopped at the far end, by the worst of the dead beds, and put both hands flat on the cracked soil, and went very still, and her shoulders started to shake. She’d turned away from me to do it. She wept facing the dead bed, quietly, her head down, while under her hands the grey dust went dark and a fern uncurled between her fingers, and I stood back and let her, because some things you tend by leaving them alone.

When she’d finished she wiped her face with the back of a muddy wrist, leaving a worse streak, and turned around with her eyes red and her smile enormous.

“Right,” she said, thick-voiced. “It’s mostly dead, it’s a disaster, half the glass is gone, the frame’s rusted through in four places, the heat-channel’s stone cold, and someone let bindweed get into the beds, which, honestly, is a war crime. Where do we start?”

“You’re crying,” I said.

“I’m gardening,” she said. “It’s the same thing if you do it right. Where do we start?”

We started with the glass.

That was mine. I climbed the rusted frame with a box of the panes I’d bought from Gareth and a tube of glazing putty, replacing the worst gaps, and it was bad up there, the iron flaking under my boots, a long sagging roof spar over the center bed bowed dangerously where two cross-members had rusted clean through. I called down that the spar needed bracing before it dropped a hundredweight of glass on anyone’s head, and that was where the three of us nearly ruined the whole job by being good at our crafts in three incompatible directions.

“I’ll brace it,” I said. “I need to get a timber under it and a prop. Give me an hour.”

“I’ll grow a vine to hold it,” Briar said, already eyeing a green tendril and clearly intending to talk it up the frame.

“You’ll do no such thing,” Sigrid said, arriving in the doorway with a copper pipe over her shoulder, because she’d decided the warped metal of the spar could be softened and reset with heat and had brought the means. “Living vine on rusted iron rots the iron faster. The spar wants heat, I soften it, we straighten it, done by lunch.”

“Heat on a spar with this much rust-scale just makes it brittle,” I said from the roof. “It’ll snap.”

“Vine won’t rot the iron if it’s the right vine,” Briar said, wounded.

“It is never the right vine. You say that about everything.”

And we were off, three people who each genuinely knew the correct way to do a thing, each of those ways canceling the other two out, voices climbing, the spar creaking ominously over our heads the whole time as if to remind us it didn’t care who was right.

I stopped it. Up on the frame with the wind whistling through the broken panes, I stopped it the way I used to stop a crew that had talked a simple job into a standoff.

“Okay. All three, listen. We’re each solving a different problem and pretending it’s the same problem.” I pointed at the spar. “The iron’s brittle, so Sigrid’s right that heat matters and wrong that heat alone is enough. The vine rots raw iron, so Briar’s wrong to grow it on the bare metal but right that we need to take the load off. So. I brace it with timber and a prop, that’s the load off, hard and now. Then Sigrid puts gentle heat through it, low, just enough to ease the bow, not enough to make it brittle, while it’s braced and bearing nothing. Then Briar grows her vine, the right vine, over the timber and the new glass, not the old iron, so it holds the repair, not the rust. Three crafts, three jobs, one order. Yeah?”

Silence. The spar creaked.

“That would work,” Sigrid admitted, like it pained her.

“The bittersweet would hold the glass beautifully,” Briar said dreamily, looking at her green tendril with new purpose. “Oh, I’ll use the bittersweet.”

We did it that way and the spar was braced and straightened and held by greenery by mid-afternoon, and the greenhouse roof stopped threatening to kill us, and I climbed down with rust all over me and both witches looking at me with a grudging respect that was its own kind of warm.

“You’re good at that,” Briar said. “Making people do the thing together. That’s a craft too, you know. Nobody ever thinks it’s a craft.”

“It’s most of what I used to do,” I said. “Buildings are easy. People building things together is the hard part.” I wiped rust off my hands. “I had a business, before this. Small one. Two men working for me, a van, more work than we could take. And it died because I was good at the buildings and the people and bad at watching the one person I should have watched. My partner. He took everything and got on a plane and I spent six months learning that being good with your hands doesn’t stop a man with a pen.” I hadn’t meant to say all of it. It came out levelly enough, but it came out. “So when I say people building things together is the hard part, I mean I lost everything to the hard part once. I’m trying to do it better here.”

Briar had gone still on her bench, watching me with those bright green eyes, and for once she didn’t fill the silence with chatter. She just reached over, slow, telegraphing it, and put one dirt-warm hand on my forearm, and left it there, and said, quietly, “He sounds like dead soil. The kind that looks fine until you try to grow something in it.” She squeezed once. “This isn’t that. We’re not that. We’re,” she gestured at the greenhouse, the braced spar, the three of us, “we’re the kind of soil things actually grow in. You’ll see. You already half see it, or you wouldn’t have stayed.”

Then we got to the seeds, and the seeds tried to kill me.

Briar had carried things through the portal. Not consciously, she said, the magic grabbed what was hers, and what was hers turned out to be a small horde of seed pods, dried specimens, and one alarming root, all stuffed in the pockets of her ruined garden dress, and she laid them out on a tray on the potting bench with the reverence of a woman emptying her whole inheritance.

“This is everything,” she said. “This is every alchemical specimen from my world that I had on me when it ended. Some of these don’t exist anywhere now. I have to plant them. If I don’t, they’re gone forever.” She caught herself before the grief took her again. “Sorry. They’re important. Let me show you what they are.”

She showed me what they were. I was wearing work gloves, which is the only reason I still have all my fingers, because one of the pods, a fat grey thing she was midway through calling “completely harmless, it’s a silkroot pod, it just,” bit through the leather of my glove.

Bit. Teeth. A pod with teeth, snapping shut on the meat of my thumb through the glove, and I swore and snatched my hand back and the pod hit the floor and started, with terrible determination, to inch toward the warm dark under the bench.

Sigrid was across the room with the skillet before I’d finished swearing. “Burn it,” she said, fire already on her fists. “Burn all of it. The whole tray.”

“NO,” Briar shrieked, throwing herself bodily between the fire witch and her seeds. “Those are irreplaceable! That one’s just teething. It does that when it’s stressed. It’s a baby.”

“It’s a baby with TEETH, it bit your anchor.”

“It bit his glove! Through the glove! That’s barely a bite!”

“Both of you,” I said, sucking the side of my thumb where the leather had bruised the skin, “stop. Sigrid, put the fire out, we’re not burning a one-of-a-kind plant because it’s stressed. Briar, the pod’s getting away.”

“Oh.” Briar dove under the bench and came up with the teething pod cradled in both hands, cooing at it, the actual cooing of an actual lunatic, and put it back on the tray under a glass cloche where it sat sulking. “There. Time out. You can come out when you’ve learned to behave.”

“You’re putting it in time out,” Sigrid said flatly.

“It’s a baby.”

“It has teeth.”

“So do you, and nobody puts you in a cloche.”

I made them label everything, because I am, at heart, a man who believes in a clearly marked job site. We went through the whole tray and Briar told me what each one was and I wrote it on little wooden markers in pencil, and the markers are still in that greenhouse, in her terrible spidery hand and my blocky one, because she insisted on writing the names herself once she calmed down.

Nightbloom, a sedative, blooms only at full dark. Blazebark, whose sap could be made into something weaponizable, a fire that stuck and burned, which made Sigrid look at it with sudden professional interest. Moonvine, which healed, and which had to be watered with tears, salt water, Briar clarified hastily when she saw my face, any salt water, that’s all tears are. Silkroot, the teething one, a base for half the potions she knew. And one I refused to plant near the path no matter how she begged, a low spiny thing she labeled, in her own hand, after I made her be specific: “do not touch unless you want a rash in places you like.”

“Places I like,” I repeated.

“It’s medicinal!” she said. “In very small doses! It’s just also, in any other dose, extremely, you know.” She gestured vaguely at her own lap. “I’ll put it in the back. Behind the nightbloom. I’ll fence it.”

“Fence it,” I agreed.

The clothing was the next problem, and it was the one that sent me to Barrowfen.

Briar had nothing. She’d arrived in a garden dress that was now more soil than dress, and Sigrid’s spare clothes, the ones the linen closet had produced, didn’t fit her at all, too short for her height and far too generous through the chest and far too tight across the hips, so that Briar spent a comic half hour trapped in a borrowed bodice that gaped at the top and strained at the bottom, looking down at herself in despair.

“It’s the wrong shape,” she wailed. “Everything’s the wrong shape. Why is she shaped like that and I’m shaped like this and the clothes are all hers?”

“Because it’s MY house and MY clothes,” Sigrid said with enormous satisfaction.

“Our house,” I said.

“Wes, I swear to”

So I drove into Barrowfen for clothes and boots and gloves and proper pruning tools, and I stood in the post-office-shop holding up garments against the air trying to remember the shape of a woman I’d met yesterday, which is its own special humiliation, and the shop woman watched me do it with growing interest.

“For the wife?” she said.

“For a cousin,” I said. “Cousins. I’ve got relatives staying. Eccentric ones. They came with very little luggage.”

“Mm.” She rang up the boots, the gloves, the dress I’d guessed at, three sizes of underclothes because I genuinely did not know, and the pruning shears. “Greta had cousins stay, now and then. Years back. Always came with very little luggage, those, too.” She handed me the bag and looked at me with the village’s single shared knowing expression. “You take care of them, then.”

“I’m trying to,” I said, and it came out more honest than I meant it.

Gareth, at the hardware shop, sold me a second pair of work gloves and a stronger pair besides when I mentioned, vaguely, that I’d had a glove “go through,” and didn’t ask what had gone through it, just said, “Get the leather ones, then. The thick. For the,” he paused, the longest pause I ever got out of Gareth, “the gardening,” and rang it up.

I bought glass while I was there, a stack of panes cut to the greenhouse standard, and putty, and a length of lead pipe to mend the run to the water tank, and Gareth packed it all in the van without a word about why a man restoring a derelict estate single-handed needed three dozen panes of greenhouse glass and two sizes of women’s work gloves in the same week. He did look at the gloves, once, and then at me, and I watched him decide not to ask, the way the whole village had decided not to ask about anything, and I’d come to find the deciding restful rather than strange. They knew. I understood it while loading glass in the grey afternoon. The whole of Barrowfen knew, in the way you know about a thing your grandparents knew about, and they’d made their peace with it generations ago, and their peace took the form of selling a Wickwether man exactly what he asked for and wishing him well and never, ever asking what it was for.

“Tell your…” Gareth started, as I closed the van, and stopped, and chose his word with the care of a man defusing something. “Tell your relatives. If they need anything particular. For the gardening. I can order it in. Quiet.” He met my eye. “Greta did that. Ordered queer things in, quiet. I never asked. You won’t either, I expect.”

“I won’t,” I agreed.

“Good lad,” said Gareth, and went back inside.

The first real household war happened that evening, and it was about priority, and it was, I understood even while I was mediating it, not really about priority at all.

“The kitchen comes first,” Sigrid said, when I made the mistake of asking, over dinner, what we should tackle in the morning. “The kitchen is the heart, it’s the warmth, it’s where everyone eats, it has to come first.”

“The greenhouse can feed the kitchen,” Briar said, sitting up straight. “What’s the kitchen going to cook in winter, tins? In a month I can have the kitchen its own herbs, its own vegetables, fresh, all year. The greenhouse stays warm even in winter, the greenhouse should come first, it makes the kitchen better.”

“The greenhouse has been dead for forty years, it can wait one more day.”

“The greenhouse waited forty years, that’s exactly why it can’t wait one more day.”

I watched them go at it, fierce and fast, and I watched the thing underneath it, which was that they were both, three days and one day into a new life, terrified of being the one that didn’t matter. Sigrid had been first and was watching a second witch arrive. Briar had arrived second and was watching the first witch own the heart of the house. Neither of them was fighting about herbs.

So I didn’t decide the way they wanted me to.

“Both,” I said. “We do both, in parallel, an hour here and an hour there, because the house has two wounds open and I’m not closing one and letting the other bleed.” I caught Sigrid’s eye. “The kitchen’s the heart. I know it. Nothing changes that. But the greenhouse’ll feed the heart, and a heart with nothing to pump is just a fist.” Then Briar’s. “And the greenhouse needs the kitchen, because you’ll burn out tending it on tinned soup, and the kitchen runs on the woman who’ll keep you fed. You’re not competing. You’re a supply line.” I went back to my food. “I’m not picking a favorite room. They both matter here. So do both of you, if you want this household, and I’m not picking a favorite there either, so stop fishing.”

Silence. Two witches looked at me. Briar went pink. Sigrid scowled, but it was the scowl that meant I’d said the thing she’d needed to hear and resented needing.

“Fine,” Sigrid said. “Parallel. But the kitchen gets the first hour.”

“The kitchen gets the first hour,” I agreed, and Briar opened her mouth, and I added, “and the greenhouse gets the second, every day, on the clock, and I’ll hear about it from both of you if I skip either,” and Briar closed her mouth, satisfied, and that was the peace treaty.

Briar tried to sleep in the greenhouse that night.

I found her out there near midnight, when Sigrid’s bond pulled sharp in my chest and the greenhouse itself went restless down the hall, its new heat ticking wrong through the house. She was curled on the bench by the center bed in her new clothes, not sleeping, knees up, staring at the dark beds with her eyes too wide.

“I can’t leave them,” she said, when I came in with an armful of blankets I’d grabbed without thinking. “I know it’s stupid. They’re plants. But the last time I left living plants alone for the night the night took them, the whole thing. I went to sleep and in the morning it was grey, and I can’t, I can’t do it again, I can’t lie in a warm bed in there while they’re out here in the cold and just trust that they’ll live.” She was shaking. “It feels like leaving them to die. I know it isn’t. It feels like it.”

I didn’t tell her it was irrational. It was irrational and it was also the truest thing she’d said, the exact shape of seven months of grief, and you don’t argue a person out of the shape of their grief.

So I put the blankets down and sat on the cold bench beside her, not touching, and I said, “Then we’ll sit with them. Both of us. They won’t be alone and neither will you. And when you’re ready to believe they’ll still be green in the morning, we’ll go in. And if you’re never ready, I’ll bring a better bench out here and we’ll fix the heat-channel first thing so you don’t freeze. There’s no rule says where a person sleeps.”

She leaned into my shoulder, careful, asking with the lean, and I let her, and we sat in the dark waking greenhouse while her breathing slowed.

We were still there when Sigrid arrived, twenty minutes later, in a temper, with a loaf of hot bread under one arm and a face like thunder.

“Nobody,” she announced, to the greenhouse at large, “in MY household, is going to freeze to death beside a row of tomato vines like a, like a Victorian orphan. Here.” She thrust the warm loaf at Briar. “Eat that, it’ll settle you, the warm settles the magic, I felt yours spiking from the kitchen, it kept me awake.” She dropped onto the bench on Briar’s other side with a thump, fierce and grumbling, and the greenhouse, I felt it, warmed three degrees around the three of us, the heat coming up out of the cold stone channel without anyone touching it, the house spending its own slow strength to keep its people warm.

“You came out to the cold greenhouse you didn’t even want to fix first,” Briar said, holding the bread, looking at Sigrid with wet wonder.

“Don’t make it a thing,” Sigrid warned.

“You brought me bread.”

“It’s the household’s bread. You’re in the household. Don’t make it a thing.”

Briar made it a thing. She made it a thing by leaning her head on Sigrid’s shoulder, and Sigrid went rigid and then, after a long martyred moment, did not push her off, and the two of them sat there, soot and soil, gold and green, with me on the end of the bench and a hot loaf between us, in a greenhouse that had been dead for forty years and was breathing again in the dark.

We stayed out there a long while, the three of us, until the panic had gone fully out of Briar and her breathing matched the slow tick of the heat-channel. Sigrid grumbled the whole time, on principle, about the cold and the dirt and the hour, but she didn’t leave, and somewhere in the grumbling she started telling Briar about Cinderfall, not the falling of it, the living of it, the kitchen she’d ruled there, the ovens, the people she’d fed, and Briar told her about her greenhouse worlds in return, the seven of them, the things she’d grown, and I sat on the end of the bench and listened to two women who’d each lost everything trade the good parts back and forth in the dark, and I understood that this, more than the bread or the bench or the warmth, was the thing the house had been starving for. Not an anchor. A household. People who’d survived the end of things, sitting together, deciding the surviving had been worth it.

Briar fell asleep against Sigrid’s shoulder mid-sentence, finally, and Sigrid looked down at her with an expression that had no fury in it at all, and then up at me, and said, very quietly so as not to wake her, “She’ll be all right. They always think they won’t be, the ones who held a dying thing too long. But she’s got a garden again. She’ll root.” She shifted to take Briar’s weight more comfortably. “Help me get her inside. Nobody freezes by the tomatoes. Not in my household.”

Down the corridor, faint and pleased, the key cabinet clicked, twice, like a house counting its people and finding the number going, at last, in the right direction.


Chapter 8: Wards and Walls

I felt the wall before I found it.

Two days into the three of us, I’d started to understand that the warmth in my chest was not just warmth. It was a sense. The bond ran through it, Sigrid fierce and gold, and around that was Briar’s bright unbonded greenhouse presence, loud enough that even the house seemed to lean toward it. Threaded under both was something else, the house itself, a low constant hum of the estate’s own state, and I’d learned to half-hear it the way you half-hear a fridge until it stops.

That morning it was off-key.

I noticed it over breakfast, a wrongness under the hum, a sour note coming from somewhere north, like a string on an instrument gone slack. I put my tea down. Sigrid looked up from the bread, caught my face, and went still.

“You feel it too,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “I thought it was just me. It’s been getting worse since yesterday. North side.”

I followed it. Out the back, across the wet grass, through the gap in the garden wall, to the north boundary, and the closer I got the worse the off-key note grew, until I came out of the trees and saw the wall and understood.

The boundary wall ran the length of the property, old grey stone, head height, and along its top at intervals stood the ward stones, the granite pillars like the one in the garden. Up close, this stretch of it was dying. Not weathered, not fallen, dying. The mortar between the stones was crumbling, but not the way old mortar crumbles, not to powder. It was being eaten. Thin lines ran through it, hairline cracks of pure grey absence, and where they ran the mortar simply wasn’t there anymore, gone, not fallen out but gone, like the lines were drinking it. The ward stones along this stretch were dark. I put my hand on the nearest one the way I had on the garden stone, and where that one had lit blue and hummed under my palm, this one was cold, and stayed cold, and gave nothing, dead as a kerbstone.

Sigrid came up beside me, took one look, and her face hardened.

“The boundary wards are dead,” she said. “All along here. Probably all the way round. They’ve been dead for years, Wes, look at the rot in the mortar, that’s not a season’s damage.” She touched a fracture-line and pulled her hand back fast, shaking it like she’d touched ice. “And something’s been at them. Recently. Feeding on what’s left.” She looked out at the dark treeline beyond the wall. “This is how the smoke-things got in. This is how anything gets in. A witch-estate with dead boundary wards is a house with the doors hanging open. Anything magical could walk straight through this and we’d never know until it was in the kitchen.”

“Can you fix it?”

“I can warm a stone. I can’t hold a boundary, that’s not fire-craft, that’s ward-craft, it’s a whole different craft.” She frowned, frustrated. “It’s like asking a baker to do a blacksmith’s work. Adjacent. Not the same hands.” She crouched, examining the base of the stone. “We need this held. And I don’t have the hands for it, and neither do you, and neither does the gardener.”

We did what we could, which was a lot less than the wall needed and more than nothing.

The physical repair was mine, and I threw myself at it, because the physical repair I understood. I cleared the ivy and the rot from the bases of the ward stones, reset two that had shifted on their footings, and repointed the worst stretches of wall with mortar mixed stiff. It felt like bailing a boat with a teacup, but a bailed boat sinks slower, and slower mattered.

The mortar-rot was the thing that unsettled me most, professionally, because I knew mortar and this was wrong in a way mortar can’t be wrong. Old mortar fails honestly. It crumbles to sand, it powders out of the joint, it goes to nothing you can rake free with a knife and replace. This was eaten. I’d press fresh stiff mortar into a joint, smooth it green, come back an hour later, and find a hairline of grey absence already threaded through it, the new work going the same way as the old, a thin cold line drinking the cure right out of it. I’d never seen anything take a curing joint like that. Mortar dries. It doesn’t get drunk. I pressed a thumb to one of the grey lines and the cold of it went up my arm to the elbow and sat there, an ache like a tooth, and I pulled back fast and looked at my own thumb and there was nothing on it, no frostbite, no mark, just the cold sitting in the joint of it for an hour after, and I understood, the way you understand bad news a beat before you’ve heard it, that I was repairing a wall against something that ate repairs.

The ward stones I tried with blood, because the firestone had taught me that much.

I cut a clean shallow line across my palm, the way I’d learned not to do by accident, and pressed the cut to the top of the dead stone, and waited. For a moment, nothing. Then a faint blue woke in the deep grooves, a glow no brighter than a dying coal, and a thread of the hum came up into my hand. The stone took my blood and lit.

And then, slowly, it faded. The blue sank back. The hum died. Within a minute the stone was cold and dark again, my blood gone tacky on its surface, the charge bled away into nothing.

“It won’t hold,” Sigrid said, watching. “You can light them. But there’s no one to keep them lit. Ward stones need a ward witch the way the fireplace needs me, someone to live in the magic and keep it burning. Your blood’s the fuel. It still needs a hearth to burn in.” She straightened. “You’ve got fire and you’ve got growth and you’ve got no walls. That’s a household with two hands and no skin.”

The ward stones themselves were the part that defeated me, and the defeat taught me something about my own limits I needed to learn.

I could feel them, now, through the anchor sense, the way I could feel the fireplace. Each dead stone was a cold socket in the boundary, a place where something was supposed to be lit and wasn’t, and the wrongness of them was a constant low ache in the off-key note in my chest. I wanted to fix them the way I want to fix everything, directly, with my own two hands, and I couldn’t, and the wanting nearly cost me. I bled three stones in a row that afternoon, one cut, then another, then another, chasing the blue glow that woke and died, woke and died, telling myself the next one would hold if I just gave it a little more. By the third I was light-headed and grey at the edges and my nose had started to run red, a slow thread of it down my lip, and I didn’t notice until Sigrid grabbed my wrist hard enough to bruise and said my name like a slap.

“What did I tell you,” she said, furious, and the fury was fear. “What did I make you promise. You were supposed to bring me in before you opened yourself for Wickwether. Look at you. Look at your nose. You’d have gone down right here in the mud feeding stones that won’t hold for a man who isn’t a ward witch.” She pressed her thumb hard to the cut on my palm, stopping it, glaring. “The stones don’t need your blood. They need a witch to live in them. You can’t give them that by bleeding harder. Some things you can’t fix by spending yourself. Learn it now, before it kills you, because this house will let you pour yourself into it until there’s nothing left, it doesn’t know how to ask you to stop.”

I wiped the blood off my lip and felt the grey recede slowly and knew she was right, and hated it, the way I hate any job my hands can’t finish.

Briar made us a ward that would last two days, which was the best anyone could do, and she made it out of poison.

“Nightshade and salt,” she said, grinding the dried specimen with a pestle into a bowl of coarse salt, her tongue between her teeth in concentration. “It’s old roadside witchcraft, my grandmother’s grandmother’s sort of thing, not real warding, you understand, real warding’s structural, this is just, it’s a fence made of a bad smell, it tells small nasty things to go around. Burn it along the base of the wall and it’ll hold the wisps off for, mm, forty-eight hours? Less if it rains. It’s a sticking plaster on a broken leg, but a sticking plaster keeps the dirt out till the doctor comes.”

“What doctor?” I asked.

Briar looked up at me with green eyes very clear. “A ward witch,” she said. “You need a ward witch, Wes. This wall is going to bring you one. Houses like this don’t leave a wound open forever. It brought a kitchen witch for the kitchen and a garden witch for the garden. It’ll bring a wall witch for the wall.” She went back to her grinding. “I just hope she’s nice.”

We burned the nightshade-and-salt along the base of the wall at dusk, a line of green-burning powder, foul-smelling, and where it burned the air seemed to thicken, to push, and Briar nodded in satisfaction.

We found out within the hour why we’d needed it.

The wisps came at full dark.

I was on the wall with the last of the mortar when Briar’s hand closed on my arm, and I looked where she was looking, out past the boundary into the black trees, and saw lights. Cold white points of light, a dozen of them, drifting through the trees toward the wall, weaving between the trunks, rising and falling, beautiful and entirely wrong. They moved with purpose. They came to the line of green-burning salt and stopped, hovering, bobbing against the barrier like moths at a window, and the cold came off them in a wave that had nothing to do with the night air.

“Will-o-wisps,” Briar said, very quietly, her bright voice gone flat. “Scouts. They’re not the danger themselves, they’re, they look for places where the boundary’s thin. Where something bigger can come through.” She swallowed. “Bigger things follow the wisps. Always. The wisps find the hole and the predators come through it. My grandmother used to say, you never fear the lights, you fear what the lights are shopping for.”

Sigrid arrived with fire on her fists and the wisps shrank back from it, and for a long cold hour the three of us held the north wall, Briar’s green salt-line keeping the wisps from crossing, Sigrid’s fire keeping them at a distance, me with the skillet and the poker and nothing magical to offer but my blood in the stones and the will to stand there. The wisps probed the whole length of the burning line, patient, methodical, looking for the gap, and didn’t find one, and near midnight they drifted back into the trees and were gone.

It was the patience that frightened me. Not the cold, not the wrongness of the lights, but the method of them. They didn’t rush the line. They didn’t batter it the way the smoke-things had battered the door. They drifted along it, point by point, testing, the way I’d walk a roof looking for the slipped slate, and where Briar’s salt burned strong they moved on, and where it burned thin they lingered, marking it, and I understood that whatever sent them was not an animal. An animal is hungry and stupid. This was hungry and patient, and patient is so much worse, because patient waits for the line to fail on its own.

“They’ve found the thin places,” Briar said quietly, watching one hover over a stretch where the green burned low. “They’ll remember. Whatever follows them, it’ll know exactly where to push.” She rubbed her arms. “My grandmother said the lights were the worst part of a siege, not because they hurt you, but because they meant something patient was doing arithmetic about your walls.”

We didn’t relax. You don’t, after that. We just stood in the dark and knew we’d bought two days, and that something on the far side of the dark had just spent the night learning the shape of our weakness.

I found the blade-ward the next morning, by accident, the way I find everything.

I was resetting the third ward stone on its footing, the one that had shifted worst, and to do it I had to dig out around its base, and behind it, where the stone met the wall, my trowel rang on metal where there should have been only earth and rubble. I dug it out. A bundle, wrapped in oilcloth gone black with age, tucked into a cavity in the wall behind the stone, hidden, deliberately, by someone, years ago.

Inside the oilcloth was a knife.

It was short, single-edged, the blade dark steel chased with runes from heel to point, the handle bound in old leather, and the moment I unwrapped it the air around it changed, a faint cold clarity, a sense of the thing being awake. It hummed in my hand, lower and harder than the ward stones, and when I turned it the runes caught a light that wasn’t there and threw it back silver.

“That’s a blade-ward,” Sigrid said, and there was respect in her voice, and something careful. “Real ward-craft. Old. That’s a tool a ward witch carries, you draw boundaries with it, cut salt lines, seal doors.” She looked at the cavity, the oilcloth, the hidden bundle. “Someone put that there on purpose. Someone hid a ward witch’s working tool inside the boundary wall, wrapped and sealed, where a ward witch would find it if she ever came looking, or where an anchor would dig it up resetting a stone.” Her eyes met mine. “Greta. Or someone before her. They knew the wall would need a ward witch again someday. And they left her a tool, in the wall, waiting.”

I wrapped the knife back in its oilcloth and put it in my coat, against my chest, and it sat there cold and awake the rest of the day, and I had the strong sense I was keeping it for someone.

Tom Palliser arrived that afternoon, with paperwork I didn’t care about and a tired face that told me he hadn’t come about paperwork.

I’d been meaning to confront him, and I did it on the front steps before he could get his briefcase open, because I was done with the village’s single knowing sentence and the careful pauses and the things everyone declined to say.

“The house lights its own fires,” I said. “There’s a hot spring that grew overnight. There are women coming through holes in the walls, Tom. Two of them, so far. There are lights in the trees at night and dead wards on the boundary and a knife hidden in the wall. You knew. You’ve known the whole time. So you can stop being careful now, because I’m past careful, I’m living in it. What is this place.”

Tom looked at me for a long moment. Then he sat down, heavily, on the cold step, an old man with an old briefcase, and looked out at the overgrown drive, and let go of three generations of careful silence all at once.

“My grandfather served Greta’s predecessor,” he said. “My father served Greta. I’ve served Greta, and now, I suppose, you. The Pallisers have been Wickwether’s,” he searched for the word, “buffer. For ninety years. We hold the deeds and pay the taxes and tell the village a story and ask no questions, because the questions have answers, and the answers are the kind that don’t let a man sleep.” He folded his hands. “I don’t know the magic. I want to be clear, Mr. Calder, I am not a witch, I am a solicitor, I’ve spent my life on the mundane side of a door I was raised never to open. But I know enough. I know this house shelters women who come from, elsewhere. I know it needs a keeper, an anchor, and that without one it goes bad. And I know that Greta was the last one, and that she was old, far too old, and that she died,” he stopped, and his careful voice cracked, just slightly, “she died trying to reseal something in the cellar. Something she’d kept sealed for forty years. I found her in the entry hall the next morning. She’d come up from the cellar and got that far and her heart gave out, and she had salt-burns fresh on both hands.”

The afternoon went cold around me.

“Something in the cellar,” I said.

“I don’t know what.” Tom met my eyes, and his fear was real and old and human. “She never told me, and I never asked, because I didn’t want to know, God forgive me. But she went down there every season, with salt and iron, and she came up grey, and she said only one thing about it, the same thing, every time, for forty years.” He swallowed. “She said, ‘It’s still hungry, Tom. And it’s getting fed somehow. As long as the rooms stay dark, it stays asleep. But God help whoever wakes the house up.’”

Tom looked down at his folded hands. “I brought you the salt allowance in the accounts and told myself that was service enough. I told myself the same thing for thirty years that my father told himself, that a Palliser holds the deeds and pays the taxes and asks no questions, and that the not-asking was a kind of loyalty.” His voice was very quiet. “But she died down there, Mr. Calder. Or as near as makes no difference. An eighty-one-year-old woman, alone, going down into that cellar with a sack of salt because there was no one else, and I knew, and I let her, because asking would have made it mine too.” He looked up at me, and the shame in his face was the realest thing he’d shown me. “I’m telling you everything now because someone should have told you before you had to find it out the hard way. That’s all the courage I have. It isn’t much.”

“It’s more than the village managed,” I said. “They just sell me salt and wish me luck.”

“They’re wiser than me,” Tom said. “They never let it become theirs at all.” He almost smiled, tired and sad. “You have, though. I can see it on you. Less than a week, and you’ve gone and made it yours.”

I thought about the kitchen waking. The greenhouse waking. The wards I was bleeding into. The whole estate stirring, room by room, since I’d said I wasn’t selling.

I thought about something hungry in the cellar, sleeping only as long as the rooms stayed dark.

“Mr. Calder,” Tom said quietly, watching my face arrive at it. “What have you been doing, up here, these last few days?”

“Waking the house up,” I said.

Neither of us said anything for a while after that.

Tom left before dark, because nothing on this earth would have kept him on the grounds after dark, and I didn’t blame him. I went in and told the witches everything Tom had admitted, at the kitchen table over Sigrid’s stew, and Sigrid’s jaw set and Briar’s bright face went still, and neither of them was surprised, not really, because both of them had felt the wrongness under the house the same as I had.

“The cellar,” Sigrid said. “I’ve stayed out of it. The fireplace doesn’t like it. The kitchen goes cold near the cellar door, have you noticed? The fire pulls away from it.” She frowned into the fire. “Whatever’s down there, it’s not a smoke-thing. The smoke-things are scavengers. This is the thing the scavengers belong to.”

“We’re not ready to go look,” I said. “Not blind, not tonight. First the wall. We hold the boundary, we get the ward witch your house is supposedly bringing us, and then we figure out the cellar with all our hands. One wound at a time.”

“The wall won’t wait for ready,” Briar said softly, looking toward the dark windows. “The salt-line’s at a day and a half. After that, the wisps come back. And next time they’ll have found the hole.”

She was right, and the wall didn’t wait, and the ward witch came that night.

I felt it through the bond, through the house’s off-key hum spiking into something sharp, at the dead black hour past midnight, and then I heard it, a crack from the north wall that carried all the way to the kitchen, stone on stone, and the off-key note in my chest snapped taut like a wire pulled to breaking.

We ran.

We came out of the trees onto the north boundary in the dark with Sigrid’s fire throwing our shadows huge, and we saw the wall breach. A single stone, one of the great ones near the third ward post, had fallen, fallen inward, knocked into the grounds from outside, and through the gap it left, through the black hole in the boundary, a figure came.

Human-shaped. Moving fast, low, controlled, nothing like the drift of the wisps. It came through the gap already turning, already working, and in its hands were knives, two of them, short and dark and chased with silver light, blade-wards, twins to the one cold against my chest, and where it slashed them through the air silver lines hung and held, a defensive net thrown up behind it as it moved, sealing the dark at its back even as it came forward.

It saw us. It saw Sigrid’s fire and Briar’s green and me with a skillet, and it stopped, crouched, both blade-wards up, pale eyes catching the firelight, and out of a hard clipped mouth came the first words Maren Halvard ever said to me, and they were not a greeting.

“Your wards are dead,” she said, furious, breathing hard, blood on her sleeve, “this whole estate is wide open, and you’re standing in the breach with a frying pan. What in God’s name is wrong with you people.”


Chapter 9: The Ward Witch

She sealed the breach before she’d finished insulting us.

That was the first thing I understood about Maren Halvard, in the dark on the broken wall: she could do two things at once and the more important one got her hands. She was still calling us idiots when she turned back to the gap, dropped into a crouch, and went to work, and the work was beautiful to watch even while I was bristling at the words.

She poured a line of salt from a pouch at her belt, fast and exact, across the fallen stone and the gap it left, and snapped one blade-ward down through the air above it, and where the silver light fell the salt woke, a thin bright seam of cold light running the length of the breach. She drove the second blade into the earth at the corner of the gap, twisted it, drew a sign in the dirt with two fingers that left a glowing track, and the whole breach knit itself shut behind a wall of silver geometry, neat as a surgeon’s stitches, in the time it had taken Sigrid to walk three steps toward her.

Then she stood, both blades still up, and looked at us properly, and the assessment in her pale green eyes was the coldest, fastest, most thorough thing I’d ever been on the wrong end of, and I’d been assessed by building inspectors.

She looked at me. Contempt, plain and immediate, a mundane man in a flannel shirt with a frying pan, written off in half a second.

She looked at Sigrid, fire on her fists, and at Briar, green light at her fingers, and her contempt deepened into something almost like disgust. “Two witches,” she said, “living in an estate with dead boundary wards. Sleeping behind a wall anything could walk through. Do you have a death wish, or did nobody teach you what a perimeter is for?”

“Excuse you,” Sigrid started, fire flaring, “we have been holding this wall with a salt-line and a frying pan for three days while the house tried to find someone qualified.”

But Maren had already stopped listening, because she’d looked past us at the ward stones, the dead granite pillars, and the wall itself, and her whole face changed. The contempt drained out of it, replaced by something I’d come to know well, the look a craftsman gets when they see another craftsman’s work and it’s good, and old, and beyond them.

She crossed to the nearest ward stone, the third one, and crouched in front of it, and ran her fingers along the cut grooves. Her fingers paused on the granite, and the silver line under her touch flickered thin as a knife edge.

“This is Pre-Collapse Wickwork,” she said, almost to herself. All the fury gone, just wonder and a kind of grief. “These stones are dead, the network’s been cold for years, but the architecture…” She traced a line of carving with reverent fingers. “I’ve only ever seen this in records. Whole. Intact. A real Pre-Collapse boundary, the genuine geometry, not the patchwork everyone builds now.” She looked up at the wall, the run of stones disappearing into the trees, and for a moment she forgot to be hostile. “This is one of the old estates. A real one. I thought they were all gone.”

She moved down the line, crouching at each stone in turn, reading them the way I’d read a wall, and she talked while she did it, not to us, to herself, the way a craftsman does when the work is too beautiful to keep quiet about. “Seven-point geometry. Look, the angles repeat, stone to stone, it’s a continuous figure, the whole wall is one sigil, not a string of separate wards, that’s why it held for centuries on no maintenance, you can’t break a continuous figure by cracking one stone, the others carry the load.” She stopped at the cracked southeast stretch and her voice changed. “It’s only failing now because the figure’s been broken in more than one place at once, and something’s eating the breaks faster than the figure can route around them.” She pressed her palm flat to a dead stone, and for half a second a thread of silver woke under it, answering her the way the garden stone had answered me, and then died. Her jaw tightened. “It knows me. The architecture knows ward-craft when it touches it. It’s been waiting for hands that speak its language.” She pulled her hand back like she’d been caught at something. “It doesn’t matter. It’s dying. You can’t bring a figure this size back with one tired witch and a man with a frying pan.”

I crouched too, a careful distance away, the way you approach a frightened dog or a proud one, and I asked the only question that mattered.

“What does the wall need?”

Maren looked at me sharply, like she’d forgotten I could talk. “What?”

“The wall. The wards. You just told me they’re dead and the perimeter’s open. You’re clearly the person who knows how to fix that. So. What does it need.” I had my notebook out, the small one, the one I survey with, and I uncapped the pencil. “I can clear, dig, reset stones, mix whatever compound you tell me to mix, repoint, haul. I can’t ward. You can. Tell me what you need and I’ll do it, and you can keep calling me an idiot the whole time, I don’t mind, but the wall doesn’t care about my feelings and neither do I right now.”

She stared at me. Whatever she’d expected from the man with the frying pan, a notebook and a list of his own limitations wasn’t it. I watched her recalibrate, slowly, the way you watch someone do a sum they don’t trust.

“The southeast stretch first,” she said at last, warily, like she was testing a step. “The mortar-rot’s worst there, the absence-lines are deepest. The stones need their footings cleared and reset true, north-south, not the way they’ve slumped. Then the network has to be rechanneled stone to stone, that’s mine, but I can’t channel through a stone that’s sitting crooked, so I need them set right before I can do anything.” She watched my pencil move. “You’re writing it down.”

“I write everything down. It’s how I don’t make the same mistake twice.” I finished the line. “Southeast first, clear and reset true, north-south. Then you channel. What’s the compound for the footings, you’ll have a preference, everyone does.”

“Salt and iron filings. Three to one. Packed wet, not dry.” She was still watching me like I might be a trick. “You’ll do exactly that. Not your own version. Mine.”

“Yours,” I agreed. “It’s your craft. I’m hands. Tell me the three-to-one and I’ll measure it three-to-one.”

Something in her settled, a degree, the way a held breath lets out partway. Not trust. Not anything like trust. But the recognition that I wasn’t going to fight her about her own work, and for a woman who, I’d learn, had watched a sanctuary fall because someone overruled her on a door, that meant more than warmth would have.

I gave her the tour because she wouldn’t sleep until she’d seen the whole perimeter and the state of the house’s defenses, and the tour was where the household met her, and the household, as households do, fed her before she could stop them.

At the greenhouse, Briar took one look at the blood on Maren’s sleeve and the grey exhaustion in her face and was off the bench with a handful of mint before Maren could get a blade up.

