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Chapter 1: First Frost Coming

Three weeks after harvest night, I woke to the smell of bread and the sound of ten people who were not supposed to be here, and I lay in the wide bed a minute the way I’d learned to, not reaching for a reason to get up and go, before I got up anyway, because there was firewood to split and a boiler to bleed and the mornings had gotten short enough that you couldn’t afford to lie around loving your life.

The room was warm before my feet hit the floor. On that particular gray morning at the tag end of autumn, the warmth was the boiler I’d raised from the dead and the house being pleased with itself. What I knew was the house. I’d come to know it the way you know a truck you’ve driven a hundred thousand miles, by the pitch of its running, and this morning it was running full and it was running rich, and under the ordinary pleasure of that there was a thin cold thread I didn’t like and couldn’t yet name.

I dressed and went down through a house that had been dead when I found it and was alive now, loud with it, warm with it, so full of people it had started to feel less like an inn and more like a small stubborn town that happened to live indoors.

The kitchen was the center of it, like it always was. Goldie stood at the range in her apron with flour to the elbows and a peach behind her ear she’d forgotten, feeding a room, and it was a real room now, not the three of us and a hob but a proper crowd. There were two burned-out witches at the long table who hadn’t been able to lift a working between them when they’d staggered up the drive off the beacon, and who now had color in their faces and jobs on the chore board, and they were shelling the last of the beans into a bowl with the careful pride of people who need to feel useful more than they need to rest. There was Riley perched on the counter turning a little flame on her fingertip and narrating everyone’s breakfast like a woman calling a horse race. There was Alexis in the corner with coffee and a notebook, not eating, because Alexis did her worrying on paper. And down the front hall, at the desk I’d rebuilt and Maeve had claimed, there was Maeve herself, thin still, gray going slowly to just pale, bent over Silas’s old cloth-bound ledger with a pen, logging the morning’s deliveries in the dead man’s columns like she’d been born to the desk.

“Boot count,” Riley announced when I came in, which was a thing she’d started. She craned to see the front hall. “Nine pairs on the rack, plus yours makes ten, plus Cobb doesn’t wear boots, plus the goose. New record.”

“The goose isn’t staying,” I said, and took coffee from the pot that had made it before I asked.

“The goose is absolutely staying. He’s just difficult about it.” She hopped down. “Morning, wall.”

“Morning.”

Goldie turned from the stove and beamed at me and handed me a plate without being asked, eggs and the good bacon and a thick heel of bread still warm enough to melt the butter, and she kissed me, brief and warm and floury, and went back to the range humming, and one of the refugee witches at the table watched her do it with a soft startled look, the look of a woman who had forgotten that houses could be like this.

I ate standing up, because there was too much to do to sit, and while I ate I did the thing I did every morning now, which was let the house-sense open out around me and take the inn’s temperature.

I don’t know a better way to say it than that. It had settled into me on harvest night, when Goldie and Riley and Alexis and I had bonded deep and together and my power had matured from the frantic hungry thing it was early on into something quieter and wider and settled, and one of the things it gave me was this: I could feel the house. Not read minds, nothing like that. I could feel the inn the way you feel your own body with your eyes closed, where the warm was and where the cold was, which rooms were breathing easy and which had a draft, the well down in the dark holding steadier than anything else, the wards humming their low held note. It was a good feeling most mornings. It was the feeling of a thing you’d fixed staying fixed.

This morning it wasn’t all good, and I stood there with my coffee and found the sour note and put my finger on it.

Two things.

The first was the cellar, and I’d known that one was coming. Down under the house, around the well, the ring of ward-stones held its low steady hum, except the hum wasn’t whole. There should have been five voices in it and there were four. The fifth stone had blown apart on harvest night, shattered when the blight-familiar died on the settling seam, and a five-point array holding a five-point wound on four stones is a hand gripping a rope with a finger missing. It held. It would keep holding. But every day it held it held a little harder, and the cold re-cut of a new stone, Alexis said, was a six-week job done properly, cutting stone cold and slow and true, and we were three weeks into it. Three more weeks of gripping the rope short a finger. I could feel the strain of it down there like a man feels a tooth that’s going to need pulling eventually and isn’t quite bad enough yet to face.

The second thing I couldn’t put my finger on, and that bothered me more.

It wasn’t anywhere the house-sense could name cleanly. That was what bothered me. I could feel the warm rooms, the old stone, the well down in the dark, the wards, the garden tucked in close around the inn, all the familiar edges of the place we’d woken. But the seam had started answering something beyond those familiar edges, a faint cold tug in the ward-stones whenever the west wind leaned on the shutters. Not close, not pressing, just there, the way weather is there before it arrives, a pressure change you feel in an old break before the rain comes. I’d noticed it three days running now. Each morning the cellar stones hummed a hair tighter, and each morning I told myself it was the season, the first cold coming down, and each morning the part of me that had learned to listen to my own gut on a job site told me quietly that the season didn’t feel like that, the season felt clean, and this felt like something that ate.

I finished the eggs and set the question down where I set things I couldn’t solve yet, and went to work, because that’s what I do.

Winter was the job now. I’d spent my whole life reading buildings for what would kill them and the answer, for a building this far north and this old, was always the cold and the water the cold made. So I had a list, and the list was long, and I loved it, which is a thing about me I’ve stopped apologizing for.

Firewood first. Silas had left a woodshed and I’d been filling it for a month, and this morning I was splitting the last of a felled ash out back with one of the refugee witches feeding me rounds, a rangy quiet woman named Nell who’d come off the road two weeks back with her craft curdled down to almost nothing and had turned out, once she’d rested and eaten Goldie’s food for a few days, to be a stove-and-coal hedge-witch of the small practical kind, nothing flashy, nothing that would break a ceiling, just a woman who could coax a green stick to catch and dry a wet cord faster than the sun. She couldn’t do much. But what she could do she was proud of past all reason, because two weeks ago she couldn’t do anything, and she stood over the split ash with her hands out and her face screwed up with effort and pulled the wet green weight out of the fresh-split wood in a slow shaky working that left the pieces pale and seasoned and ready to burn, cords that should’ve needed a year of drying done in an afternoon, and when the last piece came clean she sagged and grinned at me like she’d won a prize.

“That’ll burn tonight,” she said, breathless, proud, and it was the pride I noticed, the pride of a woman who’d thought she was finished being useful to anyone and had found out otherwise under this roof, and I thought again that this was the actual thing the inn did, bigger than any leveling, this business of handing people back to themselves.

“Good work,” I said, and meant it, and stacked the dry cords in the shed in tight ranks while she got her breath, and Cobb appeared on the shed’s top plate to supervise the stacking and tut at my spacing, and re-set exactly one cord in four to his own standard after I’d left, which I’d learned to just let him do.

Storm shutters next. The Owl & Lantern had them on every window, heavy old paneled things on strap hinges, and half of them had been painted shut for twenty years and the other half had gone off true, and I’d been working through them window by window, freeing the hinges, planing the swollen edges, re-hanging the sagged ones, so that when the first hard wind came off the north field the glass behind them would hold. I did four that morning, up and down a ladder in the cold, my breath smoking, my hands going stiff and then warm again with the work, and it was good clean labor and I was happy in it, and every window I closed and latched was one more mouth of the house sealed against the coming winter, and I felt the house-sense register each one, the inn drawing in a little tighter, a little warmer, a creature battening down.

The boiler wanted bleeding, so I bled it, radiator by radiator through the ground floor and up, with Cobb riding the pipe shelf in the boiler closet and making his low pleased rumble at the knock and gurgle of the lines filling, because the boiler was the inn’s warm blood and the hob loved it running the way a man loves the sound of his own furnace catching on a cold night. The pressure came up true. The old cast-iron monster breathed and ticked and pushed heat out into every room, and I stood in the closet a second with my hand on its warm flank, this machine I’d raised from three weeks dead, and I’ll admit I was fond of it.

Cobb had gotten worse since the house filled, which is to say better, from his point of view. A hob wants a full house the way a shepherd wants a full field, and with ten people under the roof and two dozen jobs a day and refugees who didn’t yet know the rules, Cobb had appointed himself foreman of the whole operation and taken to it with terrifying seriousness. He ran the corridors on his short legs from before dawn, inspecting. He rode the ladder rungs while I did the shutters and creaked disapproval at any latch I hung a hair off plumb until I re-hung it. He had opinions about where the refugees stacked the beans and enforced them by moving the bowl in the night. He’d worked out a whole economy of correction, a dead spider left on a badly swept sill like a citation, a pinecone in a boot for a graver offense, a single re-set screw in every four I drove, to his standard, not mine, and I’d stopped fighting any of it because the house ran better for his fussing and because a man who argues with a house-spirit about screws has already lost more than the argument.

“He rearranged the pantry again,” Posy told Goldie that morning, wide-eyed, still new enough to find it alarming. “In the night. Everything’s moved. The flour’s on a different shelf.”

“He can feel the room,” Goldie said, not turning around, which was what she said about everything Cobb did. “It’s finer where he put it. You’ll see.” And it was, somehow, always finer where he put it, and Posy learned that week to stop putting things back, which is the first thing everyone learns in this house.

Out at the desk in the front hall, Maeve was learning a different rulebook, the human one, the ledger. She’d taken to it the way I’d taken to the boiler, a thing broken and complicated that rewarded patient attention, and it gave her somewhere to put her hands and her sharp ruined mind that didn’t ask more of her than she had. She logged the town’s payments in Silas’s dead-money columns, the sack of apples on the porch, the side of bacon, the seed potatoes, all of it paid in kind and none of it in cash, exactly the way the old man had kept his books for sixty years, and she was good at it, quick and neat, the sharp witch she’d been showing through in the crispness of the entries even while her hands still trembled on the bad mornings. I stopped by her desk on my way through and she looked up, that little color come back into her gray face, and turned the ledger around to show me a line she’d found.

“There’s a symbol in the old departures,” she said. “Here, and here, going back years. A circle with a line through it. Not ‘Settled,’ not ‘Right,’ the two normal ones, this third thing. I can’t work out what it means.” She touched it with the pen, and something in her went careful, the way she went careful around anything that reminded her of the west. “It’s always beside first-name-only entries that don’t have much else written down. No town. No craft. Just the mark when they leave, if they left at all. Silas knew what it meant. I don’t like that he needed a symbol for something nobody says out loud.”

“I don’t know what it means either,” I said, honest, because I’d seen the mark my first night and never understood it. “We’ll ask Maren. She knew him.”

Maeve nodded, and wrote something small in the margin, and went back to her columns, and I filed the circle-and-line beside the cold in the west, two things I didn’t understand yet, and went on to the boiler that I did.

By midmorning I’d worked myself down the back hall to the cellar door, and I went down, because I checked the array every day now, the way you check a patient.

Alexis was already there.

She was often there. She’d taken the cellar the way Goldie took the kitchen, made it hers, and where the cellar had been a dim cold dying place my first week it was a working scholar’s chamber now, lamps she’d hung, a proper table, her runework charts pinned to the fieldstone, her notebooks in ranks. She stood at the well-ring in her black sweater and her dark jeans and her boots with a pen through her twist of black hair, and she had one hand flat on the air over the four humming stones and the empty place where the fifth had been, and she was frowning at it, and she didn’t turn around when I came down.

“It’s louder today,” she said. “The strain. Not dangerous. Louder.” She took her hand back and pushed her glasses up her nose and finally looked at me, cool slate-gray eyes, deadpan, and I felt the small private warmth I always felt when she looked at me like an equal she’d chosen, which she was, and which she had. “I’ve re-run the cut three ways. There’s no shortcut in it. Stone this size, cut cold, carved true, seated slow, it’s six weeks, and rushing it makes a stone that sings sour and a sour stone in the array is worse than a gap. We’re three weeks along. We hold on four for three more weeks and then we seat the fifth and we stop having this conversation every morning.”

“And in the meantime?”

“In the meantime the wound is held by a hand missing a finger,” she said, which was nearly word for word what I’d been thinking, because we thought alike, which was most of why I loved her. “It grips. I’d rather it had all its fingers. I don’t like margins this thin with the season turning.” She looked back at the ring. “The cold’s been in the seam three mornings running. Just a breath of it. Nothing’s touched the seam, the settling holds, it’s not that. It’s more like the seam’s, listening.” She made a small annoyed sound, because Alexis hated any sentence she couldn’t back with a diagram. “I don’t have the word yet. I’ll have it.”

“West,” I said. “The cold. It’s coming from the west.”

She went still, the particular stillness she had that meant a fact had just landed and she was fitting it against other facts. “Yes,” she said slowly. “It is. Why do you say west?”

“Because the west wind hits the stones wrong. Three mornings. Same as you. Off to the west, and closer every day.” I didn’t dress it up. That was the other thing between us, that I never dressed things up for her, and she’d told me once, dry, that it was the most romantic thing about me, that I never explained. “I don’t know what it is. But it’s not the season. The season feels clean. This feels hungry.”

She held my eyes a long moment, and then she nodded, once, and pulled her notebook over and wrote something in it, and I knew the shape of the next weeks had just shifted for her, the dread becoming a problem, which was her way of loving all of us, and I left her to it and went back up into the warm.

Dell came at noon, because it was Tuesday.

I heard his rig before I saw it, the faded green cab and the flatbed grinding up the drive, air brakes sighing, and I went out onto the porch to meet him and he swung down out of the cab slow, a big soft-bellied man in his suspenders and his permanent ball cap, and he stood in the gravel and looked at the porch and did the thing he did every week now, which was take his cap off and look at the boot rack through the open door and shake his head.

“Would you look at that,” he said. “Rack’s full. Silas’s porch used to look like this.” He put the cap back on. “Full boot rack and a hot kettle and the sign swinging straight. Feels like his day again, Gabe. It surely does.”

“Come get fed,” I said. “Goldie’s got soup that’ll ruin you for any other soup.”

“That’s the plan.” But he didn’t come up the steps right away. He stood a second, and his easy face went, for him, serious, which on Dell meant the crinkles around his eyes stopped smiling even though his mouth kept trying. “I’ll take that soup. But I’ll tell you a thing first, out here, where the girls don’t have to hear it over lunch.” He looked back down the drive, west, the way he’d come. “You know I run the long route Tuesdays, out past the county line and back. Been running it forty years, past Cutter’s Gap and down through Denby and back up.” He caught himself on the name and I saw him not like it. “West county. You know it?”

“Never been.”

“Well, don’t hurry.” He worked his jaw. “It’s gone quiet out there, Gabe. And I don’t mean sleepy. I’ve run through sleepy towns my whole life, I like a sleepy town. This is different. Farms with the for-sale signs gone gray in the yard, nobody come to buy. Houses with the lights off at supper. The diner in Denby that I’ve eaten at since Carter was president, dark, chairs up, a note in the window says closed, no date on it. I stopped for gas at the Marley station and the boy that used to pump it is gone and the pumps are bagged.” He shook his head, slow. “It’s like somebody let the air out of the whole county. No fuss, no fire, no flood. Just, out. Farm by farm. Light by light. Emptying.” He looked at me. “You’re a Wells, and this is Silas’s inn, and I’ve stopped asking what that means because a man my age gets tired of not being told. But I’ll say this, and then I’ll eat my soup. Whatever’s out west, it’s coming east. I can tell by the road. There’s more trucks headed this way than that way now, people getting out ahead of something, and none of them’ll say what. So.” He clapped my shoulder, a big warm hand. “You salt your doorstep. Silas always salted his doorstep. I never knew why and I never asked and I’m asking you to do it anyway.”

“I salt it every night,” I said.

Something eased in his face. “Good,” he said. “Good. That’s, good.” And he went up the steps and into the warm to be fed, and I stood on the porch a second looking west down the forgetting road at nothing, at cracked blacktop and hedgerows and the gray afternoon, and the gut-read I’d been carrying for three mornings turned hard and plain: the cold thing Dell had seen hollowing a county and the wrongness brushing my cellar stones were the same thing.

I didn’t say it to anyone yet. There was soup, and there was work, and dread keeps.

The afternoon went to more windows and to helping Nell and the other refugee, a younger woman named Posy who’d been a garden-witch before she curdled and now followed Goldie around the greenhouse like a duckling, bring the last of the tender things in before the frost. Goldie moved through the garden in her sundress and bare feet with the cold not seeming to touch her, laying her hands on the beds, and where she walked the frost-tender plants pulled their strength down into their roots at her asking, going dormant clean instead of dying, banking themselves for spring the way she’d taught the two refugees to help her do, and the three of them worked the beds until dusk with baskets, and the greenhouse filled up with the summer they’d saved out of the coming cold.

I salted the doorsteps at dusk. That was mine now, Silas’s chore become mine. I had a pouch of the coarse gray salt Maren had grudgingly spared me, brackish-smelling, that lifted the hair on my arm when I ran a line of it across a threshold and breathed a half-degree of cold up off the door-stone, and I laid it fresh across the front door and the back and the cellar hatch and the kitchen door, the way the old man had every night of his life, and I felt the wards drink each line and firm up a fraction. Silas had treated salting like breath, like food, like the last latch turned before sleep, and I had learned enough about this place to trust a habit that old even before I understood it.

Then I walked down to the road to bring the sign in true for the night, and I saw the goose.

The green in town is a mile off, but you can see the war memorial from the bend in the road on a clear evening, the granite and the flagpole with no flag, and the goose lives by the memorial, a real gray-and-white one-legged goose that treats the whole town as its personal holding and attacks cars and bites Dell and yells at the sunrise every morning of its obnoxious life. I’d come to be fond of it the way you’re fond of a thing that shows affection mostly through aggression. And this evening, in the failing light, the goose was standing on the green by the memorial, on its one leg, hunched, its head pulled down, and it was silent.

I stood in the road and watched it a minute. It didn’t yell. It didn’t lunge at the one car that went by. It stood hunched and small and quiet, facing west, and a goose that faces west and does not make a sound is a wrongness even a man who’s lived here long enough can feel.

“It’s been like that since noon.”

Maren had come up the road from her store, locking up for the night, iron-gray braid and flannel and the reading glasses on their chain, and she stopped beside me and looked at the goose too, and her flinty face was flintier than usual.

“That bird has yelled at every sunset since I was young enough to run from it,” she said. “It doesn’t go quiet. The last time it went quiet like that was the bad winter, and before that I’d have to ask my mother.” She pulled her collar up. “A silent goose is an old sign, Gabe. My grandmother’s sign. It means the year’s holding its breath. It means something’s coming that even a goose has the sense to shut up about.” She looked at me sidelong, and there was fear in her, real fear under the flint, and Maren did not do fear lightly. “West wind’s wrong. Been wrong three days. Blowing steady out of the west and carrying no smell to it, no wet, no cold-and-clean, no woodsmoke, nothing. Dead air. Wind’s supposed to carry the country it came from. This wind’s been through somewhere that hasn’t got a country left.” She turned to go, then stopped, and said the thing she’d clearly come up the road to say. “You salt your steps tonight. All of them. And you check that cellar of yours before you sleep.”

“Already salted. Already checked.”

“Then check it again,” she said, and went, and I stood in the dark road with the silent goose hunched on the green a mile off and the cold thing a little nearer in the west, and I brought the sign board around true for the night, NO VACANCY showing to the empty road, and I went back up to my full warm house and my family and the fire, and I did check the cellar again before I slept, and the four stones hummed their four voices where five should sing, and the seam breathed one slow breath of cold up at me out of the dark, and settled.

That night the wind out of the west came up hard against the shutters I’d hung, and they held, and carried no smell to it at all.


Chapter 2: Putting Up

We put up the winter larder over three days, and the second day was the one that nearly broke Goldie, though you’d never have known it from the racket.

A preserving day at the Owl & Lantern was a full-house event now. Goldie ran it like a general who didn’t need to raise her voice, from the center of the kitchen, in her apron, flour and fruit-sugar to the elbows, and everyone else got conscripted, which was the point, because a thing you do together in a warm room in the last good light before the cold is half the reason a house is a house. The two refugees, Nell and Posy, worked the peeling. Maren had come out from town with two crates of windfall apples and stayed to boss the sterilizing because Maren couldn’t watch anyone do a job slightly wrong without taking it over, and she and Goldie had a whole wordless system by now, the old hedge-witch and the young green-witch, that ran like a well-oiled thing. Alexis labeled. Alexis labeled beautifully, in her precise hand, dates and contents on every jar, and had a system for the shelving that she defended against all comers. And Riley narrated.

“And she’s going for the ladle,” Riley called, perched on the counter with her boots swinging, doing the whole thing in a hushed sportscaster’s voice. “Big moment here. Championship ladle work from Day. Oh, and that’s a clean pour, folks, not a drop on the rim, the judges are going to love that. Meanwhile in the peeling division we have an upset developing, Nell’s got a rhythm going but Posy’s coming up on the outside with a really aggressive paring technique. That turnip owes her money.”

“You could help,” Goldie said, sweetly, ladling.

“I’m providing color. Every event needs color.”

Goldie crossed the kitchen without breaking stride, took Riley by the wrist, and put a paring knife in her hand and a bowl of apples in her lap in one motion, and said, “Provide color and peel,” and kissed the top of her pink head, and went back to the range, and Riley looked at the knife with an expression of profound betrayal and then, because Goldie had asked, started peeling apples, badly, still narrating, and that was the whole household in one gesture, love that put a knife in your hand.

“This is exploitation,” Riley informed the room, dropping a curl of apple peel into the bowl and immediately nicking her thumb. “Ow. See? Blood in the preserves now. That’s on all of you. Historians will note that the great apple-butter of the frost season was made with the suffering of an artist.”

“You’ll heal,” Alexis said, not looking up from her labels. She was writing the date on a jar lid with the tip of her tongue just showing at the corner of her mouth, which was the closest Alexis came to being caught having fun. “Green witches are three feet from you and you’re bleeding into the fruit. Ask Nell.”

Nell, without a word, reached over and closed her rough warm hand around Riley’s thumb, and there was a small pull, a hedge-witch’s plain small mending, and when she took her hand back the nick was gone and Riley was staring at her thumb like it had betrayed her.

“I didn’t even get to be brave about it,” Riley complained.

“Peel,” said Goldie, Maren, and Alexis, all at once, and did not look at each other, and Riley peeled.

I worked the far end of the room where a window sash had swollen off its cord, and I let the racket wash over me while I fitted a new sash weight and rehung the pane, because a house this full does its best work as background noise and the sound of it, the knock of knives and the hiss of the pot and Riley narrating a turnip’s tragic downfall and the wet slide of peeled fruit into bowls, was the sound of a thing that had been dead being alive, and I never got tired of it. Maren ran the sterilizing like a woman defusing ordnance, lifting jars out of the boiling bath with tongs and setting them upside down on a folded towel in ranks so exact you could have surveyed off them, and every so often she’d catch one of the refugees doing a thing a hair wrong and correct it with a grunt and a nudge and never a word, and the refugees, who’d both spent the last of their strength getting here, glowed under the bossing, because being bossed about a job is a thing you only do to people you expect to be around tomorrow.

Cobb supervised from the top of the tall dresser, where he’d installed himself among the mixing bowls with his knees up under his chin and his lamp-eyes half-lidded, and he had opinions about the shelving order that he communicated by climbing down in the small hours and rearranging it, so that every preserving day was really two, the one we did and the corrected one we woke up to. Once, mid-afternoon, Posy set a full jar down in what she must have thought was a reasonable spot, and Cobb’s head came up off his knees and he made a low creak of pure grievance, and Posy went white and moved the jar six inches to the left, and Cobb’s head went back down, mollified, and Riley said, “You have to understand, Posy, that this is a very stupid little man and also he is always right, and living with that is the price of admission here,” and from the dresser Cobb threw a walnut at her with unerring aim.

The jars went up in ranks. There is a particular deep pleasure in a shelf of full jars that I don’t have good words for, a tradesman’s pleasure, the same one I get from a coil of wire hung neat or a drawer of sorted bolts, the pleasure of provision made and stored against need, and the pantry filled with it over those three days, rank on rank, apple butter and the last tomatoes and beans and pickle and preserve, the summer put by. Maeve carried the finished jars out to the desk to log against the town’s account, because half of it would go back out again, the inn feeding the county the way the county fed the inn, no money changing hands either direction, and she brought the ledger into the kitchen at one point with the pen behind her ear and asked her question again, to the room this time.

“The circle with a line through it. In the old departures. Does anyone know?”

Maren went still at the sterilizing pot.

I watched her go still. Goldie watched her too, because Goldie missed nothing about people even while she seemed to miss everything else.

“That’s Silas’s business,” Maren said, after a moment, flat, and went back to the pot, and that was all she’d say, and it landed in the room like a stone in a still pond, rings going out, and Maeve looked at me and I gave her the small shake of the head that meant later, and she nodded and took the ledger back out to the desk, and the preserving went on, but I’d seen Maren’s face before she shut it down, and it hadn’t been secrecy. It had been grief, and something close to fear, and I put the circle-and-line up on the shelf in my head next to the cold in the west, where the things I didn’t understand were starting to crowd together.

The thing that nearly broke Goldie came in on the second afternoon, in a crate.

Dell had left it, actually, a crate of good cider apples off a tree of Pratt’s that had come in heavy, and Goldie had been happy about it, had been planning cider all morning, and then she lifted the crate onto the worktable and got the smell of the apples up close, that sweet-sharp cider-apple smell, and she stopped. At twenty-eight, she carried more lost harvests than a woman ought to have had to carry, and most days she carried them sunny. Not this second.

She just stopped. In the middle of her own loud warm kitchen, she went quiet, one hand on the crate, and her wide green eyes went somewhere far off, and the flush that was always in her cheeks drained back a shade, and I was across the room and I saw it and I put my sander down, because I know the exact way a person goes still when a smell has reached back and taken them somewhere.

“My granddad built a press,” she said, to nobody, to the apples. “For the homestead. Cider press, all oak, he cut the screw himself, it was, everyone came in the fall, the whole valley came and we pressed for a week and the whole hill smelled like this.” Her voice was doing its slow sweet drawl still but there was a thing under it now, cracked, and she smiled, which was worse than if she’d cried. “It’s gone. It went down with the rest of it. The house and the trees and the press, all of it, that bad night, all at once. I keep, I keep reaching for it. I’ll think, oh, we’ll press these on granddad’s press, and then I remember there’s no press, there’s no hill, there’s just.” She lifted her hand off the crate and looked at it. “Just a smell that goes right through you.”

Nobody said anything smart, because there was nothing smart to say, and the household had learned that too over the fall, that some hurts you don’t fix with a joke or a plan or a repair, you just stand near them and let the person not be alone in it. Riley put down her terrible half-peeled apple and didn’t narrate. Maren’s broad hands paused at the sterilizing pot. Even Cobb, up on the dresser, went still, his lamp-eyes on Goldie, because the hob felt a grief in his house the way he felt a draft. Nobody moved to fix it and nobody filled the silence, and that stillness, that whole loud kitchen going quiet around one woman’s old loss, was the kindest thing in it.

And Goldie shook it off the way she shook everything off, with a big breath and a bigger smile, gathering herself the way she always gathered herself, choosing the warm thing on purpose because the warm thing was a choice and she made it fresh every day. “Well,” she said, “we’ll make cider anyway. We’ll just have to press it the hard way, with our own two hands and a lot of complaining, which builds character, my granddad always said, right before he’d go and use the press like a sensible man.” And she laughed, and it was mostly real, most of the way real, and the kitchen started up again around her, the knives and the pot and Riley’s narration resuming, warmth closing over the crack the way the household closed over every crack. But I’d seen the size of the thing under the sunny drawl, the whole lost hill of it, the grandfather and the press and the valley that came to press for a week every fall, and I filed it up on the shelf in my head where I kept the things I meant to fix.

By late afternoon the household drifted out. The light was going gold and the garden wanted the last of the frost-tender things brought in, and Goldie sent everyone out to do it, Nell and Posy and Riley and Maren too, out into the cold gold garden with baskets, and it was just her and me in the warm kitchen and the pantry off it, which is how these things go, the house emptying itself around us like it knew.

She was in the pantry when I came looking for her, up on her toes reaching to set a last row of preserves on the high shelf, the sundress straining, the whole lush golden length of her stretched up on her bare toes, and the cool pantry air had done what cool air did to Goldie, drawn her nipples hard against the thin worn cotton, and she came down off her toes and turned and caught me looking and smiled slow, the grief mostly gone from her eyes now, replaced by the other thing, the warm body-led thing that was never far under the surface.

“There you are,” she said, and there was flour on her chest and a smear of apple-butter at the corner of her mouth and she looked bright enough to make the whole pantry seem dim around her. She held up a spoon. “Try this. It’s the peach. I put the last of the summer in it.” And she stepped close in the narrow warm room and fed me off the spoon, watching my mouth, and it was good, it was summer in a spoon, and I told her so, and she made a low pleased sound and set the spoon down and put her sticky sweet hands flat on my chest.

“I want to be a person again,” she said, plain and warm, “and not a sad thing that remembers a press. I want you to make me forget I have a head for a while. Right here. Nobody’s coming in for an hour, they’re all out in the cold picking the last of the beans, and I’ve got shelves of warm jars and cool air on my skin and I’ve been thinking about your hands since noon.” She tipped her face up. “Adore me, Gabe. I need it a little more than usual today. I’ll tell you exactly how.”

There was never anything to make her mean, with Goldie. She meant all of it, always, plain as bread.

I got a hand in her wild honey hair and tipped her face up and kissed her, deep, unhurried, the way she liked, and felt her melt into it with that low hum, her whole soft warm weight leaning into me, the flour and the fruit-sugar and her own sweet-green scent rising in the cool close air of the pantry. I took my time. Her scenes were never rushed and this one least of all, with the grief still close under the warmth and needing to be adored right out of her. I kissed her mouth and her jaw and the freckled flushed line of her throat while she got my shirt open and her greedy hands onto the forearms and the stomach she’d loved since the porch, and I brought my hands up under the sundress and off her shoulders and let the straining cotton fall to her waist, and her breasts spilled free into the cool air, heavy and soft, freckled across the top, nipples drawn hard and dark and stiff, and I filled both hands with them, all that warm plush weight overflowing my fingers, and she arched into it with a gasp that turned into a laugh that turned into a moan.

“Yes,” she breathed, “that, your hands, I love your hands on me, they’re so warm.” And she did the thing that was hers, her signature generosity, took the heavy fullness of both breasts in her own hands and hefted them and pressed them together and offered them up, thumbing her own nipples so they stood out dark and wet-looking, her whole soft abundance given to me the same way she gave a plate of food, no shame in it, only the joy of having a body worth being adored, and I bent and worshipped her the way she was asking, dragging my open mouth across all that freckled softness, sucking one hard nipple deep and then the other, rolling them on my tongue, biting easy until she keened, until she was flushed down the whole freckled length of her chest and grinding her hips against me and the sweet-green scent had gone thick and heady around us and the herbs on the pantry sill were straining off their pots toward her.

Then she sank to her knees on the pantry boards with that same warm, guileless hunger, got my belt and my jeans open with sticky-sweet hands and freed my cock, already hard and heavy, and she made a low pleased sound at the sight of it like she’d just uncovered a fresh loaf. She spat warm and messy into her own cleavage and lifted those heavy tits and wrapped them around me, folding all that soft freckled flesh in around my shaft and pressing them together until I was buried to the root in slick warm softness, only the flushed head of me pushing up out of the top of her cleavage on every stroke. “Let me feed you first,” she murmured, looking up through wild honey hair, and there was nothing coy in it, nothing performed, just Goldie offering pleasure with the same open-hearted abundance she offered a full plate. She started to work me between them, sliding those big tits up and down my cock, slow at first, and every time the head crested she dipped her chin and caught it with her tongue, lapping the bead of precum off the tip, wrapping her soft lips around it and sucking before letting it slide back down into the wet valley of her chest. I got my hand fisted in her hair and guided her rhythm, faster, firmer, fucking up into the soft clutch of her cleavage while she suckled the head on every upstroke, drool sliding warm down between her breasts and easing the glide, her green eyes gone heavy and half-lidded with the giving of it. She hummed around me when I praised her, the sound buzzing straight up my spine, pleased down to the roots, and she kept it up until my control went thin and my hips started to lose their rhythm and the pantry herbs leaned off the sill toward her, hungry for the same thing I was. I caught her under the jaw before she could suck me all the way over the edge, made her stand, and she came up off her knees smiling, spit-slicked and flushed and proud, her thighs pressed together and wet enough that the air itself seemed to go green around her.

Then I lifted her. That was what the narrow room asked for, and I got both hands under that full soft ass, a heavy handful in each palm, and hauled her clean off the floor and set her bare backside on the cool counter between the ranks of warm jars, and she wrapped her legs around me with a delighted sound, spreading herself open for me, her back against the shelves, her hands braced behind her among the preserves, and I freed the rest of myself and ran the head of my cock through the wet furrow of her, soaked to the thighs already, her slit hot and swollen and slick, and she said, “Don’t tease, put it in me, I want to feel you standing up, I want to feel you hold me up while you do it,” and I notched myself against her opening, gripped her plush hip, and drove into her in one long steady stroke, sinking to the hilt in that soft molten clutch, her pussy stretching wide and then closing tight around me, and she cried out and clamped her legs tighter and the jars behind her rattled on the shelf.

I held her up and took her like that, standing, her whole soft weight balanced on my cock and my hands, her legs locked around the small of my back, my palms full of her ass lifting her off the counter and dropping her onto every stroke so she took me deep each time, and it was deep and close and slow-building, the wet slap of her landing on me and the ranks of jars ticking on the shelves the only sounds besides her voice, her heavy breasts swaying and rolling between us with the rhythm, her forehead dropping to my shoulder, her sweet flat drawl gone to broken little sounds against my neck. “That’s it,” she babbled, “just like that, hold me, don’t let me go, you’re so deep, I can feel all of you, I feel it coming, I feel the pantry going, oh, Gabe, feel it, feel the room.” And I did feel it, the green warmth of her rising through the bond, gathering, reaching, and I dug in and gave it to her deeper, grinding up into her on every stroke, one hand splayed on the small of her back holding her exactly where I wanted her, pinned open on me, and I tipped her chin up until those heavy green eyes found mine.

“Come for me,” I told her, low. “You’re not a sad thing that remembers a press. You’re the warmest thing in this county and you feed everybody in it and right now you’re mine, so let go and take it. Now.”

She broke, and the larder woke with her.

She came with a long rising cry, her pussy fluttering and then clamping down hard around me in deep milking waves, her whole golden body seizing and arching and pulling me in, her heels digging into my ass to drag me deeper, and as she came the pantry answered, a ripple running down the ranks of jars, each one popping and sealing itself with a soft round thock, thock, thock, a rolling wave of it from the near shelves to the far, the lids drawing down tight, the racks groaning as they filled fuller than we’d filled them, and the cool air went cooler and cellar-deep and orchard-sweet all at once, and I felt the whole larder settle into itself around her climax like a held breath finally let go. Her coming and the waking were one thing, one long green pulse, and the way she clenched and rippled around my cock took me with it, and I drove up into the deep sucking clutch of her and came hard, pumping into her in long pulses while she gasped and ground down to take every drop, both of us shaking, held together in the cool sweet dark of a pantry that had just become something more than a pantry.

We stayed like that a while, her legs loose around me now, her cheek on my shoulder, the jars ticking and settling on their shelves.

“There,” she said, dreamy, muffled. “The pantry’s holding now. Feel it? Like a held breath. It’ll keep everything true till spring, and more than keep it.” She lifted her head, and there was the witch under the warmth, the serious green thing. “That’s not just jam anymore, Gabe. Whatever I put up in here now carries the mending, like the kitchen does, but slow, and stored. A jar off that shelf’ll steady a body through a hard night. Set warmth back in a cold one.” She looked at the ranks of them, and her face did something complicated, grief and pride braided. “It’s what a larder’s for. My grandmother kept a shelf like this. Winter shelf, she called it. For whoever needs it most.” She reached back without looking and her hand found a particular jar, the peach, and she set it apart on its own on the end of the shelf, deliberate. “That one’s for whoever needs it most. We’ll know them when they come.”

I set her down off the counter and she pulled her dress up and shook her hair back and was Goldie again, sunny, easy, the crack in her closed over warm, and we heard the garden crew coming back up the path with their baskets and their cold-reddened faces, and Goldie called out, bright, “Cider tomorrow,” like nothing at all had happened in her pantry, and started laying out cups for cocoa, and I buttoned my shirt and thought that I’d have built her ten cider presses on the spot if I’d had the oak, and filed that thought too, on the growing shelf.

The new arrival came at dusk, on foot.

We saw her from the porch, a figure coming slow up the drive in the last light, no car, no bag but a pack on her back, a witch, you could tell a witch on sight now, and burned-out, you could tell that too, the curdled gray look of a woman running on the dregs of herself. Goldie was down the steps before I was, because Goldie was always first to the door, and she caught the woman as her legs went at the bottom of the steps and held her up, and got her into the warm and into a chair by the fire with a cup of broth from the healing kitchen in her shaking hands before the woman had said ten words.

She was younger than Maeve, maybe, hard to tell under the exhaustion, and she’d walked a long way. Her boots had let go at one seam and she’d bound them with wire, tradesman’s wire, and I noticed that the way I notice things, and thought, whoever you are, you’re a fixer too, you keep going when the thing under you comes apart. Goldie had her name out of her before she had her second sip of broth, gentle, the way she got everything out of people, and it was Dahlia, and Dahlia had been a weaver-witch, cloth and thread and the small warmths you sew into a coat, and now she couldn’t hold a working long enough to hem a sleeve, and she told Goldie that with the flat shame of a craftswoman describing her own ruined hands.

“You’ll hold one again,” Goldie said, like it was weather, like it was a fact about spring, and knelt down and took Dahlia’s cold hands in her warm floury ones and just held them, and I watched the healing kitchen’s warmth go up the woman’s arms from the broth and from Goldie both, and some of the curdled gray in her face pulled back a shade, and she looked at Goldie like she was something she’d stopped believing in.

She looked around the warm loud full room then, the fire and the food and the people, the jars we’d spent three days putting up gleaming in ranks through the pantry door, Cobb watching her from the dresser with his lamp-eyes, Riley pretending not to hover, and she started to cry, quietly, the way people cry when they’ve made it somewhere at last.

“I got out,” she said. “I’m from the west county. Everybody’s, everybody’s leaving or gone, and I got out on foot because they took my car, they took, it doesn’t matter.” She wiped her face. “I steered by the warm. There’s a warm you can feel, if you’re one of us, way off east, a warm place, and I walked to it.” She looked at me, and she was sharper than her state, a mind still working under the ruin. “You’re it. This is it. You’re the one that’s warm.”

“You’re safe here,” I said. “There’s a room. Eat first.”

She ate. And when she’d eaten she told us the thing she’d carried east to tell, quiet, over the fire, while the household gathered close without seeming to.

“Twice on the road, at night,” she said, “behind me, west, I saw fire on the horizon. Not a house fire, not a wildfire, it didn’t spread and it didn’t die, it just, burned, in one place, bright, for an hour, and moved. Second night it was closer to the road than the first. Nearer to me.” She shivered, and Goldie tucked a blanket around her. “I thought it was them at first, the ones taking the county. But it wasn’t. It felt, it felt like us. Like a witch. A big one, burning, out ahead of the emptying, coming east same as me, but faster, and hotter, and.” She stopped, and looked into the fire. “And there was something behind the fire. Behind both of them, the fire and the emptying, one cold thing, patient, coming east and eating the light as it came. I could feel it at my back the whole walk. Like being followed by winter.” She wrapped her hands around the cup. “The fire’s ahead of it. Whoever she is, she’s running from the same cold I ran from, and she’s burning her whole self up to stay ahead of it, and she’s coming here, because there’s nowhere else warm left to run to.”

Goldie looked at me over the woman’s bowed head, and she didn’t have to say it, because she’d said it three weeks ago at the window, a fire on the road, way out west, burning instead of drowning, coming this way slow.

“There’s always a place,” Goldie said gently, to the woman, and got her up toward the guest wing, not to one of the named resident rooms but to the little refuge bed we’d made out of the old box room, warm, clean, and close enough to Maeve’s desk that nobody waking scared had to wake alone. I stood by the fire and looked west into the dark through the window and felt them both out there, the cold and the fire, the fire ahead and the cold behind, both of them coming, and I went and salted the doorsteps one more time that night for good measure, all of them, and checked the four humming stones in the dark, and did not sleep much.


Chapter 3: The Other Trade’s Tools

Silas left me two trades and I only found the second one when the first one ran out of answers.

I’d known about the first trade from the day I drove up the forgetting road, because the first trade was mine before it was his, the ordinary honest work of a man good with his hands, engines and pipes and rot and wiring, the fixing of broken things, and I’d found the inn full of it, a dead-end teardown that turned out to be a wellspring’s nest that turned out to need every skill I had and a few I didn’t know I had yet. I’d bled the boiler and rehung the shutters and cleared the well and learned, along the way, that the house rewarded the work, that a room woke when you gave it care, that fixing the Owl & Lantern was a thing the Owl & Lantern noticed and answered. That was the first trade, and I thought, most of that fall, that it was the only one Silas had left me, the tools on the workshop wall and the standing invitation to use them.

But there were tools on that wall that weren’t for the first trade, and I’d left them hanging, and it took the array coming up a stone short to make me finally take them down, because that’s how it goes with a trade you don’t know you have, you don’t go looking for it, it waits on the wall until the day the first trade runs out of answers and you turn, out of nothing but need, to the strange tools you’ve been walking past for months, and pick one up, and find your grip already understands it.

The array needed a fifth stone. That was the plain job at the bottom of everything, under the winter and the cold in the west and the fire on the road: down in the cellar there were four ward-stones holding a wound that wanted five, and until the fifth was cut and carved and seated we were a man gripping a rope short a finger. Alexis and I had been three weeks into the cautious version of the job, the cold track, the slow track, the kind done by books and patience and nerves, and we were still circling it the way you circle any job you don’t yet know how to do, which is to say we’d been reading it.

We laid it out proper on the third morning, the two of us, in Silas’s workshop off the back hall, with the new river-stone blank up on the bench between us, already roughed and measured and waiting on the parts of the work we still didn’t understand. Alexis had it mapped. Alexis had everything mapped. She had the carving in her notebook, the exact runes, the depth and the angle of every cut, drawn to scale, because the reading and the tracing of runework was the thing she could do in her sleep, the map of it, and she pushed the notebook across the bench to me and I looked at a diagram so precise it could have hung in a museum.

She’d been in the workshop before me, which I knew because my tools had been labeled.

I found it while she was still spreading her charts. Every tool on my end of the bench, and a fair number on the wall, wore a little strip of pale tape in Alexis’s precise hand: CHISEL, 1”. CHISEL, 3/4”. RASP, BASTARD. FILE, MILL. There was a strip on the vise that read VISE and a strip on the oilcan that read OIL and a strip, when I turned it over, on the flat of my own favorite claw hammer that read HAMMER (GABE’S FAVORITE, DO NOT MOVE), because she’d watched Cobb re-set one screw in four and drawn her own conclusions about who in this house respected a system.

“You labeled my hammer,” I said.

“I labeled everything,” she said, not looking up. “Cobb rearranges. You’ll thank me when he moves the whole wall a week from now and the tape tells you where it goes back.”

“He’s not going to put the tape back.”

“He’ll put it back to spite the fact that I did it first.” She finally glanced up, deadpan flat. “It’s the only language he respects. Correction. He and I understand each other.” And she went back to her charts, and I peeled the tape off my favorite hammer and stuck it to the underside of the bench where I’d know it and she’d never find it, a small private war begun, and I found out later she’d already found it, because there was a fresh strip on it the next morning that read PREDICTABLE.

“That’s the carving,” she said. “I can do the carving. Give me the stone dressed to shape and I’ll cut the runes true, and I can lay the binding in them, that’s mine now, the binding wakes at my hand.” She pushed her glasses up. “That’s not the problem. The problem’s the two ends I can’t do. I can’t dress the stone, get it from a lump to the shape and the face the carving needs, and I can’t temper it, set the runes so they hold the cut instead of crumbling out of it. That’s stone-craft. That’s a different trade. And the woman who taught me runework never touched it, she bought her stones cut, everyone buys their stones cut, from stone-witches, and there aren’t any stone-witches for a hundred miles, or there weren’t.” She looked at me. “So we’re stuck at both ends of a job I can do the middle of. Unless.”

“Unless what.”

She didn’t answer with words. She looked up, over my head, at the wall.

Silas’s workshop was a tradesman’s chapel and I’d loved it from the first day. A workbench worn smooth by sixty years of forearms, a machinist’s vise, a small brick forge in the corner cold and dead, and a whole wall of hand tools on pegs, hung in the particular order of a man who knew exactly where everything was, chisels and gouges and planes and hammers and files, the ordinary honest kit of a man good with his hands. I’d moved my own tools in among them my first month and felt at home doing it. But there were tools on that wall I’d left hanging because they weren’t mine and weren’t ordinary, and Alexis was looking at them now.

There were three of them, off to one side, apart from the honest kit, hung on their own pegs.

A mallet, wooden, the head carved all over with the same runes that ringed the cellar well. A set of iron pins, six of them, black and heavy, tapered, each one long as my hand, in a leather roll gone stiff. And a thing like a tuning fork, if a tuning fork were made of some dark heavy metal and were as long as my whole arm, with a grip wound in cracked leather and two long tines that came to no point, just ended, blunt and cold.

I’d taken them for the other trade’s tools my first week and left them alone, the way you leave alone a language you can’t read. Now Alexis was looking at them and I understood we’d come to the day I’d have to learn the language.

“Silas cut the stones himself,” she said quietly. “He had to. Same reason you’re the only wellspring for a hundred miles, there was nobody else. He kept a five-stone array settled for sixty years, which means he re-cut a stone now and then, which means he had the stone-craft, which means.” She nodded at the wall. “Those. Whatever those are, that’s the trade. And it ran in the line, Gabe. Maren said. The wellspring ran in the line, and I’d bet the stone-craft ran right alongside it, because a wellspring with a souring seam under his house had better know how to mend the collar that holds it.” She held my eyes. “You’ve got his hands. Let’s find out if you’ve got his trade.”

I took the tuning fork down off the wall first, because it was the strangest and I’ve never been able to leave the strangest thing alone.

It was heavier than it looked, cold in the hand in a way metal shouldn’t be in a warm room, and balanced, the long tines humming faintly against my palm before I’d done anything, like it wanted to. I looked at it, and I looked at the broken pieces of the fifth stone that Alexis had gathered up off the cellar floor and set on the bench in a sad little pile of rubble, and I did the thing my hands wanted to do without asking my head, which was strike the fork against the edge of the vise and hold it down to the rubble.

The fork rang. Not the clean single note of a real tuning fork. A chord, low and complicated, and I held the ringing tines down close to the biggest fragment of the dead stone, and the note changed.

It went sour.

I don’t have a better word and neither did anyone else, after, and it became the word we all used. The ringing chord, held close to the shattered stone, curdled, went flat and wrong and ugly, a note gone off, and it was the exact sound, in the ear, of the thing I could feel down in the cellar with the house-sense, the wrongness of a broken stone, made audible. I lifted the fork away and the ring went clean again. I brought it back down to a fragment and it soured. I moved it to the new river-stone blank on the bench, the uncarved one, and the note held true, clean, whole, a good stone with nothing wrong in it yet.

“It sounds the stone,” I said, slow, the understanding coming up through my hands the way understanding did with me, from the work backward. “Struck and held, it tells you if a stone’s true or sour. Sound, not sight. You can’t see a bad grain but you can hear it.” I struck it again and swept it slow along the bench, the note holding and holding and then souring hard over the rubble and coming clean again past it, and it was the most natural thing in the world to me, the way a stud-finder was natural, the way a moisture meter was natural, a tool that told your hand a thing your eye couldn’t reach, and I felt the old man in the room with me for a second, sixty years of him standing at this bench sounding stones, and I understood I’d been born able to do this and never known it.

Alexis watched me sweep the fork along the bench, watched the note run true and sour and true, and she said, very quietly, “You took to that in about nine seconds,” and there was something in her voice, not surprise exactly, confirmation, a theory proved, the same look she’d had watching me dress the stone, a woman watching an idea she’d had about the world stand up and walk around.

I set the fork down and picked up the mallet next, the wooden one carved all over with the cellar runes, and it settled into my grip the way a good hammer does, balanced for a hand, worn smooth on the handle by another hand that had held it the same way, and I hefted it and knew without being told that it was for driving something, that its weight and its runes were meant to work together, magic and mass in one tool, and I didn’t yet know what, but my arm knew the swing of it. And I unrolled the leather of the iron pins, six of them, black and tapered and heavy, cold in the hand, and I turned one over and understood these were for holding, for pinning a thing that wanted to move, and that the mallet drove the pins, and that somewhere down the line there’d be a job that needed a thing held still while it was worked, and these were the tools for it, and I rolled them back up and set them by the fork, three tools of a trade I’d never been taught and already, in my hands, half knew.

“It’s all one trade,” I said, slow, the understanding coming up through my palms. “Sound the stone, dress the stone, and when a thing won’t hold, pin it and drive it true. It’s just, it’s stone-craft, it’s the mason’s version of what I already do. Read the material, work the material, fix what’s broken in it.” I looked at the wall where the tools had hung. “He wasn’t two men, Silas. He was one man with two trades that were the same trade wearing different clothes, and I’ve got the one, so I’ve probably got the other.” And Alexis wrote that down, word for word, in her notebook, which she only did when I’d said a thing she meant to keep.

“It’s his,” I said. “The whole trade. It’s in the hands.” I set them down. “All right. If I can hear a bad stone I can probably dress a good one. Let’s find out what these are for.”

We lit the forge that afternoon.

It hadn’t been lit since Silas died. I cleaned the old clinker out of the firepot, laid the fire the way the forge wanted it laid, a small heart of kindling and a ring of coal built up around it, and got it going with the little hand-bellows, working the lever slow and even until the kindling caught and the coal took the flame and started to glow from the inside out, and the heat came up off it in a wall, and the whole cold workshop woke.

The second the coals glowed orange there was a scrabble and a rush and Cobb was on the edge of the forge-brick.

He came out of nowhere, the way he did, a small gnarled brown shape with his rag-scraps flapping, and he installed himself on the warm brick as close to the firepot as physics would let a creature sit without catching, and he pulled his knees up and folded his long clever fingers around them and let his big lamp eyes go to half-mast, and I had no good defense against how purely, uncomplicatedly happy he looked. He’d liked the kitchen fire. He’d loved the boiler, ridden its pipe shelf and rumbled at it like a cat. But the forge was something else to him, some older joy, and I understood watching him that a hob and a forge went back further than a hob and a boiler ever could, that this was the fire his whole long life had been arranged around before Silas died and left it cold.

He sat by it the whole afternoon in a state of near-religious contentment, glossy with the heat, turning himself now and then like a man on a spit to warm the other side, and once he reached out one long finger and touched the anvil’s horn, just touched it, the way you touch a thing you’ve missed, and made a low creak that was pure contentment. When I banked the fire for the night, raking the coals in and closing the forge down, he made a small bereft sound and looked at me with his lamp eyes and I felt like a man taking a dog’s dinner away.

“Tomorrow,” I told him. “We’ll light it again tomorrow. There’s a stone to dress.” And he considered this, and apparently found it acceptable, because he climbed up onto the cold anvil and curled there to keep the last of the warmth, guarding it, and I understood that lighting Silas’s forge had handed the hob back something he’d been grieving without any of us knowing, and I resolved to light it often, and did.

I dressed the river-stone blank that afternoon, first pass, with the tools that turned out to be exactly the tools for it, and the doing of it taught me the shape of the whole job.

It taught me the way work always teaches me, through the hands, from the doing backward to the understanding. You dressed the stone to face and form with chisel and file, sounding it with the fork as you went, true, true, true, taking it down toward the shape Alexis’s carving needed, and I found I could feel the stone the way I could feel a beam, where it wanted to break and where it wanted to hold, where the grain ran clean and where a hidden flaw waited, and my chisel found the clean lines without my eye telling it to, the way a saw finds the true cut when a good carpenter’s behind it. Alexis sat across the bench and watched me and made small notes, and after a while she stopped making notes and just watched, and there was a look on her face I didn’t have a name for yet, the look of a woman watching a theory stand up and walk.

An hour in I had the blank down to a rough loaf, faced and squared, the fork ringing clean off every side of it, and I set the chisel down and flexed my cramped hand and realized I’d lost the whole afternoon and not noticed, which is the surest sign I’ve found that a thing is mine to do.

Then Alexis would carve the runes, her part, the map she’d never been able to make current. And then, last, you tempered it, and the tempering was where I hit the wall Maren had warned me about, because I could feel, with the stone-sense that was coming up in me hour by hour, that a carved stone was a fragile thing, the runes cut in but not yet held, loose in the grain like a bolt threaded but not torqued, and to hold them, to torque them down so they’d take the load of the array for the next sixty years, the stone had to be brought up to heat, a hard even heat, and held there, for hours, while the cut runes settled into the grain and set. I ran my thumb over the dressed face of the blank and felt exactly how far it was from ready, and understood that all my new-found trade got me was a beautifully dressed stone that would crumble the first winter, unless something hotter than any fire I owned finished it.

I went to Maren’s store the next morning to ask her about the heat, because Maren knew everything and admitted to a third of it.

Her store smelled of feed and iron and coffee, that particular front-counter smell of a place that has sold nails and seed and stamps out of the same room for a hundred years, and the chalked board out front still read FEED SEED HARDWARE POST and under it COFFEE IF YOU’RE DECENT, and I’d learned to be decent. The cat that bit only people it didn’t like slept in the window in a patch of thin autumn sun and didn’t so much as flick an ear when I came in, which I’d come to understand was the highest endorsement available in Gosling Green, a thing you couldn’t buy and couldn’t fake.

Pratt and Olsen were in the corner by the wood stove, the two old farmers, mid-argument, as they were every morning of their lives, over a fence-line their families had been fighting about since before either of them was born.

“It’s my six inches,” Pratt was saying. “It’s been my six inches since the Carter administration.”

“It was your daddy’s six inches under a bad survey,” Olsen said, comfortable, unhurried, a man settling into a quarrel he had no intention of ever winning or losing, “and a bad survey don’t get better with age, it gets worse, like you.”

Neither of them wanted it resolved. I’d worked that out weeks ago. The fence war was the thing that got them both up in the morning and down to Maren’s stove, and a resolution would have been a bereavement, and Maren tolerated them the way you tolerate weather, and poured them coffee they paid for in eggs, and told them to keep their voices down like they were boys, and they loved it.

Maren was behind the post counter with its brass grille, and she listened to me lay out the stone job with her flat missing-nothing look, sighting me over the reading glasses on their chain, and when I got to the tempering she nodded like she’d been waiting for me to get there.

“Cold or hot,” she said. “That’s the choice, and Silas had it every time he re-cut a stone, and he’d tell you the same.” She counted it on her broad fingers. “Cold-temper, you set the carved stone somewhere still and dry and let the runes settle into the grain slow, on their own, over weeks. Six of them, for a stone that size. Safe. Sure. Slow. That’s the road you’re on.” She held up the second finger. “Or you hot-temper it. Bring it up to heat and hold it there and drive the runes in in a matter of days instead of weeks. Fast. But.” She lowered the hand. “It needs a heat no hearth on earth will give you. Not a wood fire, not coal, not your forge as it stands. A steady heat, hotter than a forge runs, held even for hours at a stretch, and there’s exactly one thing that makes a heat like that and holds it steady, and it isn’t a machine.”

She didn’t say it. She looked at me and let me say it, or not say it, and I didn’t, because we both knew, and there wasn’t one under my roof, and there wasn’t one for a hundred miles.

“A fire-witch,” I said anyway.