“You’re hurt, and you’re running on nothing, I can see it. Here.” She pressed the mint into Maren’s hand. “Chew it, it’s just mint, healing mint, it’ll take the edge off the exhaustion and clean the cut if you crush some on it, it won’t do anything you don’t want, I promise, I’d never push. It’s just mint.” She was already backing off, hands up, giving Maren space, which was exactly right, though Briar did it by instinct rather than calculation. “Sorry. I touch things. People. I’m working on it. It’s just mint.”

Maren looked at the mint in her hand, and then at Briar, the wild copper-haired girl giving her room and apologizing for kindness, and something flickered behind the pale eyes. She didn’t say thank you. But she chewed the mint, watching Briar the whole time, and crushed a leaf on the cut on her arm without being asked twice, and that was as close to gratitude as Maren came that night.

At the kitchen, Sigrid shoved a bowl of stew into her hands the second she crossed the threshold.

“Eat,” Sigrid said. Not a request.

“I don’t need it.”

“You’re swaying. You’ve been running, anyone can see it, you’ve got the look of a woman who’s been three days without a proper meal because she didn’t trust a stove that wasn’t hers.” Sigrid put a spoon in the bowl. “I’m not asking you to trust the stove. I’m asking you to eat the stew. There’s a difference. Eat.”

Maren ate the stew. Standing. In the doorway, with her back to the wall and a clear line to the exit, not sitting at the table, not setting down a single blade, eating one-handed and fast and watching all three of us the entire time. But she ate it, all of it, and when she set the empty bowl down her hands were a fraction steadier, and Sigrid took the bowl without comment and refilled it and put it back in her hands, and Maren ate that too.

The clash came over the wards, the way I’d known it would, the moment Maren had food in her and strength enough to be properly contemptuous again.

“Your boundary work,” she said to Sigrid, nodding at the nightshade-and-salt line still smoldering green along the base of the wall, “is going to fail in a day, and it’s sloppy, and it’ll teach the things in the trees exactly how a temporary ward smells so they’ll recognize it next time. You should never burn a ward you can’t hold. You’re just announcing where the soft spot is.”

Sigrid bristled like a struck cat. “That ward held off a dozen wisps for a full night while you were God-knows-where.”

“It held off scouts. It tells me you’ve never seen what comes after the scouts.” Maren’s voice was flat, certain, infuriating, and worst of all, probably right. “Fire-craft and ward-craft aren’t the same discipline. You burn things. I keep things out. They’re not interchangeable and you’re treating them like they are.”

“And you’re treating my household like a job site you’ve been sent to inspect.” Sigrid started, fire climbing her wrists, and Briar, bless her, tried to step between them with both hands up, saying, “We’re all tired. Maybe we could all agree the wall needs us?” and got snapped at from both directions at once, Maren saying “stay out of this, gardener” and Sigrid saying “Briar, not now,” in the same breath, which at least united the two ward-and-fire witches in something.

I didn’t step into it. That was deliberate. I’d learned, mediating crews, that the worst thing you can do with two specialists each certain they’re right is to pick a winner, because then you’ve made an enemy and the work still doesn’t get done. So I let them spend the worst of it, and when it guttered down to glaring I said the only thing that mattered.

“You’re both right,” I said. “Sigrid’s ward bought us a night we wouldn’t have had. Maren’s right that it won’t buy us another and the things outside are learning from it. So we use Sigrid’s fire to hold tonight, and Maren’s craft to fix it for good, and nobody has to be wrong for the other one to be right. The wall doesn’t care whose feelings win. It cares whether it holds.” I looked at Maren. “Which is why I’m going to do exactly what you tell me, in exactly your configuration, starting now, because you’re the ward witch and this is ward-craft. That work for you?”

Maren looked at me, plainly thrown by being agreed with mid-argument, and after a moment said, grudgingly, “Yes. That works.” And Sigrid, who hated to lose but hated worse to lose the wall, folded her arms and muttered that fine, fine, the wall one could have the wall, and that was the closest the two of them came to a truce that first night.

I should be honest about what I noticed, because I noticed it the way I noticed everything about her, against my better judgment, in the middle of all the hostility.

When she crouched at the ward stones, drawing her lines, her back to me, the dark divided coat she wore pulled tight across her, and there was a great deal of her to pull tight across in one particular place, an athletic frame that ran lean and hard everywhere except a thick prominent curve that her crouching put on full and helpless display. She drew ward lines for an hour that night, crouched at stone after stone, and I spent that hour very carefully looking at her hands and the silver light and not at the rest of it, and failing, intermittently, and feeling like a man for failing, and dragging my eyes back to the work each time. She had no idea. She was a craftsman lost in her craft, severe braid tight, pale neck bent, entirely unaware that the man with the notebook was conducting a small private war against himself three feet behind her.

I won the war most of the time. I want that on the record too.

We worked the breach itself before anyone slept, because a hole in the wall doesn’t wait for morning, and that was where Maren first watched me do exactly what she told me and nothing else. She marked the footing she wanted cleared and I cleared it to her line, no wider, no neater than she’d asked, because a man who improves on a ward witch’s marks is a man who doesn’t understand that the marks are the craft. She told me the salt-and-iron at three-to-one, packed wet, and I mixed it three-to-one and packed it wet and showed her the consistency before I used it, and she looked at it, and looked at me, and something flickered over her face that I’d later understand was the specific shock of being listened to. She gave me a measurement and I held to it. She corrected my angle once and I took the correction without defending myself, and she waited for the argument that men like me apparently always made, and it didn’t come, and she went quiet in a way that wasn’t hostile.

“You really do just do what you’re told,” she said, half to herself, sealing the reset stone with a pass of her blade. “On the wall, I mean. You don’t fight me about my own work.”

“It’s your work,” I said. “I fight people about my work. The kitchen, the pipes, the roof, ask Sigrid, I’m a nightmare. But warding isn’t mine. You don’t see me telling the gardener how to graft, either. A man who’s good at one thing learns to shut up about the things he isn’t.” I tamped the last of the compound. “Three-to-one, packed wet, north-south. Tell me the next one.”

She told me the next one. And we worked the breach shut between us in the dark, her craft and my hands, and by the time the gap was sealed and sound she’d stopped watching me like a liability and started watching me like a tool she hadn’t expected to find sharp.

The blade-ward was the thing that changed how she looked at me.

I’d been carrying it against my chest for two days, and when the tour came back round to the boundary wall and the cavity behind the third stone, I took it out, still wrapped in its blackened oilcloth, and held it out to her.

“I found this,” I said. “Hidden in the wall, behind that stone, when I was resetting the footing. It was sealed in oilcloth, tucked in a cavity, on purpose. I didn’t know what it was, except that it felt like yours before you got here. I kept it safe.”

Maren took the bundle. She unwrapped it, there in the dark on the wall, and when the rune-chased blade caught the silver light and threw it back she went completely still, the kind of still I’d only seen Briar go when she found something she thought was dead, alive.

“This is a journeyman’s blade-ward,” she said quietly. “Pre-Collapse. Hand-cut. The work of a master ward witch, made for a student to carry through her whole life.” She turned it slowly. “Somebody hid this in the wall. Wrapped against the damp. In a place a ward witch would dig it up, or an anchor would find it, resetting a stone.” She looked up at me, and the contempt was entirely gone now, replaced by something harder to hold and more dangerous, a kind of arrested attention. “They knew. Whoever sealed this knew the wall would need a ward witch again, someday, and they left her a working tool, waiting in the stone. And you found it, and you didn’t sell it, or pocket it, or wave it around. You kept it safe and you handed it to the first ward witch who came through the wall.”

“It wasn’t mine,” I said. “It was waiting for someone with the hands to use it. That’s you.”

She looked at the blade. She looked at me. Her fingers tightened around the oilcloth until the old fabric creaked. The blade stayed perfectly level in her hands, but her thumb found the maker’s mark on the hilt and rubbed it once, twice, as if proving it was real, and then she wrapped the blade back up, carefully, and tucked it into her own belt next to its twins, and her voice when it came back was clipped and cold again, the portcullis down.

“I’ll stay,” she said. “For the wall. The wall needs a ward witch and I’m a ward witch and this is Pre-Collapse Wickwork and I won’t watch it fall for the want of someone qualified, the way the last one fell.” A muscle worked in her jaw at the last one, and she didn’t explain it, and I didn’t ask. “But there are conditions, and they’re not negotiable.”

“Tell me.”

“My own room. With a door that locks, that I lock, that nobody opens but me.” She held up a finger. “Nobody touches my things. Not the blades, not the salt, not the tools, not anything in my room, ever, for any reason.” A second finger. “And no personal questions. I’m here for the wall. Not for this.” A flick of her eyes at Sigrid, at Briar, at the warm kitchen behind us, the household. “Whatever this is. I don’t want to know your stories and I’m not telling you mine. I hold the perimeter, I eat your food because I’d be a fool not to, and I keep to myself. Those are the terms.”

Sigrid opened her mouth, and I caught her eye and shook my head, just slightly, and she closed it.

“Done,” I said. “Your own room, locks on the inside, and I’ll put a hasp on it myself today so the house can’t change your door on you while you sleep, because it does that, you’ll want to know it does that. Nobody touches your things, I’ll tell the others, and they’ll listen, because in this household no means no about a person’s space, full stop. And no personal questions.” I capped my pencil. “I’ll ask you about the wall until you’re sick of me. I won’t ask you about anything else. If you ever want to tell me something, the chair next to mine at the table’s usually open. If you never do, that’s fine too. The wall’s the wall. We’re square.”

Maren Halvard looked at me for a long moment in the dark, the new old blade at her belt, three blades now where she’d come with two, and I watched her fail to find the thing she’d braced for, the demand, the price, the catch, the man who wanted her gratitude or her story or her trust as payment for a roof.

“Fine,” she said at last, and it came out less certain than she meant it to. “Fine. The wall. Show me where I’m sleeping.”

“There’s a room in the east wing,” I said. “Corner. Two windows, both onto the grounds, so you can see anything coming. Solid door. I thought you’d want the corner.”

She stopped. Just for a second. The corner room. The room with the sightlines and the two exits and the solid door, the room a person who’d survived by counting exits would choose, and I’d chosen it for her without being asked, because I’d watched her eat with her back to the wall.

“Yes,” she said, after a beat too long, and her voice was very controlled. “The corner. That’s, yes. Fine.”

I fitted the hasp to her door that night, the way I’d said I would, before either of us slept. It was a small enough job, a barrel bolt and a strike plate and four screws into solid old oak, but I did it carefully, made sure it sat true and threw smooth and would hold against a shoulder, and I tested it twice and then handed her the little knob and stepped back into the corridor so she could try it herself. She slid it home from the inside, and slid it back, and slid it home again, and through the wood I heard her do it a third time, the small mechanical certainty of a lock that worked, and when she opened the door her face had changed in a way I hadn’t earned and didn’t understand yet.

“It throws clean,” she said.

“It’ll hold against a man’s weight. More than that, you’ll want the chair under the handle, but it’ll hold against most things that aren’t trying very hard.” I gathered my screwdriver. “And it’s yours. I won’t have a key to it. There isn’t a key to it, it’s a bolt, it only works from your side. The house can’t change a door that’s bolted from the inside, I’ve tested that, it’s the one thing it can’t reroute. So when that bolt’s thrown, you’re behind a door nothing in this house can open. Including me. Especially me.” I picked up my tools. “Sleep well. The wall’s quiet. I’ll be in the kitchen if anything isn’t.”

She looked at the bolt, and at me, and didn’t say thank you, because Maren didn’t, but she stood in her doorway a moment with her hand on the throw of a lock that only answered to her, in a house full of strangers, and something in her shoulders came down half an inch, and that was worth more than thanks.

Then she shut the door, and the bolt went home, and I went down to the kitchen and banked the fire, and felt at the cold edge of the warmth in my chest a fourth presence on the grounds, a hard controlled note that wasn’t a bond and wasn’t yet a friend, standing guard over a wall it had decided, for reasons it would not give me, was worth saving.

In the morning, when I came out to start work, Maren was already crouched at the southeast stone, very still, looking at the base of it. The salt I’d packed there the night before was wet. Sweating, in dry cold ground, the way no salt should.

“This stone’s different,” she said, not looking up. “Something’s pushing on it from underneath.” She pressed two fingers to the damp salt and pulled them back fast. “Cold. Wrong cold.” She finally looked at me. “What’s under your house, Calder?”


Chapter 10: Root and Rain

A week into the three of them, the greenhouse had gone from a corpse to a jungle that was actively trying to outrun me.

I’d replace a pane of glass and by the time I’d cut and set the next one, a vine had found the new pane and started up it. I’d clear a bed and turn the soil and Briar would walk past it and it would be green by evening. The heat-channel ran warm now, Sigrid’s doing, fed off the kitchen fire through the old copper pipe in the wall, and between the warmth and the witch the greenhouse had become a humid, dripping, riotously alive place where the air was thick and sweet and the first of Briar’s alchemical herbs were already standing tall enough to harvest.

It was the best work I’d done in a year. It was also, I’ll be honest, becoming a problem, and the problem was that the more alive the greenhouse got, the more alive Briar got, and the more alive Briar got, the harder she was to be near.

She’d warned me about it the first day, the growth magic, the way desire grew like everything else grew when her craft ran hot. I’d taken it as information. Now I was living next to it, eight hours a day, in a warm wet room where everything was straining upward toward the light, including, increasingly, the witch.

It showed in small ways and she fought all of them. She’d be up to her elbows in a bed, freckled and flushed, copper curls stuck to her neck with greenhouse damp, and she’d catch herself leaning toward me, dig both hands hard into the damp soil, then march off to the rain barrel to dunk her head in the cold water before the nearest vine could curl any farther around my boot. She kept a flask of moonvine tincture in her apron and I’d see her take a pull off it when her hands started to shake. She worked herself to exhaustion on purpose, hauling soil she didn’t need to haul, because a tired body was a grounded one.

“Cold water,” she’d say, surfacing from the rain barrel, gasping, copper hair plastered to her face, “and breathing, and the tincture, and work. Four walls. They hold. They’ve held for years.” She’d shake the water off like a dog. “It’s just louder here. Because it’s so alive. The louder it is, the more I have to…” She’d flap a hand. “Mind the walls. Sorry. Ignore me. Hand me the trowel.”

I handed her the trowel. I also, on the second day, did the thing that I think actually helped more than the barrel, which was that I started treating the heat as ordinary and the work as the point. When she caught herself leaning toward me and flushed and apologized, I didn’t make it a moment. I’d just ask her about the bed she was planting, or hand her the next pane, or point out that the silkroot had thrown a runner, and the ordinariness of it gave her somewhere to put the energy that wasn’t shame. Briar had spent seven months alone with a magic that made her want and no one to want it at safely, and I think she’d half expected that the first man she landed near would either flinch from her like she was dangerous or take the wanting as an invitation. I did neither. I treated her like a colleague who happened to be beautiful and happened to run hot, and gave her real work and real respect, and the wanting got easier to carry once it stopped being the only thing in the room.

Sigrid noticed me doing it, which I should have expected, because Sigrid noticed everything. “That’s clever,” she said one evening, watching Briar march off to the barrel for the fourth time. “What you do. The not-making-it-a-thing. I couldn’t do it. I’d either burn the tension down or fan it, I haven’t got a middle setting.” She gave me a sideways look, fond and sharp at once. “You’ve got nothing but middle settings. It’s very annoying and it’s why the house picked you. Steady ground. The rest of us are weather.”

I minded my own walls, for the record. I’d bonded with Sigrid, and Sigrid had been blunt about the household being a household and not a competition, but I was not about to drift sideways into a second bond with a woman whose magic was actively turning the heat up on both of us. That wasn’t a choice made with a clear head. That was the room making it. And I’d promised Sigrid the first night, and I’d promised Briar in her own words that day at the table, that I knew the difference between wanting something and the room wanting it for you.

It helped that there was so much work, and that the work was real. The water tank in the corner had to be cleared and the lead pipe rerun, a filthy day’s job that left me with a forearm full of scale and a system that finally let Briar water her beds from a tap instead of a can. The frame needed bracing in three more places. Half the surviving glass was so furred with old algae it let no light, and I spent an afternoon on a ladder scraping panes clean while Briar passed up new ones and told me, at length, the entire reproductive cycle of the silkroot, which I had not asked about, and which involved more innuendo than I think she realized until Sigrid, passing through with an armful of herbs for the kitchen, said, “If you two are going to talk like that you can do it where I’m not eating,” and Briar went scarlet and dropped a pane, which I caught, which made her go more scarlet.

So there was work, and there was comedy, and there was the slow honest pleasure of a dead room coming back, and between the three of those things a man could keep his hands to himself even with Briar Fernhollow bending over a planting bed two feet away. Mostly. On the good days.

So I wanted her, plainly, the way any man with eyes and a pulse would want Briar Fernhollow bent over a planting bed in the wet heat with her freckled thighs streaked in soil. And I did nothing about it. And the not-doing was its own kind of work, harder than the glass.

We had the conversation on the seventh evening, all three of us, because Sigrid made us.

She came into the greenhouse at dusk with two cups of tea and one of her looks, set the cups down on the potting bench, and said, “Right. The two of you have been circling each other like a pair of cats for a week and I’m tired of feeling it in the bond, Wes, you’re like a kettle that won’t whistle. We’re going to talk about it like adults, in front of me, so nobody does anything stupid in the dark.”

Briar went scarlet to the roots of her hair. “Sigrid.”

“Don’t ‘Sigrid’ me. I’m not jealous, before you start, I told him the first night this was a household. I’m being practical. You want him.” She pointed at Briar. “He wants you, I can feel it from the kitchen, it’s distracting. The only question is whether it’s you wanting him or the room wanting him, because if it’s the room, we ground it and wait, and if it’s you, you should have him and stop torturing the kettle. So. Which is it.”

I’d never seen anyone strip a situation that bare that fast. It was, in its way, the kindest thing she could have done, because it took the whole thing out of the dark and put it on the bench next to the tea where everyone could see it.

Briar sat down on the bench, slowly, and wrapped both hands around her cup, and for once she didn’t run on. She thought about it. She thought about it for a long time, the alchemist working a problem, and when she spoke she was clear and plain in the way she only ever got when something mattered too much to scatter.

“The walls hold,” she said. “I want that said first, because it’s the most important thing and people get it backwards. The cold water and the tincture and the work, they hold. If Wes said no tonight, I’d ground the magic and sleep and be fine in the morning and I’d never, I’d never make it his problem to fix. It’s not his job to put out a fire I can put out myself. I want that completely clear.” She looked up at me. “You’re not going to be the thing I have to have. You’re not medicine. I won’t let you be.”

“Good,” I said. “I never wanted to be.”

“But.” She turned the cup. “Past the walls. Underneath the magic being loud. If I’m honest, with a clear head, in front of Sigrid, the way she likes,” a flicker of a smile, “I want you. Not because the room’s hot. Because you fed me bread before you’d touched me. Because you wrote my plants down in pencil and made a man drive to the village for the right boots. Because you sat in the cold with me when I couldn’t leave the garden and you didn’t tell me I was being stupid, you just sat.” Her green eyes were very steady. “And I want the wickbond. That’s the part the walls can’t reach, that’s the part that’s all me. I’ve been running for seven months. Seven months, Wes, I never let myself stay inside even one feeling, because rooted things get killed and I learned that the hard way. I want to root here. I want to stop running. The bond is rooting.” She swallowed. “I want it. With a clear head. That’s my answer to the cats question.”

Sigrid nodded slowly, like a woman who’d gotten exactly the answer she’d wanted and was satisfied with her own work. Then she looked at me.

“And you,” she said. “What do you want.”

“I want whatever’s freely chosen,” I said. “That rule holds, with both of you, always. I won’t be a man who took advantage of a hot room and a hard year.” I looked at Briar. “If you want me with a clear head, on a night the walls are quiet enough that we both know it’s you, then yes. Not tonight. Tonight the room’s loud and you’ve taken the tincture and I’m not going to make either of us guess. But on a night you choose, clear, you and not the magic, I’m yours, and I’d be glad to be.”

Briar let out a breath that shook on the way out, and the greenhouse, I felt it, eased, all the strain going out of the air at once, the plants settling, and she laughed, wet and relieved.

“That’s almost worse,” she said. “Now I have to be patient. I’m terrible at patient.”

“You’ve been patient for a week,” I said. “I’ve watched you dunk your head in that barrel a hundred times. You’re better at it than you think.”

We worked the rest of that evening with the air clear between us, and it was the easiest the greenhouse had felt since she’d arrived, because the wanting was on the bench in the open now and nobody had to pretend it wasn’t there.

We replanted the dangerous specimens that night, the last of them, the ones from her pockets, and she gave me each plant’s whole life as we put it in the soil.

“Nightbloom,” she said, settling the dark shoots into the bed she’d fenced off. “Sedative, but it’s gentle, it’s not a poison, it just tells a body it’s allowed to rest. I used to grow rows of it for people who couldn’t sleep after, after things. There were a lot of things to not sleep about, where I’m from.” She tamped the soil. “Blazebark.” The one Sigrid coveted. “The sap goes hot and sticks. Weaponize it and it’s terrible, but mostly we used it to cauterize and to start fires in the wet. Everything I know how to hurt with, I learned because I needed to heal with it first. That’s most of alchemy. The same plant that saves you kills you at the wrong dose.”

“Moonvine,” I said, helping her run the pale tendrils up a string frame. “The one you water with tears.”

“Salt water,” she corrected, gently. “But yes. Tears work because tears are to hand when you’ve got a moonvine to grow. It heals, deep, slow, the kind of healing that knits a thing back instead of just stopping the blood. And it only blooms at full dark, and you have to harvest it at peak light, when it’s glowing brightest, or the medicine in it fades.” She looked at it fondly. “It’s the most useful plant I have and it’s the most trouble. Like most useful things.”

“Like most useful people,” I said.

“Don’t,” she said, but she was smiling.

We worked in the dark with a lantern and the new shoots between us, and she taught me the names of all of it, and I taught her, without meaning to, the names of the tools, because she’d been calling my pruning shears “the cutty thing” and my trowel “the little spade” and it offended me the way her storing flour offended Sigrid. So we traded vocabularies, plant for tool, and she was a quick study, quicker than she let on under all the scatter, and by the end of the night she could name every tool on the bench and I could tell a sedative from a stimulant by the leaf, and there was something in the easy back-and-forth of it, two people each handing the other a craft, that felt more intimate than the heat ever had. The heat was the room. This was us. I noticed the difference and I filed it away, because it was the difference she’d told me to watch for.

“You’re a good teacher,” she said, at one point, surprised. “You don’t make me feel stupid for not knowing. Most people, when you don’t know a thing, they,” she made a face. “You just tell me the name and move on. Like it’s normal not to know yet. I like that.”

“You taught me what a nightbloom does in about four words,” I said. “I’m not going to be precious about the word trowel.”

“Trowel,” she repeated, pleased with herself, turning it over in her hand. “Little spade. Trowel. I like trowel better. It sounds like what it does.”

The portal scar was the last thing we came to, and it was where the grief finally caught her.

It sat in the center bed, where she’d fallen through, a faint braided mark in the soil, a place where the dirt was darker and the air shimmered faintly green, the wound in the world she’d come through. She’d been avoiding it all week, working around it, and now in the dark with the planting done she crouched at the edge of it and put her hand flat on the scar, and her face came apart.

“It was the last living place,” she said, very quietly, not running on now, the words coming slow and plain. “My world. It died over years, not all at once, a long grey dying, and at the end there was one greenhouse left with anything green in it, and it was mine, and I kept it alive for seven months after everything else was dust. Alone. Just me and the plants and the grey getting closer every night.” Her hand pressed into the soil. “And then one morning it was over. The grey reached the glass. And my magic grabbed me and pulled me through, and I left, I left the last living place in my whole world behind me and I…” Her voice cracked. “I felt it die behind me as I came through. I felt the last green thing go grey. I was supposed to hold it and I ran, I ran into the green and left it to die.”

“You didn’t leave,” I said.

She looked up at me, eyes streaming.

“You didn’t leave it, Briar. There was nothing left to hold. The grey had the glass. You held a dying world by yourself for seven months after every other living thing gave up, and at the very end, when there was nothing left to save, the magic saved you. That’s not leaving. That’s not running.” I crouched down across the scar from her. “You were rescued. By your own craft, reaching for the one place in all the worlds that still needed a gardener. You didn’t abandon a garden. You got pulled out of a grave and dropped into a greenhouse that’s been waiting for you for forty years. Look at it.” I gestured around us, at the green, the vines, the standing herbs, the whole impossible living room. “Look what you’ve grown in a week. You didn’t leave the last living thing behind. You carried it here in your hands and your pockets and your blood, and you planted it. It’s all around you. It’s not dead. It’s home.”

Briar broke.

She wept, the way she’d wept facing the dead bed the first day, but harder, deeper, the seven months of it coming out all at once, and as she wept the greenhouse answered her. Flowers opened all down the central bed, slow, unfurling in the dark in time with her crying. Vines climbed the iron frame, reaching. Glowing pollen lifted off the moonvine and hung in the warm air like slow snow, drifting around us, and the portal scar under our hands pulsed, once, gently, green, and a single new shoot pushed up out of it between her fingers, alive, reaching for her.

I went around the scar and I held her, and she turned into my chest and gripped my shirt in both soil-dark fists and cried into me while the garden bloomed around us, and there was nothing of the hot loud magic in it, nothing of the cats, just a woman finally allowed to grieve in a place that was safe enough to do it, and a man holding her up while she did, and a dead world’s last green things blooming all around us in the dark because she’d carried them home.

I held her for a long time. The pollen drifted. The flowers opened. The heat-channel kept us warm and the rain started somewhere outside, soft on the new glass, and the greenhouse smelled of wet soil and green growth and the salt of her tears, and I didn’t say anything else, because there wasn’t anything else to say. I just held her until the worst of it passed and her breathing went slow and the grip on my shirt eased into something gentler.

“I’ve been so scared to feel any of this,” she said, eventually, into my chest, her voice small and plain the way it only got when something was true. “The whole week. Every time I bring a bed back, every time something blooms, there’s this second where it’s just joy, pure, and then the fear comes right behind it, because the last time I loved a garden it died and I had to watch. So I’ve been running even while I stand still. Working too hard, dunking my head in the barrel, keeping everything moving so nothing can settle, because settled things can be lost.” She wiped her face on my shirt, unselfconscious. “You made me settle. Just now. With the rescued thing. I sat in it. The grief and the green both at once, and I didn’t run.” She gave a wet, wobbly laugh. “It’s horrible. I hate it. Don’t stop doing it.”

“I won’t,” I said.

“Good.” A pause. “The garden likes you, you know. It’s not just the house. The plants. They lean toward you, I’ve watched them do it, they grow faster where you’ve been. You’ve got dirt under your nails and ward-blood in your hands and something in you that things want to grow toward.” She tipped her head back to look at me, eyes red and bright. “I want to grow toward you too. I keep telling myself it’s the magic being loud. But it isn’t only that. I wanted you to know it isn’t only that, on a night I’m crying and not, you know, overflowing, so you’d believe me when it counts.”

I didn’t see Maren at first.

She was on the boundary, on her evening patrol, the way she’d been every evening that week, walking the wall she was bringing back to life one stone at a time, severe and solitary and entirely her own. And the greenhouse glass faces the north wall, and the greenhouse was lit from within by blooming flowers and glowing pollen, and from the dark outside it must have been a lantern in the night, every pane of it green-gold and full of light.

I felt her before I saw her, a cold clear note at the edge of the warmth in my chest, faint, because there was no bond there yet, just the house’s awareness of her on its grounds. I looked up, over Briar’s copper head, through the misted blooming glass, and Maren Halvard was standing out on the dark wall, blade-ward in hand, stopped mid-patrol, looking in.

She was looking at all of it. The blooming greenhouse, the drifting light, the man holding the weeping witch while a dead world’s flowers opened around them. Her face, through the glass and the dark and the distance, was unreadable, perfectly controlled, giving nothing. But she didn’t move. She stood out there in the cold with her dead-wall coming alive under her hands, and she watched the warmth on the other side of the glass, the household she’d told me she didn’t want any part of, and for a long moment she didn’t look away.

Then she did. She turned back to her wall, and crouched at the next stone, and the cold note at the edge of my chest went back to its work, and Briar stirred against me and said, muffled and wet and a little wondering, “It rained. It’s raining. I made it rain inside a little, didn’t I, there’s pollen everywhere, oh, I’m sorry,” and I said no, don’t be, and the greenhouse glowed, and out on the dark wall the ward witch worked alone, and the rain came down soft on all of us, the rooted and the running both.


Chapter 11: Greenhouse Bloom

She chose a clear night, and she made sure I knew it was clear.

It was two days after the rain inside, and the greenhouse had settled into a calm green hum, the loud strain of the first week gone now that Briar had grieved and rooted and stopped fighting herself. She found me there after dark, when the house was quiet and Sigrid was banking the kitchen fire and Maren was doing her last ward-walk of the night, and she came down the central aisle barefoot in the warm soil with her copper curls loose and her green eyes clear, and she stopped in front of me and held up the flask of moonvine tincture so I could see it.

“Full,” she said. “I haven’t taken any. I haven’t been near the rain barrel since this afternoon. The magic’s quiet, it’s been quiet all day, you can feel it, the plants are calm.” She set the flask down on the bench, deliberately, out of reach, a thing put away. “So you can’t tell yourself it’s the room. It’s not the room. It’s the quietest I’ve been in seven months, and I’m still here, and I still want you. That’s me. Clear head. Just like I said.”

I looked at her, and I felt for it the way she’d told me to, through the greenhouse’s quiet pull and the house around us, and she was right, the greenhouse was calm, the air still and sweet, no strain in it, no heat that wasn’t ours. Just a woman who’d chosen a quiet night on purpose so there’d be no doubt, and stood in front of me with her flask put away to prove it.

“Tincture’s on the bench,” I said. “Cold barrel’s by the door. Sigrid’s fire’s twenty feet away, you could ground a storm on it. You know all your walls and they all hold. I’m naming them one more time so you can hear me name them, and then I’m going to stop, because you’ve answered the question and I trust your clear head more than I trust my own.”

“Name them so you can stop,” Briar agreed, and smiled, slow and bright, and stepped close and took my hand and lifted it and pressed a kiss to my scarred knuckles, warm and soft. “I want you, Wes. Not the medicine. You. Now come down here and grow something with me.”

“Say that again,” I said, not moving yet, holding her green eyes. “The clear-headed part. I want to hear you say it one more time so neither of us ever wonders.”

She didn’t roll her eyes or call me cautious. She understood exactly why I asked, and her face went soft and certain. “Clear head,” she said. “Quiet night. My choice, not the magic’s. I’m not running and I’m not overflowing and I’m not reaching for the warmest thing in the room because there’s nothing else left in the world. There’s a whole world in this house now and I picked you out of it.” She stepped closer, until I could feel the heat coming off her. “I’ve been wanting you since you wrote my plants down in pencil. The room being loud just made it harder to tell whether you’d believe me. So I made the room quiet. And here I am. Wanting you. With a clear head. Now do you believe me, or do I have to say it in Latin.”

“I believe you,” I said, and reached for her.

She pulled me down into the warm soil of the center planting bed.

The portal scar was beneath us, faint and green, and as we came down onto the dark earth it pulsed, once, a slow living beat I felt through my whole body, and the greenhouse leaned in around us, the vines along the frame turning their leaves our way like a crowd going quiet. Briar got my shirt off over my head and ran her soil-warm hands flat up my chest and made a low sound of pure appreciation, and then she sat back on her heels and pulled her own work dress off in one motion and dropped it in the dirt, and the breath went out of me.

She was all freckles and motion even kneeling still. Golden freckled skin scattered everywhere, copper curls wild around her shoulders, those full round hips and the strong freckled thighs that were the best of her, her average chest hardly the point next to the rest, because the rest was made for exactly this, for soil and motion and the warm green dark. The greenhouse light from the moonvine caught the gold of her and the green of her eyes and she knelt over me, freckled and grinning and entirely unhidden, and I reached up and put my hands on those thick hips and she shivered all over.

The freckles were the thing I couldn’t stop looking at. They were everywhere, scattered thick across her shoulders and down over the slope of her chest, dusted along the tops of those strong thighs, a constellation of them down the curve of her hip where my thumb found a cluster and pressed, and she made a sound and arched into it. The bioluminescent light dappled blue-green over all of it, over the freckles and the gold of her skin and the wild copper of her hair, so that she looked less like a woman in a greenhouse than like something the greenhouse had grown, a creature of soil and light, kneeling over me in the warm dark with her whole body already leaning toward my hands the way her plants leaned toward the sun.

“There,” she breathed. “Hands. I love your hands. I’ve watched your hands all week. In the soil, on the glass, holding the trowel,” a tendril curled around my wrist as I dragged my palms up her sides, tightening with her want, “I kept thinking about them. On me. Doing what they do to everything else in here. Making things grow.”

“Then come here and find out what they do,” I said, and pulled her down over me.

We kissed, and there was nothing patient in it now, no walls to mind, just the hunger she’d been holding back for a week let loose all at once, her mouth open and eager on mine, her hands everywhere, in my hair, on my jaw, dragging down my chest, raking down my stomach, and she was making small desperate sounds into my mouth and pressing the whole warm length of herself against me, her thigh hooking over my hip, trying to climb me right there in the soil. I could feel how ready she was, the slick heat of her against my leg, the way her hips were already rolling in slow hungry circles she didn’t seem to know she was making.

“A week,” she breathed against my mouth, “I’ve wanted this a whole week, do you know how long a week is when everything in you wants to grow toward someone and you make yourself sit in a cold barrel instead,” and I swallowed the rest of it with another kiss and let her have the first wave of it, and then I took her hips in both hands and rolled her under me into the warm soil, because she’d been waiting to be on top all week and I wanted her to wait one minute more.

“Wes,” she gasped, laughing, pinned in the dirt under me, freckled and flushed and delighted.

“In a minute,” I said, against her throat, and went down her, mouth on her freckled collarbone, her chest, the soft slope of her belly, the freckled rise of each hipbone, while she writhed and clutched fistfuls of soil. I got my hands under those thick thighs and shoved them wide and put my mouth on her cunt, already swollen and slick and flushed dark, and dragged my tongue up the length of her, and she cried out with the same wild abundance she brought to blooming beds and impossible plant labels, her hips bucking up against my mouth. I held her open with my thumbs and licked into her, lapping the wet heat of her, then found her clit and sealed my lips around it and sucked, working the stiff little bud with the flat of my tongue while she came apart under me, her hands flying down to fist in my hair and grind herself against my mouth, her thighs clamping my ears, her voice climbing.

“Oh, oh, that’s, oh I’m going to, I can’t, the plants, watch the plants.”

She came against my mouth and she overflowed.

I’d been warned, in words, and words hadn’t prepared me. She came with a shout and gushed against my mouth, a hot wet flood that soaked my chin and my throat and my chest and the dark soil beneath her, real volume, real force, pulse after pulse of it spurting out of her around my tongue as her whole body arched off the earth, and around us the greenhouse erupted. Flowers burst open all down the bed in a wave, snapping wide, the moonvine flaring brighter, glowing pollen lifting off every surface at once, and a new green tendril shot up out of the soil beside her shoulder and unrolled a leaf, and she was laughing and gasping and squirting and drenching me and the whole room was blooming with her.

“See,” she panted, dazed, grinning up at the glowing ceiling, “I told you, everything overflows, oh, your face.”

“I’m not done with you,” I told her, and held her thighs open and went back down, dragging my tongue up through the soaked swollen heat of her cunt, and she shouted and bucked and grabbed two fistfuls of soil. She was drenched, slick, her pussy swollen and open and dripping, and every pass of my tongue over her clit made her hips chase my mouth, and I pushed two fingers into her while I licked, curling them up into the spot that made her keen, fucking her on them slow and deep while I sucked her clit, driving her right back to the edge until she was trembling there, wet and helpless and one breath from another flood. Then I pulled back, because I wanted the next one around my cock, and a whole row of seedlings beside her shoulder trembled half-grown, waiting for her pleasure to finish what my mouth had started.

“You’re doing it on purpose,” she gasped, half-laughing, half-wrecked. “You found out what makes me overflow and now you’re, oh, you’re going to flood the whole bed, the beds can’t, I can’t think.”

“You can,” I said against her thigh. “You keep telling me everything overflows. So overflow. I want to see how much you’ve got.”

“Get up here,” she said instead, hauling at my shoulders, “get up here, I need you inside me, I’ve needed it all week, please,” and I let her have what she’d wanted.

She straddled me and reached down to fit the head of my cock to her dripping entrance and sank down in one slow hungry motion, her soaked pussy swallowing me inch by inch until she’d taken all of me, her head falling back, copper curls cascading, a long broken moan pouring out of her at the stretch of it. She planted her hands on my chest and started to ride, and there is no sight in any world like Briar Fernhollow riding, freckled and wild, her thick hips working, her thighs flexing, her slick cunt gripping me tight on every rise and drop, her whole body in joyful motion, the greenhouse light dappling blue-green across her skin and the flowers opening with every roll of her.

I gripped her hips and drove up into her to meet every drop, and she keened, and the plants climbed.

“Like that,” she gasped, “oh, just like that, you feel, I can feel it growing, every time you move, the garden’s, it’s all growing.”

“I can see it,” I said, and I could, vines climbing the frame in real time, beds greening at the edges of my vision, the whole room straining upward with her pleasure. I dragged one hand up into her wild hair and fisted it, gentle but sure, and pulled her down so her face was over mine. “Look at me when you do it. I want to watch your face when you overflow.”

She looked at me, green eyes blown wide, and came again on my cock, and squirted again, hot around me and down my hips and into the soil, and beside us a whole new planting bed cracked open along its top, the old wood splitting as roots surged up through it from below, the magic pouring out of her finding new ground to wake. That was the second real overflow, the one that split new wood and made the greenhouse answer with something more than flowers. She didn’t slow down. She couldn’t. She was insatiable, exactly as I’d been told, and she rode me through her own climax and into the next without a pause, gasping that she needed more, that she wasn’t done, that she’d never been able to stop once it started.

“Then don’t stop,” I told her, and I wasn’t going to let her ride me into a blur, because she’d been running her whole life and tonight I wanted her to feel held down and staying. I pulled out, slick and gleaming, and flipped her, easily, her gasp of surprise turning to a moan as I got her up onto her hands and knees in the warm soil, that full freckled ass tipped up to me, her cunt swollen and open and dripping between her spread thighs. I gripped one round cheek and dragged the head of my cock through her soaked folds, then drove into her from behind in one deep stroke that bottomed out against the end of her and made her cry out into the dirt.

“Oh, God, yes, like that.” She pushed back against me, greedy, and I gripped those round hips in both hands and held her exactly where I wanted her and set a hard deep rhythm, watching the freckled curve of her ass take every stroke, watching her spine arch, watching the vines along the frame above us climb in time with the slap of my hips against her. She was loud, gloriously loud, sobbing out filth and praise in the same breath, and every few strokes another flood would soak my thighs and the soil beneath us and another patch of dead bed would crack open and surge green.

“You feel that,” I said, low, driving into her, one hand sliding up her spine to fist in her copper curls and pull, gentle but sure, arching her back. “Every time you overflow, the garden grows. You’re not flooding it. You’re feeding it. So give it everything.”

“I will, I will, oh, don’t stop, fill me up, please, I want to feel all of it.” She was babbling now, past words almost, and I rolled us one more time, putting her on her back in the soaked soil with her thighs hooked over my arms so I could watch her face, the freckled flush of her, the green light in her wide eyes, and drove into her hard and deep, taking control of the pace, and she sobbed with how much she wanted it.

“Yes, oh, harder, I can take it, I want your roots in me, I want to feel where I belong.”

I gave it to her. I fucked her into the warm soil while the greenhouse blazed with light around us, both hands gripping those full freckled hips, and she came a third time, the third true overflow, and that was the one that did it.

The bond snapped into place.

It hit just as she peaked, and it was nothing like Sigrid’s. Where Sigrid’s had been a fierce gold heartbeat, Briar’s came in like a tide, green and bright and chaotically alive, a second pulse blooming open in my chest beside the first, and through it I felt all of her at once, the joy and the grief and the seven months of running and underneath it all, brand new, a deep glad rooting, a thing finally stopping, finally staying. Two pulses now in my chest, fierce gold and bright green, and through both of them the house roared with light.

And the portal scar answered.

Under her, beneath the warm soil where we lay joined, the scar she’d come through pulsed once more, hard, and roots came up out of it. Not violent, not the eruption of her arrival. Gentle. Green tendrils rising slow from the wound in the world and curling, soft as hands, around her calves where they lay in the dirt, holding her, the way you’d hold something you’d decided to keep. The greenhouse accepting her. The estate taking her in.

I felt her clamp around me, felt the third climax tear through her harder than the first two together, her whole body bowing up off the soil, and she screamed, not words, just sound, her hands clawing the dirt, and she squirted again, hardest yet, a hot flood that soaked us both and pooled beneath us, and the greenhouse answered her like a struck instrument. Every flower in the place opened at once. The moonvine flared white-bright. Pollen lifted off every surface in a glowing cloud. The new bed cracked wider and a whole tangle of growth surged up through it, and the ceiling vines lit, one after another in a running wave, until the whole roof above us blazed like a field of green stars.

“Wes,” she gasped, wrecked, feeling the bond snap home in her own chest the same instant it bloomed in mine. “Oh, it’s, you’re in the garden, you’re in the garden, I can feel you in all of it.”

I came with her, buried deep inside her, my whole body locking, my cock jerking hard against the clutch of her cunt, and the bloom of it through the new bond doubled back and crested and I emptied myself into her on a groan, spurt after hot spurt flooding her, filling her until she moaned at the heat of it, and the whole green room seemed to answer, the roots around her calves tightening in a gentle grip while the new bed surged higher beside us and the ceiling vines lit in a running wave. For a moment I couldn’t tell where I ended and the garden began. The pleasure of it ran out through the new green bond and into the room and came back doubled, the way her squirting fed the plants and the plants fed her, a circuit closing through both of us, and I understood for one bright dizzy moment exactly what Briar lived inside, the overflow, the way her body and her craft and the whole living world were a single thing that grew when she felt good. It was the most alive I’d ever been. I held her through the last of it, both of us shaking, the garden blazing, and slowly, slowly, the light dimmed back to a warm green glow and the pollen settled and the room went quiet, sated, full.

We came down slow, both of us wrecked, lying tangled in the warm soil of the center bed with petals drifting down over us and the roots still gentle around her ankles. Briar was laughing, breathless, wide open, tears and laughter at once the way it always was with her, freckled and filthy and glowing.

“Look at it,” she said, when she could talk. “Look what we did. Every bed. Every single one. It’s all green. It was dead, Wes, the whole thing was dead, and look at it now, it’s a jungle, we made a jungle.” She turned her head and looked at the roots around her calves, and her hand stilled on the living curve of them, her smile going soft enough to hurt. “And it’s holding me. The scar. The thing I came through. It’s holding my legs. It doesn’t want me to leave.” Her voice cracked, gentle. “It’s never going to have to worry. I’m not leaving.”

“No?” I said.

“No.” She rolled over and pillowed her head on my chest, on the place where two hearts now beat that weren’t mine, and she pressed her dirty hand flat over them, feeling for the gold pulse and the green one both. “Two now. You’ve got two of us in there. Does it feel different, the second one? I can feel mine in you, it feels like,” she searched, “like the garden. Like soil after rain. Is that what I feel like?”

“That’s exactly what you feel like,” I said. “Sigrid’s a hearth-coal. You’re wet earth and green coming up. I can tell you apart with my eyes shut.”

She made a pleased, sleepy sound, and traced the green pulse with her thumb. “Good. I don’t want to be the same as her. We’re not the same. She burns and I grow.” A pause, and then, more seriously: “It doesn’t bother you? Two of us? Some men, where I’m from, the bonding makes them,” she frowned, “greedy. Like collecting. The house gives them a witch and they want it to be a, a possession. You don’t feel like that. You feel like a place. Like ground. Both of us bonded to the same ground and it doesn’t make less of either of us, it makes more of the ground.” She yawned. “That’s the right way round. Most men get it backwards. You got it right and I don’t think you even tried, you just are ground, you’ve been ground this whole time, fixing things and feeding people and standing still while we all grew toward you.”

“I kept one greenhouse alive for seven months and never let myself believe I could stay in it. I always told myself rooted things get killed, so I never rooted, I just grew and ran inside my own head, grew and ran.” Her thumb stroked over the green pulse she could feel under my skin. “I’m done running. I haven’t belonged anywhere in seven months, and I’m staying here. In this greenhouse. In this house. With you, and the kettle-fire one who brings me bread, and the wall one who watches us from outside and thinks nobody sees her.” She yawned, enormous, sated. “I’m rooted. Finally. God, it feels good to be rooted.”

We lay there a long while in the warm bloom. The house had gone quiet and content, the two pulses steady in my chest, the greenhouse breathing green and sweet around us. Every dead thing in it had greened. The beds, the frame, the scar, the new bed that had cracked open under us, all of it alive now, all of it grown out of one rooted woman finally choosing to stay.

After a while there was a sound at the door, and I lifted my head, and Sigrid stood in the greenhouse doorway with a blanket over her arm and an expression that was trying very hard to be put-upon and not quite managing it.

“The whole house just lit up like a festival,” she informed us. “Every fire in the place jumped. I felt the second bond snap in from the kitchen, it nearly put me on the floor, it’s very rude, the two of you, doing that without warning.” She came down the aisle and dropped the blanket over us, gruff, looking everywhere but directly at the tangle of us in the soil. “And you’ll catch your death lying in wet dirt all night like a pair of seedlings. Honestly. First her, freezing by the tomatoes, now both of you. Is anyone in this household capable of being warm somewhere sensible.”

“You bonded me on the kitchen floor,” I pointed out.

“That’s different, the kitchen floor is warm, it’s civilized.” She straightened, and looked at Briar, properly now, at the roots around her ankles and the bloom all around her and the open glad rooted look on her freckled face, and something in Sigrid’s own face softened all the way down, just for a second, the fierce blonde witch looking at the rooted garden one. “It took,” she said quietly. “The greenhouse took her. Good. The house has been wanting it whole again for forty years.” She cleared her throat, briskly, the moment put away. “There’s tea in the kitchen. And bread. For when the two of you can walk. Don’t rush. The garden’s not going anywhere.” A pause, and then, softer, almost to herself, on her way back up the aisle: “Neither’s she. Good.”

And she went, and Briar pressed her face into my chest and laughed, wet and happy, and the greenhouse glowed gold and green around us, the portal scar holding her gently by the calves, every running thing finally still, and out on the dark wall, faint at the edge of the new warmth in my chest, I could feel the third witch walking her perimeter alone, holding her boundary, watching the lit-up house from the cold, not yet ready, but no longer, I thought, quite so far away.


Chapter 12: Salt and Iron

Maren worked the wall the way a monk prays, alone, before dawn, and without telling anyone she was doing it.

I’d come out in the grey early light those three days after Briar’s bonding and find her already at it, crouched at a ward stone with her salt and her blades and her chalk, her breath smoking in the cold, having been out there since God knew when. She didn’t want help. She’d made that clear. But the wall needed more than one craft, and her craft couldn’t reset a stone that had slumped on its footing, and that was where I came in whether she wanted me to or not.

So I learned to work around her hostility the way I worked around a load-bearing wall, by respecting it absolutely and getting the job done anyway.

I brought her food. Not at her, not making a thing of it, the way Sigrid would have shoved a bowl into her hands. I’d just leave it. A flask of hot tea on the flat stone at the end of the wall, a heel of Sigrid’s bread wrapped in a cloth, an apple, set down within reach and then I’d go back to my own end and dig, and I’d watch out of the corner of my eye, and twenty minutes later, when she thought I wasn’t looking, the tea would be gone and the bread half-eaten. She ate when I wasn’t watching. That was the rule with Maren, and I kept it, because a woman who’ll only let herself be fed in private is a woman who’s been hungry alone for a long time and learned not to show it.

I brought her tools and materials without being asked. She’d mentioned, once, in passing, that the southeast footings wanted iron filings she didn’t have, and the next morning there was a tub of them at the flat stone, three-to-one ratio already measured into a separate bag the way she’d taught me, and she’d looked at it for a long moment and not said thank you and used every grain of it.

The plan for the wall was the same partnership the greenhouse had been, two crafts braided into one job. I’d excavate a ward stone down to its footing, clear the rot and the absence-lines from the mortar around it, and reset it true, north-south, packed in her salt-and-iron compound, and then she’d take over, kneel at the reset stone, and rechannel the ward network through it, blade and chalk and salt, waking the dead granite and threading it back into the living boundary. Then we’d move to the next, and the next, working within arm’s reach of each other for hours at a stretch, and over three days the dead north and east wall came back to life behind us, stone by stone, a line of cold silver light strengthening along the boundary where there’d been nothing but rot.

It was the closest I’d been to her since she came through the breach, and it was an education, and not only in warding.

Her craft was beautiful to watch. I mean that precisely. There was no wasted motion in it, none, every line she drew was exact and every grain of salt fell where she meant it, and when she woke a stone the silver light would run up out of the grooves and find its neighbors and the whole stretch would hum into tune, and her face while she did it was the only time the control ever fully left her, because she was too deep in the work to hold it up. Lost in her craft, she was unguarded, and unguarded, she was something to see.

I told her so, on the second day. It came out before I’d decided to say it, the way the truest things do.

“You’re very good at this,” I said, watching a stone wake under her hands. “It’s not just that it works. It’s beautiful. The way you do it. I’ve watched a lot of craftsmen and there’s good and there’s this, and this is rare.”

Maren went still over the stone. She didn’t look up. “Don’t,” she said.

“It’s just true.”

“I know what you’re doing.” Her voice was clipped, but there was an unevenness under it. “You feed me and you bring me iron filings measured to the ratio and you give me the corner room with the sightlines and now you’re telling me my work is beautiful. I know the shape of it, Calder. You’re very good at the shape of it. So don’t.”

“I’m not doing a shape,” I said. “If I wanted something from you I’d ask for it straight, you’d respect that more and so would I. I told you your work was beautiful because it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve watched anybody do with their hands in a year, and I’ve been watching a lot of beautiful work in this house lately, so that’s saying something.” I went back to my digging. “You can take it or leave it. It’s not a key to anything. It’s just true and I said it.”

She was quiet for a moment, channeling. Then, not looking at me, in a flat voice: “You’ve also been looking at my ass for three days.”

I didn’t miss a beat, because missing a beat would have been the wrong move and the honest move was the only one she’d respect. “Yes,” I said. “I have. You spend a lot of time crouched over ward stones and there’s a lot to look at and I’m a man with eyes. I’ve also been listening to every word you say about the wall and writing it down and doing exactly what you tell me, three-to-one, north-south, in your configuration, not mine. Turns out I can do both at once. Most men can. We just don’t usually admit the first part.”

There was a silence. And then, from the woman crouched over the ward stone with her back to me, came a sound, short, surprised, almost swallowed, that I was fairly sure, against all odds, was a laugh. When she finally glanced back at me her controlled mouth had the ghost of something at the corner of it, there and gone, the first crack of daylight I’d seen in three days of granite.

“Stop talking and reset the next stone,” she said. But the order had no bite in it, and she didn’t tell me to stop looking, and I noted that too, in the notebook I keep in my head.

We worked in a better silence after that, an earned one. She’d hand me a stone’s measurements without my asking and I’d have it reset to them before she’d finished channeling the last, and we found a rhythm where neither of us had to talk because each of us knew what the other needed two steps ahead. It was the same rhythm I’d had with a good crew, the wordless competence of people doing real work well together, and I’d missed it more than I’d let myself know, and I think she had too, because the longer we worked the looser her shoulders got, until once, reaching for a stone I’d just set, her hand brushed mine and she didn’t snatch it back. She let it rest there a half-second longer than the reach required, her cold precise fingers against my soil-black ones, and then she took the stone and went on as if nothing had happened, and neither of us said a word, and the silver light came up brighter under that stone than under any other on the wall.

Briar made the wall stronger than Maren could have made it alone, and that was where the two witches found their first thin thread of respect.

She’d been working on it in the greenhouse, a ward-strengthening compound, and she brought it out on the third afternoon in a stoppered jar, brushing past Maren’s no-touching wariness by the simple method of setting the jar down and backing away with her hands up, the same way she’d handled the mint.

“It’s a binding wash,” Briar said. “Silkroot base, a little blazebark for the bite, moonvine for the knitting. You paint it on the woken stones and it,” she searched for words a ward witch would accept, “it tells the magic to heal itself. Like how a plant closes a wound. If a line of your warding gets damaged, the compound makes it grow back instead of just breaking. Self-mending. I think. I tested it on the garden ward and it worked, but you’d know better than me if it’ll hold on real boundary work, you’re the, you actually know how wards are supposed to behave, I just make them grow.”

Maren picked up the jar. Unstoppered it. Smelled it. Dipped a finger and rubbed the wash between thumb and forefinger, frowning, the craftsman’s frown, and then she crouched at the nearest woken stone and painted a careful line of it along a chalk mark and watched.

The silver ward-light brightened where the compound touched, and then, when Maren deliberately scuffed the line with her blade to test it, the gap she’d made closed over, the light flowing back across the break and knitting shut, self-mending, exactly as Briar had said.

Maren stared at it for a long moment.

“That shouldn’t work,” she said. “Growth-craft and ward-craft don’t, they’re different disciplines, they shouldn’t braid like that. This is,” she scuffed it again, watched it heal again, “this is self-repairing boundary warding. I’ve never seen self-repairing boundary warding. Nobody has. It’s theoretical.” She looked up at Briar, and the contempt was gone from her face, replaced by the clean naked respect of one craftsman for another’s impossible result. “How did you, where did you learn to”

“I didn’t,” Briar said, beaming, delighted to have impressed the wall one. “I just tried things. Most of alchemy is trying things and writing down which ones don’t kill you. Do you like it? You can have all of it, I’ll make more, I’ll make as much as you want, I’ve got loads of silkroot now, the teething one had babies.”

“The teething one had babies,” Maren repeated.

“It’s a long story. Do you want more of the wash?”

“Yes,” Maren said. “Yes. I want as much of this as you can make.” Two words and a jar, but it was the first time Maren Halvard had wanted anything from anyone in the household, and Briar floated back to the greenhouse on it like she’d been knighted.

“She liked it,” Briar whispered to me on her way past, delighted, conspiratorial. “The wall one. She liked my wash. Did you see her face? She tried to hide it, but I’m very good at faces, I have to be, plants don’t have faces so I read people instead, and her face said she liked it.” She clutched the empty jar to her chest. “I’m going to make her so much of it. A whole barrel. She’s going to be so annoyed about how much of it there is.”

“Don’t smother her,” I said. “She bolts if you come at her too fast.”

“I know, hands to myself, no smothering. But a modest barrel. A barrel she can pretend she didn’t want.” And off she went, scheming kindness, which was the most dangerous kind of scheming Briar did and the only kind she was any good at.

We found the containment seal on the third evening, excavating the southeast stone.

It was the worst of the lot, the one over the deepest absence-lines, the one Maren said kept destabilizing no matter how true I set it, and to reset it I had to dig deeper than any of the others, down past the footing into older ground, and that was where my trowel hit something that wasn’t a footing.

A second ring of stone. Below the ward stone, set into the earth, older than the boundary by the look of the dressing on it, and packed into the channels of it, grey-white and ancient, salt. Not a boundary line. A circle, or part of one, running away under the wall in both directions, deep, deliberate, and across the nearest stretch of it ran a crack, a fracture-line of grey absence exactly like the ones eating the mortar above, except this one ran down, into the dark, away from the surface.

Maren came over when I went quiet, and she looked into the hole, and the blood went out of her face.

“That’s not boundary warding,” she said. Her voice had dropped, gone very flat and very precise. “Look at the geometry. The salt’s on the inside of the ring, not the outside. Boundary wards keep things out. This,” she crouched at the edge of the hole, careful not to touch, tracing the buried circle with her eyes, “this keeps something in. This is a containment seal. An old one. Older than the wall, the wall was built on top of it, around it.” She followed the fracture-line with her eyes, down, into the dark, where it ran away under the ground toward the house. “Something was trapped here. And the seal’s cracked.” She straightened up fast, and stepped back from the hole, and her hand had gone to a blade-ward without her seeming to notice. “These lines. The absence in the mortar, the eaten footings, the wisps finding the thin places. They’re not random damage. They’re all coming from this. From whatever this ring is holding. And the lines lead inward.” She looked toward the house. Toward the dark bulk of it across the grounds, the lit windows, and below them, unlit, the part of it that went down. “Toward the cellar.”

“Maren,” I started.

“I’m not discussing it.” She said it like a door closing. “Reset the stone. Pack the seal back. We woke enough tonight.” And she turned away and went back to her end of the wall, and her shoulders were tight, and her hands, I noticed, the exact and beautiful hands that never wasted a motion, were not quite steady, and I packed the salt back over the cracked old ring in silence, because I’d promised her no personal questions, and I was beginning to understand that the cellar was the most personal question of all.

Maren came to the kitchen table that night.

It was the first time. She’d eaten standing in doorways for a week, never sitting, never setting down a blade, always with her back to the wall and a clear line out. That night she came in after the wall was packed and the light was gone, and she stood in the doorway the way she always did, and Sigrid set a bowl of stew at the empty place across from Briar without a word, just set it down and went back to her own food, no comment, no triumph, nothing for Maren to brace against.

And Maren looked at the bowl, and the table, and the warm gold room, and the three of us not watching her, and she crossed the kitchen and pulled out the chair and sat down.

She ate in silence. She kept a blade-ward on the table by her hand. But she sat, in a chair, at the table, with the household, and Sigrid didn’t comment, and Briar beamed so hard I thought she’d hurt herself but kept her hands to herself and her mouth, miraculously, mostly shut, and I left the chair next to mine open and didn’t say anything about it being open, and Maren ate her stew, and it was, in its small way, one of the largest things that happened in that whole house.

It was the chair that did it, I think. Not the food, not the warmth. Sigrid had fed her standing in a doorway for a week and that had been kindness but it had also been Maren’s terms. The chair next to mine, left open without comment, was something else. It was an invitation that asked nothing, that wouldn’t be mentioned if she ignored it and wouldn’t be celebrated if she took it. And she’d watched it stay open three nights running while she ate against the wall, and on the fourth she’d crossed the room and sat down, not next to me, she wasn’t ready for next to me, but at the table, in the warm, with her back no longer against anything but a chair I’d have stood between her and any door for. Briar told me later she’d cried about it, quietly, in the greenhouse, that the wall one had finally sat down. I believed her. Some doors take a hasp and a key. Some take three nights of an empty chair and a man who knows not to say a word.

After dinner, when Briar had gone to check her beds and Sigrid was banking the fire, Maren spoke, quietly, still at the table, turning the blade-ward over in her fingers.

“Tell me about the cellar,” she said. “What you know. All of it.”

So I told her. Tom’s three generations of service, Greta the last anchor, forty years of going down into the cellar every season with salt and iron and coming up grey. The thing she kept sealed. Her final act, the reseal that killed her, found dead in the entry hall with fresh salt-burns on both hands. And Tom’s warning, carried from Greta through forty years of fear: the hunger below had stayed quiet only while Wickwether’s rooms stayed dark, and waking the house was exactly what she had dreaded.

Maren listened without a word, and when I finished she sat very still for a long time.

“The containment seal under the wall,” she said finally. “It’s the same age as the estate’s oldest wards. Hundreds of years. Whatever’s down there has been down there since this house was built. The seal’s been holding it for that long, and Greta kept it holding for forty years more, alone, by hand, while she was old and getting older, and it killed her in the end.” She set the blade down flat on the table. “And the lines lead inward. The damage to the boundary, the eaten mortar, the cellar pressure. It’s all that thing’s hunger reaching up through the cracks in a seal that’s finally failing.” She looked at me, and the control was still there, but under it now was something she let me see on purpose, which from Maren was a kind of trust. “And you’ve spent these days waking every room in this house. Feeding the fireplace. Greening the garden. Lighting the wards with your blood. Moving energy back into a house that’s been dark for forty years.”

“Setting the table,” I said quietly.

“Setting the table,” she agreed. “For everyone.” She didn’t say it cruelly. She said it like a tactical fact, which was worse. “We need to deal with it, Calder. Not someday. It’s already feeding and it’s already cracking its seal and every room you wake makes it stronger. But not blind, and not yet. I need to see the cellar architecture, I need to understand the containment, and I need that compound of Briar’s by the gallon before I go anywhere near a failing seal.” She stood, and gathered her blade, and for once she didn’t go straight for the door and the exit. She stood a moment at the table, in the warm gold kitchen, with the household around her, and then she said, almost grudgingly, “Thank you for the corner room. The sightlines. You didn’t have to think of that.”

“I watched you eat with your back to the wall,” I said. “It wasn’t hard to think of.”

She looked at me for a moment longer, the ghost of daylight back at the corner of her mouth, and then she went to her corner room with its locks and its sightlines, and I heard the hasp I’d fitted slide home behind her.

I felt it that night, in the black hours, the way I’d felt the wall go off-key, except worse.

It came up from below. A bass thrum of wrongness, deep under the house, deeper than the cellar even, a slow hungry pressure pushing up through the bones of the place, and I came awake all at once with the warmth in my chest gone cold and the two pulses, gold and green, and the faint cold note of Maren’s ward-work at the wall, all of them pulled taut. I got up. I went down through the dark house, past the kitchen where the fire burned low and uneasy, leaning away from one wall, the wall that backed the cellar stair, the way Sigrid had said it did.

The cellar door was iron-banded, set into a stone arch at the bottom of three steps, and across it, old and crusted, ran lines of packed salt, Greta’s salt, the seal she’d died renewing. The salt held. The lines were intact.

But they were wet.

The salt was sweating. Beads of moisture stood along every line of it, dark in the candlelight, salt weeping in a cold dry cellar where nothing should have been wet at all, and the iron bands across the door were trembling, a fine constant shiver I could feel when I put my palm flat against the cold metal, and from the other side of it, through the iron and the salt and the stone, came that low hungry pressure, patient, pushing, and the unmistakable sense, cold all the way down, of something on the far side that had felt the house come awake and knew, now, exactly where its food had started moving again.

I crouched at the cellar door a long time, the candle in my hand throwing my shadow huge up the stair, and made myself look at it properly instead of away. The salt seal was Greta’s. I could see her in it now that Tom had given me the shape of her, an old woman on her knees on these cold steps with a sack of salt, renewing by hand a line she’d renewed every season for forty years, knowing each time it was holding and each time it was failing a little more, knowing she was losing and going down anyway. The weeping salt was the seal breaking down faster than one pair of hands could mend it. The trembling iron was the thing behind it pushing. And the cold that came off the door wasn’t the cold of an empty cellar. It was the cold I’d felt in the eaten mortar, the cold that had sat in the joint of my thumb for an hour, the absence-cold, the same wrong thing that had been drinking my repairs, eating the boundary mortar, and teaching the wisps where our wall was thin.

It was all one thing. The wall, the garden, the cellar. One hunger, reaching up through a failing seal, and it had felt the house come awake under my hands since I arrived and it knew, now, that its food had started moving again.

I took my hand off the trembling iron. Behind me, the kitchen fire leaned hard away from the cellar wall, and held there, and did not come back.


Chapter 13: Claiming the Kitchen

By the third week the house had stopped feeling like a ruin I was holding up and started feeling like a body I was part of.

That was the bonds. I’d noticed it building since Briar, but it sharpened all at once one morning over coffee, standing at the scarred kitchen table with a mug in my hand, when I realized I knew without looking that Sigrid was in the pantry reaching for the high shelf, that Briar was kneeling in the third bed of the greenhouse with her hands in wet soil, and that Maren was out at the southeast stretch of the wall, crouched, working, the cold note of her steady and tight at the edge of my chest. I knew it the way you know where your own hand is in the dark. Two of those women were bonded and one wasn’t, and I could feel all three.

It went further than location. I could feel the fireplace’s hunger now, through Sigrid, a low constant appetite that spiked when the day turned cold and eased when she fed it. I could feel the greenhouse’s humidity through Briar, a damp green pressure that wanted topping up when the air went dry. I could feel the ward stones stress through Maren’s cold ward-presence at the boundary, a tightness along the stonework that pulled when a stone slumped or a line went thin. The estate had wired itself into me through the women and their rooms, and I was the place all the wires came back to, and three weeks in I was starting to understand that this was what an anchor actually was. Not a man who owned a house. A man the house could feel itself through.

I found out I could push it the other way by accident, and I found out the same morning that the discovery would cost me.

The kitchen fire had gone thin while Sigrid was in the pantry, a low amber bed licking at cold stone instead of climbing the chimney. I was alone at the hearth with a split log in one hand and a kettle that had refused to boil for ten minutes, and the small domestic irritation of it got under my skin. I set the log down, put my palm against the firestone the way Sigrid did, reached for the gold pulse in my chest, and pushed.

Heat jumped out of me.

Not a blaze from my hand, not some storybook spell, just a hard clean rush of Sigrid’s wickfire moving through the bond and into the stone. The hearth answered at once. Flame roared up the back of the fireplace, amber and hungry, the kettle shrieking before I could get my hand away, every copper pot in the kitchen clicking as if the room had cracked its knuckles.

Then the floor tilted sideways and I sat down hard on the flagstone.

“Wes.” Sigrid came out of the pantry so fast she nearly tore the door off its hinge. “Wes, your nose, you’re bleeding.”

It was bleeding. A thin hot line of it down my lip, and my vision had gone grey at the edges and there was a high ringing in my ears, and I sat with my back against the warm hearthstones while Sigrid pressed a dishcloth to my face and glared at the fire like it had personally bitten me.

“I felt that,” she said, wonder and anger fighting in her voice. “You pulled wickfire out of the bond and shoved it through your own hand. Anchors don’t do that. Anchors hold a room steady. They don’t move craft. You moved it.”

“I’m a conduit who’s about to be sick,” I said, and wasn’t, but it was close.

The dizziness passed in a few minutes and the nosebleed in a few more, and I sat there with the hearth burning properly beside my shoulder and turned the thing over. I could move magic. Not make it, I didn’t have any of my own, but I could take a witch’s craft through the bond and put it somewhere, push warmth out of Sigrid’s fire-pulse, and maybe one day push growth out of Briar’s green one, and it worked, and it cost me blood and balance and left me grey, but it worked. It was the first magic I’d ever done with my own hands, crude and weak and expensive, and I sat on the kitchen floor grinning like an idiot until Sigrid hauled me into a chair and put food in front of me.

Sigrid did not grin.

“You bled out your nose moving my fire into my hearth,” she said flatly, setting a plate in front of me harder than necessary. “And you’re pleased about it.”

“I lit a magical fireplace with my bare hand. Yes, I’m pleased.”

“You’re going to push too hard one day, conduit, and instead of a nosebleed it’ll be your heart, and then who feeds the fire.” She said it gruff and she banged the pan and she did not look at me, and I understood that this was Sigrid being frightened, because Sigrid’s fear came out as scolding and noise, every time, and the more she banged the pans the more scared she was. “Eat. You’re grey. Conduits need feeding more than ordinary men, I expect, if they’re going to keep doing stupid things.” She slammed bread down beside the plate. “There. Don’t bleed on it.”

That was the morning. The afternoon belonged to the cauldron war.

Briar had been emboldened by her ward-wash victory, and she’d decided that if she could braid alchemy into Maren’s craft she could braid it into Sigrid’s too, and she’d gotten it into her head to make a warming potion, a thing you could drink against the cold that would hold the heat of the fire in your chest for an hour, fireplace-ash and her own compounds, the kitchen and the greenhouse in one bottle. It was, in principle, a wonderful idea. In practice she made it in Sigrid’s best stockpot, the big copper one Sigrid used for the broth that was the spine of half the meals in that kitchen, and the warming potion came out roughly four hundred times stronger than intended.

I know it was four hundred times because Briar told me, repeatedly, while we dealt with the consequences. One drop. One drop of it, spilled on the bathhouse stone where she’d carried the pot to cool, made a patch of flagstone too hot to stand on for an hour, steam screaming off the spring water around it, and the whole bathhouse went to a sauna and stayed there while the drop slowly burned itself out.

Sigrid found the empty stockpot first, before she found out why.

“Where,” she said, in a voice gone very quiet and very dangerous, holding up the copper pot, “is my broth.”

“I can explain,” Briar started.

“This pot has had broth in it continuously for two weeks. There is a culture in this pot. I have been feeding that broth like a child. Where. Is. My. Broth.”

“I needed a big copper vessel and it was the only one, and in my defense the broth was helping. The residual heat-magic in the copper is why the potion came out so strong.”

“You put my broth in the potion.”

“Not in it exactly. More near it.” Briar was backing toward the door, hands up. “The point is the warming potion works incredibly well, it works almost too well, you could heat the whole bathhouse with one drop, that’s a triumph.”

“That is my STOCKPOT.”

I let them go for about a minute, because some weather has to blow itself out, and then I stepped between them with the air of a man who has refereed exactly this kind of dispute on a hundred building sites and said, “Communal glassware.”

They both stopped and looked at me like I’d suggested we burn the house down.

“What,” said Sigrid.

“We get a second set of pots. Big ones. From Gareth. Dedicated to alchemy. The kitchen pots stay kitchen pots, the alchemy pots stay alchemy pots, nobody puts broth in a potion or a potion in the broth, and the next time somebody needs a big copper vessel they use the alchemy one, which is purchased specifically so that this argument never happens again.” I looked between them. “It’s not complicated. It’s just shopping.”

“You can’t put alchemy in shop-bought copper,” Briar said, scandalized. “It has to be seasoned, it has to”

“Then we season it. With something that isn’t Sigrid’s broth.”

There was a silence. Sigrid looked at the stockpot in her hands, and looked at Briar, and looked at me, and you could see her working out that she’d rather win the broth than win the argument, and that my way got her both.

“Fine,” she said, grudgingly. “Separate pots. Briar buys them. Out of,” she cast around, “whatever gardeners use for money.”

“I don’t have money, I have a dying world and a bag of dangerous seeds.”

“Then you owe me the pots in herbs and you keep your potions out of my broth or I will salt your beds, do you understand me, gardener. I will personally salt every one.”

“Communal glassware,” I said again, firmly, and herded them in opposite directions, and that was the cauldron war, which Wickwether resolved in its own fashion, because the next morning there was a second big copper pot sitting in the pantry that none of us had bought, scoured clean and somehow already smelling faintly of moonvine, and Briar burst into tears about it and Sigrid pretended she hadn’t seen it and used it that day without a word.

Maren’s report came at dinner, the boundary update, delivered in her clipped flat way with a blade-ward turning in her fingers.

“North and east walls are done. Properly done, woken and washed and self-mending with the gardener’s compound. They’ll hold against anything short of the cellar.” She set the blade down. “Southeast is eighty percent. The stretch over the containment seal. I can wake the stones but they won’t stay woken, the seal underneath bleeds the charge out of them faster than I can put it in. I’ve never worked over a containment line before. It’s like trying to keep a fire lit on wet ground.” She looked at me. “It wants more anchor blood than the others. A lot more. I can hold it at eighty with what you’ve been giving, but to push it higher I’d need you bleeding into that southeast stone every day, and I don’t like the cost of that, I’ve seen what moving energy does to you.”

“Then we hold it at eighty,” I said.

“For now. But understand what eighty means.” Her voice didn’t change. “It means the weakest point in this entire boundary is the exact point where the thing in the cellar is reaching up. The wall is strongest everywhere it doesn’t matter and weakest where it does. That’s not an accident. The seal’s failing fastest where I can ward slowest. It’s a race, and right now I’m losing it by twenty percent.”

That sat over the table like cold air. Sigrid stopped eating. Even Briar went still.

“How long,” I asked.

“I don’t know. Weeks. Maybe. The compound’s buying time the seal wouldn’t have had alone.” Maren picked the blade back up. “But every room you wake feeds it. You woke the greenhouse and the southeast wards started bleeding charge faster. You’re going to wake the bathhouse properly soon, I can feel the spring wanting it, and when you do, that’s another meal moving. We can’t stop restoring, the restoring is what keeps the household alive. But every good thing we do down here makes the thing down there stronger.” She looked at me across the honeyed kitchen, and the household around it, the lit windows, the fed fire, all of it the work of three weeks of my hands. “You’ve built something worth taking, Calder. And you built it directly on top of something that wants to take it.”

I went out with her after dinner.

The southeast ward stone stood under a strip of cold moonlight, waist-high granite with the salt line around its base rubbed thin by three days of repairs. Maren knelt beside it with a blade-ward laid across her thighs and two fingers pressed to the stone, listening to it the way Sigrid listened to the hearth. The rest of the boundary hummed faintly under my skin. This part dragged. It pulled downward, toward the cellar, toward the old containment line under the earth.

“Palm,” Maren said.

I gave it to her.

She cut me cleanly, no drama, one precise line across the heel of my hand, then set my bleeding palm against the stone and covered it with her own. The ward drank. Blue-white light crawled through the carved marks, strengthened, then shuddered as something below pushed back. Cold climbed my arm so fast my teeth clicked. It was not winter cold or night cold. It was hunger with the heat taken out of it, a mouth under the ground pressing upward through stone and salt.

“Enough,” Maren said, and pulled my hand away before I could be proud and stupid about it.

The stone held brighter than before, but not bright enough. Under it, the cold pressure settled back, patient and fed just enough to know where we were.

“Eighty,” she said.

“Still?”

“Still.” She wrapped my hand herself, tight and efficient, not looking at my face. “And now it knows the taste of you better than it did this morning.”

That stayed with me all the way back through the garden, under the lit windows and the smell of Sigrid’s hearth-smoke.

I went to the bathhouse late that night to think, and Sigrid followed me, because Sigrid had been watching the household tilt for a week and she’d decided, in the way she decided everything, that the time to deal with it was now and the place was here.

The bathhouse had warmed itself. The spring pools steamed in the dark, lit by the few candles that always seemed to be burning in there whether I’d lit them or not, the old stone slick and gold, and I’d stripped to the waist and was sitting on the pool edge with my feet in the hot water when I heard the door, and then I heard the bar of the door, and then I heard cloth.

I turned, and Sigrid was undressing in the candlelight, unhurried, watching me the whole time, and the first thing I saw, the thing I always saw first with her, the thing the whole room arranged itself around, was her breasts, full and heavy and flushed warm pink in the heat, swinging free as she dragged the work dress off over her head and dropped it on the bench. Firelight and bath steam did the same thing to Sigrid: they made her look even more than she was, larger than life, gold-skinned and lush and entirely without apology, and she walked toward me through the steam with her hips rolling and her blonde hair coming loose and her amber eyes fixed on mine like a shove.

“We’re going to talk,” she said, “and then we’re going to stop talking. In that order.” And she stepped down into the pool and waded to me through the steaming water until she stood between my knees, the surface lapping at the underside of those heavy breasts, close enough that I could feel the heat coming off her skin that wasn’t the bath. “The house is changing. I can feel it. Three weeks ago it was you and me and a skillet. Now there’s a garden one draped all over you kissing your neck while you eat, and a wall one whose eyes follow you out of every room she pretends she isn’t watching you leave. I’m not blind, Wes. I can feel all of it in the bond. So I’m going to ask you the kind of question I ask, the blunt kind, and you’re going to give me the blunt answer back.” Her hand came up flat on my chest, over the gold pulse that was hers. “Am I being replaced.”

“No,” I said. Straight. No pause, because a pause would have been an answer of its own. “You were first. There’s no replacing first. Briar’s bonded and Maren may come closer if she ever chooses it, and there’ll be more rooms and more women because this house was built to be a refuge and I’m the anchor of it, and that’s not me wanting more, that’s me being what the house needs me to be. But more isn’t instead. The kitchen doesn’t get smaller because the greenhouse came back. You don’t get smaller because Briar’s here. There’s no version of this house where I stop needing you. The kitchen runs on you. I run on you. That’s not going to change because there are more of us.”

“Words,” she said, but her hand had flattened harder on my chest, feeling the truth of it through the bond as much as hearing it. “You’re good at words. I came in second-guessing whether being first still meant anything, because the garden one’s so easy to love, she just opens up like one of her flowers, and I’m not easy, I know what I am, I’m fire and I take up the whole room and I don’t get gentle even when I want to. And I thought, maybe he’ll get tired of fighting the roof and pick the one that’s soft.” Her amber eyes were very direct. “But I can feel it in the bond when you mean a thing. You meant that. Didn’t you.”

“Every word.”

“Good.” And the negotiation was over the way Sigrid’s negotiations were always over, all at once, the instant she had what she’d come for. “I don’t mind sharing, Wes. I told you that the first night and I meant it. I’ve shared a sanctuary before, I know how a household works, I’m not a child about it. I don’t need to be the only one.” She climbed up out of the water and into my lap in one strong movement, straddling me on the pool edge, her thighs locking around my hips, her breasts pressing hot and wet against my chest, her face an inch from mine. “I need to be needed. That’s what I came in here for. So I’m going to remind you what you need me for, and you’re going to let me, because I was your first witch and tonight I want it back.”

“Then take it,” I said.

“Watch me,” she said, and kissed me, hard, claiming, all teeth and heat, and reached down between us to take me in her hand.

She gripped my cock under the water, lined herself up, and sank down onto me in one slow forceful motion, her tight wet heat swallowing me to the root, taking all of me, her head tipping back and a low groan dragging out of her chest at the fullness of it, the hot water surging around where we joined. Then she planted both hands on my shoulders and started to ride, and there is nothing in any world like Sigrid Kindler deciding to remind you who she is. She rode me hard and rolling in the steaming pool, lifting nearly off me and slamming back down, her cunt clutching me on every stroke, the water surging up against the stone in waves with every drop of her hips, her massive breasts bouncing heavy between us, wet and gleaming gold in the candlelight, and I got my hands full of them, the soft slick weight of them spilling over my palms, my thumbs dragging over her flushed dark nipples, and she growled approval and rode harder, grinding her clit down against me at the bottom of every stroke.

“That’s it,” she said, breathless, fierce, riding me down into the stone. “Look at them. Look at me. You watch my tits and my face, conduit, nothing else in the room, just me.” And she took my wrists and pinned them back against the cold pool edge, leaning her whole weight forward so her breasts swung in my face and her hips never stopped, taking her pleasure off me with my hands trapped, and I let her, because this was the point, this was the whole point, Sigrid in control reminding herself she was wanted, and watching her take it was its own kind of being needed.