“A leveled one,” Maren said. “Banked, not wild. A wild one’d blow the stone to gravel. A banked one could temper it in three days flat.” She shrugged, hard. “You haven’t got one. So it’s cold, and it’s three more weeks, and you hold on four stones and you pray the season’s kind, which it isn’t going to be.” She looked at me a beat longer, and then, gruff, changing the subject the way she changed subjects, she said, “You’ve been salting your steps.”

“Every night.”

“Every step? The cellar hatch too?”

“Every step. The hatch too.”

Something in her eased, the same thing that had eased in Dell. “Good,” she said. “You keep on it.” And then, apropos of nothing, sighting down some private thought, she added, “You’re close to earned, you know. The salt. I’ve been sparing it for you and I’ll go on sparing it for you, but there’s a making to it, the gray salt, it’s made, not bought, and a man who salts his own steps ought to make his own salt eventually. You’re close. Not yet. Soon.” And she wouldn’t say more than that, and I bought a spool of wire I didn’t need so as not to leave empty-handed, and went home to a cold-temper and a three-week clock and no fire-witch, which is how the day stood when I went to bed, and is not how it stood when I woke, because that night Pratt’s barn burned.

I woke to it. The cellar wards twanged first, not a clean alarm and not a thing I could follow, just a hot wrong note running through the stones under the house, and then the light woke me, an orange glow in the window that was the wrong side of the house for a sunrise and the wrong hour for one anyway, and I was up and at the glass and looking two fields west, and the sky over there was on fire.

Not the whole sky. One place. A barn, from the shape of the glow and the black bulk under it, Pratt’s big hay barn two fields over, fully involved, a column of fire standing up off it into the dark, and I stood at the window a second reading it the way I read everything, the shape and the size and the wrongness of it, because a barn fire is a barn fire and this was wrong before magic had anything to say about it. The fire wasn’t spreading. A barn that size, dry hay, a dry autumn, it should have thrown sparks and lit the field and the fence and been reaching for the next building. This fire stood straight up in one place, tall and bright and contained, burning like it was being held, and at the base of it, if I squinted past the glare and the smoke, there was a knot in the fire, a center, a place the fire came from and bent around, small, and moving.

Not a fire in a barn.

A fire in the barn.

I stood at the glass one more second reading it, because reading a thing before you run at it is the difference between helping and dying, and everything I knew said this was wrong, a fire that stood in one place and didn’t spread, a fire with a knot at its heart, a fire that was being made and not merely burning, and by the time Goldie hit the stairs I knew the fire on the road the refugee had warned us about three days back had arrived, and that it was a person, and that she was dying.

Down the hall a door banged open and Goldie’s voice came, sharp and awake and certain, no drawl in it at all, the witch fully up over the woman.

“Gabe,” she called, and I heard her bare feet already on the stairs. “Gabe, it’s her. The fire on the road. She’s here. She’s in Pratt’s barn and she’s flaming out, she’s going to burn herself to nothing, we have to go now, we have to go right now.”

I was already pulling my boots on.


Chapter 4: Fire in the Barn

We took the truck across the fields because the fields were faster than the road, and I drove it like I’d stolen it, headlights bouncing over stubble, the orange glow swelling in the windshield, three witches crammed into a cab and a bench seat meant for three, and nobody said a word except Goldie, low and steady, reading the fire ahead of us the whole way.

“She’s still in it,” Goldie said. “She’s still burning. She hasn’t gone out yet, which is good, and she’s not stopping, which is bad. She’s throttling and flaring, throttling and flaring, she’s fighting it and losing, she’s, oh, she’s scared, she’s so scared, she thinks if she lets it all out it’ll kill everything, so she’s holding it in, and the holding’s what’s killing her.” Goldie’s hands were white on the dash. “That’s flameout. That’s the hot way to die. Faster than my way. We don’t have long.”

I put the truck through Pratt’s fence gate, which someone, Pratt, had thrown open and then run from, and into the barnyard, and got my first close look at the thing, and it stopped the breath in me for a second the way real fire does.

Pratt’s hay barn was a wall of flame forty feet high. The doors stood open on a furnace, and the whole structure was going, the old dry timbers and the last of the season’s hay, a roar of it you could feel in your chest, heat coming off it that pushed us back the second we opened the truck doors. Pratt’s stock was out, the stalls empty, no animal voices in the roar, just hay and timber and the one impossible woman in the heart of it. In the doorway of the furnace, where nothing living could stand, there was a woman.

She was on her knees in the fire. Red hair whipping straight up in her own updraft, a live banner of it, and she wasn’t burning. That was the wrongness Goldie had been reading all the way across the fields, and up close it was worse. The barn burned and she knelt in the center of it untouched, the fire bending around her and away from her and pouring off her, and she had her arms wrapped around herself and her head thrown back and she was screaming at the flames, screaming at them, furious and terrified, in words I couldn’t make out over the roar but that had the exact cadence of a person shouting at a dog that’s slipped its leash and won’t come, no, no, stop, get back, down, and the fire wasn’t listening, because it wasn’t a dog anymore, it was her, all of her, coming out of her faster than she could hold it, and every time she clamped down on it the whole barn flared brighter and the heat pulsed and I understood I was watching a woman being burned alive from the inside by her own power and fighting it with everything she had and losing.

“Perimeter,” I said, and the coven moved, because we’d fought fires of a different kind together and we knew our jobs.

Goldie went wide around the left, into the dry field that the fire wanted next, and dropped to her knees and put both hands flat on the ground, and the grass ahead of the fire went green. Not damp. Green, growing, surging up wet and living out of the dry autumn stubble in a widening band, a firebreak of living green that the flames hit and guttered against, because you cannot easily burn a thing that is busy being alive, and she held it, walking the green band out around the yard on her knees, cutting off the fire’s road into the fields.

Riley went the other way and up onto the truck bed and threw her arms up and hit the whole scene with light, a hard flat wall of her glamour, and it did the thing I needed, it killed the heat-shimmer. You can’t see into a fire, the shimmer blinds you, but Riley’s light cut through it and flattened it and turned the roaring orange chaos into something a man could read, and I could suddenly see the floor of the barn, the clear lane down the center to the woman, the falling timbers and where they’d fall.

Alexis dropped to a knee at the barn’s threshold with a stick of chalk and drew, fast, a line across the open doorway and up both jambs as high as she could reach, runes trailing off her fingers now that they woke at her touch, and where she drew, the fire pulled back off the line, a hand’s width of cool dark opening along the chalk, a cut fire-line, a door held open in a wall of flame, and she looked up at me through the smoke, cool gray eyes steady behind her glasses, and said, “It’ll hold ninety seconds. Maybe. Go.”

I took one second before I went, because you take one second, you look at the whole job before you put your body into it, that’s not hesitation, that’s how you come back out.

Green break to the left, Goldie on her knees walking a river of living grass around the fire’s flank, cutting off its road. White light to the right, Riley on the truck bed with her arms up, holding the shimmer flat so the inside of the furnace read like a lit room instead of a blind roar. The chalk door at my feet, cool and dark in the wall of flame, Alexis holding it open with nothing but her will and a stick of chalk. Three witches doing three impossible things at once so that a man with wet canvas could walk into a fire, and none of it would matter for more than ninety seconds, and ninety seconds was what I had, so I stopped counting the ways it could go wrong and used them.

I went.

I’d soaked a canvas painter’s tarp in the horse trough on the way past, dragged it dripping off the truck, and I threw it over my head and shoulders and went in through the door Alexis held open, low, fast, down the lit lane Riley had cut through the shimmer, into a heat that was a physical thing, a hand pressing on every inch of me, the canvas steaming, my own held breath scalding, and the fire roaring on both sides of the lane a foot from my shoulders and held off it by nothing but a chalk line and a woman’s will, and I did not look at it, because you don’t look at the drop when you’re crossing the beam, you look at the far side, and the far side was her.

She was still on her knees when I reached her, still screaming down at the fire, and up close her eyes were pure green and blown wide and she wasn’t seeing me, she was somewhere inside the flameout, fighting it, and I did the only thing there was to do, the thing that had worked on a porch with a drowning green-witch and worked on a dying hedge-witch at range and had to work now.

I dropped to my knees in front of her, threw the steaming canvas over both of us, and took her by the wrists.

Skin to skin. Both her wrists, both my hands, and I made myself the low ground. That’s the closest I’ve come to describing it. A destabilizing witch is a live wire arcing to nothing, and if you take her hands and you make yourself the ground, the drain, the deep cold place the current wants to reach, all that wild arcing power stops flailing and pours through you instead, down through you, into the ground, into the deep, and steadies. I’d done it twice before and both times it had cost me. This cost more than both together.

Her fire hit me like a river hits a man who’s grabbed a rope across it.

I had grounded wild magic before. Nothing had ever hit like fire, and I hoped nothing would again. Goldie’s leak had been a warm flood, Maren’s curdling a cold sick pull. This was fire, actual fire, poured into me through my two hands and out through my knees into Pratt’s barn floor and down into the cold ground under it, a torrent of heat and fury and terror, more raw power than I’d ever tried to ground, so much that I felt myself go from full to draining in seconds, felt the wellspring in me open wide and pour, felt myself becoming a channel for a river far too big for the pipe, and it hurt, it grayed the edges of everything, but the wellspring held, because that’s what a wellspring is, a thing you cannot empty the ordinary way, and the fire poured through me and down and out, and in the middle of it her wild green eyes found mine, actually found mine, truly focused.

“Let go of me,” she rasped, “I’ll burn you, let go, everyone burns, let me go,” and it was a frightened thing for a furious person to say.

“You won’t,” I said, through my teeth, holding both her wrists, holding the ground. “You can’t. I’m the one thing you can’t burn. Pour it into me. All of it. I’ve got it. Let it out.”

And she looked at me like I’d said something in a language she’d given up on ever hearing, and then, because she was too tired to fight anymore, or because some part of her believed me, she stopped fighting the grounding and let enough of the fire pour through me to stop killing her, and it roared through me for one white second that I felt in my teeth and my spine and the roots of my hair, and then, all at once, it eased, the torrent thinning to a stream, the stream to a trickle, the barn’s roar dropping off around us as the runaway fire lost its feed and came back under her skin, banked down hard but not yet tamed, and the flames on the timbers, no longer fed, guttered and started at last to be only a burning barn, a thing that Goldie’s green break and the night air could handle.

She sagged. I caught her under the arms and got the canvas over us both and hauled her up and back down the lit lane toward the chalk door Alexis was still holding by main will, her face gray with the effort, and we came out through it into the cold clean night and the door of chalk-fire closed behind us as Alexis let it go, and I went down on the grass with the woman in my arms, both of us steaming, and the world came in and out of gray at the edges for me because I’d poured too much of myself into the ground and I knew it.

The coven came in around us, and it was a thing to feel, the way they moved as one now, each to her job without a word, a party that had fought together and knew its parts.

Goldie let her green break lapse now that the fire had a break of its own and the night air to finish it, and she came and knelt at my side and got a jar to my lips before I’d fully registered how gray I’d gone, the winter-shelf peach, warm, and tipped it into me and made me swallow, and I felt the mending warmth of it trickle down into the grayed-out edges of me and firm them, not much, not enough to make me a whole man again, but enough to keep the dark from closing all the way in, and she watched my face the whole time with her wide worried green eyes and murmured, “there, drink it, you gave too much, you always give too much,” scolding me like she had every right to, and like she’d have plenty of reason to do again. Riley stayed up on the truck bed with her arms up, holding her light over the whole yard, watching the dark treeline and the ridge, keeping us lit and safe while the rest of us were spent, because somebody had to be the eyes and she’d appointed herself. And Alexis crouched over the scorched woman, checking her the runework way, fingers light at her temple and her wrist, reading her the way she read everything, and looked up.

“Alive,” she said. “Stable. Throttled back hard, whatever you did. She’s out.” She looked at me, and her deadpan cracked, just slightly, the way it did only for me. “You’re gray. You gave too much. Don’t do that twice tonight.”

“Wasn’t planning to,” I said, and my voice came out like a man twice my age, and I meant it. I could feel the bottom of myself, closer than it had ever been, and I understood in a distant clinical way that grounding a full-flameout fire-witch at that scale was near the edge of what I could do and live, and I filed it, because it mattered, and then I stopped thinking about it because the woman in my arms had opened her eyes.

They were green, and clear now, the flameout receded, and the first thing they did was take an inventory. I watched her do it, this half-conscious, ash-smeared, scorched woman I’d just hauled out of her own funeral pyre, still trembling with the aftershock of a fire coming home into her, and the very first thing she did with her returning wits, before she’d worked out where she was or what had happened or whether she was alive, was count. Her eyes moved and cataloged. The truck, and how far to it. The fence gate, thrown open, a way out. The dark field beyond, and the treeline past that, another way out. The four strangers standing over her, and what each of us might be. Exits and threats, the whole scene mapped in one flat sweep before she’d so much as breathed, and then a second pass, deeper, checking the exits against the threats, the reflex of a person who has learned the hard and repeated way to always, always know the way out of any room before she knows anything else about it.

And I recognized it, because I’ve done that exact reflex myself in a hundred strange rooms, walked into a job or a bar or a rented room and clocked the exits before I clocked the people, the habit of a man who’s spent his life ready to leave, and I looked at this furious scorched stranger counting the ways out of a field while she was still half-dead, and I knew her, the way you know a fellow traveler on sight, and something in me went protective and sad at once, because I knew exactly how tired a person gets, counting exits their whole life.

Then she registered that a strange man was holding her, and the spitfire came back all at once, and she shoved off me hard enough to prove she had the strength to and glared at all of us like we’d insulted her mother.

“I had it,” she said. Her voice was a wreck, scorched, but the fury was intact. “I had it handled. I was handling it.”

“You were on fire,” Riley said, delighted, from the truck bed. “You were extremely on fire.”

“I’m always on fire. That’s the baseline. I was handling it.” She got to her feet, swayed, refused the hand Goldie offered, swayed again, and Goldie, unbothered, just put a steadying arm around her and started walking her toward the truck like they were old friends, talking low and warm the whole way, and the woman let herself be walked because her legs had voted against her opinion, and she scowled about it the entire distance.

We loaded her into the cab. Pratt’s barn burned down behind us, low now, safe, nothing left to take but the barn itself, and I’d square that with Pratt in the morning. I drove back across the fields slower than I’d come, because I was gray and the woman was fragile and there was no fire left to race.

She insulted my truck the whole way home.

“This suspension is a war crime,” she said, gray-faced, scorched, wrapped in Goldie’s shawl, riding a bench seat over a stubble field. “Do you feel every one of these? How do you feel every one of these and keep driving. There’s a rock the size of Ohio, you’re aiming for it, why are you aiming for it.”

“Field’s not paved,” I said.

“That is not the excuse you think it is.” She hissed as we came off a hummock and the truck came down hard. “In summary. In summary. You let a strange man drag you out of a fire, fine, that happens, I’ll allow it, I was busy. But then he loads you into a truck that rides like a shopping cart full of anvils and drives it across the surface of the moon. One star. I’d give it no stars but the fire part was competent. One star. Would not be rescued again.”

“You can walk,” I said.

“I absolutely cannot and we both know it and that’s the worst part.” She narrowed her green eyes at me, and even wrecked, even scorched down to a rasp, the spitfire in her was a whole and functioning thing. “You’re the warm one. The beacon. I’ve been steering by you for two weeks, half-dead, burning bridges to keep ahead of, of what’s behind me, thinking, there, that’s the warm place, that’s where a person could stop, and I get here and the warm one drives like this.” She thumped her head back against the rear glass. “I expected better of a warm one. I built you up in my head. You were taller in my head and you had shock absorbers.”

“He’s got shock absorbers,” Riley said, from where she’d sprawled half across Goldie’s lap to watch the show, delighted, the laugh shaking out of her. “Different context. You’ll see.”

“Riley,” said Goldie, warm, scandalized, pleased.

“What. She’s one of us. I can tell. She insulted his truck within four minutes of not being on fire, that’s basically a marriage proposal in her language, I know because it’s my language.” And Erin, though I didn’t have her name yet, turned her scorched glare on Riley and opened her mouth to fire something back and then, visibly, decided she was too tired, and shut it, and looked out the window at the dark, and something in the set of her shoulders came down half an inch, and I understood, dimly, through the gray, that this furious scorched woman insulting my suspension had just become part of the household, and that she’d fight it the entire way, and that Goldie had already decided, and that when Goldie decided a thing was home it was home.

I only stopped once. Coming up over the last low ridge before the inn, the headlights caught something wrong at the edge of their wash, too still to be fence posts and too upright to be trees, and I looked left, up the dark spine of the ridge, and there were two figures standing there.

Just standing. Up on the ridge in the dark, side by side, watching the inn, watching us come grinding back across the fields with a scorched fire-witch in the cab, two people, and every wrong thing about them registered at once. They weren’t neighbors come to gawk at Pratt’s fire, because neighbors move like neighbors, they cluster and point and gesture, they hold their phones up to film the flames, they come down to help or at least to watch from close. These two stood well back, on the high dark spine of the ridge, and they didn’t cluster and they didn’t point and they didn’t move at all. Dead still, the pair of them, shoulder to shoulder, facing the warm lit inn rather than the burning barn, which was the wrongest thing of all, because everyone watches a fire, a fire pulls the eye, and these two had their backs to a burning barn and their faces to my house, patient, the way the feral thing at the tree line had been patient my first night in the fall, that same awful stillness of a thing that has all the time in the world and knows it, except the feral thing had been an animal shape and these were the shapes of people, a man and a woman standing motionless in the cold watching my home, and the stillness of them put a colder fear in me than the gray of the grounding.

“Riley,” I said, low. “The ridge. Light it up.”

Riley didn’t ask why. She came up in the truck bed and threw a flood of her glamour up the slope, a hard white wash of it that lit the ridge like noon, and in the half-second before they moved I saw them clear, a man and a woman, ordinary clothes, ordinary faces, ordinary except for the stillness and the way they were looking at my house, and then the light hit them and they were gone. Not ran. Gone, off the back of the ridge and into the dark, fast, faster than a person startled by a light, a controlled fast, a leaving-on-purpose, and Riley’s light chased empty grass.

“Feral?” Riley asked, quiet now, the laugh gone.

“No,” I said. “People.” And I put the truck in gear and drove the rest of the way home not looking at the ridge, which took some doing.

Erin, though I didn’t have her name yet, watched the whole thing from the cab with her green eyes gone flat and knowing, and she didn’t ask what the figures were, which told me she already knew, and when we pulled into the barnyard she looked back once at the dark ridge and said, low, mostly to herself, “A day. Maybe less. They don’t stop.” And she wouldn’t say more.

Maeve was on the porch when we came up the steps.

She’d waited up, wrapped in a blanket, thin and pale in the lamplight, the first of the inn’s refuge-wards, and she came forward to help with the scorched stranger, reaching out, the way we all reached out now, and then she stopped.

She stopped at the top of the steps and went very still, and then she went bloodless, the little color that had come back into her face over three weeks draining out of it all at once, and her hand came up and pressed flat against her own chest, against the empty place under her ribs where the Hollow Man had left his hook, and her eyes went to the dark ridge over the fields, the exact place the two figures had stood, and she made a small sound.

“He’s close,” Maeve whispered.

It was the first time she’d said he in weeks. She’d stopped, on purpose, because saying it made it real, and she’d been getting better, filling slowly back up, and now she stood on my porch with her hand on the hole in her chest and looked west into the dark and said it again, and there was no getting better in her voice, there was only the old terror come back whole.

“He’s close, Gabe. The pull. It’s, I can feel it wanting west, I can feel him. He’s inside the county line. He sent those two, they’re, they’re like me, they’re his, and he’s behind them, and he’s close.” She looked at me, and the sharp ghost of the witch she’d been was drowning in the fear again. “He’s found the warm place. He’s found us.”

Goldie got an arm around Maeve and got the scorched stranger through the door and got them both inside into the light and the heat where the fear had a harder time reaching, murmuring, warm, gathering her broken people in the way she gathered everything. I heard her inside already starting on it, the low sunny litany of a woman making a place safe with her voice, there’s soup, there’s a bed, there’s a lock on every door and a man in the hall, you’re inside now, both of you, you’re inside.

I stood a second on the porch alone and looked west at the empty ridge.

There was nothing on it. Just the dark spine of it against a darker sky, and past it the low red smudge where Pratt’s barn was finishing burning, and the cold wind coming steady out of the west carrying no smell at all, the dead wind Maren had named. But Maeve’s hook had named what stood behind those two figures, and the empty ridge looked less empty for it, a line of dark ground between my house and the patient thing walking east. Not hurrying. It didn’t need to hurry. It had emptied a county at a walking pace and it was walking here.

I salted the door-stone I was standing on out of the pouch on my belt, a fresh hard line of the gray salt across the threshold, and I felt the ward drink it and firm, a half-degree of cold breathing up off the line, and I did the same at the back door and the kitchen door and the cellar hatch, every threshold, Silas’s whole nightly circuit, slower and more careful than I’d ever done it, because it had stopped being a habit tonight and started being a wall.

Then I went inside and bolted the door.

The house had gathered itself around the new arrival the way it did. Someone had put her in a chair by the fire, and Goldie was feeding her, and Nell had brought blankets, and Cobb was watching her from the top of the dresser with his lamp-eyes narrowed, taking her measure, and Alexis had gone straight to her charts because a strange fire-witch under the roof was a new variable and Alexis metabolized fear by turning it into work. Maeve had gone quiet in the corner with her hand still pressed to her ribs, and Riley had sat down next to her without a word and taken her other hand, and that was the household too, the way it closed around a hurt one without being asked.

I didn’t sleep. I sat up in the upstairs hall between the borrowed room where the scorched stranger finally slept and the head of the stairs, the wrecking bar across my knees, gray and hollowed out and wide awake, listening to the house breathe and the wind lean on the shutters I’d hung, and every hour or so I got up and walked the halls and looked west out each window, and the ridge stayed empty, and the cold stayed patient, and I stayed the wall, until the sun came up gray and cold over a county with two new things in it: a fire-witch under my roof, and a hunter who knew where she’d gone.


Chapter 5: The Spitfire

Her name was Erin Flannery, and it took me most of the next day to get it, because she spent the morning trying to leave.

She’d slept fourteen hours. She’d slept in the fifth room, the one at the top of the stairs that had unlocked itself the morning after harvest night and stood ready and waiting three weeks for a guest none of us had met, and I’ll tell you the thing that got me before I tell you anything else about her, which is that Cobb had adopted her in her sleep.

I went up to check on her past dawn, gray and hollowed from the night, and I stopped in the doorway, because the room was an oven. The grate had held a small banked fire when she went into it, ordinary, and now it roared, banked up high and hot and glowing, more fire than that grate should hold, laid and tended and fed to a heat that had frosted the window at the edges and warmed the whole floor, and sitting on the mantel above it, cross-legged, glossy, blissful, guarding the flames like a small brown gargoyle, was Cobb.

He looked at me. He did not look guilty. He looked, if anything, defiant, like a man daring me to comment on his new favorite thing.

Cobb had loved Goldie instantly, for her cream and her kindness. He’d come around to Alexis slowly, kindred quiet to kindred quiet. He tolerated Riley as a mutual sport. He had never once, in all the weeks I’d known him, looked at a newcomer the way he was looking at the sleeping fire-witch, which was the way a hearth-spirit looks at fire itself, at the thing he is for, and I understood that the hob had taken one look at a woman made of living flame and fallen completely, hopelessly, and permanently in love.

When Riley found out, an hour later, she was outraged past speaking for a full ten seconds, which was a Gosling Green record.

“He banked her fire,” Riley said, when she got her voice back, standing in the kitchen doorway with a look of profound personal betrayal. “He banked it up high. For her. Weeks of dead spiders in my shoes and moving my mirror three inches to the left and refusing to admit it, and she sleeps one night and he’s up there tending her fire like a, like a besotted little butler. Mister Walnut.” She pointed a shaking finger at the ceiling. “You traitor. You absolute traitor. I have supported you through everything. I gave you a whole flame to chase. This is how you repay me.”

Cobb, from the top of the stairs, made a small smug creak, and went back up to guard his fire-witch, and Riley declared the entire situation an outrage and ate a great deal of bacon about it, which was her way, and I filed the whole thing under the small warm evidence that the house had already decided Erin was staying, hours before Erin had.

Erin herself came down at midmorning, and disagreed.

She came down in her own clothes, which someone, Goldie, had washed and dried and left folded outside her door, and she was a different woman with the ash off her, and I’ll set her down here the way I saw her that first clear morning, because I’d been holding a scorched screaming thing the night before and this was somebody else.

Compact, and stacked, and short, five-two maybe of pure kinetic threat, with a body that the rest of her seemed almost annoyed to be carrying around, full and curved and hourglass, a soft heavy natural bust and round hips over a shorter frame, a pin-up build on a woman dressed like she was daring you to comment on it, in dark jeans and boots and a faded band shirt with the sleeves pushed up over freckled forearms. Long red hair, wild, unbrushed, a live tangle of it the color of the fire she was made of. Porcelain skin freckled all over, cream and copper. And green eyes, not soft green like Goldie’s, sharp green, hot, that came into the kitchen and did the count again, exits and threats, and then landed on the spread Goldie had laid out and narrowed with suspicion, because a woman who’s learned the world takes more than it gives is suspicious of a full table.

“I’ll pay,” was the first thing she said. “For the room. For the, the shawl, whatever I burned. I’ve got money. I pay my way. I don’t owe.” She said owe like a curse.

“Nobody here takes money,” Maeve said quietly, from the desk. “It’s not that kind of house. The town pays in apples.”

Erin looked at her, at the gray-pale hollowed look of her, and something flickered, recognition, one hunted woman clocking another, and she didn’t like it, and she covered it by sitting down and eating, because she was starving and Goldie had put a plate in front of her mid-sentence, and it is very hard to keep up a good fury with the best food in three counties going into you.

She got through half a plate at war with it. I watched her do it. She’d take a bite like she was doing it under protest and then her whole face would betray her, this small involuntary settling around the eyes, the look of a body that has been running on scorched nerves and gas-station food for months getting a real meal into it, and then she’d catch herself enjoying it and set her jaw and take the next bite like it had insulted her.

“What’s in this,” she demanded, on the third forkful, suspicious.

“Eggs,” Goldie said serenely, from the range, sliding two more onto the plate before it was empty, which was a thing Goldie did, she never let a plate reach the bottom in front of a person who needed feeding, she just kept it topped like a lamp. “Bacon. Bread I made. A little of the good butter. Nothing funny.” A beat. “The greens have a mending in them but that’s just for the tired.”

“I’m not tired.”

“’Course not,” Goldie agreed, and put a fourth egg on, and Erin looked down at the plate that would not empty and up at the woman who would not stop filling it, and I watched her understand that she was in the presence of a force she had no weapon against, because you cannot out-fury a woman who answers fury with breakfast.

“She does this,” Riley said, dropping into the chair across from Erin, chin in her hands, watching the new arrival like a favorite show. “You’ll think you’ve finished. You have never finished. There is no finishing. When I got here, I ate for an hour and gave up. You just have to accept it. Also you’re staying.”

“I’m not staying.”

“You’re staying. I’ve decided. You’re my new favorite disaster.” Riley beamed. “I’ve been the newest and the smallest and the loudest for weeks and now there’s someone shorter and angrier and on fire, do you understand what a gift you are to me.”

“I will set you on fire.”

“See, that’s the spirit.” Riley turned to the room, radiant. “She threatened me. She’s family now. Goldie, she threatened me.”

“Heard it,” said Goldie, and put a fifth egg on the plate.

She tried to leave twice.

The first time was after breakfast. She stood up, said she’d caused enough trouble, said the two on the ridge were hers to lead away and she’d led things away from good people before and she’d do it again, and she got as far as the porch before her fourteen-hours-and-a-flameout legs reminded her they weren’t ready, and she had to sit down hard on the step, furious, and Goldie came out with cocoa and sat down next to her and didn’t say anything about the leaving, just talked, warm and slow, about nothing, about the chickens, about the goose, and after a while Erin was drinking the cocoa and after a longer while she went back inside because it was cold, and told herself it was the cold.

The second time was after lunch, and it was the same, and this time Riley walked her back in by main charm, having decided that Erin was, and I quote, “my new favorite disaster,” and would not be leaving on Riley’s watch, and Erin scowled the whole way but she scowled a little less.

The thing that undid her, in the end, wasn’t any of us. It was the woodpile.

She’d come out onto the porch that second time meaning to walk down the drive and be gone, and she’d stopped, because the light was going and she was still weak and she needed to sit a minute before she committed to leaving, and she’d sat on the step, and while she sat she watched me and Nell splitting the last of the ash for the shed, and I saw her hands twitch. A fire-witch watching wood get made ready to burn is a fish watching water. She lasted about a cord and a half before she got up, muttering, and came over and said, “You’re doing that wrong,” and took the maul out of my hands, and split the rest of the pile in a furious controlled rhythm that was half temper and half the plain pleasure of being useful, and when she was done she looked at the neat stacked cords and something in her settled, the way it settles in a person who’s found a job to put their hands to, and she didn’t leave that night, and told herself it was because the pile wasn’t finished, though the pile was finished, and we both let her have it.

By the third time she thought about leaving she didn’t get up, and that was the household winning by attrition, which is the only way you win with a woman like that, not by holding the door shut but by making the room warmer than the road, and by finding her a maul.

Cobb, meanwhile, conducted a courtship campaign of his own, in his fashion. He left a river-smooth stone the exact orange of a live coal outside her door. He rebanked her grate every time it dipped below a temperature only he approved of. And when Erin, on that second evening, sat by the taproom fire with her boots off, Cobb crept out along the mantel and, with enormous ceremony, laid a single perfect pinecone on the hearth-stone by her feet, which in Cobb’s private economy could mean either a grave rebuke or a proposal of marriage, and which, given the way he then sat and gazed at her, I was fairly sure was the second one, and Erin looked at the pinecone, and looked at the small worshipful brown creature who’d left it, and said, gruff, “…Thanks,” and Cobb made a soft warm creak I didn’t have a name for, like a door in summer, and I understood the hob had gotten what he wanted, which was a fire to love.

By evening she’d stopped fighting long enough to tell us why she was running, and she told it prickly and hard, on her own terms, in the taproom by the fire, with the household arranged not-quite-around her so she wouldn’t feel surrounded, Goldie feeding her, Alexis in the shadows with her notebook, me across the hearth, Riley draped over a chair pretending not to hang on every word.

“I burned my coven’s winter lodge down,” she said, flat, staring into the fire, daring anyone to react. “Years ago. Flared out in a bad moment, lost the throttle for about four seconds, and four seconds is enough, and there was a woman inside, a sister-witch, my friend, and she got out but she got out burned, her arm, her side, scarred for life, because of me, because of four seconds I couldn’t hold. And the coven, my coven, the one I’d been in since I was a girl, they cast me out. Quietly. Politely. Nobody yelled. They just, closed. One day I was one of them and the next day the doors didn’t open for me and everyone was very sorry and nobody would meet my eye.” She turned a scorched hand over in the firelight. “So I learned. I learned to throttle it. Everything. The fire first, obviously, keep it down, keep it small, never let it off the leash, but then, you know how it goes, you start throttling one thing and you can’t stop, you throttle your temper, which I’m bad at, you throttle your, your wanting anything, because wanting things is how you lose control of them, and you get so good at holding everything down that you forget the fire wasn’t the problem, the holding was. The holding’s what flames you out. You bank a fire by tending it. You blow one up by sitting on it. I’ve been sitting on mine for years and it’s killing me and I know exactly why and I can’t stop, because the one time I let it out, somebody I loved got burned.”

Nobody said anything smart, because the household had learned that too, that a hurt like that doesn’t want fixing, it wants witnessing. Nobody told her it wasn’t her fault, which is the thing people say and the thing that helps least, because it puts you in the position of arguing with a person’s own worst certainty. Nobody told her the sister-witch had probably forgiven her, which she couldn’t have known. Nobody reached for the bright side. They just let her have said it, the worst thing about herself, out loud in a warm room, and stayed, and Goldie put another jar-warmed thing in her hands, and Riley, who could not have kept a bright side down in an ordinary week, kept it down now, watching Erin with an unusual quiet, because Riley knew better than anyone in that room what it was to be sure you were only your worst quality.

Erin held the warm cup and didn’t drink it and kept talking, because she’d started now, and a thing like that, once you start letting it out, it comes, all of it, whether you meant it to or not.

“And then, a few months back, on the road, a man found me.”

The room changed. Maeve, at the edge of it, went still.

“He was, nothing,” Erin said. “That’s the thing. He was a nothing little man. Mild. Old-fashioned, dressed like somebody’s grandfather from a photograph, a hat, a coat too thin for the weather, and he was polite, so polite, and he sat down across from me at a gas-station picnic table like we were old friends and he said he could help me carry it. The fire. He said, I can see you’re carrying something too heavy, my dear, and I could ease the burden, and you’d feel so much lighter.” She shivered, and it wasn’t the fire’s kind of heat. “And there was a cold coming off him. Under the manners. A cold like a walk-in freezer with the door open, and when he said he’d ease it I felt the hole in it, I felt what he actually meant, that he’d take it and I’d be lighter because I’d be empty, that he wanted to drink me down to nothing and I’d thank him for it, and I ran. I got up in the middle of his sentence and I ran and I’ve been running ever since. Months. Bridge to bridge, barn to barn, and I burn the crossings behind me, I burn the bridge, I burn the barn, so his people can’t follow the warm of me, and it slows them a day, maybe two, and then they’re behind me again, because they don’t stop, they don’t sleep, they don’t eat, they just come.” She finally drank. “That’s why I burn things. Not because I’m careless. Because I’m being hunted, and fire’s the only thing I’ve got that says no.”

“A fire-witch’s output,” Alexis said quietly, from the shadows, and everyone looked at her. “The raw output of a leveled fire-witch is the largest single source of power a person could feed on. More than a green-witch, more than a spark-witch, more than most covens together. If a thing that drinks witches dry could catch and hold a fire-witch, it would be the richest single meal it ever ate.” She pushed her glasses up. “You’re not being chased, Erin. You’re being hunted. Specifically. He wants you more than he’s wanted anyone.”

Erin looked at her, and didn’t argue, because she’d worked that out on the road a long time ago.

Then she gave us the name.

“He said his name once,” she said. “To one of his people, on the road, when he thought I was already gone. I doubled back to burn a bridge and I heard him say it, telling the man to hurry. He said, tell them Rill wants her before the frost.”

The word dropped into the room and Maeve made a small sound.

“Rill,” Maeve breathed. “I never had his name. I only had his voice and his hands, I never, he never told me his name.” She was staring at Erin. “You’ve seen his face. You can, you can describe him. His face.”

“Mild,” Erin said, gentler now, seeing what she was giving. “Nothing face. Old. Not old like sick, old like a photograph, like he stepped out of a picture from a hundred years ago. Pale. Thin. Pleasant. You’d forget him the second he left the room except for the cold. And he never stops smiling, but it’s a nothing smile, it doesn’t reach anywhere.” She frowned. “A little brown coat. A hat. And his hands are always cold, and when he pays for anything he pays with old silver coins that land dead, no ring to them, like they’re not real coins.” She looked around at us. “Why. Why does his name matter. Rill. It’s just a name.”

“A rill,” Alexis said, into the fire, very quietly, “is a very small stream. The smallest running water there is. A trickle.” She closed her notebook. “He named himself a trickle. And he’s eating a county.” And she looked at me, and I understood that a great deal of what we’d been calling the cold in the west now had a face and a name and a coat, and that the name was a small cruel joke, a hollow thing calling itself a trickle, and I didn’t like anything about it.

“It’s a lie he tells with his own name,” Alexis went on, and I could see her turning it, the way she turned everything, looking for the shape of the man in the shape of the word he’d chosen. “A rill is harmless. A rill waters a garden. A rill is a thing you step over. If I met a man on the road who told me his name was Rill I’d think, small, kindly, unimportant, forgettable. Which is exactly what he wants me to think, right up until he’s drunk me down to a husk.” She pushed her glasses up. “He’s not hiding what he is. He’s advertising it, in a language only the dead can read. Every hollowed woman with one of his coins in her pocket carried a joke she couldn’t hear.”

Maeve had gone very still through all of this, staring into the fire, and now she spoke without looking up, in a small flat voice that raised the hair on my arms.

“He was gentle,” she said. “That’s the part nobody believes. He was so gentle. He never once raised his voice to me. He’d sit and talk, like your uncle, like a nice old man, and the whole time the room got colder and I got emptier and I thanked him for it. I brought him tea. I don’t.” Her voice caught. “I don’t remember most of it and I’m glad. But I remember being grateful. That’s the thing he does that the cold can’t. He makes you grateful while he takes it.”

Nobody said anything for a moment. Then Goldie got up, and went to the desk, and put both her warm arms around Maeve from behind, and held her, and Maeve let her, and Erin watched the two of them, one woman he’d nearly finished and one who hadn’t let her. Erin’s jaw worked once. She looked back to the fire before the rest of us could see what it cost her.

Later, when the household had drifted off to bed and it was just Erin and me by the dying fire, I told her the other half. What I was. I didn’t pitch it. I’d learned better than to pitch it, with Alexis, and Erin was cut from harder stock than Alexis even.

“You should know what this place is,” I said. “Since you’re here. The reason you can feel me from the road, the warm. I’m a wellspring. It’s a rare thing, one for a hundred miles, my great-uncle was the last one and now it’s me. What it means is that a witch who’s stuck, hit her ceiling, throttling herself the way you are, a witch like that can break past her ceiling if she chooses to, and level up, and stop burning out, by being with me. In my bed. By her own choice.”

Erin’s face shut like a slammed door. “There it is,” she said, cold. “There’s the price. Sleep with the innkeeper or burn. I’ve heard cleaner versions of that from worse men.”

“There’s no price,” I said, flat, and I let it be flat, no heat, no wounded feelings, just fact. “That’s the whole thing I’m telling you. There’s a woman in town, Maren, town witch, thirty years stuck, refused this path outright because it wasn’t hers to want, and we saved her life another way, and she’s never spent a night under my roof and never will and she’s welcome at that table any day of her life. Maeve, up there, she’ll never level through me, she’s not made that way, she doesn’t want it, and she’s family, she runs my desk. You can stay in that room for the rest of your life, stable and safe and never touched by me, and eat Goldie’s food and burn my bridges and fight the whole county at my side, and you will never owe me one thing. The bond only works if it’s wanted. Actually wanted, you and me, not fear, not survival, not a bill coming due. It amplifies a thing that’s already there or it doesn’t work at all.” I stood up to bank the fire. “You’re stable now. I grounded you last night, you’re not flaming out anymore, you could walk out that door in the morning healthy. Nothing about your survival depends on me. I’m telling you what I am so nobody ever lies to you about it. That’s all.”

“Maren-precedent,” she repeated, slow, testing the words, and I saw her file it, saw the fire-witch who trusted nothing and no one turn the idea over looking for the trap in it, the catch, the fine print, the way she’d learned to look at every kindness on the road because kindness on the road was usually bait. “There’s really a woman who said no and you just, let her. Saved her another way. And she eats at your table.”

“Every day she wants to. She’s gruff about it. You’ll like her.” I banked the coals down. “The whole thing only works if it’s wanted, Erin. That’s not a nice sentiment I’m telling you to make you comfortable, it’s the actual mechanics of it, the magic’s built that way, it amplifies a real yes and does nothing at all with a scared one or a bought one or a cornered one. A wellspring that took anything less than a true yes wouldn’t be a wellspring, he’d be the other thing, the thing on your trail, the man who takes what isn’t offered. That’s the whole difference between him and me, and it’s the only difference that matters, and it lives right there, in whether she chose it.”

She was quiet a long time, watching the fire, chewing on that, and I let her be, and finished banking the coals, and when I straightened up to go she asked me one question, and it wasn’t the question most witches reached for first.

Most witches, with a real wellspring in front of them after years of making do, wanted to know what would change. What the bond would open. What it would feel like to stop drowning or stop flashing out or stop living as all map and no engine. Fair questions. Right questions. Theirs to ask.

Erin asked, “Does it hurt you?”

I stopped. “What?”

“When you do it. The grounding, the leveling, whatever. Last night you went gray. You looked like death, you drove like a man dying, you gave me something and it cost you. So.” She was still looking at the fire, not at me, arms wrapped around herself, the throttled woman who’d learned that wanting things burned them. “The bed thing. The leveling. Does it hurt you. Does it take something out of you the way, the way he takes it out of people. Am I asking a man to burn himself down for me. Because I’ve done enough of that. I won’t do that.”

No one usually asked it that plainly, not before anything else.

“No,” I said, and I made sure it was true before I said it, because she’d know if it wasn’t. “It’s the opposite. Feeding a witch feeds me. It makes me stronger, not weaker. The grounding costs, that’s holding a fire on the outside, that’s like catching a falling piano, of course it costs. But the leveling, the choosing, the bed, that’s, that’s a well filling. You’d be making me stronger, not burning me down. It’s the one thing I do that only gives.” I looked at her. “I appreciate you asking it before anything else. Just so you know.”

She looked at me then, finally, green eyes over the dying fire, and her grip on her own arms loosened by one hard inch. The retort sitting on her tongue died there, unused, and she didn’t say anything. I banked the coals, went up to bed, and left her by the fire with the question answered. In the morning Cobb had banked her grate up high again, and she’d slept, and she was still there, which with a woman like Erin was the loudest yes she knew how to give.


Chapter 6: Music Night

Dell brought the fiddle player without telling anyone, which was the most romantic thing that soft old trucker ever did, and it turned into the best music night the taproom had seen since Silas’s day, and it had a cold coin in the middle of it that only Maeve and I felt land.

He came in on a Tuesday with a passenger, which nobody under my roof seemed to remember seeing before: a wiry old man with a fiddle case and a face like a dried apple, and Dell stood him in the taproom doorway and said, “Gabe Wells, this here’s Amos. He used to play this room. Come through twice a year in Silas’s day and play for a bed and a breakfast, and I found him living with his daughter three counties over, bored out of his skull, and I said, Amos, the Owl & Lantern’s open again and there’s a room and a breakfast in it, and he had his coat on before I finished.” Dell beamed. “So I’m reviving a tradition. Silas used to have music nights. Whole town’d come. I figure we’re about due.”

We were about due. Word went out the way word goes out in a place like Gosling Green, which is to say Maren mentioned it to two people at the post counter and by supper the whole town knew, and they came, they actually came, up the forgetting road to the dead-end inn that used to be a place people came, and under my ownership the taproom filled up with the living town at last.

Pratt and Olsen took the corner table, the two old farmers with their forty-year fence-line argument, and they’d come in the same truck, which Maren said was rare enough to count as a weather sign, and I understood later it was because Pratt’s barn burning had rattled them both into remembering they were friends under the feud, and they sat in the corner and argued about nothing and drank cider and it was the happiest I ever saw either of them.

“You still owe me a barn,” Pratt told nobody in particular, into his cider, though the barn had burned itself down with a stranger inside it and no fault of mine that Pratt could name.

“He doesn’t owe you a barn,” Olsen said. “God burned your barn. Take it up with Him.”

“God didn’t burn my barn, a red-headed woman burned my barn, I heard, I heard she come out of it walking.”

“You heard wrong. You always hear wrong. You heard the survey wrong for forty years.” And they were off again, comfortable as old dogs, and I brought them a plate on the house and Pratt allowed as how the labor of hauling off the burned timbers might square us, and I said it would.

Ruiz brought his whole road crew, six big quiet men who filled a long table and drank slow and thawed by the third song, and one of them turned out to have a mouth-harp in his jacket and sat in with Amos on two reels and grinned the whole time like a boy. The diner waitress came, and the woman who’d had the month-long headaches through the souring and said, wondering, that her head hadn’t hurt once in three weeks. A dozen more faces I was still learning, farm families, a widow who’d known Silas, two teenagers who’d come for the free food and stayed for the light-show.

And Maren came, and stood at the back with her arms folded pretending she hadn’t come for the music, and by the second song her boot was going under her flannel and she thought nobody saw, and everybody saw, and nobody said a word, which is how you keep a Maren. Once, between reels, I brought her a cider she hadn’t asked for and set it by her elbow, and she looked at it, and looked at me, and said, “I didn’t order this,” and I said, “It’s on the house,” and she said, “Nothing’s on the house, that’s how houses die,” and drank it anyway, all of it, and set the empty cup down with a small nod that from Maren was a standing ovation.

Goldie fed all of them. Under Amos’s fiddle the kitchen ran full tilt, plates and cups going out into the crowd, the healing warmth of her food moving through the room so that people who’d come in tired and cold and half-afraid of the emptying west loosened and laughed and forgot for a night. A warm bright loud room, with every chair full, raised like a fist against the dark.

And Riley.

Riley had been waiting her whole life for this room and didn’t know it until it filled. At twenty-five, she had spent years turning every room into a stage before anyone could decide she was too much for it, and now the Owl & Lantern finally gave her a room big enough to answer back. She’d performed for our little household for weeks, and for Dell’s handful of road regulars, and it had leveled her and made her real, but she’d never had this crowd, a home crowd, forty people packed warm into a lamplit room that wanted her light instead of merely tolerating the show, and the second Amos drew his first long note she came alive in a way I’d never seen, up on the little raised platform at the end of the taproom that she’d been calling her stage since the day she arrived, and she rode the music with light.

I don’t know how else to say it. Her glamour poured out of her and rode the fiddle line, threads of warm light that swung and dipped with the melody, shapes that formed up in the smoky rafters, birds and leaves and dancing figures made of light that spun through the beams over everyone’s heads in time to the music, and it held, all night, it held, the cheap fizzing sparkle she’d arrived with grown into something that could fill a room and stay filled, because the room was full of eyes and every eye on her fed her and steadied her and made her stronger, exactly the way her lane had always promised.

She read the room like a bandleader. When Amos took a slow air, the light gentled to a drift of glowing motes over the tables, and old faces turned up into it and softened, and the widow who’d known Silas put a hand to her mouth. When he kicked into a reel the light snapped bright and quick, dancers leaping the rafters, and Ruiz’s road crew stamped along, and even the goose bobbed on its stool. A child I didn’t know, some farm family’s boy, reached up from his mother’s lap to try to catch a light-bird, and Riley, without breaking her set, sent one down to land on his open hand and sit there glowing. He laughed so hard he hiccupped, and his mother’s eyes went wet over his head.

She’d found her ceiling by being watched by three people. Now forty people watched her, and she blazed, and held it, laughing, glowing, more herself than I’d ever seen her, and the town watched the light dance and didn’t ask how, because Gosling Green was a town that had learned long ago not to ask the Owl & Lantern how. They just watched, and fed her without knowing they were feeding her, and she gave it back tenfold in light, and I stood behind my bar and watched a woman who’d spent her whole life afraid she was only a flash discover she could be a hearth.

The goose got in. Nobody knew how. Halfway through the evening there was a commotion by the door, a squawk and a woman’s yelp and the scrape of a chair, and the one-legged goose came stumping in out of the cold on its single leg like it owned the place, wings half-out, daring anyone to object.

“That is not a service animal,” said the diner waitress, who had been bitten by it more than once.

“He’s decided to come to the party,” Dell said, delighted, and instead of throwing it out he dragged over a stool, an actual barstool, and patted it, and the goose considered the offer with its cold flat eye, and then hopped up onto the stool and settled itself and folded its wings and sat there like a patron who’d been coming here for years, glaring balefully at the room over the rim of a cider it did not have.

“Should he have that stool?” Posy asked.

“He earned that stool,” Dell said, which made no sense, and needed none. And the goose, our town’s bad-omen barometer, the bird that had stood silent and hunched on the green facing west for three days now, sat in the warm packed loud room full of music and light and was, for that one night, quiet in the good way, content, part of the crowd, and I chose not to examine too closely what it meant that the thing that went silent when the dark came near had come inside to sit by our fire, except to feel, obscurely, that we were keeping it safe, and that it knew.

Erin got dragged in scowling. She’d meant to stay upstairs, being too proud and too hunted for a party, and Riley would not have it, came up and physically hauled her down by the wrist declaring her the guest of honor, and Erin came down radiating hostility and sat in the darkest corner with her arms folded and her face made of stone, determined not to enjoy a single second of it. She lasted about four songs. By the fifth her boot was going, the same as Maren’s, a fire-witch keeping time despite herself. By the seventh she’d unfolded her arms. And by the end of the night, when Amos wound up the last reel and made to pack the fiddle away, it was Erin, of all people, who slammed her palm flat on the table and shouted “Encore,” furious about it, glaring at the old man like she’d fight him if he didn’t play another, and Amos, delighted, played three more, and Cobb conducted the whole thing from the pipe shelf above the bar with a bread stick, unseen by everyone but me, keeping time with the gravity of a maestro.

It was, all of it, the loudest music night the taproom had seen since Silas’s day, and I stood behind my own bar in the middle of it, feeding it and pouring for it and watching my family and my town be warm together, and I understood that this, this warm loud full room, was in some way I couldn’t have explained to a soul the actual war we were fighting, and that every plate Goldie sent out and every light Riley threw up into the rafters was a blow struck against the cold in the west, and I was proud of it in a way I hadn’t been proud of anything in years.

And then, near the end, the cold coin landed.

A stranger paid for cider at the bar. A road stranger, nobody I knew, which happened, we were an inn on a road, but I clocked him because I clocked everyone now, a nothing sort of man, plain coat, plain face, and he paid for his cider and set the coin on the bar and it landed wrong.

It made no sound.

A coin on a wood bar rings, even a soft ring, a little chime of metal on wood, and this one landed dead, flat, no ring at all, like a washer, like a slug, a heavy old silver coin that hit the bar and lay there mute, and my hand had already picked it up before my head knew why, and it was cold. Cold the way metal shouldn’t be in a warm packed room, cold like it had come from somewhere the fire couldn’t reach, and I looked up to say something to the stranger and he was already gone, out the door into the dark, before the change was made, before last call, gone the way the figures on the ridge had gone, on purpose and fast.

Maeve was beside me at the desk end of the bar, and she’d seen it, and she reached out and took the coin from my hand before I could stop her, and her fingers closed on it and her whole face went white and still.

“It’s dead,” she whispered. She turned it over. Old, silver, worn smooth, no face left on it, no year. “It’s dead, Gabe. There’s nothing in it. It’s like, it’s like touching him. It’s cold the way he’s cold. He touched this. He gives these to his people, I remember, I remember them paying with these, coins that don’t ring, we used to, I used to have them.” Her hand was shaking. “He sent that. That man was one of his. He walked into a room full of people at your party and paid for a cider with a dead coin so you’d know he could.” She set it down on the bar like it burned her, though it was cold. “He’s telling you he can reach inside the warm.”

I looked at the coin lying mute on my bar in the middle of the best music night the taproom had seen since Silas’s day, and I felt the exact thing Maeve had felt, the message in it, the cold hand reaching into the warm room, and I didn’t let it show on my face, because there were forty people laughing and I wasn’t going to let a dead man’s coin end their night, but I took it and I put it in the drawer under the desk, the deep drawer, and I shut it, and I resolved to look at it again in daylight, and I went back to pouring cider like nothing had happened, and only Maeve knew, and she poured too, with her hands steady again by force of will, because she was learning to be the desk of a house that stood between people and the cold, and the desk doesn’t flinch.

The town went home near midnight, full and warm and loud, spilling out into the cold in twos and threes still humming Amos’s reels, calling goodnights across the dark yard, a whole town that had come up the forgetting road to a dead-end inn and found it alive and would come again now that it knew. Amos was installed in a room with a firm promise of breakfast and a standing invitation to stay the winter if he liked, which he was clearly going to take. The goose was evicted at last, under loud and bitter protest, and stood in the yard glaring in at the lit windows like a patron unfairly ejected before closing. Pratt and Olsen left in the same truck, still arguing, their voices trailing off down the drive, and Dell went last, lingering on the porch to tell me, quiet and pleased, that it had been just like Silas’s nights, just exactly like, and that he’d found Amos for exactly this, and that he’d sleep good tonight, better than he had in a while, and he drove off into the dark warm and satisfied, a man who’d given his dead friend’s inn back a piece of itself.

And the household lingered, the way it did after a good night, nobody quite ready to let it end. The doors got barred and the lamps turned down and the fire banked, and we draped ourselves over chairs in the taproom’s honeyed afterglow, Goldie and Alexis and me and Riley, tired and warm and pleased with the world, picking at the last of the food, not talking much, just being together in the quiet after the noise, a small quiet pleasure earned by all that music. Erin, who’d shouted for an encore an hour ago and pounded the table for it, allowed as how she was worn out and went up to bed, or said she did, and Riley stayed, up on her little stage, running her fingers along the boards, and I could see she wasn’t done, that the night had lit something in her that a barred door and a banked fire hadn’t put out.

“That held all night,” she said, into the low-lit room, wondering, looking at her own hands. “The light. It rode Amos’s whole set and it held, forty people, and it didn’t fizzle once. I’ve never, that’s never happened.” She looked out at the empty barred taproom, the chairs up, the stage under her, the warm hush of it. “The town saw me. The whole town. And it held.” And then she looked at me, and the wonder went to something hotter, and the wicked purr came into her voice, the one she saved for a single person. “But that was for them. I want to do one for the house. The realest show, for the realest audience I’ve got.” She held my eyes, and Goldie’s, and Alexis’s, easy, the household’s ritual by now, and she asked it plain and bright, no stunt in it, the meaning-it I had asked of her back in the fall. “Watch me finish the show properly. All of you. Gabe, come sit front row and tell me how.”

Consent went around the room the way it went in this house, easy and warm and unhurried, Goldie’s fond hum, Alexis’s dry “I’ll allow it,” Riley’s bright certain want, and I got up out of my chair and took the one dead-center in front of the little stage, the front-row seat, and sat back in it, and looked up at her, and said, “All right. Show me.”

She started slow.

That was the difference, the thing weeks of being wanted had taught her, that she didn’t have to be fast and loud to be seen, that slow could fill a room too. She stood center-stage in the low lamplight with the room’s eyes on her and she peeled her crop top off over her head an inch at a time, watching the front row watch her, watching me, and she dropped it off the edge of the stage and stood there in the warm light with her small high firm tits bare and her nipples already hard and proud, and she ran her own hands up her flat tummy to cup them, playing to her audience, narrating in that wicked purr.

“Everybody watching?” she said, to the room, to Goldie and Alexis in their chairs, to me in the front row. “Look at me. That’s all I ever wanted, somebody to actually look.” She thumbed her own nipples and gasped and grinned at how it landed, and she hooked her thumbs in her tiny shorts and pushed them down over her cute tight little ass, turning as she did it, showing the room the curve of it, the fishnets, kicking free of the shorts, and she danced. She danced the way her magic moved, all coiled kinetic energy, hips and light, sparks lifting off her fair skin now, involuntary, the flush she always pretended she didn’t have climbing up her chest, and the room warmed with her, the lamps leaning her way.

I let her run the show until she was slick and desperate with the wanting of it, and then I set the frame, because the frame was mine, that was our arrangement, her the show and me the one who ran it.

“Come here,” I said, and she came to the edge of the stage, and I stood, and I turned her by the hips so she faced out, faced the house, faced the empty barred taproom and the two women watching and the stage lamps, and I bent her over the lip of the stage so her forearms braced on the boards and her ass came up, fishnet-framed, and she was looking out at the room the whole time, performing every second of it, exactly as her lane wanted.

“Like this,” I said, low, against her ear, freeing myself and notching the head of my cock against her. “You perform for them. Every second. You don’t get to close your eyes, you don’t get to hide, you keep them looking and you tell them what I’m doing to you.” I dragged the head through her slit, soaked and dripping down the insides of her thighs, bumping her swollen little clit on the way past, and she keened and pushed her fishnet-framed ass back at me, trying to fuck herself onto it. “Tell them.”