“You feel that,” she demanded, grinding down, water everywhere, her blonde hair plastered to her flushed face. “That’s mine. The first one. The one that fought parasites with a skillet before he knew my name.” Her amber eyes blazed down at me. “Tell me you need me. Say it.”

“I need you,” I said, and meant it, and reached for the gold pulse in my chest, hers, and did the thing I’d learned that morning, except on purpose this time, and pushed.

Warmth poured out of me into her, into the place we were joined, fire-warmth running up out of the bond and out through my pinned hands and my hips and into her skin, and Sigrid’s whole body jolted and she cried out, a raw startled sound, because I’d just channeled her own wickfire back into her through the bond and she felt it everywhere at once. The candles all flared at once, doubling. The bathwater surged warmer, ten degrees, fifteen, steam boiling up around us. The old stone walls caught a deep amber glow from somewhere inside themselves, the whole bathhouse lighting up gold, and Sigrid threw her head back and rode me through it with her mouth open and no words coming out at all.

“What did you…” she gasped. “What was that? I felt the fire come out of you, into me, you put my own fire in me, Wes, do it again.”

I did it again. I pushed the warmth into her in time with the drive of my hips up into her, fire and friction at once, and her composure went, her fierce control breaking apart into pure sensation, and she let my wrists go and grabbed my face in both hands and rode me with everything she had, snarling and gasping, the water boiling, the walls glowing, and I planted my feet and drove up into her hard, taking the rhythm back, fucking up into her while I poured warmth into the bond.

“I’m going to…” she got out. “Wes, I’m…” And she came, and when Sigrid came she bit. She buried her face in my shoulder and bit down hard enough to bruise, growling my name into my skin, her whole body clamping around me, her cunt spasming tight around my cock and shaking, and the bathwater surged twenty degrees and the candles roared and somewhere in the house I felt every fire jump at once, the kitchen, the sconces, all of it flaring gold in answer to her, the estate lighting up with her pleasure the way the greenhouse lit up with Briar’s.

I came with her, deep, slamming up to the hilt, my hands locked on her hips, groaning into her wet hair as I spilled, my cock pulsing hot inside her, flooding her in time with the clench of her around me, the gold pulse in my chest crashing back through me doubled, fire-warmth cresting and spilling, and for a moment the whole room was one bright amber blaze, and Sigrid rode me through every last pulse of it, grinding down to wring every drop out of me, milking my cock with her clutching heat, refusing to let either of us stop until it was all the way done.

We came down floating, the water settling slowly back from a boil to a simmer, the candles guttering to normal, the gold fading out of the walls. Sigrid lay against my chest in the steaming pool, heavy and slack and warm, her breasts pillowed against me, her bite mark stinging on my shoulder, and for one breath the fierce mask was all the way gone, and what was underneath it was a woman who’d needed reminding and had been reminded and was, briefly, simply at peace.

“You can move fire,” she said, eventually, wonderingly, into my skin. “Through me. You took my craft and put it in my own body.” She lifted her head and looked at me, her amber eyes soft in a way they almost never were. “Nobody’s ever done that. An anchor holds. You move. You’re a different kind of thing than the books say, conduit. I don’t know what that means for the cellar.” She laid her head back down. “But it means you’re going to need me more, not less, because you can’t move my fire if there’s no fire to move, and there’s no fire without the one who feeds it.” A pause, and then, quiet, almost shy, which from Sigrid was extraordinary: “Don’t stop needing me. That’s all. I know there’ll be others. I made my peace with others the first night. Just don’t ever stop needing me.”

“The kitchen runs on you,” I said into her wet hair. “I run on you. Nothing stops.”

She made a low pleased sound and didn’t say anything else, and we floated in the warm dark a long while, two of us, the steam rising, the candles steady, and somewhere below us, faint and cold under all the warmth, I felt the thing in the cellar pull at the new energy we’d just poured into the house, tasting it, and I held Sigrid a little tighter and didn’t tell her, because some weather you let blow itself out before you call the next storm.


Chapter 14: The Prowl

I woke before dawn because the warmth in my chest had gone wrong.

The two true pulses were there, gold and green, with Maren’s cold ward-note tight at the edge of the house sense, but the gold had changed, Sigrid’s fire-pulse spiking sharp and high and alarmed, and I was up and pulling on trousers before I was fully awake, the way you come awake to a smoke alarm. I went down through the dark house to the kitchen, and the fireplace told me what the bond already had.

It was burning blue. Not amber, not gold, not even the green-gold it threw when a portal was working. Ice-blue, a hard cold flame with no warmth in it at all, leaning hard away from the cellar wall, throwing thin blue light up the stone, and Sigrid was already there in front of it in her shift with her arms wrapped around herself, staring at it.

“It hasn’t burned this color since I came,” she said, low, not turning. “Blue is the alarm color. The worst one. The kitchen only burns blue when the house is afraid.” She looked at me, and her face in the cold light was tight. “Something happened in the night, Wes. The house is terrified. Look at the fire, it won’t even face the cellar wall.” She put her palm flat on the hearthstone and her jaw clenched. “And the garden. I can feel it through you. The garden’s wrong.” She stopped. “Where’s Briar.”

Briar was already outside. We found her in the walled garden in the grey first light, kneeling in the soil, and I knew before I reached her, because the green pulse in my chest had gone thin and stricken, and then I saw it and understood.

There was a dead circle in the garden.

Ten feet across, a perfect circle of it in the middle of the bed Briar had brought back first, and where the night before there’d been green, dark soil and standing herbs and the first of her vegetables, now there was nothing. Grey. The plants weren’t wilted or burned, they were grey, drained down to brittle colorless husks that crumbled when the wind touched them, and the soil itself had gone the color of cold ash, a powdery lifeless grey that held no smell at all, and in the center of the circle Briar knelt with her hands buried in the dead earth, shaking.

“It won’t come back,” she said, and her voice was the small plain one, the grief one. “I’ve been trying since I found it. I push and I push and there’s nothing to push into, Wes, it’s not dormant, dormant I could wake, this is,” her hands clenched in the grey powder, “it’s empty. The potential’s gone. You can kill a plant and the soil remembers how to grow another one, the soil’s always full of the next thing waiting, that’s what soil is, it’s memory and waiting. This soil doesn’t remember anything. It’s been,” she searched and couldn’t find a word that wasn’t horror, “it’s been eaten. Down to nothing. There were three plants in this circle I can’t replace. The nightbloom I carried through. A silkroot mother. They’re,” her voice cracked, “they’re not dead. They’re gone. Like they were never grown at all.”

She tried again while I watched, pouring green out of herself into the grey soil, and I felt it through the bond, felt her reach down and find nothing to hold, felt the magic pour out of her and just vanish into the absence without catching on anything, and she made a sound of pure helpless grief and sat back on her heels with her hands grey to the wrist.

I crouched and pulled her hands out of the dead earth and held them, grey powder and all.

“Stop,” I said. “You’ll empty yourself into it and there’s nothing there to fill. Stop. We’ll deal with what did this, not the hole it left. Come inside.”

“It came up out of the ground,” said Maren.

She was at the edge of the circle, where I hadn’t seen her arrive, crouched, looking not at the grey soil but at the very center of it, and when I followed her eyes I saw it: a crack. Thin, no wider than a finger, running through the exact middle of the dead circle, down into the dark earth, and around its lips the soil was greyest of all, drained outward from that point like water draining toward a hole.

“It didn’t fall from the sky and it didn’t blow in on the wind,” Maren said, in her flat precise voice, the one she used when she’d stopped feeling things in order to think. “It reached up. Through that crack. Something came up out of the ground in the night, fed in a circle as far as it could reach, and went back down before light.” She straightened, and brushed grey dust off her knees with controlled distaste. “And that crack runs the same direction as the fracture under the southeast ward stone. The same direction as the absence in the mortar.” She looked toward the house, toward the dark unlit part of it that went down. “Inward. Toward the cellar. It’s all the same thing, and last night it ate three feet deeper into your home than it’s ever managed before, and it did it the night after you woke the bathhouse and lit up the whole house with fire-magic.” She let that sit. “It’s getting bolder because it’s getting fed. We need to talk. All of us. At the table. Now.”

We held the council over tea, because Sigrid would not allow a war to be planned on an empty stomach in her kitchen.

“We don’t think on no food,” she said, already moving, already filling the kettle from the tap that ran clear now, hanging it on the hook over the blue-burning fire, which steadied toward amber the moment she touched the hearth, the house calming under her hands the way it always did. “Nobody in this kitchen makes a plan grey and starving. Sit. All of you. Briar, wash your hands, you’re getting dead dirt on my table. Maren, sit down properly, I can see you counting the exits, the exits aren’t going anywhere, sit.”

And we sat, the four of us, while Sigrid made tea, and there was something in the ritual of it that held the fear at arm’s length long enough to think. She brewed it strong and black in the pot that had appeared, and Briar, washed and red-eyed, fetched down a jar of honey from the pantry, a jar none of us had bought, that had simply been there that morning the way the second copper pot had been there, the house pressing small kindnesses on us when we needed them, and she spooned honey into every cup without asking who wanted it. And Maren, who counted exits and never set down a blade, wrapped both her pale precise hands around the hot cup and held it the way she held a ward stone, like it was a thing that might keep her safe, and for a moment the four of us just sat in the candlelit kitchen and drank sweet tea and let the house steady us, and then Maren set her cup down and told us what we were facing.

“It’s a Hollow,” she said. “I’ve been almost sure since the dead circle, certain since the crack. They’re rare, thank God, most ward witches go their whole lives without seeing one, but I trained on the theory because my old sanctuary guarded portal gates and Hollows come through bad portals.” She turned her cup a half-circle on the table, gathering it. “When a portal fails wrong, when it tears instead of opening, sometimes a thing comes through that isn’t alive the way we mean alive. It’s a parasite. It feeds on magical potential. Not on flesh, not on blood, on the thing underneath those, the capacity for magic, the potential in a living thing or a bonded room or a charged ward. It eats the possibility of magic and leaves a hole where the possibility was.” She nodded at the window, at the grey circle outside. “That’s what the dead circle is. Not killed plants. Eaten potential. The soil can’t grow anything because the part of it that knew how to grow has been consumed.”

“And it’s in the cellar,” I said.

“It’s in the cellar. It’s been in the cellar a long time, decades at least, maybe since before the wall was built over its containment ring, which would make it centuries.” Maren’s voice stayed flat and even, which was how I knew how frightened she was. “Here’s what I think happened, and tell me if it fits what your solicitor told you. A Hollow came through a failed portal under this house, long ago. The first anchor, whoever built this place, couldn’t kill it, you almost can’t kill a young Hollow, it’s barely there, you can’t burn a hole, you can’t cut an absence. So instead of killing it he contained it. Sealed it in the cellar behind salt and iron, in a containment ring, and starved it. A Hollow with nothing to eat goes dormant. Hibernates. For as long as there’s no magic in reach.” She looked around the warm kitchen, the fed fire, the green herbs hanging, the lit windows. “This house went dark for forty years under your great-aunt because a dark house is a starving Hollow’s prison. Greta kept it half-dead on purpose. Every season she went down and renewed the seal and she kept the rooms cold and the wards low and she let the place rot, because a rotting house has nothing for it to eat, and as long as it had nothing to eat it stayed asleep and the seal held.” She let out a slow breath. “And then she died. And the seal started failing without her to renew it. And you arrived, and you did the most natural and most dangerous thing a good man could do.” She met my eyes. “You woke the house up. You lit the fire. You greened the garden. You bonded two witches and drew a third into the household’s defenses. You poured magic back into a house that had been kept starving for forty years to keep the thing in the basement asleep. And it woke up to a feast.”

The kitchen was very quiet. The fire burned amber and steady now, but I could feel it, that low cold pull under everything, the thing below tasting the warmth we’d made.

“So this is my fault,” I said.

“No.” Sigrid said it before Maren could, hard and immediate, slamming her cup down. “No. Don’t you dare. A house is meant to be alive. A garden’s meant to grow. Witches are meant to be bonded and safe. You did everything right, conduit, everything a good anchor’s supposed to do, and the only thing wrong is that some old fool three hundred years ago buried a monster instead of solving it and left it for us. You didn’t make the Hollow. You just stopped feeding it scraps and started feeding it properly, and now we deal with it, like grown people, with full stomachs.” She glared around the table. “Nobody at my table is allowed to feel guilty for making a home. That’s the one rule. Eat your honey.”

“Sigrid’s right,” Maren said, which I think cost her something. “Keeping the house dark isn’t an option. A dark house is a dead household. We’re not going back to rot to keep that thing asleep, that’s not living, that’s just slow dying. So we wake it the rest of the way and we kill it.” She set her hands flat on the table. “But not yet, and not blind. Right now it can’t break the cellar seal directly, it’s too contained for that, all it can do is send thin feeding tendrils up through the cracks, like it did last night. Annoying. Costly. But survivable. If we went down into the cellar today to fight it on its own ground, in its own containment chamber, surrounded by absence, with no plan and no weapon, it would eat all four of us and the house would go dark forever. That’s not bravery. That’s feeding it dessert.”

“So we get stronger,” I said. “We make a plan. We make a weapon.”

“We make a weapon,” Maren agreed. “Here’s where we are. You can’t burn it, but,” she looked at Sigrid, “wickfire might hurt a part of it if there were a part of it to hurt. You can’t grow over it, but,” she looked at Briar, “growth-craft is the opposite of what it does, it’s potential made manifest, that has to mean something. You can’t cut an absence, but,” she touched her own blade, “ward-craft is containment, geometry, and that ring downstairs proves containment can hold it. And you,” she looked at me last, “you’re a conduit. You can move all three crafts through bonds. None of us can kill it alone. The question is whether we can kill it together, and that’s a question of research, and time, and not being stupid.” She stood. “I want the cellar door reinforced, today, by me, double-sealed, so it can’t get bolder than tendrils while we work. I want the gardener researching whether anything in her craft solidifies an absence or floods it with potential. I want the kitchen feeding everyone and keeping the fire combat-ready. And I want you,” to me, “learning to channel without bleeding to death, because whatever weapon we build, you’re going to be the thing that fires it.” She looked around the table one more time. “We have weeks. Maybe. We don’t waste them. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” I said, and the others said it after me, and the council was over, and we got up from the table and went to work, four people in a bread-warm kitchen who had just decided, together, to take the cellar seriously.

Watching the household scatter to its assigned jobs that day was its own kind of education, because the three of them worked in three completely incompatible ways and somehow it all had to mesh.

Briar attacked her research like a woman setting fire to a haystack to find a needle, the new copper pot the house had gifted her after the cauldron war already bubbling something pungent, jars and cuttings and torn scraps of paper covering every surface, her labels as useless as ever, MOONVINE?? and FOR THE THING and one that just said NO underlined three times, which she assured me was a critical warning and which she could not, when pressed, actually explain. She’d talk through every step out loud at a volume that carried across the whole ground floor, narrating her own failures with cheerful obscenity, and twice that morning something popped loudly enough in the greenhouse that I went running and found only Briar, soot-faced and delighted, saying “that’s supposed to happen” in a tone that suggested it very much wasn’t.

Sigrid worked the opposite way, silent and ferocious, banking the fire to a combat-ready gold and laying in food the way a quartermaster lays in shot, and she kept trying to feed Briar mid-experiment, which Briar kept absently eating without looking, so that by noon there was a trail of crusts and apple cores all through the greenhouse and Sigrid was darkly satisfied and Briar had gained the only calories she’d remember to consume all day.

And Maren held the cellar door. She’d taken the worst job and the loneliest one, sealing and resealing the iron between us and the dark, and she did it in exact silent passes, alone, precise, refusing help, until I started simply appearing at the head of the stairs with fresh salt and a flask of Sigrid’s tea and setting them down within her reach without a word and going away again, the way I’d learned to feed her, and by the third time she said, to my back, very quietly, “Thank you, Calder,” which from Maren on a day like that one was practically a love letter.

That was the household. Fire and chaos and ice, none of them able to do the others’ jobs, all of them suddenly needing to. I moved between the three of them with tools and food and questions, the hub of a wheel I was only just learning I was the center of, and thought again that the strangest part of inheriting a haunted house had turned out to be how much of it was just management.

I walked the perimeter with Maren that night, because somebody had to and because I’d learned she talked more in the dark.

It was true. There was something about the boundary at night that loosened her, the dark and the cold and the silver line of woken ward stones humming faintly along the wall, the work she trusted more than people stretching solid and self-mending around us now in every direction but the southeast. She walked it with a blade-ward in hand, checking each stone with a touch and a flick of salt, and I walked beside her carrying the lantern and saying nothing, and after a while, the way she did, she said more than she meant to.

“My old sanctuary was like this,” she said, out of nowhere, touching a stone. “Bigger. A fortress, not a house. We guarded a cluster of portal gates, old ones, stable ones, the kind that have been open so long they’re practically geography. Six ward witches and a wall you could have walked an army along. I was the youngest. I was good.” She said it without pride, a flat fact. “I was very good. I could hold a perimeter half a mile long by myself for a night, which is, you don’t need to know what that means, but it’s not nothing. I thought walls were the only honest thing in the world. A wall doesn’t lie to you. A line of salt either holds or it doesn’t, there’s no,” her hand tightened on the blade, “there’s no betrayal in a wall. It does exactly what its geometry says it’ll do. People don’t. People say they’ll hold a door and then they open it.”

I didn’t say anything. I’d learned that much.

“Somebody opened a door,” she said, to the dark, to the wall, not to me. “Somebody I trusted with my life and would have sworn on the gates was as solid as the stone. Opened a gate that was supposed to stay sealed, for reasons I still don’t,” she stopped. “It doesn’t matter why. Reasons never matter, after. The wall didn’t fail. The wall was perfect. The geometry held. It came apart at the one point geometry can’t protect, which is the person who decides whether to turn the key. And everything I’d built my whole life on came through that open door in one night, and the fortress fell, and I ran, because there was nothing left to hold and running was the only honest thing left.” Her voice was very controlled, very flat. “So when you ask me why I trust walls more than people, that’s why. I built my life on the one thing that can’t betray you, and then I learned the wall is only ever as good as the hand on the door, and there’s always a hand on the door, and you can never, ever, be sure of the hand.” She flicked salt at the next stone with more force than it needed. “I won’t say more than that. Don’t ask.”

“I won’t,” I said.

And we walked on, and her cold ward-note at the edge of the estate sense was tight and raw in a way I hadn’t felt it before, and I understood I’d just been handed something she’d never handed anyone, the shape of the wound, not the details, just the shape, a woman who’d been failed by the one hand she trusted and had decided never to trust a hand again.

The Hollow probed while we walked. I felt it before Maren did, that cold pull spiking, and then she felt it through the wall, and we both turned toward the southeast at the same moment as a wave of cold rolled up the boundary, the absence-cold, testing the woken stones, leaning on the self-mending wards, looking for the thin place. It found the southeast section, the eighty-percent stretch over the seal, and pushed, and the silver light there flickered and dimmed and Maren swore and dropped to a crouch and slammed her hand to the nearest stone, pouring ward-light back into it, holding the line.

It held. The cold rolled back. The probe withdrew, having learned a little more about exactly where we were weak, and the wall stood, and Maren knelt at the southeast stone with her breath smoking and her hand pressed flat to the granite and her face tight with the effort of holding.

“Stronger than last night,” she said. “Every night it’s stronger. I’m not imagining it.” She stayed crouched, recovering, and I crouched beside her, and without thinking about it I put my hand on the stone next to hers, the way I’d learned, and reached for the cold tension in the wall and pushed a little anchor-warmth toward it to ease the strain, and the silver light steadied and brightened under both our hands, and Maren went still.

Her hand was next to mine on the cold stone, her pale precise fingers a half-inch from my soil-black ones, both of us pouring different things into the same granite, and the wall hummed under us, and for a moment neither of us moved, and then, slowly, like she was making a decision she didn’t have words for, she shifted her hand the half-inch and her fingers brushed mine, cool and dry, and stayed there, resting against my hand on the stone in the dark.

She let it stay a long moment. Longer than the wall needed. And then she took her hand back, and stood, and was Maren again, controlled and closed, and said, “Eighty percent. We hold it. Goodnight, Calder,” and turned and walked back toward the house through the dark.

But the brush of her hand stayed on my skin all the way back, and the cold ward-note in the wall stayed a little warmer than it had been, and I stood at the boundary a minute after she’d gone, looking at the dark bulk of the house and the unlit part of it that went down, and felt the thing below settle back into its waiting, fed a little more, bolder by a night, and getting closer, one finger-width crack at a time, to the hearthlit center of everything I’d built.


Chapter 15: Moonvine

The weapon started with a plant that only showed itself in the dark.

It took the household two days to get there, and they were strange days, the kind where a house gets very busy on purpose so that nobody has to sit still long enough to think about a cellar. We’d all agreed at the tea council to get stronger before we went down, and getting stronger turned out to mean four people doing four different jobs in four different parts of the house and meeting at the kitchen table three times a day to eat and report and pretend we weren’t afraid.

Maren reinforced the cellar door. Every morning, first thing, before the light was properly up, she went down to the head of the cellar stairs with a pouch of woken salt and a fresh blade-ward and she laid a new seal over the old iron, and every morning she came back up grimmer, because every morning the salt of the day before had been eaten thinner than she’d left it. “It’s not breaking through,” she’d say, washing salt off her hands at the kitchen sink. “It can’t, not yet, the containment ring’s still holding it. But it’s tasting the door. Licking it. Getting to know the shape of what’s between it and us.” Then she’d dry her hands and eat whatever Sigrid put in front of her, standing, and go back down and do it again.

Sigrid ran the kitchen like a quartermaster preparing a siege, which, I suppose, she was. She baked. She always baked when she was frightened, I’d learned that, the same way Briar moved and Maren counted exits; Sigrid put her fear into dough and beat it flat and made it feed people. By the second day the pantry was full of bread and the crock by the hearth never went empty and there was a jar of honey on the table that none of us had bought, the house pressing its small kindnesses on a household it could feel bracing for something. She also kept the fire combat-ready, banked hot and gold and ready to throw, and she would not let anyone plan, mourn, research, or panic on an empty stomach. “Strong food for the strong work,” she said, roughly nine times a day, and shoved another plate at someone.

Briar, meanwhile, very nearly burned down her own greenhouse.

I came in on the afternoon of the first day to find her standing over a small alchemical fire that had turned an unsettling shade of purple and was eating its way up the side of one of Sigrid’s good copper stockpots, and Briar batting at it with a wet rag and swearing in three languages, two of which I didn’t recognize and one of which was clearly invented on the spot. “It’s fine,” she said, not looking at me, beating the purple flame down. “This is fine. This is a known result. Blazebark sap does this when you reduce it too far, I knew it would do this, I just didn’t think it would do it to the pot.” The flame went out with a sulky hiss. The pot had a hole in it. “I’ll tell Sigrid I borrowed it,” Briar said, eyeing the hole. “Eventually. When she’s less armed.” She’d labeled the ruined batch, at least, in her terrible scrawl on a torn scrap of paper jammed under the jar: DON’T. Just that. DON’T. I’d come to understand that Briar’s labeling system ran entirely on the assumption that future-Briar would remember what past-Briar had meant, and that this assumption was almost never correct.

That was the shape of it. Maren sealing, Sigrid baking, Briar exploding things in the name of science, and me moving between all three with tools and questions and a growing pile of failed experiments, until the evening of the second day, when Briar came and found me at the kitchen table with a particular light in her green eyes that meant she’d finally cracked it.

Briar had spent two days in the greenhouse buried in her own notes, surrounded by jars and cuttings and a growing wall of frustration, trying to find something in her craft that did to a Hollow what a Hollow did to everything else. She’d tried blazebark, which burned hot enough to cauterize a wound but found nothing to burn in an absence. She’d tried a growth-acceleration draught poured straight into a sample of the grey dead soil, which simply vanished into it the way her bare magic had. She’d tried six things and gotten six failures and a great deal of swearing, and on the evening of the second day she came and found me at the kitchen table and said, “Moonvine. I think it’s moonvine. But I need to harvest it tonight at peak bloom and I need you to help me because you’re the only one who doesn’t crush it, and I need to explain some things to you about my magic that I haven’t, that are,” she went a little pink, “relevant. To the weapon. And to other things. Bring the basket.”

So we went out to the greenhouse after dark, and it transformed around us the way it did at night now.

I’d seen it lit before, the night Briar bonded, but I’d been somewhat occupied. To walk into it deliberately, sober and clear, was something else. The moonvine had opened. All down the central frame and up the iron ribs, the pale flowers had unfurled in the dark and were glowing, a soft blue-green light, dozens of them, hundreds, casting the whole greenhouse in cool underwater light, and the air was full of slow-drifting pollen that glowed faintly as it fell, like snow that had decided to take its time, and every breath of it was warm and green and sweet. The dead room I’d unlocked a few weeks ago was gone completely. This was a cathedral made of living light.

“It only blooms at full dark,” Briar said, setting down the basket, her voice gone soft the way it always did around the moonvine. “And the medicine in it is strongest right at peak glow, which is now, more or less, for about an hour, and then it fades. So we work fast and we work careful.” She handed me a pair of thin shears. “Cut at the second node, below the flower, leave the root. Two from each vine, no more, they need the rest to bloom again. And,” she demonstrated, her freckled fingers impossibly gentle on a glowing stem, “you have to mean it kindly. I know how that sounds. But the moonvine knows the difference between a hand that’s grateful and a hand that’s just taking, and it gives more to the grateful one. So. Be grateful while you cut. It’s not hard, look at it, who wouldn’t be grateful.”

So I was grateful while I cut, which turned out not to be hard at all. The greenhouse had been a dead grey ruin the day I’d unlocked it, and now it was this, a roomful of slow blue-green light with a redheaded witch kneeling in it, and you’d have to be a colder man than me not to feel something close to worship cutting flowers in it. The shears were good ones, the pruning shears I’d bought in Barrowfen the week Briar arrived, and Gareth had not asked why a man hosting eccentric relatives needed quite so many gardening tools, and the moonvine gave itself up to them easily, each cut stem weeping a single drop of pale glowing sap that smelled like cold mint and something green underneath.

“You’re doing it right,” Briar said, watching me work two stems free. “The moonvine likes you. It always has. It opens toward you, look, even now.” And it was true, faintly: the flowers nearest my hands had turned a fraction on their stems, the way a room of faces turns toward a door, the greenhouse remembering my blood from the ward stones the same as the wall remembered it. “Everything in here knows you now,” she said, soft and pleased. “I grew half of it and even I have to ask nicely. You just have to show up.” She snipped a flower into the basket. “It’s very annoying, honestly. I’ve courted plants for years. You walked in with a skillet and they fell in love with you. Sigrid says the whole house is the same way, which,” she grinned in the glow, “she does not say like it’s a compliment.”

We worked down the rows in the glowing dark, cutting moonvine, and as we worked she taught me her craft, properly, the way Maren had taught me the wall, and I understood she was doing it on purpose, building me toward the weapon one explanation at a time.

“Growth magic isn’t making things from nothing,” she said, snipping, the glowing flowers dropping into the basket between us. “People think that, they think a garden witch waves her hand and a tree appears, that’s not it at all. Everything that’s going to grow is already there. In the seed, in the soil, in the wound that’s going to heal, there’s a whole plan folded up small, the entire future of the thing, just waiting for time and water and warmth to unfold it. All I do is,” she made a coaxing motion with her fingers, and a closed bud on the vine beside her unfurled in two seconds, glowing, “I hurry the unfolding. I reach into the potential that’s already there and I tell it yes, now, faster. That’s my craft. I’m not a creator, I’m an, an encourager. The future’s already in the thing. I just talk it into arriving early.” She looked at me, the blue-green light on her freckled face. “Do you see why that matters? For the weapon?”

I was starting to. “The Hollow eats potential,” I said slowly. “The folded-up future in things. That’s what it takes. The plan.”

“The plan,” she said, pleased and grim at once. “It eats the yes-now-faster right out of things. That grey soil, it’s not that the plants died, it’s that the soil forgot it was ever going to grow anything. The plan’s been eaten. And my whole craft, every bit of it, is potential. It’s the future folded up, waiting. It’s the exact thing the Hollow wants.” She snipped two more flowers. “Which means two things, and I worked them both out at two in the morning and nearly woke the whole house. The first is that I’m the most dangerous person to bring near it, because I’m walking around full of the richest food it’s ever smelled. It’ll come straight for me. You should know that. When we go down there, it’ll reach for me first, every time, because I’m a feast.”

The green pulse in my chest went tight. “Briar.”

“The second thing’s better,” she said, talking over my alarm the way she did, “so don’t make the face yet. The second thing is that if my craft is concentrated potential, then maybe I can use it the way you don’t use food, the way you’d use,” she hunted, “a flashbang. You throw potential at an absence and for a second the absence has to deal with all that folded-up future trying to unfold inside it. It can’t eat it fast enough. For a second, maybe, the hole has to become solid, has to take a shape, because you’ve crammed it full of so much yes-now-faster that the nothing has to become a something just to hold it all.” Her green eyes were bright. “I think I can make it solid, Wes. Briefly. With the right compound thrown at it. And a solid thing,” she smiled, sharp, “a solid thing can be burned. And cut. And contained. It only wins because there’s nothing to hit. Give us something to hit, even for three seconds, and we’ve got a witch who burns and a witch who cuts and a house that wants it dead.”

I sat back on my heels in the glowing dark with a basket of moonvine between us and felt the whole shape of the thing come together. “That’s the weapon,” I said. “You make it solid. Sigrid burns the solid part. Maren contains it. And I hold all three of you connected so it can’t break us apart, and I feed life back into anything it tries to eat.”

“That’s the weapon,” Briar agreed. “If it works. There’s a lot of if. But the heart of it’s the compound, the thing I throw, and the compound needs four things, and I’ve worked out three of them and you’re not going to like the fourth.” She started counting on freckled fingers. “Moonvine, concentrated, for the potential, it’s the most alive thing I have, the most folded-up future per drop. That’s tonight’s harvest. Then fireplace ash, from Sigrid’s wickfire, because the ash from a witch-fire isn’t dead ash, it’s, it remembers the fire, it carries heat-potential, and it makes the moonvine bind instead of just splashing off. Then boundary salt, Maren’s, the woken kind, because salt’s the only thing that gives an absence an edge, salt makes a border where there wasn’t one, it tells the nothing where it stops.” She’d run out of fingers in a good way, three crafts in three ingredients. “Fire, growth, ward. All three of you in one bottle.”

“And the fourth thing.”

Briar looked at me, and the brightness in her face went gentle and worried. “You,” she said. “Anchor blood. To bind it. The three crafts won’t braid on their own, you’ve seen that, my wash only works on the wall because there’s anchor blood already woken into those stones. Fire and growth and ward are three different languages and they don’t speak to each other, but they all speak to you, you’re the, the translator, the common tongue. A drop of your blood in the compound and the three crafts braid into one thing instead of three things in a jar. Without you it’s just sludge. With you it’s a weapon.” She set the shears down. “Which means the weapon runs on you. The throwing’s me, the burning’s Sigrid, the cutting’s Maren, but the thing that makes any of it work at all is your blood, and you’ve been bleeding into ward stones for days and channeling till your nose runs and I’ve seen what it costs you, and the night we go down there you’re going to have to bleed into the compound and channel all three of us at once and keep us connected while a Hollow tries to drink you dry, and I don’t,” her voice wobbled, “I don’t love that the whole thing rests on the one of us who isn’t magic. The one who bleeds instead of casts. That’s a lot to put on a man with a skillet.”

She made me show her my palms then, right there under the moonvine, turning them over in the blue-green light with a gardener’s seriousness that did more to sober me than any lecture. There were cuts in different stages of healing, ward-stone nicks, the old firestone scar, a thin red line from the knife I’d started keeping too close to hand. Briar frowned at each one as if it were a bad label on a dangerous jar, then wrapped the freshest in a strip of clean cloth from her apron and tied it tight with her teeth. “No heroic leaking,” she said around the knot, fierce in her own soft way. “We need your blood in drops, not puddles. A drop wakes. A puddle wastes. If Sigrid asks, I said that. If Maren asks, pretend she said it first so she’ll approve faster.”

“I started this house with a skillet,” I said. “The skillet did fine.”

She laughed, wet and sudden, and wiped her eyes with the back of a pollen-dusted wrist. “You did. God, you did, you fought parasites with a frying pan, Sigrid still tells it, she does the voices.” She gathered herself. “There’s one more thing I have to show you. About the channeling. Come here, give me your hands.”

I gave her my hands. She turned them over, the scarred work-rough backs of them, the soil under the nails, and she pressed them flat against the dead silkroot bed beside us, the one whose mother plant the Hollow had eaten two nights ago, the grey one, and held them there with her own.

“Push,” she said. “The way you pushed into the dying soil the other day. Reach for the green one in your chest, mine, and push it down through your hands into the dead bed. Gently. I’ll hold the magic steady on my end so it doesn’t tear out of you all at once and bleed you, that’s the trick I should have taught you before you fainted, you don’t have to do it alone, I can meet you halfway through the bond. Try.”

I reached for the green pulse, and pushed, and this time it was different. Where the other morning the magic had torn out of me in one expensive rush, now I felt Briar on the other end of the bond, catching it, steadying it, letting it flow instead of bleed, and the green warmth ran down my arms and out through my palms into the grey dead soil, slow and controlled, and Briar fed her own craft alongside it, the two of us pouring into the eaten ground together.

For a long moment nothing happened. The soil was grey and empty, the plan eaten out of it, nothing to unfold. And then, faintly, under our joined hands, something stirred. Not the dead silkroot, that was gone for good. Something new. A single thin green thread pushed up out of the grey between my fingers, the way the shoot had come up out of the portal scar, fragile and brand new, the soil remembering, just barely, just a little, how to grow.

“There,” Briar breathed, her hands shaking on mine. “There, you feel that? It’s not coming back. The Hollow took what was there and that’s gone. But you and me together, we put new potential in. We made new soil where there wasn’t any. We grew a yes where there was only a no.” She looked up at me, and her face in the glowing dark was full of something close to awe. “That’s it, Wes. That’s the whole answer to the Hollow, right there in your hands. It empties. We fill. It eats the future and we plant a new one. It can’t win against that, not really, not forever, because there’s only so much it can eat and there’s no end to what we can grow.” A tear ran down through the freckles and the pollen-light. “An anchor holds magic still. You don’t hold it. You’re a conduit, I told you that, but it’s more than that even, you’re,” she pressed my hands harder into the new green thread, “you’re a gardener. Same as me. You take what we make and you plant it back into the world. That’s not a stabilizer. That’s the thing that’s going to kill the Hollow.”

I knelt there in the glowing greenhouse with a single new shoot between my fingers and a basket of moonvine at my knee and a redheaded witch holding my hands against ground we’d just brought back from nothing, and for the first clear breath since Tom had handed me a ring of warm iron keys in a London office, I thought I might actually be able to do this. Not survive it. Win it.

The dizziness came, but smaller, manageable, because she’d carried half the weight, and the nosebleed didn’t come at all. I sat back and breathed, and Briar gathered the moonvine basket and capped it carefully against the fading of the light, and we sat together in the cool blue glow a while longer with the new shoot growing slowly between us.

“It’ll come for me first,” she said again, quietly, no drama in it now, just the fact. “Down there. You know that now. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid when it does. Promise me you’ll trust the weapon and not just throw yourself at it. Sigrid’ll throw herself at it, that’s Sigrid, but you’re the one holding us all together, if you break to save me the whole thing comes apart and then it gets all of us instead of one. So if it grabs me, you channel, you don’t charge. Promise.”

“I’m not promising that,” I said.

“Wes.”

“I’ll promise to channel,” I said. “I’ll promise to hold the four of us together with everything I’ve got, because you’re right, that’s my job and I’ll do it. But I’m not promising to watch a Hollow drink you and stand still about it. That’s not a promise I’d keep, so I won’t make it. We’ll find the third option in the moment. We’re good at the third option. I’m the communal-glassware man, remember.” I stood, and pulled her up after me, and she came up into my chest and stayed there a second, basket and all. “We get strong. We make the weapon. We go down together and we come up together, all four, that’s the only version of this I’m planning for. There’s no plan where I lose any of you. Build the compound. I’ll bring the ash and the salt and the blood. We’ll braid it into something that thing chokes on.”

She tipped her head back and looked at me in the glowing dark, freckled and pollen-dusted and red-eyed and grinning, the running woman who’d decided to root, and there was a heat coming into her green eyes now that wasn’t grief and wasn’t the weapon, the warm loud thing she’d kept walled all the first week, here in the place she’d chosen me, on a night that was hers.

“The moonvine’s harvested,” she said. “We’ve got the recipe. We’ve done the work.” She set the basket down again, deliberately, the way she’d set the tincture flask out of reach the night she chose me, a thing put away on purpose. “And it’s a glowing greenhouse at peak bloom and I’ve got a man in it I rooted myself to, and I’m not running, and the magic’s quiet, and I want you. Clear head. I want to feel what it’s like to grow something just because it’s good.” Her hands came up flat on my chest. “Stay. Make me overflow. Not to ground anything. Because I want to.”

And the moonvine glowed all around us, and the new shoot grew between our feet, and I stayed.


Chapter 16: Night Garden

She turned with the moonvine light in her copper curls and the glowing pollen settling on her bare shoulders, and she did not reach for me the way she had on that first greenhouse night, frantic, a week of want breaking loose all at once. This time she took her time. This time she wanted me to see her decide.

She pulled the work dress off over her head slow, and let it drop in the warm soil, and stood there in the blue-green light with her whole freckled body bared to it, the strong thighs, the thick generous hips, the soft slope of her belly, the round full curve of her ass when she half-turned to drop the dress, all of it dappled in moving underwater light, all of it dusted with glowing pollen that caught in the fine copper hairs of her arms and the freckles across her chest, and she watched me look at her the way she watched a plant find the sun.

“I want you to make me overflow,” she said, and her voice was low and clear, no scatter in it, the want and the choice both fully hers. “Not to ground my magic. Not because the room’s loud, it’s quiet, you can feel it’s quiet. Because I want to feel what it’s like when I’m not running from anything. Just a man and a garden and me, choosing it.” She came to me through the drifting light and pressed her bare warm body the length of mine and reached for the hem of my shirt. “I kept things alive for seven months, Wes, and I never once grew something just for the pleasure of it. Everything was survival. Everything was the next meal, the next medicine, the next grey night to hold off.” She got the shirt off me and ran her soil-warm hands flat up my chest and her breath went unsteady. “Tonight I want to grow something for no reason but that it feels good. Take me in my own garden and let me overflow because I’m happy. That’s all I want.”

“Then show me where,” I said.

She smiled like I’d put the right tool in her hand.

The moonvine basket sat on the bench behind her, half full of pale blossoms and damp cuttings. Briar picked it up, looped the handle over her wrist, and led me away from the center bed instead of down into it. Past the scar. Past the place where the roots had taken her the first time. She brought me to the north wall, where the old iron trellis had been invisible under dead vine two weeks ago and now stood wrapped in moonvine thick as rope, every flower open and glowing cold green.

“Here,” she said. “The trellis carries the vine better than the beds do. It climbs, it conducts, it remembers where it was trained. I want to use that. I want to see if pleasure can move through a shape instead of just spilling wherever it wants.”

That was Briar all over: naked, flushed, hungry, and still thinking like an alchemist.

She set the basket on a brick ledge, then dropped to her knees in the soft soil before me, copper curls falling around her face, freckled shoulders painted with moonvine light. My cock was already hard against my stomach, and she looked at it with open, wicked delight.

“And I want this first,” she said. “Because last time everything started in the dirt and ran wild. Tonight I start with my mouth and my hands and the vine. Deliberate.”

She got me out of the rest of my clothes with greedy efficient hands, wrapped one soil-warm fist around me, and licked up the underside of my cock with a slow, savoring drag that made my knees try to forget their job. Her mouth closed around the head, hot and wet, and her green eyes lifted to mine through the glowing pollen.

“Briar,” I said, because there was no other useful word left in me.

She hummed around me, pleased, and took me deeper.

The trellis behind her stirred.

Moonvine tendrils slid down from the ironwork, thin and careful, not touching us until Briar reached back with one hand and hooked two of them around her wrist. She worked me with her mouth while she held the living strands, bobbing slow and filthy, hollowing her cheeks, stroking what her lips didn’t reach, copper curls brushing my thighs. Every time her tongue circled the head of my cock, the flowers behind her brightened in a measured pulse. Not a burst. Not an uncontrolled bloom. A pulse.

“There,” she said, pulling off long enough to stroke me wet and firm. “Feel that? I can pull it into a line. Mouth, hand, bond, vine. A channel.”

“You’re proving a magical theorem with my dick in your hand.”

She grinned up at me. “Best kind.”

Then she took me deep again and proved it until I had one hand braced on the trellis and the other buried in her curls, until my breathing went rough and the green pulse in my chest thudded in time with the flowers opening behind her. She read the edge through the bond, felt me get close, and stopped with cruel precision, sitting back on her heels with her lips swollen and shining.

“Not yet,” she said. “I want it inside me when the vine takes the load.”

She stood, turned, and braced herself against the low brick wall beneath the trellis, elbows on the warm edge, back arched, that full freckled ass tipped up in the moonvine glow. The basket of cut blossoms rested beside her hand. She reached into it, crushed one luminous flower between her fingers, and smeared the cool green wetness across the brick in a line.

“Here,” she said, breath already unsteady. “Against the wall. Standing. I want to feel the trellis hold me while you take me. Watch what happens when I make it go where I tell it.”

I stepped in behind her in the warm soil and took those round hips in both hands, and I looked, because she’d told me to and because I couldn’t have looked anywhere else. The blue-green light poured down over the curve of her ass and the strong freckled thighs spread behind the planting bed wall, her cunt swollen and glistening and dripping between them, the slick of her shining in the glow, the freckles scattered thick down the small of her back. I dragged the head of my cock up and down through the soaked heat of her, nudging her clit on the downstroke, and she pushed back greedy against the brick.

“Say yes again,” I said, low, with my mouth close to her ear.

“Yes,” she said at once. “Standing. Hard. Watch me. Use me like the trellis, Wes. Put power through me and don’t let it scatter.”

That was clear enough for any house, witch, man, or vine.

I drove into her in one long stroke that bottomed out and made her cry out over the planting bed.

The trellis took the sound.

Every moonvine flower behind her flashed once, not wild, not explosive, but aligned from root to roof in a clean climbing ladder of light.

“Oh,” Briar gasped, fingers digging into the brick. “There. There, that’s the shape.”

I gripped her hips and gave her a deep, steady rhythm, watching the freckled curve of her ass take every stroke, watching her spine arch and her hands clutch the brick edge. The vines did not climb randomly this time. They tightened around the iron ribs in measured spirals, flower after flower brightening exactly when I drove home. Every few strokes a fresh flood ran hot down her thighs, dripping from her knees to the soil beneath us, and instead of beds cracking open around us the trellis drank it upward, drawing the overflow through the crushed moonvine line she’d smeared on the brick.

“You’re holding it,” I said, and slid one hand up her spine. “Look at you. Every time you come, it goes where you tell it. Not everywhere. There.”

“Tell me more,” she begged, shaking against the wall. “Tell me I’m doing it.”

“You’re doing it,” I said against her ear. “You’re not spilling. You’re channeling. You’re taking every thrust and turning it into a weapon.”

She came at that.

Her knees shook, her cunt clamped down around me, and heat flooded over my cock and down her thighs in a hard wet rush. She squirted against the brick, against the moonvine line, against the roots below, and the trellis pulled it up in one bright surge. The old iron groaned. The vines shone vein by vein, then fed the light into the cut blossoms in the basket until every moonvine head there flared like a tiny lamp.

Briar laughed through the aftershock, wrecked and triumphant. “The basket. It caught in the basket. Wes, the cuttings caught it.”

“Good,” I said, still inside her, still hard, because she was already pushing back for more. “Again.”

“Bossy anchor,” she gasped.

“Deliberate garden witch.”

She made a filthy delighted sound and shoved back onto me.

I fucked her against the planting bed wall while she worked the moonvine like a living circuit. One hand stayed locked around the brick edge. The other reached into the basket, crushing blossoms between her fingers, smearing their glow along the wall, guiding overflow into line after line of wet green light. She came again with my hand in her curls and my mouth at her ear, squirting hard enough that it ran over my wrist where I braced her, and the whole north wall answered in disciplined pulses. Flowers opened in sequence. Cuttings thickened in the basket. A bead of luminous sap gathered at the end of one severed stem, bright, sticky, and dangerous.

“That’s it,” she panted, staring at it over her shoulder with alchemist hunger even while my cock drove into her. “That’s the carrier. Moonvine takes the pleasure, holds the channel, feeds the compound. Ash gives it heat. Salt gives it edge. Blood gives it home.”

“And you?” I asked, gripping her ass hard enough to make her gasp.

“I make it grow teeth.”

I laughed once, rough and breathless, and she laughed too, and then the laughter snapped into another moan when I changed the angle and drove deeper.

She pulled off me suddenly, trembling, and turned in the dirt. For one second I thought she was done, but Briar dropped back to her knees and took me into her mouth again with no shame at all, tasting herself off me, tasting moonvine sap and sex and sweat, humming like it was exactly what she wanted. Her copper curls fell around my hips. Her hand worked the base of me. Her tongue slid over me slow and wicked, and the trellis pulsed behind her in time with every pull of her mouth.

“I like us like this,” she said, pulling off just long enough to stroke me slick and firm. “Messy and useful. Filthy and useful. The Hollow will hate us.”

“I like giving it reasons.”

She grinned, took me deep again, and worked me right to the edge with ruthless precision. Then she stopped, stood, and backed against the trellis itself.

Moonvine slid around her forearms, her waist, and the tops of her thighs. Not binding her. Bracing her. Holding her upright with the flowers glowing against freckled skin while she reached for me.

“Here,” she said, voice shaking. “Facing you, but standing. I want to see your eyes when you push. I want my back on the trellis and your hands under my ass. Make the channel go through me, through the vine, into the basket. Controlled. No bleeding. No burning out.”

I lifted her.

She wrapped those strong freckled legs around my waist, the moonvine catching some of her weight, my hands locked under her round ass, and I drove back into her while she clung to my shoulders and the trellis shone behind her. This was nothing like the warm soil and the scar taking her home. This was craft. This was training. This was a naked garden witch turning pleasure into a weapon and daring me to keep up.

“Push when I say,” she gasped. “Not before. Anchor magic on my word.”

“Your word,” I said, and fucked her harder against the living wall.

She took it with her head tipped back and her mouth open, copper curls caught in moonvine flowers, body bouncing in my hands, cunt gripping me slick and tight on every thrust. The basket rattled on the brick ledge beside us. The cuttings inside it glowed brighter and brighter, trembling as if something inside them wanted out.

“Now,” Briar said.

I reached for the green pulse in my chest and pushed.

The anchor magic left me in a hot, clean line. Briar caught it. I felt her catch it, felt her shape it through the pleasure tearing through her body, not letting it burst loose into random growth. She screamed and came around me, squirting in a heavy rush that ran over my stomach and down between us, and the moonvine drank the overflow through every place it touched her skin. The trellis flared from root to roof. The basket blazed. The luminous sap on the cut stem hardened into a bead the size of my thumb, bright green at the center and amber at the rim where Sigrid’s distant fire had answered the pull.

“Hold it,” she sobbed. “Hold, hold, hold.”

I held.

The bond ran both ways. Her pleasure crashed into me, but it did not drown me. Her magic met mine, caught mine, returned it. I came buried inside her, my whole body locking, pumping deep while her cunt milked me and the trellis blazed around us. The release tried to scatter. Briar forced it into the vine. I felt the whole circuit close: my blood-warm anchor power, her wet green overflow, the moonvine’s patient climb, the distant bite of boundary salt through the estate stones, the answering jump of fireplace heat from the kitchen.

Not a storm. A channel.

Not survival sex. A test firing.

The bead in the basket pulsed once, hard enough that the brick under it cracked.

Then the light steadied.

We stayed upright only because the trellis held her and I had both hands under her ass. Briar sagged against me, shaking, drenched, laughing in small broken bursts into my neck.

“That,” she said, breathless, “is what it’s like when I’m not running. I can aim.”

I eased us down carefully, still holding her until her feet found the soil. The moonvine released her one coil at a time, gentle and practical as a careful hand. We sank onto the brick edge instead of into the center bed, sticky with sweat and overflow and glowing pollen, her body warm against mine, the basket between us throwing enough light to paint both our thighs green.

“I channeled at the end,” I said. “On purpose. The way you taught me with the dead bed.”

“I know,” she said, and touched the bead in the basket with one careful fingertip. It gave off a soft hiss, not hot, not cold, simply alive with pressure. “And I caught it. That matters more than the growth. You poured into me and I didn’t let it tear out of you. I held the other side.”

She took my hand and pressed it over the green pulse in my chest, beside Sigrid’s gold.

“Do you understand what that means for the weapon? Down there, in the dark, when it costs everything, you won’t be channeling alone. I’ll be on the other end. I’ll catch it. So will Sigrid, and Maren can hold the ward side if she chooses the bond before we go.” Her voice went rough with exhausted certainty. “You’re not a man bleeding himself dry to move magic. You’re the middle of a circuit. We feed back. We hold shape. The Hollow empties everything into nothing. We pass power hand to hand until it comes back with more bite.”

I looked at the moonvine bead in the basket, bright green and amber and waiting for ash, salt, and blood, and felt the weapon become less theory than object. Something we could bottle. Something we could throw. Something that had been made from pleasure, craft, and control instead of panic.

“The compound,” I said. “The ash and the salt and the blood. We know how to make it bite.”

“We do,” Briar said, and her grin came back, tired and wicked. “Also, I made a magical artillery seed while you were inside me. I want that noted in the household records.”

“I’ll tell Tom to draw up the paperwork.”

“No paperwork. Maren would make margins.”

That was when the greenhouse door banged open hard enough to rattle three panes.

Sigrid came down the aisle with an iron ash bucket in one hand and a steaming kettle in the other, hair coming loose from its tie, apron thrown over her nightshift, amber fire licking up her forearms.

“Which one of you pulled half my banked fire through the copper pipe?” she demanded.

Briar, still naked on the brick edge with moonvine glowing in her hair and my spend running down the inside of one thigh, raised one hand weakly. “For science.”

“For science,” Sigrid repeated, in the tone of a woman deciding whether the phrase counted as a confession or a disease. She set the bucket down beside the basket and peered at the bead. The fire on her arms settled into a low, interested crawl. “Oh.”

“Ash,” I said. “Tea?”

“Tea because the whole house thought it was under attack, and ash because my fireplace tried to climb out of the chimney and come here by itself.” She crouched by the basket, all annoyance burned down into focus. “The kitchen vents flared. The bathhouse pipes knocked. Three doors slammed upstairs. If you do this again, you warn me first or I will throw a ladle at your head from any room in this house.”

“It worked,” Briar said softly.

Sigrid looked from the bead to Briar, then to me. Her fierce face changed, not soft this time, but sharpened by purpose.

“Yes,” she said. “It did.”

She scooped a pinch of fireplace ash from the bucket and held it over the basket. The ash fell in a dark grey line across the glowing bead. Amber ran through the green like fire taking to oil.

The greenhouse went quiet.

Sigrid handed me the kettle by the handle, her eyes still on the bead. “Drink. Both of you. Then wash before you freeze in your own cleverness. Maren is already on the boundary because the house-wide flare woke every ward stone from here to the north wall.”

“Maren saw it?” I asked.

“Maren felt it,” Sigrid said. “Which means she’ll be here in six minutes with salt and a lecture sharp enough to cut glass.”

Briar leaned against my shoulder, filthy, glowing, satisfied down to the bone. “Good. We need salt.”

Sigrid gave one hard, pleased nod.

The bead pulsed again in the basket, green, amber, waiting for silver.


Chapter 17: Cracks in the Armor

We had three days, and the Hollow used them better than we did.

We built the weapon those days, or started to. Briar distilled the moonvine down to a thick luminous syrup that held more folded-up future per drop than the raw flowers, and Sigrid burned a careful fire down to its purest ash and saved it in a sealed jar that stayed warm to the touch, and Maren scraped woken salt off the boundary stones and ground it fine, and I bled a few drops into a test batch to see if the four things would braid, and they did. The compound went from a cloudy green sludge to a clear amber liquid the moment my blood touched it, the way Briar said it would, and it smelled, all four of us agreed, exactly like Wickwether, bread and wet soil and salt and warm stone all at once. We had a thimbleful of it by the third day, and Briar wanted a gallon before she’d take it anywhere near the cellar, and a gallon was going to take time we were running out of.

The thimbleful mattered anyway. Briar took it outside in a stoppered glass tube and flicked a single drop onto a thumb-sized patch of grey soil at the garden edge, the smallest wound the Hollow had left us that week. For one breath it did nothing, and then a green hair of moss came up through the ash. Not much. Not victory. But enough that Sigrid stopped breathing for a second, Maren crouched to mark the exact spread with the tip of a blade, and Briar made a little broken sound behind her teeth. Proof. We had proof in a patch of moss small enough to cover with my thumb, and proof, in that house, was worth more than hope.

Because every night, the Hollow fed.

The dead circles came every night now, and every night a little closer to the house. The first had been out in the garden. The second was at the garden’s edge. The third was inside the walled garden gate, ten feet across, grey and powdery and silent, the plan eaten out of the soil. Briar replanted what she could each morning, Maren warded the cracks each afternoon, and Sigrid burned the dead grey soil with cleansing wickfire each evening, scorching the absence out so something could grow there again, and it was a war of attrition and we were losing it by inches. The Hollow ate faster than we could heal. Every patch we brought back, it hollowed another. It had stopped being a thing in the cellar and become a thing prowling the grounds at night through a dozen thin cracks, testing, feeding, learning the shape of our defenses, and the closer the dead circles crept to the house the tighter the cellar pressure pulled through the estate’s bones.

Maren stopped sleeping.

I noticed it the way I noticed a wall starting to bow, slowly and then all at once. She’d always been an early riser and a hard worker, but by the third day she was a woman running on nothing, out at the wall before dawn and still out there at midnight, walking the perimeter again and again, checking woken stones that didn’t need checking, repainting Briar’s compound onto wards that were already self-mending, driving herself in tight obsessive circles around the boundary with her face grey and her hands not quite steady and her eyes too bright. She’d snap at small things. She forgot to eat unless I left it where she’d find it, and even then I wasn’t sure she did. The control that was the whole of her had gone brittle, and I’d seen brittle control before, in men on building sites who’d worked too many hours and were one mistake from a bad fall, and I knew it didn’t get better on its own.

I found her at the southeast stretch at midnight on the third night, on her knees at the cracked stone, painting compound over a ward that had been mended for hours, her breath smoking, shaking with cold and exhaustion both.

“Maren. Stop.”

“It destabilized again at eleven. I’m reinforcing it.”

“It destabilized because the seal under it is failing, not because the ward’s wrong. You painted that ward four hours ago. You’re reinforcing a thing that’s already reinforced because you can’t make yourself walk away from it.” I crouched down beside her and put my hand over the brush before she could load it again. “You haven’t slept in three days. You’re going to make a mistake on that wall, the kind of mistake that gets someone killed, and it’s going to be because you wore yourself down to nothing standing guard over a wall that’s holding fine without you watching it bleed.”

She pulled her hand free. “You don’t understand.”

“Then make me understand.”

“I’ve been here before.” It came out flat and fast and raw, the words she’d been holding three days. “A wall I trusted, a seal I knew was failing, a thing on the other side of it that I told myself I could hold if I just watched it closely enough, didn’t sleep, didn’t blink, kept the lines perfect. And I did. I kept the lines perfect. The lines were perfect right up until the moment somebody opened the door, and then the perfect lines didn’t matter at all, and everyone,” she stopped. Her jaw worked. “I know what it looks like, the night before a seal fails. I’m watching it look like that again. So no, I’m not going to sleep, I’m going to watch the wall, because watching the wall is the only thing I know how to do that ever, that ever worked, even though it didn’t, even though it didn’t work last time either, I,” her voice cracked and she clamped it shut, furious at herself.

“This isn’t your last sanctuary,” I said, gently. “Maren. Look at me. This isn’t the fortress. There’s no one here who’s going to open the door. There are three other people in this house who are going to fight that thing with you, who’ve built a weapon to kill it with, who are going to go down into that cellar at your side. You’re not the lone witch holding a failing seal by herself in the dark while she waits to fail. You’re not alone on this wall. You haven’t been alone on this wall since you came through the breach. You just keep acting like you are.”

She looked at me, and for a second her face came all the way open, exhausted and frightened and so alone, and then it shut again like a hasp sliding home, and she stood up, swaying a little, and stepped back from me.

“I have three other people who can be eaten in front of me,” she said, very quietly. “That’s not comfort, Calder. That’s three more doors I can’t watch all at once.” And she turned back to the wall, and I knew there was nothing more I could say that night, so I left her there, and the wrongness of it followed me all the way back to the house.

The Hollow attacked at midday.

It chose the one time none of us expected, full light, the household scattered at work, and it didn’t come up through a thin crack the way it had been. It came up through the southeast wall, through the cracked containment seal, with everything it had.

I was at the boundary, twenty feet from the southeast stone, mixing more salt-and-iron compound, when the ground heaved.

It wasn’t an earthquake. It was worse, more wrong, the earth itself bucking up in a wave that ran along the line of the buried containment ring, and the cold hit all at once, a wall of it, the absence-cold rolling out so hard it flattened the sound of the birds and the wind to nothing, and the southeast ward stone, the eighty-percent one, the one Maren had been bleeding herself to hold, cracked in half with a sound like a gunshot and the silver light went out of it.

And the Hollow came up out of the broken seal.

I’d built a picture of it in my head from Maren’s descriptions and the picture was wrong because the thing was worse than any picture. It was a person-shaped hole in the world. Where it stood the daylight didn’t reach, not because it was dark but because it was absent, a humanoid absence about the height of a tall man, edged all around with a fine flickering line of fractures like cracks in glass, like teeth, the reality at its borders chewed and frayed. Looking at it made my eyes water and my ears ring. There was a draining pull coming off it, physical, a sense of everything in me leaning toward it and starting to thin, and it rose up out of the heaving ground in the broken gap of the wall and it was free, all the way free, out of the cellar and out of the seal and standing on the grounds of my home in broad daylight.

Maren was closest. Maren was always closest, that was the whole of her.

She had her blade-wards drawn before I’d finished understanding what I was seeing, two of them, one in each hand, and she moved straight at the thing without a flicker of hesitation, fast and precise and utterly without fear, and she drew a line of silver ward-light across the gap in a single sweep of her arm, a wall of geometry thrown up between the Hollow and the rest of the grounds, and she planted her feet behind it and held.

The silver line blazed against the absence. For a moment it held, ward-craft against void, light against hole, and Maren stood behind it with both blades up and her braid coming loose and her face a mask of total concentration, holding the one thing she knew how to hold against the one thing built to unmake it.

She held it for six seconds. I counted them later, over and over, in the nights after. Six seconds.

Then the Hollow fed on her wards.

I felt it through the boundary, through the cold ward-note of her work going wild at the edge of the estate sense, felt her ward-light start to drain, the silver line thinning as the Hollow drank the magic right out of it, the geometry she’d thrown up coming apart not because it was struck but because the potential was being eaten out of it faster than she could pour it in, the same way it ate the soil, the same way it ate everything. Her blade-wards guttered. The silver wall flickered. And in the flicker, the Hollow’s edge, one of those fine fractured tooth-lines, reached through the failing ward and caught Maren across the ribs.

She didn’t scream. That was the worst of it. She made a short hard sound, a grunt, the sound of all the air leaving her at once, and she went down, folding sideways, both blades falling from her hands into the heaving dirt, and the silver wall collapsed entirely, and the Hollow surged forward over her fallen body toward the rest of the grounds, toward the garden, toward the house, toward the lit and living center of everything.

I was already running.

I didn’t have a plan. There was no plan that started with Maren on the ground. I crossed the twenty feet at a dead sprint and I got between her and the thing, which was the stupidest possible move and the only one my body would make, and I grabbed her by the back of her coat and hauled her bodily backward away from the absence, and the cold of it hit me like stepping into a frozen lake, the draining pull catching me, and I felt it reach for the warmth in my chest, for the bonds, for the gold and green pulses and the cold ward-note of the boundary all at once, and start to drink.

Then the world went gold.

Sigrid hit the Hollow with everything she had. She came around the corner of the garden wall at a run with both fists wrapped in roaring wickfire and she threw it, a lance of amber-gold flame straight into the center of the absence, and the fire didn’t kill it, there was nothing to kill, but it drove it back, the heat and the light forcing the cold thing to recoil a step, buying me the half-second I needed to drag Maren clear of its reach.

“BRIAR,” Sigrid bellowed, throwing fire again, holding the line, her face savage in the firelight. “BRIAR, NOW.”

And Briar came. She came out of the greenhouse at a sprint with her copper braid flying and a fistful of glass vials, the early blazebark grenades, not the finished compound, just blazebark sap in thin glass, and she didn’t slow down, she ran straight up beside Sigrid and hurled a vial overhand into the Hollow’s recoiling center.

The glass shattered against the absence and the blazebark sap caught fire on contact with Sigrid’s wickfire and went up in a sheet of clinging flame, and the thing reacted as if something had touched it. It convulsed, the whole person-shaped hole of it twisting, the fractured edges flaring, and it made no sound but the cold faltered, the draining pull stuttering, and Briar threw the second vial and Sigrid poured fire into the burning sap and the two crafts together, fire and the sticky burning growth-sap, did what neither did alone, and the Hollow gave ground.

“Drive it back,” I shouted, dragging Maren further, getting her behind the woken stretch of wall where the wards still held. “Back to the breach, you can’t kill it but you can push it. Drive it back down.”

And they did. Sigrid advancing with fire in both fists, Briar flanking with vials, the two of them herding the burning recoiling absence back across the heaved ground toward the broken gap it had come up through, and the Hollow, which did not think, which only fed and probed and withdrew, found the warmth and the fire and the burning sap more than it wanted to deal with, and it withdrew. It poured back down into the broken seal, into the dark, the cold draining away after it, the daylight rushing back into the gap where it had stood, and the ground stopped heaving, and it was gone, back below, and the grounds were just grounds again, scorched and torn and silent in the midday sun.

It had been testing us. It hadn’t tried to kill the house, not really, it could have pressed harder. It had come up to learn what we had, to find out what fire and growth and ward and a bleeding anchor could throw at it, and now it knew, and it had taken a wound out of Maren as the price of the lesson, and gone back down to think about us in its mindless feeding way. I understood all of that later. In the moment I only understood that Maren was down and bleeding and the wound was wrong.

I got her coat open. The fracture-edge had caught her across the ribs on her left side, a long shallow tear through the fabric and the skin under it, and it wasn’t bleeding the way a knife-cut bleeds. The edges of it were grey. Frostbitten grey, the skin around the wound drained of color and cold to the touch, the way the soil went grey, the way everything the Hollow touched went grey, and the cold sat in the wound and didn’t warm under my hands, and Maren’s face was white and her teeth were gritted and her pale green eyes were open and furious and frightened all at once.

“It ate my wards,” she said, through her teeth, before anything else, before pain, before fear, that first. “I held the line and it ate it. I’ve never felt anything eat a ward before. It just, it drank the geometry. There was nothing to fight. It just unmade my wall while I stood behind it.” Her hand found the wound and she flinched. “What’s wrong with it. The wound. It’s cold. Why is it cold, wounds aren’t cold.”

“Briar,” I called, and she was already there, dropping to her knees in the torn dirt, her face going pale at the grey edges of the wound.

“That’s Hollow-touch,” she said, low. “It drained the vitality out of the wound site, that’s why it’s grey, that’s why it’s cold. The flesh is a little bit eaten, the potential to heal is what it took. That’s why it won’t close right.” She pressed a poultice from her belt against it and Maren hissed. “The growth-craft’s going to work slow on this, it’s fighting the thing’s hunger in the wound itself. This is going to take a long time to heal, Wes. It’s not deep. It’s not going to kill her. But it’s not going to close fast either, the Hollow’s touch resists everything I do, I can heal it but I have to push my craft in against the absence the whole way, it’s like healing through cold mud.”

“Then we get her inside,” I said. “Sigrid, the fire, get the kitchen hot. Maren, you’re going to let us carry you, and you’re not going to argue, because you took that wound getting between a Hollow and my whole household, and that buys you exactly one carried trip to the kitchen with no arguing, and you’re going to take it.”

And Maren, white-faced and grey-wounded and shaking, looked up at me, and for once she didn’t argue. She let me get an arm under her and lift her, and she turned her face into my shoulder against the pain of it, and I carried her across the torn grounds toward the amber kitchen light while Sigrid ran ahead to build the fire and Briar gathered her fallen blade-wards from the dirt and brought them in after her, because she knew, even then, that Maren would want them.

We stabilized her at the kitchen table. Sigrid built the fire up to a roar and made fireplace compresses, cloths warmed in wickfire that held a deep penetrating heat, and Briar layered moonvine poultice over the grey wound and changed it every hour, pouring her green craft slowly into the cold-eaten flesh, and over the afternoon the very edges of the grey began, slowly, to pink, the warmth and the growth-craft together fighting the absence back out of her by fractions. It was going to take days. We could all see that. Briar said a week at least, maybe more, before the grey faded entirely, and Maren lay on the bench by the fire with her ribs bound and her face still too pale and her hands gripping a blade-ward she wouldn’t put down, and we knew the household had changed.

“We go into the cellar,” I said, that evening, when she was stable and the wound was bound and the four of us were around the fire. “Not someday. Soon. Within days. Before that thing gets any stronger.”

“I’m at sixty percent,” Maren said, flatly, hating it. “My wards are sixty percent of what they were. I’ll be the weakest part of the weapon, going down there hurt.”

“You’ll be stronger by the time we go,” Briar said. “I’ll heal you fast as it’ll let me.”

“Not fast enough. Not back to full. Not in days.” Maren stared at the fire. “If we wait until I’m full strength, we wait weeks, and in weeks it eats half the grounds and gets strong enough that full strength won’t matter. If we go now, I’m wounded and we’re not ready.” She looked around at us, the tactician’s grim arithmetic. “There’s no good time. That’s what it’s built to do. It makes every day worse than the last.” She set her jaw. “So the answer’s the soonest day we can stand. We’ll be less ready next week. We’ll be less ready every week from now on. The strongest we will ever be against that thing is the day we stop letting it choose the pace and go down and end it. And that day is soon.” She looked at me. “You’re right, Calder. I hate that you’re right. We go into the cellar. Soon.”

“Soon,” Sigrid agreed, fierce and low, banking the fire.

“Soon,” Briar said, changing the poultice, her hands gentle.

And it was decided, around a kitchen fire, by four people, one of them wounded, all of them frightened, to go below and end what had been eating the estate from underneath.

I checked on Maren late that night, after the others had gone to their rooms. I told myself it was to see the wound. It wasn’t only that.

Her door was open. That was the first thing. Maren’s door was never open, she slept behind a hasp I’d fitted her and a blade-ward under her pillow and her back to a wall and her exits counted, and tonight the door stood open a hand’s width, light spilling out of it into the dark hall, and when I stopped outside it she said, before I’d made a sound, “I know you’re there, Calder. The wall carries you. You walk like a man carrying a tool belt even when you’re not.”

I pushed the door open. She was awake, propped up against the headboard with her ribs bound and her dark hair loose around her shoulders for once, too tired or too sore to braid it, a blade-ward turning slowly in her fingers, her pale green eyes on me in the candlelight.

“I came to see the wound,” I said.

“You came to see if I was awake and counting exits.” A pause. “I am. Both.” She turned the blade. “Sit down or don’t. But shut the door, the hall’s cold.”

I shut the door. I sat on the edge of the bed, careful of her ribs, and she let me, and she didn’t tell me to leave, and we sat in the candlelight a while without saying anything, the wounded ward witch and the man who’d run at a Hollow to drag her clear, and her cold presence in the estate’s wall-sense was raw and open in a way it had never been, and I understood that something had cracked in her along with the ward, and that this open door and loose hair and the silence she was letting me sit inside were the first I’d ever seen of what was behind the wall.


Chapter 18: Surrender

The wound healed the way Briar had warned it would: slowly, by inches, the grey fighting every fraction of ground it gave up.

Two days after the attack the edges had pinked a little more, a thin line of living color creeping in around the rim of the cold-eaten flesh, but the center of it was still grey and Maren still moved like a woman with broken glass under her ribs, careful and stiff, and her wards were still at sixty percent and she hated that more than she hated the pain. She wouldn’t say so. She didn’t have to. The estate carried it through the wall-sense, the constant low grind of a woman whose entire identity was holding a perimeter, reduced to holding it badly, watching the southeast gap she couldn’t fully re-ward and knowing the Hollow could come up through it again any day. Briar said another week, maybe two, to fade the grey entirely. Maren said we didn’t have two weeks, and she was right.

She would recover. I made myself certain of that, in my own head, before I said anything to her, because it mattered. Briar was certain. The wound would close on its own, slow and ugly but sure, growth-craft against Hollow-cold, no bond required. Maren was not going to die. She was going to be at sixty percent for a week and then seventy and then better, the long honest way, and she would walk into the cellar wounded if we went before then, and that was the only real cost. I made myself sure of all of that, because I knew what I was about to offer her, and I was not going to offer a wounded woman a bond and let her think she had to take it to live.

The trouble was that Maren Halvard was the worst patient I have ever seen, and I have nursed men through site injuries who tried to climb back onto a roof with a broken wrist.

The household tended her in shifts whether she liked it or not, and she did not like it. Briar changed the poultice every hour, on the hour, with a ruthless tenderness that brooked no argument, peeling back the dressing and packing the wound with a green-smelling mash of healing mint and crushed moonvine and something she called rootbind that knit the edges a little closer each time. Maren submitted to it the way she submitted to weather, sitting very straight on the kitchen bench with her shirt held up under her arm and her jaw set and her eyes fixed on the middle distance as if by not watching she could pretend it wasn’t happening.

“You could relax,” Briar told her, the third or fourth time, kneeling at her side, dabbing. “It helps. The body knits faster when it’s not braced. You’re holding the whole left side of yourself like you expect me to stab it.”

“I don’t relax around open wounds,” Maren said. “It’s a poor survival trait.”

“It’s a poultice, not an open wound, and I made it, and I would no sooner poison you than I’d poison myself, which I have also nearly done, but only twice, and both times were educational.” Briar pressed the fresh dressing flat with the heel of her hand, gentle and final. “There. An hour. Don’t pick at it. I’ll know if you pick at it, the rootbind shifts and I’ll feel it through the bed, I have eyes everywhere, I’m a witch.” She gathered her bowl and stood and, on her way out, dropped a kiss on the top of Maren’s dark head, fast, before Maren could stop her, and Maren went rigid as a fence post and said nothing at all, and Briar pretended not to notice she’d gotten away with it, and floated out.

Sigrid did the compresses, which Maren hated more, because Sigrid did not knock and did not ask. She’d come in from the kitchen with a cloth wrung out in water she’d heated to just short of scalding over the wickfire, fireplace-warm, faintly gold, and she’d press it to the grey-edged wound and hold it there with one broad strong hand and ignore Maren’s hiss entirely. “The cold of that thing’s still in the wound,” she said, the first evening, holding the compress. “Hollow-cold. You can feel it, it’s not a normal wound-ache, it’s cold all the way down, like the cold’s nesting in there. My fire’s the opposite of that. So I’m going to put warm into it twice a day until the cold gets bored and leaves, and you’re going to sit there and let me, because you’re at sixty percent and a sixty-percent ward witch in this household is a liability I’m not having.” A beat. “Also because you’re stubborn and somebody has to outstubborn you and it’s not going to be the gardener, she’s too soft, and it’s not going to be Wes, he’s too polite. So it’s me. Sit still.”

And Maren, to my private astonishment, sat still. She let Sigrid hold warmth into the cold place under her ribs twice a day, morning and night, and somewhere in the second day I noticed that she’d stopped going rigid when Sigrid came in with the cloth, and once, only once, when Sigrid pressed the warm compress to the worst of the grey and the ache eased, Maren let out a breath that had something in it that wasn’t pain, and Sigrid said nothing, just held the warmth there a little longer than the wound strictly needed, and the two of them sat in the firelight not talking, the fire witch and the wall witch, warm cloth between them, and I took the tools I’d been pretending to sort and left them to it.

That was the household around the wound. Briar’s green hands and Sigrid’s warm ones and Maren submitting to both with the worst grace in the western world, and me hovering at the edge of it with nothing to fix, because a wound isn’t a hinge and there’s no tool for it, and I’d never felt more useless in that house than I did those two days, watching two women I was bonded to and one unbonded ward witch I wanted badly to help, and being able to do exactly nothing about the cold sitting in her. Which was, I think, why I made the offer when I did. Not because it was wise. Because I could not stand having nothing in my hands.

I offered it the second evening, at the kitchen table, plainly, with the others gone to their work so it was just the two of us and the fire.

“Briar says the wound heals on its own,” I said. “Slow, but sure. You’re not going to lose anything but time. I want you to hear me say that before I say the next part, because the next part isn’t a cure and I won’t have you taking it for one.”

Maren went still, the blade in her hand stopping mid-turn.

“The wickbond might help,” I said. “It might steady your wards, get you off sixty percent faster, let the house pour some of its own strength into you while you heal. It might help the wound, even, a little, the way it helped Briar root and Sigrid steady. Bonded witches heal better in this house, that’s just true and I won’t pretend it isn’t.” I held her eyes. “But you’d heal without it. That’s the part that matters. If the bond was the only way to mend that wound, I wouldn’t offer it to you wounded, because then it wouldn’t be a choice, it’d be a price, and I don’t take payment in bonds from women bleeding at my table. You’re going to heal either way. So this is just an offer, free and clear, take it or leave it, no cost to leaving it. If you want the slow path, we take the slow path and I’ll bring you tea while you walk the wall at sixty percent. If you want the bond, it’s yours, and you’re choosing it, not buying your life with it. That’s the whole of the offer. Those are the only terms I’ll make it on.”

Maren listened to all of it without moving, her pale green eyes on me, and when I finished she set the blade down flat on the table and was quiet for a long time, and then she said, “No.”

“All right,” I said.

“It’s not the wound.” She said it fast, like she needed me to understand the no wasn’t what I’d been careful it wouldn’t be. “You did that right, the offer. You did.” She stopped, frustrated with herself. “It’s not the cost. I believe you that there’s no cost. That’s almost worse. If there were a cost I could pay it and resent it and be safe behind the resentment.” She turned away, toward the fire. “The bond means trust, Calder. It means letting you sense me, the way you sense them. I’ve felt it, watching you with Sigrid and Briar, you know where they are, you feel when they’re scared, when they’re…” Her jaw tightened. “When they want you, you feel that, you feel it from the kitchen. And I’ve spent two years making sure no one can feel anything I feel, because the last time someone knew the shape of me, knew where my door was and how it locked, they used it. The bond means staying. It means a man with his hand on my threshold, all the time, feeling me. And I can’t, I don’t know how to be felt. I’ve forgotten how. I’m not sure I ever knew. So. No. Not because of the wound. Because I don’t know how to let anyone past the wall and live.” She looked back at me, and there was something close to apology in it, which from Maren was extraordinary. “I’m sorry. The offer was good. It’s me that’s the problem, not the offer.”

“The offer stands,” I said. “It doesn’t expire. I’m not going to ask you again, because asking twice would be a kind of pushing and I won’t push you. But it stands. Whenever. If never, then never, and I’ll still fix your wall and bring your tea and stand between you and any door for as long as you want to be here unbonded. The offer’s not the price of staying either.” I stood. “Heal up. We’ve got a cellar to deal with, bonded or not. Goodnight, Maren.”

And I left her at the fire, and I didn’t push, and that, I think, was the thing that mattered more than anything I’d said.

Sigrid went to see her the next day. I didn’t send her. Sigrid did what Sigrid did, which was decide a thing needed doing and do it, and what she’d decided was that the wall one had been alone long enough.

I don’t know all of what they said. Maren told me a little, later, and Sigrid told me a little, and the rest I’ve pieced together from the shape they both had afterward. Sigrid went into Maren’s corner room with two cups of tea and her usual lack of ceremony, and she sat down without being asked, in the chair, with her back to the open door, which I think she did on purpose, putting her own back to a door to show Maren it could be done, and she talked to her about bonding, the one subject Maren wouldn’t take from me.

“I didn’t trust him,” Sigrid said she’d told her. “When I bonded him. That’s the thing nobody tells you. I’d known him barely three days. He’d fought parasites with a skillet and fixed my oven and not once tried to put a hand on me he hadn’t been invited to put there, and I respected him, but trust? I didn’t trust anyone, I’d just watched my whole sanctuary burn because I trusted the wrong wards. I bonded him scared. I bonded him because I was so tired of being afraid of trusting that I’d rather be afraid with someone than safe alone.” She’d looked at Maren over the tea. “The bond didn’t make the fear go away. That’s the lie people believe, that you wait until you’re not scared and then you bond. You’re never not scared. Not women like us. The bond doesn’t take the fear. It gives the fear somewhere to stand.” Here Sigrid had struggled for it, she told me, because she wasn’t a woman of speeches. “Before, I was afraid of losing things, but I had nothing, so the fear was just fear, just cold. After, I had a kitchen and a man and a household, and I was still afraid of losing them, more afraid even, but it was a warm fear now, it was fear of losing something good instead of fear of nothing. And a warm fear you can live inside. A cold one just eats you.” She’d set the tea down. “You’re a cold fear right now, wall one. Holding everything alone so nothing can be taken. I know it. I lived it. It doesn’t keep you safe. It just keeps you cold.” And then, Maren said, Sigrid had stood up and gruffly told her to drink her tea before it went cold and left, and that had been all of it, no more, but it had been enough, because it was the one thing I couldn’t have said. Sigrid had bonded scared and survived it. That was a door I couldn’t open and Sigrid could, because she’d walked through it first.