“He’s going to fuck me on my own stage,” she gasped out to the room, giddy, shaking, “in front of everybody, look, watch, he’s, oh,” and I fed the whole length of myself into her tight little cunt in one long stroke, felt her stretch and grip around me, and her voice broke into a cry and the sparks lifted off her fair skin in a sheet. I took her bent over the stage lip, hard and steady, watching my cock disappear into her on every drive and her tight ass flush against me, one hand fisted in her pink hair keeping her chin up so she couldn’t hide from her audience, the other clamped on her hip hauling her back to meet me, and she performed all of it, loud and shameless and glowing, narrating in broken pieces between the wet smack of my hips against her ass, “he’s so deep, everybody can see, look how deep, this is what I look like, this is the real one, watch me, keep watching me,” the light rising off her brighter with every eye that held her.

Then I sat back down in the front-row chair and pulled her down into my lap, facing out, her back to my chest, and I lined myself up and lowered her onto my cock until she’d taken all of it and sat fully seated and stuffed, and let her ride me reverse, facing the whole room, on display, her small body bouncing in the stage lamplight, her little tits jumping with every drop, her thighs spread wide so the audience could see exactly where I was buried in her, my hands on her hips guiding the pace, and she threw her head back on my shoulder and rode and blazed, the room going bright around her, and she was loud and theatrical and proud, proud all the way through, no shame anywhere in her, only the pure joy of being seen and split open and adored all at once.

“I’m going to come in front of everybody,” she announced to the room, to Goldie’s fond warm gaze and Alexis’s dark watching one, grinding herself down hard on my cock, “they’re going to watch me come,” and I gripped her hips and drove up into her, keeping her facing the room. “Then come,” I told her. “Let them see all of it. Now,” and she broke.

She came screaming, loud and bright and unashamed, her small tight cunt clamping and fluttering around me in hard little pulses, riding it out on my cock for the whole room to see, her whole body shaking and lit up, and the feel of her wringing down around me took the last of my control with it. I gripped her hips, drove up hard and deep and lost the rhythm, and came inside her while she shook on top of me, spilling in hot pulses as she milked it out of me, the bond flaring bright and fast through my spine. As I came, her glamour ignited, but not the way it had before. At the porch rail, her climax had thrown one blinding flash, a burst gone fast because she’d had to smother it. In that first watched night, she’d held real light because she was holding it, snuffing it on my word. This time the light poured out of her and up into the rafters and formed, dancers, figures of warm light, a whole reel of them spinning through the beams the way they had all night, except these kept dancing after her voice broke, after her body went slack against me, after the climax had passed, they kept turning up there in the smoke, holding, lasting, her own light dancing on without her having to feed it, and I felt her feel it, the astonishment of it, through the bond and through her whole trembling body.

“They’re holding,” she breathed, wrecked, boneless against my chest, staring up at her own light dancing in the rafters of her own stage. “Look. Look, they’re, I’m not even, I stopped and they kept going. I’ve never, blaze was a flash, Gabe, this one, this one stays.” And the dancers turned and turned overhead and then, one by one, slow, bowed themselves out, dimming and drifting down like embers, until they were gone, and the taproom was quiet and low-lit and warm, and stayed warm, a honeyed steadiness settling into the lamps and the beams and the old wood that hadn’t been there before and, I understood, would never quite leave, the room itself taking a charm from her, a warmth that would hold whoever sat in it, and I sat in the front-row chair of my own taproom with a giddy leveled witch limp against my chest and felt the house-sense register a new woken thing: a room that steadied people now, a heart-room, born out of a woman finding out at last that the show could stay lit after she stopped performing.

I carried Riley up to bed after, boneless and giddy and half-asleep, still murmuring about her light that stayed, and I laid her down under Cobb’s absurdly banked grate and she caught my wrist before I could go and said, drowsy, wondering, “It stayed lit, Gabe. After I stopped. All my life I thought I was the flash and when the flash was over there was nothing there, and it stayed lit,” and I told her there’d been something there the whole time, she’d just never held still long enough to see it stay, and she smiled without opening her eyes and was asleep before I reached the door.

And on the way back down, on the dark landing, I found Erin.

She was sitting on the top stair in the dark, arms wrapped around her knees, with the last honeyed glow from the taproom still soft on the stairwell wall. She hadn’t gone to bed after all. She’d come out after the house went bright and found the aftermath waiting for her: Riley’s giddy voice upstairs, the light-dancers fading out through the rafters, the taproom itself warmer than it had been when the night began. I stopped, because a woman who’s spent her life throttling everything doesn’t want to be caught studying what it looks like when another woman lets herself be loud and is loved for it.

“She’s loud,” Erin said, to the dark, not to me exactly.

“She is.”

“She’s not ashamed of anything.” It wasn’t a criticism. It was closer to wonder, the flat wonder of a person looking at a thing she’d assumed was impossible, a person who was loud and seen and unashamed and safe, all at once. Erin looked at her own hands in the dark, the hands that made fire she’d spent fifteen years apologizing for. “Must be nice,” she said, and got up, and went to her banked fire without another word.


Chapter 7: The Wrong Appetite

She came up the drive two days later looking like every other refugee we’d taken in, and that was the point of her, and it was Goldie’s kitchen that caught what none of the rest of us would have.

Her name was Sorrel. She was somewhere in her early thirties, hard to tell under the road-wear, hollow-cheeked and gray, a witch, you could see it in the calluses on her hands, the particular calluses of a woman who works with more than her hands, and she came up the drive on foot in the cold with a beggar’s eyes, and the house did what the house did, because by now the house did not audition its guests.

The welcome mattered, because it was the thing that made us vulnerable and the thing that made us dangerous. Goldie was down the steps and had a warm arm around her before she’d got her name out, walking her up into the light, murmuring the litany she murmured to all of them, you’re here now, there’s soup, there’s a bed, nobody wants anything from you. Maeve had a room down on the ledger before Sorrel had sat, logging her the way she logged them all, first name only, no questions, Silas’s way. Riley appeared with an armful of blankets and a stream of harmless chatter that required no answers. Cobb inspected her from the dresser-top and, after a while, decided against a river-stone, which I noticed and filed and didn’t understand yet. And there was stew in front of her, the mending stew, and a bath being drawn upstairs, and a bed being turned down, and not one single question asked, because we’d learned across a whole fall that a person who’s been running doesn’t want to be interviewed, she wants to be fed and warmed and left unquestioned until the running goes out of her shoulders, and we’d made ourselves, deliberately, into a house that gave soup first and asked never.

The bath took half an hour to draw because the boiler was busy feeding every radiator in the house, and Sorrel sat by the taproom fire wrapped in Riley’s loudest blanket while the old pipes knocked and the tub upstairs filled. She kept apologizing for taking hot water, which told me a lot. People who have had enough kindness in their lives don’t apologize to a bathtub. Goldie answered each apology by putting more food in front of her. Maeve brought the ledger to the desk and asked Sorrel only how she wanted her name written, and when Sorrel said just Sorrel, hoarse and wary, Maeve wrote just Sorrel in Silas’s clean old column and did not ask for a surname. I saw Sorrel stare at that, at the mercy of not being cataloged all the way down, and saw her face tighten like it hurt.

We put her in the same little refuge bed Dahlia had used, the box room off the upper hall that had never been meant for guests and had become one anyway because the inn kept needing more places to be kind. It was narrow, but it was warm. Goldie put a jar of preserves on the crate we used as a nightstand. Riley hung a little steadying light over the lintel, a soft gold spark that would last till morning. Alexis, passing by with a notebook under one arm, paused long enough to lay two chalk marks on the doorframe, not wards exactly, more like a scholar’s version of a hand on the shoulder. Sorrel watched every gesture like she was memorizing the path to every weakness in us, and like every kindness made the memorizing worse.

It was the kindest thing we knew how to do, and it was also, I’d realize before the night was out, a door we’d left unlocked on purpose, because a house that asks no questions is a house that can be walked into by anyone, and Vernon Rill knew it, and had aimed exactly that kindness back at us like a key cut to our own lock.

She took all of it. She ate the stew and thanked us and let Goldie fuss and told a road-story that hung together fine, west county, everyone leaving, walked out with nothing, steered by the warm, the same story a dozen of them had told true, and it should have gone down easy.

And it nearly did. That’s the part that stayed with me after, how nearly it worked. She had the story down cold, the small true details, the name of a town that had gone dark, the make of the car they’d taken from her, the blister on her heel she showed Goldie without being asked. She’d done this before, or something like it, and she was good at it, and the only reason it didn’t work was that she’d walked into the one house in three counties that had learned to feed a stranger before it studied her, so that our welcome got its hooks into her before her cover story could get its hooks into us. She came in braced for suspicion and got soup instead, and I watched the soup confuse her more than any interrogation could have.

But she watched us.

I clocked it the first hour and told myself it was the wariness of a hunted woman, which it looked exactly like, because a hunted woman watches a room, counts its exits, learns its people, and I’d just been through all that with Erin. But there was a wrongness to Sorrel’s watching that took me a while to name, and it was this: Erin watched a room to know how to get out of it. Sorrel watched the room like she was taking inventory for someone else.

She counted us. Not the exits, us. I saw her eyes move down the supper table the first night, one, two, three, four, pausing on each witch a half-second too long, the way you count money, and I saw her clock what each of us was, Goldie’s greenery leaning in the window box, the little sparks Riley threw when she talked with her hands, the runes Alexis had chalked faint on the cellar door lintel. She was cataloging a coven. And she counted the doors, every door, and more than once I caught her drifting toward the back hall, toward the cellar door, loitering near it, doing nothing, being nowhere, running a hand along the wall like she was just steadying herself, and drifting off again the second someone came.

And she did all of it with self-loathing written so plainly across her face that it gave her away. That was the tell that finally named the wrongness for me. A real spy, a person who chose the work, has a stillness to it, a coldness, they’re comfortable in the deception because they picked it. Sorrel moved through her own spying like a woman being made to walk on broken glass, flinching at every step, hating the foot that took it, a person doing a thing she despised with her whole soul and unable, for reasons I didn’t yet understand, to stop. You don’t loathe yourself like that for a job you wanted. You loathe yourself like that for a thing that has its hand around your spine.

Goldie caught it first, and she caught it from a direction none of the rest of us were watching.

She came and found me in the workshop that evening, and she was troubled, her round face creased with it, and she said, “The new one. Sorrel. Something’s wrong and it’s not the wrongness I know.”

“Wrong how.”

“She eats,” Goldie said, working it out as she said it, the witch under the warmth. “She eats like she’s starving, and she is starving, I can feel it, she’s hungrier than anyone we’ve had, hungrier than Maeve was, and I fed her the good stew, the mending stew, the stuff that fills a body back up, and, Gabe, it slid off her.” She held up her hands like she was trying to hold water in them. “It went in and it slid off. Like, like water off a waxed table. It didn’t land. Everyone else, Nell, Posy, Maeve, you feed them and you feel it catch, you feel the mending take hold and start to fill them, and it fills slow but it fills. Sorrel, I fill her and she’s just as empty a minute later, emptier maybe. There’s a hole in her the food can’t reach.” She looked at me, frightened now, because Goldie’s whole self was built on the faith that food fixed things and here was a woman food couldn’t fix. “She’s hungry somewhere the stew can’t go. And I don’t know how to feed a place like that. I don’t think there’s a food for it.”

Maeve knew the food for it. Maeve knew, because Maeve had been it.

I brought Goldie’s worry to Maeve at the desk that night, quiet, and Maeve listened, and while she listened her face did a slow terrible thing, recognition settling into it, and she got up and went and stood in the hall doorway where she could see Sorrel across the taproom, sitting alone by the fire, watching the room, and Maeve watched her for a long moment the way you watch a mirror, and then she came back and sat down with her hand pressed flat to the old hollowing-scar.

“She’s hooked,” Maeve said. “She’s one of his. I know it because I was it.” She said it flat, the way you say a thing you’ve made yourself able to say. “The counting, that’s him, he wants to know how many of us are here and what we are. The loitering by the cellar, he wants to know about the well, the stone, whatever’s down there, he’s sent her to find it. And the hunger the food can’t reach, that’s the hook, Gabe, that’s exactly the hook, it’s not a hunger for food, it’s a hunger for him, the hollow he leaves in you sings toward him and screams for him and no stew on earth touches it because the only thing it wants is the thing that hollowed it, which is the cruelty of it, that he empties you and then you crave the emptying.” She was very steady, which cost her, I could see it costing her. “He sent her. She’s not a refugee. She’s a scout, and a saboteur, and she hates it, look at her, look at her face, she hates every second of it, and she can’t stop, because the hook doesn’t care what she wants. When it tells her to count us, she counts. When it tells her to find the stone, she’ll find it. When it tells her to break it.” Maeve stopped. “She’ll try. And she’ll hate herself the whole time. That was me. I did things I’ll never tell you, at the end, before he threw me out, because there was nothing left to take. The hook makes you his hands.”

I sat with that a minute, in the warm loud house, looking across at a woman by my fire who’d been sent to find the thing that kept us all alive.

Part of me did the cold arithmetic, because you’d be a fool not to. There was an enemy agent under my roof. She’d counted our strength and she’d been drifting toward the cellar and the hook in her chest reported everything she learned to a man who wanted us dead, and the practical, hard-headed, protect-your-people answer was to put her out. Walk her to the county line at dawn, or worse, and close the door. I turned it over the way I turn over any job, honestly, all the options on the bench.

And I threw it out, because it wasn’t ours, and because throwing it out was the whole point.

I’d spent a lot of nights that autumn thinking about what made a good wellspring different from a bad one, thinking about the Hollow Man out there in the cold using people up and discarding them, and I’d come to understand that the line between him and me wasn’t power, it was this exact kind of moment. He’d have used Sorrel and thrown her away. The temptation to be practical, to treat a broken person as a problem to be managed and removed, that was the top of a very short road that ended with a man in a thin coat eating a county and calling it kindness. Every ugly practical thing I could do to Sorrel was a small step down that road, and I wasn’t going to take the first one, because I’d seen where it went, it was sitting by my fire wearing a beggar’s eyes and hating itself.

I turned over the ways you deal with an enemy inside your walls, and every one of them was ugly, and none of them was ours.

The Owl & Lantern had taught me what Maren warned me a good wellspring had to be, and what the whole inn was built to prove against the Hollow Man: we didn’t do ambushes. We didn’t do the cold ugly practical thing. The Owl & Lantern’s virtues were its defenses, its kindness was its weapon, and I’d be damned if I’d meet a woman that man had hollowed out and hooked with anything but the exact thing that made us not him.

So I didn’t ambush her. I sat down across from her with two cups of coffee.

I thought about it a long time first, most of a sleepless night, turning over how to do it, because there’s a wrong way to confront a hooked woman and a dozen wrong ways and only one right one, and the wrong ones all ended with her bolting back to him with a report, or worse, with her doing something desperate in a corner she felt trapped in. A cornered animal bites. A cornered hooked woman breaks a stone. So I decided against every instinct that said do it with witnesses, do it with the coven at your back, do it safe, and I decided to do it alone, quiet, at a table, with coffee, unarmed and unguarded, because the only thing that would reach a woman doing a thing she hated under a compulsion she couldn’t fight was the exact opposite of a trap, which was trust she hadn’t earned and safety she couldn’t believe in.

I did it the next morning, early, before the house woke, when it was just the two of us and the fire and the gray light coming up in the windows. I put a cup down in front of her, and sat down across from her, and let her count me one more time, watched her eyes do their reflexive inventory of me and the exits and the cellar door, and I let her, didn’t rush her, drank my own coffee, and then, when she’d finished counting and there was nothing left to count, I said it, plain and gentle, no trap in my voice and no raised edge, the way you talk a scared dog out from under a porch, slow and low and without a single sudden thing in it.

“I know he sent you,” I said.

She went white. Her hand went to her ribs, the same gesture as Maeve’s, and her eyes went to the door.

“You can go for the door,” I said, “and I won’t stop you, but hear me out first, because I think you’d rather hear it. I know what you are. I know you’re hooked. I know he sent you to count us and find the well and I know you didn’t want to come and I know you can’t help it and I’m not angry at you, because none of it is yours. It’s his.” I turned my coffee cup. “Here’s the only rule I’ve got. You can’t hurt us. I won’t let you hurt us or this house or the stone downstairs, and I’ll stop you if the hook makes you try. But we won’t hurt you either. Nobody in this house is going to hurt you, or use you, or turn you out into the cold, or make you a bargaining chip, no matter what he sent you to do. You’re a person he broke, sitting in a warm room, and that’s all you are to us. So.” I pushed the coffee an inch toward her. “You can drink that, or you can run. But I wanted you to know I know, and that knowing didn’t change one thing about the warm.”

She cracked.

She’d been holding it together with the very last of herself for two days, doing a thing she despised in a house that met her with soup and blankets and no questions, which is its own particular hell, worse than any interrogation, because you can steel yourself against cruelty but you have no defense at all against kindness you’re betraying, and my saying it out loud, gently, across a table, with coffee, took the last prop out from under her, and the dam broke.

She put her face in her hands, and her shoulders shook, and for a moment she couldn’t speak at all, just breathed, ragged, a woman who’d been drowning in silence for two days finally allowed to make a sound. And then it came out of her in a rush of exhausted, relieved, terrible honesty, the whole shape of it, everything the hook had ordered her to hide, poured out across my kitchen table like she’d been waiting her whole ruined journey for one person to say I know so she could stop pretending.

“He sent me to count you,” she said, through her hands. “How many witches, what kinds, how strong. And to find the stone. There’s a stone, he said, in the cellar, a ward-stone, and he wants to know how many there are and if any are weak and where they sit and, God, I’m telling you this, I can’t not tell you this, the hook wants me to lie to you and I’m too tired to lie to you.” She lifted her face, wet, ruined. “I don’t want to serve him. I want to burn his name out of my own chest with a hot poker. But when he’s near, and he’s near now, he’s so near, the hook, it, it itches, it screams, and I do what it wants because doing what it wants makes it stop screaming for a minute, and that minute is the only relief there is, and he knows that, he built me to need that minute.” She wiped her face. “I found the stones. I counted them. Four where there should be five. One’s missing, and the array’s holding a five-point wound on four, and it’s weak, and he knows now, because I knew, and what I know he knows.” She looked at me with pure horror. “I told him. Last night. In my sleep, down the hook, I didn’t mean to, I can’t help it, he knows about the stone. I’m so sorry. He knows you’re weak in the cellar.”

I sat with that. It was bad. It was the worst thing she could have told me, that the enemy now knew the exact soft spot in our defenses, and I felt it land, and I didn’t let it show, because there was a woman across the table who’d just done the bravest thing she was capable of, which was tell me the truth the hook had ordered her to hide.

“All right,” I said. “Then he knows. Thank you for telling me. That took more than you had, and you spent it on us, and I won’t forget it.” I stood, and topped off her coffee, and made the decision, the one that started the war, and I made it easy, the way you make a decision you were always going to make. “You’re staying. Here. With us. You’re not going back out to him and you’re not going anywhere. This is a refuge, and you’re the thing that needs refuge worse than anyone who’s walked up that drive, so you’re exactly who it’s for.”

Everyone at the table, and by now half the household had drifted in and was listening from the doorways, went quiet, because they understood what I understood, that keeping her wasn’t kindness only, it was a declaration. He’d sent his instrument into my house, and I was going to keep it, warm and fed and safe, and there is no clearer way to tell a man like Vernon Rill to go to hell than to take the tool he sent to break you and set a place for it at your table.

Sorrel understood it too, and she went, if possible, more frightened.

“You can’t keep me,” she said. “You don’t understand what you’re doing. If you keep me, if you don’t send me back with a report and let him think it worked, he’ll know. He’ll know you unmasked me and kept me anyway, and that’s, he’ll take it as an insult, and he hates being told no more than anything alive, and.” She stopped, and steadied herself, and gave us the warning she’d carried in under the hook, the true thing, the thing that mattered most. “He won’t send another one of us. That’s what this means. Sending me was patience. He was being patient, feeling you out, poking at the walls from a distance. If you keep me, he stops being patient.” She looked around at all of us, the warm kitchen, the household in the doorways, and her ruined face was very steady and very sorry. “He’ll come himself. He’ll walk up to your door in daylight, polite as anything, hat in his hand, and he’ll offer you something reasonable, and he’ll mean every word, and it’ll be worse because he’ll ask so nicely you’ll want to say yes.” A beat, and then the thing she said that I never forgot. “He’s polite. That’s the worst part. There’s no monster to fight. There’s just a nice old man who wants to eat everyone you love, and he’ll ask so nicely you’ll want to say yes.”

The room was silent.

And then Riley, God bless her, Riley who could not let a silence stand, Riley who understood in her bones that the way you refuse to be afraid of a thing is to be ordinary at it, walked over and picked up the chore board off its hook and a pencil and said, brightly, to Sorrel, “Well, since you’re staying, spy, you’re on the rota. What are you good at? We’ve got dish nights and wood-hauling and I’ve been trying to get out of the coop cleaning for a week, so if you’ve got any feelings about chickens, this is a real opportunity for you.”

Sorrel stared at her like she’d started speaking a foreign language.

“I’m serious,” Riley said. “This is a working house. You want to earn your keep, that’s healthy, that’s good, we’ll put it to use. Can you cook? Goldie hoards the cooking but she’ll share the prep. Can you mend? Dahlia’s a weaver, she’ll take help. Can you keep books? No, don’t, that’s Maeve’s and she’ll bite you.” She tapped the pencil against her teeth, studying the board like a foreman studying a crew. “You know what, you can help Erin at the woodpile, you both look like you’d enjoy hitting something.”

“I hit things fine on my own,” Erin said, from the doorway.

“Everyone’s better with a partner.” And Riley added a line at the bottom of the board, in her big loopy hand, SORREL (reformed), with a little star next to it, and under it a second line that read WOODPILE + WHATEVER SHE’S GOOD AT (ASK HER), and hung it back up, and stood back to admire it, and Sorrel stared at her name on the chore board of the house she’d been sent to destroy, a name written in loopy pencil with a star by it like she was a person who was going to be here next week, and the week after, and she made a sound that was half a sob and half a laugh, the first not-hunted sound she’d made since she arrived, and put her face back in her hands, and Goldie was there before the second sob, warm arms around her, murmuring, and the room breathed again.

I salted every door in the house myself that night, twice over, slow and careful, the front and the back and the kitchen and the cellar hatch, painting the tar-and-rosemary paste Maren had given me on the frames under the salt, laying a real wall, because the day of habit was over and the day of armament had come.

I did the little doors too. That was the difference between habit and war. The pantry door got a line because Goldie’s larder was medicine now, and medicine is a target. The linen-room threshold got a line because Sorrel slept behind it, or tried to, and whether the hook in her chest made her a risk or a victim or both, she was under my roof. I salted the stair landing, the old accordion gate at the guest wing, the desk drawer where the dead coin lay, even the cellar-side of the workshop door where Silas’s other tools hung on their pegs waiting for me to understand them. The salt smoked faintly on two thresholds and not at all on the rest, which I liked less than I would have liked a clean answer. Cobb followed me the whole time with the tar pot held in both clever hands, solemn as a deacon and twice as judgmental, and only corrected one line with his long finger, dragging three gray grains a quarter inch to the left.

“Fine,” I told him.

He gave me a look that said it was now fine, because he had made it fine, and disappeared into the wall.

Then I sat down at the desk and opened the deep drawer and looked at the dead coin from music night lying mute in the dark.

I shut the drawer, went to my own doorway, and looked west into the dead wind that made the salt on the threshold smoke a little harder than it should.

“Not tonight,” I said to the dark, quiet, the same thing I’d said to the feral thing once before on this porch.

Then I barred the door and went to bed in a house full of people I’d chosen and would not lose.


Chapter 8: Salt and Stone

Maren summoned me the next morning with four words on a slip of paper Dell carried up from town: You’re earned. Bring bucket.

So I brought a bucket, a clean galvanized one, and drove into Gosling Green under a low iron sky with the first real bite of winter in the air, and Maren met me at the back of her store and led me through the storeroom into a room behind it I’d never been in, a small windowless room with a stone floor and a drain in the middle and a long scarred workbench, and it smelled like the sea and a struck match and something older than both, and I understood before she said a word that I was about to be taught a thing that mattered.

“You salt your steps,” she said, tying on a canvas apron and tossing me one. “Every night. The cellar too. You’ve done it faithful all autumn and you never once asked me to teach you the making, you just took what I spared you and used it right, and that’s why you’re earned, because a man who’d have pushed to learn it fast is a man who shouldn’t have it.” She hauled a sack up onto the bench, coarse gray crystals, and a jug of something that sloshed thick. “The gray salt is made, not bought. Anybody can buy salt. This is a working, and it’s armament, and it’s the oldest ward there is, older than runes, older than the stones in your cellar, because before witches could write they could salt a threshold, and I’m going to teach it to you now because there’s a thing coming up the road that a salt line is going to have to hold.” She looked at me, flint and fear both. “Roll your sleeves. Hands in to the wrist. This isn’t a clean trade.”

It wasn’t a clean trade. It was the best kind of dirty.

She taught it the way trades get taught, which is to say she showed me once and then made me do it and corrected me like a schoolmarm the whole way. You started with the coarse gray base and a brine she’d aged, dark and thick and smelling of the deep sea and of the struck-match mineral stink that lifted the hair on my arms, and you worked them together with your bare hands in the bucket, in to the wrist, cold and gritty and stinging in the cuts on my knuckles, and while you worked it you said the words, which weren’t quite words, low under your breath, a rhythm more than a language, and Maren drilled me on the rhythm until my hands and my mouth found it together, and I felt the salt change under my fingers, felt it wake, felt it go from sand to something that pushed back a little, something with a cold half-degree of will in it.

“Not so fast,” she snapped, watching my hands. “You’re kneading bread. It’s not bread. Slower. Let the words settle into it, you’re not mixing it, you’re teaching it. There. Feel that? Feel it take? That’s it holding the working. Now keep going or it forgets.”

And I kept going, slower, and it was like every trade I’d ever learned in the way that mattered, which is that the thing your teacher can’t put in words your hands find out for themselves if you shut up and let them. My mouth found the rhythm of the not-quite-words and my hands found the pace that went under the rhythm, and somewhere in the cold gritty stinging work of it the two lined up, and I felt the salt in the bucket change. It stopped being wet sand sliding around my knuckles and became something with a grain to it, a will, a faint cold push against my palms like a magnet turned the wrong way to another magnet, and the struck-match smell came up sharp, and the hair stood on my forearms, and I knew without being told that it had woken.

“There it is,” Maren said, watching my face more than my hands. “You felt it go. Most people never feel it, they just do the motions and hope. You felt it.” She said it like an accusation.

My brine came up gray and grainy and alive, and Maren picked up a pinch of it and rubbed it between her broad fingers and smelled it and touched the tip of her tongue to it and made a face and, grudgingly, the highest praise she had, said, “That’ll ward a door. First batch. Silas’s first batch was worse, if it’s any comfort, he oversalted it, made it too hungry, drew things instead of turning them, spent a week wondering why his steps were crawling with beetles every morning before he worked it out.” She wiped her hands. “You’ve got the line’s hands. I keep forgetting, and then I watch you do a thing your great-uncle did the exact same way sixty years ago, cock your head at it the same, and I remember. It’s a strange thing, watching a dead man’s hands on a live man.” She turned back to the bench, gruffer for having said something soft. “Make another batch. You’ll want more than one, the way things are going.”

She taught me the tar-and-rosemary paste too, a second reinforcement, dark and sticky and sharp-smelling, pine tar and rendered fat and rosemary cut fine and worked in with the same not-quite-words, that you painted on a doorframe under the salt line so the ward had a body to it as well as an edge, a threshold that turned a cold thing in the wood as well as on the stone. “Salt’s the edge,” Maren said, stirring the tar with a paddle worn to her hand. “Paste is the wall behind the edge. Salt turns a thing, paste holds the turning. You want both on a door you mean to keep. Silas painted his frames every autumn and salted his steps every night, and in sixty years nothing crossed a threshold of his that he didn’t invite, not once, until.” She didn’t finish it, and I didn’t make her, and we worked the tar in silence a while, the sharp green smell of the rosemary cutting the tar’s black reek.

I made a pot of the paste, and it went in the bucket beside the salt, and by midmorning I had a winter’s worth of the real armament, made with my own two hands, salt and paste both, enough to paint every frame in the inn and salt every step for a season, and I understood I’d crossed a line with Maren, that she’d handed me something she didn’t hand lightly, a trade and a trust both, and I said so, plainly, because you should say those things and I’ve learned the hard way what it costs to leave them unsaid.

“Thank you,” I said. “I know what this is. Handing it over.”

Maren grunted, which was how she took a thank-you, and then, while we cleaned up, hands in the sink, she gave me the thing she’d actually called me down to give me, disguised as trivia, the way she gave everything.

“Silas salted his steps every night of his life,” she said, scrubbing a pot, not looking at me. “Sixty years, near enough. Every door, every night, salt and paste, rain or snow or the flu, he never missed. Told me once it was the most important thing he did, more than the well even, because the well was the wound and the salt was the skin, and you don’t leave a wound without skin over it.” She scrubbed harder than the pot needed. “And on the night he died, there was no fresh salt on the steps. None. In his sleep, peaceful, they said. Old man, heart gave out, that’s what they said, and that’s what I said too, since it happened, because it’s the sensible thing to say and I’m a sensible woman.” She set the pot down, hard. “But I’ve thought about it, since. Sixty years, Gabe. He salted those steps sixty years, rain, snow, the flu, the year his wife died, every single night, because he told me once it was the most important thing he did, more than the well even, and I believed him, because Silas didn’t say important lightly. And the one night in sixty years no line was refreshed, that’s the night his heart just, stops. Peaceful. In his bed. No smoke on a threshold, no sign he’d made the circuit at all.” She turned off the water and stood with her hands braced on the sink. “You see why it sits wrong. A man doesn’t forget a sixty-year habit on the one night forgetting it would kill him. Either he forgot, which he never did, or somebody who knew he’d be undefended came in the one way a doorstep of salt doesn’t cover, and made sure the last wellspring for a hundred miles died quiet with his skin over his own wound gone.”

“Probably nothing,” she said, after a moment, and it was the least convincing thing I’d ever heard her say. “Old men die. Their tins run empty. That’s how it goes.” But her hands, drying themselves on the apron, were not the hands of a woman who believed it was nothing, they were the hands of a woman who’d been holding that suspicion alone since he died, and she didn’t meet my eye. And I took the trivia and put it up on the shelf in my head with the circle-and-line and the dead coin and the cold in the west, and I felt those separate things beginning, faintly, to want to be one thing, one shape, and I didn’t like the shape they were making, and I didn’t say so, because Maren was scared enough for both of us and one of us had to keep salting the steps.

I brought the salt home and the household made short work of the good feeling.

Because the stone was waiting, and the stone brought us straight back to the wall.

I’d dressed the blank down to shape over the past days, sounding it true with the tuning fork the whole way, and Alexis had carved it, three long careful sessions in the workshop, her runes cut deep and clean into the pale stone, the binding laid in them, and now it sat on the workbench, a finished carved ward-stone, beautiful in its severe way, everything right about it, and dead. Loose. The runes cut in but not held, threaded but not torqued, and it needed tempering, and tempering was the wall.

Alexis said it aloud at the kitchen table that night, with the whole household there, because it had to be said to the whole household, since it involved one of them.

“The stone’s carved and it’s true,” she said. “It’s ready to temper. Cold-tempering, setting the runes by leaving it still in a dry place while the grain takes the cut slow, is three more weeks. We’re already thin on four stones, the array’s straining, and three weeks is a long time to stay thin with him inside the county line and now knowing exactly where we’re weak.” She pushed her glasses up. “There’s a fast way. Hot-tempering. Drive the runes in with heat instead of time. It takes days instead of weeks. But it needs a steady even heat hotter than any forge or hearth makes, held for hours at a stretch, and there’s exactly one thing that makes a heat like that and holds it steady.” She did not look at Erin. She very deliberately did not look at Erin, which was the same as looking at her. “A leveled fire-witch could temper that stone in three days.”

The table went quiet.

It went quiet the way a room goes quiet when everyone has arrived at the same thought at the same moment and is waiting to see who’ll be rude enough to say it. Nobody looked at Erin. Riley found something fascinating in her cup. Goldie kept ladling. Nell and Posy studied the grain of the table. And that careful mass not-looking was so loud that it was worse than if the whole table had turned and stared, and Erin felt it, sat there in the center of a silence shaped exactly like her, and her jaw went tight.

“Say it,” she said. “Whatever you’re all so busy not saying. Say it.”

“Nobody’s saying anything,” Riley said, to her cup.

“You’re all saying it with your whole faces.” Erin looked around the table, at all of them not-looking, and understood, and stood up so fast her chair scraped.

“No,” she said. Flat. Total. “Absolutely not. No.”

“Erin,” Goldie started, gentle.

“No. Do you know what I do?” She was shaking, the fire coming up in her, the freckled skin going flushed. “I burn things. That’s the one thing I’ve ever reliably done, I burn things that matter, I burned my own coven’s lodge with my best friend inside it, and you want me to hold my fire, the thing I have never once held steady, up against the one stone that’s keeping the monster out of the cellar? You want to put the thing that burns down winter lodges next to the thing holding the wound in the world shut?” Her voice cracked. “If I flare, if I lose it for four seconds, four seconds, that’s all it takes, I’ve timed it, I blow your stone to gravel and I open your seam and I hand the whole county to him, and I’ll have done it, me, again, the same way, the exact same way, because I can’t hold it, I’ve never been able to hold it. Ask my friend. Ask her scars. No.” And she walked out, out the back door into the cold, and Goldie half-rose to follow and I put a hand on her arm.

“Let her go,” I said. “Let me.”

I found her at the woodpile.

She was murdering logs. That’s the only way to put it. She’d taken up the splitting maul and she was going at the round I’d left unsplit, driving the maul down over and over, harder than the wood needed, harder than any wood needed, working out the fury and the fear the only way a body like hers knew how, and I came up and leaned on the shed post and didn’t say anything for a while, just watched her split wood in the cold under the low winter sky, her breath smoking, the maul ringing off the round.

I didn’t pitch her. I’d learned that with Alexis, that the way you win the ones who live behind a wall is you don’t lay siege, you just stand near the wall being unthreatening until they open the gate themselves. So I let her murder the round down to kindling, and when she finally stopped, chest heaving, and glared at me daring me to say the thing everyone said, I said a different thing, a tradesman’s thing.

“You’re splitting that wrong,” I said.

She blinked. “What?”

“You’re using it like a hammer. Trying to force it. You’re fighting the grain.” I came off the post and picked up a round and set it on the block, and turned it, reading the top of it in the failing light, the way the growth rings ran, the little checks and splits already started at the heart where the wood had dried and shrunk and told me where it wanted to go. “Wood wants to split. It’s got a grain, a way it already wants to come apart, and if you read it and set your maul in the grain and let the maul’s own heft do the work, it falls open easy, one tap.” I found the check in the round, lined the maul up with the run of the grain, lifted it, and let the head drop while my arms just guided, and the round fell into two clean halves with a single dull crack and almost no force at all, and the halves rocked apart on the block and lay open, pale and fresh, showing their insides. “See? I didn’t fight it. I didn’t hit it hard. I found where it already wanted to go and I helped it get there. Took less out of me than one of your swings and it split cleaner.”

She looked at the two clean halves, and at the pile of savaged kindling she’d made fighting the grain for twenty minutes, and I watched the comparison land.

“You’ve been fighting your fire the exact same way you’ve been splitting that wood,” I said, setting the maul down. “Like it’s a thing to force down and hold. And it’s killing you, and it’s not even the right way to use a fire.”

“It’s the only way to keep it from killing everyone else.”

“No it isn’t.” I sat down on the chopping block. “I don’t know fire. I know tools, and I know houses, and I know a couple of things that are true of everything, and one of them is this: you don’t control a fire by throttling it. You throttle a fire, you starve it, you blow it up, everybody knows that, you shut the damper on a woodstove and it doesn’t go out, the gas builds and builds and then it flashes over and takes the chimney with it. You don’t throttle a fire. You bank it. You tend it. You give it exactly enough air and exactly enough fuel and you keep it low and even and hot and it’ll burn for you all night and never once get away, and it’ll do more work banked than it ever did wild, because banked is aimed and wild is just loud.” I looked at her. “You didn’t burn that lodge because your fire was too strong. You burned it because you were sitting on it. You’d been throttling it for however long, building the pressure, and it flashed over, because that’s what throttled fires do. The thing you’re most afraid of is the thing the throttling causes. You’d be safer letting it out than holding it in, if you had somewhere safe to let it out.”

She stared at me. The fury had gone out of her face and left something younger and rawer.

“And the other thing that’s true of everything,” I said, standing, “is that there’s nothing in this house afraid of your fire. Cobb sleeps in it. The hob, the house-spirit, he tends your grate like it’s a religion, because a hob is for fire and he’s been starving for a real one for years and you’re the best thing that ever happened to him. Goldie grows a firebreak in her sleep. Alexis draws a line and fire minds it. Me, you already know, you can’t burn me, I’m the one thing you can’t. You’ve spent years being the most dangerous thing in every room. You walked into the one room where you’re not, and you don’t know what to do with that, so you’re out here murdering my firewood.” I turned to go. “The stone can wait a day for you to sit with it. Nobody’s going to make you. Maren-precedent, remember, you can stay stable and safe and never touch a stone or a bed as long as you live and you’ll still have a place at that table. I meant it.”

I was most of the way to the door when she said it, and it wasn’t the thing I expected, and it wasn’t about the stone at all, which is how I knew the plate had shifted.

“What does it feel like,” she said.

I stopped. “What does what feel like.”

“The leveling.” She had her arms wrapped around herself, looking at the split wood, not at me. “Everybody talks about what it fixes. Breaks your ceiling, floods your power back, clears the burnout, stops the flameout. Everybody sells the fixing. Nobody says what it feels like. To let it all the way out. The fire. For the first time. On purpose.” She looked up, green eyes in the dusk. “Because I’ve never done that. Not once in my adult life. Let it all the way out on purpose, with somebody there, and had it be, safe. I don’t even know what that is. I’ve only ever let it out by accident, and by accident it burns people. I don’t know what it feels like to do it on purpose and have nobody get hurt. Does anybody? Do you know?”

And I gave her the honest answer, unhurried, the way she’d asked, no pitch in it, because she’d have known a pitch and it would have cost me everything.

I took my time with it, too, because it was a real question and it deserved a real answer, and because I’d learned that the way you win a woman who lives behind a wall is you never once try to win her, you just tell her the truth at whatever length the truth takes and let her decide what to do with it. I sat back down on the chopping block in the cold, and she stayed where she was by the woodpile with her arms wrapped around herself, and the dusk came down blue around us, and I thought about how to say a true thing about a thing that’s different for everyone.

“I know what the others say,” I said. “Goldie said it was the first time in years she wasn’t drowning. Just, the water going out, all at once, and being able to breathe. Riley said it was the first time being seen didn’t feel like it cost her something. And Alexis, Alexis said it felt like putting a thing to work that she’d been carrying broken her whole life and finding out it was never broken, it was just never once asked to do anything.” I stood in the cold and thought about how to say the last part, the part that was hers, because the others’ answers were theirs and hers had to be true to her or she’d know it for a pitch and it would cost me everything.

“Those are theirs,” I said. “Yours would be different, because you carry a different thing. Goldie carries too much and it drowns her. Riley carries too little and it’s never enough. Alexis carries it all locked up in her head where it can’t hurt anyone including her. But you carry fire, and you’ve spent your whole life sure it’s a thing that burns whatever you set it near, so you hold it out at arm’s length, away from everything you love, every hour of every day, and that’s exhausting, holding a fire out at arm’s length your whole life, and it’s lonely, because you can’t hold anything else while both your arms are busy holding the fire away.

“So I think, for you, it’d feel like setting the fire down. Not putting it out, you couldn’t and you wouldn’t want to, it’s what you are. Just setting the whole burning thing down into a hearth built to hold it, and finding out the hearth holds, that it warms the whole house and nothing catches and nobody scars, and your arms are finally, finally free to hold something else.” I opened the workshop door, the warm spilling out into the dusk. “I think it’d feel like being allowed, at last, to stop being afraid of yourself. But I don’t actually know. I only watched it happen to three women who thought they were broken and found out they weren’t. Nobody knows their own until they do it. Nobody can hand it to you ahead of time, and I wouldn’t even if I could. The choosing has to be yours.”

And I went inside, and left her there in the cold with the split wood and the question answered, and I didn’t look back.


Chapter 9: Banked

Erin spent the whole next day acting normal so hard that the entire household knew something was coming before she did.

She was up before me, which never happened, and when I came down she’d already split and stacked the wood she’d murdered the day before into neat ranks that even Cobb couldn’t fault. Cobb, in fact, had inspected the ranks at dawn, I heard about it later, and had found nothing to correct, and had sat on the top of the stack for an hour in a state of visible spiritual distress at having no correction to make, which for Cobb was a form of respect.

She ate breakfast with a focus that suggested she’d rather have died than talk about anything real. She held her fork like a woman defusing it. When Goldie set a plate down she said “thank you” in a voice so precisely normal it was the least normal thing I’d ever heard.

Then she went out mid-morning and, unrequested, tuned Dell’s rig engine when he stopped by, had the hood up and her freckled forearms buried in it to the elbow and got the old green cab running smoother than it had in years, and Dell stood beside her the whole time telling a story about a transmission he’d lost outside Gosling Green in ’94 that she plainly wasn’t listening to and he plainly didn’t need her to, the two of them companionable in the cold, and when she dropped the hood and wiped her hands he looked at his idling rig, purring where it used to knock, and took his cap off to her, which was Dell’s highest honor, and said she could ride shotgun any Tuesday she liked, and Erin, gruff, pleased despite herself, said maybe she would.

She was doing it because a woman who can’t sit still with a feeling will fix a machine to keep her hands off her own heart, which I understood in my bones because it’s the exact thing I do, and I watched her do it all morning and said nothing, because I do it too and I know that the last thing a person hiding in an engine wants is to be found.

She snapped at Riley over nothing around noon, something about the coop rota, sharp and unfair, and Riley, to her credit, didn’t snap back, just raised both eyebrows and let it sit, and then twenty minutes later Erin appeared at Riley’s elbow and shoved a muffin at her without a word, jaw set, ears red, and Riley took the muffin with enormous dignity and said, “Apology accepted, disaster,” and ate it in two bites, and Goldie, at the stove, hid a smile in her sleeve, because the muffin was Goldie’s coaching, visible from space, Goldie teaching the spitfire that you could be sorry with your hands when your mouth wouldn’t do it. It was, I thought, the single most domestic thing I’d ever watched a woman made of fire do, apologize with a baked good, and it told me more about where the day was headed than anything she could have said.

In the afternoon she tried Alexis, which told on her as clearly as the muffin had, because Erin only went looking for Alexis when she wanted to argue about something small to keep from thinking about something large. She found her in the study over the quiet-ward diagrams and picked a fight about whether fire could be warded against at all, and Alexis, who could smell displacement the way Goldie could smell a curdling working, answered every jab with a flat scholarly precision that gave the temper nothing to catch on, until Erin ran out of argument and stood in the doorway with her fists jammed in her pockets, and Alexis said, without looking up from her chalk, “It’s not a bad thing you’re about to do. You know that.” And Erin said “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” and Alexis said “No,” agreeably, and turned a page, and Erin left, and I heard her go split more wood she didn’t need, and I understood that Alexis had just done for Erin what Alexis did for everyone, told her the true thing once, plainly, and then let her walk away from it and carry it at her own weight, and that it had landed, the way a thing lands when it’s said without any pull behind it.

The household watched all of it and said nothing, because the household had learned to let a person arrive at a thing in their own time, and by supper Erin was wound so tight she nearly hummed, and after supper she vanished up to her overheated room, and I gave it an hour, and then I went up to check the cellar the long way, which took me past her door, and her door opened before I reached it.

She stood in the frame with the firelight behind her, and the temper was gone.

That was how I knew. All day the fury had been her armor, snapping and fixing and murdering wood, and now it had fallen away and left something quiet and clear and frightened and certain all at once, and she looked at me across the warm hall and she didn’t dare me, didn’t perform, didn’t insult my truck. She just said it.

“I want this,” she said. “I’ve thought about it all day. I want you to level me. And I want to be straight about why, because you were straight with me.” She wrapped her arms around herself, and made herself keep her eyes on mine. “It’s not the flameout. You grounded me, I’m stable, I’ve been stable since you grounded me, I could walk out that door tomorrow and stay stable and never flame out again and never touch you and live a long stubborn life, and we both know it. Maren’s rule. I’m not doing this to survive. I don’t need to.” She swallowed. “I’m doing it because I want you. The man who told me it wouldn’t hurt him. The man who taught me to split wood while I was busy hating myself. I’ve wanted things before and set them all on fire, and I want you, and I’m choosing it, tonight, with my eyes open, because I want to, and for no other reason. That’s the whole truth of it.”

I didn’t move toward her. That mattered, with Erin, more than with any of them, because she’d spent months being wanted by a man who meant to drink her dry, and she needed to be the one who closed the distance, needed to know it was hers, so I stayed where I was in the warm hall and let her stand in her doorway and choose it out loud with nobody’s hands on her.

“Say it once more,” I said, because I always made them say it and mean it, and because Erin of all of them needed to hear the words come out of her own mouth clean, needed to prove to herself that she could want a thing without it being taken from her, without it burning, without a price. “So there’s no daylight in it anywhere. No survival in it, no gratitude, no fear. Just tell me why.”

“Because I want you,” she said, plain, and then the corner of her mouth went up, the first real grin I’d seen on her, wicked and scared and alive. “And because I’m curious what it’s like to be with a man I can’t burn. Do you have any idea how freeing that is? I could set the sheets on fire and you’d just, keep going. I don’t know what it feels like not to be careful. Twice now you’ve made me say it. There. Twice. I want you, Gabe Wells, and your terrible truck.” And she stepped back into the room and held the door, and I went in, and shut it behind me.

Her room was an oven. Cobb’s devotion, the grate banked high and glowing, the whole room bathed in orange, the windows frosted white at the very edges where the cold pressed in and lost, and Erin stood in the middle of it in the firelight, all copper and cream and freckles and red hair, and then she came at me like a house fire.

That was her, all of her, ferocious. She was up against me with her hands in my hair and her mouth on mine hot and demanding before I’d taken two steps, kissing me like she wanted to consume me, trying to drag me down onto the bed at a punishing pace, trying to make it fast and rough and over before she could get scared, because fast was another kind of throttle for a woman like Erin, another way of not letting a thing all the way out.

And I didn’t fight her for it.

With Erin, the fight was the armor. She was braced to wrestle for control, because control was the only way she’d ever done anything, and I didn’t give her a fight. I just didn’t hurry. I got a hand in that wild red hair and I slowed the kiss down, deliberate, unhurried, calm, kissing her the way you’d gentle a spooked thing, and I felt her push against the calm, and push, and then feel it not give, feel that there was nothing to fight because I wasn’t fighting, only holding, steady and warm and completely unbothered by all her heat, and the fight went out of her all at once, and she made a small broken sound against my mouth and stopped trying to run the pace, and handed it over, because surrender to a thing that wasn’t going to hurt her felt, at last, safe.

“There,” I murmured against her throat, walking her back toward the fire-warmed bed. “You don’t have to burn it down to have it. Slow. I’ve got all night and you can’t burn me out, so there’s no hurry, there’s no fire big enough to make me rush. Let me have you slow.”

I undressed her slow, in the firelight, and she let me, shivering, a woman who had spent years being careful for everyone else now being handled with total care. I got the band shirt up over her head and off, and the full soft natural breasts spilled free, heavier than her small frame promised, freckled across the tops the way her shoulders were, her nipples already tight and dark, and I filled my hands with them and she gasped and arched up into my palms, and I felt how warm her skin ran even now, a low heat under the cream and copper of her, a woman who was always, always a little on fire. I got the jeans off her round hips, and the boots, and she was bare in the orange light, the compact stacked pin-up shape of her, the round hips and the soft belly and the freckles scattered everywhere, more of them than you’d ever guess with her clothes on, a spray of them down her sternum and across her thighs, a whole hidden constellation, and the fire painted all of it gold, and she watched me look at her with her chin up, daring me to find something to fault, and finding nothing but hunger, and that undid her a little too.

“Careful,” she said, unsteady, as I laid her back against the fire-warmed pillows and knelt between her freckled thighs. “You keep looking at me like that and being careful about it. People go fast with me because I go fast, because I make them, and you won’t go fast, you just keep, looking.”

“I’m going to look at all of you,” I said, and spread her thighs wider with both hands, taking my time, and put my mouth to the crease of one and kissed up the freckled inside of it, unhurried, feeling her shake, “and then I’m going to taste all of you, and I’m not going to hurry any of it, and you’re going to lie there and let me, because right now you don’t have to run the fire.”

I put my mouth to her and she came almost at once.

That was her lane, and I learned it in the first minute, that she ran hot and fast and stacked, one peak toppling into the next, nothing like Goldie’s slow build. I got my mouth on her, hands spreading her freckled thighs, and I’d barely started, tongue working her clit, one finger, two, curling, when she seized and cried out and came, fast, sharp, embarrassed by it, her hips bucking up into my mouth, and she swore at me for it, breathless and furious and laughing.

“That’s not fair, that’s, God, that was ten seconds, what did you even, do that again, no, don’t stop, again,” and I didn’t stop, I worked her right through it and up into the next one, because I’d learned her lane in the first thirty seconds and it was the opposite of Goldie’s, with Erin you never waited for her to come down, you climbed the next wave straight off the crest of the last one before her body could think about resting. I kept my mouth on her through the aftershocks of the first, kept my fingers curling, felt her try to squirm away from the overstimulation and then chase it instead, and she came again on my mouth and hands inside a minute, harder this time, her fingers fisting in my hair and her heels digging into the bed and her spine bowing up off it, and the heat came up in her as she did, actual heat, her skin going fever-warm under my hands, the air over the bed beginning to waver like air over summer asphalt, and I understood that with Erin the arousal and the fire were the same rising thing, that the hotter she got the hotter she literally got, and that my whole job tonight was to keep her climbing until the fire had nowhere left to go but out and prove to her it wouldn’t burn a thing.

Then I came up over her, kissing up the soft freckled belly and the heavy breasts, and she got her hands on my chest and pushed me over onto my back with a fierce grin, because she wanted to ride, wanted to run something, and I let her, because she’d handed me the deep control and I could afford to give her the surface. She straddled me, reached down and took my hard cock in her hot hand and gave it a slow greedy stroke, dragging the head through her soaked slit a few times to slick it, watching my face the whole time, wanting to see it land, and then she notched me at her opening and sank down in one hot tight slide, her cunt stretching around me and swallowing me inch by inch until she’d taken every bit of me and her ass met my thighs, and she threw her head back and moaned, low and long, at the fullness of it, her body still working to take it, clenching and easing around the whole thick length of me.

Then she started to ride me, and it was like being ridden by a live coal.

The heat came off her in waves as she moved, rolling her hips, finding the angle she wanted, her skin going fever-hot under my hands where I gripped her waist, and the air over the bed began to shimmer like the air over a road in July, actual heat-haze rising off her freckled skin. Where her palms braced flat on my chest I felt the warmth of them bloom and sink in, and when she lifted them to shove her sweat-damp hair back off her face she left warm handprints on me, two of them, glowing faint and fading slow, and I understood she was printing herself onto me without meaning to, marking me the way her lane marked everything, with heat. She rode faster, chasing the next peak, her red hair plastered to her flushed freckled face, her full breasts bouncing heavy with the rhythm, and I got a hand up and filled it with one of them and thumbed the tight nipple and she keened, and I planted my heels and drove up into her to meet her downstroke, hard, and she came a third time, loud, arching, her whole hot body clamping down around me in fluttering pulses, and still she didn’t stop, still she rocked on me through it, greedy, already reaching for the next.

“Again,” she demanded, wrecked, before she’d even come all the way down from the third, her thighs still shaking around me, “don’t let me stop, don’t you dare let me stop, let me keep going, I can’t stop, again,” and there was something almost frantic in it, the joy of a woman who’d throttled her own pleasure the same way she’d throttled her fire, terrified that if she let it run it would take something from her, discovering it only gave, and I gave it to her, I wasn’t going to be the one to stop her, I could go all night and I meant to.

I sat up under her and got my arms around her and rolled us, took her down under me on the fever-warm bed, got her freckled legs hooked up around my waist and her wrists gathered in one of my hands over her head, and drove into her deep and slow and steady, and let her feel me settled over her, calm and unhurried, the certainty of a man in no hurry whatsoever, my body over hers, my free hand light at her throat, my eyes holding hers, and I felt her go still under the calm the way she always did, felt the frantic thing in her settle into something deeper and hotter, because the calm was the thing she couldn’t fight and didn’t want to, the still center she’d been looking for her whole burning life.

“You’re not going to burn anything,” I told her, driving into her, watching the heat come off her, watching the shimmer, feeling the sheets go warm and not catch. “Look. You’re letting it out. All of it. And nothing’s burning. The sheets are hot and they’re not catching. I’m hot and I’m not catching. You can pour every bit of it out and the only thing that happens is you feel good, and this whole house stays standing. Let it all the way out. I want to feel you burn.”

And she believed me, finally, I felt her believe me, felt the last throttle in her let go, the one she’d had her whole hand clamped over since she was a girl, and she stopped holding. All the way. She let the fire off the leash entirely, on purpose, with a man who couldn’t be burned.

It came pouring out of her. The heat in the room climbed, the frost at the edges of the windows retreating, the banked grate flaring in sympathy, sweat sliding off both of us, and her dirty talk fell apart into one word, over and over, ragged and demanding and undone, “again, again, harder, again,” her nails raking down my back, her heels locked in the small of it, dragging me deeper, and I gave it to her, exactly what she asked, hard and deep and relentless, and calm through all of it, my weight bearing her down into the fever-warm bed, my forehead against hers, watching her come apart at close range. I could feel the last peak building in her, different from the others, slower to gather, bigger, a wave with the whole ocean behind it, all the years of held fire funneling toward one release, and she felt it coming too and her eyes went wide and scared for a second, the old fear, this is the one that burns something, and I held her gaze and drove into her steady. “I’ve got you. Nothing burns. Let it out. All of it. Now. Give it all to me,” and she broke.

She squirted when she came, hard, soaking us both, a hot rush of it as her whole body seized and locked and let go, and then again, and again, wave after wave of it wringing through her, her back bowing off the bed, a raw sound tearing out of her that was half a scream and half a sob, and she was laughing and crying at once, wrecked and free and shaking, coming apart around my cock while the fire poured out of her at last, all of it, everything she’d been sitting on for years, and nothing burned. The sheets went hot under us and didn’t catch. My skin went hot where hers touched and didn’t blister. She poured out her whole self and the only thing that happened was that she flew apart in pleasure and the house held. And as she peaked, the whole inn answered.

Every flame in the house stood up.

I felt it through the house-sense, all at once, in the same instant she came: the banked grate in the room roared tall, the impossible little flame on the taproom bar shot up in its glass, the coals in the dead forge glowed alive in the dark workshop, the pilot in the boiler flared, every fire in the Owl & Lantern rising up straight and tall in one silent synchronized flare, held for a breath, and then all of them settling back down together, banking, quieting, coming to rest, and I felt the same thing happen in Erin, felt the wild fire that had spent her whole life pouring out of her and leaving her empty come home and stay, felt it bank, felt the heat that had always fled her settle into a held glowing coal-bed under her skin, hers to keep, hers to tend, and I came inside her deep and hard with the feel of it, both of us shaking, the fire everywhere in the house standing down at once.

After, she lay against my chest in the fever-warm wreck of the bed and didn’t say anything for a long while, and I felt her heart slow, and I felt the new banked steadiness of her, the coal-bed instead of the wildfire.

Then she sat up, and held out her hand, palm up, and looked at it, and a small flame stood up on her bare palm, a single candle-flame, steady, unwavering, and she held it there, and it didn’t strain, it didn’t flare, it didn’t want to get away from her. She held fire on her own skin and it minded her, gentle and warm and hers, and she watched it burn on her palm and her whole face crumpled.

She cried, exactly once, one hard sob, and dashed it away furious, and held the little flame steady the whole time.

“That’s the first fire I’ve ever held that wasn’t trying to get away from me,” she said, thick, ferocious, guarding the small flame on her palm like it was the most precious thing in the world, which it was. “It’s just, sitting there. Being warm. Not, not straining, not fighting me, just.” She closed her hand and the flame went out clean, no scorch, no smoke, and she opened it and called it back and let it burn again, over and over, drunk on it. “I’ve spent my whole life afraid of my own hands.” She looked at me, wet-eyed and blazing and finally, finally not afraid. “You tell anyone I cried and I will burn your terrible truck to the axles.”

“Cried about what,” I said. “I didn’t see anything.”

She snorted, wet and grateful, and looked at me sideways, and I watched her decide to believe I meant it, which I did, and something eased in her that had been clenched her whole life.

“You know the worst part of being made of fire?” she said, after a while, quiet, turning the little flame on and off on her palm like a woman playing with a coin. “It’s not the burning. It’s that you can never let anyone hold you when you’re scared. You flare when you’re scared, everybody flares, and so the one time you most need a person to put their arms around you is the exact time you can’t let them, because you’ll hurt them. I’ve been scared for years, on the road, half-dead, alone, and there was nobody I could let touch me while I was scared, because I’d have burned them.” She closed her hand on the flame. “And I’ve been scared tonight. Doing this. Choosing it. And you just held me through the scaredest part and I flared and flared and you didn’t let go and nothing burned.” Her voice cracked and steadied. “Do you have any idea. Do you have any idea what that is. To be held while you’re on fire and have it be all right.”

“I’ve got some idea,” I said, and pulled her in closer, and she let me, flared warm and didn’t pull away, a woman at twenty-seven finding out she was allowed to be comforted, and I held her through it, and the room stayed warm and nothing caught.

She dropped back against my chest after a while, warm all the way through, banked and steady and hers, and after a while, half asleep, she said it into my shoulder, muffled, the truest thing she had, and I don’t think she meant me to hear it clearly.

“You’re something I want and can’t set on fire,” she said. “I didn’t know what to do with that. Now I do.” And she slept, fever-warm and steady, the banked coal-bed of her glowing quiet under her freckled skin, a deep peaceful sleep from a woman who’d been running for months, and I lay there and held her and felt the house-sense settle, four bonds now where there’d been three, four voices in the warm, and I felt the inn burn a shade brighter around us, every lamp in it steadier and warmer for the fire that had just come home under our roof.

Down the hall, Maeve cried out once in her sleep and stopped herself, and two doors farther on Sorrel made a small strangled sound that had no dream in it. The inn burned brighter around us, every lamp steadier and warmer for the fourth fire under our roof, and the hook in each hollowed woman knew it before I did: the beacon had turned from a warm glow into a bonfire.

Whatever patience the cold thing in the west had been pretending at, that patience ended in the dark.


Chapter 10: The Silent Goose

We built the coop the week after Erin banked, because the chickens couldn’t winter in the lean-to Goldie had magicked up for them in the fall, and because a house with a coming war in it needs, more than anything, ordinary work to do with its hands while it waits.

Goldie’s chickens had arrived the way most things at the inn arrived, which is to say she’d grown them into being overnight in a fit of green-witch abundance and then named them all, and so there was a rooster called Pemberton, after a beloved goat of her childhood who had eaten a tablecloth and a library book and part of a wedding dress, and four hens named Tuesday, Drizzle, Overcast, and Big Sally, and they needed a real coop, insulated and dry and predator-proof, before the frost got serious.

So I built one, with help. Dell stayed a whole afternoon off his route to hold boards and tell stories about the last hard winter, and Ruiz sent his off-duty nephew, a big shy kid who turned out to be a natural with a nail gun, and the three of us framed and sheathed and roofed a proper little coop over two days while Pemberton supervised.

Pemberton supervised the way middle management supervises, which is to say he had no useful skills and unlimited opinions. He inspected every board we set. He stood on the sawhorse and objected to the roof pitch, at length, in a voice like a rusty gate. He got into the box of screws twice and had to be removed twice, the second time with dignity on nobody’s side. He crowed at things that were not the sun: a passing cloud, the nail gun, Dell’s sneeze, his own reflection in the truck’s chrome, which he then challenged to a fight and lost.

He developed, over the two days, a genuine personal feud with the nail gun, a hatred so pure and so committed that it became the running entertainment of the whole build. He would stalk it while it sat idle, head low, muttering. He would rush it the moment it was set down and peck it and then flee its imagined retaliation. When it fired he’d startle straight up in the air with an outraged squawk and land facing the wrong way and pretend that had been the plan. And the Ruiz kid, who’d been too shy to say ten words all morning, finally broke and laughed out loud when Pemberton lost a long and dramatic battle with the coiled compressor hose, which he’d mistaken for a snake, and got himself so thoroughly tangled that Dell had to unwind him while he complained the entire time, and after that the kid talked, and told us about his own grandmother’s chickens, and it turned into two good days, ordinary and warm, a coop going up board by board while a rooster ran a hostile and incompetent inspection and Goldie grew a windbreak of fast dense hedge along the north side overnight so the wind would break before it reached her hens.

“He’s not a good rooster,” Goldie said fondly, watching Pemberton challenge a wheelbarrow. “He’s not brave and he’s not smart and he can’t fight and the hens don’t respect him. But he tries so hard. I couldn’t not keep him. Look at him. He thinks he’s winning.”

Pemberton lost to the wheelbarrow.

“He thinks he won,” Goldie amended, and went to make lunch.

When it was done, the hens relocated with much drama, Big Sally in particular expressing herself at length about the move, a whole speech of it, indignant clucking that followed us around the yard, and Tuesday and Drizzle and Overcast filing in more sensibly behind her, and Pemberton strutting through the new door last like he’d built the place himself and would be sending everyone a bill. Goldie had grown a windbreak of fast dense hedge along the north side overnight, so the wind broke before it reached the coop, and she’d tucked a few of her hardy herbs into the corners of the run because she said the hens liked the smell and it kept them calm, and by the second morning the whole flock had settled and Big Sally laid an egg in the new nesting box and announced it to three counties, and Goldie collected it warm and held it in her two hands like a small victory, which it was.

The coop became, almost the moment it was finished, a thing the refugees quietly competed over, though nobody would have called it competing. There was a burned-out weaver-witch named Dahlia, thin and careful, who took to rising before anyone but me to let the hens out and scatter their feed, and she did it with a tenderness that had nothing to do with chickens and everything to do with having a small warm living thing depend on her again, a witch who’d been drained down to a flicker standing in the cold dawn with a scoop of cracked corn while Big Sally screamed at her feet, and you could watch a little more of her come back each morning she did it. And there was a quiet trade that grew up around the eggs, the first ones of the day going to whoever’d had the worst night, laid warm at a place at the breakfast table without a word said, so that a woman who’d woken shaking from a road-dream would find a soft-boiled egg by her plate and understand, without anyone making her talk about it, that the house had noticed and the house had her. Goldie ran that trade and never took credit for it, and Cobb audited it, appearing on the windowsill at dawn to watch the eggs get collected and rendering silent judgment on the count, and once, when Dahlia miscounted and came up an egg short, he led her by the hem of her sleeve to the exact hollow under the hedge where a hen had gone rogue and hidden a clutch, because a hob will abide many things but he will not abide an inaccurate tally.

I stood back and looked at a good dry warm predator-proof coop I’d built with my own hands, hens clucking inside it, snow starting to gather on its good tight roof, and felt the plain tradesman’s satisfaction of it, a thing made well and made in time, and Dell stood beside me with his thumbs in his suspenders and admired it too, and said it was a better coop than Silas ever had, and that Silas would’ve been sore about it, and that was the highest praise Dell had, a dead man’s imagined jealousy. And I understood, standing there, that this too was the war, the coop as much as the salt line, because a house that keeps building against the winter, that keeps raising coops and growing windbreaks and collecting warm eggs while a cold thing eats its way up the low ground toward it, is a house that has decided not to be afraid, and being unafraid was the one thing in the whole world that the mild man in the west could not stand and could not eat and did not have any answer for.

Erin integrated the way Erin did everything, sideways and prickly and useful.

She re-pointed the forge chimney without being asked, one cold morning I came out to find her already up a ladder with a trowel and a bucket of mortar, freckled forearms bare in the cold, doing a neat competent job of the pointing, because she’d lit the forge for Cobb the night before and watched it draw wrong, watched the smoke back up and eddy where it should have pulled clean, and a badly drawing flue offended her the way a lie offended other people, at a level she couldn’t leave alone. When I came out and thanked her she scowled down at me from the ladder and said the forge was hers now, she’d tempered nothing in it yet but she’d decided, and a woman’s forge shouldn’t smoke, and went back to her pointing, and I understood that Cobb’s fire-witch had claimed the workshop the way Goldie had claimed the kitchen and Alexis the cellar, staked it out and made it right, and that a person who repairs a thing has decided to stay near it, which is a thing I know from the inside better than anyone.

She turned out to be, of all of them, the one most like me, which neither of us ever said out loud. She fixed things. Idle and restless and full of a fire she was still learning to trust, she worked it off in repairs, tuned Dell’s rig and re-pointed the forge and rehung a door that had dragged since I bought the place, and I’d find her elbow-deep in some small broken thing with the exact expression I catch on my own face in a window, the settled focus of a person who’s found somewhere to put the noise in her head, and I never interrupted her, because I’d have hated being interrupted, and she knew I knew, and that wordless understanding between two people who fixed things to keep from feeling them was its own kind of bond, quieter than the one in the bed and just as real.

She won the woodpile outright. Nobody could split like Erin now, banked and steady, reading the grain the way I’d taught her, dropping the maul easy into the check and the round falling open in two, tireless, and the woodshed filled faster than it ever had, and she took a fierce pride in it that she’d have died before admitting.

She lost, comprehensively, to Goldie’s second-helpings offensive. This was a thing to watch. Erin came to every meal braced to eat like a soldier, fast and defensive, elbows in, a woman who’d learned on the road to eat while she could because she never knew when she’d eat next, and Goldie waged a patient campaign against it, always another helping, always a jar-warmed something set by her elbow, always “there’s plenty, sweetheart, you’ll hurt my feelings.”

“I’ve eaten,” Erin would say.

“You’ve barely started.”

“I’ve had three plates.”

“That’s not three plates, that’s one plate three times, a plate’s not a serving, sit, there’s pie.” And Erin, who had faced down a hollowing man on a dark road and not run, who had walked into her own funeral pyre and screamed at it, had no defense whatsoever against a soft blonde woman who kept refilling her plate and looking wounded, because you cannot out-stubborn kindness, and she could not bear, it turned out, to hurt Goldie’s feelings, which was the whole trap, sprung gentle and inescapable, and week by week Erin sat and ate slow at a full table like a person who expected to eat again tomorrow, and the hunted sharpness came off her, and color and weight came back into her freckled cheeks, and she stopped counting the exits between bites, and got, without ever once admitting it, less like a thing being chased and more like a woman who lived somewhere.

And she and Riley discovered they were the same animal.

It was inevitable. Two performers, two show-offs, one who ran on eyes and one who ran on intensity, and they took one look at each other and knew a rival when they saw one, and it made them the best of friends in the way that only rivalry can, loud and constant and delighted. It came to a head on the back field one evening in a formal competition nobody had exactly agreed to, Riley throwing a glamour-show up over the dark field, light-dancers and shapes and a whole spun spectacle, and Erin answering with fire, banked and controlled now, ribbons of it she sent up and shaped and held, a controlled burn as a work of art, the two of them one-upping each other across the frozen field while the household watched from the porch and Cobb, appointed judge by acclaim, sat on the rail and rendered a verdict.

He awarded it to Erin.

He did it with great ceremony, standing up on the porch rail, pointing one long clever finger first at Riley’s fading light-dancers and giving a small dismissive creak, and then at Erin’s ribbons of banked fire still glowing over the field and making a low warm sound of pure approval, and there was no appeal, because Cobb’s court had no higher bench.

Riley was outraged. “He’s biased,” she declared to the porch at large, throwing her arms wide. “He’s compromised. He’s in love with her fire, he’s been in love with her fire since day one, he leaves her coal-stones and pinecones and he tends her grate like a lovesick butler, he cannot be an impartial judge of a fire-versus-light competition, that’s like asking a moth to judge a lamp contest. I demand a recount. I demand a neutral judge. I demand the goose. The goose has no dog in this. The goose is incorruptible.”

“The goose bit Dell for existing,” Erin said, gloating with her whole chest.

“The goose is a person of principle and I won’t hear a word against him. Cobb. Mister Walnut. Look me in my eyes and tell me that was a fair judgment.” Cobb looked her in her eyes and made a sound of vast contentment and turned to gaze adoringly at Erin’s fire, and Riley put a hand to her heart like she’d been shot. “Betrayed. Betrayed in my own home. Fine. Fine! Enjoy your rigged victory, disaster. I’ll win the next one and I’ll win it so hard even your corrupt little magistrate has to call it for me.”

“You’re on,” said Erin, and they shook on it, gravely, and it was the beginning of a rivalry that ran the whole rest of that autumn, loud and constant and delighted, and it made them inseparable, two show-offs who’d found the only other person who understood exactly why being watched mattered, and it was a thing that would matter more than any of us knew, because a rivalry, in this house, was just a friendship that hadn’t found out yet what it was for.

And Maeve lit a lamp.

That was the quiet enormous thing that week, the thing the whole house pretended not to see because seeing it would have broken it. Maeve had been filling slowly back up for weeks, color returning, tremor easing, but she’d never done magic, not once since the Hollow Man emptied her, because there’d been nothing in her to do it with, the hollow taking not just her power but her ability to reach for it. And one evening at dusk, at her desk, the front-hall lamp unlit and the light going, she reached out one thin hand toward the wick, the way a witch reaches, and I felt the house-sense catch a tiny flicker of a working, small and shaky and real, and the lamp caught, and lit, a warm little flame she’d called up herself, the first magic she’d done since she was emptied.

The whole household saw it. Every one of us, mid-motion, felt the small flicker of a working and looked and saw Maeve’s lamp catch under Maeve’s hand. And the whole household, with one silent accord, pretended not to, because Maeve had gone still and fragile the instant it caught, staring at her own lit hand like it belonged to a stranger, like it might be taken back if she moved wrong, and any fuss, any gasp, any well-meant congratulation, would have shamed the fragile thing right back into hiding. So Goldie kept stirring and hummed a little louder to fill the space. Riley kept talking about nothing without a hitch. Erin, at the fire, banked it a notch without looking up. And I kept walking through the hall like I’d seen nothing at all, and let a woman who’d had her magic torn out of her by the roots have her first spark back in private, in a room full of people all loving her too well to look.

The only one who acknowledged it was Cobb, and Cobb was allowed, because Cobb’s acknowledgments came without words. He crept out sometime in the night and left a small river-pearl on the open ledger beside her hand, a hob’s congratulations, a found treasure laid down for a thing worth finding, the same wordless tribute he’d paid me the first time I fixed a thing he cared about. And in the morning Maeve found the pearl and held it in her palm a long time, and looked at the small brown creature who’d left it, watching her from the dresser, and put the pearl in her pocket and said nothing, and that evening at dusk she lit the desk lamp again with a working, and this time her hand didn’t shake at all, and this time she smiled while she did it, small and private, a woman getting a piece of herself back one lamp at a time.

That should have been the whole week, and it would have been, in a kinder autumn. But the goose went silent.

I’d told myself the first time was a fluke, that first night three weeks back, the hunched silent bird facing west. It had gone back to yelling the next day, obnoxious as ever, and I’d let myself half-forget it. Now it went silent again, and this time it didn’t come back.

I saw it on the town run, the one-legged goose standing on the frozen green by the war memorial, hunched down small, its head pulled in, facing dead west, silent, and it stayed that way. All day. I drove past it in the morning and it was there and silent, and I drove past it in the afternoon and it hadn’t moved and it was still silent, still facing west, a gray-and-white statue of a bird famous for never holding still or shutting up, and the sight of it put a cold in me that had nothing to do with the season.

Maren came out of her store when I stopped, and stood beside me looking at the bird, and her face was grim.

“Three days now,” she said. “Silent, facing west. My weather-wards are reading it too. There’s a cold coming, Gabe, and it’s not right. It’s moving against the wind. Cold that comes down on a north wind, that’s weather, that’s just winter. This cold’s coming out of the west, into the wind, pushing upstream, and it’s pooling. Down in the low ground along the county line, it’s settling and pooling like water finding a basin, getting colder in the hollows, and cold doesn’t behave like that, cold doesn’t move against the wind and pool in the low ground, unless.” She stopped, and I finished it for her, because I’d felt the shape of it for weeks.

“Unless it’s not weather. Unless it’s hungry.”

“Unless it’s hungry,” Maren agreed, low. “Cold that behaves like an appetite. Coming down the low ground toward the town, into the wind, eating the warm as it comes. That’s not a season. I’ve never seen the like and my grandmother never described the like, and the goose knows it, that’s why it won’t yell, because there’s a thing coming that even a goose has the sense to hush for.” She pulled her collar up. “Salt your steps. Make your own salt now, you can, so you never run short. And God help the low ground.”

God did not help the low ground.

Pratt and Olsen came up the inn drive the next dawn together, in the same truck, which had happened exactly twice in living memory and both times that autumn, and the two old men got out looking grayer than the sky, and they’d come to the inn instead of anywhere else because the inn was where you went now when a thing was wrong, and Pratt, who’d lost his barn to a fire-witch and taken it with more grace than most men would have, said, “Wells. You’d best come see. Both of us have, we’ve got a row of trees between our places, an old apple row, been there longer than either of us, we argue about which side the line runs but it’s a good row, gives every year.” His weathered face worked. “It went gray in the night. All of it. Every tree.”

I drove out with them.

The apple row ran along the low ground between their two farms, in the basin where the cold had been pooling for days, and it was dead, dead in a wrong new way I hoped not to see again.

Not frost-killed. I know frost-kill, I’ve seen a hundred gardens taken by an early cold, and frost-kill blackens and wilts, the leaves go dark and soft and drop, the tree fights it, sheds what it must and pulls its strength down into the roots to try again in spring. This was the opposite of a fight. The trees stood exactly as they’d stood the day before, not one branch fallen, not one leaf dropped, everything in its place, and yet every leaf had gone ashen gray, the color and the life drained clean out of it while it hung, gray as cigarette ash, gray as the drained faces of the hollowed women who’d come up my drive, and when I reached up and touched a leaf it didn’t crumple, it crumbled, powdered away between my fingers to nothing, no moisture in it, no green, no life, just the shape of a leaf made of ash holding together until touched.

The apples still hung on the branches, dozens of them, whole and round and red-cheeked from a distance, and I picked one, and it weighed nothing. Nothing at all. A husk, light as a paper lantern, the whole apple hollowed out from the inside while the skin held its shape, a shell where a fruit had been, and when I closed my hand it caved in like a wasp’s nest, dry and empty. And along the ground under the whole length of the row the grass was dead in a clean straight tide-mark, a line drawn across the basin where the drained cold had reached its high water and stopped, everything below the line gone ashen gray and everything above it still ordinary living winter-brown grass, sharp as the line water leaves on a shore when the tide goes out, and I stood looking at that line and understood I was looking at exactly how high the cold had risen, and how much further it had to climb before it reached my door.

Alexis had come with me, and she crouched and touched the tide-mark line and touched the ashen grass and picked up a weightless apple and turned it over, and her cool gray eyes went cold and certain behind her glasses.

“He drank it,” she said quietly. “The whole row. He didn’t burn it or blight it or freeze it. He drank the life out of it, the way he drinks a witch, straight out through the roots and the grain, and left the husks standing because husks don’t matter to him.” She stood, holding the hollow apple. “I didn’t know they could feed on land. On green magic in the soil, an old orchard, the life in the ground. But of course they can, of course, if it’s power and it’s stuck he can drink it, and a county full of farms and orchards is a county full of standing meals.” She looked west, down the low ground, toward the county line, toward the cold. “He’s not just hunting us anymore. He’s grazing. He’s eating the land on his way here, farm by farm, the way he ate the county in the west, and this is the near edge of it. He’s at the county line, and he’s feeding, and he’s coming.”

Pratt and Olsen stood in the gray dead orchard that had been theirs to argue over for forty years, and they didn’t argue. They stood shoulder to shoulder and looked at the drained trees, two old enemies made suddenly, silently, allies by a thing bigger than any fence line, and Olsen said, low, “What do we do, Wells,” the town turning to the inn plainly now, the way it must have turned to Silas, and I stood in the dead orchard with a hollow apple in my hand and gave them the only answer I had.

“You bring your people to me,” I said. “Anyone who’s scared, anyone who’s alone, anyone who lives in the low ground. The inn’s warm and the inn’s warded and there’s room. And you tell them to salt their doorsteps, and I’ll bring the salt, I make it now. And you leave the rest to us.” I crushed the hollow apple to gray powder and let the wind take it. “We’ve fought this before, in a smaller shape. We know how it ends. It ends with us still standing and the cold thing gone. You have my word on it.”

They believed me, because a town wants to believe the warm house at the end of the road, and they drove off to gather their scared and their alone, and I stood a minute longer in the dead low ground and looked west at the pooling cold. The wind came out of it with no smell at all, and the tide-mark in the grass pointed straight at my warm full house, and Alexis’s face beside me had gone cold with the same arithmetic I was doing. Patient no longer. Grazing his way up the low ground. The waiting part was ending and the other part was about to start.

Behind me, a mile off, on the frozen green, the goose stood silent and faced the west and did not make a sound.


Chapter 11: What He Leaves Behind

Alexis read the dead orchard the way she read everything, like a crime scene, and what she found in it turned the whole autumn on its head, because it meant the war hadn’t started when the west wind turned wrong. It had started the day my great-uncle died, and maybe before.

We went back to the drained row the next morning, the three of us, Alexis and Maren and me, Alexis with her notebook and her kit, and she worked the row like an archaeologist works a dig, slow, methodical, taking samples of the ashen leaves and the tide-mark grass, running her hand over the drained bark and reading the runework the land itself remembered, the way a curse-breaker reads the shape of a thing that’s been done. Maren watched her work with a hedge-witch’s grudging respect, and I held the kit and passed her what she asked for and kept my mouth shut, because when Alexis went quiet like that you didn’t interrupt her, you waited for the verdict.

It took an hour. Then she stood up, and pushed her glasses up her nose, and her face was the particular still white it went when a thing she’d only feared turned out to be true.

“I’ve seen this hand before,” she said. “This exact signature.” She showed me a page in her notebook, a curve she’d drawn, the decay reading off the drained trees, a line that climbed and then jagged, a sharp deliberate break in it. “This is how a thing decays when it’s drained. And here.” She tapped the jag. “This is the tell. Natural decay is smooth, it curves, life leaves a thing in a smooth falling curve. This has a nudge in it. Right at the start. A deliberate push, a hand on the wound to open it faster and wider, and then he lets natural decay take over and mask the shape of what he did.” She closed the notebook, and looked at me, and I saw her not want to say the next part. “I’ve drawn this curve once before, Gabe. Exactly this. The night after the souring settled, doing the post-mortem on our own seam. The decay of our souring wasn’t natural either. It had a nudge in it, right at the start, right after Silas died. I filed it. I couldn’t explain it and I didn’t want to say the worst version out loud.” She held my eyes. “It’s the same hand. The souring that hit Gosling Green, that we fought all fall, the one that soured our seam and spawned the blight-familiar and nearly killed this town, it wasn’t just Silas dying and the magic going stagnant. Somebody helped it along. Somebody put a hand on our wound right after Silas died and nudged it open, to sour the region, to make the witches destabilize, to flush them out onto the roads where they’d steer toward a beacon.”

Maren had gone very still.

“He was herding,” Alexis said, and her voice was flat and cold with the horror of it worked out. “The whole thing. He soured the region on purpose to drive the local witches out of hiding and onto the road, hunting them, and the ones that didn’t come to him, the ones that steered by the warm instead, he let come here, to the inn, because the inn is a wellspring’s nest, the richest single site for a hundred miles, and his plan was to let us gather here, all of us, get fat and full and settled, and then take the whole nest at once. He soured us to fill us. We were his larder. He’s been setting this table since the week Silas died.” She looked at me, her mouth thinning into a humorless little line. “His one mistake was that a wellspring got here first. He soured the region to draw witches to a beacon he meant to own, and while he was busy grazing his way across the west, you drove up the forgetting road and moved into his nest and filled it with women who love you. He came home to find someone living in the house he’d been fattening.”

I stood in the dead orchard and felt the whole autumn re-shape itself behind me, every stuck witch who’d staggered up my drive, every night the feral thing tested my salt, all of it not bad luck and natural decay but one long patient campaign by a mild old man in a thin coat, and I felt something in me go from worried to angry, cold clean tradesman’s anger, the anger of a man who’s found out the water damage in his house was a leak somebody drilled on purpose.

“Then we finish it here,” I said. “He set the table. We’ll be what’s on it that he can’t swallow.”

The refugees came, and they came in a flood, because his grazing had frightened the whole low ground, and within a week the number of stuck and scared and hollowed witches under my roof doubled.

They came in every state a witch could come in. Some walked up the drive on their own feet, stuck and scared but whole, and those were the easy ones, a room and a meal and a place on the chore board and they steadied fast. Some came half-burned-out, curdled down to a flicker, and needed what Nell and Dahlia had needed, weeks of Goldie’s food and warm sleep before the craft came back at all. And a few came hollowed, or near it, the gray-tinged skin and the sunken eyes and the hand that kept drifting to the empty place under the ribs, and those were the ones that told me how close Rill was, because a hollowed woman doesn’t travel far, she washes up near where she was emptied, and here were hollowed women washing up at my door, which meant the emptying was happening close.

There was a potter-witch who could no longer center clay and wept about it, and Goldie set her up a wheel in the workshop corner within the day, no lecture, just a wheel and a bag of river clay and a place to fail at it privately, and the woman spent a week throwing lopsided bowls that collapsed and saying nothing, and then one afternoon a bowl held true under her hands and she cried again, differently. There was a pair of sisters who’d run together and finished each other’s sentences and jumped at doors, and Cobb took a special interest in them, leading them to the deepest quietest room in the guest wing and standing in the doorway until they went in, a hob deciding where the frightened ones slept better than any of us could. There was an old woman older than Maren who’d been stuck her whole life and had stopped expecting anything and looked at the full warm house like a mirage she didn’t trust, and who wouldn’t sit in the good chair by the fire until Maren, of all people, sat down in the one beside it and told her flatly to quit hovering and take a load off before she fell down, one old woman ordering another into comfort, and it worked where kindness hadn’t. Goldie learned all their names in a day and fed them all and put the sisters in a room together and gave the old woman the good chair by the taproom fire, and Maeve logged every one of them in Silas’s columns, and Cobb inspected every one of them from the dresser-top and rendered private verdicts, and the house stretched to hold them, because that was what the house did.

That was his next move, Alexis said, and she was right, it was a push, meant to strain us, to pack the inn past its capacity and count its beds and turn our own kindness into a weakness, because a house that won’t turn anyone away can be flooded, and a flooded house drowns. He was counting on our virtue to sink us. And the answer to it, the only answer that was ours, was not to turn anyone away. It was to build.

So we built the barn annex. Pratt’s barn was gone, but the inn had its own old outbuilding, a big sound-framed barn behind the greenhouse that had held nothing but junk since Silas’s day, sixty years of it, broken furniture and coils of dead wire and a wagon with no wheels, and I gutted it, hauling the junk out into the yard in a long cold day of it, and found under all the wreckage a barn built the way they don’t build anymore, hand-hewn posts and pegged joints, sound as the day it went up, Silas’s people’s work or the people before them, waiting.

Dell and Ruiz’s crew and every able-bodied refugee turned to, and we made it a bunkhouse in four days flat, framed-in sleeping walls and a row of bunks I built from the good pine Silas had left stacked and stickered in the loft, seasoned and waiting like he’d known a day would come when the inn needed to sleep two dozen at once, which maybe he had. I salvaged a good cast wood stove out of the junk pile and re-plumbed its flue and set it in the middle of the floor, and Riley went up in the rafters and laid her steadying light-charm across the whole span, the same warm lasting glamour that had woken in the taproom on music night, so the annex held that honeyed steadiness that quieted a frightened person even in her sleep, and I watched the first night’s sleepers settle under it, women who’d come off the road jumping at every sound, and saw their faces go slack and easy in the charm-light, and thought that on the day Riley blew up the drive on a broken scooter looking for a stage, she would have laughed off the idea that this was what her spotlight could become.

Goldie put a larder shelf by the door, jars off the winter shelf, the mending food, so nobody who slept in the annex went to bed hungry or woke afraid, and she stocked it herself and checked it every day and refilled it before it ran low, and the refugees learned they could take from it freely, no asking, which took some of them a week to believe and one of them, the old woman who’d been stuck her whole life, never quite managed, always asking, always leaving a scrubbed jar back cleaner than she’d found it, until Goldie stopped correcting her because the asking was how the old woman kept her dignity and Goldie would never take a woman’s dignity for the sake of being right.

Dell appointed himself foreman of the barn raise and was, I will say, a catastrophic foreman, full of large confident opinions about load paths and joinery that were all forty years out of date, delivered with the total authority of a man who had never in his life built anything but who had watched a great deal of it get built from the cab of a truck.

“Now, what you want there,” he told Ruiz’s crew, who had been framing walls since before the Ruiz kid was born, “is your bracing on the diagonal, catch the wind before it racks her.”

“That’s what we’re doing, Dell,” Ruiz said.

“’Course it is. That’s what I’d have told you if you weren’t.” He paced the length of the frame with his thumbs in his suspenders, inspecting, and stopped at a corner post, and squinted at it, and said, “Now this here, I don’t know about this here,” and Ruiz came and looked at it and it was fine, it was perfect, and Dell studied it a while longer and then said, “Well, no, I suppose that’s right, carry on,” and moved down the line to find the next thing to almost object to, and the crew let him, because Dell foremanning a barn was a harmless and happy thing and the barn went up straight regardless, and every so often he’d actually catch something, a story about a barn that came down in the ’94 blow dissolving mid-sentence into a genuinely useful point about tie-downs, forty years of watching finally coughing up a real nail, and everyone would go quiet and do the thing he said, and he’d beam like a man who’d known it all along, which he had, buried under all the bluster.

Riley, up a ladder laying her rafter-charm, kept up a running commentary on his command. “Foreman Crews, the north wall’s fallen behind schedule.” “Foreman Crews, morale is low, we need a snack break.” “Foreman Crews, I’m forming a union.” And Dell took all of it with the deep contentment of a man being teased by someone he was fond of, and threatened to dock her pay, and she pointed out that nobody at the inn was paid, and he said that was exactly why her position was so precarious, and the barn went up around the two of them, and it was good, it was another warm thing built against the cold, another way the house answered his flood with lumber instead of fear.

Erin worked the annex like she worked everything, half-furious and wholly useful, and she and Ruiz’s crew developed inside a morning the wordless shorthand of people who’d both spent their lives with their hands on real work, a pointed chin and a grunt doing the labor of a whole sentence, and by noon they’d handed her the tricky cuts without discussion because she read a rafter-tail truer than a laser line. She hauled the old cast stove out of the junk pile mostly by herself, refused help, red-faced and swearing and immovable, and when she got it planted in the center of the floor and lit it and it drew clean on the first try, she stood back and looked at the smoke going up straight and true and got a private, fierce, satisfied look on her face that I recognized, because it was the look of a person who trusts a fire more when she’s the one who told it where to go. And Goldie brought her a plate at the stove without being asked, because Goldie had clocked days ago that Erin would work straight through a meal to avoid being fussed over and had simply started delivering the fuss to wherever Erin was hiding from it, and Erin ate standing up with a nail between her teeth and glared at everyone who noticed, and everyone had the sense not to.

The ledger gave up the last of it while the barn was going up.

Maeve had never stopped asking about the circle-with-a-line mark in Silas’s departure column, and one evening, with the annex half-built and the house full to the rafters, Maren finally answered her, because Maren had decided the time for holding Silas’s secrets was past.

“That’s his mark for the hollowed ones,” Maren said, flat, standing over the open ledger at the desk. “The women who came to him already emptied. Already drained. Not stuck, not leaking, not burning. Hollowed. Same as Maeve came to you.” She turned the pages, and there they were, the mark going back and back through the years, a circle with a line through it, page after page, decades of them. “A stuck witch, Silas could fix. A leaking one, a burning one, he could break her ceiling and settle her and she’d leave marked ‘Right’ or ‘Settled.’ But a hollowed one, a woman somebody had already drained, there was no fixing. There was only filling, slow, the chosen way, over months and years, and some of them filled and some of them never did, and either way he marked them with the circle-and-line, because they weren’t cured, they were kept. Sheltered. Filled what he could.” She looked at Maeve, and her flint softened one degree. “That was his phrase. I asked him once, why the different mark, and he said, ‘Because I didn’t cure those, girl. I just filled what I could.’” She closed the ledger. “The mark goes back forty years, Maeve. Forty years of hollowed women coming to this inn already emptied and being taken in and filled what could be filled.” Her voice dropped. “Which means the thing that hollowed them has been out there forty years. This isn’t new. Silas fought this war his whole life, quiet, one filled woman at a time, and never told a soul the whole of it, and now everyone who knew the details is dead.”

The room was quiet, because we’d all just understood the same thing at once, and it reorganized the whole inn behind us as we sat there, gave it a history none of us had known it had.

The inn had always been this. A place a stuck witch came to get unstuck, a wellspring’s cozy nest, a refuge against the hollowing, a counteroffensive against the very thing we were fighting. It was old, forty years old at least in Maren’s memory and probably older, because a mark that established doesn’t start with the man using it. Silas had stood in this house for sixty years and salted his steps every night and filled the hollowed ones one at a time and marked them with his little circle-and-line, and he’d done it quietly, told no one the whole of it, fought a long slow patient war against the hollowing on the roads and never once called it a war, just called it running an inn, keeping the well clear, keeping the lamp lit. And now I was doing the same thing, taking in Maeve and Sorrel and every frightened witch the low ground sent me, and I’d thought I was inventing it, thought the refuge was a thing this fall had made, and it wasn’t, it was a thing I’d inherited along with the boiler and the wards and the well, a duty as old as the house, handed down.

I sat with my hand on the ledger’s worn cloth cover and felt the old book under my palm, all those first names and little marks pressed into the paper by a dead man’s hand. Silas hadn’t left me a clean deed and a bad boiler. He’d left me a desk with a book on it, a porch to salt, a lamp to keep lit, and a line of women who had found this house empty and left it less empty if he could manage it. I turned the page carefully, because the paper was old and because, suddenly, it felt load-bearing.

Later, when the house had gone to bed, Alexis stayed at the desk with the open ledger and the lamp, and I found her there, still, staring at nothing, and I sat down across from her, and she said the thing she’d been not-saying for a week.

“The timeline bothers me.” She had her fingers pressed to her temples. “Silas holds the seam settled for sixty years. A hollow works the region for forty of them, and Silas fights him quietly the whole time, filling the emptied. And then Silas dies. Peacefully, at home, an old man, heart gives out. And within days, days, Gabe, of the last wellspring for a hundred miles dying, somebody puts a deliberate nudge in the seam to sour the whole region.” She raised her eyes to mine, and her cool composure was cracking around the edges of a thought she couldn’t stand. “That’s not opportunism. That’s not a hollow noticing a wellspring died and taking advantage. That’s fast. That’s a hand that was already there. That’s a man who knew the exact week the seam would be undefended, who was in position to nudge it open the moment it was, who.” She stopped. She wouldn’t say it. Alexis, who could say anything, who’d said the filthiest things I’d ever heard in a bed and the coldest truths I’d ever heard at a table, couldn’t say this one.

“You think he was killed,” I said, because she couldn’t, and somebody had to say it out loud, and it might as well be the man who could say it plain without a scholar’s fear of being wrong. “You think Silas didn’t just die in his sleep. You think Rill, or whoever’s behind Rill, killed him, to open the seam and clear the nest, and that it happened the one night in sixty years Silas didn’t salt his steps, the one night the threshold was undefended, the one night somebody who knew the house could come in by a line no salt covers.”

Alexis flinched, just slightly, at hearing it in the air, and then nodded, once, grateful and sick at the same time.

“I keep trying to make it not fit,” she said. “That’s what a scholar does, you attack your own theory harder than anyone else will, you try to break it, and I can’t break this one. An old man’s heart gives out, that’s ordinary, that happens, I want it to be that. But then the nudge in the seam within days, in a hand I’ve now matched to the man who ate the west county and came for this one, and the one skipped night, and the speed of it all. Every single one of those alone is nothing. A coincidence, an old man’s forgetfulness, a bad reading. But I can’t get them to be nothing together. Three small nothings that all point at the same door.” She pressed her fingers to her temples again. “And if I’m right, then the thing we’re fighting didn’t start with Rill souring us in the fall. It started when Silas died, and Rill was just the piece they moved into the space it opened, and this inn was the target from the very beginning, before you inherited it, before you were ever a name to them.”

Alexis closed her eyes. “I think,” she said, very quietly, “that I have four separate facts that all point at the same ugly place and no proof that connects any of them, and that a scholar doesn’t say a thing like that out loud without proof, because it’s the kind of thing that, once you say it, you can’t unsay, and it changes how everyone looks at every wall in this house.” She opened her eyes. “So I’m not saying it. I’m noting it. And I’m not telling Maren, because she already half-thinks it and it’s eating her, and I won’t turn her half-fear into a certainty I can’t back.” She pulled a fresh page toward her and began, in her precise hand, to build the thing she built out of every dread, a case, a list, a corkboard in her mind. “Not yet. After. When the near thing’s dealt with, I’ll pull this thread all the way, and I’ll pull it careful, because if I’m right, then killing Silas was somebody’s first move, and Rill’s just the piece they sent, and we’re not near the end of anything. We’re near the start.”

I left her to it, because there was nothing to do with a thing like that but let her work it into a shape she could carry, and I went up to bed, and the house slept full and warm around its coming war, and I got maybe two hours before Maeve woke us all screaming.

It wasn’t a nightmare. I knew nightmares, the house had them, refugees who’d been through hell, and you learned the sound of a bad dream and how to gentle it. This was different. This was Maeve sitting bolt upright in her bed with her hand clamped over the old hook-wound, screaming, not from fear but from a pain that was worse than fear, and when Goldie and I got to her she wasn’t asleep, she was wide awake and rigid and white, and she got the words out through her teeth.

“It’s singing,” she gasped. “The hook. It’s, oh God, it’s singing like it hasn’t since I got here, it only tugged before, then went quiet under your roof after that first pull, and now it’s singing, it’s pulling, west, it wants to go west, it’s like a compass needle in my chest, like a fishhook in my chest and someone’s reeling the line, dragging me toward, toward him, and it’s sweet, that’s the horrible part, Gabe, it’s sweet, it feels good, it feels like being wanted, it feels like the only thing I’ve ever wanted in my life is right there down that road and all I have to do is get up and go to it, and I don’t want to go, I don’t, I want to stay here where it’s warm, help me, hold me, don’t let me get up, don’t let it take me west.”

And Goldie got both arms around her and I got a hand on her shoulder and we held her, gently, firmly, through it, through the sweet horrible pull of a hook that had woken and started to sing after weeks of silence, and I could see the war of it on her face, the part of her that had spent a month becoming a person again pinned against the part he’d built to crave him, and the person won, she stayed, shaking, in Goldie’s arms, but I saw how close it was, saw how hard the pull dragged, and I understood in my gut what we were up against, a man who didn’t have to break down a door because he’d left a piece of himself inside two of our own that would open it for him and thank him for the chance.

And it sang because the thing at the other end of the line had come close enough to make it sing, close enough to feel down the length of the hook, close enough to turn the old tug into a compass line pulling hard through bone, and that told us the last thing we needed to know.

He wasn’t just inside the county anymore. He was near enough to reel.

Two doors down, in one of the refuge rooms, Sorrel had woken too. I found her after, when Maeve had quieted enough to be left with Goldie, sitting up in the dark on the edge of her bed, silent, not screaming like Maeve because Sorrel had learned to make no sound about her hook, one hand pressed flat below her breastbone where the siphon had rooted, staring west through the dark wall, tears running down her still face, silent, the compass needle dragging at her too, and she looked at me when I came in and said, low and flat and certain, “He’s near. Both of us can feel it. The hooks don’t sing unless he’s near.” She wiped her face without seeming to notice she was crying. “He’s coming to say hello. I told you he would. Polite as anything.” And she lay back down in the dark and did not sleep, and neither did the house, and I sat up in the hall between Maeve’s singing hook and Sorrel’s silent one with the wrecking bar across my knees and the fresh-made salt heavy on my belt, the wall, and out in the low ground west of us a cold patient thing that had set a forty-year table finished its walk up toward the warm house that had someone living in it.


Chapter 12: The Quiet-Ward

Two witches under my roof couldn’t sleep because a cold man in the west was pulling on hooks he’d left in their chests, and Alexis solved it the way she solved everything, which was to treat the unbearable as a problem, and then, this time, to make herself the solution.

She worked it out in one long night at her study desk while the house did the other half of the work, the human half. Because you can’t fix a singing hook with a diagram alone. You fix the person around it first, and the household knew that now, had learned it caring for Maeve all fall, and they did it without being asked.

No one made a speech about it. The house just started keeping watch.

They treated it like family treats an addiction, which is what it was, a craving somebody had built into two women on purpose. Nobody left Maeve or Sorrel alone. They ran shifts, unspoken, self-organizing, the way this house organized itself around a hurt without a meeting or a chore board or a word from me, so that whenever the hook sang there was a warm body in the room, a hand to hold, a voice to talk over the pull.

Goldie kept the winter-shelf preserves coming, the mending food, warmed and spooned out at all hours, the steadying warmth of it filling what could be filled against the emptiness that sang. She’d sit on the edge of the bed with the jar and feed Maeve a spoonful at a time like a child, murmuring, and the pull would ease a notch, not gone but quieted, and Maeve would breathe.

Riley laid her soft lasting-light in both rooms, that honeyed glamour that quieted a frightened person, and then she did the thing only Riley could do, which was refuse to let it be solemn. She sat up with Sorrel at three in the morning telling the single stupidest string of stories I have ever half-overheard through a wall, a saga about her old coven and a stolen scooter and a festival where she’d set her own hair very slightly on fire, and I heard Sorrel laugh, actually laugh, a rusty disused sound, in the middle of the compass needle dragging west at her chest, and I understood that was medicine too, that a laugh was a thing the hook couldn’t sing over, that Riley was fighting a cold man’s siphon with dumb jokes at three a.m. and winning ground with them.

And Erin, who did not have a warm word in her, who could not do what Goldie did or what Riley did, fed the fires. She just fed the fires. She went from room to room in the night, silent, and banked both grates up high and hot with her banked steady craft, and stood a moment in each doorway watching the two hollowed women in the firelight, and said nothing, and went to the next, all night, every night, because feeding a fire was the only comfort her hands knew and she gave it with everything she had, and I found her once at four in the morning asleep sitting up in the hall between the two rooms, on the floor, her back against the wall, keeping watch over both fires at once, and I put a blanket over her and let her sleep there, because it was where she wanted to be.

Nobody was alone. That was the treatment, and it was the only treatment we had until Alexis finished her diagram, and it was, I understood, standing in the warm hall at four in the morning listening to Riley make Sorrel laugh through a hook’s song, exactly what the inn was for. Not the leveling. Not even the fighting. This. A house where the hollowed didn’t have to face the dark by themselves.

Alexis brought me the diagram at dawn, glasses smudged, hair coming out of its twist, triumphant and frustrated at once.

“The hook can’t be cut,” she said, spreading the chalk-and-ink diagram on the kitchen table over my coffee. “I’ve checked every text I have and they all agree, the one thing they all agree on, you cannot cut a hook, cutting it kills the host, the hook’s grown into her the way a root grows into a wall, you pull the root you bring the wall down with it. So we don’t cut it.” She tapped the diagram. “A hook is a listening thing. It’s a siphon, but before it siphons, it listens, it’s how it stays connected across distance, it listens for him and he listens back down it, that’s the singing, that’s the two-way pull. And a listening thing can be muffled.” Her finger traced the design, a lattice, delicate, laid over a doorway. “A quiet-ward. Not a wall, a wall would strain against the hook and hurt her. A muffle. Keyed soft, laid over her door like a hand laid gentle over a bell so it can’t ring. It won’t cut the connection, it’ll just, dampen it, drop the singing from a scream to a hum, quiet enough to sleep through. Both of them. I can do it. The runework’s sound.” She sat back, and here was the frustration, and here, I understood, was something else. “And keying it, waking a ward that fine and that soft over two doors at once, needs a throughput surge. A big clean one. And there’s exactly one way I get a throughput surge like that.”

She looked at me, cool gray eyes over her smudged glasses, and she didn’t blush, and she didn’t deflect, and that was the whole distance she’d come since the fall. At twenty-nine, Alexis had spent too many years turning hunger into footnotes, the scholar who’d spent those first hard weeks learning she was allowed to want now stating a want like a line item.

“And I’m done pretending I mind,” she said. “So. Tonight. In my study, with the ward primed. It’s an experiment. It has an objective and a method and I’ve written both down.” The corner of her mouth moved, just barely, the tell. “It’s also entirely something I want, and I’d want it if there were no ward at all, and I’m telling you both of those things at once because I’ve decided the second one isn’t a thing I have to hide inside the first one anymore.” She stood, gathering the diagram. “Come to the study after the house is down. Bring nothing. I’ve thought of everything.”

She had thought of everything. That was the thing about Alexis, and the thing that made undoing her the best sport in the house.

Her study that night was primed like a working, because to her it was one. The quiet-ward diagram was chalked large on the floor, keyed and waiting for the surge that would wake it and send it down the hall to settle over two doors. Her runework charts were pinned in ranks. Her notebook lay open with the method written out in her precise hand, objective and materials and expected result, and there was snow spitting at the dark window, the first of the season, fine and dry against the glass, and Alexis stood in the middle of her ordered chamber in her black sweater and her glasses with her hair still up and a pen still through it, composed, contained, deadpan, exactly the buttoned-up scholar the world saw, and I knew, the way I always knew now, exactly how much was under the buttons and exactly how badly she wanted it let out.

I stood in the doorway of her ordered chamber and looked at her standing in the middle of it, this severe contained woman in black with her ward chalked and primed at her feet and snow spitting at the glass behind her, and I let her feel me look, and I watched the first plate of the composure shift under it, the flush starting up her pale throat, the one that always seemed to give her away before anything else did.

“You’re already blushing,” I said, not moving from the door.

“That’s the fire,” she said, deadpan, not looking at the cold hearth I hadn’t lit.

“There’s no fire.”

“Then it’s a circulation matter and none of your concern.” She adjusted a chart that didn’t need adjusting, buying herself a second, and I let her have it, because the whole pleasure of Alexis was the distance between the woman who said “circulation matter” and the woman who’d be begging on this desk within the hour, and the crossing of that distance was the best thing in the house.

“The parameters,” she said then, brisk, glasses up, turning to face me, and I could have laughed at how hard she was holding the frame, how much she needed to run it right up until the moment she needed to lose it. “I direct the working. I know the timing, I know when the surge needs to come, so I set the pace and the positions, and you follow my lead, because the ward keys off my peak and I need to control when that happens, so it’s, it’s mine to run.” She said it fast, and it fogged her own glasses, the saying of it, and she pushed them up, and pressed on, because Alexis frightened always talked more precisely, not less. “I’ve calculated the throughput I’ll need to key both doors. It requires a peak of a particular, ah, magnitude, which is not a thing I can reach at all clinically, I’ve tried, it doesn’t key from a controlled release, it needs the, the loss of control, specifically, the runework’s quite clear on it, a surge only comes off a genuine, so. Those are the parameters.” A beat. “I’ve written them down. They’re on the desk.”

“I’m sure they are,” I said, and came into the room, and shut the door.

“All right,” I said, easy, and I let her have it, because letting a woman like Alexis lay out her diagram was half the pleasure of taking it apart. “You run it. Tell me what you want.”

She ran it, for about four minutes.

She told me where to stand and how to touch her, precise, clinical, narrating her own arousal like data, and I did exactly as she said, hands where she directed, mouth where she allowed, and I let her feel completely in control, let her set the tempo and call the positions, let her think she was conducting, right up until I’d learned her whole plan, the pace she meant to keep, the peak she meant to reach on schedule, and then, once I had it, I quietly took it apart.

Because her lane was the surrender of control, and you can’t surrender a thing you’ve been allowed to keep. So I took it. I stopped following. She said faster and I went slower. She reached for the tempo and I held her still, one hand flat and immovable on the small of her back, and I brought her right to the edge of the peak she’d scheduled, felt her climbing toward it, felt her whole body gathering, and I stopped.

I edged her. That was the game, and it was her game, the control she loved to lose, built up and denied, and she made a sound of pure outrage that dissolved into pure need.

“That’s not, that wasn’t the, you were supposed to,” she got out, shaking, and I held her at the edge and let it recede and she groaned like it hurt.

“Your parameters,” I said, calm, unhurried, my mouth at the back of her neck, my hand keeping her exactly where I wanted her over her own desk. “You wanted to control when you come. So we’re going to control it. My way. You don’t come until I decide, and I’m going to build you up and stop you and build you up and stop you until that precise little voice in your head shuts off completely, because that’s the actual experiment, Alexis. Not the ward. Whether I can make the smartest woman in three counties stop thinking. Let’s find out.”

She was bent over her desk, glasses fogging, her severe twist coming loose in ink-black ropes over her pale face, her high-necked sweater rucked up and the pencil skirt shoved down around her thighs, her thick pale ass bared and lifted and spread, the headline feature the whole prim wardrobe existed to deny, round and heavy and porcelain-pale in the firelight, everything about her composure coming apart plate by plate exactly the way it did. I ran my palm over the full curve of one cheek and she pushed back into it and groaned, and I built her up again, slow, deliberate, two fingers sliding into her slick swollen cunt and curling while my thumb circled the tight pucker above it, my other hand holding her pinned to the desk, her clinical narration fraying into broken sounds, and stopped her again right at the crest, and she begged, the deadpan cracking clean through into the ragged shameless filth that lived under it, the shock of the smartest mouth in the house going obscene.

“Please, God, please, let me, I can’t, I’ll do anything, please just let me come, stop building me up and taking it away, I’ll, I need, please,” and it was the sweetest sound in the world, precision dissolved into pure want, and one of her charts got knocked loose and a stack of her tape-labeled tools, the ones she was always sticking her neat little labels on, scattered off the desk edge, and even wrecked she made a small distressed noise about the labels, which undid me, and I laughed against her spine and swept the rest of them off to hell.

Then I gave her the thing that was hers, the ultimate surrender of the control she’d built her whole self around, the lane that had been hers since the fall, built slow and careful and enthusiastically wanted. I spread her thick pale cheeks open with both thumbs, baring that tight little hole to the firelight, and drizzled oil down the cleft of her ass and worked it into her with my fingers, one and then two, slow and patient, feeling the tight ring flutter and then yield and open around them while I kissed the back of her neck and told her how good she was going to be for me, until she was pushing back onto my hand and begging for the real thing in a voice with nothing composed left in it at all. Then I slicked myself and set the head of my cock against that oiled little pucker and pressed, steady and unhurried, and watched her ass stretch slow around the crown of me, the tight ring giving way inch by inch, breaching, taking me, until the head popped past the rim and she cried out and I sank the rest of the way into her in one long careful glide, buried to the root in the impossibly tight clutch of her ass, her whole body shuddering, her spine arching, her hands scrabbling flat on the scattered diagrams for something to hold. I gave her a moment to take it, feeling her clench and ease around me, and then I started to move, slow and deep, drawing nearly out until the rim caught on the ridge of the head and then sinking back in to the hilt, her thick ass jiggling against my hips on every stroke. She gave it to me the way she gave me everything now, total, shameless, the once-composed scholar bent over her own runework taking my cock in her ass and loving it and saying so in language that would have fogged the glasses she’d already lost somewhere in the wreck.

“Oh, God, yes, like that, so full, I don’t, I can’t think, that’s the point, isn’t it, you made me stop thinking, there’s nothing in my head, there’s just, harder, please, I’m yours, I’m completely yours,” and I gripped her hips and gave her exactly what she asked, driving into her ass deep and steady and merciless and calm, my thumb dropping to her clit to work her in time, her thick cheeks flexing under my other hand, her hair down and ink-black over the ruined diagrams, and I held her at the edge one more time until the last thought went out of her entirely, until there was no diagram and no method and no objective and no rank, only a woman split open and stuffed full who wanted it and had stopped being ashamed of it. Then I pressed my hand flat between her shoulder blades, pinned her to her own scattered work, and said, “Now. Come for me. Wake it.”

And I let her go over.

She came apart completely, her whole body clenching and shaking, her ass gripping down around my cock in tight rhythmic pulses, her cunt spasming under my thumb, wrecked and glowing and past all speech, and the feel of that careful, severe woman breaking open around me pulled me over with her. I drove deep into her clutching ass, lost the last clean edge of rhythm, and came hard, spilling into her while the bond took the surge and threw it through us both. The throughput fired out of her the instant she peaked, a clean bright flood of the power she’d learned to channel, and it caught the keyed diagram on the floor and lit it, and I felt the quiet-ward wake and go, felt it flow out of the study and down the hall, and I knew, through the house-sense, what it did: it settled over Maeve’s door and Sorrel’s door both at once, a lattice of dim soft runes falling into place the way snow settles, gentle, patient, a hand laid over two bells, and the singing in the house, the sweet horrible pull that had kept two women awake for nights, dropped from a scream to a hum mid-note, muffled, sleepable, quiet at last. Her unraveling and two women’s first quiet night were the same event, her surrender the exact thing that gave them peace.

She lay over her desk after, wrecked and steaming and glowing, and I felt the tier turn over in her, the binding she’d woken in the fall matured now into something wider, and after a while she pushed herself up, found her glasses on the floor, put them on crooked, and looked at the chalked diagram still glowing faintly on her floor, and then, because she was Alexis, she got up, half-dressed, hair down, thoroughly ruined, knelt, and re-chalked one rune that had smudged in the surge, her hand perfectly steady, and laughed, low, disbelieving, at her own steadiness.

“It held,” she said, wondering, touching the glowing lattice. “It keyed clean and it held and I could do the correction right after, my hand didn’t shake at all, I just, did runework, minutes after that, like it was nothing.” She sat back on her heels, half-dressed and glowing and undone, and found my face over the crooked line of her glasses. “In the fall I couldn’t channel at all. Then I could bind. This is past binding. This is holding a working steady across distance, keyed to two hosts, soft enough not to hurt them, that’s, that’s warding, that’s a whole discipline up from binding.” She tested the word like she was trying on a rank. “Warding. I’m a warder now.” And she looked at the framed diagram on her wall, the old settling-working from the fall with her name finally in the center circle, and she said, mostly to herself, “I should pencil the next one in. There’s room on that wall.” And I understood she’d hang the quiet-ward diagram next to it, the way some people hang the photographs of their children in order. I loved her enough to keep quiet, pick her tape-labeled tools up off the floor, and set them back on the desk in the wrong order on purpose, just to make her fix them, and she saw me do it and threw a chalk stub at my head.