I didn’t see Maren for the rest of that day, and I didn’t go looking. I kept my hands busy instead, because that was the only thing I knew how to do with a feeling. I rehung the pantry door that had dropped on its hinges. I cleared the leaf-fall out of the garden fountain’s dry basin and found the cracked feed-pipe under it that I’d need to fix once the magical sludge was gone, and made a note of it on the running list that never got shorter. I split a week’s worth of kindling I didn’t need, because splitting things is good for a man who can’t fix the one thing he wants to fix, and Sigrid watched me do it from the kitchen door with her arms folded and didn’t say anything, which from Sigrid was a whole sentence.

The house was quiet that evening in a way it hadn’t been since before the attack, a held-breath quiet, the fire low and gold and steady, the greenhouse dimmed to its night-glow, the boundary humming faint and silver under everything. Two pulses in my chest, and beyond them one aching cold ward-presence that was not mine to fix. I went to bed early and lay awake a long time feeling the grind of the wound-cold through the wall-sense, the woman holding her perimeter alone two doors down, and I held to my own rule and did not get up and did not knock and did not push, and it was one of the harder things I did that whole long month.

Then, near midnight, that cold presence moved.

I found Maren at the boundary wall at midnight.

I hadn’t gone looking. I’d felt her through the boundary, the cold ward-presence pulling me awake the way it did now, and I’d come down and out into the cold dark and found her at the southeast stretch, not working, for once, just standing, at the broken stone, her dark hair loose, a blade-ward held loose at her side, looking out over the torn grounds at the dark woods beyond the wall. The grey wound-cold was a faint constant ache in the house’s wall-sense. She didn’t turn when I came up beside her, but she’d known I was there before I arrived, I could tell, and she let me stand next to her in the cold without telling me to go.

“What do you feel,” she said, after a while. “Through them. The bonds. You said you feel where they are and when they’re scared. Tell me the rest of it. What’s it actually like, being bonded to someone. I want to know what I’d be,” she didn’t finish.

So I told her. Honestly, plainly, the truth of it.

“Sigrid’s a hearth-coal,” I said. “All the time, low in my chest, on the right side. Warm. When she’s cooking it steadies, when she’s frightened it spikes high and sharp, when she’s angry it gets hot, when she…” I let that go. “I always know where she is. She’s the warmest thing I carry. Briar’s a tide, on the left, green, comes and goes, wet earth and growing things, she’s almost never still, she’s always reaching toward something, I can feel her reach toward the sun in the morning before I’m even awake. When she’s happy the whole left side of me feels like soil after rain. When she grieves it goes cold and small and I get up and go to her before she’s even called, because I felt it.” I looked at the broken stone. “And you. You’re not a bond, not yet, you’re the house knowing a ward witch is holding its edge. Even that is a cold clear note at the very edge of all of it, silver, like a blade laid flat, like the moment before a door opens. I feel the wall tighten when you’re working and tighter when you’re scared and right now, the last two days, I feel your pain in the stonework all the time, this grinding cold under the ribs, and I haven’t been able to do a single thing about it and it’s been driving me half mad.” I turned to her. “That’s what it’s like. If you chose it, you’d be the third note in a chord I carry around in my chest. I’d know where you were and how you felt and when you hurt. And you’d feel me too, the same, you’d feel me steady and tired and stubborn, you’d feel me reach for you in the dark when you woke up afraid. It’s not a chain, Maren. It’s the opposite of a chain. It’s never being all the way alone again, in either direction. That’s the whole of what it is. That’s all I’d be offering and all you’d be giving.”

She was quiet a long time, looking out at the dark.

“I’ve been alone behind my walls for two years,” she said, finally, very low. “Since the fortress fell. Two years of counting exits and sleeping with a blade and making sure no one could ever know the shape of me again. I built it back, the aloneness, after they used the last of my trust against me, I built it stone by stone the way I build everything, and it held. It’s the best wall I ever made.” Her voice was steady and terrible. “And I’m so tired, Calder. I’m so tired of being the only thing holding the only wall. Two years.”

“You’ve been alone behind your walls for tonight,” I said.

She turned and looked at me.

“Two years is just a lot of nights,” I said. “And tonight you’re standing at a wall with someone next to you. And tomorrow, if you want to be alone again, you can be, the wall’s still yours, I’ll still fix it and bring you tea and not ask a single question, and you’ll be alone behind your walls for tomorrow night, one night, the way you were alone for tonight. It’s only ever one night at a time. You don’t have to undo two years. You just have to decide about tonight.” I held her pale green eyes in the dark. “And tonight there’s a man at your wall and an offer that doesn’t expire and a household asleep in a warm house that has your back whether you let it or not. That’s tonight. The two years are over. They ended the day you came through that breach. You just haven’t let yourself feel them end.”

Maren looked at me for a long, long moment in the cold dark, her loose hair moving in the wind, the blade hanging forgotten at her side, and something in her face was working, the control she’d held for two years flexing and straining, a hasp she’d shut so long she’d half forgotten there was anything behind it. And then, slowly, deliberately, with the care she gave every line that mattered, she reached out and took my hand.

Her fingers were cold and precise around mine. She didn’t say anything. She turned my hand over, palm up, the scarred work-rough palm she’d watched bleed into a dozen ward stones, and she lifted it and pressed it flat against the broken southeast stone, the cracked one, the one over the failing seal, and then she laid her own hand over the back of mine, holding my palm to the cold granite, and she closed her eyes.

And through the stone, through my blood already woken into it, through the ward-work she opened on purpose, I felt her.

It wasn’t the bond. The bond didn’t exist yet. But she opened something, deliberately, a crack in the wall, and let the stone carry it, the way she’d let the wall carry her words on the night patrols, and through the cold granite under both our hands I felt an echo of Maren Halvard. Her magic, silver and exact and exhausted. The grinding cold of the wound. The two years of aloneness laid out like a perimeter she’d walked ten thousand times. The fear, the bone-deep fear of the hand on the door, of being known and used for it. And underneath all of it, under the wall and the fear and the two years and the wound, where she’d buried it so deep even she could barely reach it, a want. A want so fierce and so long-denied that my palm tightened against the granite and I had to brace my other hand on the stone, a hunger to be known, to be held, to set the wall down for one night and let someone else hold the line, to be felt and not destroyed for it, to stop, just stop, being the only thing holding the only wall.

She let me feel it. She showed it to me on purpose, through the stone, because she couldn’t say it, because saying it was past the wall and the stone was the wall and she could let it through the stone when she couldn’t let it through her mouth. And then she opened her eyes, and took her hand off mine, and stepped back, and she was Maren again, controlled and closed, except that I’d seen behind it now, she’d shown me herself, and there was no taking that back.

“Not here,” she said, quietly, her voice rough. “Inside. The bathhouse. It locks, and it’s warm, and I choose it.” She bent and picked up the blade she’d let fall, and turned toward the house, and at the edge of the dark she stopped and looked back at me, and the want I’d felt through the stone was there in her face now, terrified and certain at once. “If we do this, you’ll feel everything I feel. All of it. The wall comes down and you’ll be inside it. I need you to understand that’s what I’m choosing. Not to be cured. Not to be saved. To be known. By you. On purpose.” Her jaw set. “Don’t make me say it twice. Come inside, Calder. Before I build the wall back.”

And she turned and walked toward the warm dark bulk of the house, her loose hair moving, and I followed her in.


Chapter 19: The Wall Breaks

She ward-locked the door behind us.

It was the first thing she did in the bathhouse, before anything else, before she looked at me, before she touched a single button of her own coat. She turned to the door and drew a quick sure line of silver across it with two fingers and a flick of salt from her belt pouch, a lock-sigil, and the door sealed with a cold silver chime that ran through the steam, and only then, with the room sealed and warm and entirely hers, did she turn around.

“No one comes through that,” she said. “Not the house, not the others, not anything. The only door in this room is locked from the inside by me. I need that. Before I can do this.” She didn’t say the rest, but I understood. She’d told me once that her strongest magic made safety erotic, a door locked because she chose privacy, not because she trapped anyone, and here it was. She’d built a room she controlled completely so that inside it she could afford to lose control. The wall around the room so the wall around her could come down.

The bathhouse steamed in the low gold light of the candles that always burned in there, the spring pools dark and warm, the old stone slick with damp. Maren stood in front of the locked door with her loose dark hair around her shoulders and her hands at her sides, and I watched her gather herself, watched her make the decision again, and again, the way she’d made it at the wall, a woman talking herself through a threshold one step at a time.

And then she reached up and pulled the rest of her hair loose, the few pins that had held even the loose fall of it, shook it out, and it came down full and dark past her shoulders, dark brown gone nearly black in the candlelight, and the change in her was extraordinary. The severe braided ward witch was gone. What stood in front of me was softer and rawer and somehow more dangerous for it, the control not removed but laid down on purpose, a surrender of the thing she held tightest, and she watched me see it, and she lifted her chin.

“Hair down,” she said, low. “You know what that means by now. I know you’ve worked it out. So you understand this isn’t nothing for me.” Her fingers closed around the last hairpin hard enough to bend it. “This is the most of myself I’ve ever shown anyone. I need you to know that before you touch me.”

“I know,” I said. “I felt it through the stone. I know exactly what you’re giving me.”

She undressed with controlled precision, no fumbling, each piece set aside neat, every clasp and buckle handled like a lock she had chosen to open, and I watched her bare herself in the gold light, the athletic compact strength of her, the toned legs, the pale cool skin marked here and there with old salt-burns and ward-cuts, the small high breasts, and the full strong curve of her ass that I’d been watching for two weeks every time she crouched at a stone, finally bared, round and prominent and impossibly good. And on her left side, across the ribs, the wound, still grey-edged at the center, pinking at the rim, a long shallow tear half-healed, and she didn’t hide it, she let me see it along with the rest, the vulnerability and the strength in the same body, and then she stepped down into the steaming pool and turned her back to me, and looked over her shoulder, her dark hair clinging wet at the ends where it touched the water, her pale green eyes holding mine.

“I want you behind me,” she said.

I undressed and stepped down into the warm water and came up behind her, slow, and I didn’t grab her, I put my hands on her waist first, both of them, just resting, giving her the pressure of them without taking more, and she was trembling. Not from cold. The water was warm. She was trembling the way she’d trembled letting me feel her through the stone, the whole-body effort of a woman fighting two years of instinct not to run, and I felt it under my palms and I went slow.

“You’re shaking,” I said, against the back of her neck, my mouth on her wet skin.

“I’m not running,” she said, through her teeth, fierce, almost angry at herself. “That’s what the shaking is. It’s the not-running. My whole body wants to run. I’m telling it no. Don’t…” She caught my hands as they started to move and held them still on her waist a moment. “Go slow. I mean it. I’ll tell you when. I have to be the one who guides this, or I can’t, do you understand? It has to be me opening the door, not you, never you. I can’t have it done to me. It has to be me choosing every inch.”

“Then choose every inch,” I said. “I won’t move faster than you tell me. You set the pace. You always set the pace. I’m only ever where you put me. Tell me where you want my hands.”

She let out a breath that shook. “Slow,” she said again, and let go of my hands. “Just, start slow. Learn me. I haven’t let anyone learn me in two years.”

So I learned her. Slow, in the warm water, with my mouth on the back of her neck and her loose dark hair against my face, my hands moving over her by inches, only ever where she let them. I learned the line of her throat and the wet weight of her hair and the small high breasts that she gasped over when I cupped them, her nipples tight and sensitive, more sensitive than she’d expected, I felt the surprise in her, the daytime control nowhere in the way her fingers tightened on my wrist when my palm found her. I learned the flat strong plane of her stomach and the wound’s edge that I touched so carefully she shivered, and lower, the soft curls and the heat between her thighs that was already slick when my fingers found it, and she made a sound, low and shocked, and pressed back against me.

“There,” she breathed, when I worked her gently with my fingers, her composure cracking by degrees. “God, there, I didn’t, I forgot it could feel like that.” And she rocked against my hand, her control fraying, her forehead dropping forward, and I worked her slow and patient in the warm water until she was gasping and slick and pushing back into me, and only then, when she was open and wanting and trembling with it, did she reach back and find my hand and move it.

She moved it from between her thighs, back, to the full curve of her ass, and pressed it there, and her breath came ragged.

“Here,” she said, very low, very raw. “I want you here. I’ve thought about it.” A shaky breath. “This is the deepest ward I have, Calder, do you understand what I’m telling you, this is where I guard myself most fiercely, and I want to let you past it, I want, I need you to take me here, slow, all the way past the last wall, because if I can let you past this then there’s nothing left I’m holding from you and I want there to be nothing left. I want to be all the way open to one person before I die in that cellar. I want it to be you.” She pressed my hand harder against her. “But slow. You have to go slow. I’ll guide you. I have to be the one who opens.”

“You’re the one who opens,” I said against her neck. “Every inch. I won’t move until you tell me to. Tell me what you need first.”

“There’s oil,” she said. “On the ledge. I’m a ward witch. I plan.” A crack of dry humor, terrified and brave at once. “I put it there. I planned this. Use it. A lot of it. And go slow, and if I tell you stop you stop the same second, no matter where you are, no matter how. You stop. That’s the only rule, that’s the wall I keep even now.”

“You say stop, I stop, that instant, every time,” I said. “That’s a promise. That wall stays. Now let me learn this part of you too.”

I used the oil, a lot of it, the way she’d told me, slicking my fingers and then the tight pucker of her ass, working it in warm circles until she was glistening, and I learned her there too, slow, careful, patient. One finger first, gentle, pressing into the tight ring of her by degrees, easing past the resistance a fraction at a time while she gripped the stone edge of the pool and dropped her forehead onto her crossed arms and breathed through it, tight and tense and fighting herself with every breath, her whole body a wall trying to come down. I sank the finger deep and held it, let her clench and adjust around it, then began to move it slow, and when she opened I added a second, oiled and patient, stretching her gently, scissoring them, feeling the impossible heat and tightness of her give by inches. I went slow, slower than slow, my other hand stroking her hip and her thigh and her wet hair, my mouth on her shoulder, murmuring to her, telling her she was doing it, telling her how good she was, until I felt the first muscle unlock around my fingers, and then another, the control bleeding out of her by fractions, her body learning by inches that this wasn’t the thing she’d braced two years against, that this hand on her threshold wasn’t going to use the door against her.

“You don’t have to perform,” I told her, low, when I felt her brace against herself, fighting to do it right, to be good at it, to keep some control even now. “Maren. Let it go. You don’t have to be precise here. There’s no perfect line to draw. Just feel it. Let your body do what it wants. I’ve got you. The door’s locked. You locked it. Nothing comes through but what you want. Let go.”

And she let go.

I felt it happen, the moment the last of the control unlocked, her whole body going from a held wall to something open and trembling and wanting, and she made a sound I’d never heard from her, a low broken sound that wasn’t a word, and pushed back against my hand, asking for more without saying it, and I gave her more, slow, patient, until she was open and slick and gasping and ready, and then, when she reached back and gripped my hip and pulled, when she said “now, now, slow, but now,” I gave her what she’d asked for.

I lined the head of my cock against the oiled, stretched ring of her ass, the deepest ward she had, and I pushed in slow, the way she’d told me, the tight heat of her giving way around me inch by careful inch, her body opening to take me where she guarded herself most fiercely. She made a sound that broke in the middle, raw and shocked and relieved all at once, her hand white-knuckled on the stone, and I stopped, every time she tensed I stopped, let her adjust, let her breathe, let her ass open around me at her own pace, and she took me deeper by her own slow choosing, pushing back against me when she wanted more, holding still when she needed to stop, every inch of it hers, exactly as she’d needed it to be.

“Oh,” she said, when I was all the way in her, seated to the root, her body trembling around the thick stretch of me, gripping me so tight I had to breathe through it myself. “Oh, that’s, I can’t, I’m so full,” and the words gave out, and she dropped her forehead to her arms and just felt it, the fullness, the closeness, my chest against her back, my arms around her, the warm water lapping, and I held her there, buried deep and unmoving, both of us breathing, until she was ready, until she pushed back against me and gasped, “move, slow, oh, move,” and I started to move.

I moved slow, deep, easing nearly out and sinking back in by inches, my chest against her back, one arm wrapped around her, my other hand sliding down between her thighs to find her slick clit under the water, working it in tight circles as I worked her open from behind, and she came apart. The control was gone, all of it, two years of wall coming down at once, and she pushed back into me harder, taking me deeper, wanting more, her ass clenching around me with every stroke.

And the things she said then were things the daytime Maren would have died before admitting. “Don’t stop,” she gasped, her clipped precise voice gone ragged and broken, “don’t you dare stop, I’m, oh God, I’m all the way open, you’re past it, you’re past the last wall, there’s nothing, there’s nothing left between us.” And then, lower, filthy and astonished at herself, “I didn’t know it could, why does it, harder there, just there, please, I’ll say please, I never say please.” And she said it again, please, please, the word the wall witch never used, pouring out of her in the steam. “I want you to feel how open I am. I’m not hiding anything. Take all of it, take everything, I’m giving you everything.” I read it in her body before the magic gave me anything: every wall down, the whole of her bared by choice, and it was the most undone I’d ever seen a woman, and the most beautiful, because of how much it had cost her and how much she’d chosen it.

“Harder now,” she gasped, past words almost, “I can take it, I want, I want all of it, don’t be careful anymore, I’m open, take me.” And I gave it to her, driving deeper into her tight ass, harder, my hips meeting the full curve of it, one hand gripping her hip and one working her clit fast, taking her the way she was finally asking to be taken, her loose dark hair wild, her body bowed forward over the stone, the wound forgotten, the wall forgotten, just Maren, stretched around me and wanting and undone, and she climbed fast now, the pleasure she’d denied herself for two years cresting all at once.

“I’m going to,” she got out, “Calder, I’m, oh, I’m going to come, I can’t stop it, I can’t.” And she didn’t try to stop it, that was the thing, the woman who controlled everything let it take her completely, and she came.

She came with a cry that had no control in it at all, her whole body clamping and shaking, pushing back into me, and as she crested the bond snapped into place.

It hit hard, the third heartbeat slamming into my chest beside the gold and the green, and it was nothing like either of them. Where Sigrid’s was hearth-heat held steady and Briar’s was a green tide, Maren’s came in cold and silver and exact, a blade laid flat against my heart, carrying the entire architecture of her defenses. For one staggering moment I felt every line of salt, every locked door, every perimeter walked alone in the dark, every wall she’d raised stone by stone over two years, and every single time they’d failed her, the fortress falling, the hand on the door, all of it pouring into me at once, almost too much to hold. And then, behind the walls, the want I’d felt through the stone, fierce and free now, no longer buried, and behind that, brand new, raw and terrified and certain: a choosing. She crossed her own last threshold and chose me on the other side, sharp and precise and brave and scared and entirely herself, not undone in the sense of broken, undone in the sense of opened, and the bond settled, the third note in the chord, cold silver beside the hearth-gold and the green, and the chord was complete.

I came with her, buried to the root in her tight clenching ass, groaning into her wet hair, my whole body locking as I spilled deep inside her, my cock pulsing hot while she gripped me impossibly tight through every spurt, the third bond crashing through me, and the bathwater, which had been warm, dropped three degrees, cold ward magic flaring out of her at her climax, the steam thinning, the water cooling around us, and the lock-sigil on the door blazed silver, bright, the whole room flashing with cold light, and somewhere in the house I felt every door pull tight at once, every threshold humming, every lock turning over, the estate recognizing its third witch, the ward witch, the one who’d never let anything past, finally letting the house in.

We came down slow in the cooling water, both of us wrecked, my chest against her back, my arms around her, her dark hair clinging to both of us, and she was shaking still, but differently now, the aftershakes of release, not the tremor of fighting herself, and I held her through it, and felt the third bond settle warm and cold and solid in my chest, and felt, through it, what she felt: emptied out, opened, terrified, and underneath all of it, no longer alone after two years behind her walls.

I held her there a long time and didn’t rush her, the way I hadn’t rushed any of it. The candles had burned low and gold around the pool rim, and the cold she’d thrown into the water at her climax was already easing back toward warm, the spring-heat reclaiming the room, and her breathing slowed against my arms by degrees. I gathered the wet dark fall of her hair and moved it off the back of her neck and pressed my mouth there, soft, no demand in it, just there, and I felt her shiver and then, slowly, lean back into me, letting her full weight settle against my chest, trusting me to hold her up in the water, which was its own quiet enormous thing from a woman who’d held her own weight alone for two years. My hands moved over her in the warm dark, gentle now, learning her a second time the slow tender way, the strong line of her shoulders, the soft skin of her belly, the half-healed wound at her side that I touched so carefully she made a small sound that wasn’t pain. Nothing was urgent anymore. There was nothing left to cross. We just floated, the ward witch and the anchor, in the warm sealed room she’d locked from the inside, and breathed.

She turned around in the water, slow, and faced me, and her pale green eyes were wet, and her dark hair was down and clinging, and she looked at me with her wall all the way down and nothing held back, and she said, “If you betray this, I’ll ward every door in the world against you. I’ll seal you out of every room you ever loved. I know how. I’m very good at it. You’ll spend the rest of your life on the wrong side of locks you can’t pick.” Her voice was rough. “Do you understand me.”

“I understand you,” I said. “I know exactly what you are and exactly what you can do. I’m not going to betray it. But I want you holding that threat, Maren. I want you keeping it in your pocket where you can feel it. The day you don’t need the threat anymore, you’ll know you’re safe. Until then, hold onto it. I’d rather you trusted me with the knife in your hand than without it.”

She looked at me a long moment, and something in her face cracked all the way open, and then she did the thing that I understood, later, was the largest thing she could possibly have done, larger than the bond, larger than the wall coming down.

She leaned forward and laid her head against my chest, over the three pulses, and closed her eyes, and she did not check the wards.

The lock-sigil was on the door. Maren Halvard, who counted exits and slept with a blade and walked every perimeter ten thousand times, did not look at the door. She leaned against me with her eyes shut and her wall down and her hair loose in the cooling water and she let me hold her up, and she didn’t look at the door, didn’t reach for a blade, didn’t count a single exit, and the not-checking was a confession deeper than anything she’d said with her mouth.

“The wound,” I said, eventually, softly, and looked down at her side, and the grey edges of the tear across her ribs had faded further, the bond’s strength pouring into her already, the cold of the Hollow’s touch losing ground to the warmth of the house flowing in through the new connection. “It’s healing faster already. The bond’s helping.”

“Mm,” she said, into my chest, not lifting her head. “Good. But that’s not why I did it. I want that clear, even now, even like this.” She pressed her face closer. “I didn’t open the last wall to heal a wound. I’d have healed slow and ugly and alone and survived it, the way I survive everything. I opened it because I wanted to be held before the cellar. Once. By someone who knows the whole shape of me and didn’t use a single piece of it against me.” Her arm came around me, holding on, the woman who held nothing finally holding something. “That’s the change. Not the wound. The wound’s just my body. The change is I let someone hold me up and I didn’t check the door.” A long breath. “Two years. And it was tonight. You were right, at the wall. It’s only ever one night. This is the one where I stopped being alone.”

And she stayed there, leaning against my chest in the cooling water, her hair down, her eyes shut, while the lock-sigil held steady on the door.


Chapter 20: Preparing for the Dark

Maren came to breakfast with her hair down.

It was the first thing I saw when I came into the kitchen the next morning, Maren already there, sitting at the table, and her dark hair loose around her shoulders instead of braided tight, and she’d chosen the chair next to mine without being told it was for her, the one I’d left open four nights running, and she was sitting in it drinking tea while Sigrid worked the fire and Briar chattered, and she looked up at me when I came in and held my eyes and did not braid her hair.

It was the loudest thing she could have said without a word. Hair down, in daylight, at the table, in front of the others. She was showing them. The wall witch who’d eaten standing in doorways and slept with a blade was sitting in the warm kitchen with her hair loose, and she let them all see it, and that, from Maren, was a declaration.

Sigrid said nothing about it, which was its own kindness, just slid a plate in front of Maren without comment and said, “Eat, you’re still grey, healing takes calories,” and Briar opened her mouth, no doubt to say something delighted and overflowing, and visibly throttled herself, and managed only a strangled, beaming, “Good morning, Maren,” and Maren, after a moment, looked at Briar across the table and said, quietly, “Thank you. For the poultices. The wound’s better. I know you’ve been changing it every hour. Thank you.”

Briar went pink and then red and then teared up and then pretended she hadn’t by very busily buttering bread, and the moment passed, but I’d seen it, the first time Maren had thanked anyone in that house for caring for her, hair down, in daylight, and Briar floated through the rest of breakfast on it.

I felt the three of them in my chest the whole meal, and it was different now, complete. Three heartbeats, gold and green and silver, the warm fire and the green tide and the cold clear blade, all three steady, all three present, and through them I felt the whole estate the way I’d been learning to feel the rooms one at a time, except now it was one connected thing. The fireplace’s hunger through Sigrid, the greenhouse’s living damp through Briar, the boundary’s tension through Maren, all of it, all at once, threaded back through me, and I understood for the first time what I’d actually become. Not a man who owned a house. The hub of a wheel. Three spokes running out to three witches and three rooms and the whole living estate, and me at the center holding the shape of it, and the bonds running both ways so that what I poured out came back, the circle Briar had taught me, four people pouring into each other until there was more than any of us had brought.

We held the war council after breakfast, the real one, the last one before the dark, and Maren ran it, hair still down, a blade-ward on the table and a piece of charcoal in her hand, and she drew the cellar for us on the scrubbed wood.

“Here’s what I know,” she said, sketching. “Your solicitor’s bringing a proper map this afternoon, but I’ve felt the architecture through the wards for two weeks and I’ll bet it matches. Three chambers, descending.” She drew them. “The first is the root cellar, ordinary, storage, the kind every house this age has. The second is a storage vault, older, stone-built, where the estate kept things that mattered. And the third, deepest, behind a salt-and-iron door, is the containment chamber. That’s where the ring is. The fifteen-foot salt ring I felt under the wall, that’s the floor of the third chamber, and inside that ring is where they sealed it, three centuries ago, and where Greta renewed the seal every season until it killed her, and where it’s waiting now.” She set the charcoal down. “We go down through one and two to reach three. And here’s the part I want everyone to understand before we go: the deeper we go, the more it’s eaten. The first chamber will be bad. The second worse. The third is its nest, and inside that ring everything will be absence, drained, hollowed, wrong. It’s been feeding down there for decades. We’re not walking into a cellar. We’re walking into the inside of its stomach. Don’t let the early rooms fool you. Every step down is deeper into the thing.”

“And the plan,” I said.

“The plan is the weapon, and the weapon is the four of us in a shape.” Maren drew it, a diamond, four points. “Briar throws the compound to make it solid. That’s the whole game, that’s the three seconds of vulnerability, everything else hangs off Briar landing a vial. Sigrid burns what Briar solidifies, the moment it’s solid, before it can shrink back, fire on the solid parts. I contain, I hold the perimeter, I keep it inside a ring so it can’t spread or flee or come at us from the sides, and when it’s solid and burning and contained I compress, I bring the walls in. And you,” she looked at me, “you’re the center of the diamond. You channel. You keep us connected so it can’t break us apart by feeding on one of us, you feel where each of us is and what each of us needs, and when it tries to eat one of us, you pour life back through the bond into wherever it’s biting.” She let out a breath. “It pulses on bonds, remember. Greta’s note that your solicitor mentioned, the parasite learned to follow room-bonds. So it’ll feel our bonds and pull on them, try to drain us through them, try to cut us off from each other. Your job is to hold the bonds open against that pull, all three at once, no matter what it does, because the second it isolates one of us, that one dies. Stay connected. That’s the weapon. We’re only stronger than it as a circle. Alone, any one of us is just a meal.”

“Then I hold the circle,” I said. “Whatever it costs.”

“Whatever it costs,” Maren agreed, grimly, “but not more than you have. That’s the other thing. You bleed and you channel and it’ll want to take everything you’ve got, and if you give it everything you’ve got you’ll die and the circle dies with you. You have to hold the line and not pour yourself dry. Briar can catch your channeling, she’s shown you that, we all can now, we’re all bonded, we’ll pour back into you as fast as you pour out, but there’s a limit, and you have to feel the limit and stop before it, even with us screaming for more. Can you do that. Can you hold the line and not throw yourself over it.”

I thought of Briar in the greenhouse, asking me to promise I wouldn’t charge if it grabbed her, and me refusing. “I can hold the line,” I said. “I can’t promise I’ll never throw myself over it. But I can promise I’ll try to come back. That’s the most honest answer I’ve got and you’d rather have the honest one.”

Maren looked at me a long moment, and something in her face was the woman from the bathhouse, who knew the whole shape of me now. “Yes,” she said quietly. “I’d rather have the honest one. All right. Let’s finish the weapon.”

We finished it in the kitchen, all four crafts in one bottle, the way Briar had designed it.

She had a gallon now, near enough, the cloudy green compound she’d been building for days, moonvine syrup and warm fireplace ash and ground woken salt, the three crafts mixed but not yet braided, inert, just sludge, and she set the big jar of it on the table and looked at me, and I took out my knife and drew it across my palm, the old familiar cut, the one I’d given a dozen ward stones, and I held my hand over the jar and let the blood fall.

Three drops. And the gallon of cloudy green sludge changed.

It happened in a wave, spreading out from where the blood touched, the cloudiness clearing, the green deepening and brightening, the whole gallon going from murky sludge to a clear luminous amber, lit from within, glowing faintly the way the moonvine glowed, and as it cleared the smell came up out of it and filled the kitchen, and all four of us breathed it in at once, and it was Wickwether. It was bread and wet soil and warm stone and salt all together, the smell of the kitchen and the greenhouse and the boundary wall and the bathhouse braided into one thing, the smell of the whole living house, and Briar made a small sound and pressed her hand to her mouth.

“It smells like home,” she said. “Wes. The weapon smells like home.”

“Then it’ll do,” Sigrid said, but her voice was rough.

Then came the unglamorous part, which was the part that would decide whether the glorious smelling miracle actually survived a fight. We bottled it.

Briar wanted thin glass so the vials would shatter cleanly on impact. Maren wanted thicker glass because a vial breaking on the stairs would waste weapon and maybe take one of Briar’s hands with it. Sigrid wanted everything wrapped in cloth soaked in fireplace warmth because cold cellar air might thicken the compound. The three of them were all right, which meant the next hour was me sitting at the kitchen table with a crate from Gareth, a roll of linen, a cork knife, and the patience of a man packing explosives for women who each knew a different way the package could kill us.

“Thin glass for the throw,” I said, holding up one vial. “Wrapped in warm cloth until the second before you use it. Cork seated deep, not waxed over, because if your fingers are shaking down there I don’t want you picking wax off a cork while a Hollow tries to eat your leg. Maren, you mark the bandolier pockets by throw order. Briar, you fill. Sigrid, you warm the cloth and don’t scorch it.”

“I don’t scorch cloth,” Sigrid said.

The rag in her hand smoked.

“You scorch cloth emotionally,” Briar said, and ducked when Sigrid snapped the smoking rag at her.

Maren numbered the pockets with tiny silver marks, precise as a lock diagram: first row for testing, second row for pressure, last row for the concentrated flask and the final push. Briar filled each vial with a glass pipette, tongue caught between her teeth, every drop precious. Sigrid warmed the linen strips and stacked them beside me, muttering that no weapon worth the name should require corks, cloth, and a man with steady hands before breakfast. I packed each vial into the bandolier and made Briar jump, twist, crouch, and draw them in order until she could do it by feel.

Three vials broke during practice. One hit the floor and put a patch of moss between the flagstones under the table. One shattered against the cold hearthstone and made the fire sneeze sparks. The third burst in Briar’s hand before she threw it, and Maren had her wrist in both hands before the glass finished falling, checking for cuts with a severity that made Briar go still and soft-eyed.

“No damage,” Maren said, releasing her. “Again. Slower draw. You hook the cork with your thumb before you clear the pocket.”

Briar nodded, swallowed whatever overflowing thing she wanted to say, and did it again. Slower. Cleaner. Perfect.

By the time the bandolier was packed, we had nineteen full vials, three half-vials for emergencies, and the concentrated flask wrapped in three layers of warmed linen and marked with a silver ring so nobody could mistake it for anything else. It sat in Briar’s hands like a heart.

“If I drop this,” she said.

“You won’t,” Maren said.

“But if I do.”

“Then I catch it,” Maren said, flatly, as if physics had already agreed to her terms.

Briar smiled at the flask. “Good. Then I won’t drop it.”

We tested it on the dead circle in the garden, the grey one inside the gate, the one the Hollow had eaten three nights ago, the one Briar couldn’t bring back no matter how she poured into it.

She took a single vial of the amber compound out to the center of the grey circle, where the soil was greyest, where the plan had been eaten down to nothing, and she crouched, and she poured one careful measure of it onto the dead ground, and we watched.

For a moment nothing. The grey soil drank the amber liquid the way it drank everything, and Briar’s face fell, and then.

Then the ground erupted with life.

Where the compound had touched the dead grey soil, green came up. Not slow, not struggling, not the single fragile thread I’d grown with Briar’s help. An explosion of it, grass and moss surging up through the grey, tiny flowers unfolding, the soil darkening from ash-grey to rich living brown in a spreading wave, the plan poured back into ground that had forgotten how to grow, all the folded-up future the Hollow had eaten replaced at once with new, and the green spread out across the whole grey circle in seconds until there was no grey left at all, just a wild green explosion of new growth where nothing had been able to live an hour before.

Briar sat back on her heels in the middle of it and burst out laughing, and then crying, and then both at once.

“It doesn’t just hurt it,” she said, wonderingly, green coming up around her knees. “It doesn’t just make it solid. Look. Look. It reverses it. Where the compound touches the Hollow’s emptiness, it doesn’t just kill the absence, it fills it back in, it puts the future back, it plants where it ate. We didn’t make a poison, Wes. We made the opposite of it. It empties. This fills. It eats the future and this grows a new one right back in the hole.” She looked up at all of us, freckled and radiant and weeping. “We can win. We can actually win. It can’t beat this. There’s no end to what we can grow and it only ever knows how to take.”

Maren, beside me, looking at the green explosion where the dead circle had been, allowed herself a thin, fierce, real smile, the first I’d seen, hair down, in daylight, in the garden. “Good,” she said. “Now we know it works on the ground. We’ll find out tomorrow if it works on the thing itself.” But she was smiling, and Sigrid whooped and pulled Briar up out of the green and hugged her hard, and for a moment the four of us stood in a garden coming wildly back to life and let ourselves believe we might come back up out of that cellar.

I practiced the channeling that afternoon, the hardest part, the part that was mine alone.

The first attempt nearly put me on the floor. I tried to channel through all three bonds at once, the way I’d have to in the cellar, fire and growth and ward all moving through me at the same time, and it whited my vision, a flash of pure overload, and I came back to myself a second later on my knees in the kitchen with all three witches’ hands on me and blood running from my nose and the high ringing in my ears.

“Too much at once,” Maren said sharply, gripping my shoulder. “You went for all three full-strength simultaneously. Don’t. Find the rhythm. You don’t have to pour into all of us at once, you have to keep all of us connected and pour where it’s needed, when it’s needed. It’s not three rivers at once. It’s one hand on three threads, keeping them taut, and feeding down whichever one’s being pulled. Try again. Smaller. Feel for us. Don’t push, hold.”

The second attempt I held instead of pushed, kept the three threads taut, fed a little warmth down each one in turn instead of all at once, and it worked, but it overflowed, more than I meant, and warmth poured out through all three bonds and into the house, and the whole estate answered at once, every fireplace and sconce brightening, every plant in the greenhouse straining up, every ward stone flickering silver, the house lighting up all over because I’d pushed too much through the circle and it had run out into the rooms. Beautiful, and useless, and expensive, and Maren shook her head.

“Better. Still too much. You’re a flood. I need a tap. Once more. Find the exact amount. Feel the limit, the one I warned you about, and stay just under it.”

The third attempt I found it. I held the three threads taut and steady, all three witches connected through me, and I fed precisely what was needed, a measure of warmth down Sigrid’s thread to the kitchen fire, a measure of growth down Briar’s to a dying herb on the windowsill that I’d let wilt on purpose, a measure of steadiness down Maren’s to the woken stones at the boundary, three separate controlled channels at once, no flood, no overflow, exactly as much as each needed and not a drop more, and I held it for a count of ten and then eased off, and my nose bled, but only a little, and the room didn’t spin, and Maren nodded slowly.

“That,” she said. “That’s the thing you do in the cellar. Hold the circle. Feed where it’s pulled. Stay under the limit. It cost you a nosebleed for ten seconds of three small channels. Down there it’ll be minutes, and big ones, and you’ll have to do it bleeding and exhausted with a Hollow drinking at you. So rest today. Eat everything Sigrid puts in front of you. And go to bed early, because tomorrow you’re the center of the diamond and the diamond doesn’t hold without the center.” She paused, and then, lower, just to me, hair down: “Come back from the line tomorrow, Calder. I just learned how to be held. I’d take it very badly if you went and got yourself drained on the first night I wasn’t alone.”

“I’ll come back,” I said. “I’ve got too much to fix to die in a basement.”

Tom came in the afternoon with the map and the wine.

He’d aged, I thought, in the weeks since I’d seen him, or maybe it was just that he knew, now, what we were about to do, and a man who’d watched Greta go grey every season knew exactly what going down into that cellar meant. He laid the map on the kitchen table, hand-drawn, old, three chambers descending exactly as Maren had sketched them, a central vault, a salt ring around the deepest room marked in faded red ink, and he smoothed it flat with careful hands and didn’t quite look at any of us.

“Greta drew this,” he said. “Decades ago. I’ve kept it. I never thought I’d,” he stopped. “She always said someone would need it eventually. She hoped it would be later. She hoped,” he cleared his throat. “There’s a salt ring on the deepest room. She renewed it from outside the door every season, she never went all the way in, in to the ring, she said going into the ring was the last thing you ever did. The note on the back is hers.” He turned it over. In an old woman’s hard slanted hand: It learned to follow the bonds. Don’t go in alone and don’t go in unbonded. It eats the lonely first. And below that, later, in shakier writing: I’m sorry. I held it as long as I could. Whoever you are, you have the house, and you have the women beside you now. Stand with them. It can’t beat a household. It only ever beats a person alone. That was always the trick of it. Don’t be alone down there. G.C.

We were all quiet, reading it, the dead woman’s hand reaching up forty years to tell us the exact thing Briar had worked out in the greenhouse at two in the morning. It can’t beat a household. It only ever beats a person alone.

“She knew,” Maren said softly. “She knew the whole answer. She just didn’t have a household to do it with. She was the last anchor and she was alone and she couldn’t make the circle, so all she could do was hold it and renew the seal and wait for someone who could.” She looked up at me. “For you. With a house full of witches. She bought forty years so that one day there’d be four of us at this table instead of one old woman on her knees on the cellar steps.”

Tom poured the wine, then, with hands that shook only a little, and we drank to Greta Calder, the four of us and the old solicitor, in the low amber kitchen she’d kept dark for forty years so the thing below would starve, and then Tom gathered his coat and stood, and at the door he stopped and looked back at all of us, the lit house, the loaded table, the three witches and the man at the center of them.

“She’d have liked this,” he said, roughly. “The house full. The fire lit. She kept it dark so long, to keep it safe, and she always grieved that, she always said a house is meant to be alive. Look at it now.” He put his hat on. “Bring them all back up, Wes. All four of you. That’s all she’d ask. Bring them all back up.” And he went, out into the early dark, and we heard his old car start and pull away down the drive.