We looked in on them before we slept, Alexis and I, down the guest wing to where the quiet-ward lay over Maeve’s door and Sorrel’s, and it was a beautiful thing, I’ll say that, the lattice she’d keyed hanging dim and soft in the air over each threshold like a fall of snow caught and held, faint runes drifting down and never landing, patient, muffling. And through the doors we could hear it, or rather couldn’t, the absence of it, the thing that told us it worked, two women breathing slow and even in real sleep, the frantic edge gone out of it, the whimpering and the tossing that had gone on for nights simply stopped. Alexis stood in the hall and listened to two women sleep and I watched her face do something rare, go soft and undefended, the scholar looking at what her craft had actually done, which was not solve a problem but let two hurt people rest, and she said, very quietly, “I’ve never made anything that felt like this. The wards in the fall were defense and proof. This one’s just to let them sleep.” And I understood that was its own leveling, bigger than the tier, a woman who’d spent her life in her head finding out her mind could be a mercy.

The house slept that night. All of it. Maeve slept, and Sorrel slept, at last since the hooks woke, the singing dropped to a hum they could sleep through under the soft snow-lattice of Alexis’s ward, and the quiet carried through the floorboards and old walls, the whole full warm inn finally at rest, every soul in it breathing easy, and I stood in the quiet hall a while just feeling it, a house where the hollowed slept safe, and it was worth every hard thing it had cost and every hard thing it was going to.

Sorrel found me at the desk in the morning, and she’d slept, and she looked years younger for one night’s real sleep, and she came to say thank you and stayed to say the other thing, the cost, flat and certain, because Sorrel always knew the cost.

“I slept,” she said. “After weeks. Thank you. It’s, I don’t have words for what it is, to have the singing go quiet.” Then her face closed down into the flat certainty. “But you should know what you’ve done, so you’re not surprised. Both our hooks went quiet last night. On our end. Which means they went quiet on his end too. He listens down them, remember, it’s two-way. Last night, when he reached down the hook to feel us, to feel where we are and whether we’re breaking, he felt nothing. Muffled. Silence where there’d been two of his own singing back to him.” She wrapped her hands around the coffee I gave her. “He knows now. He knows the inn can silence what he does. He knows you’ve got a witch who can wall off his hooks, which I’ve never known anyone to do, which he didn’t know was possible.” She looked at me, sorry and steady. “He hates being told no more than anything alive. Being ignored is worse than being fought, to him. And you just told him no in his own language, in the one place he thought he owned, the inside of his own victims.” She drank, and gathered herself, and told me the rest of it, the thing she’d come to say under the thank-you.

“He’s done being patient now. I know him, from the inside, better than I want to. He sent me because sending is patient, it’s the move of a man feeling out a wall from a distance, poking, counting, taking his time, and he had all the time in the world because he thought he already owned this county. But you unmasked his instrument and kept it warm and fed at your own table, which I don’t think anyone has done to him, and then you walled off his hooks, told him no in the one language he thought only he spoke, silenced his own voice inside his own victims. He’ll have felt both of those as insults, and there is nothing, nothing, he hates more than being told no. Being fought he understands, fighting’s just appetite with fists. Being ignored, being refused, being walled out politely, that’s the one thing that gets under the manners.” She met my eyes, steady and sorry. “So he’s done sending pieces. He’ll come himself now. Face to face, in daylight, hat in his hand, and he’ll be so gentle and so reasonable and so polite about it that you genuinely will not know, in the moment, whether to offer him pie or run screaming into the woods.”

“Which do I do,” I said.

“Offer him the pie.” She said it flat and certain. “Sit with him and be unafraid and offer him the pie and tell him no to his face and let him watch you not be afraid. Never run. Running’s what he feeds on, fear’s his water, a man bolting from him is a man already half-drunk. The only thing I ever saw throw him, in all the time I served him, is a person who looks at him across a table and simply isn’t scared.” She set the cup down and stood. “I don’t know if you’ve got that in you. I hope you do.”

And she went off to start her chores, reformed spy on the rota, a name with a star on the chore board, part of the house now down to her bones. I sat at the desk a while, opened the deep drawer, and looked at the dead coin lying mute in the dark.

Then I shut the drawer and went out to salt the doorsteps with salt I’d made with my own hands, every threshold, twice over, tar under the salt, against the day he came.


Chapter 13: Pie

Fair week came the way it always had, whether or not there was a cold thing eating its way up the low ground toward the town, and that was the point of it, and everybody knew it was the point of it, and nobody said so out loud, which is how a small town declares war.

Gosling Green had thrown a harvest fair on the green for longer than anyone could count. Silas had thrown his own harvest night out at the inn every year to match it, and the coven had revived that in the fall, but the town fair was the older thing, the whole of Gosling Green out on the green under bunting with cider and pie and Ruiz’s crew stringing lights and the fiddle player, and it happened the same week every year, and this year that week landed with a drained orchard row two farms over and the goose gone silent and a mild old man grazing his way toward us out of the west, and the town looked at all of that and decided to have its fair anyway, louder if anything, and I was proud enough of the place that it hurt.

The prep took over everything three days out. Dell hauled a borrowed cider press up onto the green on his flatbed, a big old screw press some family two towns over lent out every fall, and set it up by the war memorial where the goose could supervise, except the goose wasn’t supervising anything, the goose was still hunched and silent facing west, and Dell tipped his cap to it anyway out of habit and got no response and looked, for a second, genuinely worried, and then went back to unloading the press because there was nothing to do about a silent goose but set up the fair around it.

Goldie annexed three kitchens.

The scale of it mattered. Goldie’s kitchen at the inn was already feeding fifteen or twenty souls a day between the household, the refugees, and the annex, and had scaled up over the fall into a thing that could put out food for a small army, but fair week was a pie contest, and a pie contest was, to Goldie, a sacred trust, and she did not consider one kitchen adequate to the sacred trust, so she took over hers, and then she took over the diner’s back kitchen with the waitress’s blessing, and then she took over Maren’s little stove in the back of the store, and she moved between the three of them in a flour-dusted circuit with a basket over her arm, humming, barefoot even in the cold because she said the floors told her when the ovens were right, and she turned out pies by the dozen, apple and pear and a dark spiced thing with the last of the plums, not for the contest, she said, she wasn’t entering the contest, it wasn’t fair for a green-witch to enter a pie contest, she was just baking because there was a fair, and the smell of it rolled off the green for a quarter mile and did more for the town’s nerve than any speech could have.

She press-ganged Erin into judging the preserves.

This was a mistake, and a delight, and I watched the whole negotiation happen at the kitchen table over coffee. Goldie needed a preserve judge for the fair, somebody with a discerning palate and no dog in the fight, and she looked around the kitchen and landed on Erin, who was eating a second breakfast under Goldie’s second-helpings offensive and minding her own business.

“You’ll judge the preserves,” Goldie told her. Not a question. Goldie’s requests were never questions, they were sunny statements of a future that had already happened.

“I have no qualifications,” Erin said.

“You have opinions,” Goldie said.

Erin considered this, a forkful of eggs halfway to her mouth, and I watched her try to find the flaw in it and fail, because it was true, Erin had more opinions than anyone I’d ever met and held every one of them at a temperature that could scorch. “…Fine,” she said, and scowled, and Goldie beamed and refilled her coffee and put another sausage on her plate, and Erin, who had spent her whole adult life being told her fire ruined things, had just been handed a job at the town fair on the strength of her opinions, and she pretended not to notice that she’d been given a place in the town, and ate the sausage.

“You can’t just tell them a pie’s bad,” Riley said, from the counter, foreseeing disaster with relish. “There’s diplomacy. These are people’s grandmothers.”

“If a grandmother makes a bad pie she should be told, so she can make a better one,” Erin said, with the flat conviction of a woman with no patience for softening a true thing to spare a feeling. “That’s respect. Lying to a grandmother about her pie, that’s the disrespectful thing.”

“That is a genuinely deranged position and I love it for you,” Riley said. “You’re going to start a riot. I’m going to watch you start a riot at a pie contest. This is the best week of my life.” And Goldie, who had picked Erin precisely because Erin would tell the truth, hid her smile in her coffee, and I understood the pie contest was going to be a catastrophe and that Goldie knew it and had engineered it on purpose, because a town too busy being scandalized about pie is a town not being afraid of the west, and Goldie fought the same war I did, just with better ammunition.

The rest of the household threw itself into the fair the way each of them threw itself into everything.

Riley planned a light show. She’d had the taproom crowd on music night, but the idea of the entire green under open sky had her vibrating for three days, sketching shapes on napkins, dyeing her hair a brighter pink for the occasion, testing figures on the back field at night until Cobb, who considered late-night light-shows an affront to a properly dark house, took to snuffing her practice sparks one by one from the pipe shelf out of pure spite, and she took to calling him a jealous little gremlin, and they ran their war, and it was good to hear, ordinary and loud, under the quiet dread of the cold in the west.

Alexis prepped a different way. She spent the prep days at Maren’s elbow learning where the salt would ring the green and drawing the ward-lines she’d lay under it, quiet-wards keyed soft and low so nobody at the fair would feel a thing but a man made of cold would feel a wall, and she carried her notebook through the bunting like a woman doing sums at a party, which she was, and Riley called her a killjoy and Alexis said she’d be very sorry she’d said that if the killjoy’s wards were the reason she got to finish her light show, and Riley conceded the point with grace, which is to say she stuck her tongue out and went back to her napkins.

And Erin re-pointed the diner’s chimney. Nobody asked her to. She just noticed it drawing wrong when Goldie annexed the back kitchen, and she was up on the roof with a trowel by afternoon, because a badly drawing flue offended her the way a lie offended other people, and the waitress fed her pie for it, and Erin came down soot-smudged and pleased and pretended she’d done it for the pie.

That was the shape of the prep, three good days of it, bunting and cider and pie and the fiddle warming up and the whole town leaning into the warmth on purpose, and I split my time between it and the inn, salting the doorsteps morning and night with salt I’d made myself, checking the tin-can trip-lines I’d re-strung around the inn’s approaches, running the killbox in my head, waiting for the cold thing to make its move.

He made it at noon, on the second day of fair week, and he didn’t come up my drive at all.

He came into town.

I was on the green helping Ruiz’s crew set the last of the light strings when the sedan pulled up along the diner, a gray sensible four-door, clean, unremarkable, the kind of car you forget while you’re looking at it, and every ordinary sign around it went wrong at once: the diner windows fogging at the edges, the cat gone from Maren’s sill, the silent goose lifting its head like a struck match had flared in the dark. I stopped with a coil of lights in my hand and watched a man get out.

He was mild. That was the first thing and the last thing about him. Mild, and dated, an old man in a thin gray coat too light for the cold, a soft felt hat, a face like a pleasant grandfather you’d trust to hold your place in line, unhurried, kind-eyed, ordinary in a way so complete it circled all the way back around to terrible. He straightened his coat, and looked at the fair going up around him with what looked like genuine wistfulness, an old man fond of a small-town fair, and the diner’s windows fogged, all at once, a half-degree colder on the inside, a gray bloom of frost creeping in from the edges of the glass on a warm autumn day, and nobody inside noticed and everybody inside pulled their coffee a little closer without knowing why.

And the goose attacked his car.

The goose, which had stood silent and hunched facing west for days now, which had not made a sound at the drained orchard or the failing weather or any of it, took one look at the gray sedan and came off the war memorial like a thrown brick, one-legged and screaming, wings out, and it went for that car with everything a goose has, which is considerable, hammering at the tires and the door panels and its own reflection in the hubcap, honking like a fire alarm, the first sound it had made since the cold reached the low ground, and Vernon Rill looked down at the goose with mild bemusement and stepped around it and did not hurry, and the goose followed him to the diner door raging, and I thought, that’s the town’s answer right there, that’s Gosling Green’s first strike, a one-legged goose, and I set down my lights and walked over, because I already knew he’d come for me.

He was at the counter when I came in, hat off, coat still on, ordering pie.

“The apple, please,” he was saying to the waitress, gently, “if it’s fresh. And coffee. And,” he turned, and found me in the doorway as if he’d known exactly where I’d be, and smiled, and it was a warm smile and it reached his eyes and it was wrong enough to make my skin tighten, “would you ask Mr. Wells if he’d sit with me? I’ve come a long way to meet him and I’d hate to eat alone.”

I sat.

I sat, because Sorrel had told me: offer him the pie, never run, running’s what he feeds on, and I’d decided in the dead orchard that I would meet this thing at a table in daylight and not flinch. So I pulled out the chair across from him and sat down and let the waitress bring me a coffee I didn’t drink, and Vernon Rill folded his soft old hands on the table and looked at me with those kind eyes and I looked back and did not look away, and around us the diner went about its business, half the town in and out for fair-week coffee, none of them knowing that the two men at the corner table were the two ends of the same thing.

“You know what I am,” he said. Not a question. Almost gentle.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said.

“And I know what you are.” He tilted his head, studying me, fond. “The last one. For a hundred miles, the last one, and I’ll be honest with you, Mr. Wells, I did not expect to find you living in it. I’d made my arrangements. I’d been patient. I’d set a very long table.” A flicker of something in the kind eyes, there and gone. “And I drove up the forgetting road to sit down to it and found someone had moved into my dining room and hung curtains.”

His pie came. He thanked the waitress by name, though I’d never heard him ask it, and he cut a neat bite with the side of his fork and ate it with perfect manners, and I watched him do it, and I understood that he could not taste it. There was nothing in his face that a bite of good apple pie puts in a face. He ate it the way a man performs eating, correctly, completely, and got nothing from it, and set his fork down and dabbed his mouth, and the coffee steam between us leaned away from him, away, toward me, the way smoke leans from a cold draft, and I marked all of it and said nothing.

“I’ve come to make you an offer,” he said. “A reasonable one. I want you to hear it as a reasonable man, because you are one, I can see that, a practical man, a man who fixes things and counts costs. So count this with me.” He laid his soft hands flat. “There are more stuck witches in this world than one wellspring can ever fill. You know this. You’ve got, what, four? Five? Under your roof, and a barn full of my leavings besides, and you’re proud of it, and you should be, it’s more than most manage. But out there,” he nodded, mild, at the fogged window, at the world past it, “there are hundreds. Thousands. Stuck, plateauing, dying by inches, and most of them will never find you, will never even hear your name, will white-knuckle a craft that eats them and burn out alone in a rented room, and you will never touch a single one of them, because there is one of you and there are so very many of them. They are going to waste, Mr. Wells. A whole harvest, going to waste in the field.”

“And you glean it,” I said.

“And I glean it,” he agreed, pleased I’d used the word, as if I’d shown promise. “The fields nobody planted. The ones already going to waste. I’m proposing a partnership, if you’ll believe it. A split. You keep your garden, innkeeper. Your little house, your women, your town, your county even, I’ll not touch it, I’ll draw a line and honor it, I’m very good at honoring lines, it’s the whole of my discipline. And I’ll glean the fields you’ll never reach. The ones already lost. The ones nobody would miss.” He said it gently, reasonably, an old man offering to take the windfalls off your hands. “You lose nothing. They were never yours to lose. And a great deal of trouble that’s coming to you, stops coming.”

I looked at him a while. I let it sit, because I’d learned from Silas’s ledger and from Maren and from a whole hard fall that you don’t rush a thing that matters, and I wanted my answer to land clean, and I wanted him to see me not rushing it, because a man who feeds on fear and hurry needed to watch a tradesman price a job slow.

“No,” I said.

He waited, the way you wait for the rest of a sentence.

“That’s the whole of it,” I said. “No. Not one. Not ever. Not while I’m standing.” I turned my untouched coffee a quarter turn on the table, the way you set a thing square. “You’re right that I’ll never reach all of them. You’re right that most of them will burn out alone and I’ll never know their names. That’s a grief and I’ll carry it and it doesn’t move me an inch. Because the difference between you and me isn’t how many we reach. It’s that I fill and you drain, and there’s no line you can draw on a map that makes draining a person acceptable to me, not the ones I’ll never meet, not the ones nobody would miss, not one. So. No.” I stood up, and picked up my coffee, and drank it standing because I’d decided I would, and set the cup down. “You can finish your pie. It’s good pie. You should try tasting it.”

His mildness thinned for one second. Not rage, he didn’t have rage in him, or he kept it somewhere I couldn’t see, but recognition, an old tiredness, a man hearing a thing he’d heard before.

“Silas said something similar,” he said. Quietly. “Older, of course. Tired-er, by the end.” He picked up his fork again. “You have his stubbornness. I’ll grant the line ran true.”

I did not ask him what he meant. I wanted to, everything in me wanted to grab that thread and pull, when had he known Silas, what did tired-er mean, was he saying what Alexis was afraid to say, but I’d learned that too, that a man like this hands you a thread precisely so you’ll grab it and let him lead you by it, and so I let it lie on the table between us and did not touch it. He watched the thread stay there, untouched, and gave the smallest courteous dip of his chin.

“There is another kindness in finishing your stone,” he said, almost apologetic. “A ragged wound is inefficient. A five-stone collar makes such a clean tap.”

He set a coin on the table for his pie. It landed with no sound at all. Not the ring a coin makes, not the small bright note of metal on Formica, nothing, a dead flat click like a washer dropped, and it lay there mute, an old silver coin gone gray, the twin of the one in my drawer at the inn, and he stood, and put on his hat, and buttoned his thin coat over a cold that never touched him.

“We’re made for each other, you know,” he said, at the door, and for just that one moment the mildness cracked and something bitter showed through, bitter and old and, I would swear to this, sad. “Wells and hollows. The full and the empty. You don’t get one without the other, and you don’t get to feel clean about it just because you landed on the full side.” Then the mildness sealed back over it. “Enjoy your fair, Mr. Wells. It’s a lovely tradition. I do so like a fair.” And he went out, and the goose met him at the door and pursued him to his car raging, and the diner’s windows cleared their frost the moment his sedan pulled away, and the cat that lived in Maren’s store window, the one that only bites people it doesn’t like, was standing in the diner doorway with its back arched, and I hadn’t seen it come in, and it had left when he came in, Maren told me after, gone out the back the second the door chimed, and come to the front to watch him leave.

Maren heard the whole of it too late.

She’d been across the green at her store through the parley, and she came fast when the waitress fetched her, and she stood at the corner table where the dead coin still lay and where I was still standing, and she looked at me, and her weathered face was doing the thing I had only recently learned to recognize in her: fear under the flint.

“You sat with him,” she said. “And ate pie.”

“Drank coffee,” I said. “Made a point of it.”

“You sat with a hollow man at a diner counter.” She said it slow, like she needed to hear it out loud to believe the county had come to it. Then, quieter, and this was the part that mattered, this was the card she turned over without meaning to: “Silas never told me he’d met one. Sixty years he kept this town, and he filled the hollowed ones one at a time and marked them with his little circle-and-line, and he never once, not once, told me he’d sat across a table from the thing that made them.” Her hands, broad and steady hands that could do anything, were not steady on the back of the chair. “He knew things he didn’t tell me, Gabe. About this. And now here’s one at my counter in daylight offering to split the county like a pie, and telling you he knew Silas, and I’ve got no way left to ask the only man who could’ve told me true.”

I picked up the dead coin off the table. It weighed nothing, like the drained apple had weighed nothing, a husk of a coin, and cold, cold in a way that had nothing to do with the season, and I put it in my pocket next to nothing because I wasn’t going to leave it on the waitress’s table.

“He counted the whole time,” I said. “The parley wasn’t an offer. It was a walk-through. He counted the doors of this town while he sold me on a split he knew I’d refuse. He knew about the stone, Maren. He mentioned tapping a five-stone collar. Nobody told him about the stone.” I looked out the fogged-then-cleared window at the green, at the bunting and the borrowed cider press and Ruiz’s crew still stringing the lights that would burn tomorrow night whether the cold came or not. “He’s done being patient. Sorrel said he would be, after we walled off the hooks, and now he’s cased the whole thing in daylight and been told no to his face, and there’s nothing left in him that’s going to wait.”

Maren looked at the coin-shaped absence in my pocket, and out at the fair, and at me.

“Then we salt the green,” she said, “and we have the fair anyway, and we make him watch a town that isn’t afraid, because you’re right about the one thing, whatever else. Fear’s his water.” She straightened, and the flint came back into her, one degree at a time, the old woman reassembling herself over the fright. “I’ll grit the paths tomorrow. Gray salt, mixed in with the road grit so nobody wonders. Ring the whole green. Ruiz can park his graders across the west approach and call it crowd control.” A grim ghost of satisfaction. “The goose can patrol.”

“The goose is already on it,” I said, and out on the green the goose, having chased the sedan to the county road, came stumping back to the war memorial one-legged and furious and loud after all that silence, yelling at everything and nothing, a bird restored to its obnoxious self by the simple joy of having something to hate, and I took that for the omen it was.

I drove the news back to the inn myself before it could get there twisted.

They were in the kitchen when I came in, the whole household, because the house always seemed to gather in the kitchen when something was in the wind, drawn there like the warm end of a magnet, and I stood in the doorway with the dead coin cold in my pocket and told them, plain, that Rill had come to town at noon and sat me down at the diner and offered me a partnership and been told no, and that he’d counted every door in Gosling Green while he did it, and that he’d mentioned the stone, which meant he knew about the stone, and that he was done being patient.

Nobody panicked. That was the thing I’ll remember from that evening, the thing that told me more than anything how far the house had come from the frightened fall, when a single feral thing at the tree line had put the whole place on edge for days. Now I stood in the doorway and told them a hollow man had sat me down at the diner and offered to buy half the county and been refused and cased every door in the town while he did it, told them he knew about the stone, told them he was done being patient, and not one person at that table so much as knocked over a cup. Goldie kept her hands moving in the bread dough because bread doesn’t wait for a war, but she went still around the eyes, and I saw her clock the coin-shape of my pocket. Riley stopped talking, which for Riley was a whole speech. Alexis pushed her glasses up and said, “He mentioned the stone. Say exactly how he said it,” and I told her, a five-stone collar makes such a clean tap, and she went white and quiet and I watched her file it somewhere terrible. And Erin, at the end of the table, set down her fork very carefully, and said, low, in a voice with no spitfire in it at all, “That’s him. That’s the voice. Mild like that. He offered to help me carry it in exactly that voice.” She looked at her own hands. “I burned three bridges getting away from that voice. And you sat and had coffee with it.”

“Drank it standing,” I said. “Made a point.”

Erin held my eyes a beat longer than usual. The prickle went out of her grip on the fork, and what stayed was a thing I hadn’t earned yet and was glad to have, which was faith, and she said, “Good,” and picked her fork back up, and the house went back to its evening, and I set the dead coin in the drawer next to its twin, two mute gray washers where two silver coins should have been. Outside, under the west eave, I checked every trip-line can by hand, one after another, until the bolts inside them hung still and ready for his first step.


Chapter 14: Two Show-Offs

The fair happened anyway.

That was the whole of it and the point of it. The day after a hollow man sat at the diner counter and offered to buy half the county, Gosling Green strung its lights and pressed its cider and judged its pies on the green under a cold clear sky, and if you didn’t know what you were looking at you’d have thought it was just a fair, and if you did know, you’d have seen a town planting its feet.

I saw the feet being planted all afternoon, under the bunting. Ruiz had his two big graders parked nose to nose across the west approach to the green, engines off, and he told anyone who asked they were there for crowd control, and nobody asked, because everybody understood without being told that the graders were a wall and the west was the direction the wall faced. Maren gritted the paths herself with a spreader, gray salt mixed into the road grit so it just looked like a careful old woman making sure nobody slipped, and she ringed the whole green with it, a full circle, and Alexis walked the ring behind her at dusk with her notebook, laying the quiet-wards under the salt, soft and low, a thing a fairgoer would never feel and a cold thing would hit like a fence. And the goose patrolled. The goose had appointed itself, after the sedan, the sole security of Gosling Green, and it stumped the perimeter of the green all day one-legged and vigilant, challenging dogs and children and its own reflection in every parked bumper, and I had rarely seen a creature happier to have an enemy.

Under all that watchfulness, the town had its fair, and it was a good one.

The cider pressing was the heart of the afternoon. The borrowed press stood by the war memorial, a big old screw press with a wooden basket and an iron crank, and the town fed it apples by the bushel and turned the crank in shifts and drew off the sweet cloudy juice into every jug and jar that would hold it, and it was Goldie’s whole face lighting up that I watched, not the cider. She worked the crank for a while, and I saw her hands settle onto the worn iron of it, and go still, and her face do a thing, because her grandfather had built a press like this one, back on the homestead a long way west, and it had gone down with everything else, and here she was with her hands on a stranger’s press turning apples her own trees would never grow into cider for a town that hadn’t been hers before the fall, and she got sunny and wrong-footed and covered it, but I saw it. And I did a quiet thing while she wasn’t looking. I got a tape measure out of the truck and, over the course of the afternoon, in bits, when the press was between shifts, I measured it. The frame, the basket, the pitch of the screw, the length of the crank throw. I wrote the numbers on the back of a cider ticket and put it in my shirt pocket and said nothing to anyone, because I’d just decided what I was building next, and it wasn’t a war engine.

The pie contest became a hostage situation.

This was Erin’s doing, and it was the best comedy the town had seen in years. Erin took the judging seriously, which nobody had expected, least of all Goldie, who’d handed her the job to give her a place in the day and assumed she’d wave a fork over a table and pick a winner. Instead Erin judged like a woman conducting an inquest. She tasted every pie. She asked questions. She held bites up to the light. And when the mayor’s wife’s showpiece apple pie came around, a pretty thing with a lattice like architecture, Erin tasted it and set her fork down and said, to a hushed tent, “The crust’s raw in the middle. You rushed the oven. It’s beautiful and it’s raw,” and the mayor’s wife went the color of the plums, and half the tent gasped, and Erin, who seemed physically incapable of a comfortable lie, could not understand why this was a problem, and doubled down, tasting the next pie and announcing, “This one’s honest. Too much clove, but the woman who made it wasn’t trying to fool anybody,” and by the third pie the whole tent had gone quiet and delighted and terrified, because they’d realized they were watching a woman physically incapable of politeness rate their baking to their faces, and there was no stopping it, and it became the event of the fair, the crowd pressing in to hear Erin Flannery tell the truth about pie.

By the sixth pie the tent was packed three deep with people who’d abandoned every other attraction on the green to watch a small furious red-haired woman deliver unvarnished verdicts on their neighbors’ baking, and Erin, who had spent her whole life certain her honesty was a flaw that ruined things, discovered in real time that a whole town found it the most delightful entertainment they’d had in years, and I watched the discovery land on her, watched her realize she wasn’t ruining the pie contest, she was making it, that the thing she’d been apologizing for her whole life was, in the right room, a gift, and she stood up a little straighter over the seventh pie and let herself enjoy it, and got funnier, and the crowd hung on every word.

“Soggy bottom,” she pronounced, of one. “Committed but soggy.” And of the next, “This person is angry. You can taste it. Too much lemon. Bake when you’re calmer.” And of the next, tasting, going still, “Oh. Oh, that’s, who made this,” and a shy teenage boy raised his hand, and Erin pointed her fork at him like an accusation and said, “You have a gift and you’re wasting it on your family, go to a city, open a shop,” and the boy went scarlet and the tent roared and his mother looked like she’d been handed a prophecy.

Maren won. Maren, who entered a plain deep-dish apple every year and never fussed and never expected anything, and Erin tasted it last and went quiet for a genuinely long moment, a longer moment than she’d given anything, chewing slowly, her face working, and then she said, grudging, almost angry about it, “That one’s perfect. I don’t have a note. I’ve had a note for every single pie in this tent and I don’t have one note for this. I hate it. I hate that I don’t have a note,” and Maren, flint to the bone, unmoved, said, “Forty years of practice, girl,” and took her blue ribbon and pinned it on without a flicker of a smile that everyone could see her not-smiling, and Erin scowled and ate the entire rest of the perfect pie in protest, and the tent laughed, and the mayor’s wife with the raw crust forgave everyone in the general goodwill, and Gosling Green had its fair story for the next ten years, the year the fire-witch judged the pies and told the truth about every one.

Then the light came on, and the fair became a wonder.

Riley waited for full dark, made everyone wait for it, worked the crowd in the dusk building the anticipation the way only she knew how, and when the last of the daylight went out of the west she gave the green her whole self. She stood on the little bandstand while the fiddle player struck up, and she let the light ride the music, and it was nothing like the cheap fizzling sparkle she’d arrived with in the fall. This was real.

Light poured off her and up into the cold dark air over the green, warm gold and rose, and shaped itself into figures that danced along the fiddle line, long-limbed light-dancers spinning above the crowd, and shapes that chased through the bare branches of the memorial oak, and a great glowing goose, twelve feet of it, that stumped one-legged across the sky in perfect mockery of the real one below, which looked up at its own enormous glowing likeness and lost its mind entirely, attacking the air, and the whole town roared. She read the crowd the way she’d read the taproom, gentling the light for the slow tunes so the old folks could sway in it and snapping it bright and quick for the reels, and children ran under the dancers with their hands up trying to catch them, and for a whole hour a town that had a drained orchard two farms over and a hollow man at its edge forgot to be afraid, which was the most powerful thing anyone did that whole fair, and a girl with pink hair did it.

She fed on it, I could see her feeding on it, every upturned face pouring back into her, her lane running exactly as it was built to run, brighter with every eye, and her light held all night, hours of it, no fizzle, no fade, a girl who’d once been told she was shallow lighting a whole town’s fair from the inside, and I stood at the edge of the green with the dead coin cold in my pocket from the day before and watched her, and thought that if Vernon Rill wanted to know what he was up against, he could have learned the whole of it from one hour of Riley Flint refusing to let a town be afraid.

Erin watched the light show with her arms crossed and her jaw set, and I knew that look, and so did Goldie, who leaned over and murmured, “She’s jealous,” delighted, and she was, Erin was competitively, murderously jealous of Riley’s light, and on the walk home it came to a head.

We walked back to the inn under the stars, the household strung out along the dark road, the fair packed up behind us and the graders still nose to nose across the west, and Riley was insufferable, glowing with her triumph, narrating her own show back to herself, and Erin took it for about a half mile and then said, “It was pretty. Pretty’s easy. You want to see something hold, I’ll show you something that holds,” and Riley said, “Oh, we’re doing this,” and it was on, the two of them one-upping each other down the dark road, Riley throwing up light-dancers and Erin answering with ribbons of controlled fire, banked and shaped, a fire-show against a light-show the whole walk home, the household watching and Cobb, somewhere in the hedge, rendering silent judgment, and it should have ended at the porch the way these things ended, with a draw nobody would admit to.

Instead Riley said the quiet part loud.

She stopped in the yard, flushed and bright and out of breath, and looked at Erin. Her grin sharpened all at once, stage-light catching in it. “Okay. Okay, hear me out. This is stupid, we’re being stupid. We keep competing, right, mine’s prettier, yours holds longer, whose is better, blah. But what if.” She pointed between herself and Erin, back and forth. “What if we stopped competing for him,” a jerk of her chin at me, “and started collaborating on him.”

Erin went still. Goldie made a small delighted sound. And Erin, who a month ago would have set the yard on fire rather than admit she wanted anything, looked at Riley, and then at me, and a slow wicked grin spread across her freckled face, and she said, “Say more.”

They both asked me properly, which mattered, and I made sure of it, because a stunt yes and a real one don’t look alike and I only take the real one. We stood in the dark yard, the rest of the household drifting inside on a tide of tactful timing, and Riley grinned up at me, bright and direct, no act in it, “I want to. With her. For you. Yes. Ask me anything, the answer’s yes, I’ve thought about it for a week,” and Erin, quieter, the spitfire gone plain the way it went plain when she meant a thing, “I want it too. Not to win anything. Because it sounds good and I want it. That’s the whole reason.” And I looked at the two of them, petite spark-bright Riley all coiled fair-skinned energy and compact freckled Erin banked and warm, two show-offs who’d finally figured out the show was better as a duet, and I said, “Then upstairs. Both of you. And I run it. You perform together, and I direct, and neither of you gets to make it a competition, because you’re not competing tonight, you’re a double act. Understood?”

“Understood, boss,” Riley said, delighted, and Erin rolled her eyes and followed, which from Erin was the same thing.

The master room was warm, Cobb having banked the fire absurdly high the moment he understood what was happening, and I took the chair by the hearth and let them start, because that was the frame, they performed and I watched and directed, and Riley knew exactly what to do with an audience of one who was also in command.

She made a show of Erin. That was the opening, and it was inspired, Riley playing to me while she stripped Erin theatrically, narrating it like a stage act, “and here we have the fire-witch, ladies and gentlemen, note the freckles,” peeling Erin’s shirt up over the full freckled bust, “note the temper,” working the jeans down over the round hips, until Erin stood there in the firelight all compact stacked curves and murder in her green eyes, and Riley stepped back to admire her own work, small and pink and bare herself now, her little tits high and tipped with hard nipples, her tight ass angled toward me because she never once forgot where I was sitting.

And Erin, who did not have a submissive bone in her body, retaliated the only way Erin retaliated, which was with heat, her fever-hot palms going flat to Riley’s skin and dragging warmth up her spine until the narration broke into a gasp, and Riley arched into it, and the show kept collapsing into the two of them actually wanting each other and reassembling into performance, both of them playing to me the whole time.

I let them run it until I wanted to run it, and then I did.

“Riley,” I said, from the chair, and I didn’t raise my voice, I never had to, “come here and face the room. Erin, on the bed.” And they came, because that was the frame, and the coming when I said it was half the charge for both of them in their opposite ways, Riley because being directed in front of an audience was the whole game, Erin because handing the reins to a man who wouldn’t drop them was the thing she was learning to trust in this house.

They were too different to ever blur together. Riley needed eyes on her, always facing out, always in the light, because being watched was her whole charge and I meant to keep her charged. I sat her over my lap facing away, her back to my chest, her small high tits in the firelight, my hand splayed flat on her flat stomach and then lower, between her thighs, and I turned her chin so she was looking at the dark window and her own reflection in it and I told her to watch, told her the whole house could hear us through the floor, told her Goldie and Alexis both knew exactly what we were doing up here, and she came alive on the words like I’d struck a match to her, hips rolling into my hand, her head dropping back on my shoulder, narrating in the bright wicked purr she saved for a person she was performing at, “they can hear me, they can all hear me, everybody in this house knows, look at me, are you looking,” and I worked her with two fingers, slow then fast then slow, until she was loud and shaking and shameless and proud of every second of it, a girl who ran on eyes finishing her first act right there in my lap in the firelight, and I held her through it and told her, low in her ear, that she was the best show in the county, and she glowed.

Erin I kept climbing, because she stacked, wave into wave, no rest between. I laid her back on the bed and spread her freckled thighs and put my mouth on her first while Riley recovered draped bright and boneless against my side, watching, and Erin’s first peak hit fast and almost embarrassed, her whole body snapping tight, her heels digging in, her cunt grinding up against my tongue, and she swore at me for how quick it took her. “God, that’s not fair, you didn’t even, I hate you,” and I didn’t stop, didn’t give her the recovery she didn’t want, licked her right through it and built her straight up again with my mouth and two fingers curling into her, her fever-heat already rising against my face.

Then I pulled her up astride me and she reached down and lined my cock up herself and sank down onto it in one greedy drop, taking every inch, and rode me hard, her full freckled tits bouncing, her hips slamming down, while Riley, recovered now and delighted, knelt up behind her and pressed against her sweat-slick back and provided color commentary in a filthy bright running purr, reaching around to play with Erin’s nipples while she narrated. “Look at her go, boss, she’s soaked, she’s absolutely dripping all down your cock, I can feel how hot she’s running, she’s gonna melt the sheets.” And being narrated at like that, being watched and described mid-fuck, drove Erin higher than the friction alone could, her fever-heat climbing until the air over the bed rippled with it and pink palm-prints bloomed and faded on my chest where her hands slapped down, and she came again astride me, grinding down hard, wailing.

Then I turned her, put her on her hands and knees facing the black window and drove into her from behind, gripping her round freckled ass, taking her hard and deep and relentless the way she begged for the instant she stopped pretending she wouldn’t beg, the wet slap of my hips off her ass loud in the warm room. “Harder, again, don’t you dare stop, again, more,” and Riley knelt in front of her and held her braced by the shoulders, nose to nose, telling her exactly how wrecked she looked, feeding her the audience she didn’t know her lane wanted, and Erin came apart on my cock again, and again, stacked and soaking and furious with pleasure, until “again” was the only word left in her whole vocabulary. The last peak took her so hard she squirted, a hot gush of it soaking my thighs and the sheets, her cunt clamping and pulsing around me, her whole body wrung out and shaking, laughing and ruined and free.

And in the same handful of seconds Riley pushed herself back down onto my other hand, riding my fingers, and finished her own second climax loud and theatrical and facing the room, a showgirl taking her bow at the end of a set, both of them coming apart at once under my hands. Erin clamped down around me with the last of it, milking me, and dragged me over the edge, and I buried myself deep in her clenching heat and came hard, spilling into her, one hand locked on her hip and the other still working Riley through her aftershocks, the two bonds flaring hot and bright enough that the room seemed to take a breath.

And their crafts braided at the peak, and neither of them meant to do it.

It happened at the shared crest, Riley’s light lifting off her fair skin the way it did when she came and Erin’s fire flaring up out of her the way it did when she did, and instead of two separate glows the two of them wove, light and flame turning together in the air above the bed into a single slow-spinning thing, a star, a knot of woven fire-and-light too bright to look straight at and warm enough to feel across the room, beautiful and, I understood even in the middle of everything, vicious, a thing that would blind and sear at once, hanging over the bed turning slowly while two witches shook underneath it and I held them both through it, and then it dimmed, as they came down, guttering into a lazy drift of ember-glitter that fell like slow snow over the three of us and winked out before it landed.

We lay in a tangle, breathing, and Riley started up almost immediately, “So, scoring, I clearly,” and Erin said, “If you say one number I will set this bed on fire with us in it,” and Riley subsided, smug, and I pulled a blanket over the both of them, and that was when the knock came at the door.

Alexis. Decent, in her robe, glasses on, notebook already in hand, and she did not comment on the state of the room or the smell of it, she’d long since stopped, she just looked at the fading ember-glitter and the scorch of afterimage still swimming in the air and said, flat and bright-eyed at once, “I felt that through the floor. Through two floors. What was that. What did you two just make. I need graph paper.”

Riley, from under the blanket, delighted: “We made a thing.”

“You made a working,” Alexis said, coming in, crouching to peer at where the star had hung as if she could read the shape it had left in the cooling air. “Fire and light, woven, self-sustaining for, what, four seconds, five, past your climaxes, which means it held after the throughput that made it, which means it’s not a discharge, it’s a structure.” She was already sketching. “Do you understand what you did. You made fire and light hold together by accident, in bed, and it was too bright to look at and hot enough to feel from the door. That’s not a light show. That’s a weapon.” She looked up at the two of them, bright-eyed and already halfway into the diagram, the scholar meeting a new thing in the wild. “I’m naming it. It’s a beacon working. Fire for the burn, light for the blind, one working. And you invented it having sex, which I am going to have to find a very dry way to write in my notes.” She sat down on the floor with her notebook and started diagramming in earnest, right there, mid-afterglow, while Riley cackled and Erin groaned and I lay in the warm wreck of the bed and thought about the fact that my two loudest witches had just, in play, without meaning to, built the thing that might get us through what was coming.

“You realize what this means,” Alexis said, not to me, to the two of them, sitting cross-legged on the floor now with her notebook on her knee, wholly unbothered by the fact that she was diagramming a working off the afterglow of a threesome she hadn’t been in, because Alexis’s professional curiosity outranked every other feeling she owned. “We’ve braided craft before, but not like this. Goldie’s growth gives light something living to ride. Runework can provide a grammar for other crafts if I force it to. Fire and light should simply discharge into each other, flash, heat, gone.” She tapped her diagram. “And you two just made a stable structure with no binder in the circuit. Cleanly. Fire and light, which by every text I own should have fought each other, and instead they, they harmonized, they made a third thing that’s neither and both, and it blinds and sears at once. Do you understand how impossible that’s supposed to be?”

“We’re just better than the texts,” Riley said, from under the blanket, smug.

“You are not better than the texts, you had sex and stopped thinking and let your crafts do what they wanted without your very limited conscious minds getting in the way, which is, infuriatingly, probably exactly why it worked.” Alexis pushed her glasses up. “Runework can’t do this because runework is nothing but conscious mind. You did it by getting out of your own way. I’m going to have to think very hard about what that means and I resent that I learned it here.” But she was sketching faster, her eyes bright, and I knew that look, the scholar with a new thing in her hands, and I knew she’d have the beacon working mapped and drilled and turned into a weapon inside a week, because a thing born by accident in a warm bed was still a thing, and Alexis Garland did not leave a thing unexamined for anyone’s dignity, least of all her own.

“Can you do it on purpose?” I asked, when Alexis paused.

The two of them looked at each other, the show-off and the spitfire, and grinned the same dangerous grin. A week ago it would have been rivalry. Now it was a double act that had just found out it had teeth.

“Give us a back field and a couple of nights,” Erin said.

“And an audience,” Riley added, because of course. “It’ll be brighter with an audience.”

Alexis, not looking up from her graph paper: “It will need to be brighter than anything either of you has ever made, and aimed, and timed, and it cannot go off in this house or it will blind everyone in it, so yes, a back field, and I will be running the timing, and Riley, if you make it about being watched I will personally put you in the cold cellar.” A beat. “Later. Not tonight. Tonight I just need to draw it before the shape leaves the air.”

And she drew it, on the floor of the master room at one in the morning, while three of us lay tangled and warm above her, the first diagram of a weapon born in bed, and outside the snow held off one more night, and somewhere west a cold patient thing that had been told no in daylight walked closer, not knowing yet that the two show-offs it would meet had just learned to burn.


Chapter 15: Tempering

The tempering took three days, and it was the hardest thing Erin had ever done, because it asked her to do gently the one thing she’d spent her whole life doing violently, which was burn.

Here is what the job needed, so it’s plain. The new fifth ward-stone was dressed and carved, a good river-stone the size of a loaf, Alexis’s runes cut into it clean, and it was dead. Stone waked cold takes six weeks in the ground to settle its runes and start to hold, and we had days, not weeks, because a hollow man was walking up the low ground toward us, and the only way to do in days what cold does in weeks was to temper the stone in fire, which meant heat held true and steady for hours at a stretch at a temperature no hearth reaches, and the only thing in the county that could hold a fire like that on purpose was Erin.

She’d refused it once, back before she banked, because you don’t put the thing that burned a lodge with a woman in it next to the only stone keeping the monster out, and I’d let her refuse it, and then she’d chosen me, and banked, and learned that her fire didn’t have to be a thing that ruined, and now she stood at Silas’s forge with the tempered future of the whole house in her hands and did not flinch.

I ran the metal end of it, because it turned out I’d been born to. Silas’s other trade had come to my hands over the fall the way the boiler and the wiring came to my hands, natural, like remembering something I’d never learned, and I stood at the forge with the tongs and the chisel and the rune-mallet and did the work while Erin held the heat, and Alexis stood by with the arm-long tuning fork sounding the stone between cycles, and Cobb sat as close to the coals as the laws of physics and self-preservation would let a creature sit, and basked until he went glossy as an oiled chestnut and had to be reminded, twice, that he still needed to eat, which he plainly considered a design flaw in the universe, that a hob so happy by a forge should be interrupted by anything so tedious as hunger.

The tuning fork developed a personality over those three days, or maybe it always had one and three days of listening to it was what it took to notice. Struck and held to a good stone it rang clean and true, a long pure chord that made you feel like the world was in order. Struck and held to a stone with a flaw in it, a crooked rune, a bad grain, it soured, the chord going flat and wrong and disappointed, and Alexis started, by the second day, treating that sour note as a personal insult delivered by the stone. “Sour,” she’d say, flat, holding the fork out, and there was such judgment in it, in her and in the fork both, that Riley took to wandering in just to watch, and started doing an impression, holding up an imaginary fork to people and pronouncing them “sour” in Alexis’s exact deadpan, Cobb was sour, Riley’s own reflection was sour, the goose was extremely sour, and Alexis bore it with the weary dignity of a woman who knew the impression was accurate and resented that it was funny.

It ran in cycles, and I’ll set the shape of one down, because it was good work and good work deserves setting down.

Erin banked the forge up, slow, her hands out over the coals, coaxing not forcing, and the fire climbed, and she held it. That was the whole of her part and it was the hardest part, because banking a fire steady is far harder than flaring one, any fool can flare, a flare is just letting go, but to hold a fire at one exact heat for an hour without letting it jump or die is to stand for an hour with your will pressed flat against a thing that wants nothing but to leap, and it ran the sweat off her in sheets and set her arms shaking and put a look on her face like a woman holding a door shut against a flood.

And I worked the metal end, and read the color the way Silas’s tools had taught my hands to read it, the stone in the coals going from black to a deep dull cherry to a bright orange to a pale straw-yellow, and I called the color to Erin so she’d know where to hold, “cherry, hold it, bring it up, orange, there, hold there, straw, hold, hold,” and she held, and when the color sat right and even I took up the rune-mallet and drove Alexis’s carved runes deeper and truer while the heat had the grain soft enough to take them, tap and tap, feeling through the mallet-head the exact moment each rune seated home, and then I called the cool-down and Erin let the fire ease, slow, no faster than the stone could bear, because a rushed cool cracks a stone the way cold water cracks a hot glass, and we let it come down to black again, and then Alexis stepped in with the arm-long tuning fork, and struck it against the vise, and held the ringing tines to the cooling stone, and listened.

“True,” she said, the first cycle. And the second. And the third she frowned, that particular frown, and said, “Sour,” and held the fork to it again to be sure, and the ringing chord curdled and went flat against the north face of the stone, and I looked close and there it was, a rune on that face that had taken a hair crooked under the heat, half a degree off, invisible to the eye and plain as a cracked bell to the fork. So we let the stone cool all the way, and Alexis re-carved the crooked rune with her fine tools, an hour’s patient work, deadpan and exact, muttering at it, and then we ran the whole cycle again, black to cherry to orange to straw, Erin holding the heat, me on the mallet, the slow cool, and Alexis struck the fork and held it and listened a long moment with her eyes shut, and said, “True,” and this time when she moved the fork across the whole face of the stone the note held true off every side of it, clean and whole, and she opened her eyes and nodded, once, and we moved on to the next face, and the next, three days of it, cycle on cycle, and Cobb sat by the coals through every hour of all of it and basked until he shone like a polished chestnut and had to be reminded to eat.

That was the work, cycle on cycle over three days, and somewhere in the middle of it Erin’s whole life turned over, and she didn’t announce it, she just stopped flinching.

I noticed it on the second day. The first day, every time she banked the forge up, there was a flinch in her, a bracing, a half-second where the old fear came up, the lodge, the winter, the sister-witch who lived but was scarred, the fire that had always, always been a thing that got away from her and hurt what she loved. I’d watch her steel herself before every run, watch her make herself do the thing that terrified her, and I said nothing, because there was nothing to say that would help, only the work, only the stone taking her heat run after run and not one thing burning.

And on the second day the flinch was gone.

She banked the fire and held it and it did what she asked, hour on hour, and the stone took her heat and got stronger for it, and I watched her understand, standing there soot-streaked at the forge with the tongs in her hand and the sweat running down her freckled face, that this was the first thing her fire had ever built. Not burned. Built. A thing that would stand in the cellar and hold a wound in the world closed and keep the people she’d started to love safe, made of her fire, tempered by the exact thing she’d spent fifteen years being afraid of.

There was a moment, late on the second day, when she caught me watching her hold a perfect even orange heat, and she didn’t scowl or tell me to mind the tongs. She just held my eyes over the coals a second, bare and fierce and almost smiling, and then she looked back at the fire and held it steadier than before, and I understood she’d just let me see it, the turn, the thing happening in her, which for Erin was as good as saying it out loud in the town square.

Goldie brought food down to the forge those three days, because Erin would have worked through every meal otherwise, and she’d set a plate on the bench and stand a minute watching the fire-witch work and get a soft look on her face, and once she said to me, quiet, “She’s not scared of it anymore. Look at her. She’s not scared.” And she wasn’t. Erin didn’t say any of that, of course. Erin would sooner have eaten the coals than announce a feeling.

The first time a full run held true, later that same day, the fork sang clean off every face we’d worked and the stone lay cooling on the bench with a hard new glow settling into its grain, not finished, not even close, but changed in a way nobody in the room could deny. Erin looked at it a long time, at the first proof that her fire could make instead of unmake, and then she looked at me, and the ask was one word and a grin.

“Now.”

I sent Alexis up with the tuning fork and cleared the workshop, and I had Erin against the workbench before the door finished swinging, because a woman who’d just built the first thing her fire ever made was incandescent with it, vibrating, still soot-smudged and sweat-streaked and glowing, and there was nothing in her right then but triumph and adrenaline and want, and I gave her all three, hard.

She came at me the way she always came at me, ferocious, grabbing, up on her toes with her hands fisting in my shirt, trying to set a punishing pace before she could think about it, because fast was still her oldest throttle even now, even banked, and I did the thing that undid her faster than any amount of force, which was refuse to hurry. I caught her wrists and slowed her, easy, and got her soot-smudged band shirt off over her head and her jeans and boots off and lifted her bare up onto the workbench, and then I just took her chin in one hand and held her still and looked at her, at the freckled sweat-streaked triumph of her, the fire-witch who’d just built something instead of burning it, and I looked long enough that the ferocity in her broke apart into a grin and a shiver and she said, “Fine, fine, your way, you and your way, just, God, now,” and I gave her now. I got her hips to the edge of the workbench with the warm stone cooling a foot from her thigh, notched myself against her soaked heat, and pushed into her in one hard stroke, sinking to the hilt, and her whole tight body clenched down around my cock at once, hot as a stoked forge inside, and she ran hot even in miniature, no slow climb in Erin ever, straight to stacked peaks one into the next. She hooked her boots-off heels behind my ass and pulled me in deeper and I took her fast and fierce and joyful, driving into her so the bench legs juddered on the flagstones, her freckled tits bouncing with it, her fever-hot palms leaving actual warm prints up my forearms where she gripped me, “yes, like that, don’t stop, harder, again,” the whole familiar demanding chorus of her, and the first peak took her quick, her cunt fluttering and clamping around me, and she swore through it, and I didn’t slow, built her straight into the second, and she bit down on my shoulder to keep from waking the house and came again shaking, gripping down so hard she nearly milked me. That second peak pulled me with it. I drove in deep and lost the rhythm against the bench and finished buried in her, spilling with her teeth still in my shoulder and her hands burning bright prints into my arms, both of us laughing and wrecked and breathless, a woman on fire with her own competence and loving every spark of it.

And when she peaked, the forge banked itself.

It went down all at once behind us with a sound like a satisfied sigh, the coals settling to perfect even embers of their own accord, her fire answering itself, and the stone on the bench took a faint warm sheen across its grain in that instant, a low banked glow like a coal under ash, her fire caught in the stone. Her stone now. She saw it happen over my shoulder and made a sound that was half laugh and half something else, and after, dressing, she went and put her palm flat on the warm stone like you’d pat a good dog, and said, “Tell Alexis it works and I want a plaque,” and went out, and Cobb, who had appeared from nowhere the second we finished, climbed up on the bench and curled against the warm stone and polished its sheen with a rag scrap.

It wasn’t done, whatever Erin told Alexis to put on the plaque. Not yet. But after that, every cycle changed. She got quieter and surer and prouder as the three days went, stopped bracing before her runs, started humming tunelessly at the forge, took to patting the stone between cycles the way you’d pat a horse that was doing well, and the warm sheen never left the grain. Run by run, face by face, she held the heat steadier. Alexis struck the fork and listened, and more often than not now the answer came back true.

On the third day, when the last full run held and the fork sang clean off every face, the stone lay cooling on the bench with that good hard glow deep in it, Erin’s fire in its grain for keeps. The fifth stone was tempered and ready to seat, and Erin’s fire had a monument, and that should have been the good ending of a good three days.

Sorrel came at midnight with a hammer.

I heard the tin-can trip-line first, one soft rattle from the cellar approach, not the clatter of a breach, just one can nudged, and I came down the back stairs with the wrecking bar and found her in the cellar doorway, and I stopped, because it wasn’t an attack, it was a drowning.

She stood over the ward-array with a claw hammer raised, and she was shaking so hard the hammer trembled at the top of its arc, and her face, when she turned it to me, was the face of a woman going under, wet with tears she didn’t seem to know were there, her teeth bared with effort, and she got words out through them.

“Don’t come closer,” she said first, which stopped me on the bottom stair. “If you grab me it might, I don’t know what it might do, I don’t know if it’ll make me swing. Just, stay there. Please. Let me.”

“He gave the order,” she said. “Down the hook. Crack the stone before they seat it. That’s the order.” The hammer shook at the top of its arc, over the four humming stones and the empty place where the fifth would sit tomorrow. “He doesn’t ask, that’s the thing, that’s the thing I keep trying to tell you, he doesn’t ask, he just makes it itch until you do it, makes the hook-wound scream until doing what he wants is the only way to make it stop. It’s not like being told. It’s like being thirsty. It’s like being so thirsty you’d do anything, and the only water in the world is doing what he wants, and I’ve been standing here for ten minutes so thirsty I could die, with a hammer over the one thing keeping him out of this house, and every cell in my body is screaming bring it down, bring it down, make the thirst stop, and I.” Her arm shook, the tendons standing out. “I don’t. Want. To.”

And I watched her fight it. I watched Sorrel, hooked, ordered, in agony, fight a direct command from the thing rooted in her chest, and it was braver than I had any right to ask of her, braver than me going into Pratt’s barn, braver than anything I could measure against it, because I’d gone into that fire knowing I couldn’t be burned and she was standing over that stone knowing exactly what refusing might cost her and doing it anyway, in the dark, alone, with no witness but a man on a staircase she’d told not to touch her.

I did not move to take the hammer. I understood, somehow, in my gut, that if I took it from her it would be me stopping her and not her stopping herself, and that the whole of what she was doing, the whole of what might save her, was that she needed, this once, in her whole hooked hollowed life, to be the one who stopped. So I stood on the stair with my hands open and empty and I did the only thing I could do, which was witness it, and I said, low and steady, the way you talk a man down off a ledge, “I’m right here. You’re doing it. You’re already doing it. You’ve stood here ten minutes and the stone’s still whole. That’s you. That’s not him. Put it down when you’re ready. I’m not going anywhere.”

She put the hammer down.

She lowered it, shaking, and set it on the array’s stone rim, and took her hand off it, and stepped back, and looked at me with something like wonder that she’d managed it, and then the recoil hit her.

I’d learn after, from Alexis, that fighting a direct order tears the hook, that the siphon isn’t built to be refused and refusing it rips it against its own grain, and that it can kill. In the moment all I knew was that Sorrel’s face went from wonder to white to gray in the space of a breath, and her eyes rolled, and she went down convulsing, her whole body seizing, her heels drumming the flagstones, and I got to her and got her head cradled and roared the house awake.

They came fast, all of them, because a house that’s spent a fall learning to keep the hollowed alive comes fast, comes without being told, comes in nightgowns and bare feet down cold cellar stairs at midnight because one of their own is dying on the flagstones.

Goldie was there first, in a nightgown, with a jar of the mending preserves already in her hand because she slept with one by the bed now for exactly this, and she got down on the cold stone and cradled Sorrel’s convulsing head in her lap and waited for the clenched jaw to ease and spooned the mending warmth past her teeth the moment it did, murmuring the whole time, there now, there now, you’re all right, you stopped it, you’re all right, the healing larder’s warmth going down into the ragged tear and steadying it the way it steadied everything. I took Sorrel’s wrists, both of them, skin to skin, and grounded her, made myself the low ground the way I’d learned, and let the wild agony of the torn hook pour down through me into the floor and the cellar and the seam, and it hurt, it was like grounding Erin’s flameout, brutal, a torrent of wrong pouring through my two hands into the deep, and it grayed the edges of everything, but I held it, because holding it was the whole job and I could do the whole job now. Alexis came down last with her chalk and got on her knees in her robe and doubled the quiet-ward right there over Sorrel’s shaking body, fast and sure, muffling the shriek the tear had turned the singing into, dropping it back down to something a torn woman could survive.

Erin banked the cellar warm without being asked, from the doorway, and Riley knelt and held Sorrel’s other hand and told her, fierce, none of the usual jokes, “you stopped, you hear me, you had the hammer up and you put it down, I saw it, we all saw it, whatever he did to you, you’re stronger than it, you just proved it,” and between the five of us, the whole household on its knees on a cold cellar floor at midnight fighting a cold man’s hook for the life of the woman he’d sent to break us, we brought her back from wherever the recoil had almost taken her.

She came around slow, gray and spent and alive, and the first thing she did was cry, and the second thing she did was tell us the cost, because Sorrel always knew the cost.

“I can’t do that again,” she said, flat, wrung out, gray to the lips, lying on the cellar floor in Goldie’s arms with the doubled quiet-ward snowing dim over her. “I want you to know that, clearly, tonight, while I can say it, so nobody plans around me being able to do it twice. I fought a direct order and it nearly killed me. You felt it, you had my wrists, you know how close it was. And it’s torn now, the hook, I can feel it, there’s a rawness where there wasn’t, a slit hose instead of a whole one, and if I fight him again it won’t nearly kill me. It’ll just kill me. There’s no third time. The tear doesn’t heal, it only tears worse.” She swallowed, and made herself keep going, because Sorrel always finished telling you the cost even when it cost her to tell it. “So here’s the arithmetic, and I need you to hear it and not comfort me about it. I’m yours. I chose it, standing right there with that hammer over your stone, I chose you and this house and I’d choose it again. But I’m a one-use ally against him now. If it comes down to me and him again, if he reaches down this hook and gives me an order, I’ve got exactly one move, and it’s the one I already spent, and it kills me the second time.”

She closed her eyes then, done, and Goldie gathered her closer and hummed low, the wordless thing she hummed over all the broken ones, and I knelt on the cold stone with my hands still trembling from the grounding and understood that Sorrel had just handed me a deadline with a face on it. She couldn’t survive being commanded again. Which meant the man who owned the wound in her chest had to be unmade before it occurred to him to reach down that hook and finish what he’d started, that we no longer had the luxury of waiting him out or wearing him down, that every day he lived was a day he might spend her life to move me, and the long slow clock that had been ticking under the whole autumn dropped, all at once, into a hard fast countdown with a woman’s life at the bottom of it.

The freeze broke the county line that same night, while we were saving Sorrel on the cellar floor, as if the two things were the same thing, which in a way they were, both of them Rill pressing, testing, pushing his cold in from two directions at once, the hook and the weather.

Maren called at dawn, and her voice was grim and tired down the line, an old woman who’d been up all night with her own wards. Her weather-wards had failed on the west side sometime in the dark, all at once, the way a fence fails when the post finally rots through, not bending but breaking, and the killing cold had come down over the county line and poured into the low ground like something drinking its way in, seeking the basins, pooling where the land was lowest.

I drove out to look at first light, and I could see the tide-mark of it plain, a new line of gray dead grass a full half mile east of yesterday’s, the drained cold advancing up the basin overnight, closer to the town, closer to the inn, everything below the new line gone the ashen weightless gray I’d learned to read and everything above it still living, a shoreline of death crept inland while we slept. I crouched and touched the line the way Alexis had taught me and felt the wrongness in it, the cold that moved against the wind and pooled where cold has no business pooling, the appetite in it, and I understood we were nearly out of margin, that the thing had drunk its way to the near edge of the low ground and there wasn’t much low ground left between it and my door.

And on the frozen green in town, when I passed it, the one-legged goose stood in the hard white frost at first light, hunched small, its head pulled in, facing dead west toward the advancing gray, and it did not make a sound, and a silent goose was the oldest bad sign there was, and I took it for exactly what it was, and drove home to a house with a tempered stone ready to seat and a torn-hooked woman on borrowed time and a cold at the door, and started, in my head, laying out the last of it.


Chapter 16: The House Fills

The barn annex opened on a Tuesday and filled by supper, and the man in the west had done that. Alexis saw the shape of his mistake before the rest of us did.

His grazing had frightened the whole low ground, and his push had doubled the refugees, and now the freeze breaking the county line frightened the rest, and they came, the stuck and the scared and the hollowed, on foot and in trucks and one old woman on a bicycle with everything she owned in the basket, and they came to the warm house at the end of the forgetting road because that was where you came now, and the annex I’d built with Dell and the crew filled the same day I finished it, two dozen bunks and every one claimed by nightfall.

Rill had done that on purpose. Alexis was sure of it, and so was I. Strain the inn, pack it past capacity, count its beds, turn our own kindness into a lever, because a house that won’t turn anyone away can be flooded until it drowns. He’d looked at the refuge and seen a weakness, a soft-hearted innkeeper he could bury under the very people he’d emptied.

He’d looked at it and seen weight. Spent weight. Leavings. Emptied women were, to Vernon Rill, precisely nothing, husks he’d already drunk, and he counted them into my house the way you’d pour sand into an enemy’s boots, dead weight to slow me down, mouths to strain my larder, bodies to bury my defenders under. He thought the barn was full of ballast.

I knew it was full of household.

There was the difference between us, said in lumber. He looked at a hollowed woman and saw a subtraction, a thing with nothing left to take, worthless. I looked at the same woman and saw a person who could be filled, and fed, and given a chore and a bunk and a name on a board, and who would then, being a person and not a husk, stand between the thing that emptied her and the house that took her in. He’d spent forty years emptying people and had genuinely, completely forgotten that an emptied person is still a person, that you can pour warmth back into her, that she’ll remember who did the emptying and who did the filling, and choose. He’d made a category error about what people are, the same error at the root of everything he was, and he’d made it at scale, packed my barn with two dozen of it, and I’d have pitied him for the smallness of the mistake if he weren’t out on my low ground drinking the life out of orchards while he made it.

We held the war council that night at the kitchen table, which was where the inn held its councils, because the kitchen was where the inn held everything, drawn there like the warm end of a magnet. Bread on the board and coffee going and the ledger open at Maeve’s elbow and Cobb up on the pipe shelf presiding over the whole thing like a small brown chairman, and the household around the table, the four of them and Sorrel gray at the end and Maren come out from town for it and Dell staying late off his route, and I ran it, because it was mine to run, and nobody at that table doubted it was mine to run, which was its own quiet answer to a fall spent proving I wasn’t a handyman they tolerated.

“There’s a chore board for the winter and there’s a chore board for this,” Riley said, pulling the war meeting toward the ordinary the way she did, “and I want to be clear I’m losing the coop rota either way, aren’t I.”

“You’re losing the coop rota,” Goldie confirmed, sliding a plate in front of her.

“I just want it acknowledged that a hollow man is coming and I’m still cleaning the coop. For the record.”

“Noted,” I said, “for the record,” and it got the small laugh it was fishing for, and Riley sat back satisfied, because that was her job too, keeping a war table from going brittle, and she did it as deliberately as Alexis did the runework.

I laid it out as a job list, the way I laid out any job, because a war is a job with worse consequences and I only know how to fix things one way, which is to break them into tasks and assign the tasks to the hands that fit them.

“Six things,” I said. “First, we seat the tempered stone, get the array back to five points, close the collar. Alexis, that’s yours to time. Second, we double the quiet-wards, every hooked woman under this roof gets one over her door, because when he’s this close the singing gets bad and I won’t have anyone facing that alone. Third, the killbox, and I want to talk about the killbox, because it’s not the killbox we built in the fall. Fourth, Riley and Erin drill the beacon working on the back field until they can put it exactly where I point, on my word, not before. Fifth, Goldie stages the larder, the mending food where the fighters can reach it and where the annex can hold out if it comes to holding out. Sixth, we warn the town, in Maren’s language, quiet, so the low ground knows to be inside and salted when the cold comes.”

Nods around the table, and questions, the good kind, the kind a crew asks when it means to do the job right. Goldie wanted to know how much larder she’d need staged and where, and I told her the annex and the cellar both, split, in case one got cut off, and she reached for a pencil and started counting jars under her breath. Erin wanted the forge kept hot around the clock so she could feed heat wherever it was needed on no notice, and I said yes. Alexis wanted two nights to double the quiet-wards properly and I gave them to her. Maren, out from town for the council, wanted to know who was warning which farms and drew me a map of the low ground on the back of a feed bill, marking which houses sat lowest and would flood with the cold first. And Maeve, quiet at the desk-end with the ledger, asked the question nobody else had, which was what we did with the caught women after we caught them, and the table went quiet, because it was the right question and none of us had thought past the catching.

“We free them,” Alexis said, finally. “If the theory’s right. All at once, when we take him. And then we feed them, and we shelter them, and they stay or they go home, same as every other woman who’s come up that drive.” She looked at Maeve. “Same as you.”

“Same as me,” Maeve agreed, quiet, and wrote something in the ledger, and I understood she was already keeping a page for women who hadn’t arrived yet, making room in the book before there were names for it, faith made practical in ink and columns.

Then Riley, who had been unusually quiet, said, “You said the killbox is different. How different.”

“Merciful,” I said. “That’s the difference. Last fall we built a killbox to kill a thing, because the blight-familiar was a monster, pure hunger, nothing in it to save, and we funneled it and dropped two tons of well-housing on it and I’d do it again. This is not that. The thing coming isn’t the monster. The bodies he’ll send at us are hooked women. His victims. Sorrel with a hammer, times a dozen, driven, sad-eyed, doing a thing they don’t want to do because he made the empty place scream until they did it.” I looked around the table, at Sorrel at the end of it, gray still from the cellar, and at Maeve beside her. “Not one of them dies on inn ground. That’s the rule, and I’m building the whole defense around it, and if that makes the defense harder, then it’s harder. We are not the man who empties people. We don’t get to become him to beat him.”

Sorrel looked at me a long moment, her hand flattening over the empty place under her ribs. “You’d build it harder,” she said, low. “To keep the ones he sends alive. The ones sent to break your stone.”

“Every one of them,” I said. “Because every one of them is someone he did this to, and the whole point of the inn is that we fill what he empties. I’m not going to salt the approach with corpses of his leavings and call it winning.”

So we built the killbox to catch, not kill, and the ethics of it were the engineering of it, which is a thing I’ve thought about a great deal since, that the shape of the machine was the shape of what we refused to become. We spent two days building it in the cold, all of us, and I ran it like any job, materials and access and labor, except that every choice in it was a moral one wearing a carpenter’s clothes.

Those were strange good days, the two days of building the merciful machine, and I’ll set them down because they mattered. It was hard cold work in a short-lit December, all of us out in coats with our breath smoking, and there was a grimness under it, everyone knowing what it was for, and there was also, somehow, the plain pleasure of a whole household working a job together, and the two things sat side by side and didn’t cancel. Goldie moved along the flanks planting her bramble seedlings and coaxing them up into cradles, testing each one by having Riley run at it so it could practice catching her, and Riley threw herself into the brambles a dozen times with theatrical screaming and came up laughing and thorn-free every time, which was how we knew the cradles worked, a girl being caught soft over and over in a plant built like a kind hand. Erin flooded the approach lanes for me off the well with buckets and then banked a careful low heat under the packed straw of the catch-basins so they’d stay dry and soft instead of freezing to bricks. Dell hauled straw bales on his flatbed and Ruiz’s crew set the net deadfalls in the eaves, and Maren walked the whole thing when it was done and salted the choke points herself and pronounced it, grudgingly, “not stupid,” which from Maren was an engineering award. And the refugees helped, the ones strong enough, and I watched them help build a machine designed to catch other refugees, women exactly like them, alive and unhurt, and I watched them understand what it meant, and work harder for understanding it, and one of them, the potter-witch who couldn’t center clay anymore, said to me quietly while we tamped straw, “You’re building this so nobody like me dies in your yard,” and I said, “That’s exactly what I’m building,” and she nodded and worked the rest of the day without a word and cried a little into the straw and didn’t think I saw.

I iced the approach lanes. Flooded the two straightest routes to the house with water and let the freeze take them, a black glaze a driven body would hit at a run and go straight down on, skidding, harmless, and at the bottom of each iced pitch I dug in cushioned catch-basins, straw bales under tarps, so a woman who slid the whole way would land soft instead of hard. Goldie grew bramble cradles along both flanks, and they were the heart of the merciful machine, thick soft tangling thorn that would surge up out of the ground around a person and wrap her held and cradled and unscratched, a plant built like a closing hand, the exact inverse of the thing she’d grown in the fall to bind a monster while the well cured it, the same craft turned from desperate containment to careful catching. Riley planned her lantern lanes, walls of blinding warm light to turn a charge aside and herd it where we wanted it, light to redirect instead of fire to stop, and drilled turning them on and off on my word until she could do it in her sleep. I rigged net deadfalls in the eaves to drop and tangle, weighted at the corners, soft-meshed. And I salted every choke point with my own gray salt, because salt turns the cold and fouls a hook’s grip and hurts nothing living that walks through it. A whole machine built to take a dozen driven women off their feet at a dead run and hold every one of them safe and unhurt in the snow until the thing driving them was dead. A merciful machine. It was the strangest engineering I’d ever done, a fortification designed around the survival of the people attacking it, and it was the work I have been proudest of in my life, and I would build it exactly the same way again.

Then Alexis put her theory on the table, and the room went cold in a different way.

She’d built it out of Sorrel’s collapse, she said, out of watching a torn hook nearly kill its host, and she laid it out precise, the way she laid out everything, and I watched the household do the arithmetic silently and arrive, one by one, at the same terrible place, and not one of them look at me, which is how I knew all of them were thinking about me.

“A hook is a siphon,” she said. “That’s the whole of it. A tube that runs one way, from the victim to him, draining. And a siphon has no valve. It can’t. A valve would let the victim close it, and he’d never build a thing his prey could close. So it’s a one-way tube with no valve, and that’s its strength, and it’s also, I think, the only weakness it has.” She turned a page in her notebook, though she wasn’t reading, she knew this cold. “You can’t cut it, we’ve established that, cutting kills the host. But a tube with no valve can be overwhelmed. Flood it. Push through it, from the wrong side, from his end back toward the victim, hard enough and fast enough, and a siphon with no valve can’t shut the flood out. It fills, and floods, and bursts, and the hook starves, because a siphon that can’t stop taking in more than it can pass, tears itself apart.” She let that sit. “The connection breaks. The victim is freed. Every victim, potentially, on every hook he holds, all at once, if the flood is big enough, because his hooks all run back to the same source, which is him.”

Sorrel had gone very still while Alexis talked, her hand drifting to the old hook-wound below her breastbone, and when Alexis said the word burst she flinched, because she knew from the inside what it would feel like to have the thing in her chest torn out by a flood, and she said, low, “You’re describing what nearly happened to me in the cellar. The tear. When I fought his order. That’s the small version of it, isn’t it. One hook, torn, from the wrong side.”

“Yes,” Alexis said, gentle for her. “That’s exactly what showed me it was possible. You survived a hook tearing because it was one hook and it tore slow and we caught you. A flood bursts them all at once, fast, clean, before the recoil can kill. Faster is safer, for the hosts. It’s the only way it works without killing the very people it frees.”

“That’s it,” Riley breathed. “That frees Maeve. That frees Sorrel. That’s how we win.”

“That’s how we win,” Alexis agreed, and then, flatly, because she never let a room hope without giving it the price, “except nothing alive can generate a flood that size. A flood big enough to burst every hook back down the whole network, through the man himself, is more clean power than any witch has ever channeled, more than a whole coven has. There’s exactly one kind of thing in the world that can pour power like that.” She didn’t say it. She looked at her notebook. “A wellspring. Wide open. With chosen bonds feeding him, all of us, everything we have, pouring through him and out.”

And there it was, the shape of it, and the room did the last of the math without a word, because if the flood has to go through Rill to reach the hooks, then the flood has to go into Rill, which means the wellspring has to feed the hollow man, on purpose, wide open, hold nothing back, and let the thing that empties witches drink from the one well that fills them until it drowns.

“The flood is biggest,” I said, into the silence, because someone had to say the last piece and it was mine to say, “when the drain is drinking hardest. Isn’t it. That’s the trick of it. You don’t fight the siphon. You feed it. You give it more than it can hold, when it’s pulling its hardest, and it can’t stop, because it’s a hollow, it’s got no valve either, and it drinks itself to death on abundance.”

Nobody looked at me. Everybody looked at me.

It was the strangest thing, that silence, a whole table of the people I loved most arriving at the same conclusion at the same moment and every one of them refusing to be the one to say it, refusing even to turn their heads, because turning to look at me would have made it real, would have named the thing, that the plan Alexis had just laid out ended with me standing in front of the Hollow Man with the well thrown open, feeding the thing that ate witches until it burst, and that nobody alive knew what that did to the man doing the feeding. Goldie’s hand found mine under the table and gripped it hard enough to hurt, and didn’t let go. Erin’s jaw went tight and her eyes went to the fire. Riley said nothing at all, which from Riley was a scream. And Alexis held that careful stillness she held when she’d worked out an answer she couldn’t stand, the stillness of a woman already grieving a thing that hadn’t happened yet, because she was the one who’d done the arithmetic and she knew better than any of us exactly what the last line of it said.

“We don’t decide that tonight,” I said, before the silence could set into something none of us could lift, because I could feel it wanting to, feel it hardening in the warm kitchen. “It’s a theory and it’s a last resort and we’ve got a killbox and a stone and a beacon working and a town, and maybe none of it comes to me standing in front of him with the well open. Maybe we drop him in the brambles and salt him and it never gets there. We plan for the whole ladder, not just the last rung. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Alexis said, too fast, grateful for the reprieve, and the council moved on to timing and drills and who slept where, and I let it, and I did not say the thing I was thinking, which was that I’d already looked at the last rung of the ladder and found that I could stand on it if I had to.

The seam warned us before the council was done.

It happened mid-sentence, Alexis mapping the seating-working out loud, and the cellar breathed. That’s the only word for it. A slow cold pulse came up the back stairs into the kitchen, the first pulse hard enough to climb the stairs since we’d settled it in the fall, one long exhalation of green-sweet chill that guttered the lamps and lifted the hair on my arms and flattened the small impossible flame on the taproom bar to a cold blue pinprick, a thing nobody alive remembered seeing, and Alexis stopped talking and went down the cellar stairs at a dead run, and I went after her.

She had her hands on the array and her face against the cold slab when I got there, listening, reading, and she came up gray, grayer than the orchard, gray the way she’d gone the night she first drew the nudge in the decay curve.

“Something touched the seam,” she said. “From outside. Not from in the cellar, from outside the house, down through the ground, a resonance, a, a knock, on the far end of the wound.” She pressed her hand flat to the slab. “I’ve felt this resonance once before. Exactly this. When I did the post-mortem on the souring in the fall, when I found the nudge, there was a signature under it, a hand-shape, and I filed it and I couldn’t place it and I’ve just placed it, because it’s the same hand that just knocked on the far side of the seam.” Her head came up from the stone. I had seen Alexis afraid before. This was colder and cleaner. “The nudge he put in the seam after Silas died isn’t gone. We settled the wound over it, but the scar’s still there, under everything, and it’s his, keyed to his hand, and he can feel it, and he just reached down the ground and touched it to see if it was still there.” Her voice dropped. “He’s not coming for our witches first, Gabe. That’s what the barn was, that’s what the herding was, that’s misdirection, or it’s appetizer, I don’t know which and it doesn’t matter. He’s coming for the wound. The seam. He wants to open his old nudge and hollow the seam itself, and if he does that, he’s not draining witches one at a time anymore. He’s got the whole region’s magic running down one throat, through the well, into him, forever. Every witch, every orchard, every warm thing for a hundred miles, draining through the hole under our feet, into a hollow man with no valve.” She took her hand off the stone. “Listen to me. The stone we’re about to seat. The five-point collar. It doesn’t just hold the wound closed. It makes it drinkable. It gathers the whole leaking wound into one clean tap. We’ve been building him a spigot.”

I stood in the cold cellar and looked at the four stones humming where five should sit, and the fifth stone up in the workshop cooling with Erin’s fire in its grain, ready to seat, and I felt the trap close its logic around us the way a bad diagnosis closes around a house, where every repair you can think of makes a different thing worse.

Because that was the shape of it, and it was ugly all the way through. If we seated the stone, we handed him a clean tap, a five-point collar that gathered the whole wound into one drinkable throat, and he could walk up his old scar and drink the region dry through it. And if we didn’t seat the stone, we left the wound ragged and un-collared, four stones straining to hold a five-stone hole, and a ragged souring wound was exactly what had nearly killed this town in the fall, the drift and the curdling and the blight-familiar, all of it born from a wound left open, and we’d be back in that nightmare by spring even if he never touched it. Seat it and give him a spigot. Leave it and let it sour us to death slow. There was no third door. I stood there and looked for the third door the way I look for a way to save a rotten sill without pulling the whole wall, and there wasn’t one, there was only which bad thing you chose, and I understood that choosing the least bad option under no good options and then owning the choice all the way was, when I got right down to it, the one skill I still trusted, in a folded business and a folded marriage and a dead-end inherited inn, even when everything else broke.

“Then we seat it,” I said. “On our clock, not his. We don’t leave the wound open and we don’t wait for him to pick the night. We finish the collar when we’re ready and we’re standing on it when he comes for the tap.” I put my hand on the cold slab where hers had been, and the house-sense reached down into it, into the wound, into the old scar-shaped absence at the bottom of it that was his, a cold hand-print in the world under my house. “He’s coming for the well. Good. I know exactly where the well is. It’s under my feet, in my house, in my ground, and he’s going to have to come through all of us to reach it.”

Behind me the small flame on the taproom bar, two floors up, lifted back to its usual gold on its cold dead burner, the house steadying its own pilot again, and I took that for the answer it was.


Chapter 17: Hothouse

The greenhouse in hard frost was the most beautiful thing the inn had made, and Goldie was quiet in the middle of it, and that was how the whole house knew something was wrong, because Goldie quiet was like the taproom flame burning cold, a small impossible thing that shouldn’t happen.

We’d built the greenhouse into a winter showpiece over the fall and finished it that week, and I was proud of the engineering of it in the plain way I’m proud of a boiler that runs. Erin’s banked heat, piped. That was the trick of it, and it was a good trick, a tradesman’s trick and a witch’s trick married into one warm room. I’d run copper lines off the forge and off the back of the kitchen hearth, sweated every joint myself, dozens of them, a closed loop of pipe that carried the banked heat of Erin’s fire out through the glass house in a slow circuit and back again, so that as long as there was a fire in the forge or the kitchen there was summer in the greenhouse, and there was always a fire now, because Cobb saw to it like a priest tending a lamp.

The result was a thing that had no business existing in December. Outside, the frost ferns etched every pane in white feathers, and the snow lay blue in the yard, and the cold pressed on the glass with its whole weight. Inside, a foot away, tomatoes ripened red on the vine and beans climbed their strings and the winter beds ran green and heavy in the low slanted December light, and the air was warm and wet and smelled of turned earth and growing things and the sweet green scent that was half the beds and half Goldie herself. You could stand in there in your shirtsleeves and watch snow think about falling on the other side of the glass and feel summer on the back of your neck, and it was the kind of impossible the inn had taught me to take for granted, warmth walled off inside winter, life kept lit against the dark, which was, I understood, the whole thesis of the place rendered in copper and glass.

It was Goldie’s kingdom, and she moved through it barefoot with her hands in the beds and greenery leaning toward her as she passed, and she was quiet, and Goldie quiet in her own green kingdom was like the taproom flame guttering blue, a small impossible wrong thing, and the whole house had felt it, and it was why I’d come to find her.

I found her there after the council, among the beds, and I didn’t make her say it, I just worked alongside her a while, tying up a bean run, until she said it on her own, which she did, the way she said everything, plain and sunny and wrong-footed with grief.

“Last time,” she said, “the bad thing came because of me. The blight-familiar. It was mine, it came off my homestead dying, it followed me here, and it tested your salt every night because of me, and it nearly, it nearly got everyone, because I brought it.” She patted the soil around a tomato root, gentle, not looking at me. “And you wouldn’t let me carry that, you took it right off me, and I let you, because you’re stubborn and it was easier. But this time.” Her hands went still. “This time it’s not mine, it’s coming for everyone, and I keep thinking, at least last time it was my fault, so at least I could, I could be sorry, I could do something with being sorry. This time I don’t even get to be the reason. I just get to stand in my nice warm greenhouse and watch it come for all of you and not be able to stop it.” She finally looked up, and her wide green eyes were wet. “I’m the one who feeds everybody and grows the flowers. What use is that against a man who drinks orchards.”

I set down the twine.

“Come here,” I said, and she came, and I turned her by the shoulders to look down the length of the greenhouse, at the beds, at the shelves along the wall stacked with jars, at the door where the bramble seedlings sat in their pots waiting to be planted along the killbox flanks. “Look at that. Now listen, because I’m only going to say it once and then I’m going to make you believe it a different way.” I kept my hands on her shoulders. “The mending preserves that kept Maeve alive all fall and pulled Sorrel back from a torn hook, you grew those. The larder that’ll feed twenty fighters and hold the annex if it comes to a siege, you put that up. The bramble cradles I’m building the whole merciful killbox around, the ones that’ll catch his hooked women soft instead of gutting them, those are your thorns, grown to my measure, and there is no version of this fight where we win clean and win kind without your hands in the dirt of it. Half the defense of this house is a thing you grew.” I turned her back to face me. “You’re not the reason the war came, Goldie. You’re the reason we’ll meet it fed and standing and merciful. That’s not the small job. That’s the whole job. A war’s won in the larder as much as the cellar, and don’t you ever let me hear you call feeding people no use again.”

She looked at me a long moment, testing it the way she tested a thing, not with her head but with her whole self, and I watched her weigh whether I meant it, whether the larder and the brambles and the preserves really were half the war or whether I was just being kind to a frightened woman among her tomatoes, and she found, whatever she found in my face, that I meant every word, that I’d have said it just as flat over a broken boiler, a plain fact about load and structure, that the woman who grew the food and the thorns was as load-bearing as any stone in the cellar.

And the wet in her eyes spilled and she let it fall, no shame in her tears any more than in anything else, and then she did the thing Goldie did that none of the others could, which was decide to believe me all at once and completely, the way she’d decided the inn was home her very first night, no gap between the deciding and the believing, and the fear went out of her shoulders and the grief loosened its grip and she leaned into me, all warm lush weight, and put her face in my neck, and said, muffled, “Stay warm with me a while,” and it was half invitation and half plain need, a woman who’d been carrying an old grief and a new fear asking to set both down for an hour in the warm, and I gave her both, the warmth and the while.

There were blankets on the potting bench, thick and clean, and I laid her back on them among the green heat with the frost an inch away on the glass behind her head, summer under her and winter at the back of her hair, and I took my time, because her scenes were never rushed, they were about worship and abundance and being adored in the middle of her own plenty, and I gave her that, all of it, the whole slow unhurried inventory.

I mapped her the way you take grateful stock of a thing you still can’t believe is yours. I got her out of the sundress slow, easing the straps down off her golden shoulders, drawing the cotton down off the heavy soft bust that spilled the second the fabric let it, a lot of woman, freckled across the top the way it always was, her nipples going hard and dark in the warm wet air, and I filled both hands with her plush fullness and just held her a moment, thumbs circling, watching her breath go shallow, and then I put my mouth there first, unhurried, a long time, because that was hers, breast worship was the whole first movement of her, and I took one nipple and then the other and lavished them slow, cupping, kneading, using my tongue and my teeth easy while she came apart under it, and she arched up off the bench and sighed and her hands came into my hair and held me to her, generous, offering, pushing more of herself up into my mouth. “Yes, there, oh, that’s so good, you like them, I know you like them, they’re all yours, take your time, there’s no hurry, we’ve got all the warm in the world,” in the warm flat drawl she said everything in, offering her body up like she offered pie, no guile, no games, just a woman glad down to her bones to be adored.

She reached for me in her turn, because giving was her nature and she couldn’t lie still under being given to for long, her soft hand finding me through my jeans and then working them open, stroking me warm and slow, humming her approval, until I caught her wrist and drew it up and pressed it back over her head against the blanket and held it there and told her, low, that tonight she was going to lie back in her own garden and let herself be the one adored, that she spent every hour of every day feeding this whole house and tonight she was going to lie still and be fed. She shivered hard at that, at being told, and obeyed, beaming, spreading herself back on the blankets like an offering.

I worked down over the freckled flushed chest and the deep soft curve of her waist and the wide plush hips, kissing, taking my time, drawing the last of the sundress off, and I kissed the soft dimpled inside of one full thigh and then the other, slow, not hurrying, feeling her start to squirm and open for me, and when I finally put my mouth on her she was already soaked and swollen and warm, and she made a sound like a sigh let all the way out, a whole body’s worth of tension going with it. I used my mouth on her slow and thorough, everything unhurried, two fingers curling into her while my tongue worked her clit, mapping exactly what made her drawl break, until she was rolling and boneless and clutching the blanket in both fists and calling my name into the green heat, and she came the first time long and deep and shaking, her whole soft golden body flushing pink from chest to belly to the tops of her thighs, and the beds around us stirred, the bean runs leaning in, the leaves turning toward her the way sunflowers turn toward the sun, the whole greenhouse tilting gently toward the woman coming apart on its potting bench.

I stayed there a while after the first one, mouth and hands still on her while she came down, because Goldie’s scenes were never a climb to a single peak and out, they were a long warm wallow in being adored, and rushing her would have missed the whole point of her. She lay spread and flushed and boneless on the blanketed bench in the green heat, one arm thrown over her head, the other hand lazy in my hair, and she looked down the length of her own soft golden body at me with heavy-lidded eyes and a slow dimpled smile and said, drawling, “You just like feeding me, don’t you. That’s the whole thing with you. You like watching me get everything.” And it was true, and I told her so against the soft inside of her thigh, told her that feeding her was the best thing I did, that a woman who spent every waking hour filling everybody else’s plate ought to get filled up herself now and then, and she made a low pleased sound at that, at being on the receiving end of her own philosophy, and pulled me up her body by the hair to kiss me, tasting herself on my mouth without a flicker of shame, because there was no shame anywhere in Goldie, only appetite and generosity, the same thing pointed two directions.

Then I gave her the new thing the hothouse asked for. I lay down behind her on the wide bench and drew her back against me, spooned close, her back to my chest, that full soft ass tucked warm into my lap, and lifted her top leg up and open over mine and notched myself against the soaked heat of her from behind and pushed in slow, sinking deep, sheathing myself to the root in that molten softness and staying there, held, both of us on our sides in the blankets with the frost an inch from her face on the glass and summer heat all down her spine. It was the closest thing, the most held thing, her whole warm lush weight tucked into me, my arm banded around her ribs, one hand full of her heavy spilling breast, thumbing the hard nipple, the other where she guided it. And she guided it, because she knew her own body better than anyone alive and had no shame about saying what she wanted, and she took my lower hand and drew it down over the soft swell of her belly and pressed it flat and low over her mound, exactly where she wanted the pressure, two of my fingers finding her swollen clit, so she could feel my cock moving in her through her own skin under my palm, and she sighed like that was the whole point of everything.

I moved in her slow, grinding deep, and we built it that way, unhurried, rolling, no thrust wasted, her plush ass working back into my lap to meet me on every stroke, her reaching back to hold my hip and pull me tighter and deeper, “just like that, slow, don’t stop, oh, I’m so full, you fill me up so good, right there, keep it right there,” and I did, slow and deep and endless in the green warm dark while the frost held the glass, my fingers circling her clit in time with the roll of my hips, her breath going ragged, her hand pressing mine harder to her belly so she could feel the length of me sliding in and out of her, the low rolling build of her going and going with nowhere to break for the longest time until it had gathered up her whole soft body and every green thing in the house with it.

She came apart at the end long and rolling, and the greenhouse came with her.

The frost on the glass bloomed. That was the signature of it, and I felt it happen through Goldie’s bond at the same instant I felt her cunt clench and ripple and clamp around me, the ice on every pane spreading all at once into ordered flowers, ice-blossoms opening across the glass in neat garden rows like a whole frozen garden planting itself in a heartbeat. Her rolling climax took me with it, her body milking me in long deep waves, and I held her tight, buried to the hilt, and came hard, spilling into her while the greenhouse surged around us, the bond running green and warm through my bones. Inside, the beds grew an inch in a breath, and beyond the greenhouse wall, out in the frozen dark, the old dead apple row behind the inn groaned awake, roots flexing in the hard ground, branches lifting, and Goldie’s craft turned over into a new thing, past harvest, into orchard, the power to wake and hold whole trees, living wood that would answer her hand.

We lay in the blooming heat after, tangled and boneless, and she read the ice-flowers on the glass like tea leaves, sleepy and pleased. “That one’s a good sign,” she said, pointing at a spray of frost over the door. “That one’s Tuesday. That one there, that’s, hm. That’s a Tuesday too.” And she laughed, low and warm, and then she got quiet again, but it was a different quiet, and she said, wondering, “The apple row. I woke the apple row. The dead one.” She sat up, holding a blanket to her, and looked out through the bloomed glass toward the dark where the trees were, and I understood before she said it that this was the deeper thing. “I couldn’t do that for the homestead. I poured myself into that orchard for years, everything I had, leaking it all over, trying to keep the trees alive, and I couldn’t, it died anyway, and it broke something in me when it died, and I told myself it died because I wasn’t enough.” Her voice was very soft. “But I just woke a whole dead row without even trying. Clean. It didn’t cost me anything. It fed back.” She turned to me, and her face was doing something complicated and healing at once. “It wasn’t that I wasn’t enough for the homestead. It was that I was stuck, and alone, and pouring out of a broken jar. I could’ve saved it. If I’d had, had this, had you, had a well to draw from, I could’ve kept it alive as easy as breathing.” She let out a long breath, and something old and heavy went out of her with it. “It wasn’t my fault it died. I just needed help I didn’t know existed.” And she leaned back into me, and the apple row rustled in the dark, alive, and I held her, and the greenhouse bloomed white and green around us.

That night, at the kitchen table, I added the grove to the defense map. Goldie leaned over my shoulder and asked me to draw a little flower in the margin next to it, and I did, a crude thing, I’m no artist, and she kissed the top of my head and said it was perfect. Living trees rooted deep in the killbox ground, branches she could move like slow patient hands, roots she could drive through frozen earth. The last piece of the defense had fallen into place, and the strangest piece, because it wasn’t a wall or a weapon or a trap. It was an orchard, grown out of a woman’s oldest grief the night she finally set the grief down.

The greenhouse became, in those last days before the strike, the warm heart the whole overfull house drifted toward. Riley took to it worst of all. I came out one afternoon to find her lying full-length on a plank between the tomato beds in a swimsuit, an actual swimsuit, sunglasses on, in winter, catching the copper-warmed heat with her eyes shut and a look of profound contentment, and when I asked her what she thought she was doing she said, without opening her eyes, “It’s the tropics in here and there’s a war coming, Gabe, let a girl get some sun before she has to blind a hollow man,” and I couldn’t argue with a word of it, and left her there, and she was still there at dusk, faintly pink.

And Cobb established what Goldie called the tomato tithe. He’d decided, in his private economy, that the first ripe tomato off every truss belonged to him, personally, as landlord, and he collected it before anyone else was up, so that Goldie’s harvest was always exactly one tomato short per plant and there was always, somewhere in the house, a small brown creature eating a stolen tomato with an expression of imperial satisfaction. Goldie let him. “He grew up here,” she said, which made no sense, and needed none, and she started leaving the first tomato out for him on a saucer beside his milk, and he took the tithe and the offering both and considered the arrangement no less than his due.

The refugees drifted out there too, in the last quiet days, one and two at a time, and I never stopped them, because there is a kind of medicine in warmth against a cold window that no preserve can match, and I’d come out to find some drained water-witch sitting on an upturned pot among the beans with her face tipped up into the copper-warmed heat and her eyes shut, doing nothing, being warm, letting a little more of herself come back through her skin. Dahlia adopted a corner of the near bed and coaxed a run of cress along it that she could pinch fresh into the morning eggs, proud of the green under her thumbs after a whole year of drought inside her. And the old woman older than Maren, the one who’d been stuck her whole life and never learned to take a thing freely, discovered she could not be watched at a task without needing to do it, and so she took over the watering, moving down the beds at dusk with a battered can, muttering to the tomatoes in a language nobody placed, and Goldie let her, because a woman who has decided to be useful is a woman who has decided to stay, and staying was the whole cure. Even the cold, pressing at the glass with its patient hungry weight, couldn’t get a toe over the line; it fogged the frost ferns thicker some evenings, and I marked it, and salted a little heavier at the greenhouse door, and said nothing, and let the warm room go on being warm.

We came in to supper warm and glowing, and the house was full and loud and good, twenty at the tables between the household and the refugees, the annex fed and warm, Dell’s fiddle-player friend picking something soft in the corner, and I sat down to Goldie’s stew feeling, for one whole meal, like we might just be ready.

Then Maeve and Sorrel both froze with their spoons halfway up.

It was the same instant, both of them, mid-motion, and the house answered a half-second behind them, a small tightening in the floor and walls before the table went quiet the way a table goes quiet when two people it loves go rigid at once. Maeve set her spoon down with a hand that had started to shake. Sorrel’s face had gone white and still.

“It’s gone,” Maeve said.

“What’s gone,” said Goldie, already up, already moving to her.

“The singing.” Maeve pressed her hand to the hollow under her breastbone. “The hook. It’s been humming for days, the quiet-ward keeping it low, a hum I could sleep through, and it’s, it’s not humming. It’s not anything. It’s gone. All at once, just now, like.” She looked up, and she was frightened in a way the singing had never frightened her. “Like a hand went over a bell.”

“Is that good?” Goldie asked, hope leaking into it despite everything, her arm around Maeve. “If it’s gone, does that mean he’s gone, does that mean he gave up and went back west?”

Alexis had gone very still at the head of the table, and she said the thing before anyone could let themselves hold that hope, and her voice was flat and certain and cold, the voice she used when a thing was true and she was sorry it was true.

“No,” she said. “He’s masking. That’s not him gone. That’s him going silent on purpose, on his own end, killing the hooks’ song from his own side so we can’t use it to find him. Think about what the singing is. It’s leakage. It’s the sound of him listening down the hooks and the hooks singing back, a thing that’s on because he’s paying attention across distance. You’d only shut it off deliberately for one reason.” She set down her spoon and looked at the dark window, at the ordinary frost feathering the glass from outside now, the greenhouse’s ordered bloom a house away. “You silence your own footstep when you don’t need to listen at a distance anymore. When you’re done walking. When you’re standing exactly where you meant to get to, close enough to reach out and touch it, and you’re about to jump, and you’d rather your prey didn’t hear you gather your legs.”

The table was silent. Sorrel, gray, said into it, “She’s right. I can feel it too, the same as Maeve. Not gone. Held. He’s holding his breath. He does that. Right before.” She didn’t finish, and didn’t have to.

Nobody finished eating. I got up from the table and did the thing I do, which is check the house, went through it room by room the way you check the pilot lights when the gas pressure drops, and every lamp burned, and the small impossible flame on the taproom bar burned steady on its cold dead burner, and the forge coals glowed banked and orange with Cobb curled beside them, and the greenhouse held its walled-off summer against the black, and up in the guest wing the quiet-wards snowed dim and soft over the hooked women’s doors, and the five-and-a-scar array hummed its four-and-strained note down in the cellar dark, and the whole warm overfull house sat lit and ready and afraid and unbroken in the black winter night. And somewhere close, close enough now to have stopped needing to listen, a cold patient man stood silent over an old scar in the ground and gathered his legs and did not sing.

I salted every doorstep in the house twice over that night, with salt I’d made with my own hands, and I checked the trip-lines, and I loaded the truck with everything the killbox might need, and I slept two hours in my boots.


Chapter 18: Seating the Stone

We decided to move first, because the alternative was letting a man who’d gone silent pick the night, and I’d learned a long time ago that when you can’t win the timing you take the timing anyway, and pay for it, rather than hand it to the other man for free.

“He masked so we can’t track him,” I said, at the table, the household around me and the cold pressing at the west windows. “Which means every hour we wait, we’re waiting blind, on his clock, for a night he chooses. So we don’t wait. We seat the stone tonight. We close the collar on our schedule, with everyone rested and fed and in position, and we stand on the finished array when he comes for the tap, instead of him catching us with the wound half-collared and everyone asleep.” I looked at Alexis. “You said the working’s ready. Is it ready.”

“It’s ready,” she said.

“Then tonight.”

We staged it the way Alexis had staged the settling in the fall, the same method in miniature, open the wound’s edge, place the stone, bind it, close, and we took our posts in the cold cellar under the single hanging lamp, and I’ll set down where everyone stood, because it mattered, because every one of those posts was load-bearing before the night was over.

Alexis at the well-head, in the center, binding, the tempered stone cradled in her hands and her runework charts spread on the curb under the lamp, the keystone of the whole working, the one who’d designed it and the only one who could hold its center. Goldie north, at the life-stone, the one keyed to green and growing things, her bare hands flat on it and the woke apple row two floors up feeding its living strength down through her and into the ground, her face calm and warm and certain. Riley east, at the light-stone, her glamour banked low and ready in her cupped palms, holding steady, no performance in her tonight, only the work. Erin beside Alexis at the empty fifth seat, her banked fire pressed against the fresh stone to keep its runes hungry and open so they’d bite when it went home, the hardest gentle work she knew, holding a forge-heat steady with her hands for an hour, and she’d learned it over three days at the forge and she didn’t flinch and her hands didn’t shake, the woman who’d once been afraid to hold a candle steady now holding a temper on a ward-stone in the dark.

And me behind Alexis at the well-head, anchoring the working, because that was the mechanical truth of the job: holding the whole structure braced and steady through the bonds the way you hold a load dead-still on a jack while another man drives the shim home under it, no give, no drift, the still point the rest of them built their motion against. My hands flat on the cold slab, the house-sense poured all the way down into the wound, feeling the seam and the scar and the four bonds and the working all at once, one settled awareness holding the whole fragile operation braced against the dark, and I stood there and was the still thing, and it was the thing I was best at in the world, being the calm the rest of them could work against, and the road-tired man who drove up here in the fall would not have guessed that steadiness would turn out to be the most useful thing I owned.

“On my count,” Alexis said, and began, and the working opened the wound’s edge, the seam’s cold breathing up around us green-sweet and wrong, the scar at the bottom of it, his scar, a cold hand-print I could feel through the stone, and we started to lower the fifth stone toward its empty seat.

The killbox rang.

It rang the way I’d built it to ring, the low crude clatter of tin cans full of bolts strung in the eaves on fishing line, a doorbell for a monster, and it rang on two quarters at once, west and south together, a dozen cans jangling in the dark, and every hair on my body stood up, because I’d designed that sound to tell me exactly one thing and it was telling me now: bodies at the salt line, two sides, same moment.

And the timing of it landed in my gut cold and certain. The strike had come the exact instant Alexis’s working hung most open, the wound’s edge lifted, the collar not yet closed, the moment we were most committed and least able to stop, and that wasn’t luck and it wasn’t coincidence, that was a man who’d gone silent and masked precisely so he could watch us from the dark and choose his moment, waiting for us to open the wound ourselves, and I understood in that clatter of tin cans that we’d walked into his timing after all, that choosing our night had only meant choosing the night he’d let us think was ours, and that there was no longer any version of this where we weren’t doing exactly what Vernon Rill wanted. There was only doing it well, or doing it badly. So I chose well.

“Hold your posts,” I said, hard, before anyone could so much as flinch toward the stairs, because the instinct when the alarm goes is to run to the fight, and running to the fight was exactly what would lose us the war. “Nobody leaves the working. Not one of you. The house has the yard, I built it to hold the yard without us, and if you break the working to go help, the wound tears open and we lose everything the yard is protecting. Trust the machine. Trust the town. Alexis, don’t stop. Seat the stone.”

And I felt them want to run, felt it through all four bonds, the animal pull to go to the sound of danger, and I felt them master it, one by one, and stay, hands on their stones, because they trusted me and they trusted the thing we’d built, and that holding, four witches staying at their posts while a battle broke out over their heads, was harder than any fighting and I knew it and I never once said so, because you don’t tell people how brave they’re being while they’re being it.

And the house took the yard, and I want it written down, because it was the finest thing that ever happened on that ground, even if I only knew it in pieces while it happened: tin cans jangling above us, wards shivering in the stones under my hands, bond-strain through the women at their posts, voices carrying down the stairwell in torn fragments, and the full shape of it given to me after by the people who fought it.

I couldn’t leave the cellar and I didn’t have to, because I’d built the defense so it didn’t need me to run it. A dozen hooked women came out of the dark on two sides, driven, sad-eyed, Sorrel’s hammer times twelve, sent to burn the annex and break the working and above all crack the stone before it seated. I knew the first part from the tin-cans and the way the salt-lines snapped in the ward-stones, and the rest I learned in the gray morning when we walked the tracks by lantern light: the merciful machine had taken them exactly as built.

The iced approach lanes dropped them off their feet the moment they broke into a run. I’d flooded the two straightest routes to the house and let three nights of hard freeze glaze them black, and a driven body coming on at a dead run hit that glaze and went straight down, boots flying up, and skidded and tumbled helpless down the pitch into the cushioned catch-basins I’d dug in at the bottom, packed straw bales under tarps, a soft landing for a hard fall. I heard the hard thumps from below, each one a sound that wanted to rip me off my post, and I held because I’d built those landings soft. By dawn half of them were lying stunned and unhurt in the straw before they’d got within forty feet of a wall of my house, and not one of them had cracked a skull on my ground.

Goldie’s bramble cradles took the ones who came up the flanks off the ice. Thick soft thorn surged up out of the frozen ground the instant a body crossed into the flank lanes, not the hard desperate thorn she’d grown in the fall to bind a monster while the well cured it, but its gentler answer, a soft tangling green hand that wrapped a woman around and around and drew her down held and cradled and unscratched, thornless where it touched skin, a plant built to catch a person the way a hand catches a falling glass. I felt Goldie strain through the bond from her post at the life-stone, hands never leaving the working, felt the green part of her reach for the grove and the ground without giving up the stone, and through the open stairwell I heard one of the caught women stop struggling and start to cry, because kindness is a shock when you’ve been sent somewhere to die.

Riley split herself in two and held both halves. She kept one hand on her light-stone in the cellar, feeding the working, and threw the rest of herself up into the yard, lantern lanes blazing across the dark, walls of hard warm blinding light that turned a charge aside without touching it, herding the driven ones off the doors and down into the nets and the brambles, light as a shepherd’s crook instead of fire as a wall. I felt the strain of it in her through the bond, a woman doing two full workings at once at opposite ends of a house and refusing to drop either one, her breath sawing beside me, her light in the cellar guttering brown at the edges and flaring back bright every time it started to fail, because Riley Flint had decided a long time ago that she was more than a flash and she was going to prove it tonight if it killed her.

And the town held the ground the house couldn’t reach, and the town had come, that was the thing, I’d sent Maren’s quiet word out that morning and the town had come in the dark to defend an inn full of witches because it had decided somewhere over the long fall that the inn was theirs too.

Dell’s rig was parked broadside across the road gate, the whole faded green length of it a wall no truck could pass, headlights blazing down the drive, and Dell himself stood on the running board with a tire iron and a look of grim delight, forty years of hauling other people’s freight and here at last was a load worth blocking a road for. And the goose rode the hood of the rig into the fight like a figurehead carved on the prow of a ship, wings out, neck stretched, screaming pure furious defiance into the dark, and I heard it over everything, over the working and the crackle of Riley’s light and the thrash of caught bodies, that idiot deafening honking, and it was the best sound in the world, the sound of a town that flatly refused to be afraid, delivered by a one-legged bird with no interest in the concept of a threat too large to attack.

Ruiz’s two graders blocked the west approach nose to nose, engines running, and Ruiz himself stood in the gap between them with a snow shovel held like a pike, a big quiet man planted in the cold who’d said maybe ten words to me all fall and had shown up in the dark with his whole crew when it counted, and his crew ranged out behind the graders with pry bars and fence-posts, a wall of large patient men between the dark and the house.

Maren walked the breaches with a bucket of my gray salt on her arm, calm as a woman salting a church walk before Sunday service, re-cutting every line a scuffed body dragged through, kneeling in the snow to draw it fresh with her bare thumb while driven women thrashed and burned and wept in the brambles ten feet away, and she did not flinch or hurry, because Maren had decided a long time ago that fear was a luxury a woman running a town couldn’t afford and she refused to give it room, and the sight of her out there, sixty years old and salting a line in the middle of a war like it was any other chore, steadied everyone who saw her.

And the refugees came out. The spent weight Rill thought was ballast, the emptied and the mending, the very women he’d counted as beds to fill and bodies to throw, came out of the annex into the cold with brooms and fence-boards and buckets and their own shaky half-woken craft, and they stood between the driven women and the house, and not one of them tried to kill, because I’d built the machine so they wouldn’t have to and because every one of them, looking into the sad driven faces coming out of the dark, saw exactly what she’d been a week or a month or a year ago, saw her own reflection stumbling up an iced lane with a hammer in its hand, and you do not kill your own reflection, you catch it, and hold it soft, and wait for it to wake up free.

I knew the yard from the cellar the way a man knows a storm from under the roof: by the strikes, the groans, the running feet overhead, the shouted fragments, the way the load travels through the beams. I knew enough to trust what we’d built, and not enough to comfort me, and that was worse than knowing everything would have been. I had to hold my own post at the well while my people and my town held theirs in the dark and the cold above.

It cost us. I won’t pretend it didn’t, because a thing that costs nothing wasn’t worth the winning, and I’ve never yet built a thing or won a fight that didn’t take its toll in broken parts and spent bodies. One bramble cradle caught a woman who still had fire left in her, and she burned it, thorn and tarp and all, a gout of flame lighting the yard orange, and got free and came on, and had to be taken the harder way, three refugees and a net, and one of them, a thin older woman who’d come in off the low ground on a bicycle a week before, took a broken arm doing it, went down hard keeping the fire-witch’s swing off Maren’s blind side, and got up cradling it and stayed in the fight. The annex roof caught from a thrown ember, a bright wicked line of flame running up the fresh shingles, and Goldie had to split her attention from the life-stone for ten terrible seconds, ten seconds in which I felt the whole working shudder under my hands as she pulled her focus, and she surged the frost-wet moss along the ridgeline and drowned the fire in a wave of green wet growth and snapped back to her stone before the collar could slip. And Riley’s light guttered, low and brown at the edges, at the very end of her reserve, holding two lantern lanes and a cellar post past the point any witch should have held anything, until she was gray-faced and swaying at her stone and still would not let go. But nobody in the dark died. Not one of his sent women. The merciful machine held, and caught them, and wrapped them soft and safe in the snow, a dozen driven souls taken off their feet without a drop of blood, and I was proud of it in a way that went bone-deep, because I made it not to win but to win without becoming him, and it worked.

And in the cellar, under all of it, the stone seated.

It came slow, because Alexis would not be hurried, not with the yard on fire above us and the working straining under four sets of hands, and she talked it down into its seat the way you talk a stubborn part into a housing, low and even, calling her corrections, “Erin, more heat, hold it, Goldie steady, Riley the light a hair east, there,” and I anchored the whole structure through the bond and held it braced while she worked the tempered stone the last inch toward its empty seat. Erin poured forge-heat into it, her banked fire keeping the runes hungry so they’d take, the stone glowing under her hands with its own warm sheen. Goldie held the north, the grove feeding down through her. Riley held the east with the last brown guttering scrap of her light. And Alexis brought it home.

She brought it home in the last inch with a word I didn’t know, a word that wasn’t quite a word, one of Silas’s other-trade words that had come to her over the fall the way the tuning fork had come to my hands, and the stone went into its seat.

It went home with a sound like a bell struck underwater, deep and round and final, a single note that came up through the fieldstone and the flagstones and the soles of my boots and into my chest and my teeth and the roots of my back teeth, a note you felt more than heard, and every one of us felt it, and Erin made a small sound and Goldie gasped and even Alexis’s breath caught, because we’d all just felt a wound in the world close under our hands. After weeks on four strained voices, the five points of the array lit together, five stones glowing warm gold in the dark cellar, the fifth one, Erin’s stone, glowing warmest of all with her fire banked in its grain, and the collar closed around the wound, gathering the ragged leaking edge of it into one whole held ring. And the seam’s cold pulse, the green-sweet chill that had breathed up at us all night, all week, all season, the slow cold exhalation of a wound that wouldn’t close, stopped. Mid-beat. Cut off clean, like a hand laid on a struck bell. The wound gathered and held and whole, the well settled tighter than it had been since Silas’s own hands last tended it, sixty years of a dead man’s work taken up and finished by ours.

For one second it was won.

For one clean second I stood in the lit cellar with the collar closed and the yard held and the house safe, the five stones warm and gold around the settled well, the sad driven women caught alive and unhurt in the snow above, the whole household breathing hard around a finished working, and I let myself feel it, the whole grinding hard week and the whole long hard autumn landing all at once on the right side of the ledger. Erin let out a shaky laugh. Riley sagged against her light-stone and whispered, “we did it.” Goldie lifted her head from the life-stone and her face was full of the beginning of a smile.

Then the cellar door opened without a sound.

There was no rattle of the trip-line, no clatter of a can, no creak of the hinge I’d oiled myself, nothing, the door simply was open where it had been shut, and a mild old man stood at the top of the cellar stairs with his hat in his hand and frost dusting the shoulders of his thin gray coat, looking down at our finished array with an expression of warm, genuine pleasure, the way a man admires good work.

“Good,” said Vernon Rill. “Oh, that’s very good. I did hope you’d finish it before I arrived.” He came down a step, unhurried, turning the hat in his soft hands, studying the five lit stones. “A ragged wound is such awkward drinking. You have to chase it, you lose so much to the ground. But a five-stone collar.” He smiled down at us, kind-eyed, admiring. “A five-stone collar gathers the whole thing into one clean throat. One tap. You’ve been ever so helpful. I could not have built a better spigot myself, and I did try, in the fall, but I lacked a curse-breaker of Miss Garland’s caliber.”

Alexis made a sound, low, a heartbeat too late, the sound of a proof completing itself into a horror.

“The scar,” she said. “Oh. Oh, the salt. The wards.” She looked up the stairs at him and then down at the array and I watched her understand the whole trap in one sickening instant. “His nudge. The scar he put in the seam after Silas died. It’s under everything. Under the array, under the collar, under every salt line and every ward we ever drew, because you don’t ward a wound from the inside, you ward the room around it, and his scar runs down into the wound itself, under all of it, a blind spot no line covers.” She stood up from the well-head, slow, the binding still held taut in her hands because she couldn’t let it go. “He didn’t break in. He walked up his own scar like a man following a pipe he laid weeks ago, straight through every defense we have, because we warded against a stranger at the door and he came up the plumbing. And the door didn’t ring because a door doesn’t ring for the man who owns the line under it.”