We ate well that night. Sigrid cooked everything, her best, the whole household at one table, Briar’s herb bread and a roast and the last of Tom’s wine, and nobody talked about the cellar. We talked about the fountain in the garden that needed fixing, and whether the bathhouse wanted new tiles, and what might be behind the sealed doors we hadn’t opened yet, and Briar told a long ridiculous story about the teething silkroot’s offspring that had Maren, hair down, actually laughing, a short surprised sound she clapped a hand over like she’d been caught, and Sigrid banked the fire warm and gold and fed everyone twice, and for one evening, the quiet before the dark, we were just a household, warm and loud and alive, four people who’d built something worth defending sitting in the middle of it the night before they went down to defend it.

And under the floor, far below, faint and cold beneath all the warmth, I felt the thing in the cellar wait, and feed, and pull at the bonds in my chest, tasting the circle it would meet tomorrow, and I held the three threads steady, and I did not let it pull a single one of them loose.


Chapter 21: Before the Breach

Nobody slept much the night before the cellar.

I woke before dawn with all three pulses in my chest awake the way mine was, four people lying in four rooms with their eyes open in the dark, and I got up and went down to the kitchen to put the kettle on, because there’s nothing else to do at four in the morning before you go down into the dark, and Sigrid was already there, and she’d already lit the fire, and she looked at me across the low hearthlight with her blonde hair loose and her amber eyes wide awake, and she didn’t say anything about tea.

She crossed the kitchen and caught my wrist in her strong hand.

“We’re not going to lie awake until light counting our own heartbeats,” she said. “That’s no way to go into a fight. I’ve done it before, the night before the sanctuary fell, I lay awake counting, and all the counting did was make me weaker. So we’re not doing it.” Her grip on my wrist was firm. “I need to feel alive before I go down somewhere that’s all death. I need to feel the opposite of that thing, as much of it as I can hold, so that when it tries to drain me I’ve got a full tank of warm to spend. So come with me. And,” she turned her head toward the door, where I could already feel Briar coming, the green tide stirring, drawn by the warmth the way she was always drawn by warmth, “the gardener feels the same. I felt her wake up. She’s coming.” Sigrid looked back at me. “Maren needs her rest more than she needs this, she’s still healing and she said she wants to be still tonight, gather herself behind her own walls one more time before she has to put them down in a fight. So it’s the three of us. The first ones. The fire and the garden and the man in the middle. Come to the bathhouse, Wes. Let’s go down there full instead of empty.”

Briar appeared in the doorway, copper curls loose, her work dress already half-undone, her green eyes bright and a little wild, and she said, “I felt you both wanting it from upstairs, I couldn’t lie there, the want was so loud,” and Sigrid said, “Then stop talking and come,” and the three of us went to the bathhouse in the dark before dawn.

The bathhouse warmed itself when we came in, the candles flaring up, the spring pools steaming, and Maren’s lock-sigil was gone from the door, faded with the night, the room neutral again, ours, and we shed our clothes in the gold candlelight and stepped down into the warm water, the three of us, and Sigrid pulled me to her and Briar pressed in against my other side and there was nothing of competition in it, nothing at all, just three people who’d built a home together and were about to risk it reaching for each other in the warm dark.

Sigrid kissed me first, hard and claiming, and Briar kissed my neck and my shoulder, her hands sliding over my chest, and then, over my shoulder, the two of them kissed each other, the fire witch and the garden witch, Sigrid’s hand coming up to cup the back of Briar’s neck, and I felt the household settle into something whole, three of us in the warm water, the bonds humming gold and green in my chest, all of us alive and warm and choosing this together in the last dark hour before the dark below.

“Together,” Sigrid said against my mouth. “All of us. No taking turns being left out. We go down there as one thing, so we get strong as one thing first.” And she sank down in the water and took me in hand and looked up at me with those amber eyes, and Briar pressed her warm body against my back, her hands reaching around, her breath in my ear, and the night before the cellar became its own kind of fight, the warm kind, the kind you go into a cold place full from.

Sigrid took me with her breasts first, the way she always claimed me, the way that was hers. She knelt up in the steaming water and pressed those massive heavy breasts together around my hard cock, warm and soft and slick, swallowing me in the deep wet valley of them until just the head pushed free at the top, and started to move, sliding them up and down so my shaft fucked the slick channel between them, her amber eyes locked on mine. And Briar, behind me, reached around and wrapped a slippery fist around the head where it crested out of Sigrid’s cleavage, stroking what Sigrid’s breasts couldn’t cover, the two of them working me together, fire and garden, soft hot flesh and clever fingers, and I groaned and gripped the pool edge.

“Look at me,” Sigrid commanded, low, sliding her breasts up and down around me, her thumbs working her own flushed nipples, “watch what you’re going down there to fight for, conduit, this, all of this,” and I watched her, the gold of her skin in the candlelight, the heavy soft weight of her breasts wrapped around me, her fierce amber eyes, and behind me Briar’s clever hands and her mouth on my neck and her own breath going ragged with watching, and I was full of both of them, the warmth pouring up into me from both sides.

“She does it so well,” Briar breathed in my ear, watching over my shoulder, her hand stroking me where Sigrid’s breasts parted, “I love watching her do it, the way she looks at you, she looks at you like she’s going to eat you,” and Sigrid grinned around her work and slid faster, and the heat built, and I reached back and got a handful of Briar’s thick hip and pulled her around to my side so I could touch her too, and she came willingly, climbing half into my lap in the water.

“Switch,” Sigrid said, after a while, breathless, her own want building. “I want to watch the gardener ride you. I’ve heard the whole house going off every time she does it, I want to see it up close.” And she pulled back and gripped Briar’s hips and physically moved her, lifting her over me, the two witches laughing low in the steam, and Briar straddled me in the warm water and reached down to fit me to her dripping cunt and sank down onto me in one long hungry slide, her slick heat swallowing my cock to the root, her head falling back, copper curls cascading, and Sigrid moved in behind Briar, kneeling at her back in the water, and reached around to cup Briar’s breasts in both hands.

“There you go,” Sigrid murmured in Briar’s ear, holding her breasts, rolling her nipples, while Briar rode me in the surging water. “Ride him. Show me how you flood the garden. I want to feel it from here.” And Briar moaned and rode harder, sandwiched between us, my cock deep in her and Sigrid’s hands on her breasts and Sigrid’s mouth at her ear, and I gripped those thick freckled hips and drove up into her and watched the two of them, the blonde behind the redhead, fire holding garden, and it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“I’m going to overflow,” Briar gasped, riding hard, her thighs flexing, slamming her cunt down onto me, “I can’t, with both of you, it’s too much, Sigrid your hands, oh, I’m,” and Sigrid pinched her nipples and growled “do it” in her ear and Briar came, her pussy clenching tight around my cock and then gushing, squirting hard around where we joined, hot in the warm water, and the bathwater surged, a wave of it slopping over the pool edge, and the green bond flared in my chest, and the candles all leapt, and Briar cried out and shook between us with Sigrid holding her up by the breasts and grinning savagely over her shoulder at me.

“There it is,” Sigrid said, delighted, watching Briar shake. “There’s the flood. The whole house lights up. No wonder it knows when you two are at it.” She eased Briar off me, gently, the garden witch boneless and gasping, and laid her back against the warm pool edge to recover, and then Sigrid turned to me with her amber eyes blazing. “Now me. While she catches her breath. I want you while she watches the way I watched her.” And she straddled me and sank down onto my cock, her wet heat taking all of me in one slick drop, her massive breasts pressing hot against my chest, and started to ride, fierce and rolling, her cunt gripping me on every stroke, the water surging again, and Briar lay back against the stone watching with heavy-lidded eyes and a dreamy filthy smile, two fingers drifting lazily into her own slick pussy, lazily fucking herself in time with Sigrid’s hips.

“You feel so good,” Sigrid gasped, riding me hard, “I needed this, the night before, I needed to feel something warm and alive and ours,” and I decided I’d been letting them run it long enough.

I got an arm around her back and one hand splayed wide between her shoulder blades and I held her still, mid-stroke, seated deep on me, and she made a startled furious sound and I kissed it out of her mouth and said, against her lips, “My turn.” Then I planted my feet on the pool floor and drove up into her hard and slow and deep, taking the rhythm off her, holding her where I wanted her, and Sigrid Kindler, who occupied every room she entered and gave orders to fire itself, threw her head back and let me, her hands scrabbling at my shoulders, her breath breaking. “There she is,” I said, low, watching her control come apart. “You can drive the kitchen. In here you ride what I give you. Hold on to me.” And she gripped my shoulders and held on and took it, her amber eyes blazing and helpless and delighted all at once, and behind her I heard Briar moan just from watching.

Then I gripped her hips and drove up into her and reached for the gold pulse in my chest and started to channel, the thing I’d practiced, the warmth circuit, and I poured fire-warmth up into Sigrid through the bond as I drove into her, and she cried out, “yes, that, the fire, give me my fire,” and I reached for Briar too, across the pool, the green bond, and channeled into her where she lay, and Briar gasped and arched as warmth poured into her from across the water, and I held both threads taut and fed warmth down both at once, the circuit closing, fire to garden to me to fire, the three of us connected through the warm pouring channels, and the bathhouse began to glow.

The candles roared up to double height. The water heated, steaming hard. Plants sprouted from the cracks in the old stone walls, Briar’s craft running out through the bond into the bathhouse stone, green shoots pushing up between the flags, and the water itself took a glow, amber from Sigrid’s fire and green from Briar’s growth braided together, the whole pool lit gold-green, and Sigrid rode me in the glowing water with her head thrown back and Briar dragged herself across the pool to press against my side again, unable to stay away from the circuit, all three of us connected now, the warmth pouring round and round between us and coming back doubled every pass.

“I can feel her,” Briar gasped, pressed against my side, her hand on Sigrid’s back, “I can feel Sigrid through you, the fire, and she can feel me, the garden, we’re all, we’re all in the circle, oh, Wes, hold us all together, don’t let go,” and I held them, both threads taut, the warmth circuiting through all three of us, and I felt them feel each other through me, the household becoming one thing in the warm glowing water, and I drove up into Sigrid and pulled Briar against me and held the circle and poured.

“Together,” Sigrid demanded, riding hard, her composure breaking, “all three, I want us all to go together, the night before, I want the house to feel it, hold us, conduit, hold the circle,” and I felt all three of us climbing at once, Sigrid clamping around me, Briar shaking against my side, my own climax building with theirs and theirs with mine, the circuit feeding back and forth and rising, and I held the threads and poured warmth round and round and we crested.

We came together, all three of us, and I channeled at the peak, and the anchor magic surged out of the circle and out into the house, estate-wide, more than I’d ever moved, the bathhouse blazing gold-green around us, and for one staggering moment, at the very top of it, I felt the whole estate at once.

Every room. The kitchen fire blazing gold. The greenhouse exploding into bloom, the constellation lighting overhead. Every ward stone on the boundary pulsing silver. The bedroom wing, sealed and waiting, warming. The bathhouse glowing under us. The fountain in the garden gurgling to life. Every key in the cabinet warm at once. The whole living house lit up and singing, answering the three of us, the household’s pleasure pouring out through me into every corner of Wickwether at once, the estate alive, all of it, all at once, the most alive it had been in forty years.

And in the middle of it, at the bottom, in the cold dark under everything, I felt the Hollow.

I’d never reached it directly before. But the channeling threw me wide open, estate-wide, every room at once, and the cellar was a room, the deepest room, and for one cold instant my anchor-sense touched the thing in the dark below, and I saw it, felt it, the size of it, and my blood went cold even at the peak of all that warmth.

It was bigger than we’d thought. Much bigger. Down in the containment ring it had grown, fed on decades of slow scraps and weeks of our restoration, and it was no longer a person-shaped hole the height of a tall man. It filled the third chamber. It pressed against the inside of Greta’s salt ring on every side, a vast absence straining at the seal, far larger than the thing that had come up through the wall, and that thing, the one that had wounded Maren and driven us back, had only been a tendril of this, a finger reaching up, a fraction of the whole. The whole was down there in the dark, enormous and patient and hungry, and at the instant my sense touched it, it felt me back. I felt its attention turn up through all that stone, toward the warmth, toward the circle, toward the three bonds it had been pulling at for weeks, and I felt the blind appetite of a thing that only feeds, a pressure that knew only that the meal was coming down to it tomorrow, and that the meal was bigger and warmer and more alive than anything it had ever tasted, and that it was hungry, so hungry, for exactly that.

I came back to myself in the glowing water with Sigrid slack against my chest and Briar boneless against my side and the candles guttering back down to normal and the green-gold light fading out of the pool, and I was shaking, and not only from the climax.

“Did you feel the house?” Briar murmured, dreamy and spent, her head on my shoulder. “At the end. The whole house lit up. I felt it through you, every room, all at once, it was beautiful, Wes, the whole house came alive,”

“The house felt us,” Sigrid said, lifting her head, her amber eyes coming back into focus, and then she saw my face. “Wes. What is it. You felt something else. I felt you go cold at the end, right at the top, you went cold in the bond. What did you feel.”

“The Hollow felt us too,” I said. “I touched it. At the peak, when the channeling went estate-wide, I reached all the way down to the cellar and I touched it.” I looked at the two of them in the cooling water. “It’s bigger than we thought. A lot bigger. The thing that came up through the wall and hurt Maren, that was just a piece of it, a finger reaching up. Its true body fills the third chamber. It’s been growing on us, on everything we’ve restored, for weeks. It’s enormous.” I made myself say the rest. “And it felt me touch it. It knows we’re coming. It knows exactly how warm and how alive and how many we are, because I just lit up the whole house with all of us, and it tasted that, and it’s,” I stopped. “It’s hungry for it. For us. For exactly what we are. We’ve spent weeks making the most alive thing it’s ever smelled and tomorrow we’re carrying it down the stairs to its mouth.”

There was a silence in the cooling bathhouse, the steam thinning, the three of us tangled in the water, and I watched the two witches take it in, the size of the thing, the fact that it knew, and I waited to see fear, because I felt it myself, cold under the fading warmth.

And Sigrid Kindler grinned.

It was a fierce thing, that grin, all teeth, the grin of a woman who’d watched one sanctuary fall and decided she would die before she watched another, the grin she’d worn fighting parasites with her fists wrapped in fire the first night, and she sat up out of the water with her massive breasts gleaming and her amber eyes blazing and she said, “Good.”

“Good?” said Briar.

“Good,” said Sigrid. “Let it be hungry. Let it smell exactly how alive we are and let it want it. It doesn’t understand a damn kitchen, the stupid hungry hole. It can smell bread and think only of eating.” She gripped my chin and made me look at her, fierce and warm and certain. “It thinks we’re a meal. It thinks bigger and warmer and more of us means more to eat. It’s never met a household, conduit. It’s never met four people who pour into each other instead of taking. It’s spent three centuries eating lonely things, scraps, an old woman’s seal, a dead world’s leftovers, and it thinks alive means food. It has no idea what we actually are.” She leaned in close, her amber eyes blazing into mine. “Let it be hungry. Let it open all the way up for the biggest warmest meal it’s ever smelled. And then let it choke on what we have. Let it find out what happens when the food is a fire and a garden and a wall and a man who can pour all three down its throat at once until it bursts.” She stood up out of the glowing water, dripping and golden and magnificent and unafraid. “It’s hungry for us. Good. Tomorrow we feed it until it dies of us. Now both of you out of the water, we’ve got a few hours and I’m going to cook the four of us the biggest breakfast this kitchen has ever made, because nobody in my household goes down into the dark on an empty stomach, and certainly not to a fight.”

And Briar laughed, wet and bright and a little awed, and I felt the fear in my chest ease back, not gone, but smaller, standing behind Sigrid’s grin where it belonged, and we climbed out of the cooling water in the grey light just before dawn, three of us, full and warm and alive, and went up to wake the fourth.

Maren was already awake. Of course she was. We found her in the kitchen, dressed, hair braided tight, sitting at the table with a blade-ward and a whetstone, putting an edge on a thing that didn’t need one because the putting of the edge was the point. She looked up at the three of us coming in flushed and damp and unmistakable, and one dark eyebrow rose a precise quarter inch.

“You went to the bathhouse,” she said. Not a question.

“We did,” Sigrid said, unrepentant, already reaching for her apron and the flour. “Going down full beats going down empty. You were invited. You said you wanted to be still.”

“I did want to be still.” Maren turned the blade, tested the edge against her thumb. “I’m not complaining. I’m observing that the entire house lit up at one point like a struck match, every ward stone on the boundary flared at once, I felt it through the wall from my own bed, and I lay there and worked out exactly what the three of you must have been doing to set off the perimeter from inside the bathhouse.” She set the blade down. The corner of her mouth did something that on a warmer woman would have been a smirk. “You could at least be quieter about it the night before a battle. I had to re-anchor two stones.”

Briar dissolved into laughing, and Sigrid barked once, surprised, and even I felt the grin pull at my face, and Maren let the not-quite-smirk hold for one second longer before she picked the blade back up, and that, I understood, was Maren making a joke, on the morning of the cellar, hair braided, blade in hand, telling the household she was with us by teasing us about the noise. It was the most relaxed I had ever seen her on a day that mattered.

Then Sigrid made the breakfast she’d promised, the biggest that kitchen had ever made, and she meant it. Eggs and bread and bacon and the tomatoes from Briar’s first beds, fried dark and sweet, and tea strong enough to stand a spoon in, and a second jar of honey the house had left out overnight beside the first, and she fed all four of us until Briar groaned and pushed her plate away and Sigrid put it back in front of her and said “eat, you’re throwing vials at a monster in an hour, you’ll want the fuel” and Briar ate. Nobody talked about the cellar. We talked about whether the fountain pipe was cast iron or lead, which mattered for how I’d fix it after, the after we were all deciding to believe in, and Maren said cast iron from the age of the house, and I said probably, and Sigrid said if there was an after she wanted the fountain running by midsummer because a garden wasn’t a garden without water in it, and we all agreed to that, out loud, the fountain by midsummer, a promise made about a future none of us could be sure we had, which was, I think, the bravest thing any of us said all morning.

Then the plates were clean and the light was up and there was nothing left to do but the thing itself, and we went down to the cellar door together, full and warm and alive, four people who had just decided, over eggs and honey, to come back up.


Chapter 22: The Descent

We armed ourselves in the kitchen in the grey light after the biggest breakfast that fire had ever cooked, and nobody talked while we did it.

Briar braided her copper hair back tight, out of her face, the way I’d never seen her wear it, and loaded the vials of amber compound into a leather bandolier across her chest, two rows of them, glowing faintly, the weapon she’d built, and she checked each one twice with her quick freckled fingers and said nothing. Sigrid wrapped her knuckles in strips of cloth and then lit her fists, the wickfire flaring up around them and settling to a steady amber that didn’t burn the cloth, didn’t burn her, and she flexed her hands and watched the fire move and said nothing. Maren drew a row of fresh blade-wards from her belt and tested each one with a flick of her thumb against the edge, the silver light running up each blade as she woke it, her dark hair braided severe again now, the bathhouse softness gone, the wall witch back, armored, and she said nothing either, except that the wound at her ribs had pinked all the way to the rim now, the bond’s strength pouring into her, the grey almost gone, and she moved without the stiffness, near full again.

I took the fireplace candle, a thick stub of one that Sigrid lit off the hearth and that burned with a steady wickfire flame that wouldn’t gutter, the house’s own fire to light our way, and I folded Greta’s map into my jacket, and I checked the knife at my belt, the one I’d bleed with, and I said nothing.

Nobody said let’s go. There was nothing to say. We looked at each other, the four of us, in the hearth-warm kitchen we’d built, three witches and a man with a candle, and then we turned together and went down the three stone steps to the cellar door, and that was the going.

The cellar door radiated wrongness.

I’d felt it weeping for a week, but standing in front of it now, the iron bands trembling and the old salt seal cracked and grey, I felt the full pressure of the thing on the other side, a cold patient hunger pushing up through the iron and the stone, and the candle flame in my hand leaned hard away from the door and shrank. The Hollow knew. It had felt me touch it in the night, felt the whole household light up, and now it felt us standing at its door, and the pressure of its attention came up through the iron like cold water rising.

“It knows we’re here,” Maren said quietly, stepping up to the door, drawing a blade. “Good. I’d rather fight a thing that’s watching than a thing that’s hiding. Stay behind me until we’re through. When I break the seal the cold’s going to come up hard, it’s been building behind this door for weeks. Don’t flinch at it. Cold can’t hurt you, it’s just absence, it’s just the lack of warm, and we brought all the warm in the world down here with us. Ready.”

It wasn’t a question. She cut the cracked salt seal with three precise strokes of her blade, unmaking Greta’s last work, and hauled the iron-banded door open, and the cold came up.

It billowed up the stairs like fog, except cold instead of damp, the absence-cold, the lack of everything, and it rolled over us and Briar clamped both hands over the bandolier as the green pulse in my chest stuttered, and all three bonds pulled tight at the cold’s touch, and the candle in my hand shrank to a bead, and beyond the door stone stairs descended into a dark the candle couldn’t push back, down and down, into the throat of the house.

“Warm,” Sigrid said, and stepped forward, and held up both fists, and the wickfire flared up bright and gold and pushed the cold back a pace, lit the top of the stairs, threw our shadows huge down the steps. “I lead. Fire first. It hates the fire, it has to deal with the fire before it deals with any of you. Conduit behind me with the light, gardener behind him with the vials, wall behind to hold the way we came. Down we go. Stay close. Stay in the warm.” And she went down into the dark with fire in both hands, and we went after her.

The first chamber was the root cellar, and it tried to fool us.

It looked almost normal. Stone-walled, low-ceilinged, lined with old wooden shelves, rows of jars and crocks furred with decades of dust, sacking rotted to threads, the ordinary forgotten storeroom of an old house. After the cold and the dark of the stairs it looked so mundane that I felt my shoulders start to drop, and that, I learned in the next second, was exactly the trap.

Briar stepped down into the chamber behind me, the richest meal in the room, the witch full of folded-up future, and the chamber reacted to her.

Half the jars on the shelves burst at once. Not violently, no shower of glass, they simply slumped and broke as the things inside them collapsed to grey dust, and out of the breaking jars rose ash-motes, fine grey specks of absence drifting up into the air, and they did not drift idly. The moment they rose they turned toward Briar’s bandolier, toward the glowing amber vials, toward the light and the life in them, and they swarmed, a cloud of grey motes pouring through the air to drink the glow out of the weapon.

“Vials,” Maren snapped. “They’re going for the vials.”

Sigrid was already turning, throwing fire, a sheet of wickfire across the front of the swarm, and the ash-motes that touched the fire winked out, but there were too many, and Briar was batting at them with one arm and shielding the bandolier with the other and they were finding the gaps, settling on the glass, the amber glow dimming where they touched.

“Down,” I said. “Briar, down, cover the vials with your body.” And she dropped and curled over the bandolier and I got over her, shielding her, and Sigrid poured fire over both of us, a roof of it, burning the motes out of the air above us, and Maren spun to the doorway behind us and slashed a line of salt and silver across it, a ward line, sealing the chamber, so the motes couldn’t pull more of themselves up from the rest of the cellar, and between Sigrid’s fire and Maren’s line the swarm thinned and died, the last grey motes winking out in the wickfire, and the root cellar went still.

Briar uncurled, shaking, checking the vials, and three of them had gone dim, the amber drunk half out of them, but the rest held. “Three down,” she said, breathless. “I’ve got nineteen left. That’s, that’s still plenty, but…” She looked around at the burst jars, the grey dust, the ordinary-looking storeroom that had tried to eat her weapon. “Wes, this is the easy room. This is just the root cellar. If this room can do that…”

“Then we don’t relax in any of them,” I said, getting her up. “Maren’s right. The whole cellar’s its stomach now. Even the rooms that look normal. Nothing down here is harmless. Everybody stays in the warm, nobody drops their guard because a room looks like a room. Understood?”

“Understood,” said three voices, and we went on, deeper, and nobody’s shoulders dropped again.

The collapsed laundry passage stopped us at the bottom of the next stair, and that one I solved with my hands.

Greta’s map showed a passage running from the root cellar to the storage vault, a low brick tunnel, and somewhere in the decades since she’d drawn it the tunnel had partly come down. A section of the brick ceiling had collapsed, a heap of fallen masonry blocking the way, and above the heap a long crack ran across the remaining ceiling with a sagging lintel over it, an old wooden beam gone soft with rot and damp, bowing under the weight of the floor above, one good shove from coming down and burying the passage completely.

The witches looked at the collapse and started reaching for magic, and I put a hand up.

“No,” I said. “Not magic. This is mine. Sigrid, can your fire melt that beam or shake that ceiling?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. Fire-craft isn’t carpentry.”

“Then we don’t risk it. This is a contractor’s problem, not a witch’s.” I crouched and looked at the heap, read the load the way I’d read a hundred bad ceilings, where the weight was sitting, where it wanted to go, which stones were holding and which were just resting. “That lintel’s the whole problem. It’s rotted and it’s bowing and it’s holding the floor above. If it goes, the rest comes down. So before anybody touches the heap, we brace the lintel.” I looked around in the candlelight, found what I needed, an old iron shelf-bracket from the root cellar, heavy, and a length of stone that had fallen clear. “Sigrid, I need that beam dry and warm so it stops being soft. Put heat on it, gentle, steady, not a blast, just dry the rot out of it so it firms up while I work. Maren, I need that crack in the ceiling held still. Can you ward a crack shut, hold it from spreading while I move stone underneath it?”

“Yes,” Maren said, looking at the crack with new focus. “Yes, that I can do, that’s containment, hold a line, keep it from running.” And she set a blade against the wall and ran silver light up into the crack, pinning it, holding the ceiling still.

“Then here’s the order,” I said. “Sigrid dries the beam. Maren holds the crack. I brace the lintel with the bracket and the stone, and then I move the heap one piece at a time, smallest first, top first, never pull a stone that’s holding another, and Briar, you stay back with the vials, well back, this is the dangerous part and you’re the meal, you stay out of the fall line. Everybody work to my count, slow, nobody hurries, a hurry is how a ceiling kills you. Ready.”

And we did it, my way, the contractor’s way, in the cold dark with a Hollow waiting beyond. Sigrid held steady heat on the rotted beam until it firmed, the damp steaming out of it. Maren pinned the spreading crack with silver light and held it, her face tight with the strange new work of holding a physical ceiling instead of a magical line. I wedged the iron bracket and the fallen stone under the sagging lintel and took the bow out of it, transferred the load onto the brace, and then I moved the heap, stone by stone, top first, smallest first, reading each one before I touched it, never pulling a stone that was holding another, the slow patient ugly work of clearing a collapse without bringing the rest down, and it took the better part of an hour, and it was the most ordinary thing I did in that whole cellar and maybe the most important, because there was no magic for it, only hands and patience and knowing where the weight wanted to go.

When the passage was clear and braced and safe, Maren let the crack go and it held, and Sigrid let the beam cool and it held, and Briar came forward with the vials intact, and the three of them looked at the cleared passage and then at me, and Maren said, quietly, “I couldn’t have done that. None of us could. That was nothing but you and a metal shelf and forty years of knowing how a wall lies.” There was something in her voice I hadn’t heard before, and it took me a second to place it, and it was respect, the clean craftsman’s respect she gave a beautiful ward line, given now to a man clearing rubble. “Greta’s note said don’t go down alone. I thought she meant the bonds. She meant this too. It eats the magical. It doesn’t know what to do with a man who can read a ceiling.” She picked up her blade. “Come on. The vault’s just ahead.”

The second chamber, the storage vault, was where the wrongness stopped pretending.

It was a large stone room, vaulted, the place where the estate had kept the things that mattered, and everything in it was wrong by absence. Picture frames lined the walls, dozens of them, and every one was empty, not empty of pictures, empty of the memory of pictures, the canvas inside each frame a flat grey blank that the eye slid off, faces and scenes drunk clean out of them. Furniture stood under dust sheets, and where I lifted a sheet the chair beneath was hollowed, the wood there but the substance of it gone, light as a husk, crumbling at a touch. Blanket chests stood along one wall, and Sigrid opened one and recoiled, because it was full to the brim with fine grey dust, the blankets inside collapsed entirely to absence, a chest full of the memory of warmth eaten down to powder. The room was cold and silent and full of the shapes of things with the things themselves eaten out of them, a museum of absence, and we moved through it close together, in the warm, the candle throwing our shadows across the empty frames.

“Greta’s bundle’s meant to be here,” I said, low, consulting the map. “Behind a loose brick. She left an emergency cache, Tom said, the last time she could still manage the stairs. There.” A section of the wall where the mortar was newer than the rest, recent by the standards of this room, and I found the loose brick and worked it out, and behind it, in a cavity, wrapped in oilcloth that the Hollow hadn’t reached, Greta’s last gift to whoever came after her.

I unwrapped it on a hollowed table. Fresh salt, a heavy bag of it, still good, still white. A fistful of iron nails. A ward prism, a thing of cut glass and silver wire that Maren picked up and turned over and breathed, “Pre-Collapse, this is a focusing prism, it’s cracked but it’s, this is worth more than the whole house, where did she,” and a folded note in the same hard slanting hand as the map’s.

I read it aloud, because they’d want to hear it in her words.

“If you’re reading this, I’m gone and you found the cache, which means you got this far, which means you’re not alone, because nobody gets this far alone. Good. The salt’s for the ring, it’s failing and you’ll need to renew it before the end. The nails are iron, drive them at the cardinal points of the ring, they’ll hold the contraction. The prism focuses a channel, if you’ve got an anchor who can channel, and I pray to God you do, because that’s the only way this ends. It learned to follow the bonds, do you understand me, it pulls on them, it’ll try to drain you through each other and cut you apart, and the second you’re cut apart it wins, because it can’t beat a circle but it always beats a person alone. Stay in the circle. Pour into each other. Don’t let it isolate one of you, not for a second, not to save another one, that’s the trap, it makes you break the circle to save someone and then it has you both. Whatever it does. Stay. In. The. Circle. I held it forty years alone and alone was never going to be enough. Be more than I was. Be a household. Burn it out of my house. G.C.”

Nobody said anything for a moment. Then Maren wrapped the prism carefully and handed me the salt and the nails, and said, “We stay in the circle. No matter what it does. Even if it grabs one of us. We heard her. Everyone heard her.”

“Everyone heard her,” I said, and looked at Briar, who looked back at me steadily, both of us remembering the greenhouse, the promise I wouldn’t make, and neither of us said anything, and we wrapped Greta’s bundle and went on, toward the third chamber, toward the salt-and-iron door at the far end of the vault, and that was when the Hollow started pulling on the bonds.

I felt it begin as we crossed the vault. The pressure of its attention, which had been a cold weight, sharpened into something specific, reaching, and I felt it find the bonds in my chest and take hold of them, and it pulled.

Sigrid’s fire went distant first. The gold pulse in my chest, always the warmest thing I carried, thinned and faded as the Hollow drew on it through the bond, and I saw Sigrid’s wickfire dim in her fists, the flames shrinking, and her face flicker with confusion and the start of fear as her own fire pulled away from her. Then Briar’s greenhouse, the green tide, faltered, its steady reaching pulse stuttering like a weakening heartbeat, and Briar gasped and pressed a hand to her chest. And Maren’s ward sense, the cold clear blade, flattened, the silver light going dull on her blades, the geometry she lived inside going slack.

The Hollow was draining all three of them through the bonds, through me, pulling the magic out of them toward itself, and trying, exactly as Greta had warned, to cut the threads, to isolate each of them in the cold dark where it could take them one at a time.

“Hold,” I said, and reached for the center of myself, the hub of the wheel, and I poured.

I held all three threads taut against the pull, the way I’d practiced, and I pushed warmth back down each one, fighting the drain, one careful measured breath at a time. Warmth down Sigrid’s thread, and her fire steadied and flared back up. Warmth down Briar’s, and her green tide caught and beat strong again. Warmth down Maren’s, and the silver came back to her blades. I held the circle open against a thing three centuries old that was built to break circles, and it cost me, God it cost me, my hand shook on the candle and the high ringing started in my ears and I felt the limit Maren had warned me about, the edge past which I’d pour myself dry, and I held just under it, just under it, feeding the threads, keeping the four of us connected, one breath at a time, all the way across the vault.

“I’ve got you,” I said, through my teeth, to all three of them, feeling the pull fight me for every thread. “It wants you separated. It’s not going to get you. Stay close, stay in the warm, I’ve got all three of you, just keep walking.” And they kept walking, close around me, three witches with their magic flickering and a man bleeding it back into them one breath at a time, and we reached the salt-and-iron door of the third chamber together, the circle unbroken.

The cellar tried one last thing before it let us in. It tried to take away the way back.

I felt it as we reached the final door, a wrongness in the space behind us, and I turned and looked, and the vault we’d just crossed was wrong. The doorway we’d come in through, the way back up to the warm house, had moved. It stood farther away than it should, across the vault, ten feet farther than the room was wide, and as I watched it slid farther, twenty feet, thirty, the cellar stretching the distance behind us, the way back receding into impossible dark, the Hollow rearranging the geometry of its own stomach to swallow the exit, to trap us down here with no road home.

“The door,” I said sharply. “Maren, the way back, it’s moving.”

Maren spun, saw it, and her face went hard and certain, because this, this was hers, this was the exact crime against geometry her whole craft existed to punish. She drew a blade-ward and crossed the vault in three strides and drove it to the hilt into the wall beside the receding doorway, pinning it, a fixed point, a stake driven into the cellar’s lie, and the door stopped sliding. “Wes, mark it,” she said. “Anchor blood, the stones, fix the route. Your blood tells the house this is real, this is the true way, the cellar can’t lie over your blood.” And I crossed to her and drew my knife and cut my palm, the old cut, and pressed my bleeding hand to the doorframe, to the stones of the route, marking the true way home in anchor blood, and the doorway snapped back to where it belonged, the distance collapsing back to true, the way home real and fixed and unmoveable, pinned by a blade and a bloody handprint.

“There,” Maren breathed. “Now it can’t take the road home from us. Whatever happens in there, the way back is fixed. We can always get out.” She looked at me, and her hand found my bleeding one for a second, gripped it. “Nobody says how close that was. Agreed. We don’t think about it. We just go in and end it and walk back out the door we just nailed down.”

“Agreed,” I said, and we turned to the last door.

The salt-and-iron door of the third chamber was old and crusted and cold, and beyond it I could feel the whole of the thing, the size I’d touched in the night, vast and patient and hungry, filling the room on the other side. Maren cut the door’s seal. Sigrid lit her fists bright. Briar drew a vial. I held the candle and the three bonds and the bleeding hand.

We pushed the door open and went into the containment vault.

It was a great round stone chamber, the deepest room in the house, and in the center of its floor was Greta’s salt ring, fifteen feet across, a circle of packed salt thumb-thick that I’d felt under the boundary wall a lifetime ago, grey now, crumbling, failing, the last work of a dead woman holding back three centuries of hunger.

And inside the ring was nothing.

Not empty space. Nothing. An absence that filled the whole ring and rose up out of it, a vast person-shaped hole in the world, far larger than the thing that had come up through the wall, the height of the chamber, edged all around with that fine flickering line of tooth-like fractures, the reality at its borders chewed and frayed, and the cold poured off it in waves, and the candle in my hand shrank to a spark, and the four of us stood in the doorway of its nest and looked at the thing we’d come down to kill, straining against the inside of an old woman’s failing ring, and it turned its whole hungry attention on us, and it was so much bigger than we’d thought, and it was so, so hungry, and it knew exactly what we were.


Chapter 23: The Hollow

The salt ring was the only thing between us and the end of everything, and it was dying.

I could see it crumbling even as we stood in the doorway, grey grains of it sifting away from the inside edge where the absence pressed, Greta’s last work failing grain by grain under three centuries of patience, and the Hollow strained against it on every side, vast and person-shaped and wrong, the chamber cold as the bottom of the world. The candle in my hand was a spark. The three bonds in my chest pulled hard toward the thing in the ring, and I held them, and I felt how much it wanted them.

“Positions,” Maren said, low and fast and steady, the tactician taking over. “Like we drew it. Diamond. I take the ring, I reinforce Greta’s salt before it fails completely, that’s first, if the ring goes before we’re ready it’s free and we’re dead. Sigrid, fire ready but hold it, don’t waste it until there’s something solid to burn. Briar, one vial in hand, wait for my mark, we get exactly as many tries as you have vials so we don’t throw blind. Wes, center. Hold the circle. The second it pulls on us, you pour it back. That’s the whole fight. Everybody alive depends on you holding three threads against a thing built to cut them. Can you do it.”

“I can do it,” I said.

“Then we begin.” And Maren strode to the salt ring, drew the bag of Greta’s fresh salt, and began to pour, renewing the dying line, the white grains falling over the grey, the ring strengthening where she walked, and the Hollow felt the seal renew and it stopped waiting.

It expanded. The whole vast absence of it surged outward against the ring all at once, trying to break free while the seal was being mended, and it tried to feed, and the draining pull hit us like a physical wave. My ears rang. My vision tunneled at the edges. I felt every warm thing in me lean toward the hole and start to thin, and behind me Briar staggered and Sigrid’s fire guttered and even Maren, pouring salt, swayed, and the bonds in my chest stretched, all three of them at once, the Hollow taking hold of hearth, garden, and ward and pulling, hard, trying to drink the witches dry through me and snap the threads.

Sigrid’s fire dimmed in her fists, the gold pulse fading. Briar’s green warmth faltered, her face going grey. Maren’s wards flickered, the salt-pouring hand slowing.

I poured.

I reached for the hub of myself and held all three threads taut against the pull and pushed warmth back down every one of them at once, fighting the drain on three fronts, and I felt them catch. Warmth flooded down Sigrid’s thread and her fire roared back up bright. Growth flooded down Briar’s and her tide surged and her color came back. Steadiness flooded down Maren’s and ward-light returned to her hands and she finished the salt line strong. The bonds held. The witches steadied. The circle stayed whole against the thing built to break it.

And it cost me. The high ring became a roar, my vision greyed, and I felt the hot trickle start from my nose, and I knew, with absolute clarity, that I could not do this forever. I could hold the circle against the pull, but every second of holding burned me down, and the limit Maren had warned me about was close, closer than I’d told anyone, and the fight had barely begun.

“Ring’s renewed,” Maren called, stepping back, blades up. “It’s contained. Briar, mark, throw, now while it’s pressing the seal.”

Briar threw the first vial.

She had a gardener’s arm and a week of practice, and the vial flew true, over the salt line and into the center of the absence, and it shattered, and the amber compound splashed across the void.

And where it touched, the Hollow became solid.

I watched it happen, the thing none of us had been sure would work outside a garden, the heart of the whole plan. Where Briar’s amber compound splashed across the absence, the nothing became something. Patches of it congealed, the hole forced to take a shape, flesh-like, grey-pink, real, the crammed-in potential forcing the void to become matter just to hold it all, exactly as Briar had theorized in the glowing greenhouse at two in the morning. For three seconds the Hollow had a body where the compound had touched, solid patches across its center, vulnerable, real.

“NOW, Sigrid,” Maren roared. “Burn it, the solid parts, NOW.”

Sigrid threw fire.

She’d been holding it, banking it, and now she let it go, a lance of concentrated amber wickfire straight into the solidified patches, and the fire caught on the solid flesh-like matter and burned, and the Hollow convulsed. It made no sound, it had no voice, but the whole vast shape of it twisted and recoiled, the solid burning patches blackening and curling, and now the thing was hurt, actually hurt, and the cold faltered, and I felt the draining pull stutter, and Briar whooped.