“Just so,” Rill agreed, pleasantly, reaching the bottom of the stairs. “The trap was never your stone, innkeeper. I wanted your stone. I wanted it seated and lit and gathering, because now, instead of a leaking wound I’d have to nurse open for weeks, losing half of it to the ground the whole while, I have a clean tap with a lovely handle, and every warm thing for a hundred miles, every witch, every orchard, every garden and hearth and green growing acre, runs down it into me, forever, and I shan’t even have to travel for it. I’ll sit in a nice chair somewhere warm and drink a county through a straw.” He said it the way another old man might describe a pension. “You built it for me. I did try to build my own, in the fall, I put my hand in the wound the week your uncle died and I nudged, and I soured it, and I meant to open it wide myself over a winter or two. But I hadn’t a curse-breaker of Miss Garland’s caliber, and my own hand is a blunt instrument, I take things apart, I’ve never been any good at the fine work. And then you drove up the road and moved into my house and hired exactly the woman I needed and had her build the thing I couldn’t. I am, genuinely, grateful. I don’t often get to be.”

I didn’t move, and I didn’t answer, because there was nothing in it worth answering yet, and because a man who feeds on reaction wanted mine, and I’d decided in a diner over a cup of coffee I drank standing that he’d get none he didn’t earn. I stood between him and the well-head with the house-sense poured down into the settled seam and the four bonds braced through me and nothing in my hands but that, and I watched him.

He set his hat on the newel post, gentle, squaring it, a tidy man. He rolled back one thin gray sleeve, unhurried, and I saw on the inside of his wrist an old mark, a brand, a deliberate figure burned into the skin long ago. I marked it, because anything a man like Rill carried on his skin mattered. Then he crossed the cellar floor toward the well while four witches held a working they could not drop without tearing the wound open worse than the fall, and a whole house full of caught and cradled women slept safe in the snow above, and he crouched by the well with the ease of an old man who’d spent his life crouching by wells, and put his soft cold hand down flat on the slab, into the scar at the bottom of the wound, the cold hand-shaped absence that had been in my cellar since before I owned it, the one place in my whole warm house that had always, always been his.

“You caught all my sad little bodies,” he said, almost fond, not looking up, his fingers finding the scar. “Every one, kindly, in your soft thorns. It was well done. It was even moving. And it emptied your whole yard of defenders while I walked in the back.” He looked up then, at me, standing between him and the well-head with nothing in my hands but the house.

“Now,” he said. “Let’s talk about who leaves this cellar.”


Chapter 19: The Two Wells

The geometry of it set itself in a heartbeat, and I read it the way I’d read a job about to go wrong, fast and cold and complete, every load and every risk laid out at once.

Rill crouched at the seam with his hand in the old scar, and the collar we’d just closed did exactly what he’d said it would, gathered the whole wound into one clean throat and started to pour it into him, the region’s magic running down through the five lit stones and the well and into the cold man at the bottom, a smooth terrible current I could feel through the house-sense like the pull of a bathtub drain when the plug comes out of a full tub, that deep sucking gather, except the tub was the whole county and the drain was a man.

And here was the trap sprung whole, not as a thought but as load paths and failure points, the whole bad structure standing bare in my head. The coven couldn’t stop the drain and couldn’t leave their posts. If any one of them dropped her stone the working failed, and a working that fails mid-draw doesn’t just stop, it tears, the collar we’d fought all night to close rupturing open worse than the wound had ever been in the fall, ragged and souring and gaping, and then he’d have it anyway, only messier, and the whole region with it. So they had to hold. All four of them, hands locked on the very collar that was feeding him, holding the thing that was killing us because letting go killed us faster. It was the cruelest geometry I’d ever stood inside. And I stood in the middle of it between the hollow man and the well-head with nothing in my two hands, and there were exactly two things that needed doing, hold the collar and stop the drain, and holding the collar took all four of them and stopping the drain took someone free to face him, and there was only me, and I couldn’t do a thing standing still, and he knew all of it, had built all of it, had walked up his own scar into the middle of it smiling, and he looked at me across the settled well with those kind old eyes and I saw him wait, patient, for me to understand there was no move.

He tried me first.

He turned that soft old hand off the scar and reached it toward me, and I felt the siphon find me, felt it clamp on, the same cold pull that had emptied Maeve and Sorrel and a county of women, reaching into me to drink me dry.

And it couldn’t.

That was the discovery, the thing the whole autumn and the whole hard winter had been walking toward without any of us knowing it, and I felt it happen in my own body a full beat before my mind had any words for it, the way you feel a load come onto a beam and know from the way it takes the weight whether it’ll hold, long before you could explain the physics of it. You cannot empty a wellspring the way you empty a witch. A witch is a vessel, a cup with so much in it, and he drinks the cup down to nothing and leaves the hollow. But I’m not a cup. I’m a well. There’s no bottom to reach because the water isn’t in me, it comes through me, from the seam, from the ground, from something under the world, and when he clamped his siphon on me and pulled, I didn’t empty, I flowed, the pull just opened me wider and more came, and the drain became a contest, not of how much I had, but of how much could move, throughput against throughput, his hunger against my flow, two men locked hand to wrist over a wound in the world, and it was agony, God, it was agony, like holding a fire hose open with your whole body, but it was agony without emptiness, and at last I saw the mild kind mask on Vernon Rill’s face move.

It moved into effort. Just that. A tightening around the eyes, a strain at the mouth, the expression of a man who has put his hand to a thing that will not come, a jar lid that won’t turn, and I understood that he had expected me to empty, and had just learned I wouldn’t.

He’d emptied witches like tipping out a cup. He’d emptied whole orchards, drunk the green life out of the ground itself, drained a county farm by farm and light by light. And he put his siphon on me expecting a cup, a deep one, maybe the deepest he’d ever found, but a cup, a thing with a bottom he’d reach if he pulled long enough, and instead he found a hole in the world that the whole region ran through, and no matter how hard he pulled the water only came faster, and I watched him understand it, watched the calculation run behind the kind old eyes and come up with an answer he didn’t like.

A contest of throughput breaks the one who runs out, and I understood it in my body the way I understood a load path, the way I understood which beam was carrying the roof. I couldn’t run out. Not the ordinary way. The water wasn’t mine, it came through me, and as long as the seam was under me and the ground under that and the deep old dark under that, more would always come. He was the one with a bottom. He had forty years of famine in him and a hunger that had never once been filled. Hunger is a finite thing. A hollow is a wound of a certain size. I was pouring the whole settled seam at him, and somewhere in the cold arithmetic of it I saw the shape of how this ended: he couldn’t drink me dry, but I could drown him, if it came to that, if I was willing to open all the way and pay what opening all the way would cost.

“Interesting,” he said, through the strain, still polite, always polite, because politeness was the last thing he’d lose. “You don’t have a bottom. That’s, hm. That’s a great deal of water, innkeeper. It might even be more than I can, ah.” He didn’t finish it. He pulled harder, and I flowed harder, and the agony of it climbed, because make no mistake it was agony, holding a wellspring open under a hollow’s full draw is like holding a fire hose open with your bare hands and your whole spine, every part of me straining to pass what he pulled, and if I’d had less flow he’d have found the edge of me, but I didn’t, the seam was under me and the ground was under that and something older under that, and it kept coming, and we held there locked, hand to wrist over the wound, neither giving, two wells pouring at each other in the dark, and around us the coven fought their own front.

And every one of them held a post, and every post was load-bearing, and I felt all four of them through the bonds like four hands on the same straining beam.

Alexis held the binding through all of it, and it was the spine of the whole working, because a collar closed is not a collar held, and something had to keep the five stones true and the ring taut while the region’s whole current ran screaming through it into a hollow man with no valve, and that was her. Her hands were white-knuckled on the cold well-head and her voice was flat and steady and unhurried, calling small corrections to the others through the chaos, “Riley, the light a hair brighter, Goldie, hold your north, Erin, more heat on the seat, it’s slipping,” the smartest woman in three counties treating the end of the world like a working that needed running, refusing to let the structure fail no matter what poured through it, grieving, I could feel her grieving even as she worked, because she’d done the arithmetic three nights ago and she could see where this was going before I could.

Goldie, at the life-stone, sent the woke apple row’s roots down and out, and I felt the cellar’s outer wall begin to buckle inward as living wood drove through the old fieldstone, roots thick as my arm knotting across the doorway and up the stairwell, and I understood she was caging the room, growing a wall of her own grove around all of us so that whatever came out of this cellar tonight, it was staying in this cellar with us and not getting up into the house full of sleeping caught women above. Her face was wet and set and fierce, the warm heart turned fierce the way she only ever turned when the people she loved were threatened, feeding roots and holding a stone and growing a cage all at once and never once making a sound of complaint.

Riley, near-spent from holding the whole yard, gray-faced and shaking at the edge of her reserve, held her light-stone with the last of what she had, refusing to let it gutter, a woman who’d spent her life afraid she was shallow burning down to the very bottom of herself and finding there was a bottom, and standing on it, and holding. And Erin fed forge-heat into the new fifth stone against Rill’s pull, keeping her own tempered stone seated and hungry so the collar wouldn’t crack under the impossible load running through it, banking her fire steady the hard way, the gentle way, the way that had once terrified her, in the middle of a war, without flinching.

And on the cellar stairs, above the buckling roots, stood Maeve.

Nobody had put her there. She’d chosen it, come down from her desk in the middle of the night while the yard burned and taken a post on the stairs between Rill and the rest of the house, between the monster and the sleeping annex full of the freed, and her hook was screaming, I could see it in her face, the quiet-ward torn to nothing this close to him, the hollow under her breastbone shrieking to go to the man at the bottom of the stairs, sweet and horrible and dragging at her with everything he had, the pull she’d told us about in the fall, the compass needle, the thing that felt like being wanted, all of it turned up to full and reaching for her. And she stood there anyway. White to the lips, shaking, both feet planted on the tread, one hand fisted in the living root-wall Goldie was growing up the stairwell so she’d have something to hold, and she did not go to him, and she did not let him past. I would have crossed the floor and stood with her if I could have left the well. I couldn’t. So she stood it alone, and she held.

“Hello, Maeve,” Rill said, not unkindly, glancing up at her, and the sound of him saying her name did something to her face I’ll never forget, a whole-body flinch, the voice of the thing that had emptied her speaking her name gentle in the dark. “You look well. Better than when I had you. He’s been filling you back up, hasn’t he, I can hear it, all that lovely warmth where I left you empty, all that borrowed abundance. You could come down. You remember how it feels, being near me, the song. You know you want to. You spent months wanting to. It’s still there, isn’t it, under everything he’s poured in. The wanting. It never really leaves. Come down. The song’s so loud right here.”

And it was the cruelest thing he could have done, and he did it in the kindest voice, because that was the whole of him, and I felt the pull drag at her, saw her sway on the stair, one foot lift, because he was right, it was still there, the hook’s sweet horrible want never fully leaves, and she was standing ten feet from the thing that could make it scream, and every hollowed instinct in her was a compass needle pointing straight down those stairs at him.

“Go to hell,” Maeve said, through her teeth, and put her lifted foot back down on the tread, and gripped the living root-wall Goldie had grown up the stairwell so hard her knuckles went white, and stayed. “I brought you tea. Do you remember that. I brought you tea and I thanked you while you ate me alive, and I have spent every day since learning how to be a person again in a house full of people who never once asked me to thank them for anything.” Her voice shook and held. “So no. I’m not coming down. I’m the one who stands here. That’s my job now. I keep the door.” And she planted both feet and did not move, and it was the whole of her arc standing on a cellar stair, the hollowed woman who’d staggered up the drive dying in the fall become the keeper of the door, and I loved her for it more than I could have said, and I could not cross the floor to stand with her because I could not leave the well, so she stood it alone, and she held.

Then Riley and Erin, from their stones, without a word passing between them, fired the beacon working.

I felt them decide it in the same instant, the show-off and the spitfire, the two of them who’d invented a weapon by accident in a warm bed and drilled it on a cold field for exactly this night, and they didn’t need to speak, they’d become a double act somewhere back in the autumn and a double act doesn’t need to call the play. They held their posts, both of them, neither letting go of a stone, and they reached across the cellar for each other’s craft the way they’d learned to reach, light braiding into flame, flame braiding into light, and the woven star came up in the air between them, that vicious beautiful spinning knot of fire-and-light too bright to look straight at and hot enough to feel across the whole cellar, the beacon working, born in pleasure and drilled into a weapon.

And this time they didn’t let it hang and turn and be beautiful. This time they aimed it. I saw Riley’s hand come up and point, and Erin’s fire pour into the star, and the two of them hurled it across the cellar, the first fire-and-light thing they had made together to hurt, straight into Vernon Rill.

He flinched.

I want that written plain, because it was the hinge of everything. Vernon Rill flinched. The beacon working hit him full and the fire seared his reaching hand and the light burned his eyes and he threw an arm up and recoiled, and for one full second his siphon stuttered, the pull on me broke, the drain from the seam hitched, and he made a sound, a small sharp sound of actual pain, an old man burned.

It couldn’t kill him. I knew it wouldn’t and it didn’t, and I’d told Riley and Erin as much when they drilled it, don’t expect to kill him with it, expect to hurt him, expect to buy a beat. Even flinching, even seared, he drank the thing that hurt him, I felt it through the locked grip of our hands, the beacon working’s own heat and light pouring down his siphon along with everything else, because that was the horror of a hollow, you couldn’t burn him, fire was just more warmth for a starved cold, you couldn’t blind him for long, light was just more power to swallow, and he steadied himself against the far cellar wall and I watched the burn on his soft old hand smoke and knit and fade as he drank its own energy back and healed the wound with the very force that made it, unmade the hurt the instant it landed.

But it had landed. That was the thing. For one second it had landed. For one second Vernon Rill had been hurt, had flinched, had made a sound, and every witch in that cellar saw it, and it changed the air, because a thing that can be hurt can be beaten, and we’d all of us been fighting a shadow that couldn’t be touched until Riley and Erin touched it. It bought a second. One second, the siphon stuttering, his grip on me slackening a hair. And everything turned on that second. And Rill knew it, felt the ground shift, felt the room believe it could win, and being what he was, being a patient calculating hungry thing to the last, he did not rage.

He reached sideways.

Sorrel had come down. I hadn’t seen her come, she’d followed Maeve down to stand on the stairs beside her, and her torn hook was a raw open thing this close to him, and he reached for it, reached down the length of the siphon he still owned in her chest, and clamped on, and began to drain her, and Sorrel screamed and went to her knees on the stair, and he did it conversationally, not even looking at her, looking at me.

“She fought me, you know,” he said, mild, draining her, her color already going gray. “In your cellar, with a hammer. Tore her own hook doing it. That kind of tear doesn’t heal, and a torn hook drains so much faster, it’s like a slit hose. I can empty her to nothing in about a minute from here, and she can’t fight me again, we both know that, the second fight kills.” He tilted his head at me, kind-eyed, reasonable. “So here is the shape of it, innkeeper. Open the collar. Let go of the working, let me drink the seam clean and quick, and I’ll leave this one with enough to live. Or hold your line, and I’ll finish her while you watch, and then I’ll take the seam anyway, because you can’t hold the working and save her both.” He drew, and Sorrel sagged. “She’s nearly empty already. Truly. It’s almost kind, what I’m doing. Kinder than making her live like that.”

And there it was, the gun on the table, Sorrel’s life against the wound of the world, and no way to hold both, and it was precisely, exactly the kind of choice he’d have wanted, because a man like Rill didn’t win with power, he won with arithmetic, with a sum so ugly that whichever way you solved it you lost something you couldn’t get back, and he laid it out gently, patiently, an accountant of grief showing me the books.

“You could let her go,” he offered, kindly, still draining her, Sorrel’s head lolling on the stair, Maeve gripping her from behind and unable to leave her own post to help. “That’s the sensible thing. She’s one woman, and a spent one, and the seam is a whole region. A practical man weighs it. Let me have the well and I’ll let her keep enough to live. You’ve been so practical all night, innkeeper, all that lovely merciful engineering out in the snow, catching my sad bodies soft. Be practical one more time.”

And I felt Goldie’s grief and Riley’s tears and Erin’s white fury all at once through the bonds, four women holding a working they could not drop while a man drained a fifth to death in front of them to make me choose, and I felt every one of them refuse to be the reason I let Sorrel die, and refuse to let me open the well and lose everything, wanting both things at once because there was no version where you got both, and none of them able to do anything but hold their stones and trust me, and that trust was the heaviest thing in the room, heavier than the seam.

And I looked at the arithmetic Alexis had put on the table three nights before, the last rung of the ladder, the thing nobody had wanted to say, the thing the whole room had done the math on and refused to look at me while they did it. The flood is biggest when the drain is drinking hardest. Feed it, don’t fight it. Give a thing with no valve more than it can hold, at the exact moment it’s pulling its hardest, and it drowns on its own hunger.

And I looked at Vernon Rill drinking as hard as he could.

His siphon was clamped on me and on Sorrel both at once, wide open, greedy, unvalved, pulling with everything four decades of famine had taught a hollow to pull, straining to empty me and draining her to death in the same breath, and I understood, standing there with my hands still empty at my sides, that I would not get a cleaner opening than that exact moment, both throats thrown wide, and that if I refused now and we fought him some other way he’d learn to be careful and might never gape like this twice. This was the shot. The one Alexis had drawn on paper and none of us had wanted to look at. The only one.

And it would cost me everything I had, and maybe everything I was. Alexis’s arithmetic at the kitchen table three nights before had said the last line without saying it: nothing alive could generate that flood except a wellspring wide open, and a wellspring wide open was a wellspring that found out what empty was. She had not said you don’t always come back from empty. She had not needed to. Everyone at that table had known where the theory pointed, and I stood in my own cellar with Sorrel graying on the stairs and Maeve holding her and four women I loved holding a working they could not drop, and I thought, in the plain flat way I think when a thing is decided, that a man who’d spent his whole life running from things the second they got good had finally found the one thing worth staying and spending himself down to nothing for, and that it was this, all of this, the whole warm full impossible house of them, and that I would rather be emptied to the floor of myself keeping it than walk out of this cellar whole and have failed it.

And I chose it, all at once and all the way, the way I choose everything.

And I stopped resisting.

I felt Alexis understand it a half-second before I moved, felt her head come up through the bond, horror and awe in the same breath, her mouth opening on a word I never got to hear, don’t or yes, I’ll never know which, and it didn’t matter, because I’d already decided, the way I decide things, all at once and all the way. I stopped fighting the siphon he had on me. I stopped holding my flow against his pull, stopped being a wall, stopped being anything but a channel with every gate thrown wide. I opened.

“You want a well, Rill?”

I said it quiet, the way I say the things I mean most, and I stepped forward, into the draw instead of away from it, walked straight into the pull that was straining to empty me, the way you walk into a current instead of fighting it when fighting it will drown you, and I saw the first true alarm cross his face, because a man being drained is supposed to pull away, that’s the whole of his experience, forty years of witches pulling away from him, and here was a well walking toward him with its gates coming open.

I reached down and closed both my scarred tradesman’s hands around his soft old wrists, the grip reversed now, not the hollow holding the well but the well holding the hollow, my hands, the hands that had bled the radiators and hung the shutters and dressed the stone and worked the forge, locking his wrists to his own siphon, holding him fast to the well he’d walked a hundred cold miles to drink from, so that when the flood came he could not do the one single thing a hollow man can never do, the thing he’d built himself specifically to be unable to do, which is stop drinking.

“Drink,” I said.


Chapter 20: Drink

I opened the well, and the coven poured through me, and we drowned Vernon Rill in the one thing he had spent his whole life stealing.

It didn’t happen the way a fight happens. There was no clash. I just stopped being a wall and became what I actually was, which is a channel, and I opened every gate in myself at once, and I let go of holding anything back, and the flood came.

It came from the seam first, the clean settled power we’d fought all night to collar, rising up through the five lit stones and the well, no longer trickling into him but surging, because I wasn’t holding the drain against him anymore, I was widening it, taking the throat of the whole region that he’d wanted so badly and opening it all the way and pointing it straight down his siphon, giving him exactly what he came for, all of it, faster than he’d ever imagined it could come.

And then the coven poured in behind it, each of them by their own choice, each of them feeling me open and understanding without a word what I needed and giving it, and I felt every bond distinct even in the roar of the flood, four tributaries into one terrible river.

Goldie came in slow and vast and warm, a coal-bed banked low and endless, the deep patient heat of growing things, of orchards and bread and healing food, more of her than I’d ever asked for in all our nights because she gave more than I’d ever asked, poured her whole abundant warm self down through me without hesitation, because giving was the truest thing about her and this was the largest gift she’d ever get to give.

Riley came in bright and fast, a struck match to dry tinder, a quick brilliant current, spending the very last of the reserve she’d been burning down all night, everything, holding nothing back, the girl who’d been afraid she was shallow proving at the bottom of herself that there was no bottom, only more, and she gave the more to me.

Alexis came in and did what Alexis did, which was organize. Her bond didn’t just add its weight, it took the other three and braced them, laced them together into one load-bearing structure so that I wasn’t a man holding four separate straining weights in four separate hands but a man carrying one settled beam, and I understood in the middle of everything that this was why she was the keystone, that her gift wasn’t power, it was architecture, and it was the thing that let me pour four witches and a seam through a single throat without coming apart on the spot.

And Erin came in last and deepest, a banked furnace, forge-heat sustained and even, the steadiest fire she had, the fire that had once terrified her poured now with total control down through me and into the cold man who’d hunted her across a hundred miles of winter road, and I felt her fierce joy in it, the woman who’d spent her life afraid her fire only destroyed getting to aim every bit of it at the one thing in the world that deserved to burn.

And I poured all of it into Vernon Rill, and held his wrists so he couldn’t let go, and Vernon Rill drank.

He drank because he could not not drink. Alexis’s war-council theory had been right: a hollow has no valve. A siphon can’t close against its own current. He’d built himself a wound that could never stop taking, and now more was coming into it than had ever come into anything, and there was no way to shut it off, no way to let go. I held his wrists to be sure, but I don’t think I needed to.

I watched it happen on his face. First, and this was the terrible part, first he was full. For one moment Vernon Rill was full, and the strain went out of him, and the mild kind mask became, for a breath, something almost peaceful, an old man who had been hungry his entire life feeling what full meant, and his eyes closed, and I will carry that breath with me, the moment the monster got exactly what he wanted.

Then he was past full, and it kept coming.

And the peace curdled into strain, and the strain into alarm, and I felt it all through my hands where they were locked on his wrists, felt him try to stop, felt the first flicker of an old man realizing he’d made a mistake. He tried to pull his hands back. I held them. He tried to close the siphon, and I felt it try, felt the thing he’d built into himself strain to shut against the flood, and fail. He had spent forty years making himself into a thing that could never stop taking, and now more was coming into him than had ever come into anything. He’d built himself perfectly for exactly this death.

“That’s enough,” he said, and it was the first time his voice had lost its mildness, gone thin and high, “that’s, that’s enough now, you can stop, I concede, I’ll go, that’s enough,” and it wasn’t a threat and it wasn’t a bargain, it was a man asking to be let up, and I didn’t stop, because you cannot stop pouring water into a thing that cannot stop drinking and call it mercy, the only mercy left was the flood, and I held his wrists and gave him more, the seam and Goldie’s coal-bed and Riley’s bright current and Alexis’s braced lattice and Erin’s banked furnace, all of it, everything, and Vernon Rill, who had drunk a county dry and an orchard row to ash and a dozen women to husks, who had built his whole life around swallowing whatever he touched, began, at last, to drown in abundance.

And the hooks burst.

I felt them go, all of them, down every line he’d ever set, as the flood ran backward through his whole network, because his hooks all ran home to him and now he was overfull and the pressure had to go somewhere and it went back down the siphons the only direction left. Sorrel’s went first, the torn one, closest, and I felt it burst in her chest and I heard her cry out, and she dropped, and Maeve caught her off the stair, and the gray drained out of Sorrel’s face and color slammed back into it like dawn coming up over a hill, fast and total, the empty filled, the hook gone, freed. Then Maeve’s, with a sound I didn’t hear but she did, she told me after it was like a struck bell going silent, the empty place under her ribs that had sung and screamed and dragged at her for a season simply closing, filled, healed, a wound that had defined her since the day the Hollow Man found her, gone, and she knelt on the cellar floor holding Sorrel with tears running down her face and both of them whole.

And it didn’t stop with the two of them.

That was the moment I’ll never fully have words for, the moment the flood found the rest of his network, because Sorrel and Maeve were only the two hooks in the room, the two we could see, and the flood didn’t care what we could see, it ran wherever his siphons ran, and his siphons ran everywhere he had owned. I felt it go on past them, out past the walls of my cellar, past the fieldstone, past the settled well, out into our county and then into the county west, farther than I’d ever reached in my life, farther than I’d known a wellspring could reach, down every line the hollow man owned, out and out into the winter dark. I couldn’t see them. But I knew by the shape of the pull, the way you feel a whole roof at once through the one beam under your hand, that the flood was running down every siphon Vernon Rill had ever set, and that there were so many of them, so many more than I’d let myself imagine, a whole spreading root-system of theft reaching through the low ground and the west road, every hook he’d left in every woman he’d ever fed on, all of them running home to the drowning man in my cellar, and all of them now running backward. I felt them, or felt the shape of them, dozens, more than dozens, a whole spreading network of theft that had been running quietly under the places he had grazed, every woman he’d ever half-finished and cast off still tethered to him by a hook that dragged and sang, and now every one of those tethers ran the wrong way at once. In farmhouses where a drained woman lay in the dark unable to sleep. In rented rooms over shuttered shops. In road rooms and way-houses along the west road where women had washed up hollow and alone. In a town west of ours where a woman I would never meet lay awake with her hand pressed below her breastbone the way Maeve used to, the way Sorrel used to, hollow and hooked and hopeless. And in a locked house somewhere out west, the one whose keys we’d find in his coat after, where he’d kept the ones he wasn’t finished with, the ones he’d been saving like preserves on a shelf, warm bodies he meant to come back and drink at his leisure. In all of those places at once, in the same single instant, hollowed women sat up in the dark, alone, each one certain she was alone, and felt the hollow inside them fill. Fill with a stranger’s chosen abundance. Warmth they’d never asked for and couldn’t account for, pouring down the line that had only ever taken from them, the hook bursting, the singing they’d lived inside for months or years stopping all at once, the pull gone, the man gone, the emptiness closing over, filled, freed. All of them. In the same instant. Freed by a flood meant to drown one man, saved as a side effect of his drowning, and I hope, I have hoped every day since, that some of them understood later what had happened to them, that on a winter night a coven they never met poured everything they had down a monster’s throat until it burst him, and every hook he’d set in them broke in the same breath, and they were free because four women in a cellar chose to love a well open past its edge.

Some of the hooks were old. I could tell by the way they broke, brittle and thin, the way an old nail snaps instead of bends. Some were fresh and raw and tore loose with a bright pain that made my teeth lock. One was so small and new it made me furious in a clean white way, a hook set in a woman he had barely begun to empty, and the flood filled her before the hollowing had time to teach her hopelessness. One was so deep I thought for a second it would not break at all, that some woman out there had carried him in her ribs so long the hook had become part of her shape. Then Goldie’s warmth hit it, and Riley’s light, and Alexis’s bracing, and Erin’s forge-heat, and it burst too.

Vernon Rill came apart.

He came apart the way burned-out witches come apart, the very fate he’d fed a county to, arriving at last for him, overfull and curdling, his edges going soft and wrong, unmaking, and as he unmade the mild kind mask finally, completely, failed, and what was under it wasn’t a monster, it was something young and broken and terrified.

“You think I chose this,” he said, and his polite old voice cracked down the middle into something raw. “You think I was born a drain. You think I woke up one morning and decided to spend forty years hungry.” He was coming apart, his soft hands dissolving under mine into clean light, and his eyes found me, and there was no menace left in them at all, only an old, old grief. “Nobody’s born empty, innkeeper. You have to be hollowed out. Somebody has to do it to you.” The light took more of him. “They made me. They took a well like you and they emptied it and they turned it and they made me, and I’m not the only one, and they’re still making us, and you’ve just shown them the inn can fight, so they’ll come.” His voice was almost gentle now, almost kind again, at the very end, the mask and the man the same thing for one last breath. “Ask the cold coming down from the north. Ask who taught winter to hold still.” And he looked at me, unmade, drowning, filled at last with everything he’d ever wanted and dying of it, and the last thing he said was so quiet I almost missed it. “It doesn’t hurt. Being full. I want you to know that. After everything. It doesn’t hurt at all.”

And he came apart into clean power, all of him, the whole drained hungry length of a forty-year famine dissolving into warm light that sank down through the cellar floor and into the seam and out into the ground, into the county’s soil, given back, unmade not by being killed but by being cured, drowned in abundance.

The last of him dissolved through my hands like warm rain through ash. My fingers closed on nothing. I knelt there with my empty hands held out over the stone and felt no triumph at all, only a bone-deep gray exhaustion and a grief I hadn’t expected to owe him and paid anyway.

Nobody in the cellar cheered. That’s the thing I remember. We’d won, the thing was done, the county was saved, and not one of us made a sound of victory, because we’d all just watched the same thing, a made monster remember for one breath that he’d been a man, and there’s no cheering that.

The cellar was silent. The flood cut off with him gone, and I stood there with my empty hands still curled where his wrists had been, and I felt the whole thing want to come apart.

Because the backwash had torn the scar open.

The nudge-scar at the bottom of the seam announced itself in my bones, his key-hole, the thing he’d walked in on, the gorge had ripped it wide, and the settling couldn’t grip it, the working slid off the torn place like a wrench off a stripped bolt, and the whole collar we’d fought all night to close was about to fail around a wound that wouldn’t take the stitch, and Alexis knew it the same second I did.

“The scar won’t hold,” she said, gray, her hands still white on the well-head. “The working can’t grip it, it’s torn past what runework can close, it needs, Gabe, it needs to be held open at the edges while it stitches, physically, it needs.”

“Pins,” I said.

Because I’d seen Silas’s tools on the workshop wall all fall, the iron pins and the rune-carved mallet, the other trade’s tools hanging among the ordinary ones, and I’d never known what they were for, had left them hanging out of a kind of respect for a dead man’s mysteries, until that exact moment on the cellar floor when I understood they were for exactly this, for a wound that magic couldn’t close and hands had to, for the day the working came up short and someone had to physically hold the edges of a tear in the world while the craft stitched across it. I had them on my belt. I’d brought them down that night without knowing why, the way you throw the odd tool in the bag on a hunch and find at the job that it’s the only thing that saves you, and I went to my knees at the torn scar, gray and shaking and hollowed thin from the gorge, my hands not entirely my own, and I set the first iron pin at the edge of the wound.

The pins were heavier than they looked. Plain black iron, square-shanked, cold enough to bite even through the numbness in my fingers, each head marked with the same old shallow runes as the five stones. Not decorative. Working marks. Tool marks. The kind a man cuts because a hand needs to know which face is up in the dark. The mallet had a worn place in the grip where Silas’s thumb had sat for decades, and when my own thumb found it, the fit was so exact and so wrong that for half a breath I felt a dead man’s hand closing over mine, not guiding me, just giving me the shape of the work. That nearly undid me more than Rill had. Then the scar breathed cold up through the slabs and the first pin rang faintly against the stone, and grief could wait its turn.

Alexis had blood on one sleeve and chalk down the side of her face. She still sounded like Alexis, which is to say precise enough to build a bridge on. “If you miss, don’t correct through the pin. Pull and reset. A bad angle will teach the wound wrong.”

“Don’t teach the wound wrong,” I said, because if I didn’t say it back like a job instruction I’d forget how words worked.

“Exactly.”

Alexis called the angle. “Left. More. There. Set it there.” Her voice was the one steady thing in the gray, the warder reading the tear the way she read everything, seeing the shape of the wound where I could only feel it, calling the pins like a surveyor calling a line, and I set the first iron pin at the edge she called and lifted the rune-carved mallet and drove it true, one clean stroke, the way you drive any pin, weight and aim and let the tool do the work, and I felt the torn edge of the scar catch on the pin and hold.

“Good,” she said. “Next. Right of it, a hand’s width. There.” And I set the next and drove it. “There. And there.” And I drove them, around the whole ragged length of the key Rill had cut after Silas died, pin by iron pin, the mallet ringing flat and true on each pin-head, the old runes carved into the mallet’s face flaring warm with every stroke that landed square, and between the pinned edges the working stitched itself across, the settling finally finding purchase where the pins held the wound still enough to grip. Alexis called the angles and I drove the pins, and it was, at the very end of the largest and strangest and most terrible night of my life, just a two-man job, a warder and a tradesman closing a thing that was open, no magic in the closing that wasn’t already in the tools a dead man had left hanging on a workshop wall for exactly this. The hands that had revived the boiler and bled the radiators and rehung the storm shutters and framed a coop against the winter finished the war on their knees on a cold cellar floor, one true stroke at a time.

Until the last pin went home. And the collar caught, and gripped, and held. And the wound closed over its own pinned edges, and the seam, for the first time since the night Silas died, was settled clean, all the way through, no scar, no key-hole, no cold hand-shaped absence in the world under my house. Whole. I knelt there with the mallet loose in my gray hand and the well quiet and clean under my knees, and I understood that Silas’s real inheritance had never been the deed or even the wellspring, it had been the trade, the tools, the knowing how to close a wound with your hands when the magic came up a stone short, and that I’d just used every bit of it, and that he’d left it for me to use, and I was, for one gray exhausted moment, more grateful to a man I’d barely met than I’d ever been to anyone.

And then I found out what empty felt like.

I’d poured out everything. The gorge had taken it all, the flood through me had cost me the whole of what a wellspring holds when it opens past its own edges, and the flood had cut off with Rill gone, and there was nothing coming up from the seam fast enough to replace it, because I’d just spent the night widening that throat to drown a man and now I knelt at the bottom of my own opened well with nothing in it.

And for one gray hour before the dawn I learned the thing Vernon Rill had lived inside for forty years, and it was the most frightening thing that ever happened to me, more frightening than the fire in the barn or the man at the diner or any of it, because those were dangers outside me and this was the absence of me, from the inside.

The world went colorless. Not dark. Colorless. Everything still there, the cellar and the stones and the faces of the women I loved, all of it perfectly visible and drained of the single thing that made any of it matter. The lamp-light was gray. Goldie’s face was gray. The warmth of the cellar was a thing I could see other people feeling and could not feel myself, and the whole world stood behind a pane of glass a half-inch thick, present and untouchable, and I could not remember, in that hour, why any of it had ever seemed worth staying for, and that was the horror of it, not pain, the absence of the thing that makes you able to want. I knelt there hollowed thin with the mallet still loose in my hand and understood, with a clinical gray calm that was itself the most frightening part, that this was the raw material. This was what they started with. Not evil. Not hunger. Just a well emptied all the way out and left, and I understood that if you took a man like me and did this to him on purpose, and then left him here, alone in the gray, long enough, with nobody coming, you could make him into anything at all. You could make him into a mild polite old man in a thin coat who drank counties and called it kindness. I had one gray hour of being the material a hollow is made from, and it was the loneliest hour of my life, and it lasted exactly as long as it took my household to reach me.

They didn’t leave me.

A hollow is a well nobody came back for. I learned that from inside the gray. Rill had been emptied and turned and left there, alone, long enough to become the thing that empties others. I was kneeling hollowed and colorless on my own cellar floor with a mallet in my hand, and I had people.

They came around me in the cellar, all four of them, spent and shaking and gray themselves, and they got down on the cold floor and made a circle, hands on me and on each other, and they fed the bonds back the other way, reversed, each of them pouring into me what I’d poured out through them and into the dark. Goldie’s warmth first, the coal-bed banked low, easing into me slow and vast. Riley’s brightness, dimmer now but hers, a bright thread finding the gray places and lighting them. Alexis’s lattice, organizing the return the way she’d organized the flood, bracing me back into a shape. And Erin’s banked fire, laid careful into me like coals into a cold grate, the fire-witch who’d learned to give warmth instead of burn, giving it now to the well that had filled her.

It was not dramatic from the outside, I don’t think. No blaze, no roar, no house shaking itself apart. Just four women on a dirty cellar floor, knees in grit and old salt, too exhausted to stand and too stubborn to stop touching me. Goldie’s hand covered my left wrist where Rill’s fingers had been, her thumb rubbing a slow circle over the pulse she was determined to feel. Riley crawled in under my right arm and pressed her bright little body against my side like she could bully the gray out by proximity, sparks lifting weakly from her hair and dying on my shirt. Alexis sat in front of me with both hands flat to my chest, eyes sharp behind cracked glasses, reading the return the way she’d read the wound, refusing panic because panic was imprecise. Erin knelt at my back and put her forehead between my shoulder blades, both palms warm over my ribs, and the heat she laid into me was so careful it hurt.

They talked me back too. Not speeches. I don’t think any of us had a speech left. Goldie saying, “There he is,” before I was there at all, sweet and stubborn as sunrise. Riley swearing at me in a wet voice and telling me if I made her cry in the cellar she’d never forgive me, which was a lie because she was already crying. Alexis counting my breaths until I could count them with her. Erin, rough and low against my back, saying, “Stay, Wells,” one word at a time, like an order she could hammer into place. Stay. Stay. Stay.

And I felt the color come back into the world one degree at a time. Gray to dim to warm. The lamp went gold again instead of ash. Goldie’s face, wet and flushed and terrified and real, resolved out of the flat gray thing it had been into the actual warm face of the woman I loved. The heat of the cellar, which I’d been able to see but not feel, came back onto my skin. Taste came back, and smell, the green-sweet gone from the settled seam and only the honest cellar smells of stone and earth and Goldie’s preserves left, and the through-glass distance between me and the world closed, pane by pane, until I was in it again, in my own body, in my own cellar, in the warm circle of my own household. I came back up out of the gray held in eight hands.

And Alexis, kneeling in the circle with her hand flat on my chest feeling the warmth come back under it, watched me the whole way back out of the gray. She was watching for something specific, watching to see whether all of me came back or whether some of me had been left in that hollow hour, whether the man who climbed back out was the same man who’d gone down into the empty. When the color had returned and I was breathing easy and the danger was past she went very still, that particular stillness of hers, and looked at my face a long moment, cool gray eyes reading me the way she read a decay curve, looking for the discontinuity, the nudge, the place where a smooth thing had been altered, and she found whatever she was looking for or didn’t, and she did not say the thing she was so clearly thinking.

I was too far gone, and too simply grateful to be warm again, to ask her what it was, and I let it lie.


Chapter 21: Filled

The county woke clean, and it woke the way a fever breaks, all at once and then slowly, and the first thing that told me we’d won was the goose.

The freeze broke overnight. By morning the weather was just weather, ordinary December cold that came down on a north wind the way cold is supposed to, and the drinking cold that had pooled in the low ground was simply gone. Out along the drained orchard row where Pratt and Olsen had lost their trees, the gray dead wood pushed impossible green at the tips, buds swelling on branches that had been ash a week ago, the life coming back up out of the settled soil where Rill had dissolved into it, given back to the ground he’d stolen it from.

And the goose stood up on the thawing green at dawn and yelled.

It yelled at the sunrise and the war memorial and its own reflection in the diner window and a passing crow and the empty air, obnoxious, deafening, restored, all that ominous silence spent at once in a single glorious morning of having absolutely nothing to be afraid of, and Dell, driving his Tuesday route past the green, rolled down his window and saluted it, and the goose, I am told, chased his rig a hundred yards down the road out of pure joy, and Gosling Green knew, from the goose, before anyone said a word, that the thing was over.

The whole county came back over the next few days, the way land comes back, slow and then all at once. The drained orchard row that had stood gray and weightless pushed green at every tip and then, absurdly, out of all season, tried to blossom, white buds swelling on December branches over the snow, confused and alive, and Pratt and Olsen stood in it together shaking their heads. The low ground where the cold had pooled and drunk thawed and ran clear. The milk stopped souring in the diner’s cooler. The woman whose headaches had come back with the freeze woke one morning clear-headed and wept at the ordinariness of a morning without pain. And everywhere the color came back into things, the drained gray leaching out of the world and the ordinary richness of it flooding in behind, the way it had flooded back into Sorrel’s face in the cellar, dawn coming up over a whole county at once. Rill had spent forty years taking the color out of the world one witch and one orchard at a time, and it all came back in a week, because he’d given it back, all of it, sunk into the soil in the moment of his unmaking, and the county drank its own life back up out of the ground he’d dissolved into, and never knew whose it was drinking.

The freed women woke in the annex, and that was harder, and slower, and it was the truest work the inn ever did.

There were a dozen of them, the driven ones we’d caught in the brambles and the nets, and they woke unhooked, the siphons burst in the gorge, the singing gone, the man who’d owned the empty places in them dead, and they woke dazed and ashamed and hollow-cheeked and fed after months or years of hunger, because they’d slept the night wrapped in Goldie’s thorns and been carried in and put to bed warm, and they came down to breakfast one at a time into a taproom full of a smell they didn’t trust, eggs and bacon and warm bread and Goldie humming, and they sat at the long tables in wary silence, a dozen women who’d been sent to break this house looking at plates of food from the people they’d been sent to break, not eating, waiting for the catch.

There was no catch. Goldie kept the plates coming and asked nothing. Maeve moved among them steady and unhurried because she’d been exactly where they were and they could see it on her, one of their own kind who’d made it to the other side. And the wary silence held, brittle, until Riley broke it on purpose.

She started a food fight. She did it on purpose, cold-blooded, the most calculated act of foolishness I ever watched, because Riley understood something about shame that the rest of us only half-knew, which is that you can’t talk a person out of it, you can only make the room so ridiculous that shame has nowhere left to stand.

She lobbed a spoonful of scrambled eggs the length of the table and hit a startled woman square in the shoulder and said, bright and shameless, “Welcome to the inn, that’s the initiation, house rule, you have to throw one back or it’s rude, I don’t make the rules, actually I do make the rules, I made that one up just now, throw the bacon.”

The whole taproom held its breath. A dozen freed women who’d been sent in the dark to break this house sat frozen with a pink-haired girl grinning at them, egg sliding down one woman’s shoulder, and I watched the moment balance on a knife, and thought Riley had misjudged it, and then the woman with the egg on her shoulder, gray and hollow-cheeked and ashamed to the bone, looked at the egg, and looked at Riley, and picked up a piece of bacon, and threw it, and hit Riley square in the ear.

And the dam broke.

It dissolved into a genuine food fight, a real one, a dozen freed women and a pink-haired witch flinging breakfast the length of the taproom and shrieking and ducking under tables, and it was loud and stupid and glorious, and the laughing that came out of those women was a rusty disused broken thing at first and then, in about a minute, real, the first real laughing most of them had done in months or years, the kind that bends you over and makes your eyes run, and one of them laughed until she cried and couldn’t stop crying and Goldie was there with an arm around her before the laugh had fully turned, holding her while she came apart the good way. Goldie stood in the doorway of her own kitchen and watched a whole morning’s cooking fly through the air and get trodden into the floorboards, and beamed like it was the finest thing she’d ever made, which, in a way, it was, because you can feed a body with a plate but you can only feed a soul by letting it throw the plate, and Riley had known that, and Cobb, up on the dresser, watched his clean floor become a battlefield of eggs and made not one sound of complaint, which was the highest tribute the hob had in him, and cleaned it in the night without a word.

Some of them went home. That was its own slow careful business, the sorting of the freed, because a woman who’s been hollowed and hooked and driven doesn’t just dust herself off and catch a bus, she has to remember she has a home, has to believe she’s allowed to go back to it, has to be strong enough for the road. Goldie fed them up first, days of it, filling back what could be filled, and Alexis quietly checked each one for any last thread of the hook and found none, the gorge had burst them all clean. And then Dell organized the rides, because Dell knew every road in three counties and half the people living on them and which of them could be trusted with a fragile passenger, and over the next week he ran his own rig and talked two other truckers into lending theirs and their time, and they carried freed women back toward homes some of them hadn’t seen in a year, gentle, unhurried, and it was one of the best things I watched that whole winter, a soft old man who told tall tales for a living quietly ferrying the saved back to their lives, tipping his cap, refusing thanks, telling each of them some rambling story the whole way to take their mind off the fear of going home.

One of them, a young one, cried the whole way to the truck and Dell just let her, and settled her in the cab, and told her about a blizzard in ’94 the entire drive, and I heard later she got home to a mother who’d given her up for dead, and that Dell wouldn’t take so much as a sandwich for it, and that was the town too, that was Gosling Green, a whole county that had learned from an old inn how to fill what the cold emptied.

Several of them stayed, because home wasn’t a thing all of them had anymore, and the inn had always had room, and now it had staff.

Sorrel asked to work. She came to me at the desk a few mornings after, filled and steady and years younger for being unhooked, the gray gone out of her, and she stood there a moment gathering it, and then she said, flat and certain the way she said everything, “I ran his errands for a year because he owned me. I counted your doors and your witches and your stones for him because the empty place in my chest screamed until I did. I’d like, if you’ll have me, to run your errands instead. Because I chose it.” A breath. “I’m good at seeing what a place needs. I had a lot of practice casing them. It seems a shame to waste the one skill he gave me on nothing.”

I looked at her a moment, the reformed spy asking for a job in the house she’d been sent to break, and I thought about how a lesser man, a harder man, the man I might have been before this inn got hold of me, would have said no, would never have trusted the woman who marked his stone. And I gave her the annex. The whole overflow wing, the bunks and the wood stove and Riley’s rafter-charm and the coming and going of the refuge, all of it, hers to run. And Sorrel the reformed spy walked out to the barn she’d been sent to burn and stood in its doorway and looked at the chore board with all the new names on it, her own among them with a star, and she cried, quietly, the way she did everything quietly, and then she wiped her face and picked up the pencil and started assigning shifts, and inside a week the annex ran tighter than any wing of the house, because it turned out the thing that had made her a good spy made her a superb quartermaster, and she never once had to cast a person out to know exactly what they needed, and that was Rill’s last unwilling gift to the house that unmade him, a woman who saw everything, turned at last to filling instead of emptying.

And Maeve opened Silas’s ledger.

She did it quietly, one evening after the desk had gone still, and I only saw it because I happened to be passing, and I stopped in the hall and watched because I understood, even before she’d done it, that I was watching a thing a person does once in a life.

She turned back through the pages, back through the fall, to her own arrival line, months old now, her first name written in my hand the day she staggered up the drive hollowed and dying and terrified, come not to be saved but to warn us that the thing that had emptied her was coming for us next. The status column read what I’d written that day, before I’d understood any of it, Hollowed, with the circle-and-line beside it, Silas’s old mark for the ones who came already empty, the mark I’d copied off the earlier pages without knowing what it meant. She looked at it a long moment, her own name and the mark of what she’d been, and then she took up the pen, and in the departure column of her own line, the column that had stayed blank all these months because she’d never once left, she wrote one word, slow and careful, in her neat recovered hand.

Settled.

And then she closed the ledger and stayed exactly where she was, behind the desk, because settling and leaving had never been the same thing, and the woman who’d come to warn us and mend had just written her own recovery into the book and taken up the innkeeper’s post like a coat that finally fit.

We rebuilt, and rebuilding was joy, the way it had been in the fall but bigger, because there were more hands and less fear in them. There is no better feeling I know than repairs done in the clear light after a danger’s passed, a house full of people mending the thing they nearly lost, and we had a week of it.

We replanted the burned bramble line, Goldie growing new thorn where the fire had taken it, soft-fingered along the flanks where the merciful killbox had held. We re-shingled the annex roof with half the town up on ladders, Ruiz’s crew and Dell foremanning catastrophically and Pratt himself, up a ladder at his age, hammering slates and complaining about my nail spacing, which was correct, and I let him complain because a man who’s lost a barn should get to be right about somebody’s nails. I paid Pratt for his burned barn the only way the inn ever paid, in labor and in kind, and gave him my word I’d spend the winter on his fences and his roof, and he took it, gruff, because that was how the town had always worked, no money changing hands in either direction, only the long slow ledger of neighbors.

And the fence war ended. That was the smallest thing and somehow the one that told me the county was truly healed. Pratt and Olsen, whose shared orchard row had died gray under Rill’s hand and come back impossible green when he sank into the ground, could not, it turned out, sustain forty years of blood feud through the shared experience of watching their trees die and rise again, and they gave it up, not with a handshake, they’d have died first, but by degrees, until one afternoon I came around the porch and found the two of them sitting together in the cold with plates of Goldie’s pie balanced on their knees, agreeing, loudly and at great length and with total satisfaction, about nothing whatsoever, the weather, the government, the decline of proper fence-building, two old men who’d found out there were worse things in the world than a neighbor you argued with and would sooner share a pie than ever, ever admit it.

“Course, your line’s still wrong,” Pratt said, comfortably, forking pie.

“Course it is,” Olsen agreed. “Always will be. Pass the cider.” And that was peace, in Gosling Green.

The cellar wall we rebuilt around Goldie’s roots, and it was the strangest and best masonry I ever did.

The grove’s roots had driven clean through the old fieldstone the night of the gorge, thick as my arm, living apple-wood knotted through the cellar’s outer wall where Goldie had grown them to cage the room and keep Rill in with us, and by the sensible way of doing things you’d cut them back and rebuild the wall solid, because roots in a foundation are how a foundation fails, every tradesman knows it, a root finds a crack and widens it and brings the wall down over years. I had the saw in my hand to do exactly that. And Goldie came down and put her palm flat on the living wood where it came through the stone and said, quiet and certain, “Leave them. They earned the wall. They held the room when we needed the room held. Build it around them.”

And I stood there with the saw and thought about it, and thought about every rule I knew that said don’t, and then I set the saw down, because there’s a kind of knowing that’s older than the rules, and Goldie had it, and I trusted it more than I trusted the rules. So I rebuilt the cellar wall around the roots, fitted the new stone careful around the living wood, mortared each course to the root instead of against it, made the grove part of the wall it had broken, and it should not have worked and it worked, because these weren’t ordinary roots, they were hers, and they held the stone as gently as they’d held the room, and the grove grows through the foundation of the inn now, living wood in the walls that hold the well, and when I put my hand on the cellar wall on a cold night I can feel it faintly warm, alive, a house with a tree grown into its bones, and it is the most right thing I ever built and I broke every rule of my trade to build it.

Alexis did the post-mortem, and it changed the war.

She’d gathered what Rill left, because a hollow man leaves things behind even when he dissolves into the ground, his thin gray coat and his soft felt hat, the dead coins mute in a pile, and a ring of iron keys, heavy old keys to a house out west, the locked house where he’d kept the ones he wasn’t finished with. And she laid it all out on her study desk under the framed diagrams, and worked it the way she worked everything, and she found the mark that turned our victory into the first sign of a larger war.

A brand. Burned into the leather of his old coin-purse, deep and deliberate, made, not worn in by accident or use, a small figure I’d have taken without a second thought for a maker’s mark on a tool, the way a plane or a chisel carries the stamp of the shop that made it. It was the same figure I’d glimpsed on the inside of Rill’s wrist before he came apart, only now I had it still and close enough to read, and it was exactly what my hands read it as when Alexis first set it in front of me, a maker’s mark, and I said so, and Alexis went very still, because I’d said the thing she’d been circling all afternoon without letting herself land on.

“Say that again,” she said.

“It’s a maker’s mark. Every tool worth owning has one. It’s how you know who made it, so you know if it’s any good, and so anybody who finds it knows whose shop it came out of.” I turned the coin-purse in my hands. “Why.”

She didn’t answer me. She got up and went and found Sorrel, who was in the annex assigning shifts, and she brought her back to the study and set the brand in front of her without a word, and Sorrel looked at it and went the particular gray she went, and then, slowly, she pushed up her own left sleeve and turned her wrist over, and there, faint and old on the pale inside of it, a scar she’d carried so long she’d stopped seeing it, a mark she’d never been able to explain and had assumed was some childhood burn she couldn’t remember, was the same figure. The exact same figure. And Maeve, when we brought her in, had one too, low on her hip, and when Alexis thought to ask, quietly, one by one, every hollowed woman who’d come through the inn that year and stayed carried the same mark somewhere on her body, faint, old, deliberate, made, a small burned figure none of them could account for and all of them had, and I stood in that study and watched a dozen women discover they’d all been stamped by the same hand, branded like stock, like tools out of the same shop, and felt the war we’d just won turn under my feet into the front edge of a much older and much larger one.

“It’s not in any of my texts,” Alexis said, and she’d checked, she’d checked every book she owned. “Nothing. I’ve read the whole literature of curse-work and draining and there is no tradition, no school, no craft that uses this mark. Which is impossible, because look at it, that’s a maker’s mark, that’s a signature, somebody puts this on their work.” She set it beside a page in her notebook where she’d copied down something else. “And I’ve seen it exactly once outside this house. The refugees from the north, the ones who came down the north road before the freeze, two of them described the emptied way-stations up there, the places that had been drained and abandoned, and they said the same thing, that somebody had chalked a figure on the walls of them. This figure. This exact one.” Her gaze moved between me and Maren, both of us gone quiet. “Hollows are not born. I’ve been circling it since the cellar, and now I’m saying it as a fact, because a craft has a craftsman and a signature has a signer. Rill wasn’t a monster that happened. Rill was somebody’s work. Somebody took a wellspring, a man like you, and emptied him and turned him and branded him like a finished tool and sent him out to harvest a region, and did it well enough that he ate county after county one road at a time, and Rill was not the only one, he said so himself, they’re still making us, and whoever’s doing it has a mark and a method and, up the north road, a supply line.”

She let that sit, and then she said the quieter thing, the thing that had made her go still in the cellar and not speak, and she said it looking straight at me.

“And I’ve seen the raw material now, Gabe. In the cellar. When you poured yourself out and the color went out of the world and you knelt there gray and hollow for an hour.” Her voice was very even and it cost her to keep it that way. “That’s what they start with. A wellspring, emptied. I watched it happen to you for one hour and we filled you back up because we love you and we were right there. But if nobody had been there. If someone had held you in that gray an hour longer, and another hour, and then done the turning.” She didn’t finish. She didn’t have to. “You touched the edge of it. The thing they make hollow men out of. I saw your face in the gray and it was the same face. That’s the whole horror of it. The thing that killed Rill and the thing that made Rill are the same thing, and you walked right up to the edge of it to win, and you came back, and next time whoever makes them will know exactly what you are and exactly how close to the edge you’re willing to go.”

Maren had been quiet through all of it, in the corner with her coffee, and now she set the cup down, and she turned over the last card in her own hand, the one she’d been holding since Silas died.

“Silas’s salt tin was full,” she said. “The night he died.” She didn’t look at us, she looked at the window, at the west. “You know the story, everyone knows the story, he salted his steps every night of his life and the one night he didn’t, he died. That’s the tale. Except I went out to the inn that week, after, to help see to things, and I checked the tin on the porch out of habit, the way you check on an old friend’s habits when he’s gone, and it was full. Right to the top. He’d have filled it that morning like every morning. He didn’t fail because the tin was empty.” Her weathered hands were flat on the table. “So either an old man with a full tin of salt forgot the one habit he’d never once forgotten in sixty years, on the one night in sixty years it would kill him. Or somebody who knew he’d be undefended came up a line no salt covers, the same line Rill walked in on last night, and made sure the last wellspring for a hundred miles died in his bed with a full tin three feet away.” She finally looked at us. “I told myself since he died that it meant nothing. A full tin. An old man’s heart giving out. Coincidence.” She stood, stiff, and picked up her cup. “Maybe somebody killed Silas. Maybe it was the same somebody who made Rill. I can’t prove it, and that’s what’s going to keep me awake.” She went to the door, and put her hand on it, and said, without turning, “Keep your tin fuller than he did, Gabe,” and went out into the cold to open her store, and left the three of us with the brand on the desk and the keys to a house out west and a question with no answer, sitting in a warm room in a healed county at the near end of a war that had just turned out to be much older and much larger than the man we’d put in the ground.


Chapter 22: First Snow

The first peaceful snow after the war came down on the lantern at dusk, and the whole house exhaled, and we had a feast.

It fell soft and steady out of a low gray sky just as the light went, the first snow that wasn’t a warning or a battlefield, the kind that means to stay, settling white on the swinging lantern out front and the carved owl over it and the road that ran off into the trees, and the inn stood in the middle of it lit up gold in every window, and I stood on the porch a minute in the falling quiet and let myself feel that we’d made it to winter, all of us, warm and full and standing, and then I went in, because there was a feast.

The town came early. The fiddle player was there before full dark, tuning by the fire, and Dell, who’d hung a wreath on the grille of his rig for the occasion, and Pratt and Olsen together and pointedly not arguing, arguing instead about whether it would snow all night, which it would, and Ruiz’s whole crew scrubbed and shy in their good shirts, and the diner waitress, and the woman whose headaches had gone, and Maren, who unbent a full two degrees over the course of the night, which for Maren was riotous public celebration, and who was caught, once, near the end, actually smiling at the fiddle, and who dared anyone to mention it. Half of Gosling Green besides, packed warm into the taproom in the honeyed steadiness Riley’s charm kept there now, the whole room glowing gold against the black-and-white world outside the windows.

Goldie had opened the winter larder. The whole of it, every shelf, for one night, the mending preserves and the roasts and the pies and bread enough for an army, so much food it annexed the taproom bar and two side tables and the desk, and it went out into the crowd on a tide, and I understood, watching it, that this was the war’s victory lap rendered the only way Goldie knew how to render anything, which was to feed everyone in reach until they could not hold another bite, the exact opposite gesture to the man who’d spent forty years emptying people, and I thought Vernon Rill would have understood this feast better than anyone alive, would have stood in the doorway of it and seen his whole defeat laid out on trestle tables, a house that filled, throwing open its stores to prove it.

The freed women were there, the ones who’d stayed, at the long tables in the honeyed light, and that was the thing that got me, if I’m honest, more than any of it. A month ago they’d been driven up my iced approach lanes in the dark to break my house, hollowed and hooked and sad-eyed, and now they sat shoulder to shoulder with the town that had caught them soft in the brambles, passing bread, and one of them, the thin older woman who’d broken her arm in the fight and had it in a sling still, was teaching Ruiz’s shy nephew a card game and beating him badly and laughing about it, and I stood in the door of my own taproom and had to take a minute over it, because that was the whole war right there, that table, that laugh, the proof that you can fill what somebody else spent his life emptying.

The goose came in by treaty. We’d agreed, the household, that the goose had earned a place at the feast for riding Dell’s rig into battle like a figurehead, and so the goose was admitted indoors on purpose this time, on the strict understanding that it would comport itself, and it comported itself with enormous dignity for almost a full hour and then located the cider, which had been left low and unattended in a bowl at goose height, and committed against the evening a series of escalating crimes that ended with it flat on its back asleep under the fiddle player’s chair with its one leg in the air, and the fiddle player played on around it, and Dell stood up and toasted the goose with great solemnity, “to the bravest soldier in three counties,” and then he took his ball cap off and toasted the other thing, the real thing, his voice going thick. “And to Silas Wells. Who kept this porch lit sixty years and salted this step every night of his life and never once told any of us the half of what he was holding off. He’d have loved this racket. He’d have loved every one of you at his tables.” And the whole taproom stood and drank to Silas, the town and the coven and the freed women and the refugees and the fiddle player and the goose asleep on its back in the middle of it all, a whole full warm room on its feet in the lamplight with cups raised to a man most of them had known better than I had, and I stood behind my own bar and raised mine too, to a great-uncle I’d barely known, whose shoes I’d stepped into meaning to sell them, whose war I’d inherited without knowing there was a war, whose house I’d come to flip and stayed to defend.

I thought about the note he’d left me, the one that called me Gabriel, my mother’s name for me that he had no business knowing. You’ll want to sell. Don’t, yet. The place needs running more than it needs a buyer. Keep the well clear and keep the lamp lit. They’ll come. They always come. And I thought about how I’d read it in the fall as the ramblings of a sentimental old man, and how every single line of it had turned out to be a load-bearing instruction, a thing he knew and I didn’t, keep the well clear because the well is a wound, keep the lamp lit because the lamp is a beacon, they always come because the hollowing never stops and the emptied always find their way to the warm. He’d known all of it. He’d carried all of it, alone, for sixty years, and salted his steps every night, and never told a soul the whole of it, and died with a full tin and a half-finished cup of tea. And I felt his inheritance settle onto me one more notch as the room drank to him, the real one, not the deed to a dead-end inn but the standing order to keep a lamp lit against the dark and a well clear and a table set for whoever the cold sends, the warm heavy permanent charge of a house full of people to keep, and I was glad of it, all of it, gladder than I’d been of anything in my whole running life, more than I had words for, and I drank to the old man who’d left it to me, and meant it down to the ground.

I gave Goldie her gift in the barn, away from the noise, because it wasn’t a thing for a crowd.

I’d built it over three weeks in the workshop when the house was down, from the numbers I’d written on the back of a cider ticket at the fair, and I’d built it to her grandfather’s pattern, the press he’d made on the homestead a long way west, the one that had gone down with everything she’d lost, and I’d matched the frame and the basket and the pitch of the screw and the throw of the crank as near as a borrowed press and a good tradesman’s eye could get me, and it stood in the barn under a drop-cloth, new-built, honest wood, a cider press made by my hands to her grandfather’s plan.

I pulled the cloth off, and Goldie went very still.

She didn’t say anything for a long moment. She walked around it, slow, and put her hand on the crank, the way she’d put her hand on the borrowed press at the fair and gone quiet, and then she put her palm flat on the frame, on the good new wood, and the wood budded.

It happened under her hand, green shoots pushing out of the seasoned timber, a curl of leaf breaking from the grain of a press that had been dead lumber an hour ago, her craft answering the thing I’d made for her the way it answered every living thing, and she looked at the leaf coming out of the frame under her palm and then she looked at me, and her wide green eyes were streaming.

“You built me my grandfather’s press,” she said.

“I built you your own,” I said. “Measured the borrowed one at the fair when you weren’t looking. Frame, basket, the pitch of the screw. It’s not his. His went down with the hill and I can’t give you that back, nobody can. But you can press cider on this one every fall for the rest of your life, and your grandchildren can, and it’ll be the one their grandmother’s man built her the winter after the war, and that’s a thing a press can be too.”

And she made a sound that wasn’t quite a word and came across the barn and into me and held on, all warm lush weight, her face in my neck, and I felt the leaf still growing under her palm where it rested on the frame between us, and that was the gift, not the press, never the press, the being known well enough by somebody to have your oldest grief measured in secret on the back of a cider ticket and built back into honest oak. She stood there a long time not letting go, and the new-built press put out leaves under her hand in the cold barn, and outside the snow came down on the lit inn, and I held the warm heart of the whole house while she cried herself out over a thing made of wood. Of all the things I’d built since coming here, it was the one I was proudest of, more than the killbox, more than the stone, more than any of it.

Erin got a plaque. Riley made it, and it was terrible, a lopsided burned-wood thing that read ERIN’S FORGE, DANGER, in letters that wandered off true, and Riley presented it with enormous ceremony, and Erin looked at it and pretended to hate it and hung it over the forge that same night. I caught her looking at it once before supper, too long and too soft, and she saw me see it and said, “Truck. Fire. Choose wisely.”

And Maeve stood behind the desk all evening in the middle of the feast, checking the odd guest in, wearing the innkeeper’s air like a jacket that had finally been tailored to her, and the woman who’d staggered up the drive hollowed and dying in the fall ran the front of the house at the winter feast like she’d been born to it, filled and settled and home.

The feast wound down late, the town drifting off into the snow, the freed women to the annex, Cobb asleep in the bread basket by nine as was his custom, and the house went quiet, and then the night turned household.

The four of them came up to the master room with me, doors barred below, lamps low, the fire built high by Cobb who’d anticipated the whole thing and vanished with enormous tact, the snow coming down silent and steady on the black glass. And it was different from every other night, this one, and we all felt it, because there was no war left to fight and no ceiling left to break and no danger pressing at the windows after a season of it. Every other time I’d had them, singly or in pairs, there’d been a reason braided through the want, a leveling, a bond, a thing the night was for. This night was for nothing but itself. This was the family whole and the house warm and the snow falling and the plain uncomplicated want of each other, celebration and homecoming and rest all at once, and it made the whole thing looser and warmer and, somehow, hotter, four women and their man with nothing left to prove and a whole winter ahead.

Erin hung back a half-step in the doorway, just a flicker, and I caught it, because it was her first full-coven night and she was a woman who’d spent her life sure she didn’t belong anywhere, and Goldie caught it too and simply reached back and took her hand and drew her in, no fuss, into the middle of it, and Riley draped an arm around her from the other side, and Alexis, deadpan, said “you’re late, we started scheduling without you,” and just like that Erin was inside it, one of the four, and the flicker was gone, and I took the room in hand, because that was mine to do, and I ran it the way it was mine to run.

It was the best night the inn ever gave me, and every one of them was exactly herself in it, four distinct women and no blur between them.

Riley opened the show, because of course she did, and because I let her, standing at the foot of the wide bed in the firelight peeling out of her clothes with a running commentary to a room that adored her, small and bright and shameless, her little tits high and hard-nippled, her tight ass angled so every eye in the bed caught it, feeding on four sets of eyes at once and glowing brighter with each one. “Look at all of you looking,” she purred, hooking a thumb in the tiny shorts and dragging them down slow off her bare wet cunt. “This is what I’m for. Watch.” I let her run it until I wanted her, and then I told her to come here and face the window, and I sat her over my lap facing the black glass and made her watch her own reflection in it while I worked two fingers into her tight little hole and rubbed her clit with my thumb, told her the snow could see her, told her Goldie was watching her get fingered open, and she came alive on the words, hips rolling, loud, riding my hand. Then I bent her over the edge of the bed and drove my cock into her from behind, sinking deep into that tight slick heat, one hand fisted in the pink hair to keep her chin up so she could watch herself in the dark window the whole time, the other on her hip pulling her back onto every stroke, and she narrated it to her own reflection, breathless and bright, until she came loud and theatrical and proud, her cunt clamping around me, sparks lifting off her fair skin, a girl who’d been called shallow performing her own pleasure for a room full of people who loved her and finding it was the least shallow thing in the world.

Goldie was the warm heart of it, the hub, the way she was the hub of everything, spread lush and generous in the middle of the wide bed, her heavy honey-gold body flushed and dewy in the firelight, her thighs falling open easy, and she gave to everyone, that was her whole self in it, her hands and her sweet mouth on whoever was nearest, hefting those big freckled tits up to my mouth with the same guileless generosity she offered food, “there you go, I know you like them, feed on me, I’ve got plenty for everybody,” and I sucked her stiff nipples deep and buried my face in all that soft warm flesh while she cradled my head. She was worshipped in her turn, four sets of hands roaming all that soft warm abundance, a mouth at each breast and fingers between her thighs, and I came back to her again and again through the night the way you come back to the hearth, spread her wide and sank my cock into her slow and deep and held there, buried to the hilt in that snug wet heat while she wrapped her soft legs around me and beamed up boneless and full, “there you are, there’s my Gabe, right there, don’t you dare hurry, I want to feel every bit of it,” and when I finally gave her the slow grinding pace she wanted she came long and rolling and clutching, her pussy pulsing around me, and the whole room seemed to bloom warmer around her, her generosity braided through every rotation, the belonging she’d chosen her first night made physical and shared four ways.

Alexis unraveled on a schedule she set herself, which was the filthiest thing in the house, the composed scholar announcing in her flat precise voice exactly when and how much she meant to come apart and then coming apart three times harder than she’d budgeted for, her severity dismantled plate by plate, glasses off early and lost somewhere in the bedding, hair down ink-black over the pillow. I took her the way that was hers, her thick pale ass up in the firelight, that headline curve the buttoned-up wardrobe existed to hide, and I oiled her and worked her open careful and slow with my fingers, spreading her cheeks wide, until the tight ring gave and she was pushing back begging for it, and then I pressed the head of my cock to that little hole and sank into her ass by patient inches, feeling her stretch and clench and take me to the root, the house’s best-kept secret split open and stuffed full, my hand flat and heavy at the small of her back holding her exactly where I wanted her while I drove into her, and the precise voice cracked clean through into the ragged obscene want that lived under it, “oh God, yes, just like that, don’t stop, so full, I don’t, I can’t think, that’s the whole, that’s the point, make me stop thinking,” to the group’s open delight, Riley crowing every time the deadpan shattered, Alexis far past minding, her thick ass flexing under my hands, coming apart with a wail that would have mortified her sober and thrilled her exactly as she was.

And Erin was the engine. That was her place in it and she filled it, insatiable, stacking peaks across the whole scene from the first minute to the last, her fever-heat a felt presence on every body in the bed, the air over her shimmering, palm-prints blooming warm on my chest wherever her hands landed, the room’s temperature climbing wherever she was. I kept coming back to her because her lane never quit, took her again and again, her tight cunt gripping me hot as a banked forge every time I sank in, riding me with her red hair plastered to her freckled skin and her full tits bouncing while she slammed herself down onto my cock, then beneath me with her legs locked around me and her heels digging into my ass, demanding “again, harder, don’t you stop, again,” her whole vocabulary narrowing to that one word, and I pounded her through peak after peak until she soaked us both, her stacked climaxes driving the whole night higher, her heat the coal-bed the entire scene burned on.

And through all of it there was no jealousy in that room, not a flicker, and I want that set down because it was the truest thing about the four of them and about the house we’d made. Nobody waited resentful for her turn. When my mouth was on Alexis, Riley was kissing down Goldie’s throat and Erin had her fever-hot hands on both of them. When I sank into Goldie, Alexis was working two fingers into Riley and narrating the mechanics in a wrecked professorial deadpan that had Riley howling. They gave to each other as easily as they gave to me, four women who’d been told all their lives there was never enough to go around discovering a well that didn’t run dry and a house with room for all of them, and the generosity of it, the sheer warm abundance of four women who genuinely delighted in each other’s pleasure, was the hottest thing in the room, hotter than any single body, the proof made flesh that this was a household, not a collection, and every woman in it had chosen the room and each other.

I rotated it under my own hand, dominant through calm the way it was always mine to be, no one waiting long, my attention total and moving between four women who each got the whole of it when it was hers and never felt the loss of it when it wasn’t. I laid Riley back so she could watch it all in the black window’s reflection and keep performing. I sank into Goldie’s welcoming warmth between rotations like coming home to a banked fire and let her wrap me up and hold me deep. I bent Alexis over the edge of the bed with her thick ass in the firelight and made the composed voice break for the group’s open delight. And I kept coming back to Erin, the engine, because her lane never quit and her heat kept the whole night climbing.

And then I built them all toward one finish, reading four bodies at once the way I’d learned to read the whole house, feeling each of them gather, timing it, holding this one back and driving that one on until they crested together, and it came in an overlapping cascade that rolled through the bed like a wave: Riley first, loud and bright and sparking, light lifting off her fair skin; Alexis a beat behind, wrecked and shameless and past all speech, the deadpan detonated; Goldie enveloping and warm and blooming, coming long and rolling with her soft legs locked around me and the whole room seeming to warm; and Erin last and hardest, her final stacked peak taking her so hard she soaked us both and cried out and clamped down shaking around me, and that pulled me over the edge with her, buried deep, spilling, all four of them wrapped around me and around each other in the firelight, one tangle of warm limbs and pounding hearts.

And at the shared peak, all four crafts fired as one.

Bloom and light and runes and flame, braiding together the way Riley’s and Erin’s had that first pair-night but four-fold now, richer, whole, Goldie’s green and Riley’s gold and Alexis’s runework-blue and Erin’s red-orange fire winding into a single slow-turning pulse of warmth above the bed. And it didn’t stay above the bed. It rolled outward, up out of the tangle of us and through every floor of the woke inn at once, and I felt it pass through the house the way you feel a chord go through a guitar’s whole body, the taproom flame standing up in its glass, the forge coals glowing, the quiet-wards brightening over sleeping doors, the boiler’s pilot flaring, the whole inn lit for one heartbeat from its own foundations.

And then it sharpened past the walls.

After harvest night in the fall, I had felt the inn and its grounds as one warm body around me, alive and breathing. This went deeper, and wider, past that old broad warmth into lines and edges. The general animal sense of the inn alive around me resolved into individual workings held clear inside the whole. I felt the grove flex in the snow, the woke apple trees shifting their living branches like sleepers turning over. I felt the coop go still and warm, Pemberton and the hens banked down against the cold. I felt the greenhouse holding its summer, and the annex full of freed women sleeping safe under Riley’s rafter-charm, and the killbox channels lying quiet under fresh snow, and the well, deep down, humming clean and settled and whole with no scar left in it anywhere. All of it, the garden and the grove and the coop and the annex and the well and the lines, the whole grounds held separately and together inside one settled awareness with no edge anymore between the man and the house and the land, the three of them one thing.

And it didn’t arrive as a weapon, or a defense, or a power I’d reached for and seized to fight the next war with. It arrived as this. As four women in a warm bed on a peaceful winter night, as an act of love and not of war, the way the best of everything the inn ever gave me arrived, sideways, as a gift, when I’d stopped grasping for it. Grounds-sense, sharper and steadier than the first broad warmth of harvest night. Given, not taken. And I lay in the middle of my whole household with the whole of my land held gentle in my chest, and I understood that this was what Silas must have had at the end, this settled wide awareness, the house and the ground and the people all one warm thing you carried, and I understood at last, fully, why he’d stayed sixty years, and why he’d salted his step every night, and why he’d never sold, and I knew I never would either.

We lay in a pile in the wide bed after, breathing, tangled warm limbs and slowing hearts, the snow coming down silent and steady on the black glass, the fire high, and each of them was exactly herself in the after, the way each of them had been herself all through it.

Riley started scorekeeping almost immediately, propped on Goldie’s stomach, “okay but objectively my finish was the loudest, which by the metrics we agreed on,” and was vetoed by three voices at once, Goldie’s sleepy “no scores, baby,” Alexis’s flat “we agreed on no such metrics,” and Erin’s muffled threat about the bed and the fire, and Riley subsided, smug, having gotten exactly the attention she was fishing for, which was the whole point of Riley and everyone knew it and loved her for it.

Goldie fell asleep mid-sentence, warm and boneless and beaming even unconscious, one soft leg thrown heavy over mine and one arm flung across Alexis, gathering them in even in her sleep, the warm heart of the pile keeping everyone in it.

Alexis’s glasses were nowhere to be found. She patted the bedding for them with vague half-hearted swipes, gave up, declared herself “functionally blind and beyond caring,” and they would turn up in the morning balanced somehow on the mantel clock across the room, a place none of us could account for and Alexis refused to discuss, filing it, deadpan, under “the house being the house.”

And Erin stayed awake last, the way she often did, propped on one elbow watching the snow come down past the window, firelight and snowlight on her freckled skin, and there was an expression on her I was still learning to see, open, unguarded, almost peaceful, and I watched her watch the snow, and she felt me watching, and instead of threatening to burn my truck she just said it, quiet, into the warm dark.

“I used to be scared of the fire. My whole life. The thing that burned the lodge, the thing that got me thrown out, the thing that’s chased me down every road since.” She looked back at the snow, at her own hand in the firelight, the hand that had once terrified her. “I’m not scared of it anymore. It tempered a stone. It kept two hollowed women warm all those nights. It burned that man in the cellar when nothing else could touch him. It’s just mine now, a thing I own and take care of, like a good knife you keep sharp.” She settled down against me, tucking herself in warm all the way through, banked and steady. “I’m not afraid of the thing I am. You did that. I’m not going to say it again and if you tell anyone I said it once I’ll deny it.” And she slept, at last, the deep untroubled sleep of a woman who’d finally set down a thing she’d been carrying her whole life, and I lay there in the middle of the four of them with the whole warm house held in my chest and the snow burying the road, and did not sleep for a long while, because some nights are too good to sleep through.

Cobb came in sometime in the night, ceremonious and unseen, and bricked the fire high, and left, and the inn purred around all of us, full and warm and held, a lamp in a white field, every window gold, the snow burying the road, and out front the flip-board over the door rested at NO VACANCY.


Chapter 23: The Cold Coming Down

The traveler came down the north road a week after the feast, and she brought the rest of the war with her, which is to say she brought the news that it wasn’t over and had never been about Vernon Rill at all.

Her name was Petra, and she was a road-witch, windburned and hard-used, lean the way people get who’ve been walking a long time on short rations, with the particular frightened watchfulness of a person who’s seen organized work and understood what it meant. She came up the drive on foot in the snow with a pack on her back and a walking staff worn smooth at the grip, and she stopped at the edge of the yard and stood there a long moment just looking, the way an animal looks at a thing that seems too good, and she took in the lit windows and the salt on the step and the smoke standing up from every chimney and the woke orchard impossibly green under the snow behind the house, and she said, mostly to herself, “It’s real, then. The warm house. I thought it was a story they told on the road to keep people walking. A place at the end of a road where a witch could get right.” She let out a breath that shook. “I didn’t think it was real. I just didn’t have anywhere else to point my feet.”

Maeve went out and brought her in, gentle, the way Maeve did it now, one hollowed-and-mended woman recognizing the road on another, crossing the yard through the snow with an arm out, not touching, just there, saying the things she knew from the inside worked, you’re at the inn, there’s soup, nobody here wants anything from you, come in out of the cold. And Petra came, wary, watching everything, but she came.

Goldie had a bowl of stew and a heel of warm bread in front of her before she’d got her coat off, and stood over her the way she stood over all the frightened ones, not fussing, just present, warm, until Petra picked up the spoon. She ate like she’d forgotten food could be warm, like each mouthful was a thing she didn’t quite trust, and I watched the healing kitchen’s warmth go into her over the first bowl and take some of the wind-scoured grayness out of her face, and she noticed it happening, being a witch, and looked into the bowl with something like alarm and then like wonder, and Goldie said, “It’s just soup, sweetheart, with a little mending in it, for the tired,” which was what she said to all of them, and Petra’s eyes filled and she ate the rest without a word.

We let her thaw a good long while before we asked her anything, an hour and two more bowls, because that was how the inn did it now, you fed a person and warmed a person and let them stop being afraid before you ever asked them to reach back into whatever had put the fear in them. Riley drifted over and talked at her about nothing, the goose, the weather, a long libelous story about Cobb, requiring no answers, just filling the air with the harmless noise that let a frightened person’s shoulders come down. Cobb himself crept out and inspected her from the dresser and, after a while, left a small smooth river-stone by her elbow, which was Cobb’s welcome, and Petra looked at the stone and at the small brown creature watching her and seemed to decide she’d fallen into a dream and might as well stay in it. And when she’d finally stopped shaking, and the color had come back, she set down her spoon and started to talk, because she’d carried the thing a long way down a cold road and needed, badly, to set it down somewhere warm.

She told the first part at the desk, plain, because it was information and she wanted it delivered clean. The way-stations up the north road were emptied. Not abandoned, emptied, the difference she made with her hands, the little roadside places where road-witches sheltered between towns, drained and dead and dark, one after another going south down the road, and on the wall of each one, chalked, a figure.

Alexis brought the brand from the study without a word and set it on the desk in front of her, the mark from Rill’s coin-purse, and Petra looked at it and went gray and said, “That’s it. That’s the mark. On every emptied station from the high country down. How do you have that.”

“It was on the man who ate the west county and came for this one,” Alexis said. “Who’s dead. We killed him a week ago.” And Petra looked at her like she’d said they’d killed the winter, and Alexis said, flat and certain, “He wasn’t the only one, was he. He said he wasn’t. That mark’s a maker’s mark, and it’s on your way-stations too, three counties north of anything he could have reached, which means it isn’t one hollow’s hunting ground. It’s a supply line. Somebody’s been harvesting up the north road, methodically, station by station, for years, and marking the emptied places like a trapper marks a run.”

“Years,” Petra said. “My whole life there’s been a wrongness in the high country. Places you didn’t go. Roads that didn’t lead anywhere anymore. Road-witches learned it young, keep to the low routes, don’t shelter in a station that feels too quiet, don’t go north of the fork. I thought it was just how the world was, up there, that some country’s spoiled and you route around it, the way you route around a bad stretch of river. I didn’t think there was a hand behind it. A person. Doing it on purpose, methodically, station by station, marking his work.” She looked at the brand on the desk again and shuddered. “But it’s coming down now. That’s the new thing, the thing that put me on the road. It used to hold to the high country and now it’s coming south, a little further every winter, the emptied places creeping down toward the towns, the cold with them. The bad country’s spreading. That’s why I ran, I ran ahead of it same as everyone up there who’s got the sense to, and the ones who don’t run get emptied, and the emptied ones drift, hollowed, marked, until somebody like you takes them in or the cold takes them for good.”

She wrapped her thin hands around Goldie’s coffee, and looked around the warm taproom, at all of us listening, and said the thing that landed hardest.

“You killed one of them. One of the hands. And you should be proud, I mean that, nobody I know has ever heard of anyone killing one, they don’t die, that’s the whole terror of them, they don’t die and they don’t stop. But you have to understand what you did. You didn’t kill the winter. The winter’s still up there, whole, working, with more hands than the one you took. You killed one of its fingers. And it’s going to feel that, and it’s going to look south to see what did it.” She met my eyes. “And it’s going to find a warm house at the end of a road, full of the very witches it’s trying to harvest, run by a man who can do the one thing it’s spent years making sure no one can do, which is fill people back up.” She set the cup down, gentle. “I’m sorry. You gave me soup and a fire and I’m repaying it with that. But you’d want to know. A person would want to know.”

She told the second part that night, around the taproom fire, and she told it the way you tell a ghost story, low, to a hushed room, because that’s what it was.

High in the north valleys, she said, past the last towns, there’s a place where winter never leaves anymore. A whole valley, frozen solid, farms and orchards and roads and the river, locked in ice that doesn’t melt in summer, and it’s been that way for years. And the story, the one the road-witches tell, is that there was a witch up there, a frost-witch, powerful, and the harvest came for her valley the way it came for everywhere, the emptying, the mark on the walls, and she was so afraid of being taken, so afraid of watching everything she loved drained and marked and left, that she did the only thing she could think of to make it impossible. She froze it. All of it. Herself and her whole valley solid, locked in ice, because you can’t drain what’s frozen, you can’t harvest ice, nothing living can be taken from a place where nothing lives, and she turned her whole world to winter to keep it safe, and she’s still up there, they say, in the middle of the ice she made, alone, and nobody’s seen her in years, and the locals call the valley locked.

“And the cold comes down from her valley,” Petra said, into the fire, and the taproom was dead silent around her, the whole household and half a dozen refugees leaning in, because she told it well, the way frightened people tell the thing they’re most frightened of, plain and slow. “A little further south every winter. Whether she’s pushing it out on purpose, or whether it’s just leaking out of her because you can’t hold that much winter in one woman without some of it spilling, nobody knows, because nobody’s been up there and come back to ask. But the killing cold in the north road, the cold that empties the way-stations and pools in the low ground, some of it’s the harvest, the maker’s work, and some of it’s her, a woman who answered the emptying by turning herself and everything she loved to ice so it couldn’t be taken.” She wrapped her hands tighter around the coffee. “That’s the part that stays with me. She wasn’t the monster. She was the most frightened person in the whole story. So frightened of being harvested that she did the harvest’s work for it, froze her own valley, killed her own green world with her own hands so nothing living would be left for anyone to steal. There’s nobody up there to save now. She saved them into ice. That’s what fear does, up the north road. It turns a witch into winter.”

She looked around the fire at us, at Goldie flushed and warm, at Erin whose fire the whole room could feel, at the woke green of the orchard visible black-and-green through the dark window, at a house so warm and so full and so unafraid, and she shook her head slowly.

“That’s the whole of what I know,” she said. “I came south to get out from under it. I walked for three weeks. And I found a warm house at the end of a road, full of fed witches and a green orchard under the snow, and I sat down at your fire, and I genuinely do not understand how you’re all sitting here laughing with that coming down the road at you. I’ve seen what the cold does. And you’re having a feast.”

“Because it’s coming to the right house,” I said, and I meant it.

Alexis built the corkboard that week.

She put it up in her study, and it was the physical shape of every dread she’d been carrying, the way Alexis turned a fear she couldn’t hold into a thing she could pin to a board and study, and I watched her build it, pin by pin, over an evening, and it was the surest sign I had of how seriously she took what was coming, because Alexis only ever built a board like that for a thing she meant to solve.

The brand from Rill’s coin-purse, the deliberate old maker’s mark. Beside it, Alexis’s own careful copy of the chalk figure Petra had described from the emptied way-stations, drawn to scale, and the two of them plainly the same hand. The ring of iron keys to Rill’s house out west, hung on a nail below them, a house full of the ones he’d never finished, unclaimed and unopened and waiting, an expedition owed the moment the thaw made the roads passable, a thing I already knew we’d have to go and do and dreaded doing. A pencil sketch of the north road with the emptied stations marked down it in a line, a supply line, a trapper’s run. And a card, dead center, in her precise hand, four words underlined once: THEY’RE STILL MAKING US.

She stood back and looked at it a long time, arms folded, the firelight on her glasses, and I watched her from the doorway not saying anything, because there was nothing to say to a woman looking at the shape of the next war. And then, after everyone else had drifted off and she thought I’d gone too, she took up the pencil again and pinned one more card, low in the corner, apart from the rest, and I saw it from the doorway before she could stop me.

SILAS. The full salt tin. The nudge within days.

She looked at me looking at it, and she didn’t take it down, and she said, “It’s still not proof. But I’m done pretending the board is complete without it. Somebody killed Silas, I think, to open this county for Rill, and Rill was made by whoever’s up the north road, and that means the thing that’s coming for us didn’t start with Rill and won’t end with him, and it’s had its eye on this inn since before you ever drove up the road.” She looked back at the board. “I’ll pull it all, come spring. Careful. The keys, the north road, Silas, all of it. But not tonight.” And she turned off the study lamp, stepped out, and locked the study door behind her, and I understood the board had become a thing you locked away, a war banked like a fire to be tended later, and we left it there in the dark and went to bed.

I said the thing to Maren on the porch the next morning, in the snow-quiet, with coffee, because she was the one who’d understand it and the one who needed to hear it.

“The inn took in the man’s leavings,” I said. “Every hollowed woman he sent, and then the man himself, and it unmade him, drowned him in the exact thing he spent his life stealing. Whoever makes hollow men is going to notice that. You don’t lose a tool that ate county after county one road at a time and not go looking at what ate it back.” I watched the snow come down on the road that ran off into the trees. “So they’ll come. The maker, or the cold, or the frozen woman, or all three, in whatever order, in whatever shape. And when the cold comes down that road, it’s going to find the lamp lit and the salt fresh and the tin full and me standing in the doorway, because I’m not going anywhere, and this is my house, and I fill what they empty, and I’m very good at exactly the thing they’re afraid of.” I drank my coffee. “Let them come down the road. The road ends here.”

Maren was quiet a while, flint to the last, looking up the white road with me, two people watching a direction a threat would come from, and then she said, “That’s what Silas said,” and there was something in it, grief and warning both, the grief of a woman who’d watched one man say those exact words and stand in that exact doorway for sixty years and then die in his bed with a full salt tin.

“He said it and he meant it and he kept the well settled sixty years,” she went on, quiet, “and it still got him, in the end, or I think it did, and I’ve spent every day since he died not saying so. So don’t you tell me you’re not going anywhere and think that settles it. Silas wasn’t going anywhere either. They came for him anyway, and they’ll come for you, and they’ll be cleverer about it than a barn fire and a burning man, because they learned something this winter, they learned this inn can fight, and the next thing they send won’t walk up to your diner counter and order pie.” She turned to me, her weathered face flint-hard with the worst truths. “You did a great thing, unmaking that man. I want you to hear me say it, because I won’t say it twice. You did what Silas did, one filled woman at a time, but you did it out loud and all at once and you cured a county. It was well done. And it painted a target on this house the size of the sky.”

“I know it,” I said.

“I know you know it. That’s why I’m telling you and not warning you.” And then, before she went in out of the cold, she said the other thing, the thing that was hers to say, the thing she’d been carrying to give me. “Keep your tin fuller than he did, Gabe.” And she went in, out of the snow, into the warm, and left me on the porch with the north road and the promise in it.

And the day went on, because the days went on, and the war banked itself back down into the ordinary.

Out on the back field, Erin and Riley drilled the beacon working in the snow, throwing the woven fire-and-light star up over the white field again and again, not for war now, for the pure joy of the thing they’d built together. They’d made it a game, of course they had, two show-offs could not leave a thing alone without turning it into a contest, and they argued endlessly over whose half was doing the real work, Riley claiming the light was the whole show and the fire was just heat, Erin claiming the fire was the teeth and the light was decoration, and Alexis, dragooned into refereeing, told them both witheringly that it was a single integrated working and neither of them could produce it alone, which satisfied no one and delighted everyone. They stood out there in the snow in the blue evening light hurling a small star at the sky, the spitfire and the showgirl, inseparable, loud, aiming a weapon at nothing but the winter clouds because it was beautiful and it was theirs, and the whole household came out on the porch to watch, and the goose watched too, and it was the best show in the county, and it cost nobody anything, which is the only kind of show worth having.

Behind the inn Goldie’s woke orchard stood impossibly green under the snow, apples on the bare-white branches in December, the ward-grove alive and warm-rooted in the frozen ground, and she walked it every morning barefoot in the snow that didn’t seem to touch her, naming the trees, talking to them, and they turned their living branches toward her as she passed the way the beds turned toward her in the greenhouse, and she’d stopped grieving the homestead somewhere in there, I noticed, stopped reaching for a lost hill, because she had a living orchard of her own now that she could keep alive as easy as breathing, and a press her man had built her, and the grief had finally found somewhere to lie down.

And at the desk, Maeve was teaching Sorrel the ledger, the columns and the first-names-only and the marks, Stuck and Leaking and Burning in the arrival column, Settled and Right and the circle-with-a-line in the departure, sixty years of a dead man’s shorthand passed hand to hand between two women who’d both come to the inn hollowed and dying and were now keeping its book together. I stood in the hall one evening and listened to Maeve explain the circle-and-line to Sorrel, gently, “it means she came already emptied, it’s the one you write for our kind,” and heard Sorrel say, quiet, “there’s a lot of them,” and Maeve say, “there’s a lot of us,” and I understood the innkeeping was being handed down the way Silas had handed it, not in a will, in the daily teaching of the marks, and that the inn would outlast me the way it had outlasted him, in the hands of the women it saved.

Petra herself was mending, in the annex, under Sorrel’s care, and she’d already stopped flinching at doorways, and that was its own small victory, one more woman off the road and into the warm. The refuge ran itself around her, the everyday machinery of it, chore board and ledger and larder, twenty-odd souls fed three times a day, the great ordinary engine of the inn turning over the way it was built to. I stood in the taproom that evening and watched it run: safe fed people at tables, names in the ledger, fresh bread in Goldie’s hands, the road held outside for one more night.

And a new guest came up the drive.

She came in the middle of the afternoon, on foot, an ordinary woman with a witch’s careful hands and a tired hopeful face, no road-fear on her, just the stuck weariness I’d learned to read in the fall, the look of a witch who’d hit her ceiling and been grinding herself against it for years, the first new guest since the war who’d come not fleeing anything but simply hoping, and she stood at the desk and looked at the warm full house and the lit lamps and the smell of Goldie’s kitchen and said, uncertain, the way they always said it, half-braced to be turned away, “I heard, on the road, that there might be. That this is a place where a witch who’s stuck might. Get help. Or, I don’t know exactly what I heard, but they said come to Gosling Green and ask at the inn.” She swallowed. “Is there a room?”

And Maeve smiled, the desk smile, the one that had grown on her along with everything else the house grew back, and opened the ledger to a fresh line, and dipped the pen, and said, “There’s always a room.”

And it happened around the new guest the way it happened around all of them, the whole warm machine of the place turning over, and she stood in the middle of it looking more bewildered by the minute. Goldie was out of the kitchen with a plate before the woman had finished her sentence, pressing warm bread into her hands, saying sit, sit, you’ve had a long road. Riley was halfway across the taproom already, launching into the woman’s life like they’d been friends for years, what’s your craft, don’t tell me, let me guess, you look like a weather-witch, I’m never wrong, I’m always wrong. Sorrel appeared to sort a bunk. Cobb inspected her from the dresser and left a river-stone, which meant he approved. Erin, passing through, said nothing but banked the taproom fire up a notch on her way, because a cold traveler should be warm. And the woman, who’d come up the drive braced to be turned away, who’d asked is there a room in the small half-hopeless voice of a person who’d been told no a lot, stood there getting fed and befriended and roomed and warmed all at once by four different people and looked like she might cry from the sheer disorienting abundance of it, which they all did, the first day, every one of them.

“They’ll triple-feed you before dinner,” I told her, from the doorway. “Don’t fight it. Nobody wins.”

She looked at me, this stuck hopeful stranger in my great-uncle’s inn at the end of the forgetting road, and asked the thing they always asked eventually, uncertain, like it couldn’t be true. “Is it, is it really what they say? A place where a witch who’s stuck can get, unstuck?”

“It’s really that,” I said. “And more besides. But eat first. The rest keeps.”

The woman looked past me into the warmth, at Maeve behind the desk with the ledger open and Goldie already coming down the hall with a plate, and her shoulders came down an inch.


Chapter 24: Vacancy

I walked the house with my coffee on a snowy morning, the way I’d walked it that first quiet morning in the fall when it was cold and empty and I meant to sell it, and it was the same walk and it was a different world.

The guest wing was full, and I walked it slow, and it was the fullest kind of quiet, the quiet of a house where a lot of people are sleeping warm.

Goldie’s room, warm and green, a plant grown into every window and flour-dust on the sill and a jar of the good preserves by the bed for the hard-night people, the door open because Goldie left every door open. Riley’s room, loud even empty, candid photographs of the whole household pinned in a ring around her mirror and never one single photo of herself in the middle of them, which had taken me a while to notice and had told me the whole of her when I did, a woman who’d spent her life needing to be looked at surrounding herself with pictures of the people she’d finally rather look at, her hot-pink dye and her fishnets and her too many rings scattered across the dresser like a magpie’s hoard. Alexis’s room, immaculate and ink-dark, her books in ranks and a pen through everything and the framed settling-diagram from the fall on the wall with the quiet-ward diagram pencilled beside it now, two ranks earned and hung like a soldier’s ribbons. Erin’s room, warm as a forge because Cobb kept the grate banked absurdly high for her, her terrible burned-wood plaque already migrated in from the workshop and hung crooked over the door where she could see it from the bed and pretend she didn’t look at it. And Maeve’s room, which she kept, though she owned the desk now and slept behind it as often as not, kept it made up and waiting and hers, the way you keep the first warm bed after the hollowing that you let yourself trust, because some things you don’t give up just because you’ve outgrown needing them.

Down in the annex the bunks were full, two dozen souls sleeping and stirring in the honeyed steadiness of Riley’s rafter-charm, the wood stove ticking, Goldie’s larder shelf by the door with its jars gone down and gone up again. Sorrel’s light was already on in the little annex office, early as always, the reformed spy running her refuge before the sun was up, and I could hear the scratch of her pencil on the chore board through the wall. And out the back window two of the freed women were in the yard in the new snow having a snowball fight with the murderous, wholehearted commitment of grown women who’d spent years too hollowed to remember they were allowed to play, shrieking, ambushing each other from behind the woodpile, and the goose was refereeing, which is to say the goose was standing in the middle of it getting hit from both sides and retaliating against whoever was nearest without regard to justice, and one of the women laughed so hard she had to sit down in the snow, and I stood at the window with my coffee and watched them, and there was no better argument than that, no better proof of the whole year’s work, than two women who’d been driven up my iced approach lanes to die throwing snowballs in my yard.

I’d made the coffee before I walked, the way I made it every morning, strong enough to stand a spoon in, in the big pot on the kitchen range that Goldie kept lit, and I’d found, as I always found now, that the kettle was already hot and the pot already warm before I got there, Cobb’s doing, the hob who’d starved on a cold empty inn for three weeks after Silas died and now ran a full one like a small imperial household, and I’d stood a minute in the dark kitchen before anyone else was up, the way I liked to, with my hands around the warm mug and the whole sleeping house breathing around me, and let the grounds-sense open out and take the temperature of it all, the garden banked and dormant, the grove green under snow, the coop warm, the annex full, the well quiet and clean and whole down in the dark, every soul under my care sleeping safe, and I’d thought, this is the best hour of my day, this cold dark hour before the house wakes, when I get to feel all of it holding, and then I’d taken my coffee and walked the house to see with my eyes what the grounds-sense already told me, because a tradesman trusts his instruments and checks them anyway.

A witch in every room. It had been a promise once, a strange man’s strange inheritance I meant to flip and leave before the leaves finished turning. Now it was a Tuesday. Now it was just the house, full the way the house was built to be full, a witch in every room and two dozen more in the barn and a town at the foot of the drive that would come running if I rang a bell. I stood in the upstairs hall in the gray morning light with my coffee going cold in my hand and listened to the warm quiet of all those sleeping rooms.

Cobb was waiting for me at the end of the hall.

He stood by the linen press, the tall old cupboard that had lived at the end of the upstairs hall since before I came and held nothing but sheets, and he had about him an air of enormous ceremony, the way he got when a thing mattered to him, standing very straight and formal, more like a verger about to lead a procession than a knee-high gnarled house-spirit, and when he saw me looking he did a thing he almost never did, which was gesture, one long clever finger pointing at the linen press, and then he reached into the rag-scraps he wore and produced, and held up, the brass key.

The brass key. Cobb had dropped it on the kitchen table in the fall, the night the guests became residents, a heavy old brass key gone green with age, a key to a lock nobody could find, a thing the house was keeping for a door not yet shown, and I’d half-forgotten it, filed it with the inn’s other patient impossibilities, and here was Cobb holding it up with the gravity of a coronation and pointing at a cupboard full of sheets.

“There’s no lock on the linen press, Cobb,” I said. “It’s a cupboard.”

“It’s a cupboard, Cobb,” I said again, gently, because he was looking at me with real expectation. “It holds the sheets. I put the sheets in it myself in the fall. There’s no door behind the sheets, I’d have found a door, I’ve had my hands on every wall in this house.”

Cobb gave me a look of profound disappointment, the look of a creature who has waited months, possibly years, for a slow man to finally catch up, and found him, once again, exactly as slow as feared. He set the brass key down on the floorboards with a small deliberate click, the way you set down a thing to free your hands for a demonstration a fool requires. And then he went to the linen press, and put both his long clever hands flat against its side, and pushed.

And it swung.

The whole cupboard swung out from the wall on a pivot I’d never have found in a lifetime of looking, sheets and all, and behind it, set into what I’d have sworn was an outside wall, was a door. Older wood than the wall around it, much older, dark and close-grained and smooth, and a brass lock in it gone the same green as the key, and I stood there with my coffee going cold and understood that the inn was, once again, bigger on the inside than it had any right to be, that it had been keeping this door behind the sheets the whole time, waiting.

I took the key from Cobb, and I fit it to the green lock, and it turned like it had been oiled yesterday, smooth and easy, sixty years of disuse falling away under one turn, and the old door opened onto a narrow stair going up.

Up. There was no up. I knew this house, I’d been over every inch of it with my hands, the boiler and the wiring and the roof slates, and there was no room above the upstairs hall, the roof came down there, I’d stood on it, and yet here was a narrow dusty stair climbing up into the dark under the roof-peak, and I climbed it, Cobb bolting up ahead of me, and it came out in a room.

An attic room, under the very peak of the roof, snug and sound and low-beamed, dusty with the dust of long emptiness but tight, no rot anywhere, no draft where a draft had every right to be and wasn’t, on no plan of the house that ever existed, tucked into a space between the rafters that my hands and my eye and every measurement I’d ever taken of this building swore could not be there, and was. The ceiling followed the roofline down to the eaves on both sides so you’d have to stoop under them. There was a narrow bed frame, old and good and honestly joined, and a chest, and a single chair, all of it sheeted in dust cloth, waiting, the way furniture waits in a room that’s been kept rather than abandoned.

And there was a round window in the north gable, a real window, glazed, deep-set in the old wood, facing out over the white fields toward the dark distant line of the north road, and I stood in the middle of the room turning slowly with my cold coffee, taking it in, and I’ll tell you it did something to me, that room. Since I came up the forgetting road, I’d found out the inn was bigger and stranger and older than I could account for, and I’d made my peace with the impossible flame on the bar and the sign that flipped itself and the well that went down through the world, but this was different, this was a whole sound sturdy room the house had been holding folded up behind a linen cupboard for who knew how many years, dusted and furnished and ready, kept warm in the inn’s memory for a guest it had not needed in my time, and maybe not for a very long while. The inn had known she was coming. It had known long enough to keep her a room. Cobb sat on the dust-sheeted chest with his lamp-eyes shining, radiating a deep and personal satisfaction, a verger whose long procession had at last arrived at the altar it had always been walking toward, and I understood he’d been waiting to show me this since the night he’d dropped the brass key on the kitchen table in the fall, waiting for the house to be ready, or for me to be, or for the cold to come far enough down the road that it was time.

And the room was cold.

Not broken-cold. Not draft-cold, not the cold of a room that’s lost its heat. Built-cold. I put my hand out and felt it, the deliberate chill of the place, and I looked, and understood, because I read rooms the way I read everything. The shelving was stone, thick fitted stone slabs like the shelves of a spring-house, a room built to hold cold, to keep things cool the way a cellar keeps things cool, made for it. There was a hearth, laid ready with wood, but it had never been lit, the wood old and undisturbed. And the round north window had frost on it, delicate frost feathering across the glass, and it was on the inside of the pane, etched into the inside, patterns of frost that hadn’t come from the weather, that had been there, I understood, since before I opened the door, frost blooming on the inside of a window in a sealed room, the room’s own cold, its own nature, waiting.

Goldie had come up the stair behind me. I heard her bare feet on the old wood, and she stopped in the doorway and looked at the cold room with the stone shelves and the unlit hearth and the frost on the inside of the glass, and she said, flat and sunny at once, the way she said the truest things, “Oh. That’s not a warm room.”

“No,” I said.

“It’s not supposed to be,” she said, working it out in her easy way, running her palm along a cold stone shelf, reading the room the way she read soil, by touch, by feel, by the sure green instinct she trusted most around living creatures. “Look at it. It’s not broken. Nothing’s wrong with it. It’s built to hold cold without breaking, on purpose. Stone shelves like a spring-house, to keep cold things cold. Cold glass. A hearth laid but never lit, because you don’t want to warm this room, warming it would spoil what it’s for.” She turned in a slow circle, taking it in, the way I had. “Every other room in this house is warm because the house is warm, because the house loves warm, Cobb and the boiler and all of it. This one the house made cold. Deliberately. And kept it that way, hidden, all this time.” She looked at me, and her wide green eyes were doing the thing they did when she knew a thing before she had any earthly business knowing it, the thing that made her the sharpest person in the house about the one subject that mattered, which was people. “She’ll need a room like this. Whoever she is, wherever she’s coming down from. A warm room would hurt her. Think about it, Gabe, a person made of that much cold, if you put her by a fire it’d be like putting one of us in a furnace, it’d burn. She’ll need somewhere she can be as cold as she is and have it be all right. Somewhere that holds her cold without breaking and without trying to fix it.” She said it so gently, so surely, and I thought about a woman alone in a valley of ice she’d made to keep herself safe, and about how you’d ever coax a person like that down out of the cold, and I understood the inn had already answered the question, years before I’d thought to ask it, by keeping a cold room folded up behind the sheets.

She went to the round north window and looked out through the frost that had bloomed on the inside of the glass, out toward the white road running north.

“We should air it out,” she said, practical now, sunny, already planning. “Sweep it, beat the dust cloths, wash the glass, get it ready. Not warm it. Just ready.” A beat, and softer, her hand flat on the cold pane. “She’s got a long way to come down. Longest way there is, I think. All the way down out of the cold. We’ll want the room ready when she gets here, so there’s somewhere she can stop being afraid.”

Goldie put her hand to the round window’s latch, old brass gone stiff, and worked it loose, and pushed the window open.

And below us, out front, I heard it. Faint, up through the floors of the sleeping house, the small wooden clatter I’d learned since the fall, the flip-board over the front door turning itself on its pin, no wind to move it, no hand near it, the carved owl and the swinging lantern presiding over a sign that changed itself. NO VACANCY turning over to VACANCY. The inn readying a room for a coming guest, the way it had readied Goldie’s room and Riley’s and Alexis’s and Erin’s, each door unlocking itself in its turn as the woman it was meant for came up the road, and now this, the cold room, the fifth-and-first room, the one folded behind the sheets, offered to the winter.

And it flipped at the exact moment Goldie pushed the round north window open and the clean cold northern air poured into the room that had been built to hold it, and the frost on the inside of the glass, which had bloomed there in a sealed room with no weather to make it, seemed to settle deeper, satisfied, welcomed, and the whole cold room breathed in the winter it had been waiting for, and I stood in it and felt, through the grounds-sense that was mine now, the sign flip and the window open and the cold come in, the house arranging itself around a guest still weeks or months or a whole hard journey away, patient as it had been patient for me, keeping a room lit, or in this case kept cold, against the day she’d need it.

That afternoon Goldie went up and readied the room. She didn’t warm it. She’d understood at a glance that warming it would ruin it, and so she readied it the way you’d ready a room for any coming guest except backward, cold instead of warm. She swept it, and beat the dust-sheets out the round window into the snow, and washed the cold glass, and Riley came up and hung a lamp, an unlit one, ready. And Goldie laid the hearth fresh, wood and kindling, laid it perfect, and did not light it, left it laid and waiting the way you leave a thing ready for a hand that isn’t there yet, so that whoever came could light it or not, could have the choice. And she stood in the middle of the swept cold room with her breath smoking, a woman made all of warmth standing in a room built to hold cold, getting it ready for a stranger who was, if the road-witch’s story was true, the loneliest person for a hundred miles, and she said, to the empty room, to the frost on the glass, sunny and certain, “There. Now she’ll have somewhere to come to.” And went back down to her warm kitchen.

Downstairs, at the desk, Maeve felt it or heard it or simply knew, the way the house’s people knew things now, and she opened the ledger to a fresh line, and inked the date, and left the name blank, because there wasn’t a name yet, only a cold room aired out and swept and ready, a sign flipped to VACANCY, and a cold coming down the north road that had a woman in it.

Alexis’s study stayed locked. I passed it on the way down and the door was shut and I knew the corkboard was behind it in the dark, the brand and the chalk figure and the ring of keys to a house out west and the pencil sketch of the north road and the one card in the corner that said SILAS, all of it banked down like a fire you mean to come back to, waiting for spring and the passable roads and the day Alexis decided it was time to pull every thread all the way. She’d tell me when it was time. She always did. For now the study stayed locked, the war folded up small behind a door, so the house could get on with the winter.

And out in the workshop the forge was going, banked and warm, and I passed it on my way down and looked in, and Erin was there, alone, quenching something in the slack tub, a hiss and a curl of steam going up, and when the steam cleared she lifted it out and it was a knife, a small new blade, forged and ground and hardened, a good honest working knife, and she turned it in the forge-light checking the edge with the particular satisfied squint of a maker looking at a made thing. When she saw me in the doorway she didn’t startle and didn’t explain, just held it up so I could see the edge she’d put on it and said, “Winter’s long. Somebody should own a good knife,” which explained nothing, and I looked at the fire-witch who’d spent her life terrified her fire only ever destroyed, standing at a forge she’d claimed, having just made her second thing, a blade this time, small and sharp and kept, and I didn’t ask what it was for.

I nodded at the knife. “Good steel?”

“Best I’ve made.” She set it on the bench to cool beside the ward-stone with its warm sheen. “It’ll hold an edge in the cold. That matters, in the cold.” And she went back to the forge, and I left her to it, and that was Erin, saying a whole thing about a coming winter in a sentence about a knife, and meaning every word.

I went back down through the waking house, and it was full of its morning, the ordinary miracle of it, the one my old running life would not have known how to want and now couldn’t imagine living without.

Goldie had the whole range going, the big pans and the kettle and the oven all at once, feeding the sound of twenty-odd people finding their sleepy way toward breakfast, and she moved through it barefoot and flour-dusted and humming, a peach behind her ear she’d forgotten again, kissing the top of my head as I passed and pressing a warm heel of bread into my hand without breaking her stride, because Goldie did not believe in letting a man walk through her kitchen unfed. Riley sat on the counter narrating a boot count to nobody, up to fourteen pairs now plus the goose, a new record she announced with the importance of a stage finale. Alexis was in her corner with her coffee and a book and her glasses unusually straight, and she nodded at me over the rim of the cup, and I knew she’d be in her locked study within the hour, pulling at the threads on the board, and that she’d tell me when it was time, and that until then she’d sit here in the warm and drink her coffee and be, for one more morning, just a woman I loved reading a book.

Erin’s forge-warmth came up the back hall, and the smell of hot iron, because she was already out there, of course she was, quenching the little blade or starting another, working the winter off in the fire that no longer frightened her. And Maeve was at the desk with the ledger open, and beside her the new guest from yesterday, the stuck hopeful stranger, already drafted into learning the columns, already fed twice this morning by my count and about to be fed a third time, already looking less like a woman braced to be turned away and more like a woman who was starting, against all her experience, to believe that the warm place at the end of the forgetting road was real, that there was, actually, a bed in the refuge and a place at the table, and that nobody would take either from her while she wanted them.

And the snow came down soft on all of it, on the lit inn full of warm safe fed people, a single lamp in a wide white field, and I stood a moment in the middle of my own noisy morning and let the grounds-sense hold the whole of it at once, the house and the grove and the coop and the annex and the well, every soul in every room.

I went down and out onto the porch into the snow-quiet, and I salted the doorstep, every one, with salt I’d made myself, and I checked the tin, and I filled it to the top the way Silas filled his, fuller, and I stood a minute in the falling snow looking up the white road toward the north, and then I went back inside, where it was warm, and full, and lit, and mine, and I wasn’t going anywhere.


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.
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Thanks for being here.
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[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc1D2.jpg
AWITCH

IN EVERY

LEO THORNVALE





OEBPS/image_rsrc1D3.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Copyright


    		Chapter 1: First Frost Coming


    		Chapter 2: Putting Up


    		Chapter 3: The Other Trade’s Tools


    		Chapter 4: Fire in the Barn


    		Chapter 5: The Spitfire


    		Chapter 6: Music Night


    		Chapter 7: The Wrong Appetite


    		Chapter 8: Salt and Stone


    		Chapter 9: Banked


    		Chapter 10: The Silent Goose


    		Chapter 11: What He Leaves Behind


    		Chapter 12: The Quiet-Ward


    		Chapter 13: Pie


    		Chapter 14: Two Show-Offs


    		Chapter 15: Tempering


    		Chapter 16: The House Fills


    		Chapter 17: Hothouse


    		Chapter 18: Seating the Stone


    		Chapter 19: The Two Wells


    		Chapter 20: Drink


    		Chapter 21: Filled


    		Chapter 22: First Snow


    		Chapter 23: The Cold Coming Down


    		Chapter 24: Vacancy


    		Thank you for reading!


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282

		283

		284

		285

		286

		287

		288

		289

		290

		291

		292

		293

		294

		295

		296

		297

		298

		299

		300

		301

		302

		303

		304

		305

		306

		307

		308

		309

		310

		311

		312

		313

		314

		315

		316

		317

		318

		319

		320

		321

		322