“It works,” she cried. “It works, I told you, solid then fire, it works.”

“Again,” Maren snapped. “Don’t celebrate, again, keep it going, it heals the second the compound shrinks. Briar, another vial. Sigrid, stay ready.”

And it did heal. The three seconds passed and the burned solid patches shrank back into absence, the wound closing, the body becoming a hole again, and the Hollow surged back against the renewed ring, hungrier, pressing harder, and it stopped trying to feed slowly and threw everything it had at breaking out, and the real fight began.

It broke the outer ring.

The salt couldn’t hold against the full surge of it, even renewed, and a section of Greta’s ring blew apart, salt scattering, and the cold poured out through the gap, and the Hollow extended itself through the break, no longer contained on that side, and it came for us. It sent the cold rolling out across the chamber and it lashed out, a sweep of absence-edge, and it caught Maren, who was closest to the broken section, and sent her stumbling back, her blades flying, the wound at her ribs flaring grey again where the cold touched it.

“Maren,” I shouted, holding the threads, and she scrambled up, and she was alive, the cold had only grazed her, but the ring was broken and the thing was halfway free, and then it did what Greta’s note had promised, what Briar had warned me of in the greenhouse, what I’d refused to make a promise about.

It went for Briar.

She was the richest meal in the room, the witch full of folded-up future, and the Hollow knew it, and it extended a tendril of itself out through the broken ring, a thin questing rope of absence, and it shot across the floor and wrapped around Briar’s ankle before she could throw the next vial, and grey frost bloomed where it touched her, climbing, spreading up her calf, the cold eating into her, and Briar screamed, and I felt it through the green bond, felt the Hollow’s tendril sink into her and start to drink, to pull the future out of her, the richest feast it had ever found, and her green pulse in my chest began to gutter and fade fast, faster than I could feed it, the thing draining her dry through the leg, and her color drained and her knees buckled and the vial fell from her hand.

Greta’s note said don’t break the circle to save one. Greta’s note said that was the trap. I heard the note in my head, clear as a bell, and I made the choice I’d told Briar I’d make, which was the third option, the one between charging and standing still.

I didn’t break the circle. I didn’t run to her. I stayed exactly where I was, the center of the diamond, holding all three threads, and I did the thing I’d learned in the greenhouse and tested on the dead bed, except aimed like a weapon.

I reached down Briar’s bond, the green one, toward the tendril draining her, and instead of just feeding warmth to keep her alive, I channeled. I poured growth magic, her own craft, down the bond, through her, and out the place where the tendril gripped her leg, and into the tendril itself. I flooded the void-channel with life.

The Hollow’s tendril was a tube of absence, a hole drinking her dry, and I poured a flood of concentrated potential straight up it, all the folded-up future I could pull, more than it could eat, more than it could ever eat, the exact thing it was built to consume turned into a weapon and forced down its own throat faster than it could swallow.

The tendril overloaded.

For an instant it tried to drink what I was pouring, and it couldn’t, it choked on it, the channel jamming full of more yes-now-faster than a hole could hold, and then it burst. Flowers erupted from the tendril, green exploding out of grey, the absence forced to become growth, roots and vines and bursting blooms tearing out of the void-rope all along its length, the way the dead garden circle had exploded into life under the compound, and the tendril ripped apart in a fountain of green and recoiled, and the grey frost on Briar’s leg shattered and fell away, and she gasped and color flooded back into her and she fell to her knees, alive, the tendril gone, the Hollow recoiling from the green burst with the whole vast shape of it flinching back.

“You’re a conduit,” Briar sobbed, scrambling up, half-laughing with the shock of it. “You poured the garden right up its throat. That’s it, Wes, that’s how we win, that’s the whole thing.”

Then I understood the whole shape of the fight, and I think we all did at once.

“That’s it,” I shouted, holding the threads, blood running freely from my nose now, my vision tunneling, but the answer clear and bright in the middle of it. “It’s a hole. Everything it does opens a channel between us and it, every time it reaches for us it makes a road, and a road runs both ways. It pulls on the bonds, I pour back down the pull. It sends a tendril, I flood the tendril. It opens its mouth to eat us, we pour everything we are straight down it. We don’t fight it. We feed it to death. Briar, solidify it, Sigrid, burn what’s solid, Maren, contain and compress, and every channel it opens to drink us, I pour life back up until it chokes. That’s the weapon. All of it at once. Now.”

And the household became one thing.

What followed I can only tell in pieces, because I was bleeding and greying and pouring myself out through three threads at once and the world had gone to a tunnel of cold and fire and green, but the shape of it I’ll remember until I die. Maren got back to the broken ring and she didn’t just renew it, she remade it, smaller, drawing a new tighter circle of fresh salt inside the broken one, and she drove Greta’s iron nails into the floor at the cardinal points the way the note had said, north, south, east, west, fixing the ring, and she set herself to the work of compression, the ring beginning to contract, the walls of geometry coming in on the thing, herding the vast absence into a smaller and smaller space.

And Briar threw vials. One after another, her gardener’s arm true, each one shattering against the absence and forcing patches of it solid, and she’d recovered her fierce joy now, the running woman who’d rooted, and she called her throws like a game, “center, left, there’s a soft spot low, take it Sigrid,” reading the thing, finding where to make it solid.

And Sigrid burned what Briar solidified. Every patch of forced flesh, the instant it congealed, Sigrid lanced it with wickfire, and she’d stopped throwing single lances and started pouring, a continuous column of amber-gold fire from both fists, burning every solid patch the compound made, the chamber lighting up gold against the cold, her face savage and magnificent in the firelight, the kitchen witch who’d watched one sanctuary fall pouring three centuries of patience full of fire.

And I held the circle and fought the drain and poured life up every channel it opened. Every tendril it sent, I flooded with green until it burst into flowers. Every pull it put on a bond, I poured warmth back down until it choked. I was the center of the diamond and the hub of the wheel and the place all the roads ran back to, and I held all four of us connected against a thing built to cut us apart, and I poured myself into it through every road it opened trying to drink me, and Greta’s prism, which Maren had pressed into my bleeding hand, focused it, narrowed the channel, let me pour harder and truer than I could have alone, the dead woman’s last tool turning my blood into a lance.

It was a war of attrition, and for long cold minutes I didn’t know which way it would break. The Hollow drank and we poured. It opened channels and I flooded them. Briar’s vials shattered one after another, nineteen, then twelve, then six, the bandolier emptying. Sigrid’s fire blazed and dimmed and blazed, her wickfire burning down her own reserves, her face going grey with the cost of pouring that much fire that long. Maren’s ring contracted by inches, the geometry fighting the absence for every foot, her blades snapping under the strain and reforming, the wound at her ribs bleeding grey again where the cold kept finding it. And I bled. My nose poured, my vision went to a grey tunnel, the high roar filled my skull, and I felt the limit, the edge past which I’d pour myself dry, and I rode it, right on it, second after second, holding the circle, because the second I stopped the circle broke and Greta’s note was right, it would take us all.

“It’s shrinking,” Maren called, hoarse, her ring contracting, the Hollow forced smaller and smaller inside the tightening walls of salt and iron and silver. “It’s working, the ring’s holding, it’s getting smaller. Briar, how many vials?”

“Three,” Briar gasped. “Three left. And the flask. The concentrated one.”

“Save the flask,” Maren said. “Three vials to hold it solid, then the flask all at once, then Sigrid burns everything she has left, then I slam the ring shut. One sequence. We get one. Make it count.” She looked at me across the chamber, and her face, even through my tunneling vision, was frightened. “Wes, you’re bleeding too much, you’re at the edge, I can feel it through the bond, you’re past where I told you to stop.”

“I’m holding,” I said, or tried to, the words coming out thick. “Don’t stop for me. Finish it. I can hold long enough for one more sequence. Do it now, before I can’t. Now, Maren. Go.”

And she went.

“Briar, all three vials, center mass, NOW,” Maren roared, and Briar threw, three vials in three seconds, all into the heart of the shrunken absence, and the compound forced the whole center of it solid, a wide patch of real grey-pink flesh-like matter, the most of it any of us had managed to make real at once.

“FLASK,” Maren shouted, and Briar pulled the concentrated flask from her belt, the gallon distilled down to a pint of pure luminous amber, the strongest the weapon got, and she hurled it overhand into the solidified center, and it shattered, and the whole front half of the Hollow congealed solid, real, matter, a vast shape of grey-pink flesh straining inside the contracting ring, more solid and more vulnerable than it had been in three centuries.

“BURN IT,” Maren screamed. “Sigrid, everything, all of it, NOW.”

And Sigrid Kindler emptied herself.

She gave it everything she had, every reserve, every bank of wickfire she’d built over five weeks of feeding the kitchen fire, and a column of amber-gold flame roared out of both her fists, vast, blinding, a pillar of fire that filled half the chamber and poured into the solidified Hollow, and the solid flesh of it caught and burned, all of it, the whole front half of the thing on fire at once, and she poured and poured, her face white, her knees buckling, giving it everything, and the Hollow burned.

“WES,” Maren cried. “Pour everything up its throat while it’s solid and burning, all three crafts at once, NOW.”

And I reached the limit, and I went past it.

I poured everything. I threw the circle wide open and channeled all three crafts at once, fire and growth and ward, every bond at full, the prism in my bleeding hand focusing it to a lance, and I poured it all into the burning solid Hollow, life and fire and geometry forced down its throat faster than any hole could ever drink, more than it could hold, the exact things it was built to consume crammed into it all at once until the nothing could not stay nothing, could not stay a hole, choked solid and burning and full of more life than the void could bear, and I felt myself going, the grey tunnel closing, my heart hammering wrong, the limit far behind me, pouring myself out into the thing that had wanted to eat my home.

And Maren slammed the ring shut.

She drove her remaining blades into the floor at the four iron nails, and she compressed the ring with one final brutal contraction, all her ward-craft at once, the circle of salt and iron and silver snapping inward, and Greta’s old salt, the original ring, the three-century seal, flared one last time, gold and silver together, the dead woman’s last work and the living woman’s combining, the ring contracting around the burning solid Hollow as fire, growth, ward-craft, anchor blood, and Greta’s forty years drove inward together.

The Hollow shattered.

It broke like glass, like ice, like a window struck by a stone, the whole solidified burning shape of it fracturing along the tooth-like edges all at once and bursting apart, and the fragments dissolved as they flew, becoming ash, fine grey ash that smelled of old dust and nothing at all, drifting down through the chamber, and the cold went out of the room all at once, the absence-pull snapping off like a cut wire, the three-century hunger simply gone, the road it had pulled on going slack, and the bonds in my chest sang free, no longer dragged, the drain ended, the thing that had wanted my home turned to ash drifting down onto the broken salt ring in the gold light of Sigrid’s last fire.

It was dead. I felt it die. After three centuries, the cellar was just a cellar.

And then the grey tunnel closed all the way, and the roar in my skull went silent, and my heart, which had been hammering wrong, stuttered, and I felt myself fall.

I didn’t hit the floor.

Three pairs of hands caught me. I felt them, fire and garden and ward, the three of them reaching me at once, and I heard their voices through the closing dark, Sigrid’s fierce and frightened, “I’ve got him, I’ve got his head, Wes, Wes, stay,” and Briar’s, “his nose, the bleeding, he poured too much, he went past the limit, I felt him go past it,” and Maren’s, sharp and terrified and pouring something back down the bond into me, all three of them pouring back down the threads now, the circle running the other way, life flooding into me from three witches at once the way I’d been flooding it into them, catching me, holding me, refusing to let me pour out the last of myself into the dark.

“You don’t get to do that,” Maren was saying, fierce, close, her hand on my face. “You don’t get to pour yourself dry and leave me the first week I’m not alone. Calder, you stay, you feel us pouring back, take it, take it back, you’re not allowed.”

“Take it, conduit,” Sigrid growled, my head in her lap, fire-warmth flooding down the gold bond into me. “You held the circle, now let the circle hold you, that’s the whole point, you stubborn man, that’s what we’re for. Take it back.”

And I took it. I felt the three of them pour into me, fire and growth and ward, the circle running backward, more than I’d given coming back the way Briar had always promised it would, and the grey tunnel eased open again, and my heart found its rhythm, and the dark pulled back, and I came back up into a cold cellar full of drifting ash and three witches holding me on the broken salt ring in the last gold light of a dying fire, all four of us alive, the Hollow dead, the house safe, the way home nailed down and waiting up the stairs.

“It’s dead,” I managed, through the blood and the exhaustion, looking up at the three of them, all three faces over me, frightened and fierce and alive. “We did it. The four of us. It’s dead.”

“It’s done,” Maren agreed, her voice cracking, her hand still on my face, her wall all the way down, hair coming loose from the braid, crying and not hiding it. “And you’re going to live, because we’re holding you, the way you held us, that’s how the circle works, you taught me that, you don’t get to be the only one who pours.” She pressed her forehead to mine. “We’re taking you up now. Up the stairs you nailed down. All four of us. The way Tom asked. All four of us, up and out, into the warm.” She looked at the others. “Carry him. Carefully. He poured himself almost to nothing and we’re going to spend a week pouring it back.” A wet fierce laugh. “And then I’m going to ward every door in this house against him ever coming down here alone again.”

And they lifted me, the three of them, hearth-strong and garden-warm and ward-steady, and carried me up out of the dark, up the stairs fixed in anchor blood, out of the cleared cellar, the ash settling behind us over the broken ring where three centuries of hunger had finally choked to death on a household, and into the living light of the house we’d saved.


Chapter 24: Wick and Home

I woke in a bed I’d never slept in, in a room I’d never seen, with the whole house warm around me and three heartbeats steady in my chest.

It took me a long while to surface. I’d poured myself nearly to nothing in that cellar, past every limit Maren had warned me about, and I’d have died of it if the three of them hadn’t poured back, and the cost of being poured back into is that you sleep like the dead while it takes. Fourteen hours, Sigrid told me later, fourteen hours flat on my back while the three of them took shifts sitting with me and feeding warmth and growth and steadiness down the bonds an hour at a time, refilling a man who’d emptied himself out. They’d carried me up from the cellar and somewhere on the way the house had decided where I belonged, because I didn’t wake in the kitchen by the fire where I’d slept since the first night. I woke in a proper bedroom, in the bedroom wing, in a wide soft bed with clean lavender-scented sheets and warm morning light coming through a leaded window that had been grimed black the last time I’d seen this part of the house and was clear as water now.

I lay there and felt for the three of them before I opened my eyes, the way I did every morning now. Sigrid was a hearth-warm pulse down in the kitchen, already cooking, the smell of it reaching me. Briar was a green buzzing tide out in the greenhouse, awake before dawn as always, reaching toward the sun. Maren was a cold clear steady note out at the boundary wall, and there was something different in her note this morning, something settled, the constant grinding tightness of the wound finally gone. Three heartbeats. All three alive. All three home. I lay in the warm clean bed and felt them and I’m not ashamed to say my eyes stung.

The house had changed in the night. I felt it before I saw it, a difference in the quality of everything, and when I got up, slow and shaky and wrapped in a blanket someone had tucked around me, and went out into the bedroom wing, I saw what the estate had done while we slept.

It had healed itself. The way it rewarded a repair with sudden beauty, except all at once, everywhere, the whole house at once, because we’d given it the largest gift it had ever been given, which was the death of the thing that had been eating it from below for three centuries. The floors that had been warped and gapped were smooth and tight underfoot. The windows that had been grimed black ran clear and bright. Sconces had appeared in the dim hallways where there’d been nothing but cobwebbed brackets, and they held steady warm flames, lighting the corridors of the bedroom wing that had been dark since I arrived. Doors that had been sealed stood open onto rooms, three of them, three bedrooms branching off the central hall, and I knew without being told whose each one was, because the house had made them. One smelled of crushed herbs and fireplace ash and had a hearth in it already lit. One was full of green light and growing things, vines already starting up the walls. One was spare and clean and defensible, with sightlines to the door and a window over the boundary wall. Sigrid’s, Briar’s, Maren’s. The house had built the household its rooms in the night, and at the heart of the wing, where I’d woken, the master bedroom, with its wide bed and its clear windows and its warm light, mine, the center of the wheel given a room at the middle of all the others.

The bedroom wing had awakened. The house was rewarding us in the only language it had, beauty, warmth, rooms, home.

Breakfast was an event, because Sigrid had decided it would be.

She’d made everything. The whole table was covered, bread fresh from the wickfire and eggs and bacon and tomatoes from Briar’s beds and a pot of tea in a fat brown teapot that had appeared overnight like the second copper pot and the honey jar before it, the house pressing another small kindness on us, and Sigrid filled my plate twice over before I’d sat down and stood over me with her arms crossed while I started on it.

“Eat all of it,” she said. “And then eat more. You poured out everything you had and we’ve been pouring it back for fourteen hours and it’s not enough, food’s the rest of it, so you eat until I tell you to stop.” When I started to push back from the table after the first plate, meaning to go check the cellar, she put a hand flat on my chest and pushed me back down into the chair without apparent effort. “Sit. The cellar’s been dead three centuries, it’ll keep an hour. You nearly died in my house last night, conduit, and the price of nearly dying in my house is you sit at my table and let me feed you and you do not get up until I say. Those are the terms.” She refilled my tea. “I watched a man pour himself empty to save my home. He’s not going anywhere until he’s full again. Eat.”

I ate. There was no arguing with Sigrid in that mood, and I didn’t want to. Briar chattered the whole meal, lit up and overflowing, about how the growth pulse of the cellar fight had rolled out through the whole estate and matured half her experimental beds overnight, the silkroot flowering, the nightbloom seeding, a year’s growth in a night, and how she’d found a whole new bed of something she didn’t recognize grown up from the compound she’d spilled, and she’d have to name it, and she was thinking of naming it after the four of us somehow, and on and on, bright and happy and alive.

And Maren ate quietly, the way she did, hair down again this morning, and partway through the meal, without looking up, without making anything of it, she slid her hand across the table and laid her fingers over the back of my hand where it rested by my plate, and left them there, and went on eating with her other hand. Just that. Her cool precise fingers resting over mine on the table in front of everyone, the woman who touched objects more readily than people, touching me, in daylight, at the table, and not letting go. Sigrid saw it and said nothing, only smiled into her tea, and Briar saw it and managed, with visible heroic effort, not to burst, and I turned my hand over under hers and held it, and Maren let me, and ate her breakfast one-handed and looked peaceful in a way I had not seen since she’d come through the breach.

We went down to the cellar in the afternoon, with proper light, and found that it was just a cellar.

The cold was gone completely. The three chambers were only rooms now, dusty and old but ordinary, the wrongness drained out of them with the Hollow, and where the ash of the thing had settled over the broken salt ring there was already, when we came down, a faint dusting of green, moss and tiny shoots coming up through the ash, the compound Briar had spilled bringing the dead floor back to life, the deepest darkest room in the house growing things after three centuries of hunger.

And the storage vault, which had been a museum of absence, had come back too. The empty frames held pictures again, or held them faintly, the memory of them seeping back now that the thing that ate memory was dead, faces surfacing in the grey like images developing, the estate’s own history coming back to itself. And the shelves, which I’d barely looked at on the way down, were full of records.

We spent the rest of the afternoon there, the four of us, in the firelight, going through what Greta and the anchors before her had left. Estate records going back centuries. Witch correspondence, letters in a dozen hands and more than one language, witches writing to witches across the years. And, on the deepest shelf, wrapped in oilcloth the way Greta wrapped everything precious, a journal. The first anchor’s journal. The man who’d built Wickwether.

I read it aloud that evening, by the kitchen fire, the parts I could make out, the old ink and the older language, and the shape of it changed everything I’d thought I’d inherited.

Wickwether was three hundred years old, near enough, and it had not been built as a manor house. It had been built as a refuge. The first anchor, a distant ancestor of mine, a Calder, had built it deliberately as a shelter for witches whose worlds and covens and sanctuaries were collapsing, in the years after something the journal called only the Collapse, a great breaking, a time when magical worlds began to fail and tear and go dark, when the doors between places started to fail, and witches by the score found themselves stranded, hunted, their homes gone grey. He’d built Wickwether to catch them. He’d made it living, made it summon, made it a reverse-portal that pulled drowning witches out of dying worlds into a house that would shelter them, and he’d anchored it with his own blood and made the Calder line its keepers, and he had not, the journal made clear, been the only one.

“There were others,” I read, the firelight on the old page. “He says there were others. Refuge-estates. He built Wickwether but there were others like it, all across, he doesn’t say where, all built after the Collapse to catch the falling. A network of them. Living houses summoning stranded witches, anchored by blood, sheltering the homeless of the broken worlds.” I turned the page. “And then there’s Greta’s hand, at the back, much later. She kept the journal going.” I read it. “Tried again this year to reach the others. The Vellmoor estate. The Hartwell house. Penhallow. None answer. None have answered in twenty years. I think they have gone dark. I think the Hollows got them, or the Collapse caught up to them, or their anchor lines simply died out the way mine nearly has. I think we may be the last lit window left. I am old and the thing below grows and I have no one to bond and no one to come after me, and I am afraid, writing this, that when Wickwether goes dark the network goes dark with it, and there will be no refuge left in any world for the next ones who fall. God send someone comes. God send the house finds an anchor before the dark gets in. I have kept the window lit as long as I can. G.C.”

There was a long silence in the warm kitchen when I finished.

“We might be the last one,” Briar said quietly. “The last living refuge in all the worlds. The last lit window.” She looked around the warm gold room, the four of us, the fire. “And it almost went out. If you’d sold it, Wes. If you’d taken the money and gone like any sane man would have. The last window in all the worlds, and it almost went dark, and the only thing that kept it lit was a contractor who decided to fix a money pit instead of selling it.” She wiped her eyes. “All the falling witches who’ll ever come here. All the ones still out there in dying worlds who don’t know there’s still one house left that’ll catch them. They’ve got a home because you didn’t sell.”

Tom came that evening with a bottle of whisky and confirmed the rest of it.

He sat at the kitchen table, the old solicitor, and he looked at the four of us, the lit house, the dead Hollow, the household, and something in him eased that I think had been wound tight for thirty years, and he poured the whisky and told us what he knew, which filled the gaps.

“Greta spoke of the others, near the end,” he said. “The other estates. She tried to reach them, in her last years, sent letters I posted myself to addresses that came back unknown, no such place, return to sender. The Vellmoor estate, she wrote to that one three times. Nothing ever came back. She believed they’d gone dark, every one she’d ever known of, and she believed Wickwether was the last, and she believed she was failing it.” He turned the glass in his careful hands. “She was old. The thing below was growing faster than she could seal it. She had no anchor to come after her, no Calder she could find, the line had scattered and thinned and she’d lost track of most of it. She thought it was over. She thought the last window was going out and it would be her fault, three hundred years of refuge ending on an old woman who couldn’t find an heir.” He looked up. “And then she found you. A great-nephew she’d never met, a name on a register, the last Calder she could locate. She changed the will the month before she died. And then she went down into that cellar one last time and resealed the thing with the last of her strength, to buy whoever came one more year, and she came up, and she walked to the entry hall, and she sat down in the chair by the door to wait for the morning, and her heart stopped in the night.” His voice was rough. “I found her there the next day. Sitting in the chair by the door, facing it, waiting for whoever would come through it. She’d left the key ring on her lap.” He drank. “She bought you a year, Wes, with the last of herself, and she pointed the house at you and prayed. And you came, and you stayed, and you did the one thing she couldn’t do alone. You made it a household. You lit the window back up.” He raised his glass, his eyes wet. “To Greta Calder. She kept the last window lit long enough. And to the four of you, who’ll keep it lit now.”

We drank to her, the four of us and the old man, in the warm kitchen of the last lit refuge in all the worlds, and I thought of the old woman in the chair by the door, waiting for morning, and I swore to her, silently, that the window wasn’t going out. Not on my watch. Not ever.

We spent the rest of the day on ordinary things, and the ordinary things were the sweetest part.

I fixed the garden fountain. It had been choked and dead the whole time I’d been there, a stone basin full of cracked sludge, and once the Hollow was dead the magical wrongness drained out of it and it turned out to be nothing but a plumbing problem, an old lead feed-pipe blocked with three centuries of sediment, the most ordinary repair in the world. I cleared it and reset it and reseated the basin, my way, with my hands, the work I knew, and when I opened the valve the water ran, clear and cold, gurgling up out of the stone and spilling down into the basin, and I cupped a handful and drank it, and it tasted of cold stone and, under that, faintly, something sweeter, the house’s own water finally running clean.

Sigrid hung laundry in the garden while I worked, sheets and shirts on a line strung between the fountain and the wall, white against the green, snapping in the wind, the most domestic sight in the world, and she stood in the middle of it with her hands on her hips and surveyed the garden and the fountain and the lit house and looked, briefly, completely content.

Briar planted a moonvine cutting by the fountain, in the new clean earth, talking to it the whole time, and said it would bloom by the fountain every night now, a glowing flower by the running water, so the garden would have a light in the dark.

And Maren reset the last ward stone in the boundary wall, the southeast one, the broken one, the one the Hollow had come up through, the one she’d bled herself trying to hold. She did it properly now, with the thing below dead and the seal no longer fighting her, fresh salt and my blood and her own sigils, and she woke it true, and the silver light ran up out of it and found its neighbors and the whole boundary hummed into tune at last, complete, every stone woken, the wall whole, the refuge defended on every side. She stood back from it when it was done and looked at the unbroken line of silver light running all the way around the grounds, the perimeter she’d built back stone by stone, whole now, and her shoulders came down, and the cold clear note of her in my chest settled into something I’d never felt from her before, which was rest.

We sat on the kitchen steps in the evening, the four of us, and watched the sun go down over the garden.

The fountain gurgled. The garden was half-wild and half-tended, green and bursting, Briar’s chaos and my straight beds together. The boundary wall stood solid and silver in the dusk, complete. The greenhouse glowed faintly green at the edge of the grounds, the constellation just starting to light as the dark came on. The kitchen at our backs held steady amber fire, and the whole house behind us was lit, window after window, the bedroom wing glowing, the sconces lit in the halls, Wickwether blazing like a lantern in the deepening blue.

Nobody said much. There wasn’t much to say. We’d come up out of the dark, all four of us, the way Tom had asked, and the house was ours, and the thing that had wanted to take it was ash on the cellar floor growing moss, and the sun was going down on a home we’d built and saved together, and that was enough to sit with in silence, shoulder to shoulder on the warm stone steps.

When the dark came on and we went inside, nobody went to a separate room.

We drifted, all four of us, up toward the bedroom wing that the house had awakened, toward the master bedroom at the heart of it, and there was no decision made out loud, no one suggesting it, just four people who’d nearly died together and come up alive moving in the same direction in the warm lit house, drawn to the center, to the wide bed, to each other.

Sigrid went in first, because Sigrid had never met a room she didn’t claim by entering it, and she pulled her tunic off over her head and dropped it and stood in the firelight from the bedroom hearth with her massive breasts bared and her amber eyes on me, unhurried, certain. Briar followed, already half out of her dress, copper curls loose, freckled and grinning, reaching for me the way she always reached for warmth. And Maren came last, and she turned and closed the bedroom door, and drew a lock-sigil across it in silver and salt, sealing the room, ours, no door but the one she’d locked from the inside, and then she reached up and pulled her dark hair loose from the braid and let it fall, the surrender of control, the chosen vulnerability, and the three of them turned and looked at me, blonde and redhead and dark, fire and garden and wall, the household, all of them mine and me theirs.

“Come here,” I said, and they came.

It was layered and slow and unhurried, because we had time now, all the time in the world, the thing that had been hunting us dead, and each of them brought what was hers.

Sigrid reached me first. She pushed both hands against my chest and walked me backward until my calves hit the bed, then shoved me down with a fierce little grin that made the fire snap brighter.

“My anchor,” she said. “Our anchor. But I started this.”

“You did,” I said.

“Good. Remember it.”

She climbed over my thighs and wrapped those massive breasts around my hardening cock, the way she’d claimed me on the kitchen floor, the paizuri that was hers, her amber eyes locked on mine while she used the heavy slick warmth of them on me. Her hands pressed her tits together, soft flesh swallowing my shaft, nipples tight and flushed in the hearthlight, and she moved slow at first, up and down, letting me feel every inch of that lush weight while my cock grew harder between them.

Briar made a soft hungry sound beside us.

“Look at him,” Sigrid told her, sliding her breasts down until the head of my cock pushed up between them. “That’s what a man looks like when he knows exactly whose house he saved.”

“He looks like he needs his mouth busy,” Briar said, and crawled up the bed on hands and knees, copper curls spilling forward, freckles bright across her shoulders and thighs.

She kissed me while Sigrid kept stroking me between her breasts. Briar kissed like she gardened, all warmth and motion, tongue in my mouth, her hand sliding down to where Sigrid’s tits squeezed me, her fingers slicking over the head of my cock whenever it appeared between them.

Sigrid leaned down and licked me once, right over Briar’s fingers, and Briar laughed into my mouth.

“Household work,” Briar said. “Very efficient.”

“Less talking,” Sigrid said.

“You love when I talk.”

“I love when you make him leak all over my tits.”

That did it. I groaned, my hips jerking up, and Sigrid smiled like a woman getting exactly what she’d asked for. The bedroom hearth flared amber. Heat ran through the sheets under my back.

Maren stood near the locked door, hair down over her shoulders, watching. Not cold. Not distant. Measuring the room, measuring herself, taking in Sigrid’s confidence and Briar’s wet laughter and my hand held out toward her.

I didn’t call her. I just opened my hand.

Maren came to the bed.

She took my hand, then climbed onto the mattress with the careful precision of a woman crossing a threshold she had drawn herself. Briar reached for her first, slow enough to let refusal happen. Maren didn’t refuse. Briar kissed her, gentle and open, and Maren made a small sound against her mouth that hit me harder than a plea.

Sigrid lifted her breasts off my cock and crawled up my body, straddling my chest, putting all that firelit weight where I could kiss and bite and worship it while Briar swung one thick freckled thigh over my hips.

“Wes,” Briar said, grinning down at me, her copper curls wild, her cunt already dripping against my shaft. “Make the room bloom.”

“Ask properly.”

Her grin went filthy. “Put your cock in me and make me soak this bed.”

I grabbed her hips and pulled her down.

She sank onto me with a cry, wet and hot and eager, and the first deep thrust punched a gush out of her that soaked my stomach and Sigrid’s thigh. Briar threw her head back laughing and moaning at once, hands braced on Sigrid’s hips, freckled body moving over me while her cunt clenched and flooded around my cock.

The bedposts answered. Green curled out of carved wood, vines climbing in real time, leaves opening glossy and dark. Flowers broke along the windowsill in little white bursts. The bedroom smelled of sex and crushed herbs and clean sheets warming by a fire.

“Again,” I said, gripping Briar’s thick hips. “Show me.”

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes, watch, watch what you do to me.”

I drove up into her. She came hard, squirting down my shaft, hot wetness splashing my hips while the vines shot another foot up the posts. Sigrid bent over me, breasts heavy against my face, and I sucked one flushed nipple into my mouth while Briar rode me through it, her thighs shaking, her voice pouring out of her in broken garden-filth and my name.

Maren watched from Sigrid’s side, one hand on Briar’s back now, the other gripping the sheet. Her pale green eyes were fixed on where Briar took me, and her control had gone thin at the edges.

I eased Briar off me before I lost myself in her. She whimpered but moved, grinning and shaking, and Sigrid caught her with one arm and kissed her hard, the fire witch and the garden witch all heat and wet skin and hair.

Then I turned to Maren.

She was already breathing hard. Her hair hung loose around her face, and the lock-sigil on the door burned steady silver behind her.

“Your choice,” I said.

“I know.” Her voice was low. Rough. “Behind me. Like before. But not away from them.”

“Never away from them.”

She turned onto her hands and knees in front of me, thick ass lifted, pale back flexing, hair falling over one shoulder. Sigrid moved to her side and gathered that dark hair back with both hands, not pulling, just holding it clear. Briar knelt in front of her, cupping Maren’s face, kissing her mouth, murmuring nonsense-soft garden words against her lips.

I oiled my fingers and took my time. Maren shuddered when I touched her, but she didn’t retreat. She pushed back by fractions, opening because she chose to, her fingers twisting in the sheet while Briar kissed her and Sigrid stroked her hair.

“Good,” I said, working her slowly. “You set the pace.”

“I want it,” Maren said, and the words came out steadier than her body. “I want you there. I want them here. I want the whole room to know I chose it.”

Sigrid’s eyes softened. “Then let him in, wall witch.”

Maren gave a tiny fierce nod.

I lined my cock to the tight oiled ring of her ass and pushed in slow. She clenched hard around the head of me, breath breaking into Briar’s mouth, then forced herself to open another inch. I stopped whenever she tightened. I moved when she pushed back. Inch by inch she took me, her ass gripping me in tight hot pulses, until my hips met the full strong curve of her and I was buried in the deepest place she guarded.

“There,” she said, the word almost torn out of her. “Don’t stop. Not now.”

I didn’t. I held her hip with one hand and reached around with the other to find her slick clit, rubbing slow while I moved in her ass, deep and careful, then harder when she pushed back for it. Briar kissed her tears as they came. Sigrid held her hair and watched her face like a guard at a door no one hostile would ever cross again.

Maren came crying, the way she had in the bathhouse but deeper, opened in the heart of the household, shaking hard around me while her ass clamped down and her cunt slicked my fingers. She said my name, then Briar’s, then Sigrid’s, like each one was a ward line being set into place.

The silver bond in my chest blazed.

I kept moving. Sigrid shifted in close, her breasts pressing against Maren’s side as she kissed the ward witch’s temple. Briar slid under Maren’s mouth and let herself be kissed sloppy and wet, one freckled hand reaching back to stroke my thigh where I drove into Maren.

All three bonds filled my chest, not pulling against the Hollow now, not fighting a drain, but open and hot and alive. I could feel Sigrid’s fierce heat in the hearth. Briar’s overflow in the vines. Maren’s chosen lock on the door, holding us safe because she wanted privacy, not because she feared escape.

I reached for the center of myself, the hub of the wheel, and channeled through all three at once.

The room answered before I came.

The hearth in the bedroom blazed gold, and through the bonds I felt every fire in the house leap with it, the kitchen, the sconces, the hall, all of it flaring at once. The fountain in the garden surged, water leaping up into the dark. Every ward stone on the boundary pulsed silver, the whole perimeter thrumming in one clean cold chord. The greenhouse blazed, the constellation lighting up all at once across the glass, every flower in it opening.

“Wes,” Sigrid growled. “Now. Give it to us.”

Briar laughed breathlessly. “All of it. Fill the house.”

Maren looked back at me over her shoulder, face wet, eyes clear. “Finish inside me.”

I broke.

I drove deep into Maren and came, my whole body locking, cock pulsing in the tight heat of her ass while I spilled hard, groaning through my teeth as the release tore through me and out through every bond. Sigrid came with a fierce cry, grinding against Maren’s hip with one hand between her own thighs, her wickfire flashing through my chest. Briar came next, soaked and shaking, squirting again onto the sheets as vines burst into flower around her knees. Maren came last and hardest, clamping down around me, her ward-sigil flaring white-silver on the locked door while she sobbed once and held herself open instead of closing.

Wickwether lit up around us and through us, the whole living estate answering the four of us at the heart of it, the most alive it had been in three hundred years. Heat, growth, ward-light, water, breath, sweat, cum, flowers, fire. All of it circling through us and pouring out into a house that blazed and bloomed and held.

If there were any other refuges left out there in the dark, any other lit windows, they might have seen us across the worlds and known they weren’t alone.

We came down slow, all four of us, tangled in the wide warm bed, the house settling around us, the fires dimming back to embers, the wards going quiet, the bloom closing, Wickwether sated and content and whole.

The bed was impossibly wide, wider than it had been, the house making room, and we arranged ourselves across it, each of us finding a place. Briar curled against my right side, her freckled body warm and boneless, her hand flat on my chest over the three pulses, asleep with the same complete surrender she gave to every bloom and every laugh. Sigrid lay on my left, awake, watching the firelight move on the ceiling, her arm thrown across my stomach, the hearth-coal warmth of her steady against me, the first witch, content. And Maren lay at the foot of the bed, in her own space, the way she needed, a little apart, her back to the locked door so she could see the room, except that her feet were tucked against my calves, touching, the cold clear note of her resting warm against me, the wall witch close but free, near but herself, exactly as she needed to be.

The house settled. The fires dimmed to embers. The wards hummed low and safe. Three witches breathed slow in the wide bed and a man lay at the center of them with three heartbeats steady in his chest, in a home he’d built and saved, and outside the locked door Wickwether kept its window burning in the dark. For longer than I could remember, I had been lonely and afraid. Here, with them, I was neither. I was exactly where I was meant to be.

The new door appeared in the morning.

I felt it before I saw it, an unfamiliar note at the edge of the house, and I got up while the others slept and followed it, down through the warm lit halls, into the east wing, a part of the house I hadn’t been into yet, and there at the end of a corridor that I was fairly sure hadn’t been there the day before was a door.

It was dark wood, old, banded in a dark metal that wasn’t iron, and across it were carved symbols I’d never seen. Not the fireplace runes of the kitchen. Not the ward sigils of the boundary. Not the garden motifs of the greenhouse. Something else. Something from a different craft, a different world, a different tradition entirely, flowing lines and characters I couldn’t read, and the door hummed faintly under my hand when I laid my palm against it, warm, alive, waiting, and behind it I could feel, the way I’d learned to feel a room with a witch tied to it, a space that needed something, and a power that resonated with it, somewhere out there in the dark between the worlds, falling.

The key cabinet had made a new key. I went back and found it there on a hook that had been empty, a slim key of dark metal, crescent-shaped, unlike any of the others, humming faintly in tune with the door, warm in my palm when I lifted it down.

The others found me there, in front of the new door, the three of them, drawn by the bonds, Sigrid first with her hair tied back ready for the day, then Briar bright-eyed and curious, then Maren, braid neat again, blade at her wrist, and I felt all three of them through the bonds at once: Sigrid’s curiosity, sharp and interested, sizing up the new door like a new room to feed; Briar’s excitement, already bursting, leaning toward the unfamiliar symbols the way she leaned toward the sun; and Maren’s wariness, the wall witch’s instinct, reading the strange craft on the door and not trusting it yet.

The three of them came and stood with me in front of the humming door, the household, looking at the symbols none of us could read, the crescent key warm in my hand.

“Another room,” Maren said quietly, reading the door, her hand drifting near a blade. “Another tradition. Another witch.”

“Another mouth to feed,” I said.

There was a pause.

“Better fix the dining room, then,” I said. “The kitchen table only seats five.”

Sigrid punched me in the arm, hard enough to bruise, but she was grinning. Briar burst out laughing, bright and overflowing, already pressing her face close to the strange symbols to puzzle them out, asking what world they thought it was, what craft, what she’d be like. And Maren, looking at the humming door with her wall up and her blade ready, the careful wary ward witch who guarded Wickwether’s burning window, looked from the door to me and back, and the corner of her controlled mouth twitched, and she almost, almost smiled.

Behind us, down the warm lit halls, the kitchen fireplace burned gold.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Leo Thornvale are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Leo Thornvale
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